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Desperation


When my savior showed up, he sported jeans nearly worn through at the knees and a beat-up leather jacket a few seasons past its prime. He was the very image of a rock ‘n’ roll cliché, and somehow, that was perfect. The calling card in my back pocket had grown steadily warmer since I’d dialed the number embossed on its surface in glossy black beneath his name,  Zuhal, and the tagline, Inspiration for Hire. I shifted on the uncomfortable chair my manager had parked me in to sign some autographs after my latest gig, wishing I’d never agreed to the farce. 
I hated Las Vegas. The room was disappointingly empty, with only a few dozen people standing in line to wait for my attention. A couple of years before there would have been hundreds of fans crammed into the tiny backstage area. Strike that—I never would have done a show at a venue this small when my songs had actually been on the charts.
I distracted myself from the depressing reality that had become my downward-spiraling career by searching out Zuhal again. My pulse raced when our gazes met. Eyes the color of a fine, aged bourbon appraised every inch of me and made goose bumps rise along my arms. I had to convince him to help me with my next album. Since the last time I’d seen him I hadn’t written a song worth a damn.
A redhead that might have been appealing on a different night stepped between us and murmured, “Your music changed my life Mr. Santos.” A flush painted her cheeks bright pink.
“Call me Ramón, please.” I smiled, signed the t-shirt she put in front of me, and tried my best to make a passable attempt at conversation. 
When the adorable redhead moved aside, I looked toward him again. He stood closer now, a sly not-quite-smile teasing his lips. Had he made the people in front of him think of something more important to do, or was his trickery more harmful? I really couldn’t afford to lose any more fans.
I signed another t-shirt, another album liner, another random body part. All the while I could feel his stare warming my skin as he drew closer. When he finally stood across the table from me, I hesitated before looking up. 
Zuhal was lean in a way I generally didn’t find attractive, too much sinew and bone showing through his sun-kissed skin. Still, something about him drew me in a way no one else could since I’d met him. I had no idea how old he really was, but he’d seemed to be in his early twenties for the decade I’d known him, with the beauty of unspoiled youth clinging to him and refusing to let go. I told myself he was too pretty, but that was a lie; he was exactly pretty enough, devastating even. His face balanced hard angles with soft curves to perfection. Now that he was so close, I could hardly catch my breath.
“Why have you summoned me?” The words were part of the ceremony and he always spoke them when he appeared to me, his voice low and full of dark promises. 
The backstage room around us was deserted. Was that another of his tricks? I swallowed to get some saliva back in my mouth before speaking. “I need an album.” I left off the part where if I didn’t produce new music soon, I was most likely out of the business for good.
His perfect lips twitched into a frown that didn’t make him the slightest bit less attractive. “And what makes you think I would help you with such an endeavor?”
“It’s your job.”
He turned away in a whirl of heated air and stalked toward the door without a word, his dark hair streaming out behind him. Every step tightened my throat. The fear of never being able to write another song bore down on me.
“Please!” I shouted after him. “I need you.” My voice echoed in the empty room, amplifying my plea.
Zuhal stopped so quickly that if he had been merely a man he would have tripped. For a few heart-pounding seconds, he faced away from me without moving, and then he lifted his left hand to make a beckoning gesture without looking back.

      [image: image-placeholder]My motel room was depressing in the way only on-the-cheap traveling can be. Empty bottles of liquor, dirty clothes, and last night’s takeout combined into an unappealing stench. I probably shouldn’t have left the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign out, but I hadn’t been expecting company when I left.
Zuhal came in behind me. In a room this small, he heated the air a few degrees just by entering. He took in the mess with a sweeping gaze that lighted on me after a few seconds. A thrill tightened my stomach.
He slipped off his jacket and tossed it onto my unmade bed. “Why haven’t you called me? I’ve missed you.”
I ignored his question and stepped closer. I had missed him too, but I wouldn’t admit it. He already had enough hold on me. Bracing for the heat, I tilted my chin upwards. 
He lowered his head until our mouths met. His hand clasped the back of my neck and kept me on my feet as the molten tide of his kiss scoured me clean. My pulse raced, spreading fire through my body with every heartbeat. As my cock swelled, I craved more contact. I slid my hands around to his ass and squeezed, bringing his hips hard against mine. 
Zuhal broke from the kiss with a feral growl. He pulled his t-shirt over his head and threw it somewhere behind me. Dark red markings were etched into his torso and shimmered when he moved. I traced one curved line and heat radiated into my finger. They were some sort of script, elegant and otherworldly, but I couldn’t read them.
“Turn around.” My voice was rough and low.
His eyes blazed with defiance, but he complied. He stared into the mirror on the wall in front of him, locking his gaze with mine. I moved closer, until my chest was flush against his back and I felt his heat baking through my shirt. I reached around him, running my hands over the markings on his stomach. The muscles of his torso flexed as he writhed under my touch. 
I followed the depression in the middle of his stomach downward and around his bellybutton. He wasn’t human, but whatever magic had formed him had remained faithful to the tiniest detail. His eyes dropped shut as my fingers entered the coarse hair just above the low-slung waist of his jeans.
His hips rocked back so his ass brushed against my aching groin. My hand skated downward over the bulge in his jeans and pulled him back against me. He shivered at the rougher treatment and a groan escaped his slightly parted lips. 
“Take me,” he said in a whisper so dry it might have caught the linens on fire given time.
I ground against his ass and tilted my head until my lips nudged his ear. “I’m going to fuck you until the music pours out of you.”
He slipped out of my grip before my brain registered the motion, moving faster than any creature of flesh and bone could. My head swam with vertigo as he spun me around and slammed my back into the cheap hotel wall. If he had used much more force he might have brought the ceiling down on top of us.
Zuhal lifted me by the throat one-handed. “Why must you always insult me?”
I gasped and spluttered, trying to get air past his firm grip. Talking about the music when we were about to get it on always pissed him off, but he was quicker to anger than usual. Frustration made me bolder than I had any right to be, given the situation. “Because you made every good song that has ever come out of me, and I hate you for it.”
My feet hit the floor hard when he dropped me. I could still feel the heat from his fingers burned into my skin even after he’d backed away. He stared at me for a handful of seconds that felt like an hour, his gaze weighing and calculating, then shook his head and stooped to pick up his clothes. On his way out the door, Zuhal paused. “You’re an idiot,” he said without turning just before he left me alone in the hotel room.
Once I stopped shaking, I poured myself into a bottle of bourbon. Every time I lifted the glass I was reminded of the liquid fire of his eyes when they’d met mine in the mirror.

