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The scent of betrayal hung thick in the autumn air, masked beneath the familiar smells of roasted meat and pine smoke that usually made Samara feel safe. Tonight, something was different. Tonight, her wolf was restless.

Nine-year-old Samara pressed herself against the cool stone wall of the packhouse, her small fingers gripping the rough edges as she peered around the corner into the great hall. The adults were gathered for what her father had called “an important meeting”—the kind that usually meant she and her brothers were sent to bed early with warm milk and honey cakes.

But Theodore had whispered for her to stay hidden, to watch and listen. At thirteen, her brother always seemed to know things before anyone else, his Alpha intuition already stronger than most full-grown wolves. The serious look in his dark eyes had made her stomach twist with worry.

She could see her parents at the head of the long wooden table, their posture tense despite their casual smiles. Alpha Marcus Shadow Ridge sat tall and proud, his graying hair caught the firelight, while her mother, Luna Catherine, kept her hands folded perfectly in her lap—the way she did when she was nervous.

Around the table sat wolves Samara had known her entire life. Uncle James, who always brought her peppermint sticks from his travels. Beta Harrison, who had taught her to skip stones by the creek. Elder Morrison, who told the best stories about the old days when packs roamed free across the continent.

And there, sitting closest to her father with an easy smile, was Alpha Roman’s Beta—Garrett. He’d arrived just that morning with gifts and warm greetings, claiming to bring word from the Northern Ridge Pack about potential trade agreements.

Samara’s wolf whimpered inside her, a sound she felt rather than heard. The animal part of her, still so young and untrained, sensed something her human mind couldn’t quite grasp.

“The children are asleep?” Garrett asked, his voice carrying easily across the stone hall.

“Of course,” her father replied, though his eyes briefly flickered toward the archway where Samara hid. “We can speak freely.”

Garrett’s smile widened, and something cold slithered down Samara’s spine. “Excellent. Then we can begin.”

The Beta raised his hand, and suddenly the great hall filled with the sound of splintering wood and shattering glass. Wolves poured through the windows and doors—strangers with red eyes and bared fangs, their scents foreign and hostile.

Samara’s mother screamed.

The attack was swift and brutal. Her pack, caught completely off guard, scrambled to defend themselves, but they had been betrayed from within. Garrett moved with deadly precision, a silver blade appearing in his hand as he lunged toward her father.

“For the glory of the Western Mountains Pack!” Garrett roared as chaos erupted around him.

Samara watched in frozen horror as her world exploded into violence. Uncle James shifted mid-leap, his wolf form massive and black, but three enemy wolves brought him down before he could reach the attackers threatening her mother. Beta Harrison fought valiantly beside her father, but even their combined strength couldn’t overcome the sheer number of enemies that had infiltrated their home.

A hand grabbed her shoulder, and Samara spun around with a gasp. Theodore crouched beside her, his young face already streaked with blood, his clothes torn. Behind him, she could see flames beginning to lick at the walls of their home.

“Sam, listen to me,” he whispered urgently, his hands gripping her shoulders. “You have to run. Now.”

“I can’t leave you! I can’t leave Mama and Papa!” Tears streamed down her face as she reached for him.

“There’s nothing we can do for them now.” His voice cracked, making him sound even younger than his thirteen years. “But you can survive this. You have to survive this.”

From the great hall came a sound that would haunt her nightmares forever—her father’s roar of pain cut short, followed by her mother’s broken cry.

Theodore’s eyes hardened with a rage too old for his face. “Remember this night, Samara. Remember who did this to us. Garrett from the Northern Ridge Pack. Remember his face.”

“Theo—”

“Promise me!” He shook her gently, his Alpha authority already developing enough to compel her attention. “Promise me you’ll survive. Promise me you’ll make them pay someday.”

Through her tears, Samara nodded. “I promise.”

“Good.” Theodore pulled something from around his neck—a small silver pendant shaped like a crescent moon, their family’s symbol. He pressed it into her palm. “Take this. Never forget who you are, little Alpha. Never forget you’re a Shadow Ridge.”

