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The Witch walks along the Road... The Witch always walks here. Every day, more or less at the same time, she walks along the sidewalk beside the road that is simply a road. A highway. With cars passing by. Which is wider, and more massive, and more dangerous... But one that has yielded the right to be the Road to the sidewalk beside it, having acknowledged the sidewalk's supremacy over this stretch of existence. Why? The Witch doesn't know. And doesn't try to find out. Witches are not curious. They hold the Law of Boundaries sacred... If they want to — they'll tell you themselves. And then the Witch will happen to learn some stories from the past of these places. A local drunk will open up after a drop or something of the sort. She'll learn. No? Well, then the Witch doesn't need to know it. She knows how to hear others' rules and acknowledges their right to be... She knows. Or, as they used to say — she wots.
And the Road does not touch the Witch. And why would it? You don't break the rules — go in peace. We too respect your right to be and to walk... And the Witch walks along the Road again and again. It must be so... So has the Great Spinner woven the threads of probabilities in this stretch. Every day, toward noon, the Witch must walk along the Road...
Strange, this Road. On one side — a highway, along which cars fly, despite the transit stops on either side, the "zebras," the signs... And people who try to dash across these "zebras" ahead of cars that don't even think of slowing down. Although... Sometimes some do stop, by the rules, letting pedestrians pass. But often, only making things worse by doing so. Blocking the view and not letting one see the next car, speeding past the “law-abiding” one...
People know about this and don't trust the "correct" ones. Waving their hands at them, as if to say — go on. Not giving in to the driver's unheard, mute entreaties through the windshield through the windshield. People don't believe them. People — know... This knowledge was bought from the Road at the price of more than one life. But despite this, the Road often takes those it has marked for sacrifice. And then small demons, spirits of the Earth, greedily lick the dark blood from the asphalt that soaks it in. A fine feast. The remnants of Life Force (which they usually nibble away at, feeding on the emotions of speed and fear) on such days slightly muffle the eternal hunger of these creatures. And then for a couple of days they, sated and belching, do not frighten those dashing across with the cold of fear from the rushing cars. But people become even more distrustful and add speed to their hurried dash...
Trees separate the highway from the Road. Once, in distant times, someone wise planted saplings of poplars here, which grew into enormous giants and turned the life of the nearby houses into a dreary, half-dark existence. And the houses themselves don't lag behind the general mood. Grim, old three-story buildings. As if deliberately covered with a gray fur coat of plaster. A so-so little place. Even lovers of peering into others' windows — even they run past here without raising their heads. So as, like in an old fairy tale, not to meet eyes with the window-eyes of monsters, beside which a horde of small demons bares its teeth and squeals. Chilly... And so people run along the Road, heads pressed into their shoulders, while cars race along the highway, despite the signs and lanes...
The Witch walks along the Road. Walks and looks. Listens. Feels. Once, God, sighing sympathetically, rewarded her with this Gift. To feel. There were no initiation rites. There were no dying Elders who would pass it on in order to leave. So they say. There was nothing. It was simply always with her. As long as she can remember — it was... The ability to hear and to feel...
Here is a woman walking toward her. Her face twitches and moves slightly, echoing the inner dialogue she has been enthusiastically conducting for a long time. She frowns, proving something. Not arguing. Asserting. In this conversation she is at her best. Clearly, she's scolding her husband or her child. Although... More likely her child. She lacks that which distinguishes married women from the rest. The smell of a man nearby. Rather, it was there, but long since weathered away. And so walking toward the Witch is a woman — "I Myself" — and she scolds her child to herself. Maybe she'll get it all out on the way — and at home there'll be silence and peace? One would hope...
Over there at the stop stands a bus, and through the window a little man stares with an unseeing gaze. He looks into himself. What does he see there? For some reason, what's inside him is more interesting to him than what's outside the window. Who knows... Maybe his life is uninteresting right now? And he sorts through past moments of his life and reviews them, like old films and photographs? He is not sad and does not regret. He remembers. Something... And in this "something" — someone. The past. Soon he too will become the past. His face has already sharpened and acquired a waxy gloss... The Witch averts her eyes. I don't want to. Leave my memory... And again footsteps... footsteps... footsteps...
And here is the right door. The Witch puts on a smile, turns on the little lights in her eyes, and grasps the handle of the entrance door.
