
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​Where Long Shadows End


by Brittni Brinn


Where Long Shadows End

brittnibrinn.com

Second edition, December 2023.

Copyright Ⓒ 2023 by Brittni Brinn. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and interviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidences are products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictionally and are not construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Published by

Adventure Worlds Press

Windsor, Ontario, Canada

Edited by Amilcar John Nogueira

Cover design by Christian Laforet



  	
	    
	      Also by Brittni Brinn

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Patch Project

          
        
          
	          The Patch Project: The Complete Omnibus (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          The Patch Project

          
        
          
	          A Place That Used to Be

          
        
          
	          Where Long Shadows End

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my grandmothers

Mary, Harriet, and Marion

      

    


​People and Locations (Spring, Year 6)

Drawn from the Phone Book records and first-person accounts from the Cabinhouse Archive.

Family members share the same line; ongoing relationships are indicated by ‘&’.

AT Ulway’s Restaurant and Retreat Centre

Arissa, Ulway (Theodore)

May & Isak, Lucas

Rhonda & Nick

Markus & Stef

Sophie

Victoria

At the Forager Camp

Asin

Lily & Julius

Reah

In the Wasteland

Pinot

Jeff & Caden

Irene

Jax

The Survival Units

Unknown

Ed
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​Prologue
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Isak looked around, disoriented. He was standing outside, facing a burned-up acre that spilled over a ridge above a flatline plain. The huge red sun hung heavy over the wasteland.

Had he skipped forward? Why? He tried to remember where he had just been, but came up empty. The desire was usually so strong when he jumped through time. Barely a second to blink between the wanting and the having. The curse of instant gratification.

Isak shifted his weight from his bad leg. Something snapped underfoot. Startled, he caught his balance and then froze. The broken, charred board was familiar. 

“Hello?” His cry echoed, no walls or trees to contain it. Sunset tinged the burned ruins around him red.

He knew this place. He recognized the board, part of a dining table he’d sat at hundreds of times. He knew that the square-cut logs sticking up around him used to support a two-story restaurant in the middle of a vast forest. He knew that he was alone and that everyone he loved was gone.

Before all that he knew could fully register, Isak heard distant footsteps coming up behind him. “What did I want?” he racked his brain as the footsteps drew closer. “What brought me here?”

The footsteps reached him. Isak caught a glimpse of a white streak in dark hair as someone familiar passed by. They continued for a couple of steps and then stopped, their back to him. They wore a leather jacket, mud-splattered jeans, hiking boots—nothing particularly significant. Maybe it was the way they stood with their hands deep in their pockets that gave them away. In addition to all the other things he recognized about this place, Isak recognized her.

“How long has it been?” he asked.

She stared beyond the ruins of Ulway’s Restaurant and Retreat Centre, out into the wasteland. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” Pinot finally said, turning her ageless face towards him. “For everything to be over?”



​Book One

​Year 6
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Chapter 1: Pinot in the Spring
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16 months earlier

Pinot had delivered the message. Over the days and nights spent crossing the wasteland alone, she’d crafted the perfect phrase. Brief. To the point. Enough to cut ties with the restaurant and make sure no one came looking for her.

She delivered it standing on the creek bank, the two women on the other side tense and strange. Across the water, Arissa and May had seemed hazy, unreal.

But she’d delivered it, she was sure of that.

“When Ed gets here,” she said, her throat resisting the words after days of silence, “tell him not to look for me.”

She was almost back to the trees when May’s voice floated over to her, fragile as a dragonfly wing. “We miss you.”

We miss you.

Was that what kept Pinot from leaving, the reason she was spending the night under a tarp in the woods? Because of that one small phrase?

It was stupid, she told herself. Stupid to stay, but equally as stupid to go. She’d thought that after the message was delivered, she’d return to the empty plain, start a new life as a Grafter, and try to forget. As it turned out, it wouldn’t be that easy. She had no food stores, very few supplies. Surviving on the wasteland would take much more than luck.

