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      For the first time in his life, Vincent Aldino dreaded an upcoming date.

      And he had his friend Sebastian’s charity auction to blame for it. That, and the fact that Vin had a difficult time telling people no.

      You did tell him no. But you caved like he knew you would.

      In his usual corner at Bean There, his local coffee shop, Vin sipped his coffee—straight-up black—and kept a close eye on the time.

      Nerves made his stomach churn, the coffee refusing to mix with the pool of acid that had dumped into his belly.

      “I guess now that you’re famous, I don’t have a chance with you at all.”

      Juan, the twenty-something barista, dropped into the seat across from Vin, devilment playing in his soft, brown eyes.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Clearly, I never stood a chance.” Juan waggled his thick brows. “After seeing the guy, I completely understand your crush.”

      “I’m still not following.”

      Juan dropped the local weekly alternative newspaper on the table and pushed it toward him. On the front page, in full color, was a publicity photo of Vin with Niko Stavros.

      The winning bidder.

      His boss.

      And the man Vin had been crushed out on since the early days after Niko had pulled his skinny, scared, troublemaking, homeless ass off the streets of Los Angeles.

      In the early months, when he’d first lived with Niko, Vin had considered the crush a phase. Hero worship for a man who’d taken a chance on him and changed his life for the better.

      But ten years out, his feelings had only gotten stronger.

      Now they’d developed well past the crush stage and bordered on stupid, unrealizable obsession.

      Maybe he should take Juan up on his offer. Maybe what he needed was a hot guy with a big dick to exercise his Niko demons.

      “You two have that date yet?” Juan’s hushed voice all but said, spill the beans. “I need deets. I’ve never fucked a porn star before. Is he as hung as he looks in all his old videos? Or is that a trick of camera angles? Or maybe a dick double?”

      “Dick double?”

      “Yeah, you know, like a stunt double, but for your dick.”

      “You’re insane, do you know that?” Without waiting for an answer, Vin continued. “The date’s not for another hour. And besides, we’re not having sex. We wouldn’t even be going on this date if it weren’t for the bachelor auction. I doubt he really even wants to go.”

      “Dios mio.” Juan slapped a hand to his forehead. “The guy shelled out ten grand to go on a date with you.”

      “For a charity.”

      Juan reached across the table and laid his hand on Vin’s forehead. “Are you sick? Did a fever melt your brain or something? A guy like Niko, who can land anyone he wants, doesn’t get into a bidding war to win himself a man if he isn’t interested.”

      “If he were interested, he could have asked me out any time over the last seven years since I turned eighteen, and it would have cost him a hell of a lot less than ten grand.”

      Vin’s ego wouldn’t let him admit to Juan that Niko had already shot him down and made it perfectly clear nothing would ever happen between them.

      “Besides, Niko was bidding against Pierce Hatchett. He didn’t want me having one-on-one time with his rival studio.”

      “Good one, dude.” Juan laughed. A rich, hearty sound. Vin almost smiled with him.

      Vin took a sip of his now cold coffee and grimaced. He didn’t have to convince Juan. Vin knew the score. He glanced at his watch. If he wanted to make it across the valley to pick up Niko at his home at Black Stallion Studios, he needed to hit the road.

      Vin grabbed his motorcycle helmet and stood. “I gotta split.”

      “Call me after. With details. How big. How long. How hard...”

      Vin gave him a playful shove. “In your dreams, dude.”

      “You suck, Vin,” Juan called out to his retreating back. “And not in the good way.”

      Vin laughed as he pushed through the door, trying not to think about what it would feel like to have his lips around Niko’s thick cock and taste his saltiness when he came.

      Vin headed to his bike he’d parked on a side street and adjusted himself before swinging his leg over the seat.

      You’ve got it bad, man, when just thinking about Niko’s dick gives you a hard-on.

      He had to get his mind off the person he couldn’t have.

      As soon as he got back from his date/non-date, he’d reload Grindr on his phone and find someone attainable. Niko wasn’t the only man out there, and it was way past time for Vin to get on with his life.

      He shoved his helmet over his head, balanced the Kawasaki Ninja between his legs, and started the engine. He blipped the throttle and pulled in the clutch. A hand came down on his shoulder.

