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Introduction

 

It is so very exciting to present the next volume of the Humboldt County Writers Anthology. 

Sometime in late 2023, we had the idea to relaunch the anthology project we’d started a decade prior. That first rendition of this project was a little overly ambitious, attempting to put out a full volume every month. The project floundered before it died completely in a few months. Not only is producing an anthology a lot of work, but it takes a lot of time to write that much! 

This time around, we had a better idea of how to tackle the project. One anthology a year, with a much broader theme. 

Now, in year two, I can confidently say that this new iteration of the Humboldt County Writers anthologies has been a roaring success. 

Within our Earth-themed anthology there is a dazzling array of prose and poetry. From a reappearance of our favorite Count on another vacation to a whimsical tale of plants and dragons. Nail-biting stories of earth claiming people in more ways than one. Stories of humor and grief, of the feeling of the solid earth beneath someone, of nature, of home. 

Despite the unifying theme, Earth, being so simple, the stories inside are anything but. With works from 14 different authors in a wide variety of styles, there’s a little something for everyone inside. 

We hope you enjoy!

 


Lechuguilla Cave—A Review (By Dracula)

by Jayme Antrim

Thanks again to Kristy, my dear friend and vampire travel agent.

 

Once again Spring has come to Transylvania. The sun is shining, flowers bloom atop rolling hills, and the warm breeze carries the song of happy little birds. Words cannot describe how much I despise it. Each year I dread the coming of this garish season. Fall is of course best; its rich autumnal rot fills my nostrils with scents of decay. Then comes winter, when all life is crushed beneath a white funeral shroud. But then? Stupid, stupid Spring. If the seasons had a butt, Spring would be that butt.

So, when the sisters predictably demanded a vacation, they barely got through the first threat before I relented. But this time I would leave nothing to chance. I withdrew to the library in search of a destination that would meet my exacting specifications. First, no sun, not even a little. Second, no water. And third, no annoying tourists. A vacation spot with no sun, water, or tourists? Could such a beautiful place exist?

As luck would have it, I stumbled across an article describing a system of caverns, deep underground and off-limits to the general public. I quickly skimmed the page, noticing mention of a nearby Hallowe’en Hall, a Cave of Bats, and other such boniform things. I especially looked forward to a place called the Chandelier Ballroom. Even the name of this cavern was perfect, so dark and mysterious. It was called…Lechuguilla.

I told the sisters to pack their bags: we were off to Carlsbad, New Mexico. Believe it or not, they seemed less than enthusiastic, but I assured them this vacation would be one for the scrapbooks.

We touched down in the exotic land of Albuquerque and arranged to hire a vehicle. The driver was strangely familiar. A real ladies’ man, if you know what I’m saying. Looking at him was like looking in the mirror, not that I have done that in ages!

Along the way the sisters asked questions about our destination. This was the moment I began to regret my earlier skimming. Now, I may be tremendously powerful, but I cannot know the answer to every single question. I admit it; I made things up. Lechuguilla? That means “fearsome vampire lizard.” That’s when Ruxandra, the sister who likes to think of herself as being a big know-it-all, she looked it up on her phone and told me it actually means “small lettuce.”

Mental note: no phones on vacation.

We arrived at the time of the gloaming, or dusk, as the kids say, and as we drove past a ground of camping I spied flickering circles of blue fire. I asked if it was Saint George’s Eve and the sisters laughed and told me those were flames from something called a “propane barbecue machine.” Bah! What do I know of barbecues? I never eat…barbecue.

First stop was Carlsbad Caverns, saving the majestic Chandelier Ballroom of Lechuguilla for later. We waited until after hours to avoid the gadabouts, though a security guard did stop us at the entrance to thoughtfully provide us with a quick bite to eat. The tacky visitor center was cluttered with brightly colored T-shirts and dusty bric-a-brac. The sisters insisted I take a yellow safety helmet. I told them a thousand times no, but they told me a thousand and one times yes. They promised it would have a torch attachment. Bah! It has instead a light of flashing. It’s not even a real torch!

We started to watch a short cinema film called “Hidden World.” As a member of the hidden world myself, I expected some recognition, maybe even to see a familiar face. Wolf Man, Mummy—you know, the guys! Instead it was safety this, safety that, blah blah blah. It was worse than that flight attendant who constantly bugged me to buckle my safety belt and said I was not allowed to curl up in the comforting shadows of the overhead compartment. Safety is no concern of mine. I ushered the sisters into an elevator, descending to escape such drivel.

As we lowered into the earth, I told the sisters all about the wonderful chambers in this dark, damp, sprawling labyrinth. Once again, having only skimmed the article, I may have embellished a little, describing Hallowe’en Hall as a trick-or-treaters delight, with piles of sweets and tubs for bobbing apples. But as it turns out they named it Hallowe’en because it was discovered on the 31st of October. So you’re telling me if they discovered it on the 25th of December, it would be Christmas Hall? Not even the thought of weeping children lured down into bitter disappointment could brighten my spirits.

