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Baba Yaga is not merely a figure of folklore, but the ancient foremother of all Slavic witches—a dark crone of the deep woods, keeper of hidden knowledge and old power. Slavic magic is ancient, potent, and enduring, and to this day its rites and beliefs survive in whispers, customs, and living practice.
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First Word, from the Old Yaga
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Listen now, whoever you are: young or gray-haired, pure of soul or already brushed by shadow in the heart—it was not you who found this book. This book noticed you.

Not everything comes into human hands by human will. A person may think: I came here myself. I opened it myself. I’ll read it if I please. But there are books that do not get read—they watch. There are words that do not enter through the ear, but through the blood. There are pages that do not rustle, but whisper, like dry reeds in a marsh when the moon sinks into black water.

If you have opened this book, then something more than idle curiosity is troubling you. No one reaches for dark tales out of a life too kind. No one goes looking for old Yaga’s words out of happiness. If you’ve come here, then somewhere inside you already know: not everything in this world is simple. Not every misfortune comes from bad luck. Not every sorrow comes from the heart. Not every sickness comes from time.

Sometimes a house is full, and yet empty. Sometimes a person is alive, yet seems not to be living at all, only thinning day by day as if life were being drawn out of them thread by thread. Sometimes there is laughter on the lips, while over one shoulder a shadow already stands counting how many candles are left to burn.

Maybe, reader, you are looking for a name for your fear. Maybe you want to understand why your dreams have grown heavier than millstones. Maybe you do not believe in ill fortune, in the evil eye, in hexes at all—and still you came, out of curiosity, mockery, or some hidden thirst to peer through the crack decent folk prefer not to look through.

Well then. A mocker is sometimes more serious than a mourner. And an unbeliever may stare deeper into the dark than the faithful.

But know this: this book was not written for amusement. Not for laughter by the stove. Not for gossip in the marketplace. Not to thrill the soul with a sweet little shiver of fear. What lies here is more than tales from an old bone-legged crone who flies in a mortar and frightens children.

What lies here is human memory—bitter as wormwood, dark as a deep pool under a pine, stubborn as a root that splits stone.

Whoever takes up this book stands at a threshold.

Whether they step through it or not—they do not yet know.

—-
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PEOPLE FEAR EVIL NOT only because it brings pain. Pain is familiar. Human beings get used to many things: cold, hunger, loss, loneliness, the silent sky overhead. But evil is frightening for another reason.

It is frightening because it does not always arrive with howling and claws. It is not always black, not always hideous, not always terrible to look at. Sometimes evil comes in quietly, like a cat slipping into a warm farmhouse. It settles in a corner. Says nothing. Touches no one.

And then you notice: the milk has turned sour. The baby screams. The old man takes to his bed. Husband and wife seem to have become strangers. Mold blooms on the bread. And inside your chest it feels as though someone has scattered ashes.

People fear evil because evil loves to pass itself off as fate.

That is where its cruelest strength lies. Not in storms. Not in blood. Not in some terrible cry in the middle of the night. But in the long while before a person understands whether this is ordinary hardship—the share life gives everyone—or whether something else has touched them: another will, another spite, another dark intention.

When a wolf growls, anyone knows what to do: run or fight. When a fire breaks out, anyone knows what to do: put it out or get away. But when evil enters a home without knocking, wearing a human face, speaking in a gentle voice, tucked inside a gift, hidden in a stare that lingers too long—then the soul grows confused.

Then the heart senses it, and the mind waves it off.

Then a person says to themselves, I imagined it.

And darkness loves that phrase more than any other.

People also fear evil because there is temptation in it. Not everyone who suffered from evil was a saint. Not everyone who was cursed was innocent. And not everyone who committed evil was born a monster.

Often evil begins small: with envy buzzing like a fly by the temple; with hurt collecting like swamp water; with the wish that your neighbor’s light should go out, since yours never came on. From such small things darkness grows. Not all at once. Quietly. Underground. Like a fungal web spreading beneath the soil: above, the grass is green; below, everything is already tangled in pale dead threads.

