STAPLEGUN LOGIC

By K.K.

     Lucas started hearing Her voice as soon as the pentagram was finished. As pentagrams went, this one was crude: finger-painted messily with blood on his bare hardwood floor. He’d cut open his left hand to do it; he would need his right hand to work the staplegun.

     Where are you? 
     It was Her voice, Lucas was sure of it.  “Right here.” He gasped quietly, trying not to reveal any fear in his voice. Still, his fingers trembled slightly as he lit the last of the black candles.

     Obviously. Where’s ‘Here’? Start with your broadest definition, then we’ll narrow it down. Her voice was an ethereal purr.

     “Earth…” Lucas ventured.

      Ah, the Paradise of Pain…Where on Earth?

     “America.”

     Land of the Free, Home of the Brave…and let me guess, you’re Brave, but not Free, right? Where in America?

     “Florida…Kissimmee.” The empty apartment seemed to be growing colder around him.

     The good old Sunshine State…although I never did care for sunshine, myself. What else do they call Kissimmee?

     Lucas paused, frowning impatiently. The questions made him feel like a contestant on some sort of game show for the damned.  Then he remembered. “Gateway to the worlds.”

     EXCELLENT, Lucas, m’man! Maybe tonight it’ll BE your Gateway to the worlds!

There was a soft, throaty chuckle behind the statement; it sounded slightly like his ex-wife. But Lucas knew better. It was The Mistress.
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     On the wall, The Mistress stared down invitingly, all ripe curves and full lips and golden flesh. The signature on the poster identified her as Traci Lords, but again, Lucas knew better. She was Lilith, Adam’s first wife. She was Loviatar, the Finnish Maiden of Pain. She was Kali, the Black Earth Mother. She was Delilah, Sheba, Morgan Le Fay, Typhoid Mary, Lizzie Borden, Leona Helmsley and so many others rolled into one. She was Woman, making the axle of life revolve. She ruled the world, and demanded sacrifice.

     “And I’m gonna give it to you. Yes I am, baby. It’s time. Time—“ He paused, raised his arm, clenched what was in his sweating fist, and threw it. “Time to grow up.”

     The crack pipe shattered beautifully dead-center on her flawless face. A small rip appeared in the poster as the sooty glass rained down onto the bare floor. Traci didn’t seem to mind. And Woman—Hallowed be Her Name, World Without End—tasted this initial offering and found it good.

     Oooooh! Badass, Lucas! Bad-ASS! A pleasing initial sacrifice, Her sweet, sultry and commanding voice echoed in his brain. Of course, that in itself doesn’t make you ALL grown up…

     Lucas nodded to the poster, and to the gloating darkness around him. Of course it didn’t make him all grown up, but it was a hell of a start. A few days ago, Lucas would have stared with shock, horror and rage at the destruction of the pipe, his last remaining friend, his penultimate painkiller. If Janine had destroyed it as she’d wanted to, he would have coolly strangled her on the spot, not stopping until she was past dead, not stopping until his fingertips punched through the flesh of her neck and met in the middle of her throat. 

     Now, so long gone in his addiction that a metric ton of crack couldn’t have gotten him high, the sacrifice was easy, and in fact necessary. His chemically-broiled brain now reasoned that the crack itself had been necessary, as well. In a matter of weeks, it had easily stripped him of all the non-essentials: job, possessions, girlfriend. Now he was down to the only things he really needed: the Mistress, and the staplegun. 

     They were both waiting for him.

     He took a deep breath and picked the staplegun up off of the floor, and began loading it. It was a big mother, a Black and Decker Powershot that took the big one-inch industrial staples. He had spent the day counting out the precise number of staples he needed, and now he had precisely six hundred and sixty-six of them.

He loaded the first batch of fifty, and—

     (WAIT! Wait, damn it, WAIT. You don’t HAVE to do this, man. You’re sick, you need help. THERE IS NO “Mistress”. You’re HEARING VOICES, Man, you’ve been talking to YOURSELF all night long. That movie where those guys got power by cutting
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 themselves up—IT WAS JUST A MOVIE, Man! If you do this, nobody’s gonna make you superhuman, you’re not gonna be ‘reborn’, you’re gonna BLEED TO DEATH! Look, just put the damned thing down, we’ll call Janine, she’ll get us some treatment, we can have a good life again, you DON’T HAVE TO--)

     K-CHUNK!  The first staple shot home into his shoulder, and the irritating voice of doubt was silenced instantly. Nerves sent an express message to his brain, demanding to know the reason for this traitorous, unnecessary sabotage.

