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To those who cherish the little things in life and the true essence of forging their own path: may you find the one true love you are meant for—a love worth fighting and dying for, and worth waiting a friggin' lifetime to find. Never give up the search for what complements your life—whether it be a person or a thing, it does not matter, as long as it nourishes the heart and soul within you. Remember, it is your choice!
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This section is dedicated to paying homage to whatever I wish—namely, the influences in my life—people who made the dour moments in this cage a bit more bearable. My family, my relentless drive for self-development, and the following beloved figures in my mind, which is a safe place for all of us: Kelsea Ballerini, Halsey (I’m not sure which one I love more), Ella Langley, Vic Allen, Ella Scott, Sonia Ammar, Christina Aguilera, Kelly Clarkson, Caitlin Smith, the band In This Moment, and many more whom I don’t have room to mention. Please know that you have all been inspirations in my world, even if you may not care—except for my family, of course. Love you all!
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No matter who we are or where we come from, some challenges disrupt our lives in painful ways. These may include mental afflictions, physical ailments, emotional disturbances, external influences, or offenses against our upbringing—meaning the biases and prejudices we have adopted over time. Regardless of how these factors affect us, life is a constant struggle to overcome the intense obstacles that block our path forward. This book is written for those who recognize these challenges and seek to manage them with more than disdain. It aims to help you realize that there is more to the story of our existence than what others want us to believe or what we have been force-fed throughout our lives.



It is humbling to realize that much of what we have been taught is merely constructs created by others and passed down through generations to control our actions and interactions. Do not allow yourself to become a victim of someone else’s standards for what is good for you. Break that mold and live for yourself—a free life without mandatory restrictions dictating your actions or beliefs. Most of these restrictions are simply ideas imposed by mentally disturbed individuals who believe they have the authority to determine what is proper in another’s life. Write your own epic, for it is not only you who lives it, but you who it is meant to benefit—not anyone else or their ridiculous opinions!
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`A Sense of Regret`






'The shadows are ever-present. I feel them clawing at the edges of my mind, ready to spread like a vaporous shroud, crushing the core of who I am, taking over me, and consuming what dwells inside.' He muttered quietly, then added, 'I cannot let them prevail, nor lose myself to their influence. They are neither righteous nor moral but deadly and vile, like a river of sulfur and noxious smoke. It’s not their essence I fear but the loss of control that could strip me of my sense of self. I will not abide such an uncertain path, as it betrays a level of conscious awareness.' Justin struggled to keep his composure.

He sat in the corner of the room, knees pulled to his chest, feeling hopeless and forlorn as silent chaos raced through his mind like a wild beast on the prowl. He knew that if the lines had already been drawn—where silence grows, and edges break—there was no way to pull back the heat of fear that wrapped his thoughts like a mummy in a tomb. He desperately wanted to scream and shake the very air around him, to make it feel and share in the malignant essence coating his insides like unctuous residue. The feeling was intangible, lacking substance, yet he understood its vile touch and how it forced him to obey the random thoughts it spun in his mind to ease the pain tormenting him.

~ Cut! Cut it! ~ Justin’s body goes rigid as he struggles against the venomous thoughts infecting his mind. ~ Cut your flesh open. Find the dark threads contaminating your body and rip them out. Rid yourself of the enemy within, or it will consume your entire being, and you will become its minion. ~ Justin gritted his teeth as a chorus of harsh, biting voices echoed their sadistic demands. Each vocal assault felt like the jagged edge of a blade being slowly and methodically raked across his brain.

"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" he yelled, tears threatening to spill. He fought them back, knowing surrender would give the grating voices another reason to scold and belittle him for weakness, further eroding his already fragile sanity.

He clenched his fists against his temples, struggling to suppress the insanity crawling through his mind, lashing at him like a criminal under a whip. He had been told the voices weren’t real, but despite his psychiatrist’s assurances, they felt all too real—especially when they scraped their claws across his thoughts. It was overwhelming at times, so vicious that he felt as though his entire being was unraveling like a spool of thread, abandoned within his own skin like discarded trash. He wished Charlotte were here to hear her voice instead of the ones in his head. When she was present, her soothing voice became a haven for him—a temporary relief, a kind of medicament, an analgesic that stripped away the pain and suppressed the voices.