A inhuman snarl echoed from the hall, followed by heavy footsteps heading their way.

“Go,” Theodore urged, pushing her toward the servants’ passage that led to the kitchens. “Run to the southern border. Don’t stop, don’t look back, and don’t trust anyone.”

“What about you?”

Theodore’s smile was fierce and heartbreaking. “I’m going to buy you time.”

Before she could protest, he was gone, racing back toward the great hall and the sounds of dying. Samara heard his young wolf’s howl—brave and defiant—rise above the chaos.

Then it was cut short.

Something inside Samara shattered, but Theodore’s Alpha command compelled her forward. She ran through the servants’ corridors, past the kitchens where the scent of tonight’s feast still lingered, out through the back door into the cold autumn night.

Behind her, the packhouse burned, orange flames reaching toward the stars like desperate prayers. The sounds of battle grew fainter as she ran, her bare feet bleeding on the rocky ground, her nightgown torn by brambles and thorns.

She ran until her lungs burned and her legs gave out, collapsing finally at the edge of what she hoped was the southern border. As she lay gasping in the darkness, clutching Theodore’s pendant to her chest, she could still see the glow of the fire on the horizon.

Her family was dead. Her pack was gone. Everyone she had ever loved had been murdered by someone they trusted.

But she was alive.

And someday, she would make them all pay.

The nine-year-old girl who had hidden behind stone walls and believed in the safety of pack bonds died that night in the forest. In her place, something harder was born—a survivor with ice in her veins and vengeance in her heart.

Samara Shadow Ridge closed her eyes and let the cold seep into her bones, freezing away the last of her childhood tears. When she opened them again, she was someone new.
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The southern border of Moonrise Pack territory stretched endlessly before Samara, marked by towering pine trees that seemed to scrape the belly of the gray dawn sky. She had been walking for three days, surviving on creek water and the few late berries she could find, her small body pushed far beyond its limits.

Her bare feet were raw and bleeding, leaving a trail that any competent tracker could follow. Her nightgown, once white cotton with tiny blue flowers that her mother had embroidered, now hung in tatters around her thin frame. But it was the emptiness in her chest—the hollow ache where her family’s pack bonds used to live—that hurt the most.

Every step forward was a step away from everything she had ever known, every breath a reminder that she was utterly alone in a world that had proven itself capable of unspeakable cruelty.

The sun was beginning to rise on her fourth day of wandering when the patrol found her.

Samara heard them before she saw them—the soft pad of paws on forest floor, the barely audible whisper of communication through pack links she could no longer access. Her own wolf, traumatized and weakened by grief, could barely lift her head to acknowledge the approaching danger.

She should run. Every instinct screamed at her to flee, but her legs simply wouldn’t carry her another step. Instead, she sank down against the rough bark of an ancient oak tree and waited for whatever fate would find her.

The wolves that emerged from the morning mist were massive, their coats ranging from deep auburn to silver-gray. They moved with the fluid coordination of a pack that had hunted together for years, forming a loose circle around her with practiced ease.

Samara lifted her chin with as much dignity as a nine-year-old could muster and met their eyes without flinching. If these wolves meant to kill her, she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her cower. Theodore hadn’t cowered. Her parents hadn’t cowered.

She was a Shadow Ridge, even if she was the last one left.

The largest wolf, a magnificent creature with a coat like burnished copper and eyes the color of amber honey, stepped forward. When he shifted, the transformation was smooth and controlled—the mark of an Alpha who had long ago mastered his dual nature.

The man who stood before her was perhaps forty years old, with broad shoulders and calloused hands that spoke of both physical labor and combat training. His face was weathered but kind, with laugh lines around his eyes and a mouth that looked more accustomed to smiling than snarling.

But it was his scent that made Samara’s wolf finally stir with something other than despair. This Alpha smelled of protection, of safety, of the kind of unwavering strength that could weather any storm.

“Hello, little one,” he said, his voice gentle as he crouched down to her level. “I’m Alpha Marcus of the Moonrise Pack. What’s your name?”

