
  
    [image: Dark Deeds]
  


  
    
      DARK DEEDS

      Chronicles of Darkness

    

    
      
        CIARA GRAVES

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023by Ciara Graves

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan counted off the seconds of silence since he’d spoken. Leeza continued to stare straight at him, not moving a muscle. Hell, was she even breathing? “Leeza.”

      “What happened?” Leeza snapped. “Who are they?”

      Ronan winced. “Those aren’t easy questions to answer.”

      No shit. Gods, what am I going to tell her?

      He looked down at the two men at his feet. They were beaten, bloodied, and on the verge of unconsciousness. He couldn’t explain to her that they’d just raided a warehouse and rescued a group of dragon shifters. Or that he’d beaten these two men for not being able to tell him where Nyx, a traitor who had been systematically wiping out his clan, was hiding. No, the truth sounded worse than a lie at this point. She’d think he was insane.

      “Ronan.”

      He stepped closer to her, trying to position himself between her and the two men on the ground. Her eyes flicked from him to the still heavily armed dragonkin behind him. Those in the warehouse were thankfully hidden thanks to Aurelia’s glamour. He glanced over his shoulder, and the air shimmered.

      Damn it.

      Aurelia must’ve been using more magic than he’d assumed while she’d tended to the wounded. The illusion wasn’t going to hold out forever. He needed to get Leeza away from here before it came down.

      “I—” He stopped. He squeezed his blood-covered hands into fists.

      Leeza’s gaze landed on them, then returned to look at him. He kept waiting for her to take off, or scream, do something.

      Instead, a strange look came over her as if she weren’t seeing Ronan and those two men. She was seeing something else. Then she shook her head and cleared her throat. When she opened her mouth, a mad rambling of questions poured out one after the other.

      Ronan stepped forward and gently laid a hand over her mouth. She looked up at him, her eyes wide. He had expected her to recoil from his touch or to turn and run, but she did neither. She simply stood there with his hand over her mouth, looking at him.

      “I know I have a lot to explain,” he told her and lowered his hand. “I promise I’ll do my best to, but I can’t right this second.”

      She blinked rapidly, then sucked in a deep breath. When she let it out, she squared her shoulders and nodded. “Right. You said something about, uh, about coffee. So, why don’t I go up to the house and make it, and you come join me when you can.” She glanced uncertainly at the two beaten men again, then quickly away.

      Leeza was certainly not who he expected her to be.

      “Kirk,” Ronan said, and the man stepped forward. “Would you mind taking Leeza up to the house?”

      “Yes, Mod—Ronan,” Kirk quickly corrected himself. He handed his gun over to Mort, then stepped to the side. “If you’ll follow me, Ms. Parish.”

      “I’ll be there soon,” Ronan assured Leeza.

      She gave him one last long look filled with concern. He’d been shot. Though the bullets had been removed, there were still holes in his clothing from where they’d struck his body. And there was so much blood, most of it his. The black clothing helped hide it, he hoped.

      “Maybe I’ll add some whiskey to that coffee,” she murmured, turned, and followed Kirk away from the warehouse.

      Ronan watched them walk away. Once they were out of sight, he let out a breath of relief and ran a hand through his hair. Of all the things he didn’t need to deal with right then, having to explain the situation to Leeza was at the top of the list. He still had no idea what he was going to say, but he bought himself some time.

      Very little time, but time all the same.

      “Well, care to explain how you’re going to deal with this lovely development?”

      Ronan turned toward Aurelia. She’d removed the glamour she’d cast, or it had fallen. The dragonkin healers moved among the stricken, tending to wounds and doing their best to make them comfortable. The dragons he and his men had rescued were on the ground, many of them weakened and wounded. His eyes left the nightmarish sight and landed on Aurelia.

      Her hair, pulled back in a bun, was slightly frazzled and frayed. Stray hairs stuck out from it and fell around her face in disarray. There were dark circles beneath her eyes, and her face was drawn and pale. The woman was hundreds of years old, and Ronan had always thought of her as near invincible. But she'd expended so much energy healing the dragons it had left her looking utterly exhausted.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She waved away his concern. “Don’t waste time or energy worrying about me.” Even wrung out like she was, the woman could summon up enough energy to be her sarcastic, cantankerous self. “So?”

      “What?”

      “Leeza Parish. What are you going to do about her?” Aurelia asked.

      That was a question he had no answer to yet.

      “I can wipe her memory. It’d be the easiest solution—” she suggested.

      Ronan was already shaking his head.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want you using your magic on her.”

      “Ronan, she’s human. Do you really want her getting dragged into this mess?”

      “Right now, she has no idea that I’m a dragon shifter,” Ronan pointed out.

      “No, she probably thinks you’re running some illegal crime organization, and you just beat the shit out of two humans for the hell of it.”