Justin remembered a time before the voices, before the quate first spoke his name and his life became a shared state of mental torment and vile insanity. His mind drifted back to memories of Sharon and his children, before darkness took them and him. He missed them deeply, more than he could express, and wished he could see them again. But he knew that was impossible now, as he had buried them in unmarked graves. The authorities were trying to question him about their disappearance, calling him a 'person of interest.' That had been two years ago, and he had been on the run ever since. His only support came from Charlotte, an old high school friend. They had lost touch after he got married, but had reconnected after the first murders, when he needed her help to escape the city.

~ KILL YOURSELF, JUSTIN. YOU ARE WEAK AND A COWARD. YOU KILLED YOUR OWN FAMILY! ~ The voices screamed in his head, echoing across his mind like an unending reverberation. ~ You can't fight fate. It is your destiny to join us, to become one with us. We are your family now. We want you inside, Justin. ~ 'FUCK OFF!' Justin shot back, feeling the sting of their judgmental invective crashing against his mind like an unrelenting tempest. 'You told me to kill them—that they were planning to kill me in my sleep, to murder me and take what I have, just as Sharon had taken another lover over me. I didn't want to kill them; I miss her and my kids. Why did you tell me that? What did it matter to you what she was doing? You didn't have to tell me. Third-party knowledge cuts the deepest—something I didn't need.'

~ You're a murderer now, Justin—a cold-blooded killer. But we do not judge you. We want to ignite the fire within you, to explore the limits of the unknown, and to taste the forbidden fruit beyond the boundaries of morality. You've always wanted to embody the true immortal you were meant to be. Now is your chance. ~ 'Those dreams are dead now, along with their deaths. I'm beyond attaining the spotlight I've always craved, beyond capturing that elusive status we all desire in life—all because of your selfishness. Stop talking to me. Leave me to die my own way.' He sobbed inwardly, desperate to hear his children laughing again, his wife singing to him, to be with them. He waited for a response from the voices, but none came—no reply, no accusation, only silence. 'Thank God!' he whispered to himself, hoping they didn't hear his silent plea as he took advantage of their absence to catch some much-needed sleep. This was the only time he could rest—a moment when they chose to grant him peace, to wallow in his own despicable existence. He sniffed in disdain at them and their accusations as he began to fade into the quiet of the closet, hoping sleep would spare him any discomfort.






∆






Justin was jolted awake by the sound of someone screaming in terror, as if being torn apart limb by limb by a pack of animals. It took him a moment to realize the screams were inside his head, not coming from outside the closet. He sat there for a minute, trying to slow his racing heart while squeezing his eyes shut against the howls of torment echoing through his mind. Why they afflicted him in such a way made no sense, but he knew their methods well. When they wanted something from him, they were dogged and merciless in their ministrations. Doing what they demanded was the only way to appease them—the only remedy to ease the agony within—or they would torture him relentlessly.

He remembered—that’s how it all started: two years and eleven murders ago. It began slowly, with whispers like a vagrant's, a shadowy voice caught in the midnight air—sorrowful and mournful, yet greedy and willful at the same time... commanding in nature. At first, he tried to ignore the disturbances in his mind, dismissing them as random, fleeting occurrences caused by a mental issue stemming from the many head injuries he had sustained in his youth. He knew it wasn’t normal to hear or feel such things, but he was afraid to tell anyone, fearing he'd be committed to a rundown hospital where he’d be watched over by a quack who had complete control of his life. He had been through that once before, when he was young, and had nearly died before his sister saved him.

Once he was committed, Dr. Fitzmarish maintained total control over his life and punished him harshly if he did not comply. These punishments were usually imposed without any opportunity for the patient to appeal, as the doctor justified them by claiming the patient was acting aggressively or abusively. The doctor typically documented these claims and had an accomplice within the facility support them. The patient had no way to prove otherwise, as any protests were dismissed as complaints from a disgruntled or mentally unstable person. His sister, Clair, had a friend who worked at the facility, and she asked her to watch over him and gather evidence if the doctor was unfairly punishing her brother for his own amusement.