      He glanced at the guy on his right. One of the many down-on-their-luck people that could be found on the street in that part of the San Fernando Valley. The man said something Vin didn’t catch.

      Having escaped life on the street himself, Vin tended to have a lot of tolerance for the people who lived on the fringe. He flipped his visor up. “What was that?”

      “Vinny, Vinny. It’s me, man.”

      Vin’s veins pricked with heat, and beads of sweat formed on his brow as adrenaline dripped into his system. The long, greasy hair and the threadbare clothes made the man almost unrecognizable, but that voice...

      A blast from Vin’s distant past.

      One that he’d rather not remember.

      Back then, meals had been scarce and money nearly impossible to come by, unless you wanted to turn tricks in the parks or dark alleys behind the bars late at night.

      “Stu.” Somehow, Vin managed to keep the venom out of his voice. “You still owe me twenty-three bucks.”

      Stu threw his head back and laughed. “Does it look like I’ve got any money?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Just sayin’ hi to an old friend.”

      “Whatever friendship we had ended when you stole the last of my money and ditched me on that train in the middle of the night.”

      “Hey, man.” Stu held his hands out. “No hard feelings.”

      It had been ten years, but the betrayal hit harder than the johns that used to beat up on some of Vin’s friends. Life on the streets had been grueling, trying, and scary as all fuck, and there had been a time when Vin had thought he and Stu had each other’s backs.

      Turns out, Vin had been wrong.

      If Stu hadn’t stolen your money, you wouldn’t have been desperate enough to proposition men driving by the park. And if you hadn’t done that, you never would have met Niko.

      But the fact that Niko had saved Vin from survival prostitution—like a lot of the gay kids who’d been thrown out by their parents and found themselves homeless and fending for themselves—didn’t make up for Stu’s betrayal. One he still felt to that very day.

      “Have a nice life.” Vin flipped his visor down and stomped down on the gear shift, a car horn blaring as he swerved into traffic.

      All the way across the valley, Vin drove too fast and too reckless, trying to outrun his demons. As much as he’d grown from a boy to the man he was today, his younger self had a way of popping into his life unbidden, reminding him that no matter what, he could never truly escape what he was... a worthless street kid with a dark past that refused to let him go.

      That’s how he’d found himself on stage the previous Saturday as the last bachelor in a live auction fundraiser for The Cory Center, the local LGBTQ youth center.

      He’d been a last-minute replacement for a B-list actor that couldn’t make it. At the time, his greatest fear had been that no one would bid on him.

      But people had.

      The ensuing bidding war had brought in a pile of cash for the Center. Which was great, but now it was time Vin gave Niko what he’d paid for.
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      Niko Stavros stamped his feet into his black boots, a pair he hadn’t worn since his days in front of the cameras, back when he’d been the latest young stud in the gay porn industry.

      He’d found the boots stuck in the back of his closet. They’d needed a good polish, but the time spent spiffing them up had given Niko the chance to contemplate some of his recent life choices. His conclusion? He must be having some sort of mid-life crisis.

      Forty-three is hardly mid-life.

      Still, how else could he explain shelling out ten grand for a date with a kid almost twenty years his junior.

      He’s not a kid. He’s a twenty-five-year-old man.

      A date with a man who Niko had long ago put at the top of his No-date, No-how list.

      A date you’d insisted on even when Vin had given you an out.

      Not to mention, said date totally negated the recent vow Niko made to himself to start dating men closer to his own age.

      Which brought Niko right back to reconsidering his life choices.

      With the whole studio leaving for the Bahamas in a few days for a series of shoots, he’d shut down the studio for the weekend and had the luxury of having his property to himself. The security panel in his bedroom beeped, notifying him that someone had used their code at the front gate.

      Vin.

      That familiar twist in his gut that he used to get back when he’d first started dating returned. He hadn’t felt that flutter, the awkward combination of nerves, anticipation, lust, and fear in a long time.

      Maybe it wasn’t too late to cancel.

      But Niko couldn’t bail. Not after he’d canceled on Vin the night before.

      He plucked his wallet off his dresser and left his keys behind. Vin had insisted that he would drive.

