

    
        
          Claimed by the Alpha’s Ghost

        

        
        
          A dark Alpha Shifter Rejection Romance, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Laura Dutton

        

        
          Published by Laura Dutton, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CLAIMED BY THE ALPHA’S GHOST

    

    
      First edition. July 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Laura Dutton.

    

    
    
      Written by Laura Dutton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


[image: ]
Claimed by the Alpha’s Ghost

––––––––
[image: ]


A dark Alpha Shifter Rejection Romance

Laura Dutton

Copyright © 2026 Laura Dutton

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

PROLOGUE

A Pen at the Striking Stone

The Claim They Brought Down

The Kiln Quarter Has Lamps

What the Ghost Wrote Down

Sixty Miles of Nobody

The Chalk-Cutter Keeps a Second Book

Ivo Sarrow Asks Once

Two Goats and a Second Roll

Hesta Bray Sings When She’s Angry

Nine Dozen Eggs and a Bad Idea

Merrick Fenwick Was in the Room

The Girl From Coldharrow

What It Costs, Not What It Takes

The Boy Learns the F

Eleven Hundred on the Flat

Under Which Article

The Line He Drew Himself

Volume Eleven Open on the Stone

Thirty-One Hands on the Chalk

A Woman Came to the Stone

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE

[image: ]


The Roll of Halverest was kept in a room with no window.

My uncle told me that was for the vellum. Sunlight eats ink, he said. Damp eats vellum. So the Roll lived in the chalk cellar under the Rollhouse, three turns down a stair worn into shallow bowls by four hundred years of feet, and the only light it ever saw came from a lamp somebody carried in and carried out again.

I carried it in most mornings of my life.

I was six the first time. My mother had been dead a year. My uncle Merrick put a lamp in my left hand and a rag in my right and told me to walk the shelves and wipe the ledges, not the books, never the books, and I did it so carefully that he laughed at me and then stopped laughing when he saw I meant it.

The Roll was not one book. That is the first thing anyone gets wrong about us. It was eleven volumes, bound in calf that had gone the color of weak tea, and each one held a hundred and some years of Halverest wolves. Every birth. Every naming. Every rank. Every mate-claim, written in the claimant’s own hand where the hand could write, and in the scribe’s where it could not.

Every striking.

The strikings were the shortest entries. That was the cruelty of them. A man could take up nine lines being born and named and ranked and mated, and one line to be gone.

*Struck this day by order of the Rollkeepers.* Then the date. Then a single flat line drawn through the name in oak-gall ink, and the ink was black when it went on and browned as it aged, so that the old strikings looked like scars that had healed badly and the new ones looked like wounds.

I learned to draw that line when I was nineteen.

My hand was steadier than my uncle’s by then. That was the joke in the cellar, that the under-scribe had the ruling hand and the Second Rollkeeper had the shakes, and my uncle told the joke himself because a joke you tell about yourself cannot be told against you. So when a striking came down, they gave me the pen.

I want to be honest about this from the start.

Nobody made me.

The Rollkeepers gave the order and I drew the line, and I drew it well, and I was proud of drawing it well, and that pride is the thing I have had to hold in my two hands and look at for a long time since. A line drawn badly is a smear. A line drawn well is a verdict. I gave them verdicts. I gave them the clean edge, the even pressure, the small lift at the end so the ink did not blot the entry below.

Thirty-one times in eight years.

I could tell you all thirty-one names. I have never been able to stop telling myself.

Here is what a striking is, for those who do not know Halverest, and most do not, because the down country is not on the way to anywhere. You cross the chalk out of nowhere and into nowhere. The Rasp, we call our ground. Sixty square miles of white grass and dry valleys and flint lying in the fields like broken teeth. Beech hangers along the scarp where the rooks live. A lime kiln at the eastern end that has not burned in my lifetime and a quarter of low chalk-block houses around it that we do not talk about.

A Halverest wolf is an entry in the Roll. That is not a figure of speech. Our pack-sense runs through the register the way another pack’s runs through blood or ground or moon. Write a pup’s name and the pack feels her arrive, feels her there afterward, the way you feel your own hand in the dark without looking. Strike the name and the feeling stops.

Not the wolf. The feeling.

A struck wolf keeps her legs and her lungs and her wolf. She loses the rest. Pack-bonded noses cannot hold her scent — it slides off, it will not stick, you smell wet chalk and beech mast and nothing else. Pack-bonded ears cannot hear her through the bond. And pack-bonded memory cannot keep her, not properly. You remember there was someone. You remember the shape of a debt. The name goes soft in your mouth like a word you have said too many times.

