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Jacob Freehan has no job, no man, and no motivation. In pain both from ending a long-term abusive relationship and a severe back injury, he escapes to the sunny seaside town of Puerto Morelos, Mexico for a little yoga, a little R&R, and possibly a place to quietly end his own life.

Pakal is a centuries-old immortal Mayan spirit guide who has been charged with getting Jacob on the path toward healing. Romantic involvement with a spirit charge is strictly forbidden, and it has never been a problem...until now. Pakal sees something special in Jacob, but failure to keep a rapidly growing attraction at bay could result in Jacob losing his life and Pakal being condemned to the Underworld forever...
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	To anyone who has been involved in an abusive relationship: You are not weak and you are not alone. You are twice as strong for having survived. If you or someone you know is possibly being hurt by a same sex partner, you can find information and help at LAMBDA GLBT Community Services (www.lambda.org/DV_intro.htm) or the Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project (gmdvp.org)


      

    

CHAPTER 1

The cab driver nearly ran over the most gorgeous man in Mexico.

No, not only in Mexico. Jacob was pretty sure that the sculpted, shaven-headed, sun-bronzed hottie was the most beautiful specimen of male that existed on the entire planet at that very point in time. Clad in nothing but a pair of cargo shorts and sandals, light and sweat glowed on the man’s back.

The lurch of the car and screeching breaks weren’t nearly as startling as that part where everything ground to a halt in Jacob’s head like one of those slow-motion movie moments—the kind that used to let the viewer know two significant characters were making eye contact. The man looked right at him through the window, and blood and adrenaline sang in Jacob’s ears.

Except, of course, this wasn’t the movies.

Their chauffeur hurled what must have been a string of insults, while the object of Jacob’s interest dipped his head, gave an angelic smile, and batted a dark fringe of eyelashes from behind his mirrored shades as he sauntered across the street.

::Was that an aura I saw on that man?:: 

Jacob looked around as the words echoed faintly in his head. The deep, rumbly baritone was obviously not Kelly, who sat next to him, and not their driver’s, who was still shouting at the handsome guy while he ambled on his way.

As the lovely man retreated, an owl swooped low in front of the car. The winged animal cruised along behind Handsome Shirtless Guy like it, too, thought the man was beautiful enough to watch closely. Huh—weren’t owls nocturnal? Or a bad omen? Both?

Kelly leaned to whisper in his ear. “What was all that shouting about?”

Jacob jerked. He shrugged. “I only know enough Spanish to make an ass out of myself when I try to haggle or ask directions to the bathroom.” He turned to meet her blue-eyed gaze. “You teach yoga down here twice a year. How is it you don’t speak the language?”

The fringe of her blond hair shook back and forth. “I can’t make it out when they get all rapid-fire like that.” She jerked her chin toward the hunk’s retreating form. “See something you like?”

Jacob deflated. “No.” He flopped against the seat back. What was that voice he’d heard? The question had made no sense. Was it his imagination? That was probably it. Some kind of leftover brain malfunction from his days of doing club drugs after he and Danny had split up.

“Uh-huh. You know, a rebound fling might not be the worst thing in the world for you.”

“No,” he said again. Jake pushed the image of Mr. Perfect, and questions about the phantom voice, far from his mind. The man was a fantasy. That was all. Wanting what he couldn’t have had never done him any good.

Kelly’s expression was sympathetic. “Jake, you need to get used to the idea of a new, healthy you without Danny.”

His fists clenched. She’s trying to be helpful. “I am used to it, okay? I was used to it a long time before it finally happened. I’m just...” He shrugged and grunted as the taxi pulled up to the villa with another sickening lurch. “I need some time.”

In reality, there was too much guilt over what Danny had done when Jake finally broke things off. And something told him that all the time in the world wouldn’t really alleviate that.

“Well, you got it.” They were blasted with sunshine when Kelly swung open the car door. Jacob blinked and followed her out. She gave him a hearty back slap as the driver hurled their bags to the curb, took his money, and pulled away in a cloud of dust. “Nothing to do here but enjoy the beach, relax, do yoga, and meditate. I’m telling you...in seven days you’ll feel like a new man.”

Jacob was dubious. He eyed the colorful tiled gate of Villas Samadhi and took in the sounds of laughter and splashing water, the smoky smell of the welcome barbecue that had been advertised on the retreat flyer. Well, like Kelly said, he was there. No boyfriend, no job, and nothing to do but chill out.

As he considered this, an owl flew nearby, swooping low as it passed. The same one he’d seen before? The large bird lit gracefully on a fence post on the far side of the villa courtyard. Something in the creature’s reproachful stare raised the tiny little hairs on the back of Jacob’s neck. He looked from the back of Kelly’s head when she stepped through the villa gate, searching for reactions from the smattering of pedestrians in the area. Didn’t anyone else notice? Jacob sighed and followed Kelly into the courtyard.

It was going to be a long fucking week.

# 

“Jake?”

Jacob sat on the bed, rolling an amber pill bottle in his hands, when Kelly’s powerful, tiny fists banged on the door. When he didn’t answer, she went ahead and barged right in. He stuck the meds under a pillow and made a mental note to lock the door next time.

“Hey, you should come out for a little while. The tour guide is here.”

He sighed. “What happened to nothing but yoga on the beach?” Jesus, even to his own ears he sounded like a whiny bitch. It was enough to get him up and out the door.

Kelly led the way down to the courtyard. “Tuesday and Thursday there’s yoga in the A.M. only, so the group can do excursions or shopping in the afternoon. Also there’s no class today or Sunday and no class the day before we fly home, so plenty of time to snorkel or hit the beach or whatever else you might want to do.” His BFF spun abruptly to face him. He stopped short but very nearly mowed her down. “You can even lay around on that gorgeous beach while you wallow and and beat yourself up about things if you so desire. Still, you should definitely meet the rep from Cielo Tours before you say no to the Mayan ruins. They’re worth seeing at least once.”

