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PROLOGUE

IT WAS late summer under a pale green sky, and the wizard Bagdemagus had decided to retire. Not right now, perhaps in a decade or two, when the ache in his bones had really settled in. He felt the itch, the same way he’d felt it when he’d first picked up the book of practical magic commonly known amongst wizards as the Household Gramayre. He hadn’t known that strange, subtle itch for what it was, back then. Now he could recognize it as a sign that it was time for something new. Wizards didn’t die of old age. They were too suffused with Gramayre for that. No, a wizard changed. They took on new shapes, new forms, until one day you never returned. It was in their nature, just as the sun was pushed across the sky by a gigantic beetle, and as goblins returned to the valley each year at the first mischievous whisper of autumn.

The valley was tucked away below the village of East Grasby, and Bagdemagus wandered it freely, deep in the heart of the crag that would soon blossom with wild goblins and their treacherous fruits. He’d tried to banish the goblins for good, when he’d first come into his power, but some magics were too old and buried too deep. Instead, when all power and works had failed him, he’d reluctantly done exactly what his wizardly predecessor had done, and contained the problem instead. A spell encircling the valley, fencing the goblins inside to ensure neither they nor their enticing wares could work evil in East Grasby.* The goblins were harmless enough as long as they stayed in their market until winter, when the cold caused them to wither away.

As he walked, and with extreme care, he scattered mandrake leaves behind him. Most people didn’t know of the mandrake’s special properties, because they didn’t care to listen to the old folk tales. The people of East Grasby didn’t listen much to anyone. To each other. To their surroundings. To any of the lectures he gave on the matter when someone turned up at his door with mandrake poisoning. As a matter of principle, and professional curiosity, Bagdemagus listened all the time. There wasn’t much else to do when you kept your own company, unless you counted the grimalkin, which Bagdemagus didn’t. He spent so much time with the feline creature that he almost considered it part of him, much in the same way as the Household Gramayre. Spells and memories all folded into each other until you couldn’t tell which was which anymore. It was going to be hard to leave it all behind.

It was often the case that Bagdemagus became so caught up in his own inner dialogue that he failed to notice what was right in front of him, and today was no different. Gaze turned firmly inwards, he stumbled across something heavy in front of him. Catching his balance, he stepped back onto the mandrake leaves, scuffing the line. Cursing blithely, he turned to see what had tripped him.

The body was headless. Large, strong, and oddly contorted, as if it had died in some distress. Unfazed by the sight (Bagdemagus was old, older than anyone gave him credit for), he warily reached down to assess the state of decay. Less than a day old, perhaps killed the previous evening. He couldn’t state the exact cause of death, not without opening the Gramayre, and there were spells in the books that even he feared to cast. What worried him most was the fact that it had been left unwatched. Having been abandoned without a vigil or burial rites, the corpse was almost certain to wake as a licce, tirelessly seeking out some last vengeance or obsession. A body didn’t need a head to be dangerous.

He inspected the wound. Jagged. Clumsy. The head had been severed in a hurry, or by someone unfamiliar with the workings of the body. A murder, then. It wasn’t the first one in East Grasby and it wouldn’t be the last.*

The grimalkin sidled out from behind a rock, all extra toes and crooked teeth. It looked nothing like a cat in any meaningful sense, but that was still the closest word one could use to describe it. The creature was something like an assistant, a deputy librarian, and a tutor all rolled into one. The grimalkin liked to nap on a particular rock when Bagdemagus did the goblin-mandrake ritual, because it was an excellent sunbathing spot, and they rarely ventured down into the valley together except to perform this specific rite.

“Gosh,” the grimalkin said, dryly, indicating the body. “Well, it’s not goblin. I suppose that’s a mercy.” It sniffed the corpse. “Not watched. It’s going to turn. We’ll have a licce on our hands before sundown.”

Bagdemagus sighed. “Have to do everything myself,” he grumbled. As if he’d have accepted help from anyone, which he would not have.