Pinot shifted onto her side, pulling the tarp close around her. The numbness in her core sharpened into hunger pangs. She’d filled up on water upstream from where she met May and Arissa, but her stomach hadn’t been fooled for long. She needed somewhere to hole up for a few days, gather some food.

A spark of memory—May and Isak returning to the restaurant after summering at a small cabin not too far away. The cabin should be vacant. Pinot only had a vague idea of where it was, but with hunger driving her, she shot up, folded the tarp, and tucked it into her slim backpack.

The night was silver and cold, the early spring barely managing to take the edge off. Pinot’s breath went up ahead of her as she navigated over tree roots, steadying herself on black tree trunks, the full moonlight scribbled over by branches. She crossed the creek where a small line of rocks emerged from the water. She faltered halfway across, one of her feet slipping into the icy water, drenching her leg up to the knee.

Ed laughed at her. She saw him clearly on the bank ahead in full colour, his messy hair burning like a red flame, his thin shoulders shaking with silent laughter. He was wearing his oversized canvas jacket and jeans, a pen and a bundle of note paper sticking out of his pocket. Exactly the way he was the morning she’d left the garage to get supplies. The way he would never be again.

Before Pinot could break the silence, Ed winked and backed into the woods.

“Wait!” Pinot splashed after him, ecstatic. Ed was okay, she thought as she mounted the opposite creek bank. He wasn’t dead, he was here, waiting for her. He hadn’t been taken away after all.

She came across a worn path where Ed had disappeared. Stopping to catch her breath, she peered further down the moonlit lane. It was empty.

A flapping sound came from overhead. Pinot spotted a bit of red tape tied around a birch tree, the ends lifting in the breeze. Red. Ed’s apparition. A trick of the night.

Pinot gripped the pen lid deep in her pocket.

The worn path led to the cabin. The door and windows were boarded up, a line of red tape strung across the porch entrance. Pinot made her way around the back, trailing a hand along the rough exterior wall. The back door was barred, a single board nailed across the frame.

Pinot ignored the board, ducking down to study the handle. It was a simple lock mechanism, no deadbolt. She straightened up and with every bit of strength she had left brought her boot down on the doorknob. It shifted but held. She pummelled the door around it with a series of kicks until the old wood gave way and buckled under her barrage.

With one last kick, the door banged free. Pinot breathed heavily, holding her stomach and waiting for something to come barreling out at her from the shadowed interior. Nothing happened.

She entered the cabin, her senses sharpened by adrenaline. Kitchen table, couch, a stack of logs in the corner next to a cast-iron fireplace. Other than that, it was empty.

Pinot shut the door behind her, sliding the table against it. She scoured the cupboards and found one can of soup, but nothing to open it with. With a roar of frustration, she threw it to the floor. The can rolled under the table, unharmed.

Hungry, exhausted, and hopeless, Pinot curled up on the couch and waited for morning to arrive.
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Chapter 2: Isak in the Spring
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It was usually dark when Isak travelled through time. Barely a blink before he arrived at his destination. If he desired something strongly enough, and if that desire was fulfilled sometime in the future, he’d be pulled there. Not too far. He’d never travelled more than a few weeks ahead, and over the past couple of years his powers had diminished.

When Isak reached for Lucas, who was about to fall from the dining hall table, he suddenly yearned for a quiet place to talk with May. He missed the cabin where they used to live, just the two of them with their little boy. Arissa and the rest of the restaurant crowd were good people, but there was never any true, honest-to-god privacy. He had no idea how May had been feeling lately, and he desperately wanted to.

Before he could dilute the desire, push it back to a lukewarm idea, he felt the pull of the future thrill through him.

Not now! He rushed to lift Lucas safely back onto the table.

Isak blinked.

The dining hall twisted around him. He stood still as ethereal images and ghostly figures converged around him. Whirring lights and laughter, smells of lightning ozone, the forest crackling beneath him as cars roared overhead.

Frozen, Isak held Lucas in front of him. The baby stared at him with trusting eyes, the bronze starburst in each brown iris glowing from within. Lucas’s eyes were the only constant in the surreal rush of time around them. As Isak watched, his baby matured into a child, then an adult, his hair going grey and his cheeks caving in. Horrified, Isak tried to release his hold, but his hands remained fixed around Lucas as his elderly child ripened into adulthood, morphed into adolescence, compacted into childhood, then relaxed once again into infancy.