He lifted his hand with the intent of flashing a rude gesture that would leave Kelly with little question as to what he thought of her pithy comments, when a large, balding man moved from in front of the tour guides, giving Jake a clear view of them.

He did his best to ignore the pleasant thump in his chest and the equally pleasant stir in his boxers. Nevertheless, he found himself on autopilot, nudging Kelly out of his path so he could move closer to the reps from the tour company—a man and a woman. Though the man now wore a blue T-shirt with “Cielo Tours” silkscreened on the front and had removed the mirrored sunglasses, it was Jacob’s Mr. Perfect from the street.

Jacob met the gorgeous man’s golden gaze, and there was a quiet click inside his head, like a key fitting into a lock. A bizarre throbbing sensation began in Jacob’s hands and spread throughout his body, urging him closer as if there were some magnetic pull between them. He couldn’t begin to understand it. Despite the din of chatter surrounding them, every footfall of Jacob’s sandals on the stone courtyard floor echoed loudly in his own ears.

A broad smile spread over the man’s face as Jacob approached. “Hello, there. I’m Pakal. I’ll be your guide this week.”

Jacob’s heart raced faster when their hands clasped in greeting; the strange but pleasant buzz when skin met skin was disconcerting enough that he fought hard not to yank his hand away rudely. And something about that voice...it was hauntingly familiar.

Jacob shivered. He didn’t know what this odd pull was and didn’t want to know. Even if the guy was interested like that, Jake wasn’t in the mood for a fast fuck. And the past fourteen years—shit, his entire life—had shown that when it came to relationships, his compass was broken. After all, the last time Jacob thought he’d found Mr. Right was back in high school, when he’d met Danny, and look how that had turned out.

CHAPTER 2

In all of Pakal’s eleven hundred years as a spirit guide, he had never seen such a damaged soul.

Even from a distance, the rips and tears in the pretty American’s aura and the dark patches filled in with confusion and hurt had been clearly visible. Up close, it was far more tattered than Pakal had realized. The man had some serious healing to do.

While the crowd had milled through the small stone courtyard, enjoying wine and the glow of tiki torches, Jacob fidgeted uncomfortably. He spent time talking mostly to his blonde friend, who seemed to be the leader of the group, backing into the shadows by the barbecue pit when she was otherwise engaged. A few enthusiastic folks had already donned swimsuits for a late-night dip in the heated clover-leaf pool, but Jacob showed no interest.

Too bad. On the outside, the man was gorgeous. Just about chin-height to Pakal’s six feet, with dark, hooded eyes. Lean. Defined. A hint of Asian descent. Chinese, maybe? Somewhat sweet and boyish-looking with his shaggy hair and hunched shoulders, but still very much all man.

So disappointing that being able to see his aura confirmed what Pakal had already suspected: the man who had introduced himself as Jacob was indeed Pakal’s new spirit charge. No matter how much he might want it, sex with one’s charge was a big no-no. And he did want it, from the second he’d spotted Jacob. Pakal’s body vibrated with the desire to get closer to the young man.

Instead, he opened with, “You’ll be joining us on the day trip to Tulum?”

“Maybe...” Jacob’s aura pulsed with uncertainty. There was a lot of mistrust in this one. Instinct told Pakal that indifference was the way to go. Too eager, and Jacob would be suspicious of Pakal’s motives.

“Or perhaps you would prefer snorkeling.” Pakal gestured toward a woman with long white hair, attired in a Cielo Tours shirt similar to his own. “My associate, Itzel, would be happy to tell you about the marine life and the reefs.” He gave Jacob a quick look up and down. “Or might I suggest a hot stone massage here at the villa? You seem as if you could use the relaxation. Please excuse me a moment.”

Jacob’s companion snorted a laugh, and the man’s dark brown eyes narrowed, pegging the girl with a look that was far too ugly for such a handsome face. Pakal smiled politely and turned his back to the two friends. He focused his attention on a silver-haired woman in a shapeless flowered dress. He described the upcoming excursion in great detail and enunciated clearly for Jacob’s benefit. Jacob’s gaze flicked over a time or two when he thought nobody was looking.

Pakal moved away, working through the rest of the crowd.

When the eating and chattering had drawn to a close and Itzel had signaled that she’d found her charge as well, Pakal announced their imminent departure and requested that those who wished to go on the upcoming excursions put their names on the signup sheets. He smiled and nodded his approval when he saw Jacob’s name on the trip to the Mayan ruins later in the week. He’d called it exactly right—maybe this wouldn’t be such a tricky assignment after all.

Pakal looked at Itzel, who cocked her head toward the gate, and they slipped into the quiet of the empty street outside. “So, which one is yours?”

She held her hand by her waist to indicate someone short in stature. “The little old woman in the orange pants. Dying soon, I suspect.”

Ah, yes. They got a lot of those. “How come you always get the easy ones?”

Itzel touched Pakal’s arm. “You get the difficult ones because you’re good with them.”

“Guess I am.” He shrugged. “A millennium of practice.”

Her grip tightened, and Pakal was fairly certain the dig of her fingernails was intentional. “Be careful with this one.”

His jaw clenched. “I’m careful with all of them.”

“You were looking at him like you wanted to show him much more than the path to spiritual healing. And you know what getting involved with your charge will cost you.”

He sighed. “Of course I know. Fear not. I’m always careful.”

“Oh, I’m sure.” Itzel cackled. Her hand left his arm, but her laughter lingered
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