The bells hung at the entrance ring, and the Witch enters the world of people......
The Witch walks along the Road. It must be so. So has the Great Spinner woven the threads of her probabilities today...
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The door of the Wizard's house closed with a soft, homely click, cutting off the noise of the street and the ordinary world like a thick curtain. In the entryway it smelled of good old wood, dried herbs hanging in bunches under the ceiling, and something indefinably sweet — as if the air itself here was a little thicker, calmer, and tastier.
"Come in, dear guests, to the kitchen," the Wizard said with a broad gesture into the depth of the corridor, and his face — an ordinary, slightly tired face of a pensioner — lit up with sincere, clear joy. "The kettle's just boiled, just as it should."
In the kitchen, lined with clay pots of living herbs on the windowsill, they were met by the thick, berry scent of brewed tea. And in the center of the table, on a homespun tablecloth with embroidered flowers, rose, steaming, a whole mountain of pies. Golden, ruddy, they seemed to glow from within with homely warmth.
"Help yourselves," the Wizard said, seating the guests. "I baked them today, as if I'd been expecting you."
"Or maybe you did," the Witch smirked, and in the corners of her eyes gathered the little rays of wise wrinkles. Turning to the Little Witch, she said more quietly, confidentially: "He, my granddaughter, was the best of us at seeing probabilities. The patterns of what is to come. He stood out for it even in his youth. They even thought he would become a Prophet. But no... he was appointed to another task. He chose a different Path."
The pie in the Little Witch's hands felt weightless. The soft dough melted on the tongue, revealing the tart, summery sweetness of raspberries, as if it had absorbed all the July heat.
"You whispered a spell over the dough, I bet?" the Witch asked with a smile, shaking crumbs from her fingers.
"And how else?" the Wizard winked in reply, and his eyes for a moment flashed not merely with good-natured, but with some knowing glint, quick as a flash. "For dear guests, only the tastiest and the best."
Their laughter, warm and quiet, filled the kitchen. Then began that special, slow lacework of conversation, understandable only to old friends whose lives are woven not only of friendship but of shared knowledge. The Witch told of a new method of healing from a faraway country — not just a recipe, but a principle for redirecting pain, like water through little channels. She shared the story of how she and her granddaughter had gone to the forest, and it, as if testing the girl, had slipped a rare "dream-grass" under her feet, which the girl, to her surprise and pride, had noticed first.
The Little Witch, thin as a blade of grass, with lake-like eyes and a shock of red hair — as if the sunset itself had gotten tangled in her locks — listened, absorbing every word. And stealthily studied the master of the house.
Nothing magical. An elderly, solidly built man, a little heavy from domestic peace. Short gray stubble on his cheeks, old but clean jeans, a plaid shirt worn at the elbows. The most ordinary grandpa. If not for one detail. On his left hand, tightly encircling his wrist, lay a wide, massive bracelet of dull white metal. Its surface was covered with a complex, unreadable pattern, into which, like black stars that do not reflect light, dark stones were set. Nearby, on a strong, tanned neck, a similar massive chain glinted. Ornaments? Possibly. But something in their heavy simplicity, in the way they sat on their wearer, as if they were not put on but had grown on him, made you doubt.
A pause hung — not awkward, but saturated, like tea in a cup that has given up all its color. The Wizard glanced questioningly at the Elder Witch and winked. Without words it was clear: enough beating around the bush, get to the point.
The Witch set down her cup, and the light smile slid from her face, giving way to a focused, ancient seriousness.
"The little one has entered the Third Circle of Life. She recently turned fourteen. It's time to enter the Pact."
Her voice sounded quieter, and in it rang a metallic note — not of fear, but of acknowledging inevitability.
"Have you given it good thought?" the Wizard asked. And in his ordinary voice suddenly surfaced a depth, like at the bottom of a well. "You know our life, after all? It is rarely easy."
"As if she has a choice?" the Witch snorted, but in that snort there was more bitterness than disdain. "The Gift is not a toy one tires of. You can't put it on a shelf. And even if you want to — you can't throw it away. It will still force you to be what you must be."
"But there are ways... to divert it, to put it to sleep," the Wizard persisted, and his gaze became intent, probing.
