







A war that needed to be finished

Once again Mother Blessing knew the fury of being thwarted by people for whom she had no respect. Those meddling teenagers should have fallen immediately before the might of her creation. Instead, her simulacrum had been defeated by that boy….

So she was angry with them, these children who had defeated her far too often, considering who and what they were. Insignificant insects who muddled along by accident and who needed to be stamped out. They would pay the price, though—once Season was no longer a problem, these others would taste her revenge too, and they would find it painful indeed….

Mother Blessing would not trust a simulacrum to do the whole job this time. So close to Season, she had to be on the scene in person, just in case.

She would leave immediately. This was a war that needed to be finished, and with the Convocation almost upon them, the end had to come soon.

As the seasons change, so does Kerry….

Check out the other installments in the Witch Season series:

Summer

Fall

Winter
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This one’s for Michelle, for seeing it through. Thanks, Michelle!
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Kerry Profitt’s diary, December 26.

It’s hard to describe exactly what I was feeling, standing there beside the road that led down to Berlin, New Hampshire, looking at the expressions on the faces of my friends and realizing that they were afraid of me.

Because we’re talking about me. Not only am I the kind of person who wouldn’t, as they say, hurt a fly, I’m the kind who the fly could probably beat up. Old stringbean Profitt, that’s me. Arms more like Minnie Mouse than Popeye.

Lately, however, I’ve learned that one doesn’t have to be all buff and weight—liftery to be powerful. And it’s that kind of power—the kind that comes from understanding one’s relationship to the ebb and flow of natural forces—that made Brandy, Rebecca, and Scott so afraid of me. They saw me with Season Howe—whom they had known only as a hated enemy—battling Mother Blessing’s simulacra.

And since one of those simulacra had come up from Berlin in the car with my buds, while I was coming down the selfsame mountainside in a car with Season, they unsurprisingly assumed that I had gone over to Season’s side.

Which, to be fair, I had.

But also to be fair, Season isn’t the monster they thought she was. And Mother Blessing, whom they still believed was trustworthy, is a monster.

All in all, a confusing situation. Which didn’t make it any easier to look at their faces and know they feared me.

I did what I had to do at that minute. Mentally and physically drained as I was from the fight, I made like a cross between an auctioneer and Dr. Phil and fast-talked them out of panicking and running away. Then I persuaded them to follow us, in Scott’s car, back up the hill to Season’s cabin. Once we got there, Season made us some hot spiced apple cider while I laid the whole story out for them—starting at the beginning, which was 1704 and the destruction of Slocumb, Virginia. I told them how Daniel Blessing had always been told by his mother that it was Season who destroyed Slocumb, and how when Daniel and his twin brother Abraham were old enough, Mother Blessing sent them out on their quest for revenge. Or her quest, to be more precise. But it turns out that Mother Blessing is a stinking liar, and she’s spent all these years blaming Season for something she did herself. In the process, she cost both of her sons their lives, and got our friends Mace and Josh killed too.

Okay, technically, Season is the one who killed Mace. She doesn’t get off the hook for that one so easily. But the winds of war, I think somebody once said, can shift in an instant. When she killed Mace, he had been hooked up with us and we were hooked up with Daniel and Daniel was trying to kill Season. So self-defense? Kind of hard to argue with.

In the end, I must have been persuasive. Scott and Rebecca were easy, of course—Scott because he majorly crushes on me, and Rebecca because she always wants to believe the best of anybody. Brandy was tougher, as I had known she would be. But finally she came over to my side as well. Season helped—she speaks well for herself, articulate and bright and convincing. By the end of it they had all agreed to spend the night there, in the cabin, with the understanding that we’d move out by first light. It isn’t safe here anymore, Season told us. Mother Blessing had been able to track us this far, had even been able to get one of her magically constructed pseudo-men to join up with them. She was getting too close, and we had to abandon this hidey-hole and go somewhere else.

The hugs and kisses and tears that should have accompanied our reunion—the first time we had all been together since Josh’s death in Las Vegas—came then, at the end of the evening instead of the beginning. We were all wrung out emotionally by then, all exhausted. With the prospect of a very early morning facing us, we went to our assigned sleeping areas—I’m still in the bed I’ve been in since Christmas Eve—to get some shut-eye.

