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The Rational Storm Witches of Brighton


Midnight tolled over the choppy waves of the Brighton coast, twelve chimes dimly resonant amidst a shrieking wind. The Stormeter rattled in the din, shook itself so hard the seawater within slopped over the rim of the blue glass bottle. 
Antonia de Mere snatched up the witch bottle before it could topple off the table, and smash into blue shards all over the floor. Only the stars knew what that would do to the oncoming tempest. The Pier already creaked and groaned under the pummelling of the elements, the floor swaying slightly underfoot. 
The other members of the Coven stood ready, most of them, sheltered under the roof of one of the West Pier’s ornamental houses. Eliza Westerby, stout and sturdy in her rationals, perusing a pamphlet to pass the time; she’d travelled to the pier on her bicycle, of course, in spite of the weather, and was duly damp. Lady Charlotte, bone dry, had a carriage to order about at all hours, and there wasn’t a speck of rain or mud to mar the fresh green wool of her aesthetic costume. The sunflower at her bodice smiled at Antonia, as did Lady Charlotte, vaguely. 
Ethel Margaret had yet to arrive. Antonia, warm and snug in silk twill from collar to cuffs, and with an enveloping woollen cape shielding her from the winter winds, mentally blessed Liberty and Co. for their garmentry; attractive and rational, very rational indeed. A woman didn’t want her ribs creaking under the strain of severe corsetry when there was work to be done, nor to shiver herself to bits when obliged to be out over the water at midnight in the middle of a storm.
‘Mercy,’ said Eliza into the silence between them. ‘If Ethel isn’t here soon, we shall have to proceed without her. We’re like to be pitched into the sea.’
A great roar of tortured ocean and howling winds punctuated this statement to compelling effect. Lady Charlotte cast a worried look up at the ornate ceiling, as though it might cave in at any moment. Antonia collected the witch bottle again, and steadied it. A tiny tempest was working its way into a fine frenzy inside the glass, an alarming warning of what was to come.
‘We can manage without Ethel Margaret, if we have to,’ Antonia said, with as much conviction as she could muster. Three talented, rational witches with significant experience at weather-witching, between them; that ought to be enough, surely?
Lady Charlotte, though, was shaking her fair head, gently frowning. ‘After what happened to the Chain Pier?’
‘Nonsense,’ snapped Eliza, stuffing her pamphlet into a pocket of her rationals. ‘That was already half a ruin. Small wonder it fell apart; any stiff breeze would have done for it. The West Pier is a different beast.’ She stamped a foot upon the tiled floor in illustration of her point. ‘She can take a hit or two.’
‘It would be better if she didn’t have to,’ Antonia said firmly. ‘Anyway, our reputations are on the line here. You do recall what happened to the last coven?’
Lady Charlotte nodded, with unwonted emphasis. ‘Oh dear, yes.’
Eliza scowled. ‘A few newspapermen with a bone to pick? Is this something we regard?’ Spoken with the supreme confidence of a woman in cycling bloomers; you couldn’t do that, if you cared much what other people said. Antonia admired it, usually. For all their rational attire, none of the rest of the coven had gone so far as to eschew skirts altogether, yet. 
‘They were savaged,’ Lady Charlotte moaned. ‘Absolutely savaged.’
The truth lay somewhere between the two extremes, in Antonia’s opinion. The abrupt demise of the Chain Pier had dominated the local papers, even if it had been over seventy years old and scheduled for demolition anyway. The Brighthelmstone Chain Pier Company had employed weather witches for decades; by the time of the storm that had finally done for it, the members of the Chain Pier Coven had also been over seventy years old and sadly dilapidated (significantly so, in some cases). The newspapermen had been pitiless in their claims of incompetence (at best) or outright malfeasance (at worst). 
Nobody wanted their own names to be splashed all over the Brighton Herald (and sundry others), their powers questioned, their personal habits criticised, their life’s work disparaged. If anything happened to the new pier, the West Pier, it’d be their turn next. 
That being so, what could possibly be keeping Ethel Margaret?
‘Right,’ said Eliza, after another few minutes. ‘I’m starting.’ 
