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  Dear Reader,


This is paranormal.  
This is dark fantasy. There are a lot of characters. Prides are huge.
This is a mystery.
The characters ARE NOT human. Age is defined by the feline and not the Skin.
Shifters are more feline than Skin, and that comes out in their lack of empathy over deaths.
There are children.
There is blood, guts, and gore.
There is off-page abuse of Lou.
LOU TURNS EIGHTEEN, and technically, he's several hundred years old. 
LOU DOES NOT HAVE SEX UNTIL HE IS EIGHTEEN
LOU IS SOUTHERN AND THINKS THAT WAY. THOSE ARE NOT TYPOS.
Dell's Wood Prep includes two years of college. 
There is fighting and backstabbing. 
There is magic.
There is bonus content for the plot.
There are characters mentioned here that are in the Blood-rights Series. The two series are linked together. Dante and Bite Twice take place alongside Lou.
This is first-person limited, past tense, DEEP POV. You only know what the characters know. Some are misogynistic.
I put my characters through hell, so if you're looking for sweet HEAs, no plot, and all sex, turn back now. There are HEAs.
This is not included in the audiobooks.
For a complete cast of characters, Pride Law, and magic system, please visit:  https://jaegreyn.com/the-fire-ridge-pride-and-blood-rights/
Jae






  
  Chapter one
Brooks Wren Di Gatti

Age 23


** DO NOT SKIM OR YOU WILL BE LOST** 

It was a lovely funeral. Cressida had chosen calla lilies, my favorite flower, and placed them in the wood. Maman always thought of everything.
The night air held the sweet scent of magnolia; the trees from the garden were blooming under the pale moonlight. Above the fragrance, the scent of Palo Santo drew me in, and a fruity flavor coated my tongue; a small memory of wine with an added sense of trust, love, and hope for happiness.
I followed the trail—a young auburn-haired man with the most beautiful green and brown eyes—up to the pyre. His scent cocooned me, and I wanted to wallow in it. If only I could feel him.
“I will find you.” He kissed my temple and backed away. Tears glittered on his lower lids, clinging to calico lashes. What was his name? I longed for him as keenly as if he were the ghost of a missing limb. Who was he? Why didn’t I remember?
Henri Barreau, the man my father intended to mate me to, stood off to the side with Brandon, and the pair were consoling each other. He and my twin had an on-again, off-again relationship, and I didn’t want Henri at all.
I would not be reborn until Brandon died. My twin would inevitably get himself killed. My brother had too many fingers in too many pies, always playing both ends against the middle. He’d even played me so well, I mistakenly trusted him—and Henri.
Now, I was laid out on the wood, adorned only in the lightning scar marring the left side of my face like the gnarling twisted roots of a tree. A two-inch lavender line marred the skin above my left hip. Where had that come from? 
Brandon wailed, the fake sadness drawing my attention, and Maman cut her eyes at him as if to say, “Hush.”
She stepped up to the pyre and bent closer to whisper in my ear, “I know you are here, mon fils. Twice from the vein. Next time we will get it right.”






  
  Chapter two
Dell's Wood

Lou 2001


Everybody knew everybody in Dell’s Wood. It was a small county, and at any given time only had 5000 residents. Seemed like somebody died and somebody was pregnant the next week. 
We were friends and enemies, depending on the day. 
On Tuesday nights, things were smoother than honey in the jar. I worked at the Brewery teaching line dancing to the lionesses. They were drunk but happy, and all the drama from the week stopped at the door.
Friday nights were supposed to be my downtime. I spent it at Soundside Bar and Grill. There, I got the drama in droves.
Listenin’ to Uncle Xeno talk, the women were cattier than the men, but from my point of view, it was the other way around.
Last Friday, it took me two hours to settle Josh Carter down about Joe Turner tearin’ up his field with the four-wheeler Thursday night. Sally Carter had a crush on Joe, and he’d been goin’ to see her.
Josh wasn’t ready for his little sister to mate, but in the end he saw it as a good thing when I suggested he and Josh could merge their businesses. Joe wrote phone apps and Josh sold tech to the other Prides.
Saturdays I spent with Summer Heat, the new gelding we got from up North. Sweet little thoroughbred, but skittish. He tore down the fence in the paddock when Sweet Brier poked her head out the barn doors. Took an hour to catch him, and then an hour to fix the fence.
Uncle Xeno asked me four times at the Sunday supper table how I got Josh and Joe settled when I smelled like manure all the time. I just grinned and told him he had to listen more. 
Kings rarely listened to anyone, and Xeno listened less than most. He’d ask me a question and follow it up with a lecture on wearin’ somethin’ without holes. Mama would give me a pleading look, and Grandaddy kept his eyes on the plate.
Last night, Xeno all but ordered me to go to the Dell’s Wood festival after supper, and to wear somethin’ decent, but I didn’t have time.
Sweet Brier went into labor after I cleaned the kitchen. Spent my night sittin’ up with her. Sassafras finally made her entrance just before sunup, and mama and foal were doin’ just fine when I left for school.
One more month, and I graduated early—if I could manage not to be late to my first class. One two-year degree in business was all I needed to continue my life.