Samara’s throat was raw from days without speaking, and when she tried to answer, only a harsh whisper emerged. “Sam.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie. Theodore had called her Sam when they were playing in the woods, when pack formality didn’t matter and she could just be his little sister instead of the Alpha’s daughter.

“Just Sam?” Marcus asked, settling more comfortably on the forest floor as if he had all the time in the world to wait for her answer.

The other wolves had shifted as well, she realized—two women and a man, all watching her with expressions of concern rather than suspicion. One of the women, a petite blonde with kind eyes, had produced a water bottle from somewhere and was holding it out encouragingly.

Samara accepted the water gratefully, drinking deeply before attempting to speak again. Theodore’s final command echoed in her mind: don’t trust anyone. But these wolves hadn’t hurt her yet, and she was too weak to run even if they proved to be enemies.

“Sam Wilder,” she said finally, pulling the surname from a half-remembered story her mother used to tell about lone wolves who lived without packs. “My papa was a lone wolf. He died from a sickness, and I got lost trying to find food.”

The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, but it was safer than the truth. If word spread that a Shadow Ridge heir had survived the massacre, whoever had orchestrated the attack might come looking to finish the job.

Alpha Marcus studied her face with those perceptive amber eyes, and for a moment, Samara feared he could see through her deception. But when he spoke, his voice held only compassion.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Sam. That must have been very frightening for you.”

He glanced at his pack members, some silent communication passing between them before he turned back to her. “You’re safe now. Would you like to come home with us? We have warm food and soft beds, and our pack healer can tend to those cuts on your feet.”

Home. The word hit Samara like a physical blow, because she would never have a real home again. The packhouse where she had taken her first steps, spoken her first words, learned to shift under the patient guidance of her parents—it was ash and memory now.

But she needed shelter. She needed time to grow strong enough to fulfill her promise to Theodore. And something about Alpha Marcus’s steady presence made her damaged wolf settle in a way she hadn’t felt since that terrible night.

“Yes, please,” she whispered.

Marcus smiled, the expression transforming his entire face. “Excellent. Can you walk a little further, or would you like me to carry you?”

Pride warred with exhaustion, and exhaustion won. “I can walk.”

It was another lie. Her legs were shaking with fatigue, and every step sent shooting pains through her injured feet. But she managed to stumble forward, one foot in front of the other, as Marcus and his pack members flanked her protectively.

They walked for perhaps an hour through increasingly familiar-looking forest—pine and oak giving way to the maple and birch trees that thrived in the heart of pack territory. When they finally emerged into a clearing, Samara felt her breath catch in her throat.

The Moonrise Pack’s settlement was nothing like her family’s ancient stone packhouse. Instead, comfortable wooden cabins were scattered throughout the clearing, connected by well-maintained paths and surrounded by carefully tended gardens. Children played in the common areas while adults went about their daily tasks, and the whole scene radiated a sense of peace and contentment that seemed almost foreign after the violence she had witnessed.

“Welcome to Moonrise,” Marcus said softly. “I think you’re going to like it here, Sam.”

Several pack members had noticed their approach and were gathering curiously, but Marcus raised a hand to forestall their questions.

“This is Sam,” he announced. “She’s lost her father and will be staying with us. I trust everyone will make her feel welcome.”

There were murmurs of sympathy and offers of help, but no probing questions about her origins or demands to know her lineage. These wolves simply accepted their Alpha’s judgment and opened their arms to a traumatized child who needed sanctuary.

For the first time since Theodore had pressed his pendant into her palm, Samara felt something other than rage and grief. It was a tiny spark of hope, barely visible beneath the weight of her pain, but it was there.

She would heal here. She would grow strong. And when she was ready, she would reclaim her birthright and avenge her family.

But for now, she was just Sam Wilder, a lone wolf’s daughter who had found a new pack to call home.

Alpha Marcus led her toward one of the smaller cabins, and Samara allowed herself to imagine, just for a moment, what it might feel like to belong somewhere again.