A crack of thunder rolled overhead, and the waves boomed. Antonia shuddered a bit; it did rather sound as though the ocean would swallow the West Pier, given half a chance, and by their dithering they were giving it more than half a one. ‘All right,’ she agreed, and Lady Charlotte gave one of her nervous half-nods.
They hadn’t got more than halfway through the opening cantrip when a bustling came at the entrance, and Ethel Margaret burst in. ‘Sorry!’ she was saying, shaking herself like a dog, and spraying storm water everywhere. ‘Sorry! So sorry. It was the dashed bicycle, I’m quite sure it tried to kill me. I’ve skinned my left knee something awful, and I shouldn’t be at all surprised if I’ve fractured my elbow.’ She was wearing rationals, Antonia noted with a start, nearly identical to Eliza’s, twin bells of wool gathered under her knees, and her ankles showing. They were muddied.
Ethel threw herself into the cantrip with gusto, cutting off Antonia’s half-formed questions. Antonia replaced the witch bottle upon the table in a hurry, setting it near to the old oil lamp Eliza had brought, so the yellow light shone eerie and blue through the glass.
After that it was down to work, and quickly. The cantrips used the bottle as a focus, filled as it was with Brighton seawater, dipped from the sands of Brighton beach. The combined power of four weather-witches caused a calming to come into the sea and the sky, just in the space around the West Pier. They didn’t need to stop the storm, nor would they; tempests had a place in nature and a right to exist, same as anything. They only coaxed and wheedled and (if necessary) bludgeoned it into taking the worst of its rages a little way off, out over the open water, where it wouldn’t do any harm.
‘So mote it be!’ the four chanted in unison, when the rhythmic tones of the last cantrip had sounded and faded, and the dreadful din of the storm-tossed elements had lessened about the pier. 
Antonia listened for a moment, then nodded once. ‘That should do it. Whose turn is it to keep the Stormeter?’
‘Mine,’ said Eliza. She scooped up the blue glass bottle, shook it slightly, and popped a cork into the top. The seawater within lay mostly quiescent now, and glittered a little with magic. 
‘But you are travelling by bicycle, Lizzie,’ interjected Lady Charlotte, softly. ‘What if you should tumble off, and the glass is smashed? I hardly know what effect that might have, but it could—’
‘Tosh,’ interrupted Eliza, shoving the witch bottle into a folded leather saddle bag. ‘Just because Ethel Margaret fell off her bicycle doesn’t mean I shall! I’m a very experienced cyclist.’
‘It was the wind,’ Ethel Margaret said, plucking at the voluminous fabrics of her bloomers. ‘These things are like sails if it should happen to catch you at a certain angle.’
‘I arrived here without mishap and I shall arrive safely home.’ Eliza cast a critical eye over her sister-witch in her new rationals, and shook her head. ‘It isn’t everyone that’s suited to the most rational dress. If you find it challenging, Ethel, pray go back into skirts. None of us shall think the less of you for it.’
Crushed, Ethel Margaret said nothing. Lady Charlotte was wringing her delicate hands, she dreaded arguments, but her anxiety about the witch bottle was not appeased.
‘In the interests of keeping the peace,’ Antonia said, ‘and, as is far more important, ensuring the protection of the pier, I shall take the witch bottle tonight.’
Eliza shot her a look of acute annoyance. But she didn’t protest, merely unpacked the bottle again and dumped it into Antonia’s outstretched hand. ‘Very well, and let that be an end to it. I’m going home.’
‘I’ll ride with you!’ declared Ethel Margaret, jamming a knitted hat over her unruly curls. The two hurried out into the night and the rain, their voices soon fading.
Lady Charlotte gave a gentle sigh, and gathered up her coat. ‘I cannot help feeling some grave presentiment of disaster,’ she said, donning layers. ‘What if something dreadful were to happen?’
Antonia buttoned her cape, and took up her stout satchel of belongings. She put the witch bottle into it, next to her crystal athame, and swung it over her shoulder. ‘I am sure nothing terrible will happen,’ she said to Lady Charlotte, without much hope of being believed; Charlotte expected doom and disaster every minute of the day, as far as Antonia could tell, and never seemed reassured when the fulness of time generally failed to produce any. 
‘I do hope you are right,’ said Lady Charlotte forlornly. ‘Shall I take you home? My carriage is waiting.’
