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        For the wolves among us,

        and the power of the pack.

      

        

      
        And for you, wonderful reader.

        (Don’t hate me.

        You’ll thank me later.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        It’s not of love that I die, I die of you.

        I die of you, love, of love of you.

        Of an urgent need of mine, of my skin, for you;

        of my soul for you, and of my mouth.

      
        And of the unbearable man that I am without you.

        JAIME SABINES

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Do you enjoy music?

        Check out Runt of the Pack’s playlist!
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        Go check out my YouTube channel!

        Subscribe and get notified when new books are up!
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      The events that take place in this story occurred four years after the ones related in Branded in Love, a year before those narrated in Cast in Blood.

      As you navigate through Vladimir and Anya’s story, you will see how intricately it is intertwined with Gavriil’s descent into darkness—essentially, how he became a ‘villain’.

      As always, I ask you to refrain from judging any of these cherished characters. In this world, much like the one we live in, you will find there are no clear-cut heroes and villains. Instead, there are merely individuals (albeit exceptional ones) trying their best with the limited resources available to them amid challenging situations.

      If you are new to these characters, I hope you will delight in witnessing the love story of Vlad and Anya. And if this glimpse into their world intrigues you, I recommend reading the Unnatural Brethren series afterwards.

      Until then...

      In love and gratitude,

      Silvana.
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        Call of Blood

        Branded in Love

        Runt of the Pack

        Cast in Blood

        Embers of Fate

        Blood of the Ancient*
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        When the lone wolf claims his fated mate, the pack bounds will be tested.

      

      

      

      
        
        The runt of the pack. An Alpha redeemed.

        Vladimir Volkov, leader of the Roman wolf pack, seeks vengeance when an old enemy returns to Russia. But tragedy strikes, and Vlad fails his duty to the Ursa clan. Left for dead after a brutal fight, a white wolf revives him. Given new life, he vows to prove himself to his pack again. But there’s one thing he never expected to find along the way—his fated mate.

      

        

      
        Spurned by the pack. An Omega’s rising.

        Rogue omega Anya Sokolov lives alone, painting to survive. Her wolf craves more. A howl in a snowstorm leads her to a wounded stranger—her fated mate, Vladimir. But joy turns to chaos when Anya's pack Alpha finds her. Old wounds reopen, threatening her newfound happiness with Vladimir.
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            VLADIMIR VOLKOV

          

        

      

    

    
      I creep down the stone hallway, my feet silent on the cold floor. I’m supposed to be in lessons, but I had to see Father. Tomorrow is my sixteenth birthday, and I want to ask him about my family. My real family.

      Most shifter pups come into their power and transform for the first time at sixteen. I want answers before I shift.

      Voices drift from Father’s study—his deep baritone and the raspy tones of his advisers. I sneak up to the heavy wooden door left slightly ajar and peer through the crack. Father sits at his desk, brow furrowed as he speaks.

      “...the boy is coming along well in his studies, but he’ll never have the raw strength of my Gavriil.”

      “Very kind of you to take in the runt, my king,” an adviser says. “Not every pack is so generous with the weak ones.”

      My heart drops into my stomach. Me? I’m... weak?

      Father sighs. “His birth pack did right leaving him. The mountains are no place for a runt. But it wasn’t the boy’s fault how he was born.”

      “Of course, my king. Your benevolence lives up to Your Majesty’s greatness.”

      Tears burn in my eyes. Father only took me in because he pitied me? Because I was small and weak? Is that why my real family didn’t want me?

      I back away from the door, my young heart shattered. I was abandoned... because I’m a runt.

      I will never be good enough.
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            VLAD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome, Italy.

      

      

      

      Rain pours down as I unleash a barrage of strikes against the training dummy. My fists pound the padded leather, each hit thunderous and unchecked. I weave and lunge with predatory speed, visualizing enemies surrounding me.

      My pack gathers under the shelter of stone, watching as I train shirtless in the downpour. Rivulets trace the ridges of my powerful frame, soaking into the fur of the twin wolves inked across my right arm.

      With a final crushing kick, the dummy’s head rockets through the air. My audience roars as I turn to them, chest heaving.

      “Let’s see if the rest of you can match your Alpha,” I call out, tossing Pietro a staff. The pack laughs and steps into the rain to spar.