"Yeah, there are," she smirked, and the smirk came out dry as an autumn leaf. "Only you don't know which is worse. Either accept the Gift and carry its cross, or live, constantly pushing it away from yourself like a boulder off a mountain. No. If the Higher Powers have decided — there's no point opposing them. So it must be. And you know it yourself."
"I know," the Wizard answered calmly, almost quietly. "But by the Law I am obligated to ask you. As her Elder of the Kin. This is the last line beyond which there is no way back."
"So you will teach her?" the Witch whispered, and in her eyes flickered a shadow of hope and old anxiety.
"As if I have a choice," now it was the Wizard's turn to smirk. His smile softened the sternness of his face. He turned to the girl, and his gaze, warm and unhurried, settled on her: "And will you be my student, redhead?"
The Little Witch, holding her breath, felt how under that gaze the earth went out from under her feet and the sky came closer. She only nodded, unable to squeeze out a sound.
"Well, that's fine then," the Wizard leaned back in his chair, and the tension in the air melted as if it had never been.
"That's some Initiation you've got" the Witch laughed, wiping an invisible tear from her lashes.
"It's what it is," the Wizard grumbled, but in his grumbling was heard satisfaction. "What do you need, genuflection and touching your shoulders with a sword, like in knighthood? Well, I have no sword." He spread his hands, demonstrating the expanse of his plaid shirt. "Only pies and tea."
After talking a little more about trifles — about how the bird cherry blossoms and whether anyone has jinxed the neighbor's calf — the Witch got ready. On the threshold she embraced her granddaughter, and her embrace was firm, smelling of wormwood and of endless but now already detached love.
"You stay for now. Get acquainted, talk. Don't be afraid, the old man is good. He won't hurt you. And if he does punish you — then you deserved it," she touched her cool palm to the girl's cheek. "Settle in. Don't hurry home. Your... other life is beginning now."
The door closed. The silence that had suddenly fallen was broken only by the quiet, almost bashful clink of porcelain. The Wizard silently began gathering the cups. The Little Witch fussed:
"Let me help.."
"There's time yet," he interrupted softly but firmly. "Go for now to the study. Straight down the corridor, the last door. I'll manage here and come."
The study met her with a mingling of epochs and scents. It smelled of old bindings, wax, dust, dry thyme, and... ozone, as after a thunderstorm. A bookcase, enormous and blackened by time, stood so overloaded with books that its shelves creaked. Nearby, right on nails driven into a thick beam, hung bunches of herbs — some silvery-gray, others dark green, still others the color of dried blood. On the wall beside an electronic clock with a cold blue dial hung wooden masks — one grimacing in an angry scowl, another staring into the void with frighteningly calm, empty eye sockets. On a huge desk of dark oak peacefully coexisted a laptop with a flickering screensaver, a thin tablet, and... a crystal ball in a bronze web of a stand. Beside it lurked a carved figurine of dark wood — neither beast nor spirit, frozen in an eternal, unfinished leap. A fireplace, two leather armchairs, as if they had absorbed all the thoughts of those who had sat in them, and a sofa on which a whole family could fit, completed this strange refuge.
The Little Witch sank into one of the armchairs. It received her with a quiet creak, lulling her. She sighed, and that sigh sounded loud in the solemn silence of the room. Ahead lay a frightening, gaping unknown.
And in the kitchen, water poured from the tap in an even, cold stream, washing the Wizard's fingers. He washed the cups slowly, almost ritually, and his thoughts flowed just as smoothly and deeply.
He remembered.
He remembered all the "Little Witches" who had crossed this threshold. Each one who had accepted the Great Pact wove her thread into the fabric of the Higher Powers. But the patterns were different, for they lay in different planes of being — in the Worlds of Coexistence, as they are called in the old treatises.
Some heard the song of the World of Crystals. They became jewelers, in whose hands metal and gemstones came alive, bearing within them not beauty but judgment or blessing — for they heard the will of the stone itself. Or geologists, whose pick, by the will not of their own but of the entities sleeping in the depths, opened to the world what must be opened, and forever buried what must sleep an eternal sleep.
Others understood the whisper of the World of Plants. Their gardens bloomed unnaturally lushly, and the grandmother at the market selling seedlings might actually be a Witch blessing her green "children" for life in others' vegetable patches, fulfilling a quiet contract with the soul of the sprout. And the stern farmer with hands lined by earth — a Wizard conducting a tacit bargain with the Spirits of the Field: weariness for generosity, reverence for fertility.