Except of course, me being me, a day like this requires some journaling time as well. But sunup is going to feel awfully early, so I should probably fold up the trusty laptop and actually shut that aforementioned eye.

Both of them, even.

More later.

K.
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In the morning Season pounded on the door to her room, and Kerry started, as surprised as if someone had lit a firecracker under her feet. She sat up in bed, took stock quickly of where she was, rubbed her bleary eyes. Another four hours of unconsciousness would have been good, another six even better. Christmas day had been relaxing, but it was bookended by days that were anything but, and she was feeling the strain.

She heard the sounds of her friends being similarly roused, though, so she climbed out of bed and dressed hurriedly. She’d showered the night before, knowing from hard experience that any time she could grab a shower she had better avail herself of it, because it might be the last for a while. It meant sleeping with wet hair—and lots of it, given the length of Kerry’s dark tresses. But that was a small price to pay for the pleasure of being able to stand her own company all day.

Even moving as quickly as she could, by the time she made it out, Season had put together one of her signature breakfast feasts. Kerry was a little too sleepy to take full advantage, but she managed an English muffin, a couple of cups of strong black tea, and a slice of bacon. Scott Banner filled his plate with a little of everything—scrambled eggs, hash browns, fruit, two kinds of toast, and bacon.

Brandy Pearson looked at his plate and snorted. “You have eaten before, right?” she prodded.

“Let him indulge,” Season said. “We’re not taking it with us, and I won’t be coming back here again for a good long time, if ever. Might as well not waste it.”

Scott simply nodded at Season’s defense and shoveled another forkful of eggs into his mouth. He’d put on a bulky wool sweater with black jeans and the all-weather hiking boots he had been wearing the day before. Kerry thought he had put on a few pounds since summer, when they had all shared a house together in La Jolla, California. The weight looked good on him, filling out his gaunt cheeks a bit.

Rebecca Levine had taken too many off, and Kerry was still worried about her. She had hoped the redheaded free spirit would stay down in New York—or better yet, back in school at Santa Cruz—and far away from Season and the whole long-unresolved conflict. But here she was, too bighearted to let her friends face danger without being there too.

Brandy was the one Kerry had gone the longest without seeing. Her thick black hair was tied down with a red scarf, and her off-white sweater beautifully complemented her cocoa skin. Brandy had always been a girl who could put herself together, even when trouble was brewing. She shrugged off Season’s defense of Scott and took another bite of the honeydew that, along with a cup of coffee, seemed to comprise her entire breakfast.

“You said before that we have to leave here,” Brandy observed. “I get that. But where are we going? If Mother Blessing could track you guys down here, where will we be safe?”

Season set down her own coffee mug and regarded Brandy calmly. “I wish I had an answer for that,” she said. “The truth is, I don’t know. I can only strategize, but I have no guarantees.”

“Okay, what’s your strategy?” Rebecca asked.

“Here’s what I’ve been thinking,” Season replied. “We need to split up. Together, we’ll be far too easy to find now that she has a line on all of us. Without you, Kerry, or her sons, she has no champions left, but she still has power, and even though we can beat her simulacra, there’s still the chance that they could catch us by surprise. Or she could join the fight herself. I can beat Mother Blessing in a fair fight on neutral ground, I’m sure. But I don’t think a fair fight is what she has in mind.”

“So we all have to go different places?” Rebecca asked. The idea obviously caused her concern, and she didn’t get her hands into her lap quick enough to hide their quaking from Kerry.

“For the most part,” Season said, “I think you should all go back home. You back to Santa Cruz, Scott and Brandy back to Boston. Resume your normal lives and activities, as much as possible. That way even if she does locate you again, there won’t be any advantage to her to harass you, because you’ll be out of it.”

“Will we?” Scott asked. “Because I’m getting the distinct impression that this whole deal is kind of like the mob, or the CIA. Once you’re in you can never really get out.”

Season’s nod was barely perceptible, but it was there. “There’s some truth to that, Scott. I won’t lie and say that you’ll be completely safe. It depends partly on Mother Blessing. But if she observes you and understands that you’re not in contact with me, that you’re just going about your lives, then your chances are that much better. If we all stayed together, then you’d always be in jeopardy.”

“Who is this ‘we,’ then?” Brandy wanted to know. “I notice you didn’t say anything about Kerry going home.”

“Maybe that’s because I don’t have one anymore,” Kerry pointed out.