      Coming down the stairs, his footfalls echoed on the Italian marble floors.  He pulled open his front door before Vin had a chance to ring the bell, only to find his nephew on his porch, his hand raised to knock.

      Niko drew up short. “Sebastian. What are you doing here?”

      Sebastian stepped forward as if he were coming in, but Niko didn’t budge.

      “What? You’re not going to invite me in?”

      From his front door, Niko couldn’t see the imposing gate that shielded Black Stallion Studios from all the looky-loos who streamed into the San Fernando Valley on any given weekend.

      Niko glanced down the long driveway. He’d really prefer Sebastian not be there as a witness when Vin pulled up. “I was just leaving.”

      Sebastian stepped back and gave him the once over. “Hot date?”

      “Hardly.” Though the semi Niko had been sporting since he’d woken that morning called him a liar. He really should have jacked off while he’d had the chance. “It’s just a... thing.”

      A grin spread across Sebastian’s face, and he crossed his arms over his chest, rocking back on his heels. “A thing?”

      Knowing Sebastian, he wouldn’t let it drop until Niko confessed. If it would get Sebastian out of there any faster, he’d tell him.

      Niko huffed out a breath. “I’m waiting for Vin. For our date.”

      “I thought that was last night.”

      “Had to reschedule.”

      Sebastian’s eyes narrowed, and that protective streak flashed in his eyes. Sebastian had youth on his side. Niko had size and muscle on his. But he wouldn’t put it past his nephew to take a swipe at him to protect Vin. “Why?”

      “I didn’t blow him off for a hookup if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      The animosity dropped from Sebastian’s face. “Maybe this date isn’t such a good idea. Vin’s into you. Like into you, into you. Don’t toy with his emotions. I don’t want to see him get hurt.”

      “I’m not going to hurt him. We’re going to spend a few hours together, and then we’ll go back to the way things are supposed to be, me directing and him behind the camera.” Niko crossed his arms over his chest. “We’re done discussing my private life. Why are you on my doorstep so early on your day off? Did Grant kick you out of the house already?”

      And yeah, that might have been a shitty thing to say, but Sebastian was rubbing Niko all kinds of raw.

      That’s what happens when someone hits too close to the truth.

      “Just the opposite.”

      And damn if Sebastian couldn’t keep the smile off his face. The smile his boyfriend, Grant Hardy, had put there ever since he’d come out of the closet and asked Sebastian to move in with him.

      And since Grant could put that smile on his nephew’s face, it was worth all the money he’d lose not having Grant as one of his performers anymore.

      “How so?”

      “Grant wants me to come work for him at The Cory Center as their fundraising chair.”

      “How do you expect to do that and keep up with our production schedule, we—” Niko cut himself off when Sebastian couldn’t look him in the eye. “You’re quitting.”

      It wasn’t a question. As soon as the thought popped into Niko’s head, he knew it was the truth. “What the actual fuck, Bass?”

      “I know it’s kind of sudden. But it’s what I’m meant to do. For Grant and me, for the Center, and for the LGBTQ kids the Center serves.”

      “If this is about your salary—”

      “You’ve always paid me well. It’s not about that. This is just something I have to do. As the guy who took Vin in as a teen, I figured you of all people would understand.”

      “Fucking hell.” Having his production manager quit on him didn’t make Niko’s life any easier, even if he did understand.

      “I’m not going to leave you in the lurch. I’ll stick around until you can find someone to replace me.” Sebastian lost color in his complexion. “There’s just one tiny hiccup.”

      This ought to be good. Niko made a get-on-with-it motion with his hands. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as he feared.

      “I won’t be able to make it to the Bahamas.”

      Meaning the big Bahama shoot Black Stallion had been planning for months and months. The shoot with the highest cost, the tightest schedule, and the most significant monetary risk to the studio.

      Niko ran his hand across the scruff on his jaw and over his mouth, keeping all the cussing inside his head. The heavy sigh he couldn’t restrain said the are you fucking kidding me for him.

      “I wouldn’t stay behind if it wasn’t important. Child services had to bump the date for the home inspection and interview back, and since I’ve been included on the paperwork for fostering Tavi, I have to be there.”