     Agony flared like a supernova…and then, oddly, it faded to a dull burn. He looked at the head of the staple buried in his flash; it caught the candlelight and gleamed like a gold coin against his dark skin. Two beads of blood welled up from the entry wounds and began to flow in thin trails down his arm.  

     Yeah, that’s what I’m talkin’ ‘bout…

     “Yeah, that’s what I’m talkin’ ‘bout…” Lucas and The Mistress said simultaneously. It was funny, for a moment their voices seemed to be one and the same. But there was no time to dwell on it; he had 665 more staples to go. 

     K-CHUNK! About six inches lower, into his left tricep. It was still thick enough that the staple lodged in the muscle, not deeper into the bone. So was his bicep, in fact, so K-CHUNK! Then his forearm…K-CHUNK! 

     Then They would come, just like in that movie. Pleased with his sacrifice, impressed by his conviction, satisfied that he knew The Answer. They would come for him, with an offer he couldn’t refuse.

     K-CHUNK!

     “AAAaaahhh, yeah.” His gaze switched from his self-mortifications to the Mistress. “Look. Look! Ol’ Lucas ain’t afraid of nothin’, not anymore! I’m a man, damnit. No more of this boy shit. And when I’m through, I’ll be more than a man. Anything you want, baby. Anything.” He raised his bloody arm to her in a salute, then got busy again.

     K-CHUNK!

     Lucas Bailey had indeed Figured It All Out. He was glad, even triumphant, but a little miffed that it had taken thirty-three years, high school, the Marine Corps, college, the NFL and an evil, lunatic addiction to get to it. 

     The simple fact that Pain ruled the world.

     There were angry traffic noises in the street below, and he sneered at them. All the people, the blind, stupid slaves. K-CHUNK! All working, selling, buying, racing and fighting in mad confusion to stop the pain. K-CHUNK! The pain of broken hearts, poverty-hunger, frostites, sunburn, birth, old age, creeping death. K-CHUNK! Booze to knock back the failure; aspirin to knock back the hangover afterwards. K-CHUNK! Hunger if you didn’t work, aching muscles if you did. Nicotine to stop your coughing fits in the morning, nicotine to start them all over
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again. K-CHUNK! Not only physical pain—K-CHUNK!—but emotional and psychological pain. It was an endless cycle, and there was no escaping it. After some psycho Fullback from the Cardinals had snapped his knee, and crack had snapped his mind, Lucas had seen the light in the dark.

     There was no escaping pain…unless you escaped into it. Pain was not to be fought, or avoided. It was to be accepted, embraced…celebrated, even.

     K-CHUNK!

     His arm was growing hot and numb now, slippery with blood. The hornet-stings of pain were now mosquito bites. He could only imagine how he would feel—or what he would look like—if he got all the staples in, only to have some frantic doctor pull them all out again! That would be an adventure in agony to be sure, and he’d look like a destroyed, bleeding, one-man freakshow if it happened…but it wouldn’t  happen. The phone was gone, the doors and windows were nailed shut. Nobody would come for him except Her.

     It was time to go to work on his face.

     K-CHUNK! Flush on his cheek. The pain wasn’t blunted this time; it was like rattlesnake fangs, pumping in poison. He very nearly screamed, but bit his tongue just in time. They—The Masters of Power—didn’t like screamers. Screamers were little boys. Whimpering children. Real men could take pain…and how many times had he turned the other cheek? A thousand? A chop from a drill instructor, an elbow from a linebacker, a fist from his parents, a slap from a woman. All in the name of helping him Grow up.

     “Take it like a man!” WHACK. “You eyeballin’ me, boy?” THUD. “You sonofabitch!” SLAP. “Git th’ hell out m’ way, boy!” WHAM!

     “Ain’t a boy no more.” He told the mistress. K-CHUNK! Crimson tears were falling now. Now, finally he was becoming a man. Thirty-three ears, and he still looked like a teenager, so nobody had ever titled him as he’d deserved. Short, with a baby face. His huge muscles and tired eyes did nothing to prove his age. Everybody asked “What’re you goin’ to be when you grow up?” Well, when the hell was that? Eighteen? Twenty-one? Thirty? After you graduated or voted? After your first drink or smoke or line of coke? After you bedded your first woman or killed your first man? When?

     K-CHUNK! You became a man when you could take the pain. And tonight he was proving it. K-CHUNK! He’d prove it until the Mistress and the masters of power, the merchants of pain, ripped through the walls with their bleeding claws to knight him in their service. K-CHUNK! It wasn’t suicide; it was…becoming. Rebirth. K-CHUNK! The pentagram, the black candles, the 666 staples…surely his sacrifice 
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would not go unnoticed. She would come…or her servants…or at least she would give him a sign.