Time untwisted, and the ghostly lights and figures disappeared.

Lucas’s soft cry brought Isak into the new present. They had both skipped ahead to a quiet place in the woods outside of the restaurant. The sun was coming up over the trees, casting long morning shadows.

Isak’s breath went up in a cloud. He found he could move. Resting Lucas against his chest, he slowly sank onto the log bench behind him. He watched the clouds drift over the forest as he drew cold air into his lungs and moved it outwards.

This was his and May’s bench, he realised. They’d made it in the fall, before the snow swallowed it up. If there was a private place at the restaurant for them to talk, this was it.

Isak heard her come up behind him. As May lifted Lucas away, Isak knew exactly what she was thinking and felt ashamed. He waited in silence, but the feeling was all that she gave him. He understood. Her footsteps faded; the distant echo of the restaurant’s heavy front door closing came to him like an afterthought.

Isak sat there for a long time. The phantasms of light roiled through his mind. He had never seen anything during his trips through time before. At best, he had impressions, an eye or hand, but he always believed that it was God’s guidance moving him like a chess piece across the board of time. Not these nightmarish visions, not Lucas ageing and youthening before him, his own frozen hands expanding around the child.

For the first time, Isak felt the true horror of his ability. The ill-nature of it. It was a crime against nature to waste the only thing he had as a human being: the concept and passage of time. Who was he, to jump over that gift, with all its hurts and happiness, to demand his own will and skip whatever lessons time had to teach him?

But he couldn’t stop it. He could only turn the future aside when the desire rose in him. Enslaved by passion, as philosophers said, unable to live in a world of logic alone. Was that his fault, being a human, a mind and body, an animal and soul bound together? His ability made him recognize the material side of him, that wild part within him that wanted. He could never divide himself fully from that, especially since the things he wanted were things he needed to survive: food, water, beauty, love. The short reach of his ability contained him to small things, small moments he yearned for. It wasn’t wrong to want those things. It was nature. 

Only the Event had twisted his nature. And now, it was affecting Lucas.

Did he really bring Lucas with him into that incomprehensible middle space? That was something he hadn’t intended, not wanted at all. Was it because he was holding Lucas the moment he jumped? No—Isak had skipped forward while in contact with May before and she’d never come with him. She lived through time in its usual flow, could tell him how long he’d been away. So if it wasn’t his ability that brought Lucas forward, could it be that his son had inherited some of his power?

Jumping up from the bench, Isak hurried as best as he could through the forest behind the restaurant. Passing by the small row of carved stones where Milo had been buried during the winter, he went through the newly-planted gardens, covered with tarps to protect against spring frosts. Isak followed the red dirt path that ran beside the log wall. He came to the front door, the faded Ulway’s Restaurant and Retreat Centre sign barely holding onto the crossbar it was nailed to. Isak passed under it as he rubbed his numb hands together.

Would Lucas be alright? The thought struck deep. What if the trip had been too much for him? Isak hadn’t thought to check. It had been enough in the moment to feel the warm living bundle of a human settle into his arms.

“May?” Isak shouted into the dining area. Stef and Markus looked up from their conversation across the room.

“You’re back.” Arissa pushed through the door to the kitchen and let it swing shut behind her. Her tightly-curled black and grey hair flared around her face as she came up to him. There was something in her expression that made him feel uneasy. “Where is Lucas?”

“May has him,” Isak explained. “He’s alright.”

Across the room, Stef and Marcus pointed towards the stairs.

“Thank God,” Arissa breathed. Without another word, she turned away from him and went downstairs. Isak heard her knock on the door to his and May’s room, and the dim creak of the door as it opened and shut below.

Isak felt Stef and Markus’s eyes on him. He didn’t want to follow Arissa now, not when she was clearly on May’s side. Instead, he found himself drifting down the hallway to the clinic.