      Tavi. The stray teen Grant had taken in, much like Niko had taken Vin in all those years ago. Though back then, they’d never had anything official to set Niko up as a guardian. But Grant was the kind of guy who played by the rules, at least when it came to the Center and the kids.

      Just because Niko could relate, didn’t mean he had to like it. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Sebastian turned pasty white—all evidence of their Greek heritage lost. Niko almost stopped him from what he was about to say next.

      “Betty Hardy said she could help.”

      “Betty Hardy? Grant’s hundred-year-old grandmother? Is this a joke?”

      “She’s only eighty. And keen and smart and the queen of organization. She makes Marie Kondo look inadequate. Plus, she kicked ass on the last-minute preparations for the Center’s fundraiser when Grant was hospitalized. She can do this. I’ve got everything planned already anyways. All she has to do is follow my notes, and everything will go as planned.”

      “These things never go as planned. You know that. I know that.”

      “Look. Just talk to her. If you don’t like what she has to say, I’ll try to figure something else out.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Niko would regret the next words coming out of his mouth. “Fine. Have her come in first thing Monday morning. But you better be looking for an alternative.”

      Sebastian’s color returned. “I will. Promise. I would be there if this wasn’t so important. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. I get it.”

      The roar of a motorcycle engine caught their attention, and they both turned to see Vin riding up on his orange and black Ninja.

      Niko closed his eyes and swallowed the groan. What had he gotten himself into?

      Sebastian clapped Niko on the shoulder, and Niko opened his eyes to see his nephew smiling like a loon. Then the smile slipped, and Sebastian leaned in. “He’s a good man. Don’t break his heart.”
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      Vin stopped in the circular drive at Black Stallion Studios to find Niko and Sebastian already outside. He killed the engine, pulled off his helmet, and raked his hands through his sweat-dampened hair.

      If this had been any other kind of date, he would have driven his car, but with what he had planned for Niko, having a bad hair day would be the least of their worries.

      “Hey, Vin.” Sebastian waved as he backed away and headed toward his car.

      “You don’t have to run off.” Though if he and Niko were going to get to the airfield on time, they couldn’t hang around for long.

      Though Vin would gladly make an exception on their departure time if Niko invited him in for a quickie. Or even a handjob. For that, Vin would say to hell with his reservations and the huge favor he’d called in. But sex with Niko was never going to happen, so Vin tried to put it out of his head.

      “We’re done here.” Niko gestured toward Sebastian. “He was just leaving anyway.”

      Niko gave Vin a once over, the corners of his mouth going down a fraction, and those dark brows over his deep brown eyes creased.

      “What?”

      Jesus. Vin should have made reservations for dinner or bought tickets to a movie or planned on dinner and a couple of drinks at The Trojan Horse, one of the local gay bars. Niko wasn’t going to like what Vin had planned.

      “You expect me to get on that?”

      “When you rescheduled, you told me the day was up to me and to surprise you.” Vin managed a very Vanna White wave of his hand across his bike. “Surprise.”

      Niko still didn’t say anything. Though a man like Niko didn’t have to say anything to be seven kinds of hot. Between the stubble, the black boots and matching jeans, the Tom of Finland T-shirt with the boot print stretching across his chest, he kept Vin’s attention. “You scared?”

      “Terrified.” A hint of a smile made a welcome appearance.

      Vin reached down and unclipped his spare helmet from the clip beside the back seat and tossed it to him. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      Shrugging out of his backpack, Vin unstrapped a borrowed motorcycle jacket from the rear seat. “Put this on. Helps to keep you from getting road rash if you come off.”

      Niko blanched when he glanced at the tiny seat behind Vin. “Am I coming off?”

      Vin grinned. “Not if you hold on tight.”

      A small, diabolical part of Vin liked the idea of Niko’s legs bracketing his thighs and having those strong arms wrapped solidly around his waist.

      Small part?

      Okay, not so small, but if Niko wouldn’t touch Vin of his own volition, he only felt marginally bad that he’d engineered the close contact for the cheap thrill.

      That’s not all you engineered.

      When Niko had given Vin free rein to plan the date, and knowing he had Niko as a captive audience for the day, Vin took full advantage of the situation.