Antonia knew that the offer was only partly altruistic. Lady Charlotte craved company when she was anxious, and Antonia would have to spend the journey offering comfort and reassurance, without achieving much by it. She was weary, too weary for the performance of such duties. 
On the other hand, the hour neared one o’clock in the morning, the weather continued foul, and the carriage would be dry and possibly even warm. ‘Thank you,’ Antonia said, and managed a smile.
Lady Charlotte’s thin face went slack with relief. ‘Oh! Yes, of course! Have you got the bottle safe?’
Antonia patted the smooth leather of her satchel. ‘Safe as houses.’

      [image: ]Having firmly extracted the witch bottle from the clutches of those travelling, precariously, on two wheels, and dressed besides in bloomers, Antonia felt a vague presentiment of disaster herself. What if, having acted the part of the responsible coven leader, and taken the delicate Stormeter into her own, superior care, she should subsequently be the victim of a carriage accident, say? Or if she should trip on the way through her own front door, and smash the thing? The Fates could be cruel indeed, never more so than in the punishment of pride. Antonia endured the carriage journey in a state of disquiet rivalling Lady Charlotte’s, wincing every time a particularly mighty gust of wind set the vehicle swaying. 
Lady Charlotte, too self-involved to be observant of others’ anguish, as a rule, nonetheless detected Antonia’s discomfort. ‘I have always so disliked tempests, haven’t you?’ she said, patting Antonia’s knee, like a kindly grandparent. ‘But we shall soon arrive in Peartree Street, safe and sound.’
Antonia, half irritated, half soothed, suppressed an unladylike snort at the irony, the comforter turned comfortee; but then they were turning into Peartree Street, and the carriage was slowing. ‘And here we are!’ carolled Lady Charlotte, beaming with relief and vindication, and the carriage stopped.
A wringing-wet footman opened the carriage door, and assisted Antonia in descending to the pavement (she would ordinarily have eschewed such assistance, being quite young and strong enough to manage a short step down onto the pavement, thank you, but there was the witch bottle to consider).
And then she was safely down the cobbled path to her own house, the carriage driving away behind her; safely in, and shutting out the wind! She went straight into her silk-papered parlour, extracted the Stormeter, and set it carefully, carefully down on the ornate mantelpiece, in between a wrought silver candelabra and an onyx-carved cat she’d bought at the artists’ market a year ago. The sea water swirled peacefully within, twinkling blue.
Having performed all of her various duties to her own satisfaction, Antonia shed her heavy woollen cape, and went up to bed.

      [image: ]She expected, upon waking at cock’s crow the next morning, to find the tempest much lessened, the wind having blown itself out, and the rain reduced to a more ordinary winter drizzle.
Instead, she woke to the irritating howl of a mighty north wind whistling down her chimneys, and rattling the windows in their frames. What’s more, the thunk and splatter of half-frozen rain hurling itself against the window-glass was clearly audible, too. 
A lurking sense of foreboding settled somewhere in the vicinity of her gut. She was out of bed in an instant, dashing down her narrow staircase in her white lawn nightdress and into her parlour. There stood the Stormeter on the mantelpiece; she didn’t touch it, but stared into it, hardly daring to breathe.
The soothing swirl of its seawater contents, so hard-won the night before, was gone, though the azure glitter of deep magic remained. A whirlpool was building within, the waters spinning slowly but with a muted roar she could almost hear, even through the thick glass bottle.
Something had gone gravely awry. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The forecasts in the papers had spoken of an overnight storm, ferocious, but a quick return to dulcet weather thereafter. Whence came this second tempest? Or was it the same one, lingering long past the point where it ought to have sailed away down the coast, or out to sea?
Their cantrips wouldn’t hold through days of violent storms. If this foul weather continued, the damage to the West Pier would be severe—and now, Antonia had no idea what to expect. 
Antonia backed away from the mantelpiece, feeling as though she had been cast adrift in some nightmare. Her coven was less than a year old, they hadn’t the experience to handle a tangle like this. What if the storms raged on, day after day, and they couldn’t stop it? The Pier would end the week a shattered ruin, and so would Antonia’s coven.
No. It was useless to panic; Antonia forced herself to breathe, and to think.
