Metalhead: Encore
 
Chapter one
                
I am running through a forest of iron trees, their limbs jagged and twisted, their leaves burned away and only charred, hardened claws remaining, catching at my hair and my clothes as I run.  The air is hot and dry and tastes of ash, of smoke and death, and through the smoke that slowly undulates in the air I can see the orange glow of embers and flames in the distance.
I have been here so many times before, and yet I sprint through these woods, carving scars into my own flesh with every sharp-edged branch I run through.  After all these failed attempts I still believe that if I just run faster, fight harder, if I’m strong enough this time then maybe, just maybe, this time things will end differently.
The definition of madness is repeating the same task over and over and expecting different results.  I know that, but I just can’t help myself.
The clawed end of a branch grabs at my arm and jerks me to a halt.  I spin on my heel and scramble to tear away the cardigan I don’t care to save.  I’m wearing only jeans and the black halter-top he loved, I don’t even have shoes to shield my battered and bloodied feet, but I don’t care.  I leave my favorite cardigan hanging from the tree’s clutches without a second thought and run on, hot smoke clinging to my bare skin, blood running from cuts I don’t have time to treat, staining me black and red.
I break free of the iron forest.  I used to hesitate at this point, but I don’t anymore.  Instead I run full-tilt across the ridge to the cliff’s edge, to him, and I don’t spare a moment to look up at the awful green dragon that is wheeling through the grey clouds overhead, coming back to take another pass at burning the forest to the ground.  No, it doesn’t matter right now, not when I’m so close.  I hurdle over the remaining space that divides us, jump and land on his back, legs latching around his waist, arms wrapping tight around his shoulders, my face buried in his hair, black and green and whipping wildly in the air.  “I still love you,” I tell him, the words raw and desperate and whispered directly into his ear from a smoke-filled throat.
He sighs and the bleeding notes stop falling from the guitar in his hands.  In this small moment, this precious opening that he so rarely gives me, I curl my fingers around his hand on the guitar’s neck, feel the soft skin of the top of his hand, the sharp metal of the strings beneath our fingers.  He looks to our fingers that I’ve interlaced and, for a heart-pounding moment, he just stares at our hands, at the black polish I’ve painted on fingernails that he’d remember being adorned with pastels, at the studded leather bracelet I stole from his nightstand and wear like a greave around my wrist, at the Claddagh ring that was once his grandmother’s wedding band and that I haven’t taken off since he gave it to me.
“I’ll just keep hurting you, Trish,” Axl says, his voice like shattered glass.  “I wish you’d give up and walk away.”
“You didn’t give up on me,” I remind him.
“Sure I did.  I gave up the moment I left you in that hospital, when I chose that dragon over you.”
“Axl, please…”
But the dragon’s scream rips through the world and it swoops low over the ridge, its great horned head bent, wings outstretched and claws slicing through the air.  Music swells around us and a scream I know splits my skull.  “I SHOULD BUUUUUUURRRN!”
And then the dragon’s shriek turns to searing green flame and envelopes us, white-hot and scorching and blistering flesh and melting the guitar in our hands and it burnsburnsBURNS…
I awoke and sat bolt upright in bed, barely catching the scream behind my teeth.  My heart was jack-hammering against my ribs and my lungs were crushed by panic, but I’d learned that I wouldn’t catch my breath sitting here in bed so close to the nightmares.  Instead, I lurched from the warm covers, let the cold air freeze the sweat on my clammy skin, and I dropped to the floor and began doing push-ups.  One, two, three, four, five…  Again and again until heat replaced the ice in my veins, until my muscles cramped and I had to roll onto my back and start in on crunches instead.  One, two, three, four…
The adrenaline dissipated slowly, so achingly slowly, from my blood into my muscles.  My heart and lungs worked overtime, but I didn’t stop, rolled from crunches onto my side for leg-lifts when my abdomen began to cramp and scream at me, kept working and kept fighting until I dropped to the floor liquid and breathless, air washing in and out over my parted lips.
It was better than sitting in bed hyperventilating and crying.  Anything was better than that.
As my heart and lungs began to slow in my chest, as my muscles ached almost pleasantly and the adrenaline and cortisol seeped away, I gazed across my bedroom at the window I left uncovered every night.  There was nothing there, there never was, but though I’d once needed near-total darkness to sleep I now found myself clinging to the silvery shine of the moon and the ambient glow of streetlights.  Did I leave that window open just in case he sent the owl to me and I finally saw Othello’s silver moon face and glowing green eyes again?  Did I do it hoping he was watching even if I never saw a sign of him?  Was it both?  Something else?  I didn’t really know anymore, just knew that closing the shades would feel too much like shutting a door in his face to be thinkable.
When I had the strength to move, I rose from my bedroom floor and checked the time.  2:03 glowed electric green from my alarm clock, the same color as the streaks he dyed into his black hair, the same color as his eyes when he lost control.
Patience whined mournfully.  I climbed back into bed and curled myself around the big Doberman, draped an arm over her shoulder and pressed my hand to her chest the way she liked, and I buried my face in the back of her neck.  “I’m still here, baby,” I whispered to the dog.  “I’m not leaving you and I’m not giving up.  We’ll both be right here when he comes home.”