The door was unlocked. Isak settled on the padded bench inside and pulled an icon of Mary, one he had worn since childhood, from inside his shirt and held it tight in his hand. The narrow window over the counter cast grey light over the jars below, filled with gauze and tweezers and other medical supplies.

After a while, Isak kissed the icon and tucked it back into his shirt. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He hadn’t been to the clinic for a while. Pinot’s clinic. After she left, Arissa had taken over caring for sick residents—luckily, the winter had been kind to him. 

Isak wondered where Pinot had been all this time. She and Ed had gone off the previous fall after Pinot disembowelled a dangerous Grafter, saving May and Lucas in the process. Before the rescue, May had resented Pinot for offering to abort May’s pregnancy. Once she was gone, May had softened her attitude, almost returning to a state of benevolence towards Pinot’s memory. But that benevolence came with shame as well—after all, May had instigated the plan that caused Jax to leave the restaurant and, by extension, Pinot’s broken heart.

Isak usually didn’t bring up anything to do with Pinot, knowing how it affected May. But here in the place where Pinot had spent her time helping others, he was free to think about her with gratitude and regret. Maybe if he’d been more supportive, Pinot wouldn’t have resorted to violence and run away.

He turned aside the wish to see her again, fearing another leap through time. It was May he should go see now, see what the damage was. He sighed, knowing that he shouldn’t be hiding in this grey room, heavy with the past. The past, however, was safe. He could never go back there again.

He met Arissa on the stairs. As they passed, she gave him a small nod. He continued down, his heart sinking. Whatever the nod meant, it had not been encouraging. 

With a soft knock, Isak went into the small room he shared with his family. May waited in front of the crib, standing between him and Lucas.

“I don’t want you near him.” May crossed her arms. “Not until we know what’s going on.”

Isak sat on the bed, rubbing his leg. The morning cold had stiffened his old injury, probed into it. After a moment, he nodded. “That’s probably best.”

“It was different before,” May continued. “I thought if you skipped ahead while holding him, Lucas would fall, or get hurt. But now...” She let out a shuddering breath. “Time travel? How will it affect him? Is it something he can do alone, or does he need to be in contact with you? There are too many things that could go wrong. I will not lose him, understand?”

The accusation in her voice stung. “I don’t want anything to happen to him either. And I didn’t want to bring him with me. I didn’t want this to happen!”

May sat next to him on the bed. After a moment, she reached over and took his hand. “Promise me it won’t happen again.”

Isak ripped his hand away and scanned her pale face. “You’re not...changing my feelings, are you?”

May stood up. “I’m not using my powers on you, if that’s what you’re asking!”

“Are you, May?”

“I stopped doing that after...after what happened with Jax.” She went over to Lucas’s crib, her back to Isak. “I’m not trying to control you.” Her voice was strained. “But this is important. We have to be on the same page about this.”

“We are,” Isak replied. He stood up from the bed and gathered a few of his clothes from the dresser. Then, he made the long walk to the bedroom door, closing it gently behind him.
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Chapter 3: Rhonda Makes Films
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Most days, Rhonda had to make films in her head. When her camera battery ran out of juice, she couldn’t just plug it in for a recharge. The gasoline-powered generator in the kitchen was the only power source left at the restaurant and if too many things ran at once, the machine complained. Since Ed’s departure the previous fall, the computers in the dining hall had been dismantled. Power usage was tightly scheduled. Rhonda only had access to short bursts of power when the generator was unused.

Even without her camera, Rhonda couldn’t help reframing the world around her: the scene of wind-blown clouds overhead, a rabbit crossing the road outside the restaurant, Stef and Markus talking in low voices at a dining hall table. Little moments that Rhonda let imprint on her retinas and project into her mind.

She’d tried to find other ways of letting the images out—writing them down on scraps of paper or sketching them with pencil stubs on the wall near her bed. But she’d stopped that early on. She wasn’t a good artist and it was embarrassing to have people stop on their way through the dorm to peer at her outlines scribbled on the drywall. 