      [image: image-placeholder]After making it all the way through my next gig with no hint of Zuhal’s brooding presence, I loitered around the club for an extra half hour to be sure he wouldn’t show, signing autographs and pretending to have fun despite my hangover. By the time I left, anger had replaced desperation. I didn’t need him. I had written songs without his help, and I could do it again.
I retired to my well-off-the-Strip motel room with a bottle of liquor, vodka this time so as not to remind me of him. Sipping the foul-tasting stuff from a plastic cup, I tried to find the quiet place inside where the music flowed, but every chord I strummed sounded wrong. I tuned and retuned until the notes lost all meaning and I couldn’t have found a melody with a map. I drank until the world spun around me, and then I drank some more.
When the shrill ring of the room phone woke me some time later, I was face down on the bathroom floor in the most revolting puddle of puke I had ever had the bad luck to meet up close and personal. I barely managed to make it to the toilet in time to empty the rest of the vodka from my stomach. Slumped over the basin, I wished an urgent and painful death on whoever kept ringing my phone.
Eventually, someone shaking my shoulder woke me from a dreamless sleep. I decided to pretend I was still asleep.
“I know you’re awake, Ramón.” The annoyed voice of my manager, Mandy, echoed in the pounding cave of my skull. 
I should have known she was the source of the ringing phone. She probably paid extra for the phone company to add extra annoying on to each ring. “Leave me alone.”
“I’m not leaving, so you might as well get up.”
Grumbling, I pulled myself into a sitting position and immediately regretted moving. I leaned over the toilet and heaved twice.
She reached over me to flush the toilet. “Extra cleanup charge is coming out of your end.” She was a law witch and was always quick to quote the stipulations of my contracts to me.
I tilted my head up while still leaning over the bowl, just in case. “Doesn’t it always?”
Mandy’s dark hair was artfully curled and pinned up, and the mile and a half of caramel cleavage she showed off in her not-quite-see-through lace shirt would have been distracting if I hadn’t been almost dead. She pursed her ruby red lips. “Jesus, you look like shit and smell worse.”
“Thanks, babe. Just what I needed to hear today.”
She went to the shower and fiddled with the knobs until the water came on. “You’ve got a meeting with the producer of your next album in an hour. I need you to clean up.”
I didn’t move. I didn’t have any reason to. “I can’t make an album with no material. Just cancel it.”
“Your contract terminates at the end of the year. If you don’t make another album you’re going to have to pay the penalty. I know you well enough to know you don’t have anything put aside to cover that.”
I didn’t help her peel me out of my disgusting shirt, but she managed anyway. Her entire career was probably a direct result of that talent. “There’s no music left in me, Mandy.”
“Sure there is.” She dragged me unsteadily to my feet. “You think everything is hopeless when you’re hungover.”
“This time it’s different. Nothing sounds right anymore.”
She shoved me toward the shower. “You probably just need to get laid, and that will be much easier once you’re not covered in vomit.” Once I was situated, she twirled the knob so cold water blasted out of the showerhead, and then shut the curtain with an authoritative swish.
I called her an uncharitable name that I didn’t regret until I had warmed up much later.

      [image: image-placeholder]The meeting was a disaster, as predicted. The guy wanted answers I didn’t have and I ended up storming out of the building not too long after we’d begun. Mandy was lighting up my phone soon after, but I sent her to voicemail.
I dug in my back pocket and pulled out Zuhal’s calling card. On the back was the same script that marked his body, some sort of incantation
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