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​Foreword
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CRANK UP THAT VOLUME, because we’re coming at you hot, with three more fresh tales of the dearly beloved. And not so dearly departed. More tales of the twisted, and the macabre. These power ballads of life gone wrong will chill you to the bone... Before snapping it to pieces.

In Total Eclipse of the Soul, a meek and bullied teen finds an unlikely source of warmth in the new student. But what begins as the sweetest romance never told unravels in the wake of a deadly tragedy. As rumors fly, and accusations mount, will justice prevail? Or will the shadows dance to a darker tune?

In The House of The Setting Sun, the only thing that comes faster than a sudden rise, is the shattering fall that follows. Homeless and desperate, a man is offered everything he could want. But greed is a powerful motivation, and when the chips are down, the truth comes out. A truth no mortal man should hope to see.

In The End of the World, Presidential power comes with presidential responsibility. A seeker of justice, an agent of truth, the first woman to rise to the oval office has it all. the career, the accolades, and the loving husband. But when rumors of treason start to flow, dark secrets claw their way through the grime. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Especially when that woman holds the nuclear codes.
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​Total Eclipse of the Soul

​Chapter 1
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Jimmy traced the worn edges of the switchblade with trembling fingers. The metal caught the dim light from his desk lamp, reflecting fragments of his pale face back at him. His wrists looked thin, fragile - blue veins visible beneath paper-white skin.

The blade had caught his eye in a pile of autumn leaves, its handle sticking out like a beacon. Now it lay heavy in his palm, a cold comfort against the fresh bruises that marked his ribs.

"Give us your lunch money, freak." The words from earlier echoed in his head. This time they'd cornered him behind the gymnasium, where the cameras didn't reach. Where the new principal, Mr. Harrison, never bothered to check during his so-called 'rounds.'

Blood trickled from his split lip onto his math homework. Jimmy dabbed at it with his sleeve, smearing red across the equations. His stomach growled - the third day this week without lunch. The bullies had grown bold since Mr. Peterson retired. The old principal used to watch the trouble spots, but Harrison spent his days locked in his office, 'managing administrative duties.'

"Just leave me alone," Jimmy had begged. They'd laughed, shoved him against the brick wall. His backpack tore when they yanked it off him, spilling his books across the ground. They'd stomped on his calculator, grinding plastic shards into the dirt.

Jimmy flicked the switchblade open. The mechanism was smooth, well-oiled. He pressed the tip against his wrist, not hard enough to break skin. Just enough to feel the sharp point, to imagine the release it promised.

His father's voice drifted up from downstairs, slurred and angry, punctuated by the clink of another bottle being opened. He wouldn't notice. He hadn't noticed the bruises, the torn clothes, the missing lunch money.

The blade trembled against his skin. One quick slice and it would all stop - the pain, the humiliation, the crushing loneliness that squeezed his chest until he could barely breathe.

Jimmy's fingers went limp, the switchblade clattering against the wooden desk. His heart hammered in his chest, each beat a reminder that he remained trapped in this existence. The weight of what he'd contemplated crashed over him, leaving him light-headed and nauseous.

He slumped back, the chair creaking beneath his weight. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the chill that had settled into his bones. The blade glinted at him, an accusation and a promise wrapped in cold steel.

His hand shook as he pulled open the desk drawer. Crumpled papers and broken pencils littered the bottom - evidence of homework assignments done in frantic bursts between his father's rages. The blade disappeared beneath a torn math worksheet, but Jimmy knew it was there. A last resort. Not today, but someday. When things got worse. When he couldn't take it anymore.

A crash echoed from the stairwell, followed by slurred cursing. Jimmy's muscles tensed, his spine straightening like a puppet yanked by invisible strings. The heavy thuds of his father's boots on the steps sent vibrations through the floor, each one closer than the last.

The familiar smell of cheap whiskey seeped under his door. Jimmy's throat closed up, his hands gripping the edges of his desk until his knuckles turned white. The footsteps stumbled closer, accompanied by the scrape of a hand against the wall for balance.