      “I’ll take care of Leeza.”

      “Please, for her sake and yours, let me wipe her memory.”

      “I said no.” He growled, and smoke trailed out of his nose.

      Aurelia’s lips thinned, but she held up her hands. “If that’s your wish, then I’ll follow it. Don’t come to me when it goes to shit because you didn’t let her leave this mess behind when you had the chance.”

      Ronan told himself it wasn’t going to come to that. The smart path would’ve been to let Aurelia ensure Leeza had no memory of what she’d seen or having met him at all. But not seeing her again rankled him. He rolled his shoulders and growled louder. Pained groans from the wounded dragons pulled his mind from Leeza. He needed to get them settled in before he made the trek up to the house.

      One problem at a time.

      Ronan went into the warehouse and helped where he could. It was a long grueling hour of tending wounds and reassuring the dragons that they were safe and Nyx couldn’t get to them here. There wasn’t room for the new arrivals in the buildings where the others resided, so Ronan ordered for one of the lesser used warehouses to be turned into temporary living quarters for them. The dragonkin hurried to carry out his request. Thankfully, though they would take time to heal, all those they rescued would make it.

      With the dragons tended to, Ronan returned his attention to the two prisoners. They hadn’t moved from where he’d left them lying on the ground in front of Mort and Tremaine.

      “What should we do with these two?” Mort asked.

      Ronan ran a hand over his face. How had he let himself lose it that badly? His people needed a leader who was stable and in control of his emotions. But he warred within himself, trying to keep himself from giving in to his anger and bloodlust. Part of him said to finish them off and be done with it.

      But killing these two men wouldn’t make him any different than Nyx.

      “Take them to the black cells below,” Ronan ordered. “I’ll figure out what to do with them later.” He couldn’t let them leave. Perhaps Aurelia could use her magic to wipe their memories. Then he could simply dump them in some random location far away.

      It was more merciful than he felt he should be. And certainly a fate better than death.

      Mort and Tremaine lifted the two injured men and helped them limp away. Putting his hands on his hips, Ronan looked over the sprawling fields of the vineyard that served as his business and base of operations. His gaze drifted to the mansion that sat atop the hill overlooking everything. Leeza waited for him up there, as did a shower and a fresh change of clothes. He shouldn’t keep her sitting around for too much longer.

      Aurelia appeared at his side once more. “You and I need to talk,” he told her.

      “And we will. Go, and get yourself looking presentable. Come find me when you’re finished speaking with your woman.”

      Ronan blinked, caught off guard by how much he liked the sound of Leeza being referred to as his. He tried not to show it, but from the way Aurelia’s eyes narrowed in concern, he failed. He said he’d find her soon, then set off toward the mansion. The entire walk there, he attempted to figure out what he was going to tell Leeza.

      By the time he reached the door and ducked inside, heading straight to his room, he still had no fucking idea.
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      After getting himself cleaned up and into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and ensuring the charm to hide his face was around his neck, Ronan made his way through the house to the kitchen. He’d been damned lucky he hadn’t lost the charm during the fight at the warehouse.

      Leeza sat at the kitchen table, nursing a mug of coffee between her hands. Kirk sat with her but stood at Ronan approaching.

      “Thank you,” he told the dragonkin.

      Kirk nodded, then left. Leeza didn’t so much as turn in her chair to look at Ronan while he went to the counter where the coffee maker sat. There was already a mug sitting out for him. He poured himself a cup, then stood with his back to the counter. His eyes slipped over Leeza, still unsure what had to be running through her head right then.

      She ran the tip of her finger around the rim of the mug, a thoughtful expression on her face. He followed her eyes were focused out the French doors leading to the same balcony that stretched around the mansion to his study. From there, she would’ve been able to see him walking up from the warehouse. Hell, she’d probably seen the dragonkin rushing around gathering cots and bedding for the new arrivals. He expected her to start bombing him with questions again. But she sat there, seemingly content with the silence.

      Then her eyes skipped to him, and his hand tensed around his mug. The same ghosts he’d spotted in her gaze the other day were back. She did a quick once over of him as if searching to see if he was hurt. She focused on his hands. The tiniest of furrows formed on her forehead.

      Shit. Of course she’d notice.

      An hour or so ago, his knuckles had been busted up. Now, they weren’t.

      “Am I allowed to leave?” she asked.

      The question caught Ronan off guard. “What? Of course you are. Why would you even ask me that?”

      She shrugged. “I just wanted to be sure of the situation I landed myself in.”

      “Leeza, no one here is going to hurt you. And you are certainly not a prisoner.”

      “Good, that’s good.” She took a moment to sip her coffee, then asked softly. “What happened out there? Who were those two men? Why did you beat their shit in?”