      I pluck the dummy head from the mud and squeeze until it splits into two pieces, falling to the ground. No one thought I was meant to lead. But I have forged myself into the warrior I am today. An Alpha who bows to no one.

      My tactical boots echo on the cold marble steps as I stride back into the sprawling estate, rain dripping from my body, adrenaline still coursing through my veins. A hot shower washes away the chill rain, but unease lingers in my gut.

      Once dressed in a bespoke Oxford grey suit, four stone-faced betas flank me as I descend to the first floor. We move down the manor’s cavernous halls lit by iron sconces, and I detect subtle notes of anxiety tainting the air. My inner wolf bristles.

      Luca, a slender beta with sharp features, approaches me in the grand foyer framed by towering marble columns. “Alpha Vlad, Enrico awaits you in the parlor,” he says, eyes downcast submissively.

      I nod and move forward without a word. The parlor’s intricate double doors groan as betas Luca and Paulo open them in unison. Inside, Enrico stands swiftly, tension in his hunched shoulders.

      “What news?” I demand, steeling myself, although my heart quickens now that I stand seconds away from hearing the answer.

      But before Enrico can respond, the parlor doors burst open again. Two more betas drag a battered and bloodied wolf shifter into the room. He whimpers and struggles against their grip.

      I recognize him instantly—Antonio, one of my newest recruits. Fresh from Naples. My eyes narrow as I take in his wounds, his shredded clothing. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Apologies, Alpha,” Paulo says. “We discovered this omega fleeing from a territorial battle. He deserted his own to save himself.”

      Antonio won’t meet my gaze.

      A heavy silence settles in the room. To abandon one’s packmates, even in the face of defeat—it’s the greatest dishonor for our kind. Inside me, two wolves war. The Alpha, incensed by such cowardice. The omega runt, who once believed himself too weak to lead or fight.

      “There can be no forgiveness for such betrayal,” Luca spits. Murmurs of agreement echo from the others.

      Slowly, I approach Antonio, now trembling before me. Still a youth, barely twenty. Eyes full of fear and shame. He does not see a powerful leader standing over him now—only the ruthless pack that abandoned their unwanted omega so long ago.

      My voice is steel when I speak, though my heart wars with pity. “You renounced your vows to your pack. Therefore, you shall be renounced by this one. No clan can harbor a deserter.”

      I grip Antonio’s chin hard, forcing his eyes to meet my own. “But loyalty and sacrifice can repay even the deepest dishonor. Prove this to me... and perhaps you may find your place in my pack again.”

      I release him with a shove. “Take him. He’s banned from these lands until his redemption.” Stunned silence follows as Antonio is dragged away. An omega granted a second chance—unheard of in our ancient traditions. But mercy and trust shall bind my pack... not fear.

      I turn back to Enrico, who waits patiently despite the sudden interruption. My heartbeat spikes, reminded of why my Enforcer requested this meeting. Whatever news he’s uncovered must be important enough to risk my wrath at the disruption.

      “You were saying?” I prompt. I clasp my hands behind my back to hide their shaking.

      Enrico lifts his chin. “Yes, Alpha. My news.” He pauses, as if gathering courage. “We’ve found him, my Alpha,” he begins.

      Instantly, I stiffen, my hands curled into tight fists out of their own accord. I’ve been waiting for this moment for almost a decade. Grisha—the vicious snake who betrayed my brother Gavriil and murdered Bella, his first mate. I swore a blood oath to my brother to deliver Grisha’s wretched head on a spike. At last, we have him. Almost.

      “Where?” I am curt.

      “Grisha Vorobyev was spotted in Sestroretsk.” Enrico meets my glare. “Near your brother’s summer home.”

      “Fuck!” I growl. “Gavriil is there on holiday... with his human mate, Luciana.” When my gaze cuts to my Enforcer’s, he understands. If Grisha dared show his face in Sestroretsk, it can only mean one thing—he plots against Gavriil once more.

      “Ready my jet,” I command the betas, my voice deathly quiet. They bow and swiftly depart. “Enrico, you remain in charge during my absence,” I tell my enforcer.

      He bows low. “Of course, Alpha. I will not fail you. However...” his words drift into silence.

      I frown. “Well?” I utter impatiently. “Speak.”

      He swallows hard. “I don’t think you should go alone, my Alpha,” he finally says. “At least allow me to set up a team. They could—”

      “That is out of the question,” I dismiss.