The third felt the beating of other hearts, coming from the World of Animals. Their shelters were places of healing not of bodies but of animal souls. The wildest predators laid their heads on their knees, entrusting their pain, for they saw in them not a human but a kindred soul speaking the language of instinct and pure intent. They were bridges between the world of humans and the world of beasts, translators of the mute wisdom of flesh.
The fourth took upon themselves the heaviest burden — the human burden. Doctors performing "miracles," psychologists pulling people out of the darkest pools, village healers curing what science gives up on — all of them worked with the most complex, unpredictable, and often ungrateful World: the World of People. A Path full of gratitude that is quickly forgotten and reproaches that are remembered long. It was humans who once burned their saviors at the stake, and that memory still smolders in the collective soul, making this Path a feat of daily forgiveness.
The fifth walked along the very edge — they served the World of the Dead, were Grave-wardens. Their lot is to work with what remains. Not with souls — those leave at once — but with their Shadows, with the "imprints" woven from unreleased grievances, mute habits, and unfulfilled promises. They helped these Shadows, this psychic mold, dissolve into Oblivion, cleansing the space. The eternal cold of that World forever laid a light frost on their gaze, making their faces strangely immobile. Look for them among those who silently, without a smile, feed the birds in deserted squares at dawn.
The sixth preserved the balance among their own. Master Wizards, whose authority and strength, like the roots of an ancient oak, did not let senseless magical wars flare up among their willful brethren. And among them were Guides, those given the right and the heavy duty — to quietly take the Gift from aged, weary brothers and sisters, so that the soul, freed from the burden of power, could finally go to rest without bursting from its weight.
And there were those like him. The First Teachers. Gatekeepers. They did not belong to one World. They stood between. Their craft — to open the Door. To show that the world is many-layered, like an onion, and behind the veil of familiar reality hide these very Worlds of Coexistence, and to teach not to fear their hum, but to distinguish in it separate voices, to recognize their handwriting, to feel their breath on one's skin.
He remembered them all. All his students. Glowing threads of victories and black pits of defeats. Those whose names were now spoken in a whisper and with reverence. And those whom he remembered with a quiet, aching pain — those whom the Gift, like a stone no one could lift, had dragged to the bottom.
"Who will you be, little red-haired wonder? A new lamp on our dark Road or another extinguished star, at which I will look while reproaching the heavens?"
He did not know. And — consciously, firmly — did not want to know. He would not look through the Threads of her Fate, though a Teacher is permitted this by the Law. Not because it was forbidden.  But because one who can see everything in advance must have secrets left. Unread pages. Unexplored turns. Otherwise — why live? Otherwise it is not life but turning the pages of a book already read.
He wiped his hands on a rough towel, and the bracelet on his left wrist gently clinked against the sink. The sound was dull and heavy, not metallic but stone.
The Wizard entered the study. The Little Witch, hearing footsteps, jumped up from the armchair, frozen in an uncertain pose.
He smiled. Not broadly, but so that the smile touched only his eyes, warming them from within. And he extended his hand to her — specifically the left one. The bracelet came alive in the firelight: the dark stones in its depths for a moment absorbed the reflection of the flame and gave it back with a scant, crimson glimmer, as if tiny embers smoldered within them.
"Well then," said the Wizard, and his voice, quiet and even, filled the space of the room, making the books on the shelves seem to listen and the shadows in the corners to freeze. "Let's get acquainted. I am the Wizard."
In these simple words sounded not just a name. It was not simply a name. It was recognition. An invitation. The beginning of a long, impossibly fascinating Path. The Little Witch silently placed her palm in his extended hand. The Wizard's hand was warm, rough, and incredibly reliable.
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Time in the Wizard's house had a different density. It did not flow, but brewed, like an herbal elixir in a dark vial, filling with silence, the smell of old paper, and unhurried thoughts. Several months since their first meeting had dissolved in this infusion without a trace. There were no phone calls, no schedules, no chapter titled "Witchcraft for Beginners." There was something else: a slow immersion into an atmosphere where breathing itself became part of the learning.
It was a strange apprenticeship.
