Intrusive Thoughts
By XP Author

Aric let out a heavy sigh, closing the document without saving any of the work. Not that anything of value was lost. It was his fourth attempt of the night to try and start a story, and just like all the others, he concluded quickly that it was absolute shit. This after already having already failed to get any amount of sleep. He contemplated just playing some video games for a while until his eyes got tired enough, but after staring at the list of games, he just wasn't feeling any of them. With another sigh, he just slammed the laptop shut, though not so hard that it would break. It was not like he could afford a new one. Propping his elbows on the desk, the brown rat just put his head in his hands. "I swear I used to be good at this."

"But were you really?" The familiar voice spoke behind him, so much like his own but darker, more bitter and spiteful. A hand rested on his shoulder, cold and almost wet feeling. He did not have to look to know it belonged to the inky black rat-shaped mass of darkness and doubt he called Xavier. "You've looked at your old stories. They're all crap."

He shook his head. "Not all of them. I still think some are good."

"Good... maybe. But you know they could be better." The voice was closer, hissing in his ear. "You still find those mistakes. Spelling, grammar, inconsistencies. Do you really think it's good enough to publish?"

Aric just scoffed. "Published. Right."

"True. No one is going to publish a book by some sicko that writes bad snuff porn." The coldness from the touch seemed to seep into him. Not physically, but he still felt it creeping deeper. "Especially from someone who is only a half step above your average high schooler's fan fiction at best." Aric just grunted, peering through his fingers at the laptop in front of him. He was filled with the urge to just chuck the thing out the window. Or himself, following his computer down the seven floor drop to the pavement. Of course, he didn't do either. "Why not?" Xavier knew what he was thinking. Of course he did. He was the one that suggested it.

"You know why. Because it'll upset people." He glanced to the side at the black rat-thing.

Xavier gave an unfriendly smile. "Upset who, exactly?"

He sighed again. He had had this conversation before. "My mother, for one. I would never make her have to go through that. And my friends-"

"Friends?" The voice interrupted, a note of sarcastic laughter to it now. "You mean the people that are slightly less annoyed by you than others? The people who have no idea the kinds of things you're into?" Aric went quiet. "Do you really think any of these people would still be your friend if they knew you got hard thinking about dead people? Would they still want to hang out if they knew you jerked off to snuff pictures? Or just the incest fetish? I'm sure your sisters would love to know that one." The mocking laughter was there again. "Of course, they don't even remember you exist anymore, do they? Wisely never became a part of your life. Probably for the best. You would have tried to rape them by now."

He grit his teeth. "No I wouldn't, and you know it!"

"Of course I do. You're terrible at sex." The touch was somehow on his thigh now. "Can't last more than a few minutes. But I know why you think you wouldn't go raping someone." It scoffed. "It's a wonder that cow-titted pegasus even bothered with you. It's no wonder she never came back."

He turned to glare at the shadow. "I ditched her!"

Another scoff. "Yes. You let her have her way with you. Multiple times. Then she went and drank all the booze you refused to enjoy. Only when she was literally so drunk that she pissed herself did you decide to leave. But only after you let her use you again, right? Very manly." The black face was close to his. "You know you enjoyed it."

"No. I didn't."

Xavier laughed again. "Oh yes you did! You came every time! You liked having that slut use you for her play thing. You only decided years later that she raped you." Aric was quiet again. "Now look at you. Pushing 40 and you have nothing to show for it. You've been all by yourself for over ten years. You can't even muster the effort to leave your house anymore. And to cap it all off, you're so pathetic that the only girl you can get with is one that only exists in your head!"

"SHUT UP!" He slammed his hands on the desk, raising to his feet as he shouted. He blinked as he realized he was glaring at an empty wall.

"And now you're arguing with your imaginary friend." The voice was behind him again. "And losing. How pathetic can you be? You can't even win an argument with yourself. So go on. The window is right there. It would be a fun ride, then a quick end. No more loneliness. No more being nothing but a burden on people."

He sank back down into his seat, shaking his head. "No. I can't. I won't."

"Still hung up on those 'friends' you mentioned?" Xavier was close again, once more hissing into his ear. "You've pushed most of them away. You destroyed your friendship with how many with that rant in the server a few weeks ago? You burned that bridge. There is no getting all of them back. The rest you've kept the others at arm's length. They'll only be sad for a few days, then they'll go back to their memes, distracted by something else. You don't mean anything to them."

He shook his head again. "I still won't do it."

"Not while you're mother's alive." Xavier finished the thought. "You're only real support, right? She's not getting any younger. Some day, she won't be there anymore. You won't have her to rely on anymore. Then what? You can't hold a job. You make a few hundred dollars every few months at best. You'll be living on the street within weeks at best. Then what?"

"I... I don't know."

"Of course you don't. You have no plans. You have no future." Xavier's voice was almost soothing. "Just end it now while you have whatever scraps of dignity remaining."

"You need to stop talking." The new voice spoke up, distinctly feminine, and definitely angry. It belonged to the gorgeous white rat he called Jena.

