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A forbidden cruise ship romance between a crew member and a passenger breaks all the rules.

Sheldon:

I'm living the dream. 

Traveling the world from beach to beach and marina to marina.

Then my father yanks the credit cards and spouts some nonsense about hard work.

Suddenly, I'm a butler slaving away on the maiden voyage of the world's newest and most exclusive cruise ship.

Work bites.

Except I somehow don't mind serving under that one red-hot solo passenger...

Kyler:

One bad breakup, and I'm an inch away from being fired.

My last chance to prove myself as a reporter?

Take the stupid-ass undercover assignment on the world's flashiest cruise ship.

Now I'm a complete fake posing as the multi-millionaire I'll never be.

And the guy who's helping me forget about the break-up?

He's the hot butler who has no idea I'm just a regular guy.
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A Note to Readers
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This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to anyone, any time, or any place is not intended and is merely coincidental. Cover models appear for illustration purposes only and have no relationship to any events in this story. Brief mentions of real persons, places, or products are used fictitiously and in accordance with fair use. All trademarks remain the properties of their owners. Some locations and current events have been fictionalized for dramatic purposes. Please do not post this book to sharing, free, or pirate sites so we can continue to keep publishing the steamy gay romance you love.

Find out how to pick up a free audio book created from one of Parker Avrile's most popular gay romance short stories:

http://tinyurl.com/ParisAudio
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Chapter One
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Sheldon

Squeak.

Not an alarm, I told myself. Ignore it. Slotted into my bunk, my dreams almost as light and soft around me as the Egyptian cotton sheets, I didn't want to wake. Another expensive boat in another expensive marina. What boat, what marina? There had been so many in the last four years of world travel. Well, it didn't matter. The way the boat rocked encouraged me to keep dreaming.

Squeak.

Pause.

Squeak.

Such a soft squeak. The sound of a wet kiss against slick skin. But not quite. No, not quite. I wanted to groan even though I wasn't hungover because I knew that squeak. It was an all-too-familiar sound after years of hopping from one expensive mahogany deck to another― the squeak of a soft-sole shoe on an old-school wooden floor. The pause between steps spoke louder than the steps themselves.

Why was he moving so carefully? Every time his shoe squeaked, he paused to see if I'd been jolted awake.

That was my alarm. A hookup sneaking off in the dead of night, leaving me behind in a bed where I had no business sleeping.

Holding my breath, cracking my eyelids, I stole a peek at the guy who should have been snoozing away in the opposite bunk. He had a name, but I'd already forgotten it, so I thought of him as the Australian Guy. Blond, tanned, buff. A backpacker with no visible means of support who traveled from one dive spot to another. Caye Caulker was packed with Australian hunks. I wouldn't be able to pick his face out of a police line-up. Faces weren't the basis of our mutual attraction.

Anyway, all I saw at the moment was shadows. Partly because it was still dark, still the dead of night, or maybe you'd call it the wee hours of the morning. Four, maybe four-thirty. Mostly, though, because he stood bent over the bunk where he should have been sleeping. Even the most expensive wooden boat is built to conserve space, and his round bottom was thrust close to my face, close enough to spank, close enough to block most of my view.

Close enough to distract. Dream and memory were as tangled as the sheets.

Wake up. For real. Things are going on.

The small cabin wasn't as dark as it should be. As my eyes adjusted, I could see better even in the shadows. At some point, he'd carefully pushed aside the curtains over the porthole, enough to let the faint red and yellow lights from the marina filter into the room. Another alarm, another bad sign. He wanted to see what he was doing, but he didn't want to risk waking me.

The picture was starting to come together, and I wasn't too thrilled about the image that was forming. The sneaking sounds before were the sound of a guy getting dressed as quietly as he dared― the sound of a guy who already had on his Adidas Ultra Boosts in case things didn't go according to plan.

In some ways, even though I didn't dine and dash, I was a lot like Australian Guy. I traveled light, always ready to take off on a whim. In the club the night before, I didn't think anything strange about his shoes. It was the beach. Hell, I'd worn nothing more than a pair of Columbia Big Water sandals to show off my suggestively long feet.

Also, like several other guys who hadn't yet decided where they were landing for the night, I'd been carrying my pack.

The shape of certain shadows suggested the contents of the pack in question were now spread out across his bunk.

Fuck. Everything was in there. My phone, my wallet. My fucking passport. It would be a major pain in the ass if he actually got away with that stuff. Well, then, I couldn't let it happen. The time for lollygagging in bed was over.

I flung off my tangle of sheets and threw myself headlong at his waist, a tackle that might have worked better if I wasn't a naked man throwing myself from below at a fully dressed opponent already on his feet. He bumped me back off his pert ass without much apparent effort. My calves stung where I bounced against my bunk, while my eyes followed the flight of the passport he flung one-handed toward a dark corner at the back of the cabin.