Reaching into the depths of his mind, where the spells he had memorized that morning were drifting about, he sifted through the jumble of words and incantations until he came across a spell of burning. It was an unruly thing. Fire always was. It wanted to escape, and you had to be wary lest it catch onto something inside you and burn you out from the middle. With the spell on his lips, eyes burning like coals, he made to touch the body.

“What on earth are you doing?” The grimalkin’s sour voice cut into his concentration. He paused.

“What does it look like? I’m burning it before it gets up again.”

“We don’t have the whole body.” The cat had that superior expression it leveraged whenever he knew something the wizard didn’t. This happened often.

“What difference does it make?” He was irritable now. The spell slipped from his grasp and vanished from his mind. Bagdemagus wondered, briefly, where it went.*

“If you don’t burn the whole thing,” said the grimalkin, “particularly the head, you won’t kill it. You’ll just end up with some very alive bones, unless you have fire hot enough to burn those too. Which you don’t. Because I know all your spells.” Smugly, it waved its tail. “You’ll have to bury it until we find the head, and then we can get rid of it all at once.”

Sighing loudly enough to make a point, Bagdemagus delved for another spell. This time, slumbering under some cobwebs, and next to where he’d left his list of favourite celery memories, was the Cant of Terrestrial Gerrymandering. He retrieved it. It had been a while since he’d memorized it, but it was still good. Under his careful guidance, the spell worked the same way it always did, opening a sizeable pit in the earth into which a body (or several bodies, if you squeezed them) could be placed. With a kick, he heaved the dead man into the newly formed grave. Six feet under, that was the key. Licce might be strong, but even they struggled to reach the surface from there.

“I suppose we should find the head,” he said, “before it gets into trouble.” He looked around, but it wasn’t anywhere in sight.

“Seems someone made off with it,” said the grimalkin. “Or it rolled away. Either way, we’ll be at this all day. We don’t even know which way to start off in.”

“We could ask the tinderbox,” said Bagdemagus, idly. “We only used two questions, remember?”

“Absolutely not,” the cat said, firmly. “Stop suggesting that. I lost an eye last time, Bagsy, in case you forgot.”

“Alright, alright. You keep looking after it for me, then.” He scratched the famulus around the ears.

Standing up properly, he pulled up his trousers, which were always falling down just a little. “We’ll look for the head later,” he told the cat, which helped to scoop the dirt back into the grave. “It can’t have gone far. And the rest of the corpse is safe down there. No one comes here, and no one would be stupid enough to dig in the goblin market, not unless they want to be weeviled.” He sounded almost wistful. He hadn’t turned anyone into a weevil in years.

“Can we stop at the river?” The cat seemed to have brightened in mood now that the body was gone. “You know the one. I want a fish. Then maybe some witch backgammon?”*

The river. That would be nice. He could sit down for a while, rest his back (which had developed an ungodly twinge from all those nights under the stars). Finding this head could wait, it was of little urgency now. Besides, a licce didn’t speak. A head could cause little trouble on its own, unless it bit someone and they got gangrene. He finished scattering the mandrake leaves and picked up his bags.

Yes, a sit-down. Some nice fish. And then, in a few short decades, he would retire.

He was halfway down the path when all thought of the rogue head slipped from his memory altogether.

Twenty years passed before Bagdemagus decided to finally retire. In that time he never quite got around to remembering the headless body, buried six feet under the ground in the goblin valley.

Deep below the earth, dead muscles twitched.
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THE STONE

HENRIC NAGG was already face-down in the mud, and it wasn’t yet noon. Picking himself up slowly, he glared at the ugly rock towering above him and went back to snipping leaves from the plants gathered at its base. There was nowhere else on Nagg Farm to gather mandrake leaves, because nowhere else was cursed. Not as badly as the Nagg Stone anyhow, which was the kind of ill-starred landmark you could feel looming over your shoulder when you saw it on a map. It had large stains that on a sunny day gathered to look a bit like a smirking face, and this wasn’t the first time Mr. Nagg had taken out his frustrations on the stone, a mistake which always left him with a stubbed toe and nursing a bruised ego as he struggled back onto his feet.