That was Justin's first murder, committed after his family. The voices had convinced—or rather persuaded—him to find the deranged doctor and punish him severely. Justin remembered carrying it out, which took over a week in the man's basement. Oddly enough, the cellar contained a small padded room with a dirty, stained mattress. The room reeked of a foul odor he couldn't identify, as if a deadly illness hung in the air like a toxic cloud. It looked horrible and disgusting. He didn’t even want to think about what he might have done down there. He had heard rumors about the doctor, but the man was never charged with any crimes. That didn’t mean anything, though. Some people know how to hide their tracks well or discredit others with a rich vocabulary—one they wield like a scepter.

The voices were growing louder now— not shouting in anger, but growling earnestly like a menacing, maniacal horde bent on some insane desire to cause distress and discord for their own feral pleasure. Justin knew what this meant. It was a message: they were ready to hunt, driven by a hunger to draw blood, to torture, and to kill someone. They would continue their torment until they wore him down mentally, forcing him to relent and do what they demanded—if he let it get that far. Allowing it to persist too long before he relented would leave lingering echoes of their torment in his mind for days afterward. He had come to this realization when he was first coerced into killing his family. The ordeal lasted a week before he finally broke. He thought he could handle it alone, but they were more persuasive and more committed to forcing his hand than he was to staying strong.

Justin had thought about leaving several times to protect his wife and children, but the voices warned him that if he ran away or told anyone about his thoughts or the voices, they would never stop tormenting him—even unto his death, a place they boasted they would follow him. This realization brought him to tears, as he understood there was no way to escape their control—no recourse, no refuge beyond their menacing grasp. As he sobbed in the corner during those first moments, the voices chortled and cackled like inmates in an asylum locked together, with Beavis and Butt-Head or South Park playing on the TV. He remembered a similar scene from the youth ward where he had been confined as a young man. Some of those kids truly had issues, unlike himself; his only problem was acting out daily due to hyperactivity, which was not entirely his fault.

Once he had his heart rate under control, he leaned back against the wall and listened to the voices criticizing him for needing sleep like some weak mortal and for not being able to keep going like a real man. Justin had learned long ago that most of their belittling was psychological in nature, meant to provoke a reaction from him—kind of like reverse psychology, intended to make someone do something they didn’t want to do. He could ignore the goading because it meant nothing, but the constant screaming and screeching echoing in his mind, like nails on a chalkboard, was a different matter. Such torment he could only block out for so long before it began to affect his sanity, forcing him to comply to quiet the voices and give himself a break.

Justin finally got to his feet and opened the closet door, stepping out into the empty master suite of the rickety shack where he had taken refuge. The smell of mold, rotting carpet fibers, and stagnant water immediately crept up his nose as he entered the room. The foul stench filled the entire house. He wrinkled his nose in disgust, still unaccustomed to the offensive odor. He had found this place in the backwoods just outside Glenwood Springs, Colorado, near the Colorado River and a bit east of Grand Junction. It was a rundown spot, abandoned and left to the elements to tear it down and return its natural matter to the earth, as all things do over time. It wasn't a bad place to hide out for someone on the run; it just lacked the basic amenities he was used to, like toilet paper, running water, and electricity—basic needs humans expect, much like a cell phone or the internet.

When he first arrived at this place, he had no idea where he was or how to navigate without getting lost, since the woodlands around the small shanty all looked the same. Luckily, when he arrived at the cabin for the first time, he found a map of the area. Someone had kindly left it behind in one of the kitchen drawers, and he was grateful for that. The map proved priceless when he got lost in the woods a few times before he became familiar with the area. Now he could explore as if it were his old stomping grounds from his youth. It had...

~ JUUUSTIIIN! ~ one of the voices screamed, interrupting his quiet rumination. ~ You fucking pansy! What's wrong with you? Get a fucking grip, you stupid idiot, and stop reminiscing about dumb shit that doesn't matter. You've got work to do! Let's get moving. We're hungry for the hunt. ~

Justin paused in the hallway when the shouting of his name suddenly jolted him out of his daydream. The shouting was so loud and raucous that he doubted even a war cannon could be heard over it. After a moment, Justin responded. 'I know. Who's the target?' he asked solemnly.