It did not resemble a school where knowledge is driven into your consciousness with a mallet, leaving bruises of dates and formulas. It was more like a game of hide-and-seek with wisdom: the truth lurked behind the creak of a floorboard, in the reflection of a teaspoon, in a spiderweb trembling by the open window. A game where the teacher does not chase you, but simply stands at the end of the corridor, holding a flashlight in his hands, and waits for your eyes to get used to the dark.
Sometimes he called — the voice on the phone was warm and rough, like the bark of an old apple tree. "Come, look at the fog today — as if the world is being erased with an eraser. Instructive." More often she came herself, obeying a soundless call, a thread as thin as a spiderweb that stretched from her turmoil to his calm. He became a quiet haven for her. A friend whose smile understood you without words. A father whose hand, heavy and sure, could stop you at the edge of an abyss. A grandpa who smelled of woodsmoke, caraway, and infinite patience.
And when Grandma Witch asked one day, "Well, how are things, granddaughter, hasn't your wizard eaten you yet?", she blurted out without thinking, "He's cool!" In that word was all the delight of discovery, a sense of safety, and the taste of endless pies with all sorts of fillings.
Lessons were everywhere. They could sit silently on the bench by the house, watching a hen lead her chicks, and the Wizard would suddenly remark, "Look how she gathers them — not by calling, but by her gaze. That's how power works — not by shouting, but by attention." Or she would read aloud a silly detective novel, and he, stirring jam, would toss out, "You see, the hero is looking for a complicated path, but the key is in a forgotten neighbor's quarrel. Always look for the simple. Complexity is a smoke screen for the lazy mind."
And so on this day, twilight began stealing the blue from the sky, and long shadows from the tongues of flame in the fireplace were already dancing in the study. The Little Witch settled into the armchair, tucking her legs under her, turning into a warm, ginger little bundle. In her mouth, a slightly bitter chocolate found in the desk drawer was melting — dark, with veins of sea salt, tasting of mystery and adulthood. She chattered about something of her own — about a pimply poet from the upper grades, about the annoying math teacher, about how she flew over a river in a dream. The Wizard, leaning back in his throne-like armchair, ran his finger across the tablet screen. The light from it fell from below, sculpting a mask from his face — emphasizing his cheekbones, plunging his eye sockets into darkness. He seemed like a statue, completely absorbed in the world of the Internet.
Were it not for his remarks. Like stones tossed into the flow of her words, precisely aimed: "And what poems did he write?", "And over the river, did it smell of willows or algae?" He heard. He heard not only the words, but the pauses between them, the tremor in her voice with which she mentioned the flight. His attention was like the web of a daddy longlegs: invisible, enveloping the whole room, trembling at the bark of a dog outside, at the creak of a shutter, at her quiet breathing.
"You're strange, Wizard," she finally burst out, when the chocolate had turned into a pleasant bitterness on her tongue.
He slowly tore his gaze from the screen. In his eyes, now visible in the firelight, floated not surprise, but a quiet expectation, as if he had long been waiting for this question.
"Why?" he said simply, setting the tablet aside.
"Well..." she fidgeted, searching for words. "Wizards... in books... they're different. Faces furrowed with secrets, hands — clawed, storms in their eyes. A house — a crypt of antiquities and horrors. Grandma, she may look simple, but you can feel... depth in her. And you... you're like this sofa. Comfortable. Predictable. Old. Oh..." — she swallowed the word again, feeling how it burned, like a badly chosen spice.
A hoarse, warm laugh escaped his chest.
"A sofa, you say?" He patted the worn leather of the armrest. "This sofa has seen a thing or two. People have slept on it, cried, dreamed. It has absorbed so many stories it could write books with them. 'Old' is not a diagnosis, girl. It's patina. It's when beneath the layers of being, the true texture of the soul emerges. Your grandma is right — age is a state. But my state is 'grandpa.' And there are reasons for that, far more compelling than grey hair. Remember that."
He moved closer, and the shadow of his figure covered her like a wing. Not frightening, but protective.
"First step for a practitioner — throw away the mirror in which you measure the world by your own reflection. The ordinary person walks through the world with a crooked little mirror: 'In my opinion...', 'I couldn't do that...', 'I don't like that...'. He tries to understand the ocean by poking his finger at it, and is surprised that his finger is wet but he hasn't grasped the essence. The world is not your 'I like it.' The world is a hard, finely honed mechanism of agreements.
"The second step — study the
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