The distraction gained him only a fraction of a second, but a fraction of a second was enough. That quick, he was halfway up the ladder. Hell, his head and shoulders were already through the hatch.

“Hey, come back here, man. You know this wasn't part of the game.”

A pointless demand. Mr. Dine-and-Dash wasn't going to have a change of heart about robbing me because I asked nicely.

Grab him around the knees. Pull him back down.

But your passport, bro...

Not quite fully awake, I made the fatal mistake of taking a second, not even a whole second, maybe not even half a second, to scoop up my passport before I dived again for my vanishing hookup. Too slow, too late. I grabbed a big old armful of night, ladder, and nothing.

He was gone.

Fuck.

Still butt-naked, I tossed the passport on the nearest bunk and flung myself bodily up the ladder. Maybe there was a chance to get my phone back. I was a twenty-four-year-old runner, an athlete. I could catch this idiot.

Trouble was, he was an athlete too― a diver and a swimmer, two pursuits that helped you maintain a high level of stamina. He didn't flag for an instant. By the time I'd reached the upper deck, he was already off the boat and hurrying beyond the lights to find the safety of darkness.

Where was marina security? Why weren't they asking some questions about a running man fleeing one of their big expensive wooden yachts in the dead of night?

Oh, right. Where indeed.

If the Australian Guy hadn't told me about the break in the gate, about the lax security at this particular marina, about the crew that was off for a few days, well... I wouldn't be here in the first place, would I? After all, it wasn't exactly our boat. Somehow, back in the bar, it had seemed like a harmless adventure to spend the night on a yacht belonging to some stranger. The owner would never know we'd been here.

A cheap thrill, or so I thought.

Now, our harmless prank was looking like a very expensive thrill indeed. 

The night had gone still and quiet except for the lapping waves against the shore.

He's gone, bro. At least you still have your passport.

The sea breeze felt cool if a little damp against my bare skin. A laughing gull did its thing. Since they rarely laughed in full darkness, I couldn't help but feel like the bird was having its laugh at my expense.

I'd been laid and played and left standing here with my dangly bits hanging out. Terrific. I'd been traveling the world for four years. I was supposed to be smarter than this.

Couldn't even blame it on last night's frozen margaritas, which were served at tourist strength to make you buy four or eight or ten. I'd been in so much of a fucking hurry for the great adventure with my hookup that we'd slipped giggling from the bar after only two.

The breeze whipped up stronger for a minute, and the skin on the back of my arms goose-pimpled. Back down the hatch to the bunk level, where I started to flip on a light, then changed my mind. Again, not my boat, and now I didn't even have a hookup to share the blame with if I got caught. My phone had a flashlight app in it, but of course the Galaxy S10 was the first fucking thing he took. I felt around the mess he'd made of my backpack when he dumped it out on his bunk. My fingers found the tiny backup flashlight barely wider than the AAA batteries inside of it. Its pencil-slender beam was unlikely to be visible from the outside.

I took inventory. Although he'd turned my wallet inside-out to grab the cash, he'd left my driver's license and my credit cards as well as my passport. Did he think leaving my documents meant he was still one of the good guys? Fuck him. Maybe he was new to a life of crime and didn't know how to get away with selling my paper on the black market. Good luck with the phone, then. Without my fingerprints, it was probably useless to him too.

Either way, I'd take it. This wasn't so bad. I couldn't report this theft or explain what I was doing here on this boat, but I didn't need to stress this mess. If you have a problem that can be solved with money, and you have money, you don't have a problem.

Ergo, Sheldon Blackminster MacDonald the Fifth― that would be me― didn't have a problem. Visit an ATM, and I'd have cash again, albeit in Belizean rather than US dollars. Once I got back to the mainland, I'd pick up another phone. There. Done. Fixed. Now all I had to do was execute. My polo shirt and board shorts pulled on fast and easy.

Well, I had one tiny problem. There was a light bouncing outside― the bright long beam of somebody walking around with a high-powered halogen flashlight. Marina security just woke up. Or maybe it was the actual cops. Either way, I didn't feel a need to be on somebody else's boat in a foreign country. Time to pull on my running shoes and make tracks.
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Chapter Two
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Kyler

I was no longer the regular kind of guy who sailed up to Caye Caulker on the water taxi. That wasn't part of my cover. From the time I arrived on the island to the time I departed from the final port of call, I was a different person with a different name. Even if I hadn't been a last-minute addition to the luxury cruise, I would have flown into the island's tiny airstrip. I simply wouldn't have flown in so late at night as the only passenger on a private plane large enough for twenty.