Wiping his own brow, Mr. Nagg cut the final bundle of leaves and stowed them in his satchel, making sure not to touch them with his bare skin. Everything about a mandrake was poisonous, from root to crown, and its practical uses were specific to words ending in -cide. Every year, Mr. Nagg came down to the cursed rock and harvested enough poisonous leaves to perpetrate the kind of banquet hall atrocities you heard about from travelling bards. In smaller doses, it could make people anxious, malleable, or uncertain, but that was the kind of thing you could only find out through measured experimentation. Yes, Mr. Nagg was a poor gardener in all other regards, but he belonged to a lineage of self-taught experts on the mandrakes, and was well aware of their dangers.

Having got what he’d come for, and determined to get the last word in, he risked another small kick at the standing stone, which caused him to lose his footing and end up right back in the dirt. He gargled a howl of rage into the muck. Nothing went right around the Nagg Stone. Local opinion differed as to exactly how it had ended up in his family’s possession. The common tale, passed down to Mr. Nagg from his grandmother, was that a witch had hexed the monolith after developing a bunion in its vicinity. Whatever the reason, it was a blight on his lineage, and he resented it bitterly.*

Crawling away from the field on his hands and knees, he checked his haul again. He’d charge the wizard double for this. Maybe triple. He wasn’t getting any younger, and his knees weren’t creaking any less. Bad enough the sorcerer had refused to remove the stone; that he had Mr. Nagg fumbling about in the dirt on his behalf was even more humiliating. “One man’s curse is another’s boon,” he’d said, which sounded to Mr. Nagg like the kind of riddlesome nonsense you’d expect from a geriatric who smoked the herbs from his garden in a colourful and pungent rotation.

Not every village had a wizard, nor did every wizard belong to a village, but they frequently gravitated together. Attempts to study this phenomenon usually ended in failure, due to a lack of academic consensus on what constituted a wizard, how many houses made a village, and which units of measurement to use.*

In the case of East Grasby, the village (for want of a better word) consisted of scattered farms and moorland cottages, and the sage Bagdemagus was their pellar.

Mr. Nagg was still crawling when he got to the edge of the field, and onto the dirt trail that led away from the farmstead and onto the moors. He only bothered to drag himself to his feet when he came face-to-face with a nasty-looking centipede. He didn’t like anything with the wrong number of legs. More than one leg, fewer than five, that was the natural number of legs. Except for three. Three was also bad.†

The walk from the farmhouse on the border of East Grasby to the cottage belonging to Bagdemagus was a long one, and took the better part of the morning, even moving as quickly as he dared in the treacherous undergrowth. The trip wouldn’t be worth it if the wizard didn’t pay quite so handsomely for the mandrake leaves. The Naggs relied on the annual sum, as the Nagg farm produced nothing else of value. If he’d been a daring man, which he was not, he might have tried to harvest a precious mandrake root or two, which were worth many times what the leaves fetched, but he recalled the warnings from his parents—removing the root from the soil caused it to emit an unearthly shriek that dragged the listener to madness and death. The leaves were safer. He’d once been told that a virgin could pull up a whole mandrake without perishing, but he didn’t see what good that was to anyone, because a virgin was just as like to stumble across a unicorn or get carried off by a scaled monster as help with the crops. No, Mr. Nagg was at peace with his lot in life, which was to occasionally bring some poisonous leaves to a wizard, and collect his unreasonable fee.