The pendant around her neck—hidden beneath her torn nightgown—seemed to grow warm against her skin, as if Theodore’s spirit was reminding her never to forget who she really was.

She wouldn’t forget. But she could pretend, for a little while, that the Shadow Ridge Alpha heir had died with the rest of her family.

It was a necessary death, she told herself. Because Sam Wilder would be able to do things that Samara Shadow Ridge never could.

Sam Wilder could hide in plain sight.

Sam Wilder could learn to fight without anyone questioning why a lone wolf’s daughter needed such skills.

And when the time was right, Sam Wilder could disappear forever, leaving only vengeance in her wake.
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Five years later

The morning sun filtered through the training ground’s canopy as fourteen-year-old Samara dodged another punishing blow from her sparring partner. Marcus had paired her with Jake, one of the pack’s most promising young warriors, and the eighteen-year-old wasn’t holding back despite their age difference.

“Come on, Sam!” Jake taunted, his wolf gleaming in his eyes as he pressed his advantage. “I thought lone wolves were supposed to be scrappy fighters!”

Samara bit back the instinctive snarl that wanted to escape. Her Alpha blood sang with the need to dominate, to show this cocky Beta exactly what she was capable of, but that would mean revealing herself. Instead, she forced her wolf to submit, letting her natural power sink deep beneath the surface where it couldn’t be detected.

She stumbled backward, deliberately clumsy, and let Jake’s next strike send her tumbling to the ground.

“Better,” said Marcus from the sidelines, though his amber eyes held a knowing glint that made Samara’s stomach clench. “But you’re still telegraphing your moves, Sam. A real enemy won’t give you time to think.”

If only you knew, Samara thought grimly. In the past five years, she’d learned to fight from dusty books stolen from the pack library, practicing forms and techniques in the deep woods where no one could see her. She was already better than most of the adult warriors in Moonrise Pack, but she couldn’t let them know that.

“Sorry, Alpha Marcus,” she panted, accepting Jake’s offered hand to help her up. “I’ll do better next time.”

“See that you do,” Marcus replied, but his tone was gentle. “Strength isn’t just about power, Sam. Sometimes the smartest fighter is the one who lets their opponent underestimate them.”

The words hit closer to home than he could possibly know. Samara had become an expert at being underestimated—the quiet, grateful orphan who caused no trouble and asked for nothing beyond basic shelter and food. Most of the pack barely noticed her, which was exactly how she wanted it.

After training ended and the other young wolves dispersed to their various duties, Samara lingered near the equipment shed, pretending to organize the practice weapons while she waited for the grounds to empty. Only when she was certain she was alone did she allow her careful mask to slip.

Her shoulders straightened, her chin lifted, and for just a moment, the dormant Alpha power in her blood flared to life. She selected a real blade from the locked cabinet—Marcus had taught her the combination years ago, trusting her with responsibilities that most pack members twice her age didn’t receive—and moved through a complex series of forms that would have impressed even Elder Morrison.

The sword sang through the air as she spun and struck, her movements fluid and deadly. This was who she really was: Samara Shadow Ridge, last heir to one of the most powerful Alpha bloodlines in the northern territories. She was fast, strong, and absolutely lethal when she chose to be.

“Very impressive.”

Samara spun, her blade automatically rising to a defensive position before she could stop herself. Marcus stood at the edge of the training ground, his expression unreadable as he watched her.

Shit. How long had he been standing there?

“Alpha Marcus,” she said carefully, forcing her stance to relax. “I was just… practicing what you taught us today.”

“Were you?” He stepped closer, his movements casual but purposeful. “Because that looked like Vanquisher’s Blade to me. A very advanced technique that I certainly haven’t taught any of our young wolves.”

Samara’s mind raced. Vanquisher’s Blade was a Shadow Ridge technique, passed down through her family for generations. She’d learned it from watching her father train, back when she was too young to understand that such knowledge could betray her.

“I found it in a book,” she said finally. “In the pack library. I’ve been practicing in my spare time.”