That too is why people fear evil: because in it they recognize not only an enemy from outside, but their own shadow.

And no—not every misfortune is a hex. Not every tear comes from a dark word. Not every death comes from the evil eye. But neither can every evil be shrugged off as weather, damp air, and a bad disposition.

The world is older than human understanding. And in that old world there are forces that love to settle wherever people themselves have left a crack: in hatred, in pride, in helplessness, in greed, in grief never mourned, in wrongs never avenged.

Where the heart has split, darkness seeps in.

—-
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DO NOT THINK THE HIDDEN world reveals itself to just anyone who can read and light a candle. No. The hidden is like a wild bird: it will not come to the noisy, it will not show itself to the greedy, and as for the fool—it will lead him into the deep woods, and not everyone finds the way back out.

Some people live beside wonder all their lives and notice nothing. To them, the forest is only timber, the river only water, the night only darkness, the word only sound. To such people this book too will be dead: ink curls on a page, an old woman’s ramblings, dust on shelves, cheap chills for a long evening.

But there are others. For them, it is enough to hear an empty gate creak once at dusk to know: that was no wind. Enough to glance at a threshold and see salt scattered there in a way salt does not scatter on its own—and feel something inside go cold. Enough to wake once between midnight and dawn as if someone had called their name—and never again fully dismiss it as only a dream.

The hidden does not yield to force. You cannot break it open like a door. You cannot shake it loose like a coin from another man’s fist. You cannot beg it out with tears or buy it with silver. It chooses for itself when to show its face.

And often it chooses not the most learned, not the bravest, not the most devout—but the most attentive.

Those who know how to listen not only to words, but to the silence between them.  

Those who see not only a footprint, but what it means that no second footprint stands beside it.  

Those who understand that silence can ring louder than a church bell.

But there is danger too. Some people, the moment they catch the scent of the hidden, want at once to own it. To name it, command it, trap it, lock it inside a word like a bird in a cage. And that is exactly when the hidden turns its face away. Others are worse still: they begin admiring their closeness to darkness the way a fool might show off a fine new fur coat. Such a one is already half-lost. For everything secret demands not boasting, but measure.

Remember this:

The hidden loves the quiet.  

But it does not love the weak.  

It loves the patient.  

But it does not love the idle.  

It loves those who are honest with themselves.  

But it shows no mercy to those who lie to themselves about what matters most.

If all you have in you is hunger for the frightening—close the book.

If all you have is curiosity—read, but do not imagine you understand.

But if there is in you fear, and reverence, and stillness—then perhaps something may reveal itself to you.

Not everything.

But enough that you will never again be what you were before.

—-
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HUMAN BEINGS ARE FORGETFUL. That is our sorrow, and our mercy too. If we did not forget how we buried our mothers, how a child cried with fever, how we stood over an empty cradle, how we betrayed and were betrayed—we would not endure. The human heart is not iron. It is already all scars, like an old birch carved year after year with knives.

So people forget. They forget faces. Forget voices. Forget oaths sworn on blood and tears. Forget where the house once stood where laughter lived. Forget who first wished harm on whom. Forget even their own fear, once the storm has passed and summer begins singing again.

But the forest does not forget.

The forest remembers footsteps. It remembers breath. It remembers who stood under which pine and what they whispered with their forehead pressed to the bark. It remembers what was buried and never spoken. Where blood was spilled—by accident or by intent. Where a widow wept. Where a girl set her wreath upon the water not for love, but for despair. Where a man in fury swore he would destroy his brother. Where an old woman carried not bread in her bundle, but a wicked thought.

Roots are keepers. They take everything into themselves: rain, ash, tears, blood, rot, prayer, curse. Everything goes into the ground, and the ground into the forest. And so an oak may stand for a hundred years, silent, leaves whispering overhead, while in that silence it holds more human stories than a dozen confessions.