His father's shadow appeared in the gap beneath his door, blocking out the hallway light. Jimmy held his breath, willing himself to disappear into the shadows of his room. The floorboards outside his door groaned under his father's weight.

* * *
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THE DOOR SHUDDERED under his father's fist. Jimmy's eyes darted to the desk drawer, his fingers twitching with the urge to reach for the blade.

"Get out here, you worthless piece of-" The words dissolved into unintelligible growls.

Jimmy's legs refused to move. The drawer was right there. The blade waited inside. His hand inched toward the handle, heart thundering in his ears.

The door burst inward with a crack of splintering wood. Jimmy yanked his hand back as his father's massive frame filled the doorway, reeking of whiskey and stale sweat. The opportunity vanished like smoke.

Jimmy pressed his back against the wall, trying to make himself smaller. His father's bloodshot eyes struggled to focus, face flushed red with alcohol and rage.

"Got a call." His father swayed, catching himself on the doorframe. "From your school." Each word slurred into the next, nearly incomprehensible. "You're failing. Three classes." He jabbed a thick finger in Jimmy's general direction. "Three!"

Jimmy's mouth went dry. He'd tried to hide the progress reports, tried to keep up with schoolwork between the beatings and sleepless nights. But how could he focus on algebra when survival consumed his every waking moment?

"I didn't raise-" His father's boot caught on the carpet. He stumbled forward, closer to Jimmy. "Didn't raise a failure."

Sweat trickled down Jimmy's spine. The wall pressed cold against his shoulder blades, offering no escape. His father's breath washed over him in hot, sour waves as the distance between them shrank to nothing.

* * *
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THE FIST CRASHED INTO Jimmy's jaw, exploding his world into white-hot pain. His legs buckled and he crumpled to the floor, copper flooding his mouth. The metallic taste mixed with salt as tears rolled down his face.

His father loomed above, a dark mountain swaying in Jimmy's blurred vision. The familiar scene played out like a broken record - the same room, the same pain, the same helplessness. Jimmy's tongue probed the inside of his cheek where his teeth had torn the flesh.

Through the haze, memories of his mother surfaced. Her gentle hands. Her soft voice that could cut through his father's anger like sunlight through storm clouds. The way she'd step between them, redirecting his father's rage with quiet words and tender touches.

"Robert," she'd say, using his father's first name in that special way of hers. "Let's have some coffee." And just like that, the storm would pass.

But cancer had taken her three years ago. Jimmy remembered sitting in the sterile hospital room, watching her fade day by day until nothing remained but a shell of who she'd been. His father hadn't even been there when she died - he'd been at the bar, drowning himself in whiskey.

Without her, his father's anger had no anchor. No safe harbor to weather the storm. The drinking got worse, the rages more frequent. The man who used to smile, who used to take Jimmy fishing on weekends, disappeared into bottles and darkness.

Jimmy's cheek throbbed against the cold floor. Blood pooled in his mouth, but he didn't dare spit it out. Any movement might draw his father's attention again. So he lay there, tasting copper and salt, remembering his mother's voice and wondering how much longer he could survive in a house that had stopped being home the day she died.

* * *
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JIMMY'S EYES CRACKED open as sunlight pierced through his threadbare curtains. Pain radiated through his jaw, a constant reminder of last night. His tongue found the swollen spot inside his cheek, still raw and tender.

The alarm clock's red numbers blazed 6:45 AM. His stomach churned at the thought of another day at Roosevelt High. Brad and his crew would be waiting, prowling the halls like wolves searching for their next meal. They always seemed to smell weakness, and today Jimmy was practically bleeding it.

He pulled himself up, wincing as his muscles protested. The mirror above his dresser revealed a purple bruise blooming across his jaw. There'd be questions. There were always questions, but he'd learned long ago how to deflect them. "Fell down the stairs." "Walked into a door." The lies came easier each time.