~ Let's find a prick who seems to be enjoying their life and change their fucking fate. Preferably, someone who looks down on you because of your appearance or attire. Those types deserve it, ~ another voice added. 'Fine,' Justin replied, aware that any argument he might make to object wouldn't affect their current goal. After a brief moment to gather himself, he moved into the kitchen, slid open the back door, and shut it firmly behind him. He wasn't sure why he made sure the door was closed—no one was likely to come through this way. If they did, there was nothing in the shack worth stealing. He attributed it to habit—remnants of a past life, something not easily let go after years of routine. He pushed the trivial thought from his mind and headed toward the highway, which he knew was about a four-mile walk through the woods, then another mile or so to the nearest town.

The hike wouldn’t be a problem for him, but the constant, irritating bickering in his mind was his only companion. He was forced to listen to their demands for what they wanted him to do to the person they had chosen as their next victim. He had become almost immune to the devil in their vernacular—the vile, offensive thoughts about what they wanted done to another human being. It was wickedly repulsive and utterly reprehensible. His revulsion peaked during the torture sessions they directed. It was as if he stepped outside his body and let them take control, allowing them to dictate the narrative and guide his actions. This dissociation was the only way he could cope with the vile nature of what they compelled him to do to another person.

Justin suddenly stopped in his tracks when he heard voices nearby. They weren’t too close, but close enough to make him uneasy. He didn’t want to go to jail—that would be the worst place for him, almost as bad as the funny farm. The voices in his head had threatened to drive him insane if he fell into captivity. 'What was anyone doing out this way,' he wondered silently, 'especially this deep in the woods?' There was no reason for it unless they owned the place he had been squatting in. He doubted that, though, since no one had been to the small hutch since he unlawfully took possession of it for himself and the peanut gallery.

He backed up slowly, taking cover behind a large, ancient-looking bole. As he slid up beside it, he realized the voices inside had gone silent for a few seconds, leaving him alone with his thoughts. He was about to ask what the problem was, but decided against it after enduring their antics for the last half hour. There was no need to stir the hornet's nest when they were neither threatening nor stressing him out. He chose to wait quietly until the intruders moved on, not wanting to reveal his hidden position. Doing so might draw unwanted attention from the authorities, especially if someone reported a vagrant wandering the woods like a creeper.

Staying within the safety of his temporary hiding spot, he watched the tree-covered landscape for any signs of movement. It sounded like a man talking to someone, but he hadn’t heard the other voice yet... unless the man was talking to himself. 'Now, wouldn’t that be just fabulous? Running into another mentally unstable cat like myself would be the ultimate stab in the heart of an already dysfunctional situation.'

The voice drifting through the woods didn’t seem to be coming closer to him, but it was moving nearby, as if searching for something or a place in the area. Otherwise, it would have already moved on. 'Hmm,' he pondered for a moment, 'a land surveyor or park ranger, maybe checking on something they were sent to verify.' Whoever it was, he wasn’t about to let them catch him sneaking around like a burglar casing a potential future target. He valued his freedom too much, and captivity was not a condition he wished to assume, nor did he ever want to endure it. His current confinement was more than enough to handle for now, and he didn’t need another obstacle adding to the pressure.

Justin decided to risk moving to another tree, slightly closer to the voice, to see who was there and why. He moved quietly, carefully stepping around twigs and fallen leaves. The area was so cluttered that it was nearly impossible to find a clean spot to step without making noise. Still, he did his best, knowing that stealth was crucial and more valuable than gold in this situation. As he moved toward the next tree trunk, he still couldn't see anyone nearby, so he took a chance and moved to another tree farther ahead. Then he had to stop because a flock of birds suddenly took flight right above the tree he had approached. He quickly pressed himself against the trunk and hid behind its bulk, aware that even this could reveal his position—especially to a trained hunter who knew what to watch and listen for.

After a few tense moments, one of the voices in his head urged him to grow some nuts and figure out who was here, why, and, if necessary, smoke their ass. Justin frowned at the pointless hostility—there was no need to kill someone just doing their job. However, the voices had their own agenda, one he couldn’t ignore for long without risking their wrath. With that in mind, he silently moved to the next tree and quickly hid behind its trunk as the voice seemed to be just on the other side, about three meters away—roughly ten feet—a little too close for comfort. He paused briefly to make sure his approach hadn’t been detected, then slowly peeked around the trunk as he heard footsteps approaching, quietly drawing the Bowie knife from its sheath at his side, ready for action.