“Kerry is in this much more deeply than the rest of you,” Season said. “She’s a witch, Mother Blessing knows her well, and she’s a target. She’s probably in more danger because, skilled as she is, she still has a long way to go. If Mother Blessing really came at her, Kerry couldn’t win. She needs to stay with me, for her own protection and training.” Season paused, making eye contact with Kerry. “Does that sound okay to you, Kerry?”

If she had been asked even twelve hours earlier, Kerry would have hesitated. She hadn’t decided quite how she felt about Season. The witch had, after all, killed Daniel, who was the only man Kerry had ever loved. And she had no real proof of her contention that it was Mother Blessing, and not herself, who was behind the slaughter in Slocumb. Her story rang truer than Mother Blessing’s did, but Kerry was no expert lie detector. It was one witch’s word against another’s.

So she couldn’t have said exactly why, but she agreed almost immediately. “Sure,” she said. “I’ve got nowhere better to go, right?”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

Kerry knew there were several other ways to look at it too, but they all added up to the same response. She really was running out of other options. She had made a powerful enemy in Mother Blessing. She had left her Aunt Betty and Uncle Marsh behind too many times, and wasn’t so sure she’d be welcome back there. Her parents were dead, and her best friends in the world were the people in this room with her—the only people who could ever really know what she had been through since August.

And she figured Season was right in her evaluation of Kerry’s abilities. She could do more witchy stuff than she’d been able to a few months before, but that probably meant she was just powerful enough to harm herself and others. She still needed tutelage, a mentor, and if Season wanted to be that, Kerry was happy to avail herself of the opportunity.

“Okay, then,” she said cheerily. “I guess you’re stuck with me.”

Brandy eyed them both suspiciously. “But where are you guys going?” she inquired.

“I think it’s best not to tell you,” Season replied. “Not because we don’t trust you—clearly, Kerry trusts you with her life, and that’s good enough for me. But the fewer people who know, the safer everyone is.”

“I don’t like it at all,” Brandy said. “But I guess I see your point.”

“I’ll be in touch as often as I can,” Kerry promised. “So you guys don’t have to worry about me.”

“I’ll still worry,” Scott said.

Brandy nodded. “Don’t take away Scott’s favorite leisure-time activity. He’s a gold medalist when it comes to worrying about you.”

“I’m fine,” Kerry stated flatly. “I’ve been in a couple of tight spots, but I’ve always come out okay. You don’t need to worry about me, Scott. Especially if I’m with Season.”

“I know,” Scott said, blinking behind his glasses. “I mean, I understand that, intellectually. But it’s not so easy when I don’t know where you are or what you’re doing. I always find myself thinking about the worst thing that could be happening, and assuming that is what’s happening.”

Rebecca laughed, covering her mouth with one hand. “But the truth is that whatever is really happening is usually even worse than Scott’s imagination.”

“Look, you guys.” Kerry really hoped that she could persuade them of her safety, just as she had convinced them last night that she hadn’t turned traitor or fallen under some kind of evil mind-control power of Season’s. She knew what she was doing—okay, maybe that was a stretch. But she had some sense that she was doing the best thing for herself. These days—since the night she had met Daniel Blessing, really, changing her life forever—that was the most she could ask for. “I know I’ve said this before, but I really need you all to support me in this. And that means not worrying too much about me. You’ve all got your own lives to live, and I have mine. Mine is taking me in some directions that I didn’t expect—but I think everyone probably finds out that’s true, at some point or other. I mean, did your parents grow up thinking that they’d be pharmacists or lawyers or whatever? So I’m not taking the usual path. But I’m taking my own path, and you’re taking yours, and we all just have to have some faith in one another’s decision making.”

Brandy snorted. “She’s talking to you, Scott.”

Kerry couldn’t suppress a grin. “Thanks for not taking me seriously, Brandy,” she said. “I could hardly believe that was me talking.”

“It was a little drippy,” Rebecca agreed. “But still—it made sense.”

“Rebecca’s right,” Scott put in. “I don’t mean to freak you out or anything, Kerry. I guess I’m just a worrywart by nature. But I do respect your decisions. If you and Season think you’ll be safer, then Brandy and I will just go home and let you guys go wherever.”

Season had been silent for a long time, just listening and letting the four friends work out their issues. Now she broke her silence. “I do think that’s for the best,” she said.