The ragged stone wall surrounding Bagdemagus’s hovel was knee high, and getting shorter every year as the elements wore it down. It was covered with trinkets, charms, and scrawled symbols, each of which Bagdemagus insisted was essential for the protection of the cottage, though they were often blown away in mild winds or eaten by curious wildlife. The wooden door, battered around the edges, was unlocked. This wasn’t unusual. Bagdemagus didn’t really understand how locks worked. Nor did he grasp the point of private property, or the concept of theft. The toadlike structure was stuffed to the brim with strange wooden furnishings, comfy chairs, and hundreds of boxes containing dried ingredients and tools of the trade.

Looking around the cramped room, Mr. Nagg sighed audibly. No sign of the wizard. This wasn’t unheard of, as the mage would often wander from place to place for days at a time before finding his way back to the hut, but it put Mr. Nagg’s nose out of joint. He’d brought all these horrible leaves here, just as he did around this time every year, and for what? To trudge back home, empty-handed. Was it too much to ask that the wizard be present when a visitor arrived? Couldn’t he have looked into the future and predicted a guest? The wizard’s absence annoyed Mr. Nagg more than it might have the average person, because Mr. Nagg lacked a sense of object permanence when it came to other people and their time. On some primal level, deep below thoughts of coins and mandrakes, in the root of his soul, Mr. Nagg didn’t really believe anyone else existed when they were not in a room with him, and he found altogether vexing their insistence on wandering off-page to follow plot threads that did not bend to his immediate convenience.

He dreaded to think of the look on Isabella’s face when her husband wandered in without the money. He had one job a year, she would say, and he couldn’t even get that right. As he put down the bag of leaves on the side, his gaze fell on the Household Gramarye.

The Book of Household Gramarye is a multipart text as multifaceted as a diamond, and many times as brilliant. Split into twenty-seven volumes, it claimed to know everything there was to know, and a bit more besides, from home remedies to do-it-yourself ensorcellments. Due to the impracticality of parchment production, a village could only be expected to house a single copy of the Household Gramarye. Not one but several herds of cattle had to be skinned to craft even a single volume. The margins surrounding the densely packed text of the Household Gramarye were traditionally left wide, ostensibly to allow readers to add their own observations (which they frequently did), meaning that no two copies of the Household Gramarye were exactly alike.* The farther one strayed from the city of Verdigris and its scriptoriums, the less common complete copies of the Household Gramarye became. In lieu of partial copies, incomplete sets of the Gramarye resided in the minds of those who passed down memorized fragments from generation to generation.

The East Grasby copy of the Household Gramarye was, naturally, in the care of Bagdemagus. This was generally agreed on to be the best solution, for no one was better versed in its contents, nor as widely feared as the diminutive hedge wizard, and besides it left everyone else more time for the things that were really important, such as looking at the sky and wondering aloud if the weather was about to turn any moment now.

And yet. Perhaps the Household Gramarye held the solution to Mr. Nagg’s troubles. It was magic, wasn’t it? Mr. Nagg could do with some magic in his life. A spell to remove a cursed rock, perhaps? To fill his pockets with riches? He couldn’t read himself, of course, but Mrs. Nagg was always poring over whatever scraps she could get her hands on. Maybe when she’d finished cooking and cleaning, she could make herself useful for once. Yes, it was only right that he borrow a volume for a little while. He’d leave the mandrake cuttings behind as payment, and that would be well.

Cheered, he plucked a random volume from the shelf and stuffed it into his bag. His mood was much improved, and there was even a vicious little spring in his step. This was going to be a good year for Mr. Nagg. He could feel it.




2

A VISIT FROM GOBLINS

LATER THAT evening, Farmer Nagg sat at home, staring at the wall. His dinner, which Mrs. Nagg had thrown together with the grim enthusiasm she somehow found for any activity involving butchery, lay untouched before him. They sat at opposite ends of the broad wooden dining table, and the borrowed book lay equidistant between them, unopened. Farmer Nagg kept sneaking fearful glances at the book, as if he expected it to explode into a pile of snakes at any moment.*

“In a world of pigheaded ideas, Mr. Nagg”—Isabella was mid-rant—“I have never seen anything like this. Theft. From a wizard. Do you want us both to be turned into weevils, Mr. Nagg? Is that what you want for us?”