      “But, Alpha Vladimir...”

      “This is something I must do on my own,” I say, my tone leaving no room for discussion.

      I stride out of the room, visions of Grisha’s dying screams already flashing through my mind. He will pay in blood and fear for betraying my family and harming my brother. And his death by my hand will prove to Gavriil that despite the rift between us, blood runs thicker than water.

      As I prepare for departure, rage and icy purpose fill me.

      “I’m coming for you, Grisha,” I vow under my breath.
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            ANYA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sestroretsk, Russia.

      

      

      
      The biting wind whips through my threadbare coat as I move across the long driveway, canvas clutched tightly in my grasp. Ahead, Yulia Lebedev’s imposing doors loom like a beacon, promising shelter from the icy gusts.

      It’s been five months, and I still can’t believe my luck, that the eccentric former art curator would stumble upon one of my paintings in a quaint shop in town. Luckier still, that she has steadily commissioned me for her grand hotel projects ever since. Thanks to her, my wintry landscapes now grace the walls of prestigious hotels like the Ritz and Hyatt in Moscow. Deep down, I can’t help but feel a twinge of disappointment at how my art is simply reduced to mere decor. However, with the harsh winter months upon us, securing food and warmth remains my sole priority.

      I press the ornate doorbell, its melodic chime echoing inside the manor. Rubbing my numb fingers, I wait for the housekeeper to answer.

      The massive door soon swings open, revealing Yulia Lebedev herself rather than a servant. She’s a woman in her mid-sixties, tall and rail-thin, with an elaborate bouffant of platinum blonde hair. Her shrewd grey eyes fix on me as she waves a beringed hand.

      “Anya! Come in, come in!” she says. “Let’s get you out of this dreadful chill.”

      Yulia ushers me inside, her long ostrich feather coat swirling dramatically around her as she closes out the winter air. Bold styles suit her imperious temperament.

      “Good day, Yulia,” I greet her dutifully. With great care, I unwrap the layers of brown paper protecting my latest piece, a moonlit snowscape rendered in icy silvers and blues.

      Yulia’s keen eyes widen as she takes in the painting. “Magnificent as always, my dear! Now come, let’s get you warmed up with some tea...”

      She links her arm through mine and steers us further into the manor’s warmth, nattering on about her grand plans for my work. I simply nod along, allowing her to claim the conversation as I soak up the respite from the elements.

      We lounge in an opulent parlor, and soon, the bitter cold outside seems a distant dream. Yulia’s eyes widen as she takes in the painting. “The colors are so vibrant, even with your limited winter palette. Such light captured on the snow beneath that majestic pine...”

      She looks up at me, smiling. “However do you stand out there in the cold long enough to envision such scenes, my girl?” Shaking her head in wonder, she motions for me to follow further inside, out of the bitter wind still gusting through the open door. “Oh, but I know better than to steal an artist’s secrets.” She offers me a warm, teasing expression.

      Setting down the small porcelain cup, I force a smile, clamping down on my aggrieved wolf within, howling at the loss of yet another painting. But Yulia is right. I do have a secret, and carefully keep it hidden. My wolf is the sole reason vivid nature scenes like this one flow from my brush, rather than what dull human memory alone could provide.

      In the midnight hours, I prowl across isolated forest paths on four steady paws rather than two legs, white fur shielding the tender skin from winter’s worst. With a wolf’s sharp sight, I commit to perfect memory snow-laden boughs gleaming radiant under the full moon’s glow.

      My inner wolf sets free during these secret runs. The time spent with her gives me the strength to stand tall and face those who would look down on a solitary outcast like myself.

      I trail behind Yulia as she sweeps into a grandiose office at the end of the hall. Her features turn somber as she halts behind the impressive desk. “Have you heard about the storm coming?” she asks, her hand gently resting on the golden handle of a drawer.

      I shake my head.

      “It’s going to hit tonight, after midnight. They’re saying it could be the worst one in years.” Her voice drops to a cautious whisper. “I know your dacha is rather secluded. Will you be safe, my dear?”

      “I’ll manage,” I say tightly. My wolf bristles, indignant at the perceived pity. I am no longer an omega. It’s been almost a year since I was cast out from the Alpha Krov pack. I can take care of myself now.

      Yulia pulls
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