The forest does not judge in the human way. To it, all are the same: guilty, innocent, kind, cruel. It does not say, this one should be pitied, that one punished. It simply keeps.

And in that keeping is a terrible truth: nothing ever vanishes completely. Not a word spoken in rage. Not spite cast after someone’s back. Not grief that found no comfort. Not a plea for help thrown into the dark.

That is why the air feels heavy near old stands of fir. Why on some clearings birds sing, and on others even the crickets go quiet. Why sometimes a path is only a path—until you step onto it and suddenly feel you are not walking alone.

That is not always demons. Not always glamour. Not always witchcraft.

Often it is simply the memory of a place.

And the memory of a place can weigh more heavily than a living witness.

A person will tell a story—and lie a little.  

Stay silent—and forget.  

Cry—and be comforted.  

But the forest remains.

It saw pagan fires burn down to ash.  

It heard crosses raised where old gods had once been whispered to.  

It knows where love turned to ruin, and where a curse proved to be nothing but smoke.  

It remembers those whose names have been worn away from gravestones.  

And those who were never given stones at all.

So if you want to understand darkness, do not look only at the person. Look around them too. At their yard. Their doorstep. Their well. The old apple tree. The ravine behind the barn. The edge of the woods where evening falls sooner than it does in the open field.

For a person carries misfortune within them, yes—but they are not the only one keeping it.

The forest remembers more than a person does, because the forest is in no hurry to live.

And everything that is in no hurry knows a terrible amount about the world.

—-
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What a Hex Is, and How It Enters the World
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Not every calamity comes from outside. Some kinds of trouble first take root inside a person—not in bone, not in blood, not even in the heart, but in that dark fold of the soul the person is afraid to look at themselves.

A person lives as people do: chewing bread, drinking water, rocking children, waking at dawn, tiring by evening. And then one day a thought catches in them—a tiny thing, no bigger than a burr seed, light as ash from a stove door. At first they may not even notice it. They may think, It’s nothing. Just a passing mood. But the thought is already there. It has not gone. It has not blown away. It has attached itself.

A wicked thought does not come through the door. It does not knock. It does not announce its name. It clings quietly.

First, as irritation.  

Then, as resentment.  

Then, as that hot, shameful pleasure at another person’s misfortune.

Your neighbor stumbles—and something in you grows warmer.  

Another woman’s cow drops dead—and after crossing yourself for show, you think in secret, So grace doesn’t only belong to her.  

Your brother begins to prosper—and now you cannot sleep, and every word out of his mouth feels like a splinter driven under your nail.

That is how it clings.

Most often it does not cling to those born villains, but to those who have mistaken their darkness for truth.

I’m not jealous, a person says. I just want fairness.  

I’m not angry, they say. I just have a good memory.  

I don’t wish anyone harm, they say. I only want everyone to get what they deserve.

And all the while the evil thought has already made itself at home, like a mouse behind the stove: unseen, but always gnawing.

Some thoughts go off with the wind.  

Others grow into a person.

They grow into the voice, the gaze, the hand. And now the person is no longer quite the same: they speak as they always did, yet after their words another soul feels heavy; they look as they always did, yet under that gaze a baby begins to cry; they say nothing at all, yet their silence is worse than abuse.

That is why the old ones used to say: fear not only the obvious enemy, but the moment when you begin feeding the darkness in yourself—and softly excusing it besides. For if a wicked thought is not checked, not prayed against, not shamed, then in time it ceases to be only a thought. It seeks a way out. It wants form. It wants to cross from soul into world, from intention into deed, from one person into another.

And then begins what people later call misfortune, the evil eye, affliction, a hex, a black mark.

But first there is always the thought.

Small.  

Dark.  

Sticky.

Like a strand of spiderweb barely brushing your cheek—and yet your whole body
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