She rolled her eyes. “I should not wonder if he arrives this very evening to remedy this situation. And I shall be telling him that I had no part in it, you can be sure of that.”

Mr. Nagg picked at the food, wading through his own thoughts. Rain hammered down on the roof. He’d seen a grass snake on the way home, darting out in front of his path. That meant it would rain for several days yet, if his mother’s advice was anything to go by.* Water crept in under the door, as if eavesdropping on the conversation.

A mumbling. Noise at the edge of his awareness. Mrs. Nagg was talking. What was she saying?

“… all day.” She sniffed. “As if we don’t be having better things on our minds to be doing, is that not right? Why, I’ve never been as busy.”

He gave her a filthy look, staring daggers at her back as she clattered about the kitchen in a cacophony that set his teeth on edge. What had she been so busy with all day? Torturing dinner? She hadn’t even looked at the book, but of course she’d found something to complain about.

Mrs. Nagg set down the last piece of crockery. “He doesn’t listen,” she said, picking up her pot of basil, and busied herself in the kitchen with some chore that was as loud as it was unnecessary.

Mrs. Nagg considered herself to have a green thumb, Henric knew, and his general dislike of his wife gave him a cynical view of her efforts. She collected snippings and cuttings of plants, going to great effort to house them in a series of inconvenient receptacles such as the bathing tub and the chamberpots. Many of these experiments survived for no longer than a few weeks, as Mrs. Nagg was prone to the kind of suffocating fits of aqueous affection that would have made her an excellent interrogator. The only exception to this rule was her pot of basil, which thrived in hostile conditions that should have seen it slain several times over.* The herb had a warrior’s spirit, and it was the tenacity of the pot of basil that, by Mr. Nagg’s estimation, had convinced Mrs. Nagg she was a wonderful gardener. She’d brought the basil with her when they married, one of the few belongings she’d insisted upon, housed in a huge ceramic pot engraved with the image of a frowning face. Mr. Nagg hated the herb almost as much as he hated the scrunge his wife prepared every night,† but something about it made him anxious, and so he’d never worked up the courage to throw it out when she wasn’t looking.

The evening was, until this point, a relatively normal one.

Then came a knock at the door. A scratching, biting knock.

Mr. Nagg threw himself to the floor, abandoning his scrunge, and scuttled under the table with the same animal reflex that his ancient forebears had relied upon to save them from tigers and bears. The wizard had come for his book. Cowering against the floor, Mr. Nagg thought about what life would be like for him as a weevil, or a worm. Slower, for sure. Maybe even less stressful. He waited a few moments for the world to descend upon his head, for the skies to collapse, and to meet some unpleasant magical fate at the hands of an angry wizard. But no disaster came, and eventually he dared to peek out into the kitchen, which was still there. Tentatively, he extracted himself from his hidey-hole and sat himself back at his food, sparing an annoyed look for Mrs. Nagg, who he noted had declined to answer the door, instead rummaging about in a cupboard for the hideous bristled tool she used to clean the scrunge pot. Perhaps she hadn’t heard the knock, or was pretending she hadn’t, which he thought was more probable. He wolfed down the last of his meal (prepared by Mrs. Nagg), tightened his belt (crafted by Mrs. Nagg), and got up from the table (cleaned daily by Mrs. Nagg). It looked like he needed to do everything himself around here.

The knock sounded again, and it rang to Mr. Nagg like a death knell. A weevil it was, then. He’d be turned into a bug, and maybe then she’d regret how she’d treated him. Dragging his feet through the kitchen, he stomped to the front door so that his wife would know how inconvenienced he’d been. Undoing the catch, he took a deep breath, ready to start his new life as a creepy-crawly, and yanked open the door.