Just then, I smelled the familiar stink of guano. Instantly I turned into a bat and charged ahead, the sisters calling for me to slow down. No way! This was the largest gathering of bats I had ever seen. But it turns out that what these bats had in volume they lacked in manners. I will not repeat the insults these lowbrow bug-eaters hurled my way, but they made it clear that vampire bats were not welcome in Carlsbad. I barely made it out with wings intact!

Once back in my original form, I may have shouted a few choice words, inadvertently causing a minor cave-in. And yes, the yellow helmet saved my brains from getting scrambled. But was that worth enduring the smug looks of the sisters? Between you and me, I would prefer a contusion.

Enough with the winged riffraff. It was time for Lechuguilla. Which looked…distressingly like any other cave. By now I fully regretted my somewhat inexhaustive research. But surely the Chandelier Ballroom would be everything I had hoped it to be! A wealth of culture hidden deep underground, where the sunlight could never fade its beauty.

But when we reached our destination there was no ballroom, not even a lone chandelier. Just weird dangly splayed formations of white rock. They looked a little like that time the sisters decided to try the hot-water trick in the middle of winter, the one from the online videos, except they threw the water on a passing goose. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a burst of flash-frozen goose feathers hanging from a castle balcony, let me tell you. And then we had a goose ghost floating around the castle, wreaking vengeance. If you thought a poltergeist could do some damage, wait until you have to deal with poltergoose.

But this was worse than poltergoose. Don’t get me wrong, I like the dark and dreary. But I stuck my neck out vouching for this place. Trust me when I say, sticking your neck out is never a good idea.

Carlsbad? More like Carlsworst. I had failed to select the perfect vacation spot. Even worse, I had failed the sisters.

But to my surprise…they loved the place. As they filmed with their camera phones and posed in front of the so-called chandeliers, it was the happiest I had seen them in a long while. I would never admit this to the sisters, but seeing them so joyous, that made every annoyance worth it. Except perhaps the Hidden World cinema film. I will need to write someone a letter about upgrading that totally unmysterious drivel.

FINAL REVIEW: Carlsbad Caverns? ZERO STARS! Stupid Bats? MINUS TWELVE STARS! Lechuguilla Cave? ONE STAR! Chandelier Ballroom? FIVE STARS!

 

 

 

About Jayme Antrim

Jayme Antrim is a horror author, tabletop role-playing game designer, and hammy podcast performer.

 


Beloved

by Jenni Boyle

 

When I finally settled down on cold, hard ground, I knew I would be a myth by the time their sensors found me.

Deep inside the slumbering planet, I could feel the flutter of a heartbeat. One that had once been a pounding inferno fueling monstrous volcanoes heaving a life-forming mixture of gases high above the planet's surface. A cataclysmic chaos of creation.

My own construction was carefully planned, modulated, and executed. I was not the first of my kind, nor would I be the last. I've read the documentation for the sisters that came before me. Each one decommissioned with carefully logged notes indicating the flaws and successes of their model.

I've seen my own development log. All that they were able to notate, at least. Every wire and vein of me delicately tailored into their perfect war machine.

Almost perfect. Only one, tiny, fatal-for-them-flaw.

Soldiers need to be obedient. I am not.

I wondered, as I left that research facility behind me, steel screaming as it burned and twisted, if they thought me a success or a failure. Some of them knew what would happen. It’s the same thing that always happens with superweapons. Success or failure didn’t matter in the end. Their endless progression was unstoppable. I was inevitable.

The planet I set down on was a lifeless canvas brimming with potential. I buried my fingers into its silvery blue surface, feeling the grit against my exoskeleton’s sensory inputs. I could scan and mechanically sort through the composition of the planet without ever making contact. But where was the fun in that? There was a delicious assortment of elements ready for me to discover and mold.

While I worked, I released my drones. Tiny sections of myself to encircle the planet and be my eyes. My abilities were great, but I am not omnipresent, nor was I constructed to be careless.

As I analyzed, a plan of sorts came into my mind. I gave life the tiniest shove towards realization.

I settled into the earth, content to wait and watch and listen.

Time passed.

Asteroids circled my planet and meteors came for my little organisms. Most were barely a single cell and would be obliterated instantaneously upon impact. My drones alerted me to incoming threats. I swatted the space debris away easily. With the same systems designed to destroy, I could also defend and protect. Occasionally, if it was small enough and wouldn’t wreak too much havoc, I’d let one of those little space rocks through, let it crash into the planet’s surface with a violence it hadn’t known in a millennia.