It was possible that the forecasters had simply made a mistake, and predicted a short, sharp tempest erroneously. Meteorological magic was flimsy stuff, prone to a certain margin of error. Prophetic sorcery was even worse, the future being so nebulous a thing, prone to changing direction at the drop of a hat, or less. That was probably all it was. She would gather her coven, renew the calming cantrips, and the storm would be gone by nightfall. Yes.
And, just in case she was wrong, she would stop along the way to Lady Charlotte’s and pay a brief visit to an old acquaintance. Just in case.

      [image: ]Algernon Pettifer smelled of musty old paper and stale ale, his clothes were always wrinkled, and combing the long, black straggles of his beard would surely kill him, Antonia concluded, since he never, ever did so. He was offensively smug, too, though with some justice, for he was one of those rare, utterly brilliant witches with truly extraordinary powers. 
His faults of appearance, demeanour and manners had never won him sufficient regard to earn him a place at the Meteorological Institute of Magic, nor would anybody ever invite him into a weather coven. He lived on the fringes of Brighton, alone with his books, and all the stunningly accurate predictions nobody wanted to hear from him.
Except for Antonia, occasionally.
‘Algie,’ she called, rapping urgently on the green-painted door to his cottage. There were twin panels of stained glass set into it, each depicting a storm over the sea: fitting. ‘Algie! It’s urgent. Let me in.’
The door abruptly swung inwards. ‘Urgent, is it?’ said the bedraggled witch thus revealed, wearing mismatched socks, and a lump of scrambled egg lost in the thicket of his beard. ‘Funny. You look like Antonia de Mere, to me.’
‘Away with your jokes. This is very serious.’
‘In that case,’ and he bowed, with surprising grace, ‘Come in.’
Antonia pushed past him, too alarmed to remember her usual scrupulous courtesy. ‘Have you done a cast on this storm?’ She had walked very fast—run, for part of the way—but the rain was such as to drench her anyway. She pushed wet hair out of her face, glancing around Pettifer’s surprisingly ordered parlour as though the answer to her questions and her fears might be somewhere on display. 
‘Yes, of course, but—’
‘What was the result?’
Algernon waved a hand, vaguely encompassing the entirety of the world beyond the house. ‘Not this. Storm Seraphine ought to have edged down towards Hastings overnight, but it’s still here.’
‘Why?’
He shrugged. ‘Tempests are unpredictable.’
‘That may be, but your predictions are, by their very nature, not.’
‘Why, thank you.’ 
She stopped him before he could bow again. ‘Algie, we shored up the protections over the West Pier last night, but they can’t hold forever. How long is Seraphine going to stay over Brighton waters?’
He seemed suddenly unable to meet her eye. ‘Well...’
‘Algie.’
‘Something’s changed,’ he admitted. ‘I recast this morning. There’s no sign of the storm moving.’
‘For how long?’
Algernon shook his head. ‘No. There’s no sign of the storm moving. At all.’
Antonia stared at him in breathless horror. ‘But that’s impossible.’
‘Yes, yes it is.’
‘That’s worse than—than the storm that did for the Chain Pier.’
‘I don’t know!’ Algernon said, when she fixed her urgent stare upon him, and opened her mouth to spew questions over him, like rain. ‘I can only get a glimpse of what the weather will do, not why it’s doing it. Or why it isn’t doing what it’s meant to do, at that.’
Antonia clenched her fists. This was bad. Her sense of impending disaster was growing by the minute. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Right. I’ll gather the ladies and go down to the West Pier and we’ll see what we can do for it.’
‘Excellent notion.’
‘Algie, please notify the other covens, especially the Pavilion Five. Those domes will be flayed alive by this sort of wind, if it keeps up long enough.’
Algernon sighed, but didn’t object, fortunately for him. ‘I’ll send Myrtle.’
Antonia was already halfway out the door. There wasn’t a moment to lose in renewing the calming cantrips around the West Pier, and they’d have to be the best, the strongest, that Antonia’s coven could do, if they weren’t to lose the pier altogether.
And then, there were questions to be asked. Chiefly: what could possibly have altered the trajectory of a mighty wind and rain storm, and who could possibly have done such a thing?
And why?