The dog grumbled sleepily, then dozed off.  I don’t know how long it took me to follow her into oblivion, but I did.  The nightmares could keep me from rest, but they couldn’t scare me into insomnia, not anymore.
It had been three months since I’d last seen Axl, since I’d last held him in the cafeteria as it burned around us.  I knew he was alive, knew he needed me just as much as I’d needed him when he walked into my life in Doc Martens and an Avenged Sevenfold t-shirt, but he remained in his self-imposed exile, refusing to give me the chance to fight for him.  I walked through the void he’d left in his wake with a tsunami of bottled emotions boiling under my skin and I went to bed each night expecting nightmares and meeting them like a berserker meets a battlefield, knowing I’d almost certainly die but so damn relieved to finally have a chance to fight for real that I felt no fear.
In my mind, music played quietly, a soundtrack that I poured all my grief and loneliness and rage and love into.  Your tears don’t fall, they crash around me.  Her conscience calls the guilty to come home….
The song played over and over inside my skull, and one of those many times that it played, it became my lullaby.
 
--<<->>--
 
Her conscience calls the guilty to come home!
Axl jerked awake with “Tears Don’t Fall” still echoing inside his skull…and outside it.  The whole room was shaking with each note of that addictive riff, the world shuddering with the beat of the drums.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he groaned, clutching his damned skull between his hands, curling upright and inward to bury his head between his knees and his face in the thin motel comforter.  “Stop, stop, stop….”  But the music still roared inside him and around him, screaming at him as his nerves sang with the sense memory of Trish’s arms and legs wrapped so tightly around him, her delicate fingers curled around his on the guitar, the smell of her hair and her perfume, lavender and vanilla, and the warmth of her breath as she whispered in his ear.  “I still love you.”
Someone next door began pounding on the wall behind him and Axl gritted his teeth and felt his face contort painfully as he tried to swallow the music, the pain, the guilt, as he tried to fucking control it like he couldn’t when he’d burned those people and thrown his life away.  “Fuck, fuck, fuuuuck…”
The dreams were hell.  Absolute hell.  They had once been an outlet for everything he bottled during his waking hours, a place where the fragments of his soul he conjured into being could roam free and hurt no one, a place to exorcise the music and the overwhelming rage that sometimes gripped him.  But then there had been a few times when Trish appeared in the dreams and tried to save him from himself, tried to bring out his human side when the dreams were where his very much inhuman side reigned.  Those nightmares had disturbed and haunted him, had plagued him with images of his wraiths attacking her. And now, as these months that felt like years since he’d last seen her stretched on, she was in the dreams more and more.  In the last week she’d been there every damn night trying to save him from himself and burning for her trouble.
“You didn’t give up on me.”
Fuck his mind for torturing him like this.  It was torment enough to live with the horror of what he’d done, what he’d almost done, and to bear the consequences.  He had let his most vengeful and most dangerous side loose and unleashed a pretty fucking literal hell on the whole damn school.  He had burned people, put them in the hospital suffering from excruciating pain and marked with horrific scars.  It was a miracle he hadn’t killed anyone, a miracle he probably owed entirely to Trish for being insane enough to follow him in there and stop him.  She’d certainly saved his life, whatever that was worth.  He’d cast it aside anyway the moment he saw what kind of monster he’d become.  Love?  Friendship?  Home?  Those were things that killers like him normally forfeited in exchange for a prison sentence, but Axl couldn’t clear his conscience that way.  That would mean explaining how he’d set the fire and how he’d gotten out alive.  He’d seen enough movies to know how the government would handle someone with his unnatural abilities, and it wasn’t prison.  A really nasty secret lab would be step one and step two would be an attempt to weaponize him.
He never wanted to be a weapon again.  Not in his own hands and sure as hell not in anyone else’s.
So.  No death because Trish had fought so hard to save his life, and no prison because he’d never make it there.  Instead he got exile and these fucking nightmares.
“Your tears don’t fall…”
“Turn that fucking music off!  Don’t you know people are trying to sleep?!”
He almost never saw her, couldn’t bear that torment and didn’t subject himself to it by turning towards her.  But tonight she hadn’t just grabbed onto him.  No, tonight she’d been on his back with all her limbs wrapped so tight around him he could feel every muscle so much stronger than he remembered, and when he’d stopped playing she’d reached out and wrapped her lovely hand around his and it had been her hand, of that he was certain, he knew her hands like he knew his own, but her fingernails had been goth girl black.  Her delicate wrist had borne his studded leather bracelet, oversized on her and yet so right, so dangerous and so sexy it hurt.  And on her ring finger he had absolutely seen the glint of silver that had to be Grandma Siobhan’s Claddagh ring.  She still wore it right where he’d put it months ago when she had looked to him for reassurance and he had told her he loved her in the best way he could.
“I still love you.”
And his dragon burned her.  Just like it always did.  Every.  Fucking.  Time.