“Have you?” Marcus circled her slowly, like a predator evaluating potential prey. “And this book—what was its title?”

Ancient Combat Techniques of the Northern Packs. The answer sprang immediately to mind, but something in Marcus’s tone warned her that this was a test she was already failing.

“I… I don’t remember exactly,” she hedged. “There were several books. I like to read about fighting techniques.”

Marcus stopped directly in front of her, those amber eyes seeming to see straight through her carefully constructed lies. “Sam, I’ve been Alpha of this pack for twenty-three years. I know every book in our library, and none of them contain instructions for Vanquisher’s Blade.”

The sword trembled slightly in Samara’s grip. Five years of careful deception, and she’d blown it all in a moment of careless pride.

“Who are you really?” Marcus asked quietly. “And don’t tell me you’re some lone wolf’s daughter. I’ve suspected the truth for years, but I’ve been patient, waiting for you to trust me enough to share it.”

Samara stared at him, her wolf torn between the need to flee and the desperate longing to finally tell someone the truth. Marcus had been kind to her, kinder than she’d had any right to expect. He’d given her a home, an education, and something that felt dangerously close to parental love.

But Theodore’s dying words echoed in her memory: Don’t trust anyone.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, hating how young and scared she sounded.

Marcus sighed, his expression softening with something that might have been disappointment. “Very well. Keep your secrets, child. But know this—whatever you’re hiding, whatever happened to you before you came to us, it doesn’t change how I feel about you. You’re pack now, Sam. That means something here.”

He turned to leave, then paused. “Oh, and Sam? Next time you want to practice advanced techniques, use the private training room behind my office. The walls are soundproofed, and you’ll have more space to work.”

Samara watched him walk away, her emotions churning like a storm-tossed sea. Part of her wanted to run after him, to throw herself at his feet and confess everything—the massacre, her true identity, her plans for revenge. Marcus was a good man, a strong Alpha who might actually help her reclaim what was rightfully hers.

But the larger part of her, the part that had been forged in blood and betrayal, held her in place. Trust was a luxury she couldn’t afford, not when so much depended on her ability to remain hidden.

Still, as she made her way back to the small cabin she’d called home for five years, Samara couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just missed an important opportunity. Marcus knew more than he was letting on—that much was obvious. The question was whether his knowledge made him an ally or a threat.

That evening, as she sat at the small desk in her room, Samara pulled out a leather-bound journal she kept hidden beneath the floorboards. Inside, written in a cipher of her own devising, were the names and descriptions of everyone she’d identified as being involved in her family’s murder.

At the top of the list, underlined in red ink, was a single name: Garrett Morrison, Beta of Northern Ridge Pack.

She’d learned his full name and pack affiliation two years ago, trading favors with traveling merchants for information about the northern territories. Getting close to him would require careful planning, perfect timing, and skills that she was still developing.

But she was patient. Revenge was a dish best served cold, and Samara had learned to find satisfaction in the slow, methodical preparation required for a truly devastating strike.

Garrett Morrison thought he’d gotten away with murdering her family. He thought the Shadow Ridge bloodline was extinct, their territory ripe for annexation by more powerful packs.

He was wrong on both counts.

Samara closed the journal and hid it away, then moved to the window to stare out at the peaceful Moonrise settlement. Tomorrow she would return to being Sam Wilder, the grateful orphan who caused no trouble and harbored no ambitions beyond basic survival.

But tonight, alone in the darkness, she allowed herself to remember who she really was.

She was Samara Shadow Ridge, daughter of Alphas, heir to a bloodline that stretched back to the founding of the northern territories.

And she would have her revenge, no matter how long it took.

The pendant around her neck—Theodore’s final gift—caught the moonlight as she touched it through her shirt. Soon, brother. Soon she would be strong enough to honor his sacrifice and reclaim their family’s legacy.

But first, she had to survive being fourteen in a world that would kill her in an instant if it discovered her true identity.

Samara smiled grimly and began planning her next move.
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