     Wouldn’t she?

     He cursed the doubts from his mind, and got busy again. KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK! There, an inverted cross, right above his hammering heart. They’d like that. God probably wouldn’t, but He’d just let him get away with it, hadn’t He? Where the hell was God, anyway? Nowhere to be seen, the uncaring bastard. Probably down at Disney World, selling tickets to that second rate plastic paradise...

     KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK KCHUNK! A Question mark on his thigh…not in doubt of them, but of God. His nerves rioted with pain now; his arms trembled, drops of blood flew off of him like paratroopers. But he did not drop the staplegun. It was his ticket out, and he dared not lose it.

     “Hey, what did Jesus say when He was getting nailed to the cross?” He asked the poster of the Mistress. No reply, but her face seemed different somehow…her lips seemed to have a new curl to them, a half-smile. Of course, it could be the fact that it was getting harder to see.

     “Oh, ME! Oh, DADdamnit! Ow, for My sake! Hahahaha…” K-CHUNK!

     “…Heard it before…” said the voice from the poster.

     Lucas whirled in sudden terror, staring around him at the creeping, conquering twilight. He’d nailed the doors and windows shut earlier; nobody could have gotten into the apartment. There was nobody there…but the voice had been real this time, he was certain of that. And what had he to be afraid of?

     This was what he wanted, wasn’t it?

     Wasn’t it? 

     “…Keep going, don’t stop…Trying to find you…” Came the voice again. It came from beyond the poster, beyond the walls themselves, as if they weren’t wood and plaster and insulation but a paper-thin boundary between worlds. But more importantly, it wasn’t one voice. It was several, speaking the same words in eerie synchronicity. He recognized most of them:

     Janine. Her voice was angry, the anger of frustration and powerlessness. She’d battled his addiction with so many slaps across his face that he’d begun to call her his Right Hand Woman. HA! Then she’d left, doubtlessly to start slapping some new ex-NFL crackhead, the slap-happy bitch…K-CHUNK!

     Wellington. His was the voice of command. Even after eight years, his voice was still engraved into Lucas’ memory. That was Wellington’s sole purpose in life, issuing commands to Marine Corps recruits. Ostensibly it was to keep them alive in combat, but Lucas had seen through that charade: the man was a paid, trained 

KK/Staplegun Logic/6

sadist. “DROP, Bailey, ya pathetic nightfighter! TOO SLOW!…Get UP! Down! UP! DOWN!” And that was one of the easier torments. There were so many others. How Wellington was able to bark out his commands without bursting into powermad laughter was a mystery to Lucas. The mystery would be eternally unsolved, since an unstable recruit named Tortelli had decided he’d had enough of Wellington’s bullshit and had emptied a nine-round clip into him on the rifle range, before being blown away himself.

     The sight of the drill instructor’s farewell to arms was grotesque; chips of bone from Wellington’s skull had actually landed on Lucas’ uniform. Still, he smiled at the memory. “Did it HURT, Wellington? DROP! Hahahaha…”

     K-CHUNK!

     Lewis. A hard voice to place, since he’d only heard him speak once. “Knee give out, Bailey? Well, tough shit. That’s the way it goes…” Lucas had watched his face fill the stadium sky, black as night beneath his helmet’s facemask. Unreadable, except for the drops of sweat illuminated by the stadium’s lamps, and for the two small, beady eyes gleaming in triumph within the helmet.

     “It’ll happen to you, Lewis.” Lucas had gasped, feeling the itch of the astroturf beneath him pale in insignificance compared to the hydrogen bomb of agony detonating over and over again in his destroyed knee. Then he’d blacked out, and that was his last memory of playing pro ball for the Dolphins.

     Lucas did not smile at that memory. He snarled beneath his mask of blood and pressed the staplegun’s cold mouth over his kneecap. K-CHUNK! The staple did not fold neatly beneath the skin like the others, but anchored itself perhaps a centimeter into the bone itself. It hurt, but nothing like the original injury. “Bring it on, Lewis.” K-CHUNK! KCHUNK KCHUNKKCHUNK KCHUNK! “I can take anything you can dish out, punk!”

     Laughter, from nowhere. That one voice he couldn’t identify.