When a few moments passed and he didn’t feel himself shrinking or growing mandibles, he opened one eye.

On the threshold were two spry little creatures, each no taller than Nagg’s elbow and jostling for better position in front of the other. They held in their hands, offered to him for inspection, imperfectly round fruits coloured red deep enough to stain the soul.

There were lots of rules to living in East Grasby. Your fence should be mended, your garden tended. Your livestock should be prevented from running rampant. Prudence is what the residents might have called it, if they were keen on talking to one another (which they were not). Amongst these rules, drummed into the residents by long association, was this: Do not eat the goblin fruit. Nuance and reason had long since been occluded by time, but convention was clear—nothing good could come of taking the goblin fruit. Truth be told, this was usually an easy rule to adhere to, because the goblins were so rarely seen outside their market in the valley.*

But it was different when you saw the fruit. It was everything that you never knew you wanted, and it made you hungry in ways you didn’t know existed, like a light turning on in the back of your mind.

The goblins waved their fruit, red as blood, held in gracile fingers.

“Come buy,” they said in unison. “Buy our lovely goblin fruit. Taste.”

The fruit had a gravity to it that drew your gaze. Surely there was no harm in just glancing at it? No one could fault him for taking another look. He was about to lean in closer for a smell when he heard Isabella moving around behind him, and the noise jolted him back to his senses.

“Ah, mischief is afoot, I see,” said Mr. Nagg, crossly. Loudly. Guiltily. “Go on, get from here, goblin folk. You aren’t wanted here.”

The goblins looked at each other, then smiled their broad, skullduggerous smiles.

“Offers,” said one.

“Yes, lovely offers. Bargains,” the second added.

Mr. Nagg wrestled with his curiosity. An offer? Bargains? He wasn’t going to take the fruit, obviously. So was there any harm in listening to what they had to say? He’d shoo them away shortly, and no one would ever know.

The first goblin showed him the fruit again, turning it over in its hands. Goblin fingers were long and supple, designed for seeking and probing, for uncovering secret desires. The fruits reeked of crimson, and were slightly furry in a way that made them seem luminous in the dying light. “You buy one fruit—” the goblin said, in a manner of exaggerated showmanship. “We give two fruit,” the second rushed in. The first goblin kicked the second, annoyed, as if some parsimonious script had been deviated from. “One free,” corrected the second goblin, resentfully. “Buy one fruit, one fruit for nothing. Nothing!”

Nagg paused. Whether you liked goblin fruit or not, you had to concede this was an excellent deal. His hand twitched towards his coin purse, but he barely had time to look over his shoulder before he was met with an angry-looking Mrs. Nagg, still holding her pot of basil.

“Who is it—oh. Goblins again!” She put down the pot gently, with a more loving glance than she’d ever given Mr. Nagg, and grabbed a broom. “Leave us be, goblin folk! Meddlesome pests! Go on!”

The goblins put their fruit away, reluctantly, and shuffled off the doorstep. One looked back, optimistically, but Mrs. Nagg only waved the broom higher.

As the door closed, Mrs. Nagg picked up her plant and returned to the kitchen table. “It is a poor sign to see them so far from the market,” she remarked, darkly. She always got angry when anyone talked about goblins. Mr. Nagg only grunted in response. The image of the goblin fruit remained in his mind. They did look delicious, and besides, there were bargains to be had.
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ISABELLA ALONE

BROADLY SPEAKING, Isabella Nagg tried not to think about her situation. Her mother would have told her that there was no point crying over spilt milk, and that you should save the tears for something more meaningful, such as if you were trapped in a loveless marriage, and were burdened with an ungrateful daughter to boot. Her mother had cried a great deal towards the end, before she’d finally run away to join a cult who said they could spin straw into gold.