The thought of ditching flickered through his mind. He could walk to the park, spend the day hidden among the trees. Maybe grab some food from the corner store with the loose change he'd been saving. But his father's words from last night echoed in his head, slurred but sharp: "Another call from school and you'll wish you were never born."

Jimmy's hand trembled as he touched the bruise. His father's rage over failing grades was nothing compared to what would happen if the school reported him absent. The beating would make last night feel like a gentle pat.

He grabbed his worn backpack from the floor, stuffing in books he hadn't opened in weeks. The house was silent - his father would be passed out until noon. Jimmy crept down the stairs, careful to avoid the creaky third step, and slipped out the front door into the cool morning air.

Each step toward school felt like walking to his own execution, but the alternative was worse. Much worse.

* * *
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JIMMY SHUFFLED THROUGH Roosevelt High's main entrance, keeping his head down and shoulders hunched. The familiar smell of floor cleaner and musty lockers filled his nostrils as he navigated the morning crowd. His bruised jaw throbbed with each step, a constant reminder to stay alert, stay invisible.

He rounded the corner toward his first class, mind already racing through escape routes and safe spaces. A foot shot out from behind the door - he caught the flash of movement too late. His body pitched forward, sending books and papers scattering across the linoleum floor. Pain jolted through his palms as they slapped against the cold surface.

Shrill laughter erupted from a cluster of girls by the lockers. Through his fallen hair, Jimmy spotted Derek, one of Brad's faithful followers, smirking down at him.

"Watch where you're going, freak." Derek's voice dripped with mock concern.

Jimmy's face burned as he scrambled to gather his belongings, waiting for the inevitable kick to his ribs that usually followed. But instead, a sharp voice cut through the laughter.

"What is wrong with you?"

Jimmy froze. The voice belonged to a girl he'd never heard before.

"Seriously, are you that desperate for attention that you need to hurt someone else to get it?"

Derek's smirk faltered. "Mind your own business-"

"This is my business. I'm making it my business. Now back off."

Jimmy dared to look up. Derek stood there, mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. After a moment, he scoffed and gestured to his friends.

"Whatever. Let's go. This loser isn't worth it anyway."

The group shuffled away, their laughter now forced and uncomfortable. Jimmy gathered the last of his papers, his heart still racing from the unexpected intervention.

* * *
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A SMALL HAND APPEARED in Jimmy's field of vision. His muscles tensed, years of conditioning making him expect the hand to pull away at the last second, leaving him looking foolish. But it stayed there, steady and waiting.

He glanced up. A girl with warm brown eyes looked down at him, her expression open and kind. Something in his chest tightened - he couldn't remember the last time anyone had looked at him that way.

Jimmy grasped her hand, surprised by the gentle strength as she helped pull him to his feet. Her palm felt warm against his cold fingers.

"T-thanks." The word came out rough, unpracticed. When was the last time he'd had reason to thank anyone?

"Those guys are jerks." She brushed a strand of dark hair behind her ear. "I'm Melissa."

"I'm... uh..." His tongue felt thick, clumsy. Words that should have been simple stuck in his throat. "Jimmy. I'm Jimmy."

A soft laugh escaped her lips - not the harsh bark he was used to hearing directed his way, but something musical and light. The sound wrapped around him like a warm blanket, making his face flush for reasons that had nothing to do with embarrassment.

"Well, Jimmy, you dropped this." She handed him his math textbook, their fingers brushing. "Are you okay?"

The genuine concern in her voice made his chest ache in an unfamiliar way. His mother used to ask him that, before she got sick. Before everything changed.

"Yeah," he managed. "I'm okay."

Her laugh came again, gentler this time. "You don't sound too sure about that."

For the first time in years, Jimmy felt the corners of his mouth twitch upward.

* * *
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THE SHRILL RING OF the first bell cut through their moment. Jimmy's shoulders hunched instinctively - the sound usually marked another day of torment.

