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IN THE TIME

BEFORE WITCH BABY

Wreathed in clouds in the coldest, wettest and
most remote part of Scotland is an impossibly
steep mountain called Ben Screeeiiighe. On its
summit is a house so secret and hidden that
nobody has even heard of it, let alone seen it.
No postmen ever deliver mail to its rusting
letterbox, no milkmen ever brave its crumbling
doorstep and even the birds know better than
to fly over its chimneys. What is this place? It
is the lonely home of the Sisters of Hiss. Who
are they? We know them by their other name of
'witches', but we know nothing.

We are, after all, only human.

We can have no idea what it must be like
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to be four hundred years old like the Sisters
of Hiss.

We can only imagine what it must be
like to live on a mountain with only the wild
wind and the snow for company.

Without a map, we can only guess at which
of the many mountaintops in the coldest, rainiest
and most remote bit of Scotland might be
the one the Sisters call home.

We are, after all, only human.

But some humans are curious. They never
stop trying to find out answers to questions.
They're fascinated by hidden things. They
want to find out everything there is to know
about witches. They ask questions. They take
photographs. They want to see the witches for
themselves. Many of them have tried to find
their way to where the witches live. Most of
them have failed.

A few very determined humans have
climbed all the way to the Sisters' front
doorstep only to slip and fall off the edge –

Gosh, mind your step, slip, slither,
eeeeeeeeeek Yeeeeeaaar, thud, thud, splot.

A far, far smaller number of determined
humans have made it to the Sisters' doorstep
without slipping and falling and have even
managed to open the letter box only to accidentally
set off an avalanche –

Is there anybody at home,

yodel-ay-ee-hoo,

rumble, rumble, thunder,

crash, splat.

Some, I am sorry to say, have been found
by the Sisters and turned into their dinner . . .
or worse.

So. Better not be too curious. Better not ask
too many questions. If you ever find a map that
says:
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then for heaven's sake have the sense to put the
map back where you found it. Forget you saw
it. Promise you'll never go to the coldest, wettest
and most remote part of Scotland, just on
the off-chance that you might stumble upon
the home of the Sisters of Hiss.

You Have Been Warned.
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(This map was discovered in the glove compartment of
an abandoned car, believed to belong to a hill walker
who didn't return from an outing to Ben Screeeiiighe.)





THE SPAWNING OF

WITCH BABY

You can't just drop in to visit the Sisters of Hiss
in their Highland hideaway unless you have
a helicopter. This makes Ben Screeeiiighe the
perfect place for the Sisters to live because they
are very, very secretive and do not want any
visitors, especially human ones. Human visitors
drop litter all the way up the mountainside,
take heaps of photographs, bang snow off their
boots on the doorstep, peer through the letter
box, ask endless stupid questions, demand to
use the bathroom and forget to close the front
door behind them when they leave.

After centuries of putting up with such bad
behaviour, the Sisters have decided that humans
are no good for anything except firewood. Few
trees can grow on mountaintops, so firewood
that generously hauls itself up the mountain
and walks through your front door is terrifically
useful.

Listen, over the shriek of the wind –

'Throw another human on the fire, there's
a dear.'

Ghastly smoke flies up the Sisters' chimneys
and is immediately whisked away in the wind.
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Tonight, the full moon is playing peek-a-boo,
weaving in and out of ribbons of black clouds
scudding across the sky. It is, as they say, a dark
and stormy night. A night for hatching plans of
great wickedness.

It is the perfect night for spawning the
Witch Baby.

Inside the Sisters' home, it is every bit as
gloomy as you might expect. The Sisters do not
possess a vacuum cleaner. They do not realize
such things have been invented. They have lived
on their mountain for four hundred years, after
all. Mounds of soot, layers of dust and ropes
of cobwebs cover every surface of their house
in a sticky veil. Shrivelled brown flowers droop
from dismal vases and all is dark and dank.
Even the Sisters' lamps and lanterns seem to
give out darkness instead of light. Smoke from
the strangling fire puffs into the room and
swirls about the ceiling.

Gathered around the fire are the Sisters of
Hiss. These are three women of spectacular
ugliness. One has an enormous nose like a
meat-hook, another has a chin you could use to
slice bread and the third is covered
with so many warts she looks like
a toad.*1

Hanging from the walls
all around the room are
mirrors. Big mirrors, small ones,
some with priceless golden frames,
some with cheap wooden ones.
Sadly, they're all useless. Every
single one of the mirrors is cracked
from side to side, shattered by the
Sisters' attempts to look at their
reflections.
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Listen – there goes another one.

'Mirror, mirror, on the wall,
who's the fair— CRACKKKKKK.
Oh, HISSSSSSS.'

Oh, ugly, ugly, mirror-cracking
Sisters. None of them will marry a handsome
prince. Oh, ancient, ancient wrinkly Sisters.

They are too old to be mummies, too scary
to be grannies, but that doesn't stop them wanting
what they cannot have.

More than anything in the whole world,
the Sisters of Hiss want a little Witch Baby of
their own.

They have always dreamed of having a
tiny little baby to hold in their arms. A tiny
little baby who wouldn't look at them and go,
'Eeeeugh.' A tiny little baby who would grow
up to become a Daughter of Hiss. Poor Sisters.
All they really want is to be loved, despite their
chins, noses and warts.

At first, they filled their hidden house at
the top of Ben Screeeiiighe with things they
thought a baby would like; knitted hats and
shawls, a pram and a high chair. Then they
waited for a baby to appear.
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Years passed, but no baby appeared. The
shawls and hats were eaten by moths, the
pram rusted and the high chair crumbled with
woodworm, but no baby came to the house on
the mountain. After many, many years went
by, the Sisters decided to take matters into
their own hands. They came up with a Plan to
spawn a Witch Baby. No handsome prince
would be needed, just a baby. A
human baby.
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The Plan also needs a full moon,
a big storm, some dark inky clouds,
and the sun has to be in the sign of
the Bull. The Sisters have had to wait
for this to come together for years:
some nights there's a full moon but the
clouds are pink and fluffy – perfect for spawning
dear little bunnies, but useless for Witch
Babies. Some nights there's a moon, a storm,
even some inky clouds, but the sun is in the
sign of the Toad – don't ask.

But tonight, close to midnight on the
twelfth of May, the Sisters' faces glow with delight.
They are clustered around their fireplace,
almost fizzing with excitement.

For tonight's The Night.

Tonight the weather, the moon and the
planets are all conspiring to create the perfect
conditions for The Spawning.

Woo-hooo.

Here she comes, the Witch Baby.
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