      Maybe if he shoved Niko out of his comfort zone and brought him into Vin’s world, Niko would see him in a new light, and not as some skinny-ass street urchin that needed rescuing.

      Niko shrugged into the jacket and pulled the backpack’s straps over his shoulders. Vin kicked down the footpegs for the passenger seat and balanced the bike between his legs.

      “Hop on.”

      “You sure about this?”

      For the first time since Vin had made the plans, he seriously reconsidered what they were about to do.

      Vin leashed his disappointment, trying to keep it out of his voice. “Look, if you don’t want to do this, we can—”

      Niko raised a hand to shut him up. “No. It’s fine.”

      Though Niko’s misgivings etched deep into his expression, he put on the helmet, snapped the strap under his chin, and threw a leg over the seat.

      When Niko settled behind him, Vin flipped his visor up, and Niko did the same. “The button for the helmet-to-helmet intercom is on the left side. It’s voice-activated after that.”

      It took a minute to make sure the comms system worked, then Vin flipped his visor down and started the engine. Pulling in the clutch, he downshifted to first.

      “Scoot up and wrap your arms around my waist.”

      When Niko did, Vin said, “Tighter.”

      And no, that wasn’t just because he wanted to feel Niko’s arms around him, he also had a feeling Niko had no idea of the raw power between their legs, and he didn’t want Niko sliding off the back the first time they accelerated.

      “If I die,” Niko said, though Vin heard the humor in his words, “I’m going to come back and haunt you.”

      “Fair enough.” Which meant nothing would change, considering Niko had haunted Vin’s dreams for years now.

      They rounded the circular drive and headed for the front gate. “You ever been on the back of a bike before?”

      “Never.”

      He didn’t want to scare Niko, but he did want to give him a bit of a thrill. “All you really need to do is lean with me into the curves and hold on. I’ll do the rest.”

      “Trust me, you’ll have to pry my arms off of you.”

      Vin chuckled, enjoying having Niko’s chest pressed against his back much more than he should.
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      Niko leaned into the hairpin turn, on their way into the San Gabriel Mountains, the grip he had around Vin’s waist so tight he was bound to leave an imprint when they got off. If they ever got off.

      His ass was starting to hurt—the passenger seat on the back of the Ninja was little more than an afterthought. But holy hell, leaning into the curves, with the bike, Vin, and Niko all working as one, made his heart race and his nerves jangle. But in the best way.

      Or maybe Vin was responsible for all those feelings because more than his heart and nerves were involved.

      They came out of the turn, and Niko readjusted himself on the seat, his erection pressing neatly into the small of Vin’s back.

      Vin reached back and patted Niko’s thigh. “You good back there?”

      “My ass may never be the same again, but yeah, I’m good.” And because he couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer, he added, “Where are we going?”

      “We’re almost there.”

      Which didn’t answer the question, but if Vin wanted to keep it a secret until the last minute, he didn’t want to spoil the fun.

      A few minutes later, Vin slowed and turned onto a narrow private road. Scrub trees and rocks everywhere. They topped a rise, and the land flattened out onto a plateau. Vin pulled up in front of a tall, wide metal building, the huge double doors open wide, revealing what looked like single-engine Cessna inside the hanger.

      Niko released his hold on Vin as they came to a stop, the rear tire skidding a couple feet on the loose gravel. Niko hopped off and unzipped his jacket. Vin lowered the kickstand and did the same.

      “Well?” Vin asked when they’d both pulled their helmets off. “What did you think?”

      Because of the excitement in Vin’s eyes and the massive grin on his face, Niko would have said he’d loved it even if it had been a lie. He didn’t ever want to be the guy who dimmed Vin’s genuine light.

      “Actually, I loved it. Though my heart is still pounding after that last turn. Feel it.”

      For reasons Niko couldn’t quite articulate, he took Vin’s hand and pressed it to the center of his chest. He held it there for a beat too long before releasing it.

      Don’t break his heart.

      Niko kicked Sebastian out of his head and focused on the way Vin took a half-step closer, not breaking the eye contact. “Nothing like that adrenaline kick to let you know you’re alive. Am I right?”

      “It was definitely a rush.”