      [image: ]‘Sabotage,’ said Eliza darkly, shaking the rain from her boots as she strode into the little ornamental house on the Pier, where the coven met. Apart from her feet, she was bone dry, despite the storm; she had employed magic enough to keep the rain off herself at least, even while balancing on two wheels.
‘Likely true,’ Antonia agreed, watching the witch bottle with folded arms and a gimlet stare. The seawater inside it swirled in a ferocious whirlpool, a reflection of the tumult outside. Which was interesting, because there was a regularity to the disorder, a repeating pattern, eerily perfect, that never existed in nature. Someone had the raging storm under control, was keeping it anchored in Brighton’s firmament. 
‘But who could possibly want to destroy the West Pier?’ Lady Charlotte was stationed by a window, anxiously watching the sky for further disasters. ‘We have only just lost the old Chain Pier.’
‘The usual motives are revenge, jealousy, or profit,’ said Eliza, taking her position to the east of the table. ‘Someone has a grudge against the West Pier Company. Or against us. Or someone stands to gain something, probably money, from its destruction.’
Antonia stepped into place to the north of the casting-table. ‘Maybe it’s to do with the Chain Pier,’ she mused, as she mustered her magic. ‘It wasn’t scheduled for demolition until this one was built.’
‘That’s a sort of vengeance, I suppose,’ Lady Charlotte agreed, if doubtfully, from the west position. ‘How very dreadful.’
Ethel Margaret, south, began the opening cantrip, but broke off to say, ‘I bet it’s the old coven.’
‘The what?’ snapped Eliza.
‘You know. The storm witches who were in charge of the weather magic at the old pier. The ones who were pilloried in the press, when it was storm-wrecked.’
Everyone stared at Ethel Margaret. ‘Would they have the power to pull off something like this?’ Antonia wondered aloud. ‘The old pier did fall apart on their watch, after all.’
‘I don’t see who else would,’ said Ethel Margaret, which was fair enough.
The wind shrieked beyond the windows, and the pier shook heavily under a renewed barrage of driving rain and howling gale. ‘Ladies! The cantrips!’ Antonia barked. ‘We’ve no time for dithering.’
The spells were harder, this time. The hour was unpropitious; any cantrip had greater efficacy when performed at the proper witching hour, and here it was all of ten in the morning. And then, there was a will behind the winds, now, someone else’s cantrips ranged directly against their own. They had to repeat the third incantation three times, voices rising to a near scream, before it took.
By the time they were finished, and the frantic churning of the Stormeter’s blue-tinged waters had begun to lessen, Antonia was sweating and winded. Magic like that was like pushing boulders uphill. Left you vastly out of breath, and feeling weak as a newborn lamb. 
Outside, the wind howled on. Antonia listened, and fancied it quieter. But was it?
‘Right,’ she said, when she had caught a bit of her breath. ‘We’ll have to do this again at three o’clock, and at midnight, of course.’
Ethel Margaret shook her head. ‘I’ve the shop to mind. I can’t keep running down to the beach all day.’
‘You aren’t likely to get many people out buying prints on a day like this,’ Eliza pointed out.
‘There might be,’ insisted Ethel Margaret. ‘One or two.’
‘Get someone else to mind the shop, if you can,’ Antonia said. ‘We can’t do this without our south.’
Ethel Margaret gave an aggrieved sigh, but made no further protest. It was her livelihood, of course; she hadn’t inherited money, like Lady Charlotte and Eliza, nor had she magic enough to keep herself by witching, as Antonia did. Still. 
‘You might be right about the old coven,’ Antonia said, now that the spell-craft was done. ‘What became of them, after the debacle with the old pier?’
‘I am acquainted with one of them,’ Lady Charlotte said, picking up the witch bottle in order to fiddle with it, apparently. Antonia quietly took it off her. ‘Lady Frances May. She was friends with my mother.’
‘Most excellent,’ Antonia said. ‘Do you know where to find her? Can we go and see her?’
‘She lives still in Brighton, though I believe she has become a great recluse since the unfavourable accounts in the newspapers.’ Lady Charlotte gave a little sigh, and began fidgeting with the lace at her cuffs. ‘It really was all rather unfortunate, wasn’t it? After they had performed their duties correctly, and for so many years.’
Her words had the air of an oft-repeated grievance about them; Lady Frances’ own complaint, Antonia guessed. 