     The last voice he could identify was that of Mr. Chips, the dealer. His voice was the least impressive, for even as Lucas had numbly put on the intangible yoke of his addiction, he’d always thought the pusher more pathetic than he was. Chips was a mousy little slinger, all style and no substance. When Lucas had picked up his first ‘prescription’, Chips’ hands had been smothered in gold and ice, with four rings on each hand, six chains around his neck. His expensive mirrored shades peered proudly from a shining BMW.  But as the weeks wore on and his bank balance disintegrated, so did Mr. Chips. The dealer was getting high on his own supply, and his rings, chains and BMW disappeared one by one.  Physically, Chips wasted away into a grotesque, unshaven, rotten-toothed skeleton wrapped in scabrous flesh. The last deal had been made in Mr. Chips’ lightless apartment, which was even more 
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horrific than Lucas’s. Sheet metal had been nailed over all the doors and windows from Chips’ paranoia. He’d had a sawed-off shotgun in one hand and a still-burning crack pipe in the other and he muttered insanities as Lucas had laid his money down. Perhaps Chips sat in his own pentagram right now…if he wasn’t dead already.

     But who was that last voice? Was it HER? Feverishly, Lucas reloaded. It was difficult, as his muscles were spasming and the staples were slick with blood. Only a few dozen left, and each one brought the Mistress closer and closer. K-CHUNK! K-CHUNK! K-CHUNK!

     The room was spinning.

     K-CHUNK!

     His skin was covered with blood and staples and pain.

     K-CHUNK!

     But once he’d transcended it, there would be no more pain.

     K-CHUNK!
     Not for him. He would only give it, not receive it.

     KCHICK…KCHICK…KCHICK.

     The staplegun was empty. All 666 golden badges of courage were firmly rooted in his flesh.

     And the ripping sound began. His eyes bulged as the Traci Lords poster ripped down the center, shredding Traci’s perfect face and body. A bloody hand broke through the barrier, and They came.

     “TOUCHDOWN!” Screamed Lewis—or some hellish facsimile of him—as he charged out of the netherworld. He slammed a severed human head to the floor of Lucas’ apartment, and it bounced away into the gather shadows. Lewis was slightly as Lucas remembered him, except that he was mummified with bloody Ace bandages, and the protective bars of his helmet’s facemask sank into his face, and out again.

     “Don’t look at me, Bailey! I don’t owe you no Goddamned money!” Cursed Wellington, the next one through. But it was impossible not to look at him; he was naked, but all of his USMC decorations…Sergeant’s chevrons, combat infantryman’s badge, uniform buttons…had been pinned or sewn into his flesh, and every area of skin not graced by glory had been punctured by a still smoking bullethole. Lucas got to his feet defiantly; he felt he’d earned the right to look at Wellington—or this creature resembling him—any way he damned well pleased.

Then there was a new arrival to catch his attention.

     Mr. Chips emerged from the hole in the wall, but came no closer to Lucas. He 
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lounged in the background, looking at Lucas fearfully, perhaps in deference to one more dedicated, more powerful. Then he looked away, down to one of the six huge glass crack pipes that jutted between the ribs of his skinned chest. Lucas could clearly see the gray smoke sucked directly into the pulsating, poisoned spongemeat of the lung that the pipes were buried in. Only then did he smile.

     Janine followed Mr. Chips out from the hell-hole. She smiled at Lucas too…not only from the mouth on her face, but from the two smaller mouths that had replaced her eyes. She had four arms now, the two new ones seemed to have been stitched on. Apparently damnation had been good to her, for she wore spiked diamond rings and bracelets of gold barbed wire. The palms of her hands glittered with sharpened precious stones that had been set into the skin. Now she was truly his Right Hand Woman, and she drew back her hands to strike.

     “NO!” The final voice said. “He’s mine!”

     And She came. Oddly, she was the spitting image of Traci Lords…but more like the bleeding image: blood trickled down her perfect body beneath the rusting, ancient heads of a thousand screws. 

     Talk about a girl who’s been around, Lucas thought to himself in a private joke.

     “Congratulations, Mr. Bailey. A crude, but effective display of desire. You’ve truly Grown Up. You’re a Man, now.” She said.

     Lucas smiled up at her. It was good to know that She existed, that Her voice was real, and not a symptom of insanity…but why did she have one hand behind her back?

     “However, to become one of Us, you must become More than a man. Is this your desire?” Woman said, for that was truly Her name, he knew it now.

     “Yes.” Lucas said.

     Woman smiled with metallic teeth. “Excellent…” And she brought her hidden hand out from behind her back….

     “Then you won’t mind if we start over.”

     …And held up a staple remover.