What else could she do? Nothing else satiated her need to link moving visions, add music, fill the gaps with b-roll, and cut artistically between one image and the next. A melange of people and places and things crowded her mind, vying for attention: 

The coffee cup set on the windowsill, fog-swathed trees looming outside of it—

Sunlight on the snow blanketing the garden plots they would plant in the spring—

The stark contrast of light and shadow on someone’s arm—usually Nick’s.

Nick eating dry cereal in the morning, Nick with sweat on his face, Nick’s glossy blond hair tickling her face. The close-up moments, the dim light in the storage room masking his expression, only their heavy breathing and suppressed moans to fill the scene. Nick stretching in the woods, not realising that she waited behind him, admiring his resolve to go out running every day—who does that? In the apocalypse, especially.

She would call her film Apocalypse Now—wait, that was taken already, wasn’t it? Or did it even count, if it had been destroyed with the world, erased? Her preference for originality made her cycle through other options: All the Apocalypses of Yesterday, All I Got from the Apocalypse Was This Lousy Party Favour, Apocalypse...didn’t have to be part of the title. Because that was the thing about an apocalypse—it didn’t stay the apocalypse, did it? 

Almost six years after the Event, she wasn’t living in the apocalypse anymore: this was something new, for better or worse. After the apocalypse, that turning point where everything changed, the world kept going.

It was something important, Rhonda thought, realising the world was not made for you. Humankind could throw a tantrum, like Lucas hitting the floor with his tiny fists, but the world would go on in its own way, its own time. Even if the world was destroyed, the universe would keep going. Even if the universe perished in a terrible heat death, something would go on. The end, the apocalypse, was always the start of something else.

Rhonda connected her camera to the computer tower she’d moved to a little-used desk in the corner of the kitchen. She had to charge the battery though the computer, since the generator only had three-prong inputs. While it charged, she turned on the attached monitor and drifted through the computer’s files, revisiting old board messages, playing a level on Ed’s defunct video game, and reviewing her films.

She watched a bit she’d filmed before she came to Ulway’s. Milo was in the garden behind the school where they used to live, tying a sunflower to a trellis. It was already taller than him, and as he tied it, the yellow petals brushed his white hair. Noticing her behind him, he turned slightly and smiled without showing his teeth, crow’s feet deepening into his wrinkled skin. Then, the camera cut away.

She watched it a few times, still feeling the aftershocks of his death a few months before. Even though she went to his grave almost every day, she sometimes forgot that he was gone.

She’d tucked his watch away in her backpack under her bed with her old USB drive. It felt wrong to wear it: she’d been angry with him the last time they spoke. If she put it on now, his spirit would know—the watch would draw him back, and he would place a hand on her shoulder and smile, forgiving her.

Rhonda didn’t want that. She wanted his spirit to rest with his wife and his daughters. After all, Rhonda wasn’t his real family. They’d survived the Event together by chance, a student and a janitor in a little-used corner of a university.

Circumstances had made them family. She had every right to wear the watch he’d left her. But it was still too fresh, his illness. His death.

She didn’t talk to Nick about her feelings. Nick had been serious and comforting for the first few weeks, carefully tending to her grief. When he thought she’d recovered, Nick returned to the open and carefree person she’d fallen in love with. But she felt a rawness, a loneliness, whenever she lingered too long on Milo’s death, like she was standing alone in the middle of the wasteland.

Maybe if Pinot had been there...but no. Pinot abandoned Milo and all the other residents. Even though Pinot had been clear from the start that she couldn’t heal Milo’s cancer, she could’ve done more to ease his suffering. Pinot didn’t care. She’d gone away, and didn’t bother coming back. Maybe she was dead.

Rhonda grimaced. She didn’t want that, did she? Pinot, dead? Death was horrible. The end of an embodied life. No more chances. No more joy. She didn’t wish that on anyone.

The battery indicator on the camera beeped, signalling a full charge. She shut down the computer and bundled the camera and the charging cable into her bag. The battery would last about eight hours. She’d have to unload the footage onto the computer sometime mid-week—hopefully, Sophie would allow her an extra spot on the generator schedule. It was frustrating to always be behind on filming the things she imagined. But something was better than nothing, she told herself. It was better than nothing.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
(—
—
(=
Q
=
e
=
(=
(= =)






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