Kerry was glad the conversation had gone her way. “Sounds like it to me, too.”

Scott looked at Brandy. “You need a ride, lady?”

“I guess I’m going your way,” Brandy said. “If you think you have room for me.”

“There’s always room for you, Brandy,” Scott said. “If you don’t mind the stink of that mud man we had in the back seat.”

Brandy looked as if she was thinking it over. “I guess I can put up with it as far as Boston,” she admitted. “If we can stop at a car wash on the way. But we should probably be hitting the road—I’ll have a lot of explaining to do when we get there .”

Kerry was sorry their reunion had been so brief. One of these days, she wanted time to really catch up with her friends, to find out what was going on in their lives instead of just telling them what was up in hers. This wasn’t going to be that time, though. Season was right—the sooner they vacated this cabin, the safer they’d all be.
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“I’ve been doing some thinking,” Rebecca said on the way to the airport in Burlington, Vermont, the nearest city with what passed for a “major” airport. “You guys should fly to California with me.”

“That doesn’t really help with the splitting up thing,” Kerry answered. She guessed that Rebecca just really didn’t want to be left alone again—even with her hardly-there roommate Erin. “Anyway, aren’t you going back to New York, to spend the rest of the holidays with your folks?”

“I don’t want to put them in any danger,” Rebecca explained. “And anyway, I don’t think I’d ever really feel safe there. California is about as far away from Mother Blessing as I can get, and Manhattan is so crowded that I’d never know who was real and who was one of her simulacra. In Santa Cruz you see the same familiar faces every day, and I’m more comfortable there.

“Anyway,” she went on, “I wasn’t thinking that you’d go to Santa Cruz with me. California is a huge state. I have these friends who own property up in Bolinas, on the coast up above San Francisco. They get tourists, but mostly it’s this really out-of-the-way place where people value their privacy. Half the people up there are old-time hippies, and the rest are artists or hermits of one kind or another. There are a lot of marijuana farmers, too. They tend to be a suspicious bunch and don’t like outsiders nosing around much. If you were there, I think you’d be pretty safe from Mother Blessing’s minions.”

“But we’d be outsiders too,” Kerry said. She rode shotgun, and Rebecca sat in the back of Season’s Jeep, which they would abandon at the airport. Kerry wondered momentarily how many vehicles Season had left behind in her life. Enough to fill a stadium parking lot, probably.

“Yeah, but you’d have someplace to be, so it would be okay.”

“If we had the permission of your friends to use their place,” Season added. “But getting that permission might endanger them.”

“I’m sure I could swing that without telling them what it’s for,” Rebecca said. “That privacy thing cuts both ways. People who don’t want others knowing their business are usually happy not to know yours.”

“Sounds like it’s worth checking out,” Kerry suggested. “Unless you already have someplace in mind, Season.”

Season glanced over at her and smiled, then faced the road once more. “I like it precisely because it’s something I wouldn’t have thought of,” she said. “It’s good to break out of old patterns if you’re hiding from someone who knows you well. I’m pretty sure Mother Blessing is aware of most of my tricks by now.”

“I’ll call them,” Rebecca said. “And when we get to the airport we can all fly together to San Francisco. From there I can get a shuttle to Santa Cruz, and you guys can rent a car or something to head up to Bolinas.” Kerry heard a rustling as Rebecca dug out her cell phone and then dialed it. Kerry only half paid attention as Rebecca worked on persuading her friends, the Morgans, to let Season and Kerry use their place.

She realized she was happy to be on the move again. Since August she had spent a fair bit of time on the road, running toward or away from one witch or another. Rootless, her only permanent home now had a white line running down its middle—either that or two wings and jet engines that lifted her far above the Earth. Motion was the only constant, staying in one place too long the greatest danger. This had been Season’s reality for centuries, and now it was also Kerry’s. She wasn’t sure if she truly liked it, but she was getting used to it.

If nothing else, she had learned the virtue of flexibility.

Scott pulled his RAV4 away from the curb after dropping Brandy at her parents’ home in Needham, where she had wanted to go instead of back to her own apartment. He had wanted to be invited in. Even though he was a little nervous about seeing her brothers, afraid they blamed him for their breakup and maybe for her missing Christmas, he liked her family and missed spending time with them. She didn’t extend that invitation, though. They had chatted amicably enough on the drive down from New Hampshire, with Brandy slipping in the occasional stinging barb, as she had a habit of doing. But she had grown quieter as they closed on the Boston area, her mood almost visibly darkening. He knew she was worried about Adam Castle, her new boyfriend, and about facing her family after skipping out on them at Christmas. At the end of the trip, she quietly thanked him for the ride and gave him a perfunctory hug.

