
  
    [image: Guns and Gold]
  


  
    
      GUNS AND GOLD

      
        Hunting Hearts

        Book 0.5

      

    

    
      
        TJ NICHOLS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by TJ Nichols

      Cover by Coffin Print Designs

      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.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Guns and Gold

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Other books by TJ Nichols

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Guns and Gold

          

        

      

    

    
      Obey and be rewarded. Ask questions and lose your tongue…

      Boyd Orlan has never known anything but the luxury that comes from being part of the Orlan family. Proving himself and becoming a blooded vampire was his only goal, as expected. But at twenty-two, he understands exactly how his family maintains power and what happens to those who cross them. He never wanted to drag a human into the mess…but then he never thought he’d see Pierce again.

      Pierce Whitfield thought he’d moved on from the boy who broke his heart in high school, but when Boyd walks into the jeweler when he works the past races to catch up with him, and this time, it won’t be so easy to walk away. Learning the truth has consequences, and he’ll need to decide if he can live with Boyd’s secrets or if the price is too high.

      

      Fangs get sharpened as the vampire turf war between the Orlans and the Hadleys begins. Enter the brutal crime world of the Hunting Hearts series.
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      Working at the jewelry store his mother owned was never part of Pierce Whitfield’s life goals. He wasn’t even managing the shop, as she didn’t trust him to do that. He was sure she’d never forgiven him for being friends with Boyd Orlan in high school and fully expected him to turn to a life of crime.

      It wasn’t as if Pierce had wanted to be his friend. Everyone knew who the Orlans were, though no one said it out loud in case whispers reached their ears. So when Boyd had stepped between him and the bullies, he’d been both grateful and terrified. Especially after Boyd had become his personal bodyguard and then boyfriend for the last six months of school.

      Not that anyone knew they were dating.

      Pierce hadn’t been out.

      Four years later, he was only kind of out in that his close friends knew, but his mother didn’t. His new stepfather definitely didn’t need to find out.

      Pierce put on his best customer service smile and rang up the order for the man who was buying a very expensive diamond-sorry-I-cheated-on-you-again-bracelet. His wife now had the complete set as he’d started with the earrings before moving on to the necklace, and now, finally, the bracelet. By the time they divorced, the wife would be able to buy a small country by selling her diamonds. He wasn’t sure what she was holding out for because no amount of money was worth the bullshit.

      Money hadn’t made his parents happy.

      It had gotten his father killed.

      One does not stand up to the Orlans without expecting retribution. While Pierce didn’t know the full story, he knew that his father had represented a client against the Orlans. He’d won the case, and for three years, nothing happened; then, without warning, his father had faced corruption charges and been sent to prison. Three months later, he was dead.

      The bullying began when he was sentenced because Pierce was no longer one of them anymore. He was now the son of a crook, a lawyer who’d taken money from his rich clients…his classmate’s parents.

      So, while Boyd stepping in had saved him at school, it had condemned him at home. Because his mother believed the Orlans were responsible.

      He’d messed up his final year of school—becoming a lawyer was the last thing he wanted—and until he got his act together, he was stuck. That his new stepfather kept threatening him with the military wasn’t great either.

      Avoiding his stepfather was now his main priority, and because of that, he’d found himself taking classes in gemology and jewelry, making and spending more time with the craftspeople who created the items he sold. And he enjoyed it. He hadn’t been allowed to do art in his final years at school because he was going to be a lawyer, so he needed to concentrate on serious subjects, according to both of his parents.

      He wasn’t sure becoming a jewelry designer was acceptable, but he could always work somewhere else. However, his mother would shit a brick if he quit and got a job at the supermarket because that would be a complete embarrassment. At least at the moment, she could tell her friends that Pierce worked in the family business.

      At least he worked.

      Pierce was pretty sure that aside from working as a retail assistant–the same as him–before getting married, his mother had done precious little beyond collecting her inheritance.

      It was a pity that marrying well wasn’t an option for him. Then, instead of selling diamonds to cheaters, he’d be designing them and making a name for himself, the same as his maternal grandfather.

      Maybe he should frame his potential career change as continuing the family legacy…

      He walked around the now-empty store, pretending that his designs were in hot demand. Something that everyone wanted to be seen in. He cleaned imaginary dust off glass shelves and wiped non-existent fingerprints from the glass surfaces. He was the only one in until lunchtime, then the repair guy came in to do his thing, and the older woman who also worked in the store came in for a few hours until closing.

      By the time he left, it would be dark. He hated winter in Melbourne. It was cold and wet and miserable. For half a second, he entertained the idea of leaving the city and running away to another state and having an adventure.

      Queensland was sunny.

      So was Western Australia.

      Not that he was limited to Australia. He could take his savings and burn them up backpacking around the world…and then return to the same shit.

      He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. Everyone he’d gone to school with was finishing their degrees–unless they were becoming doctors. Okay, not everyone. Some were doing no better than him, but his mother frequently reminded him how disappointed his father would be that he’d squandered everything.

      Yeah, and maybe if his father hadn’t fucked up…

      If he hadn’t fucked up.

      If.

      If Boyd hadn’t stepped in, Pierce might have ended up in the hospital like the kid the previous year. The boys who’d tormented him were no doubt going to be leaders of their industries. They’d say all the right words about progressive workplaces and zero tolerance while not believing a word and thinking it didn’t apply to them anyway because of who they were.

      The door chimed, and an expensively dressed blond woman with two not-very-subtle security guards walked in. It only took him three seconds to realize she wasn’t playing at being wealthy. She had the kind of money most people didn’t even know how to dream about. She wore more than what both her guards earned in a year.

      Hell, her watch was more than what Pierce earned in a year.

      She didn’t look at him, just pointed to a display. “Is this the new collection?”

      “It is. Would you like to be left alone to peruse?” Never jump in and offer to do too much. This sale was going to be worth a lot, and he wanted the commission.

      She held up her hand, not wanting him near her yet, and walked over.

      One guard shadowed her. The other remained by the door. He glanced at the man by the door again, blinked, and forced himself to look away from familiar gray eyes and golden hair.

      No fucking way.

      But in the mirrors for clients to admire the way they looked with the gems, it was impossible to avoid studying his ex by the door. If Boyd was here, that meant the rich ice queen was a filthy—the Orlan money was as dirty as it came—rich Orlan.

      His mother was going to die when he told her about this.

      Boyd’s gaze caught him in the mirror, and Pierce turned to face the man who’d rescued him and then destroyed him six months later.
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      Boyd had felt his presence like the buzz of a live wire from the street. While he hadn’t gone out of his way to avoid Pierce, he’d never sought him out either, even though there’d been times he’d wanted to and had even convinced himself it was to see how he was going.

      Until today, he’d resisted the temptation because it was safer for Pierce if he stayed away. Yet they’d collided anyway.

      Staying with the car was not a reason, as the driver remained with it. Sure, getting assigned to the Orlan matriarch’s second daughter was a promotion, but he’d have refused the job—if such a thing were possible—to avoid this moment.

      The moment he’d stepped into the high-end jewelry store, it had been only seconds before Pierce recognized him. But then Pierce was human. He wouldn’t know Boyd by the scent of his skin. And he shouldn’t know the taste of Pierce’s blood.

      He shouldn’t have enjoyed kissing better the damage the bullies’ fists left as it was too close to revealing what he was. Not that he’d been blooded back then, so he’d had no fangs to bite with, but that hadn’t stopped him from tasting Pierce’s blood and liking it a little too much.

      And that had been one of the many problems inserting itself into their relationship. It was easy to come out as gay in
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