"And here comes your fantasy slut to defend you."

"Says the bitter shadow that wants to die?" She shook her head. Aric knew she turned to face him, despite not seeing her directly. People that lived only in your head had a funny way of always letting you know what they were doing like that. "You need to ignore him. He may bring up some good points..."

"Some?"

"But...!" She continued past the interruption. "His conclusions are not right. You're not pathetic. You're just... in a slump."

"A slump?" The shadow asked with its usual mocking tone as it started to pace around. "His life has completely fallen apart! That's hardly a slump! It's a total train wreck!"

Jena sighed. "Life happens. It's not fair, but you just need to keep going. Giving up isn't the solution."

"Oh, but he has tried. Agian and again. And every time, it ends in failure." The shadow started ticking off on his finger. "Dropped out of school. Dropped out of college. Couldn't keep a job for more than 4 months at a time. Went and started a fancy new career, only to work for shit employers who fired you anyway. Started your own business, only for it to fail anyway. But not before you went and destroyed your body, leaving you with muscle, joint, and nerve issues. Great job on that one, because that fucked up doing any other job properly." He continued. "Tried to stream but never got more than 5 people watching. In 4 years. And now he's gone and started writing, only he can't keep to a schedule, can't keep his quality consistent, and sure as hell can't finish commissions in a reasonable time. How long have you been working on that one? 6 months now?"

"...7." Was his only response.

"Over half a year! And you constantly fall behind on those monthly ones you're supposed to do. It's no wonder so many aren't renewing their subscriptions."

Jena stepped closer, blocking the way between the shadow and Aric. "Look, I know you're having a bit of a hard time right now. Writer's block happens to all authors."

"I'm not an author." Aric corrected. "Just a writer. I haven't been published."

Xavier chimed in. "Then why do you call yourself-"

Jena cut him off. "Okay, but all writers also go through it. You've gone through it before, and you've come out the other end. And you've got people that like your stuff!" She smiled at him. "All those people that praise your writing."

The shadow offered a counter argument. "Just being nice and hoping to get something free."

She continued. "People that look forward to when you publish something. And whenever you say you need to take a break, your followers are very understanding."

"Most of them are just saying platitudes they don't actually believe. They're annoyed he's delaying and complaining again."

"Not all of them!" She frowned. "Most are probably genuine about it! And you do have people that subscribe to you."

"Less and less each month."

"For their own, unrelated issues. They have their own lives!" She shook her head. "And you have people that care. You have friends that talk to you. And even some that would probably not mind being more. Like that cute rat you were talking to. What ever happened with her?"

Xavier laughed. "He fucked it up, of course. It's what he does. He's too boring for someone like her to be interested in, and he made sure to let her know how much of a fuck up he is."

She sighed. "You shouldn't do that. Yes, be honest, but don't keep pushing people away. That's not going to help you. You know that." Her hand rested on his wrist gently. "You need to stop being so harsh on yourself all the time. You're not as bad as you think. You're smart, you're not bad looking-"

The shadow burst out laughing. "This fat ass? Only a fantasy bimbo like you could think he was good looking!"

"And I'm sure others would, too!" She continued. "You just need to be more confident in yourself. You know you're writing is good! You have skills! You've trained, you've practiced, you've put a lot of effort into it!"

"And what does he have to show for it? A few bucks a month and more grey hair?" Xavier started pacing again. "Can't get himself published, because he's known as a snuff porn writer. No publisher in the world would sign on a writer with your background. You're fucked on that one."

"Could self publish."

"Oh yeah, because that's the smartest choice out there. Self-published books always make bank, right?" Xavier scoffed. "It's an investment he doesn't have the money to even try anyway. So that wonderful book idea you keep saying you'll eventually write but haven't even started? Yeah, just delete the notes. It'll never see the light of day and you know it."

"It still could sell! There is nothing risked in trying anyway!" Jena took a breath, about to start another bout of arguments.

Aric slammed his hands on the desk again. "ENOUGH!" He shouted, rising to his feet. "Enough... just... shut up. Both of you." He rubbed his eyes, which did nothing to ease the burning feeling of fatigue. "I don't want to hear any more. Just... shut up for a while."

Jena reached out to touch him again. "But-"

He shrugged her off, waving a hand through where she stood. "No. No buts. No more from either of you. Please..." He closed his eyes as he let out a heavy sigh. "I'm tired... I'm just... tired. I'm so tired of always being tired. I'm just... going to bed." When he opened his eyes again, he was in the room alone. He always had been, but now the two he had been arguing with were no longer there. They would be back, of course. They always came back. They were the voices he listened to, and the ones that were always there.

For now, he just started to drag himself towards his bedroom. He collapsed onto his bed, fatigue already trying to drag him to sleep. He welcomed it, the reprieve from listening to himself. And yet, before the nothingness of sleep claimed him, he heard Xavier's voice one more time. "You know you'll regret posting this." He was probably right.

*     *     *
