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Editor’s Note on Content Warnings
 
 
 
 
 
 
	Hush now, dear reader—prepare to cry,
	This book was never meant to please.
	Here mothers fail, and babies die;
	Turn back if you’re unready for unease.
 
— Dakria, Editor
 
 
 
	With this title and cover, what did you expect? 
A soft bedtime story?
Really?
 
	Then there’s been a big misunderstanding.
If you’re looking for gentle tales, you’re absolutely in the wrong place.
 
	I was born with the “white square” nobody cared about. I was born in a time when parents smoked constantly—in the house, in the car—when you swore at ten you’d never smoke because the smell disgusted you, only to take your first drag at fourteen with friends after school. I was born when it was normal to watch Poltergeist, Amityville, or It. Not everyone loved that, of course—but no one was there to stop those who did. There were no content warnings then.
Maybe there should have been.
Or maybe we, horror lovers, are simply a cursed generation of mad people.
Or maybe—just maybe—it was simply how things were, and we don’t need to overthink it. Because years later, the passion is still there, as strong as ever. For many of us, it even became a career.
 
	Now, though, it seems right—necessary, even—to add content warnings. We want to read horror, but not be overwhelmed; to feel fear without sacrificing our mental health. That care matters then…
So, for those—like me—old enough, and stubborn enough, not to worry about the effects of dread on an already disturbed mind: turn the page and keep going.
 
For everyone else, here you are:
 
The stories in this anthology explore dark and disturbing themes.
 
Content may include, but is not limited to: death and dying (including the death of children), grief and mourning, psychological distress and mental deterioration, violence (suggested or explicit), abuse and neglect, body horror, confinement and erasure, existential dread, and acts of cruelty and moral decay.
 
Reader discretion is strongly advised.
 
 
 
That said, let’s jump into the fun part.
 
 

Singing You Off to Sleep

J. Rocky Colavito
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	“Granpaw, did you ever hear the songs that your friends talk about?”
	My grandson, snuggled up in his bed with a stuffed pirate figure missing his hat and one eye covered by a makeshift eyepatch courtesy of his mother, is nearly tuckered, but it is our custom for me to tell him a sea story as a reward for being a helpful boy.
	“Which ones do you mean, swab? And aren’t you supposed to call me Captain?”
	He giggles, “I’m sorry, Captain. I mean, those ones that stayed with you forever? They come back from time to time, like when you’re asleep, or working at the computer, or…”
	“Aye, lad, I know them. What have you heard my friends talking about? Did they mention anything in particular?”
	“They all talk about a time when you all were on the ship and heard a song. You went looking for where it was coming from, but never found it.”
	I make a mental note to box the ears of the last three of my crew that are still alive. The years have not been kind to those who served on the Jolly Roget—no, we weren’t actually pirates, many thought we were—most had died of the usual maladies that afflict seafarers turned land lubbers. I have a touch of the worst of them myself; the longing for something that you can’t have anymore. In my case, it’s the loss of serving on a ship, gliding over the seas, or besting the worst storms imaginable. It is no job for older men like myself, but the rituals of playing cards and dominoes with the remnants of my crew, letting the grog take over our voices and exaggerate our accomplishments, leave me wishing for one last voyage.
	I found the song, you see, and I need to return it. It is the curse of chasing something that should be left alone.
	“Well, my lad, those stories are simply those memories of another time that old men often have. Those that sail the seas hear many things: the cries of birds, the roar of the storm winds, the cracking of ice in the north as the prow of a ship moves through, the songs the men sing while working, and the screams of those washed overboard and drowned before they could be rescued.”
	My grandson’s eyes widen when I mention the last; I hurry to tighten my loose lips.
	“Did you really hear men screaming in the ocean?”
	“Mate, you know that in all my years of sailing, I never let the sea claim one of my men. Oh, it tried, and some of them sacrificed pieces of themselves to it. But not a one died in the water.”
	This was technically true; some of them died on land. Victims of the source of the song.
	“But what about the song, Granpaw? Did it really draw ships toward it?”
	“It’s an old legend from way back; of all the strange and dangerous things that occupy the ocean and the islands that sometimes spring from nowhere, there was nothing more dangerous than the siren.”
	“What’s that, Granpaw?”
	“A woman, the most beautiful woman ever seen. And her voice sounded like that of the angels. Entrancing, melodious, and mind-clouding. It was said that anyone who heard the song would be called to follow it. And all who did never came back to tell of it.”
	That is my first lie, and probably will be the last, but the scourge must be returned to its place. I am too old to do it, and my worthless son is no seaman, but the boy lying in front of me has much of me in him. Someday, he may be able to do what I’m unable to.
	“What was the song about, Granpaw?”
	“Many different things, it was said that everyone who heard the song heard something different, yet somehow connected to them. I was once in the company of a sailor we fished out of the sea, and in his madness, he spoke of a song that mentioned his wife and the child she was carrying. Others spoke of formerly lost songs from their childhoods.”
	“Like the lullaby Grandma sings?” he asks.
	“Yes, my boy, like that.”
	As if on cue, the strains of a song trickle through the door, it is the very one that drew me to her, and inspired me to make her my wife.
	The door opens, framing her; in this light, she looks as beautiful as she was when I first saw her.
	My chest explodes in pain as she opens her mouth to sing the lullaby to my grandchild.
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Night Breezes