      He didn’t want to lie to her, but he couldn’t simply give her the truth. She’d think he was insane on top of being a criminal. That and the more she knew, the more danger he’d put her in. His hand curled around the edge of the counter behind him. The butcher block top groaned under his grip.

      Leeza’s brow arched. “Ronan?”

      “They were trying to harm my people.” It was as close to the truth as he could comfortably get.

      “Your people?”

      Ronan needed to be very careful. He was treading incredibly close to a line he didn’t want to cross. “My friends and my family. Those men were trying to hurt them.”

      "Were those the people the others were trying to take care of?” She nodded toward the door. “I saw a bunch of people rushing around. Then I saw a few come out of that warehouse. They looked like they’d been hurt.”

      Ronan inwardly kicked himself. He should’ve told Kirk to keep her in a room without windows. Sadly, though, the only room like that was the cells. No way in hell was he going to let Leeza step foot in that underground hell hole he’d created for his enemies.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      A faint smile played across Leeza’s lips. She leaned back in the kitchen chair. “Who are you, Ronan? I mean really.”

      “I’m simply a man who owns a winery.”

      She touched the side of her neck. “That dried blood would say otherwise.”

      He reached up, swiping at the spot of blood he’d missed in the shower in his rush to get out of here and speak with her. “It’s complicated,” he muttered, trying to keep the growl from his voice.

      “No shit.” She sighed, then stood up and walked to him. She reached for the kitchen towel, wet it under the faucet, then held it toward his neck. “Let me do it.” He tilted his head to the right, and she cleaned off the blood from the side of his neck. “I’d wondered about this wine mogul persona being a cover for something else,” she mused.

      Ronan hardly heard her. She was so close, just as she’d been the other day. She smelled of herbs again, and that damn perfume of hers was going to drive him mad. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      She tossed the stained towel on the counter but didn’t return to her seat. “That past of yours you mentioned the other day, it’s not a good one, is it,” she whispered. “You’ve got some ghosts of your own following you around. And this?” She waved toward the back door. “What you’re doing here? It ties to that, doesn’t it.”

      “It does,” he said without meaning to. He kept scenting the air, waiting to catch a whiff of fear. Only there wasn’t any. That curious glint in her eyes almost overrode the worry she had. Was it for him? Before he could ask, she reached up and ran her fingers lightly over his shoulder.

      Right where he’d been shot. So, she had seen the hole in his shirt.

      Leeza’s hand fell, and she reached for his free one that was still gripping the counter. He let her lift it free. The moment he felt her skin, an electric charge surged through him. His heart skipped, and his stomach lurched. He looked down at her hand and tried to understand the sensations that were rocketing through him. He tried to understand why he had those feelings. Not only did he not know her, but she was also human. Never once in his life had he ever felt anything like what he was feeling for her.

      She studied his knuckles with a shake of her head. She stroked the back of them with her thumb and looked him in the eye. “I know you don’t owe me answers. You don’t have to tell me a single thing. But I want to know who you are.”

      “If I tell you, you’ll run.”

      “I haven’t run yet, and let’s be honest, that scene out there should’ve been enough to scare me off.”

      “Why wasn’t it?” he asked, curious himself.

      “Because for some strange reason, I trust you.”

      Her answer baffled him as much as this conversation they were having. He set his mug down, worried he’d either drop it or shatter it in his grip on accident.

      “How is it that your knuckles have already healed?”

      “They were just covered in blood,” he lied. “I wasn’t hurt.”

      “I know what I saw,” she pressed, but her tone was soft. Her eyes danced over his shirt again, and that worry began to overwhelm her curiosity. “I know what I saw,” she repeated in a whisper.

      Ronan’s hand gripped hers. She kept dragging him closer and closer to that line he didn’t want to cross with her. Her gaze was sharp as if she was staring directly into his soul.

      “I can’t tell you that,” he finally said.

      “Then what can you tell me?”

      “The winery is a legit business.”

      “But?” she asked.

      He let out a heavy breath. “But I’m not who you think I am. I have more than ghosts haunting my waking hours. My life isn’t one of sipping wine all day and enjoying what life has to offer. It’s dark and violent at times. It’s bloody, and…” His voice faltered, and he looked away.

      Now that he was there, on the precipice of telling her the truth, or the human version of the truth, he was terrified about what she’d do with that information. Not that she’d tell someone. He was terrified she’d never come back. As he looked into those crystalline blue eyes, he realized he didn’t want her to think he was a vicious beast. He didn’t want her to look at him and see only that darkness.

      “Are you a hired gun or something?” she said with a laugh.

      Ronan said nothing in answer. She was right on point. There was no reason to try and correct her. Letting her think this was better than trying to prove he wasn’t insane if he told her he was a dragon shifter. Or that there was an entire world that lived alongside the human one
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