We call them ghosts. We say it gently, the way you say a word you have decided not to think about.

They live in the kiln quarter, mostly, because the kiln quarter is not on the Roll either, and a place that is not written cannot be searched. They eat. They mend their roofs. They have children who are born unwritten and grow up unwritten and are therefore, in the eyes of the Rollhouse, a kind of weather.

I wrote the line that made them weather. Thirty-one times.

The thirty-first was five years ago, on a wet November morning with the lamp guttering because Merrick had cut the wick too short, and the order came down for a name I had written a hundred times in my life because he was the Alpha and the Alpha’s name goes on everything.

Cassius Rell.

Struck this day by order of the Rollkeepers.

I remember arguing. I want that on the record, and the record is the only place I have ever been able to put anything, so here: I argued. I said an Alpha cannot be struck, that the Roll had no form for it, that there was no precedent in eleven volumes. First Rollkeeper Ivo Sarrow told me the absence of a precedent was not the absence of a power. He said it kindly. He always says the hard things kindly, which is worse than the other way, because it means he has thought about it and is not sorry.

I said, on what grounds.

He said, on the grounds that in nine days he will start a war with Coldharrow that will kill four hundred of us, and I will not have four hundred deaths to prevent one.

And I said — I have had five years to be ashamed of this — I said, is that written?

He said, it will be.

Then he put the pen in my hand.

I want to say the room was cold, or the lamp went out, or something in me knew. None of that happened. The cellar smelled of wet chalk and old calf and lamp oil, exactly as it had smelled every day of my life. Merrick would not look at me. Sarrow watched me the way a mason watches a good apprentice, waiting to be pleased.

I drew the line.

Even pressure. Small lift at the end.

It was the best line I ever drew, and I have thought about that every day since, because a thing can be true and still be the worst sentence in your life. The ink browned over the next year the way it always does. Cassius Rell became a scar in volume eleven, healed badly, four inches long.

The pack forgot him in about a season. That is the part nobody warns you about. Not that they were cruel. They were not cruel. Old Hesta, who nursed him as a pup, stopped in the market one day in March with her mouth open and her hand up like she was reaching for a shelf, and when I asked her what she needed she said she had lost the word for something, and stood there another moment, and then bought her flour and went home.

The word was his name.

I did not forget. That is the thing about the under-scribe. My hands hold the Roll but I am not held by it the way the rest of them are — a scribe’s memory is trained on the page, not the bond, and Merrick told me once that this was why scribes go strange in the end. We keep what the pack drops. Thirty-one names in a room with no window.

So I remembered Cassius Rell alone, for five years, the way you remember a debt.

And I would have gone on doing it, quietly, competently, wiping the ledges and cutting the wicks and drawing my clean lines, until I was old and strange and full of other people’s names.

Except that in the fifth November after his striking, on the morning they put the Alpha’s mate-claim before the Rollkeepers — a new claim, a good claim, a political claim that would settle the northern border and make everyone rich and safe — I went down to volume eleven to verify the claimant’s line was clear.

That is procedure. You cannot write a mate-claim over a live one. You check.

I checked.

And in the back of volume eleven, in the claims register, in a hand I knew because I had watched it sign a hundred orders, there was a claim filed against Cassius Rell that had never been voided.

Because a striking does not void a claim.

Because the Roll cannot void what it says does not exist.

I stood in the cellar with the lamp in my hand and did the arithmetic that would take the roof off Halverest, and the arithmetic came out the same three times.

The claim was dated. It was witnessed. It was in force.

And the name written in the claimant’s column, in a small careful hand I had been looking at my whole life without ever once seeing it —

was mine.
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The striking stone stood at the top of the Rasp where the chalk gives out and the flint begins, and I had walked to it in the dark with a pen in my coat and no plan for going home.

Frost on the white grass. The kind that goes under your boot with a small dry sound, like a page turning.

I had been standing there long enough that my hands had stopped hurting. That is the last stage. First they hurt, then they ache, then they go quiet and you cannot trust anything they tell you.

Below me the Rasp lay out in its dry valleys, sixty miles of pale ground with the beech hangers black along the scarp edge and the rooks not yet up. Somewhere east, past the shoulder of Fadder Hill, the lime kiln squatted in its quarter with its cold throat open to the sky. There were lamps down there. There should not have been lamps down there, in law. Law is a thing you can say about a place, and then the place goes on having lamps.