"We should get to class." Melissa adjusted her backpack strap. "Which way are you headed?"

"Room 214. Biology with Martinez."

"No way - that's where I'm going too." Her smile lit up her entire face.

Jimmy's feet moved on autopilot, his mind still processing that someone - this girl - had shown him kindness. He kept glancing at her as they walked, half-expecting her to vanish like a mirage.

The familiar dread of entering the classroom faded when Melissa followed him inside. She slipped into the desk right behind his usual spot near the window. The sunlight caught her auburn hair, creating a soft halo effect that made his breath catch.

Mr. Martinez cleared his throat. "Class, before we begin, I'd like to introduce our new student." He gestured toward Melissa. "This is Melissa Hunter, who just moved here from-"

"Portland," Melissa filled in, her voice carrying a hint of nervousness Jimmy hadn't noticed before. "My mom got transferred for work."

Jimmy's pencil traced absent patterns on his notebook as he listened to her voice. Each word felt like a gift - something precious and rare in his world of sharp edges and darker shadows. The way she spoke, soft but clear, reminded him of wind chimes his mother once hung in their backyard, before everything went wrong.

A paper ball struck his shoulder, followed by muffled snickers from the back of the room. Jimmy's jaw clenched, waiting for the familiar wave of shame. But then he heard Melissa shift in her seat behind him, and somehow, the sting wasn't quite as sharp.
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​Chapter 2

[image: ]


Jimmy clutched his lunch tray, scanning the cafeteria. His eyes landed on Melissa, who sat alone at a back table. She waved, and his heart skipped. Even after three days, the gesture felt surreal - like a dream he'd wake from any second.

He navigated through the maze of tables, each step sending jolts of pain through his ribcage. Brad's "message" during gym class had been crystal clear - new friend or not, Jimmy was still his favorite punching bag.

"You look like you're about to drop that tray." Melissa scooted over, making room.

Jimmy eased onto the bench, suppressing a wince. The simple act of sitting shot lightning bolts through his side. "Just tired."

"Tired doesn't usually come with that kind of grimace." Her hazel eyes narrowed. "What happened?"

"Nothing." Jimmy poked at his mystery meat, avoiding her gaze. The cafeteria's fluorescent lights didn't feel as harsh with her nearby. Everything felt different since she'd arrived - like someone had adjusted the contrast on his world, making the dark spots less consuming.

"Brad happened, didn't he?"

Jimmy's silence answered for him.

"We should tell someone-"

"No." The word came out sharper than he intended. "It'll just make it worse." Like when his mother tried to stop his father's rages, only to double their intensity.

Melissa opened her mouth to argue, but something in his expression made her stop. Instead, she pulled out a chocolate chip cookie and broke it in half. "Here. My mom stress-bakes when we move. Pretty sure we have enough cookies at home to feed the whole school."

The cookie's sweetness mixed with something else - hope, maybe. Or the foreign feeling of having someone care enough to share.

For the first time in years, lunch period didn't feel like another form of prison. Even with his ribs screaming, Jimmy found himself fighting back a smile.

* * *
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JIMMY FROZE MID-CHEW at Melissa's question. The cafeteria noise faded into a distant hum as her words echoed in his mind. "What's your story?"

Such a simple question. The kind people tossed around like spare change. But for Jimmy, it carried the weight of years - each memory a stone in his pocket, dragging him down. Where would he even start? With his mother's death? The first time his father came home drunk? The day Brad decided Jimmy's existence offended him?

He swallowed the bland mouthful of potatoes, buying time. The Salisbury steak on his tray looked even less appetizing now, a gray slab that the cafeteria insisted was beef.

"Where would I even start?" Jimmy pushed his tray away, his appetite vanishing.

The question hung between them, heavy with unspoken pain. His wrists itched, reminding him of the blade in his desk drawer at home. Of how close he'd come to writing his own ending. But something in Melissa's eyes - the genuine interest, the lack of judgment - made him want to try. To find the words buried under years of silence.

* * *
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