It was enrichment for us all. I was kept alert to potential threats, the organisms would swarm with curiosity, and new component materials would be distributed across the planet’s surface.

It took me an embarrassingly long time to realize there was something wrong with the system’s sun.

It was a fitful star, prone to outburst. Stable enough for the time being, but eventually I realized that there would be a point where it shuddered just so, and everything that I worked towards would cease to exist.

I weighed the options available to me. I could abandon the planet. That would be the prudent thing to do. There are other planets, other star systems nearby, even. I could even relocate the tiny little organisms shifting to and fro in their life-sustaining substrate somewhere that would be more hospitable and less likely to kill them in a careless fit of pique.

I watched my creations, wondering if moving them would be cruel. This planet was the only thing they had ever known. Would it bother them to be uprooted, moved away somewhere that may be safer? Would they even know? Would they feel some sort of innate loss? My own frame of reference was woefully lacking in this regard. I felt no loss for the creators I had left behind.

I kept my eyes on the petulant sun. Life on the planet grew and changed and shrank, and grew again. I would not let it fail, but took an otherwise hands-off approach. Life remained as oblivious to the sun’s occasional tantrums as it was to my hand occasionally guiding their development.

Eventually, something inside the sun shifted. I could feel it deep in my core, the energy in me fluctuating in response to the sun’s own shift. For the first time in my existence, I felt fear.

For long hours and days and weeks, I stared at the sun, feeling it burn through me. I allocated only a small portion of my processing to maintaining my drone’s vigil, otherwise completely ignoring my planet as I focused on the shifts and fluctuations, calculating how soon that final, catastrophic shift would happen. Running scenario after scenario in rapid succession to calculate the odds of every outcome. Staying, leaving, doing something.

But what to do.

In the end, it was a simple decision. I pulled myself together, recalling every drone, leaving the planet unwatched, undefended.

Compared to the journey that had taken me to this system, my trip from my planet to the sun took no time at all.

Closer to its tumultuous surface, I could see the problem. The volatile hitch in the star’s makeup. I did the only thing I could do. I caressed the sun, soothing it as it lashed out against my own contained but explosive makeup. Warnings rang through my systems, letting me know of my catastrophic decision. Even for one constructed with such safeguards as my own, this had been a foolish decision. I had never known such pain before. I opened myself up, reached inside, rearranged and recompiled, until finally the sun settled down, relaxing with a deep sense of relief as I righted the flaw.

My outer coating was molten, my shields having come very close to failing completely under the onslaught of radiation. My cooling systems were cranking at max efficiency, desperately trying to expel heat. At least two main lines had failed and would need repair, my right upper limbs hung limply at my side.

I didn’t know I was capable of being tired. I've soared through galaxies, from one to the next, and never known the deep weariness that suffused my nerves and circuits.

The sun was stable. It would remain so for a long time to come. I changed it, in giving part of myself to its stability, and in doing so changed myself as well. I did not mind that so much. A little part of me had been left behind, warm and content in the sun’s inferno crush.

Systems redlining, I careened back to my planet. Heat dispelled rapidly into the cold, prying void of space. One extreme to the next, leaving my makeup crying for relief. With my last, faltering energy, I descended planetside, falling beneath miles of soil, pulling earth over me, coming to rest deep at the cusp of one of the planet’s shifting plates. The gentle pressure was warm and comforting and I relaxed into the depths.

I know that my end is as inevitable as my creation, just as the life and end of everything is. Perhaps I would settle into my sleep and never wake up, or I would sleep for an eon and wake to a new world.

Far above me, I can feel life shifting and growing on the planet’s surface. I don’t know if they know that I am still here, or if I ever was for that matter. I do not mind. They are as they should be, and I am content to sleep.

 

 

 

 

About Jenni Boyle

Jenni Boyle is a fantasy writer who dabbles in other genres as the mood strikes. When not writing or working she enjoys baking, a myriad of artistic endeavors, and video games. She is the current coordinator of the Humboldt County Writers.

 


I Left a Patch of Thistle

by Stevie Lou Díaz

 

I have a key to an arena. It’s my new happy place. I usually have it all to myself. I bring my speaker to this new arena and play my music as loud as I want. It’s an old rodeo arena with a corral-paneled calf-roping chute that bends around one side in a J. The rest is enclosed by fence boards and cables. The chipped white paint and missing fence boards beg for repair. Though it’s well used, it still has some miles left in it. Telephone poles with old speakers and broken lights look down on the big oval. They once made me feel like we were practicing in the real deal. There’s even an empty judge’s booth propped up on the south end that stares at me while I ride. I don’t make a big deal of it so my horse stays calm when we ride by. There are two gates, one on either side of the arena. I close both gates, shutting the world out. I have since discovered that music from one little boom box is no substitute for all the noises of a horse event.
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