Scott was still not thrilled with the idea that Brandy had a new boyfriend, but he was trying to adjust. He and Brandy had been a good thing for a long time, but that was over. He and Kerry could be a good thing too, he was sure, but it was looking like that would never happen. He glanced in his rearview mirror as he drove away from her block, watching it recede behind him like some kind of suburban metaphor for the longest romantic relationship of his life.

He knew he would still see Brandy from time to time, no matter what. Kerry too—or at least he devoutly hoped so. She would be farther away, however, and he would continue to worry about her, no matter what she wanted. Season would be a better ally for her than he could ever be, but he nonetheless felt better when she was someplace where he could keep an eye on her. Now she was no doubt winging or riding somewhere halfway across the continent, and he was back in the position of having to wait for her to get in touch with him whenever the mood struck her.

As he turned the corner he stole one last glance at Brandy’s house. But in his mind’s eye he could see Kerry’s slow but genuine smile, her green eyes flashing like twin emeralds catching the sun, her long black hair falling over her face and then being swept away, and he knew that such a beautiful vision would never leave him, no matter what else happened in his life.

The San Francisco airport was a terrible place for good-byes. It was crowded and busy, with travelers bustling in every direction, all pulling wheeled suitcases as if they were oversized, blocky dogs, with security people, flight attendants, pilots and staff, and families waiting for or dropping off their loved ones. It meant there was no real privacy, no place for the kind of conversation Rebecca, Season, and Kerry really needed to have.

Instead of trying to talk in detail, they resorted to a kind of code. “So,” Rebecca said. “You have my number. If you need anything, just call. Otherwise, my friends are expecting you to be at their place. If it goes more than a couple of months, it wouldn’t hurt to call up, but I don’t think they’re planning on being back up there until early summer. I told you where the key is, right?”

“Yes,” Season said. “We know where to look for it.”

“And you have my cell, right?” Kerry asked redundantly, knowing full well that Rebecca did. What she didn’t know was whether she’d have coverage in Bolinas—it sounded pretty rural, the way Rebecca described it. But she had also said it was a tourist destination, so maybe her phone would work fine. At the very worst, she could always augment it magically, as Mother Blessing had done with her laptop in the Great Dismal Swamp. “If you see or hear any signs of her, you let us know, okay? Don’t take any chances with her.” Obviously, everyone knew who the “her” referred to.

“Hello,” Rebecca said. “Do you know me? Do you remember me being someone who takes chances?”

“You’ve taken a lot of them, Beck,” Kerry said. “I just want you to be safe, okay?”

“That’s what I want too,” Rebecca assured her. “Well, for both of us—all of us—to be safe.”

“The sooner we split up the safer we’ll be,” Season said. She scanned the crowds like a wary hawk. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to rush you, Rebecca, but we really need to get going.”

“I know,” Rebecca said. “It’ll be late by the time I get home too. I just … I don’t want you guys to go.”

“I don’t either, Beck,” Kerry said, suddenly sorry for her friend. Of all her summer friends, Rebecca might have been the least capable of dealing with the kinds of things they had learned—the existence of real witches, the magic, the constant danger. Kerry knew that going back to college in Santa Cruz, living in that big, ramshackle house with Erin, and being so far from the others was going to be tougher on her than on anyone else. She wished there was something she could do to make it easier.

But there wasn’t. Inviting Rebecca to stay with them up in Bolinas would just expose her to even more potential danger. Season was right—Rebecca was safest living her own normal life, far away from them. She wouldn’t like it, at least at first, but it was for the best.

Kerry wrapped her arms around her friend and gave her a firm squeeze. Rebecca returned it, sniffling a little as she did. No tears, Kerry mentally pleaded. I don’t know if I can take it.

When she pulled away, there was moisture in Rebecca’s eyes, but none escaped. Kerry blinked back a little of her own, and then Rebecca turned away and headed for the shuttles. Kerry and Season stood there for a few minutes, until Rebecca was out of sight. Then Kerry turned to the older woman.
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