Ultimate Luxe Publishing was sparing no expense on the budget for this story. There was even a half-bottle of Krug Grande Cuvee on the plane. No flight attendant on board this fine evening, but I know how to work a corkscrew. Hard to believe I was a disgraced sports reporter two steps away from the unemployment line only a few short hours ago. I still felt a little giggly when we landed.

“Mr. Michel.” The pilot emerged from the cockpit to give me the good news in person. “We are arrived.”

I put a finger over my lips. “Don't call me that where anyone can hear. I'm Kyle J Jamelyn Junior now.” The J didn't stand for anything. Apparently, Kyle was too fancy to require an entire middle name.

“Of course, Mr. Jamelyn. It is an honor, sir. There is no service at this hour, but I am happy to help you with your bag.” My pilot had smooth skin and only a hint of silver in his curly hair. The wide shoulders and stocky body spoke of quiet strength. Both Norwood “Woodrow” Michel and Kyle J Jamelyn Junior might have expected him to carry the bag in question. Still, by any name, I was only twenty-six, wide and muscular myself, and it felt ridiculous. Getting completely into the role could wait a few more hours until I was actually on board the ship.

“Thanks, Captain, but it's a backpack. There's nothing to carry and nothing else you need to do.”

“You can rent a golf cart to transport you to the hotel of your choice.” His smooth face pinched between the eyes. “Except the rental place is undoubtedly closed at this hour. It is a quiet island, Mr. Jamelyn.”

A golf cart was as ridiculous as a porter. “It's a ten-minute walk.” Even though I'd never been here before, I knew that from the file supplied to me by the hard-working researchers at Ultimate Luxe.

“Very good, sir. I can walk with you.”

I could already see the biggest problem with being filthy rich. People were always hanging around trying to do things for you, and sometimes a man needs to walk alone. “Again, thanks, but I really wish you wouldn't put yourself out. I can't go a mile without hitting the ocean. I'm pretty sure I won't get lost.”

And I'd like some privacy, if you could only catch a clue.

“If you insist, Mr. Jamelyn.”

Being spoiled was all well and good, but I needed some down time before I completely disappeared into my new identity. The quiet walk in the direction of the Split― Caye Caulker's answer to New Orleans' French Quarter― let me clear any lingering traces of champagne from my head.

Kyle J Jamelyn Junior was a close match to my actual name, Kyler James Johnson. Carlton Maine, my editor, hadn't set up this job complete with identification documents in a couple of days. He'd been planning. Which meant he'd already intended to move me out of sports before the big dust-up.

Which meant he knew all along about me and Roman.

We hadn't been as careful as we thought we were. Well, obviously.

My file included some information about a certain club that always looked shuttered if you approached from the front. Carlton, still watching out for his favorite reporter, must have slipped in that page. We were old college buddies. And, sometimes, I suspected he dreamed of being more than buddies. He was always looking for little ways to help me out. We were brothers from another mother, we always said. Or at least I always said that. If I'm honest, he'd gone far beyond what most guys would be willing to do for their screw-up of a baby brother.

Anyhoo, I found the club without much trouble, although it was so late I'd missed most of the action. By the time I went down the steps in front and up the steps in back, it was three-thirty in the morning. Everybody was already paired up for the night― already gone or knocking back the last drink before they got gone. That was fine with me. I didn't want a hookup. It was too soon after the disaster with Roman. I just wanted to be around my people and get some work done.

“Drink, sir?”

The first official mixed drink of my first night as a travel reporter should probably be something colorful. “Tequila sunrise.”

“Of course, sir.”

When I brandished the titanium card in the name of Kyle J Jamelyn Junior, I felt the thrill of getting away with something. Being Kyle instead of Kyler had its advantages. Being paid to pose as a rich man for the duration of a tropical vacation was all upside.

“Don't fuck this up, Kyler,” Carlton had said. “You've fallen on your face uphill this time, but it won't happen again.” He was only twenty-eight himself, but the responsibilities of the job sometimes made him sound much older.

“You don't have to tell me. I'm well aware of that. And I don't intend to fuck up a damn thing.”

If you want to get technical about it, I was pretending to be Norwood Michel, who was in turn pretending to be Kyle Jamelyn. It was all very James Bond down to the false passports and snazzy wardrobe. Maybe I should have ordered a martini, shaken, not stirred.

Gay, witty, and a man of many faces, Michel was a famous travel writer with a brand respected by elite tourists with money to burn. He traveled undercover, and he wasn't afraid to speak his mind. Nobody could figure out who he was, so nobody could buy his good opinion by sneaking him little perks and considerations other people didn't get.
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