      A man came out of the hangar with a scowl on his face, and Niko took a step away from Vin. Niko had no issue with being gay, but the rest of the world hadn’t fallen into step. Even in a progressive state like California, Niko conducted his personal life with caution while in public.

      “You sure we’re in the right place?”

      “Positive.” Vin hooked his helmet on the handlebar and met the man as he approached.

      “Hey, Vinny.” The guy skipped Vin’s outstretched hand and pulled him into a hug, engulfing Vin with his arms. “Long time, no see.”

      “Sorry,” Vin said as the man leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Work’s been busy.”

      The big man tucked Vin against his side, a possessive arm slung over Vin’s shoulder.

      Niko cocked his head. Who was this guy?

      Not that it was any of Niko’s business. Vin was a grown man, entitled to his own private life. But that didn’t mean Niko liked what he saw.

      You can’t be jealous of a man you can’t ever have. Back the fuck off, and be nice.

      Vin and the other man stopped in front of Niko. “Niko, this is my good friend Joss Kincaid. Joss, this is—”

      “This him?”

      And from Joss’s tone, that didn’t sound like a good thing.

      “Stop,” Vin admonished, the color rising in his cheeks, and Niko had to wonder what Vin had said about him in the past. “This is my boss, Niko Stavros.”

      The words seemed loaded, but Niko wasn’t sure why.

      Joss had to unwrap his arm from around Vin to shake Niko’s hand, which was just as well as far as Niko was concerned.

      You don’t own Vin. In fact, you do everything in your power to stay away. Don’t be a jealous prick. This could be his boyfriend for all you know.

      Joss pulled a grease-stained rag from the back pocket of his work coveralls and wiped his hands before sticking one out.

      “Nice to meet you.” Niko called on his years of acting to infuse his voice with sincerity.

      “Likewise,” Joss said, without the same sincerity.

      Then Joss turned to Vin and said, “He has no idea why he’s here, does he?”

      “I’d thought I’d surprise him.”

      Joss raised a brow at Vin but didn’t voice his apparent misgivings.

      “What are we doing?” Niko feared the answer.

      “Maybe I should show him.” Vin took off his motorcycle jacket and turned to Niko. “You can leave the gear here, but hand me that backpack. It needs refrigerating.”

      Niko shucked the jacket and left the helmet on the seat, giving the backpack to Vin to shoulder. Vin gestured for Niko to precede them, and the three of them walked into the hangar where Vin stuffed the whole backpack into the refrigerator.

      Maybe Vin planned on taking him up for a spin around the valley to see the sights.

      In a tin can.

      Niko’s stomach revolted, but he swallowed back down the bile. It was fine. He’d been in a small plane before. He’d survived then. He’d survive it again.

      In the hangar, laid out on a long table, was a bunch of gear. Vin stopped in front of it and turned to Niko. “I realized that we spend many hours together every day, but we don’t talk much about our lives outside the studio. I wanted you to see a part of my world. Something I’ve found that I love, that I never would have found if I’d never gotten off the streets.”

      Vin’s voice got thick at the end, and Niko had to clear his own throat when he asked, “So what’s all this?”

      That churn in Niko’s gut told him that he probably already knew, though he didn’t want to jump to any false conclusions.

      “A tandem parachute. For us.”

      Damn.

      Niko didn’t know if his face blanched, but his heart fluttered, and all that blood didn’t seem to know where to go. Good news... he didn’t have an inappropriate boner anymore.

      Joss crossed his arms over his colossal chest, his biceps straining his shirtsleeves. He looked like the kind of guy who pulled Sequoias up by the roots and used them for toothpicks. A grin... no, it was more of a self-satisfied smirk, toyed with one corner of his mouth.

      “Told you this was a bad idea,” Joss said to Vin.

      For some stupid, irrational reason, Niko wanted to prove Joss wrong, and Vin right about him, he said, “I think it’s a fabulous idea.”
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      “You do?” Vin and Joss sputtered at the same time. Joss frowned, but Vin’s grin made his cheeks hurt.

      “Sure. Why not?” Then Niko hitched his thumb over his shoulder at the plane in the hangar with the engine shroud up and what looked like a couple of vital components in pieces on the ground. “But, please tell me we’re not going up in that thing.”