  
  Chapter three
Lou


Bobbi Jo Wheeler slid over the hood, grinning like Grandaddy’s farm cat Jessup, who’d brought no less than five dead rats to the back steps that morning. I held my breath, straining to hear any sign of a scratch in the paint, coming up with the sound of her laughter as she bounced into the parking space.  
Red Olsen snatched her back while I pulled my car into the spot and patted the dash. “It’s all right, baby. She didn’t mean nothin’, now.”
It had taken all summer to rebuild after finding it in the old barn at the back of the property. Xeno wanted to tear the building down and told me I could have anything in it. I chose the 1968 Pontiac GTO. It was rusted so bad the color had faded, and the seats had rotted. Funny thing was, the engine still turned over.
Now, it was shiny black, and I’d painted me furry coming out of smoke on the driver’s side door. Black lions were rare, and white ones, more so. In a pride full of lion blondes, I was different. I had to admit; the colors looked good together. Having to repaint the car would have pissed me off.
They were still standing there when I climbed out of the car, which surprised me. Based on thoughts, Red had somethin’ to tell me, so I waited.
Red fell in step with me, Bobbi tucked under his left arm, and Mark Beeman joined me on my right side. 
“What’s goin’ on?” These three never walked me anywhere. Hadn’t so much as looked at me since we were seven and I kicked Mark’s ass for pushing Bobbi off the swings. They decided we’d never talk about the fact that I dominated them both, when Red got in it and I kicked his ass, too.
“So,” Red began, and I knew the tone. It meant we were about to discuss gossip. “There’s a new guy. Showed up with your uncle at the festival yesterday.”
My normal response—don’t go talkin’ about people and everybody’ll get along—died on the tip of my tongue. 
New guy meant fresh meat on the once a month run, unless the humans had decided they liked Dell Wood’s cozy, rustic charm. That had happened once. Rich dude from California had a mental breakdown and moved slam across the country for some fresh air, rest, and relaxation. Bought the old Hemby Hunting Lodge. His kinda huntin’ wasn’t our kinda huntin’.
Mark pulled me to a stop, his brown eyes holding mine for longer than comfortable, and he looked away first. “He’s stayin’ in your guest house.”
“Okay.” Uncle Xeno hadn’t brought anybody to supper last night, and I’d been in the barn after, to keep Sweet Brier calm.
“So, you’ve met him then?” Red’s question had me wondering what this new guy had done at the festival.
I started to say no and thought better of it when we reached the steps and Johnny turned his back on me. He walked into the building with Jolene, neither looking back at all. 
Johnny Kelman and I had been best friends from the cradle. Our mamas were best friends, we were born three days apart, and had spent every day for the last eighteen years together. We had our differences, and sometimes we fought when Johnny got a little too out of bounds, but we were still friends.
Every morning during the week, he waited for me on the front steps, usually wrapped around Jolene Turner. He’d been in love with her since kindergarten when she got gum stuck in his hair. They teased me because I hadn’t asked anybody out. Thought maybe there was somethin’ wrong with me. By eighteen, most lions had dated at least one girl, if not two, before settlin’ down with a mate. I was about to turn eighteen and was still a virgin.
Mates were a whole other complication, and one I didn’t have.
Hadn’t heard from Johnny since lunch the day before, when he told me he was taking Jolene to the festival. Maybe I should have asked Grandaddy to stay with Sweet Brier? “What happened?”
Mark popped Red on the back of the head. “Told you he didn’t know anything. Johnny’s just bein’ stupid.”
“About what?” That time I hoped for a real answer. So far, they were taking the long way around to get to the point.
Red kissed Bobbi Jo, and she patted my chest before walking into the school. Mark stepped closer and held my breath over his scent. It was a struggle during the run not to eat every member of my Pride, because they all smelled gamy. Skinned, I could maintain distance. Furry? They all wanted to take me down, and couldn’t. Made things a little too close for comfort during the runs.
“Lou?” Mark snapped his fingers in my face. They had something to say I wasn’t gonna like.
Red rubbed his chin. There was three days' worth of growth there and it looked itchy, but I kept my opinions to myself. Facial hair never appealed to me. He dropped his hand, slouched down, and rose again when our eyes met. “He smelled you on Johnny.”
“Smelled me?” We spent a lot of time together. If Mama wasn’t at Shel’s then Shel was sittin’ in Mama’s kitchen after school. Before he got a car, we rode the bus to and from school together, gettin’ off at either his house or mine. Why did it matter what Johnny smelled like? The whole conversation confused me. “The new guy?” 
“Yeah,” Mark leaned back, looked around, and then leaned in again. “Challenged Johnny over you.”
“At the festival?” Holy hell. Johnny wasn’t on my radar like that, not that anybody was. 5000 lions and lionesses
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