As he glanced discreetly around the tree, he saw a tall man with short-cropped dark hair, dressed in fatigues and combat boots, carrying a small girl in his arms. He couldn’t see her face, but he heard soft whimpering from her as they passed—an unsettling sound, muffled and unnatural, almost pleading and mournful. Something about it felt wrong. But what could he do? Was he willing to risk his own freedom to save someone else? For what—bravado, a desire for heroism, or simply a moral obligation? The last reason struck a chord within him, especially when thoughts of his daughter surfaced, stinging his eyes and heart with a pain only a parent could understand in such a situation. Protection was a parent’s duty, regardless of whether the child was their own.

Fathers recognized the brutal reality of sexual degradation among men. Each had their own tendencies, and the male mind could be corrupted to the point that age and circumstances mattered little. Those corrupted to this extent were resistant to persuasion about their reprehensible actions, no matter how many attempts were made to change their minds. Individuals whose moral compass had been so warped as to allow the abuse of a young child could only be met with the ferocity of a vicious predator and the relentless power of justice. But what role would he play in this situation? As memories of his daughter flooded his mind, he knew exactly which path he would choose, no matter the cost to himself. He would not let such a pattern continue while he still drew breath.

Despite being a killer himself, he had limits—boundaries he refused to let anyone cross if he could help it. 'Sometimes,' he thought smugly, 'heroing is entirely necessary, especially when hands steal what others can't fight back against.' Without hesitation, Justin stepped out from behind the tree and addressed the man.

"Have an agenda in mind for that young thing, do ya?" His voice was cold and menacing, like a feral, hungry vampire's. He watched as the man in fatigues spun around to face him. Justin's eyes immediately fell on the young girl he was carrying. She was no more than twelve—a fact that made his blood boil as he thought about the deep sense of violation it evoked in that moment.

After a brief pause, the man spoke. "Who the fuck are you, and what's it to ya? You looking to share?" His eyes quickly scanned Justin's frame, sizing him up as a potential threat.

Justin made sure to keep his Bowie blade tucked neatly beside his pant leg, out of view. His lip twitched in anger at the sickening suggestion he had made. "No one is sharing in anything, and your time with her is at an end. Put her down and step away."

~ YES! THIS IS IT. HE'S THE ONE WE WANT. TAKE HIS HEART. RIP IT OUT OF HIS FUCKING CHEST. LET HIM WATCH IT BEAT FOR THE LAST FEW SECONDS OF HIS WORTHLESS LIFE! MANGLE HIM, STAB THE KNIFE THROUGH HIS FACE. SCRAMBLE HIS DAMNED BRAIN! ~ The voices yelped in glee as they felt the adrenaline rushing through his veins, enlivening him and pushing his ferocity to another level.

"Is that a fact?" the man replied skeptically. He continued, "So what are you, Captain Savior? A moral opportunist trying to grab a flag of notoriety for a good deed?" He grunted as he set the tied-up girl on the ground beside him, whispered to her, "He's gonna die because of you, just so you know," then turned to face the man who challenged him.

This was a murder he could justify—one that brought him a sense of relief. 'Well, maybe not relief,' he told himself, 'but a welcome release from the burden of eliminating a sexual deviant who doesn't deserve to live.' He cleared his throat and said, "One must be responsible for their actions, their thoughts, and the evil within them. There is no room or exception for one like you. No excuse for what you want to do to someone so young, especially against her will." Finally, he revealed the blade, slowly swinging it side to side in front of him, slicing silently through the air.

"Looking for problems, huh?" he asked, drawing a knife from his back—one nearly the same size as the one the other man wielded—and turning the blade into a downward stab. "If this is what you seek, then let's do it, pussy boy!"

"I wasn't originally here for you. I was on a different mission—one similar to what I'm about to do. But her subtle cries caught my attention, and now... so have you." He moved toward him in slow, deliberate steps, sizing up the distance with sharp eyes. "And I got your pussy right here, motherfucker. Come get some!" Suddenly, he lunged at the other man, swiping low then up. The man ducked and slipped past him, leaving him completely off target under the armpit he'd aimed for. He spun quickly and had to dodge to the side to avoid a well-placed rib shot from the other man's weapon.

~ Let me take him, Justin. I live for battle; I was made for it. LET ME IN! ~ 
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