      That got a genuine chuckle out of Joss. “Naw, man. Come see my new bird.”

      They walked out the open bay doors at the rear of the hangar. Sitting on the private tarmac was a twin-engine plane, its side jump door wide open.

      In the sun, the white skin of the plane gleamed.

      “Wow.” Vin walked over to the plane, wanting to skim his hands over the plane’s skin, but he didn’t want to leave fingerprints. “A Twin Otter. She’s beautiful.”

      Joss had wanted a new plane ever since Vin had started parachuting with him. The old Cessna in the hangar had gotten the job done but, man, now they’d be flying in style.

      “Been looking for a reason to get her up in the air, I had a corporate event cancel, so I don’t have any clients scheduled until next week.”

      Vin turned to Niko. “You ready?”

      “Right this second?”

      Vin noted the panic in his voice. “I meant ready for the instruction. It’s a tandem jump. You’ll be attached to me, but we’ll need to make sure your harness is adjusted properly and instruct you on how this is going to go.”

      “And you’re qualified to do this? Do they just let anyone jump out of a plane or is there some sort of certification or—”

      Vin stopped Niko before he spun out of control. “Relax. I’m instructor certified. I’ve been taking people up with Joss on my days off for a couple of years now.”

      Niko cocked his head and looked at Vin in a way he’d never looked at him before. “How did I not know this?”

      “You never asked.”

      Vin kept any recrimination out of his tone. It wasn’t Niko’s fault he didn’t know about the more intimate parts of Vin’s life. He’d held that part to himself for the longest time, wanting something that was all his, something he hadn’t gotten through Niko.

      They spent the next thirty minutes preparing Niko for the jump, explaining body position, landing, the equipment. When Vin was satisfied Niko knew what was expected from him and what would happen on the dive, they zipped up their jumpsuits and strapped into their harnesses.

      “I’ll go get Joss.”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      Vin walked over to the workbench, where Joss had some airplane parts stripped down to all their basic components. Nuts, bolts, screws, springs, lever arms, and housings.

      “You guys ready?” Joss asked.

      “Yeah.”

      With Niko waiting at the rear of the hangar, Joss took the opportunity to turn his back to Niko, effectively blocking Vin’s view. He leaned in and said, “I’m not getting what you see in him.”

      Vin fought back the eye roll. He never should have told Joss about his feelings for Niko. Someone, please remind him to never drink Jägerbombs around Joss again.

      “People said the same thing to me about you at one time.” Most people who didn’t take the time to get to know Joss only saw what was on the outside, not the big heart and the bigger brain on the inside.

      “That dick though.” Joss bumped Vin’s shoulder with his own, a sly grin on his face. “I’ve seen Niko’s work. If I can get past the rest of him, I’m sure there’s something under there I’d like.”

      “Jesus Christ. Get your head out of the gutter and go fly that plane.”

      Having a private airfield behind Joss’s house had its advantages. As soon as Joss finished his pre-flight checklist, the three of them were airborne.

      Vin and Niko each wore a helmet, and Joss raised one ear of his headset so he could hear them in the back. The plane climbed higher and higher, and Niko lost a shade of color with every thousand feet they climbed. His knee started to bounce, and Vin put a hand on Niko’s thigh to still the motion.

      “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      “We’d think you were a wuss,” Joss hollered from the cockpit, the smile evident in his voice. “But you don’t have to do it.”

      “It’s fine,” Niko said, though it sounded like a lie.

      “Really, I don’t want you doing anything you don’t want to.”

      “Look at it this way—” Joss started.

      “Dude, shut the fuck up already. Let me handle this.”

      Vin glanced up at the cockpit and caught Joss flipping him the bird.

      “What are you worried about?” Vin instinctively lowered his voice.

      “Dying.”

      A low rumble of laughter came from the front. Either they hadn’t been as quiet as they’d thought, or Joss had exceptional hearing. Joss cleared his throat. “Sorry.”

      “We’re not going to die,” Vin said. But because there was the slightest chance things would go to shit, and they would, he added, “Most likely.”

      This time, Niko laughed, though Vin wasn’t trying to be funny.

      “What if the parachute doesn’t open?”

      “It will.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Joss packed it. And if it doesn’t open, there is a reserve parachute that Joss packed as well.”