‘Most unfair,’ Antonia agreed, and forcibly assisted Lady Charlotte into her coat. ‘We shall go at once.’
‘I shan’t,’ said Ethel Margaret, and quickly left, before anybody could arrest her precipitate passage back to her print shop.
‘Three of us shall go at once,’ Antonia corrected herself, with a corroborating glance at Eliza.
‘Give me the address,’ Eliza commanded. ‘I shall follow you on my bicycle.’

      [image: ]Lady Frances May, a dowager viscountess, lived in a salubrious area of Brighton, not far from Lady Charlotte’s own abode. Antonia beheld the large, square, ivory-stuccoed residence in some doubt, for the curtains were drawn, still, across all the windows, and the path up to the porch was energetically sprouting weeds. The place did not look as though a former leader of the social elite still dwelt there.
‘Yes, she has very much let everything go, hasn’t she?’ Lady Charlotte said, walking in collected fashion up to the front door, and rapping very gently upon it with the tarnished brass knocker. ‘I do not think her spirits have ever quite recovered.’
When nobody answered, Antonia took up the knocker herself, and rapped sharply and loudly.
Nobody answered, still; but, with a whisper of magic so faint it was barely perceptible, the great gilded doorknob in the centre of the door turned, and the portal opened.
Antonia stepped inside, following closely on Lady Charlotte’s heels. The entrance hall echoed, acres of jade-coloured marble emanating a distinct chill. ‘Hello, darling?’ Lady Charlotte called, quite softly, but her words carried in the empty space. ‘Cissy?’
A slight sound, perhaps a cough, drew the ladies’ footsteps through a round-topped archway, across an elegant antechamber filled with statuary, and into a suffocatingly hot chamber walled with glass. An orchard in miniature lay within, rows of diminutive, neatly espaliered trees hung with ripe peaches, and scenting the air with the citrus tang of lemons. The climate in there was narrowly controlled, to the last degree; a masterwork, Antonia thought with a stab of envy.
The notion that the elderly witches of the Chain Pier coven had caused the demise of their charge due to incompetence, never very credible, swiftly became unthinkable.
‘Cissy, dear,’ Lady Charlotte said, turning towards a tall wicker chair in a shaded corner of the orchard. A lady sat there, so still she might have been one among her own collection of statuary. She had very dark skin and hair, her eyes filmed over with the milky sheen of cataracts. Her gown of black watered silk was of the fashion of forty years ago, if not more, with a huge bell skirt and voluminous sleeves. ‘Charlie?’ she said, her head turning slightly as she strained to see her visitors. ‘Do I hear little Charlie come to see me?’
Lady Charlotte took up her hand, and patted it. ‘Yes, it’s me. How are you, darling? I’ve brought you someone new to meet.’
‘Antonia de Mere,’ Antonia quickly said, when the lined, anxious face turned blindly in her direction. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Frances.’
‘Are you a witch, like Charlotte?’ asked the lady. 
‘Yes, we are members of the same coven.’ She paused, wondering whether to say more. Did Lady Frances know that Charlotte held much the same position she once had herself? 
‘And what are you doing coming to see me? There’s a storm on, and it won’t be over yet a-while.’
She knew, then. ‘We are here because—’ Antonia began, then stopped. Ethel Margaret’s notion that the Chain Pier coven might be behind the unnatural storm, out of spite, seemed ridiculous now; she had evidently never met Cissy. 
‘It isn’t a normal storm,’ Lady Charlotte said. ‘You can feel that, can’t you?’
‘I know it,’ said Lady Frances. 
‘It isn’t your storm, is it, Cissy? Only I know how very angry you all were—quite understandably, of course! And we did just wonder whether you might know something about it.’
‘Centred over the new Pier, is it?’ Lady Frances gave a little chuckle. ‘Bless you for thinking I might have that kind of power, child. I don’t, not over that kind of tempest. I was always one for the more gentle rains.’
Lady Charlotte sighed. ‘Well, it was just a thought.’
‘I might know something about it, though, all the same.’
‘Darling Cissy! I knew you were the one to talk to.’
‘Now, now.’ Lady Frances was shaking her stately head, setting her jet earrings to jangling. ‘I
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