No, crying wouldn’t do any good. Isabella knew that from the first five years she’d spent pining for something better, and the next ten she’d spent resenting it when it didn’t happen. When the dark thoughts came upon her in the quiet period of the afternoon, she tried to remind herself that her situation was better than most. She hadn’t been approached by a roadside hag bearing evil gifts, nor had she been dragged to a watery grave by a slippery horse, or stampeded to death by a nuckelavee. She enjoyed a fate far better than most people were led to expect by parents in this part of the world, who were still of the opinion that three children were best—one to carry on the family name, one to be carried off by a monster, and a spare to nudge the odds a little further in favour of grandchildren.

Life at Nagg Farm was predictable, and there was merit in that. Her husband was not a bad man, she didn’t think. “Bad” didn’t seem right. He wasn’t a good person either, mind, but something ethically agnostic. He occupied that robust yet morally beige space rarely commented on by bards or historians. Mr. Nagg had no interest in right or wrong, just like he had no interest in cleaning up after himself. In any hypothetical life-or-death situation she could care to name, Mr. Nagg would eat a potato until his time ran out, and then be genuinely confused as to why people were angry at him.

He didn’t do much at all, really—existing itself was the height of his ambition. He would achieve that as long as she provided food, water, and shelter. He didn’t know it, but of all of her houseplants, he was the most difficult to maintain.

Yesterday, top of his list of bright ideas had been to steal from a wizard. In front of her, on the kitchen counter, lay volume IX of The Book of Household Gramarye, titled Of Spiritual Properties and Ethereal Real Estate. In some ways, it was a kind gesture. He was prone to the kind of gifts* that inadvertently complicated the lives of the recipient. She’d been fond of the idea of Gramayre as a young woman, though the purchase of any grimoire was so far beyond the means of her family as to be comical. She’d long ago allowed her fancies to erode, replaced by a more realistic cycle of laundry and dishes, but she’d often mentioned it to her husband in the brighter years of their companionship, in those optimistic days when she had thought they might share a practical marriage, if not necessarily an enthusiastic one.

She touched the cover of the book with one finger. A book, any book, was a princely gift, but the sympathy engendered by his effort was eclipsed by her irritation at having another chore to perform on his behalf. It was foolhardy, if not suicidal, to go about stealing things from the wizard Bagdemagus. Though his attitude was usually genial, and his aspect forgetful, those on the receiving end of his temper rarely came away with the same basic configuration of limbs. Even for Mr. Nagg, this had been a terrible idea.

“I shall have to return it.” She said it aloud, to the pot of basil on the windowsill. It was her favourite houseplant, her very first, and she talked to it because otherwise she would go days at a time without saying a single word.

“Yes,” she repeated, as she often did, because the pot of basil wasn’t able to reply, “I shall have to take this book back to the wizard, and hope he is not too angry. I will explain that Mr. Nagg is a fool, which being familiar with him I am sure he must already know, and that will fix things, I expect.”

She fetched her walking boots, feeling irritated. There was little chance of making Mr. Nagg fix his own mistake. He would just give her a pitiful look, as if she had kicked a sick dog, and then he’d resent her for scorning his gift. Besides, having caused his daily catastrophe, he had quickly found somewhere else to be. She allowed her anger at Mr. Nagg’s carelessness to fester, the way she always did, because in the darkest, smallest, meanest part of her, she knew that she almost welcomed his mistakes. The annoyance was a feeling, and it was better than the monotony to which she otherwise felt consigned.

The pot of basil sat there, as it always did, listening patiently to her natter away. In many ways, it was the closest thing she had to a friend. Though Mrs. Nagg had cultivated a healthy garden of herbs and flowers during her many years at Nagg Farm, the pot of basil was the only thing she’d brought with her into the marriage. It was hers, not Mr. Nagg’s, which made it special. She talked to it each day as she pottered about the house, a habit which had started tentatively and was by now a reflex she gave in to without a second thought. “I cannot shake the feeling that this book is the start of trouble,” she told the plant. “Dark clouds are on the horizon, you can be sure of that, pot of basil.” The basil did not respond
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