Hannah Moore
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stars shining bright above you
Night breezes seem to whisper, I love you
 
	Carly rested her forearms on the weathered wood of the porch railing and let the music in her head mingle with the wind-rustled treetops. Against the cool floorboards, the bones of her feet regained their natural positions, and beneath her starchy dress, her heart began to slow.
	“You okay, kiddo?” Her dad’s voice, behind her in the dark. “It’s been a long day.”
	“Do you think Nana is in heaven now?”
	“Maybe. If there is one.”
	“Nana said when you see sunbeams, you’re seeing bridges to Heaven.”
	Her father stood next to her, hands on the railing, close enough to touch. They waited in silence, listening to the noises of the night, and Carly had the sense that if she were to fall, there would be no one there to catch her at all.
 
Birds singin’ in the Sycamore trees
Dream a little dream of me.
 
	Inside, there were vol-au-vents and piano music and air that felt like pressing a toe onto ice to see if it would break. Carly, her mother’s hand like an insistent whisper on her shoulder, paraded through one black-clad huddle, then another, one grimaced condolence, then another, one vanishing into invisibility, then another, until with equal insistence, she was guided to the foot of the stairs.
 
Say nighty-night and kiss me
Just hold me tight and tell me you’ll miss me
 
	“I miss Nana Mamma.”
	“I know, darling, we all miss Nana.” The hand on her shoulder, guiding, casting off, up the stairs, alone.
	“Will you tuck me in?”
	“I’ll tell you what, darling, you go and get into bed and I will come and give you a kiss in ten minutes.”
	The song sounded different now. Since the hospital visit. Carly had pressed herself into the solid body of her Nana, but there had only been bones, had listened for the smooth, rich certainty of her voice, but there had only been weakness, thin and tremulous and making no promises that everything was going to be alright.
 
While I’m alone and blue as can be
Dream a little dream of me
 
	“When I’m gone, child, all you’ve got to do is dream of me, and I’ll be right there, do you see? I’ll come for you.”
	“But I want to be together ALL the time.”
	“Me too, child.”
	She hadn’t cried at the service. Not even when they played her song. It wasn’t how Nana sang it anyway, all those twiddles and flourishes. Nana sang it so Carly could still feel it buzzing in the dark, buzzing and vibrating like a string that followed Nana down the hall and into the kitchen so Carly could feel her putting away the dishes and fixing her cocoa and flicking through her catalogue until she, in turn, could feel that Carly was asleep and dreaming.
	“I won’t ever
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