I took the pen out.

It was the Rollhouse pen, the good one, the one with the weight in the barrel that makes a line even when your wrist is tired. I had carried it out of the cellar under my coat like a woman stealing bread. Ivo Sarrow would know by now that it was gone. He would know what it meant, too, because Sarrow had never in his life failed to know what a thing meant. That was not his flaw. His flaw was the other half of it.

The stone was waist-high and pitted and older than the Roll by three hundred years. In the old days, before we wrote anything, a wolf who was cast out came here and put her hand on it and that was the whole ceremony. No ink. Just the cold. Anneke Dray had told me that, in the chalk-cutter’s shed, with her thumb going over an old cut mark, and I had written it down in my own private book because that is what I do instead of feeling things.

I put my hand on the stone.

It was cold enough to hurt through the quiet in my fingers, which meant my fingers had been lying to me.

Here is where I have to tell it properly, and telling it properly means going backward, because if I start with what I did on the stone you will think I was brave and I was not brave. I was arithmetic. I was a woman who had checked a figure three times and could not make it come out any other way.

Nine days earlier I had been at my desk with a clean pen and a clean conscience, and both of those things were about to turn out to be the same lie wearing two coats.

Let me start there.

Let me start with the morning they brought the claim.
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Nine days before the stone, I was cutting a nib.

That was the first work of every morning. The Rollhouse kept goose quills in a jar of sand and the sand kept the barrels from splitting, and a nib cut well in the cold lasted a week and a nib cut badly lasted a page. I cut mine at the desk under the lamp with the little knife my mother had used before me, and the sound of it was one of the three sounds I knew best in the world.

The other two were the rooks over the hanger and the scratch of the nib itself.

Merrick came down the stair at half past six with his coat still on. He never came down before eight. He was Second Rollkeeper and Second Rollkeepers do not open cellars; that is what under-scribes are for.

“Otte.”

“Uncle.”

He stopped three steps up and stayed there. In eight years I had learned to read my uncle from the stairs. Three steps up meant he wanted to say something and go. Bottom of the stair meant he would stay and it would be worse.

“There’s a claim coming down at nine,” he said. “Alpha’s claim.”

The knife took a curl off the quill. I turned it and took another.

“Barran’s claim,” I said.

“Yes.”

“To the Coldharrow girl.”

“Sesse Vane.” He shifted. “Otte, it’s a good thing. You know it’s a good thing.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

“You’re cutting that nib like it insulted you.”

I set the knife down. I looked at the quill, which was, I admit, cut savagely. Thirty degrees when I meant twenty. The slit run too far up.

I put it in the waste bowl and took another out of the sand.

“Verification first,” I said. “That’s all. I’ll want volume eleven.”

“It’s clear,” Merrick said. “The claimant’s line is clear. Barran’s never claimed.”

“Then it will take me four minutes to say so, and Sarrow will have his paper, and everyone will be pleased.”

My uncle stood on his three steps a moment more. He was sixty-four and had the shakes and a good face, the kind of face that has been apologizing for something so long it has set that way. Merrick Fenwick had never in his life done a cruel thing on purpose. He had simply, over four decades, been in the room when cruel things were decided, and had gone on being in the room, and had told himself that a man in the room could soften things.

He had softened nothing. But he had been there.

“Four minutes,” he said.

“Four minutes.”

He went back up.

I cut the second nib properly. Twenty degrees, slit short, the small square-off at the tip that makes the downstroke bite. Then I sat with it in my hand and did not move for a while.

Here is what I have to explain, and I will try to do it without excusing myself.

I did not know the claim was mine.

You will not believe that, having read what I have already written. You will think a woman cannot file a mate-claim and forget it, the way you cannot break your own leg and forget it. But you are thinking about a pack that runs on blood or ground or moon, where the bond is a thing you carry in your body.

Halverest runs on the Roll. The Roll is where our bonds live. And the Roll had been struck.

So: I remembered Cassius Rell. I remembered him the way you remember a debt, which is what I told you, and that was true and it was also a coward’s way of putting it. I remembered him the way you remember a room in a house you grew up in, if someone had taken the door off and bricked it and repapered the wall. I knew there had been a room. I knew its size. I could not go in.

Five years of that. Five years of knowing the shape of a thing and not the thing.

I had told myself it was guilt. That is the useful part of guilt — it will accept any shape you pour it into and never ask whether it fits. I thought about Cassius Rell more than I thought about anyone alive, and I said to myself, that is because you drew the line, Otte. That
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