“God fucking damn it,” he gritted out.  And then, because these days the control never came any way other than pain, he gathered fistfuls of his hair in both hands and pulled hard.  White-hot agony screamed along the sensitive nerves of his scalp directly into his cursed brain.  All the emotions slowly drowned beneath the overriding PAIN and the soundwaves around him shuddered in response and then, finally then, the music quieted and “Tears Don’t Fall” faded out.
The shouts and the pounding on the walls ceased.  The music trickled away entirely.  And then he let go of his hair and locked his jaw and tried not to fucking cry.
It had been so real.  It always felt real, but this time was so convincing.  Her breath on his ear.  Her hair on his neck.  Her body pressed so tightly to his, her arms and legs locked around him.  And his bracelet on her wrist, black polish on her nails, his grandma’s ring on her finger, all those details that screamed that she was still his, was as much his as she’d ever been, maybe even more now because in spite of his crimes she still wanted him.  Fuck, he wanted it to be real so badly and it had seemed so real…
He could check on her.
“Don’t you fucking dare,” he growled out loud to himself.  That idea was so fucking selfish and so fucking persistent, a thought that occurred to him at least once or twice or a hundred times every hour of every day.  And when he’d checked on her on Valentine’s Day he actually had seen that she still carried a torch for him and wasn’t doing well missing him and that had sucked so fucking bad that he’d just had to send her that note telling her he wasn’t worth grieving over and to move the fuck on.  Maybe it would settle this masochistic corner of his mind to see for himself that the note had done its job.  It would fucking hurt, no doubt about it, but at least if he saw her happy without him there would be some closure and he could stop beating himself up over hurting her by leaving.  He wasn’t done atoning for everything else, never would be, but if she’d moved on then he could rest easy that at least he hadn’t ruined the best thing in his life.
Or was he just trying to justify giving in to his addiction?  Would this be one step forward, two huge steps back?
Automatically, his eyes opened and looked to the half-healed cuts on his wrist.  Shame and self-loathing churned in his gut, but he forced himself not to turn away, to keep fucking looking at how weak he’d become.
There was no such thing as two steps back anymore, not when he was hurting himself to reign in the hurricane of emotion boiling inside him, not when he was so low that a knife on his wrist brought him the closest to peace he’d felt since Gramps’s heart attack.  His mom had died by her own hand, intentionally or not, and had carved mile-deep scars in his heart hurting herself over and over and no matter how badly life had hurt him he’d always sworn to himself that he was stronger than that, that he’d never sink that low because he fucking knew how hard it was to climb back up.  But the music hadn’t been enough, not when he hadn’t felt he had a right to sing or play guitar anymore, not when that was how his curse had come to life and hurt the people around him.  And there had been no Trish and there had been no one else around him anchoring him, no bandmates who were like brothers, no friends, no Gramps.  He’d left them all behind, didn’t deserve their love or support anymore.  He still had the tattoos, the bone-deep vibrating pain and the days of burning and aching and the ink forevermore on his flesh, not just within his soul.  But he was barely getting by and the tattoos were expensive and when he wasn’t literally under a needle they weren’t enough to drown out the cacophony inside him on their own.  And it was the tattoos and the blissful pain that came with them that had first given him the poisonous idea of using pain to reign everything in.
He needed to find another way to control it.  A better way.  And he needed to find a way to stop himself from coming down any further.
Step away from the ledge, I’m coming down!
Even that song that had once been a safety net to him had become dangerous, a slippery slope to losing his grip on the emotions again.  But he needed the catharsis, could feel the inspiration right there so close at hand.  Axl grabbed his MP3 player off the nightstand and cued up Five Finger Death Punch’s “Coming Down.”  With the soundtrack he’d had inked on his ribs filling his skull, the pain and confusion stopped rattling and coalesced into a melody, something he could use.
A tattoo.  Yeah, money was fucking tight, but it was worth it if it kept him from laying a fucking knife on his skin.  He’d scrape the cash together.  And maybe...maybe he’d put the tattoo right here on the bare forearm he’d scarred and it would be  something that would remind him never to lay a knife on his skin again.  There was a reason he’d cut his bare left arm and not the right that was adorned by the dragon.  As much as he hated that fucking dragon, he could never damage the tattoos that were so deeply ingrained in his soul.
In his mind, he saw the look in Trish’s eyes the first time she saw the lyrics to “Coming Down” on his ribs, the agonized understanding and the fear.  And then he lit a cigarette, inhaled his favorite toxic blend of peace and death, and reached for the nearest pen and notebook.  A few minutes into the sketch, the MP3 player shuffled and the unmistakable opening riff of “Tears Don’t Fall” infiltrated his mind.  In spite of everything, he let the song play and used it to fuel the drawing.  Her conscience calls the guilty to come home….
He would check on her.  Just check on her and make sure that she’d moved on and was happy without him.  But first he’d carve her into his skin just as permanently as she was carved into his soul.  Once he’d done that, he could trust himself with the pain of seeing her one last time.
OEBPS/toc.xhtml
		Section 1