      “And if that doesn’t open?”

      “Then, I’ll be glad I got to spend my last jump with you.”
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      Then I’ll be glad I got to spend my last jump with you.

      Those words shouldn’t have given Niko any comfort, not when he’d wanted assurances that he wouldn’t splat back to earth in a pile of blood and bone and broken bodies, but for some reason, they did.

      “Five minutes,” came Joss’s warning from the cockpit.

      Vin stood and had Niko stand as well. With the mild turbulence, Niko braced one of his hands on the side of the plane. Vin rechecked Niko’s harness, making sure all the straps were tight over his torso and groin, before attaching Niko to Vin’s harness.

      You really going to do this?

      He really shouldn’t have canceled on Vin the night before. They could have gone to that stellar sushi place in Burbank, maybe gotten a little buzzed on saké, and called it a night.

      Nothing dangerous and death-defying.

      But that’s why you’d canceled in the first place, wasn’t it? Because contemplating a relationship with Vin was, in its own way, so very perilous?

      Perilous? Perhaps that word was a tad dramatic.

      Risky then. Either way, you shouldn’t be thinking about Vin like that. It isn’t right.

      “One minute,” Joss said.

      Niko swallowed down the rising dread.

      Because Vin must have sensed the second thoughts swirling in Niko’s mind, Vin put a hand on Niko’s shoulder. “People parachute all the time and live to tell about it. It’s going to be fine. We’re going to be fine. You trust me?”

      The funny thing was, Niko had asked the same thing when Vin had flagged his car down all those years ago while Vin had been looking for his first john. Niko had offered a meal instead. All Vin had to do was get in the car.

      It had been a leap of faith on Vin’s part.

      One that had changed both of their lives.

      Niko liked to think for the better. Now Vin asked for that same trust to be bestowed on him.

      Niko straightened as much as he could, considering he was attached to Vin. “I trust you.”

      Niko craned his neck to look back at Vin. Damn that grin. So wide and bright. Niko’s chest tightened, and his heart galloped when the full wattage of that smile landed on him.

      “Come with me.”

      Not that Niko had much choice considering he was strapped to Vin’s chest. Vin rolled up the plane’s side door. Cold air buffeted them, and Niko instinctively grabbed the handhold overhead.

      With the door secure, Vin rechecked their connection.

      “Twenty seconds.”

      “Copy,” Vin called up to Joss.

      “I’ve got the handhold,” Vin said, his voice raised over the engine noise and wind. “Let go and cross your arms over your chest.”

      Niko let go. One of the hardest things he’d ever done in his life. He stared down at the ground, more than thirteen thousand feet below.

      “Last chance to chicken out,” Vin said.

      Oh, hell, no. Niko’s pride wouldn’t allow it. Especially knowing he’d have to face Joss’s judgment if he didn’t go through with it. It shouldn’t have mattered, but stupidly, it did.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Three... two...” Vin counted in his ear. Calm. Confident. Niko blew out the breath he held. “One.”

      Vin let go, and they jumped.

      Out of a fucking plane.

      What the ever-loving hell was wrong with him? Holy-fuuuuuuck.

      Vin’s whoop and laughter echoed in Niko’s ear, even above the whoosh of blood and rushing wind that assaulted his eardrums. His heart kicked against his sternum, a brutal, erratic rhythm that seemed incompatible with sustaining life.

      But Niko didn’t die.

      And he didn’t pass out.

      The wind slung Niko’s lower legs between Vin’s as they fell, fell, fell.

      Niko checked the altimeter on his wrist, the way Vin had told him.

      Vin must have pulled the cord because it felt like he’d been jerked to a stop, the straps cutting into his groin. Vin whooped again and started steering them in long, slow, sweeping circles as they continued their descent.

      That high up, all Niko could hear was Vin breathing in his ear, the rush of the wind, and the slamming beat of his own heart.

      As they floated, he stopped focusing on the fall and took in the view. The San Gabrielle Mountains were vast and green below. All the nooks, crannies, creeks, and streams. In the distance, the San Fernando Valley and the Pacific Ocean.

      He’d seen the valley and the mountains from the air many times before, but those
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