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To all the little bluebirds …
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BOOK ONE
LONG AGO


There is a story the bees used to tell, which makes it hard to disbelieve.
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NECTAR


When the Nine Worlds were still very young, there were no stories. There was only Dream, the river that runs through all the Worlds, reflecting the hearts and desires of the Folk on its journey towards Pandaemonium.


But by the side of that river, there grew a flower with no name. It grew only there, on the shore of Dream, between the dusty plains of Death and the dark cliffs of Damnation. Its petals were pale as young love; its leaves were like the starry sky; its roots were drenched with the dreams of the Folk; and its scent was like honey and heartbreak.


But no one saw the dreamflower, or caught its scent on the rapturous air. No living creature had ever seen the colour of its petals or touched even one of its shining leaves. Until, one day, a swarm of bees found its way into World Below. They settled on the flower and fed; took nectar from its scented heart. And when at last they returned to their hive, they made honey from the nectar, and fed it to their young Queen as she grew in her cradle of honeycomb.


The honey was dark, and scented, and sweet. The Queen, in her golden citadel, fed well on the nectar of dreams. And she grew in wisdom and beauty until at last, she became the Honeycomb Queen, the very first of the Silken Folk, whom some call the Faërie, and some the First, and some the Keepers of Stories.


Through this cross-pollination, the Queen was born into the Aspect of the people from whose dreams she had sprung. She could pass between their Worlds. She could see into their hearts. She could use what she saw to spin glamours of the most marvellous kind; glamours that built worlds in the air; that opened every secret door; every chamber of the heart. And these were the very first stories.


But, from across the river Dream, the Hallowe’en Queen, half-woman, half-corpse, ruler of the kingdom of Death, was watching the Honeycomb Queen from afar. From her dead eye she could see into the darkest dreams of the Folk; from her living eye, she could see everything in the Nine Worlds. The touch of her living hand was a gift that no man had ever known; the touch of her withered hand brought Death. Her kingdom was desert on every side. Nothing grew; nothing changed; and the only stories she ever heard were those that ended in death for everyone concerned. And as time passed, she grew jealous of the Honeycomb Queen and her stories; and she began to make plans to steal the lovely dreamflower for herself.


And so she crossed the river one night, and went in search of the dreamflower. For a time she stood watching it, breathing in its rapturous scent. Nothing was scented in her realm; nothing was soft or beautiful. A terrible loneliness welled up in her heart, and a single tear trickled down the living side of her ruined face. She stretched out a hand to pick the bloom—but in her haste, the Queen forgot to use her living hand, and touched the beautiful dreamflower with her dead and withered fingers.


At once, the dreamflower wilted and died. Its like has never been seen again. But its nectar remained with the Honeycomb Queen, and with the good, industrious bees, passing from flower to flower; taking pollen back to the hive; and telling their tales wherever they went—for they, too, had fed from the nectar, and they were part of the river, now; the River than runs through Nine Worlds, taking with it the dreams of the Folk and spinning them into stories.


Some of those tales have stings attached. But then, of course, that’s bees for you.
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THE MIDWIFE


Once, there was a midwife, renowned for her skill. One winter’s night, a man came knocking on her door to ask her to deliver a breech-birth child. It was late; it was dark; there was the scent of a storm on the way, but the man—who was a foreigner—promised the midwife rich rewards if she could save his wife and child.


And so the midwife went with him, riding in his pony-trap to a village she did not recognize, and to a cottage, poor but clean, in which a woman in labour lay, fevered and delirious. The midwife ordered the man to leave. He seemed reluctant to do so. When the midwife insisted, he said:


“I’ll leave on one condition. When the baby is born, dab this medicine into his eyes. It’s a remedy our people use whenever a child comes into the world.” And he handed the midwife a tiny vial, no bigger than the ball of her thumb, filled with something that looked to her like honey, dark and clear and just out of the comb.


“But whatever you do,” said the man, “do not allow the medicine anywhere near your own eyes. Although it is harmless to our kind, it would be dangerous to you.”


The midwife agreed, and delivered the child—a healthy boy—without difficulty. She took the vial of medicine and anointed his eyes with her fingertip, as the father had instructed, before turning her attention to the mother. The mother’s condition was serious, and it took all of the midwife’s skill to save her life. And when she had finished, the midwife wiped the damp hair from her eyes, and a tiny smear of the medicine with which she had anointed the child went into her left eye, making it sting and water.


For a moment the midwife was afraid that the medicine had made her blind. But as the mist cleared from her eye, she found that, far from having lost her sight, she could see all kinds of new things. Closing her unaffected eye, she looked around at the cottage and the woman whose baby she had birthed.


But it was no longer a cottage. Instead she found herself standing in a fine bedchamber, with marble pillars and mosaic floors and a four-poster bed, all hung in white silk, in which lay the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen; a woman with lidless, honey-dark eyes. The baby, too, looked different; it was plump and golden-skinned, with its mother’s troubling eyes.


Some instinct made the midwife hide her new-found vision. She simply swaddled the baby, put him back into his crib (which her left eye now saw as a silver swan all draped in moon-blue muslin), then went to fetch the baby’s father, who was waiting outside the door.


Here, too, the midwife had to hide her surprise at what she saw. Instead of the humble living-room which she had seen some hours before, she now saw, with her left eye, a hall, with a double staircase and a floor of chequered marble. The small stove at the back of the room had become an enormous fireplace, upon which roasted a whole ox, turned by a couple of turnspits. A pair of armoured guards stood by, all in black, and gleaming; and the stranger who had come for her help was sitting there on a gilded throne, a golden band around his hair—hair the shade of a moth’s wing. For a moment he looked at her. One eye was a curious butterfly-blue; the other, as dark as honeycomb.


Then he said with impatience: “Well? ”


The midwife kept her face very still. She knew that if the stranger guessed that she had disobeyed his orders, she would never leave that place, or see her village, ever again. For the midwife had realized that she was among the Silken Folk; weavers of glamours, spinners of tales, most dangerous of the Faërie.


“Mother and child are well,” she said. “Now remember, you promised to pay me.”


He nodded and gave her a handful of coins. From her right eye they looked like gold, but with her new-found vision she saw nothing but a handful of golden autumn leaves. The midwife said nothing, however. She put the leaves in her pocket, and silently she followed the man outside to a courtyard in which a silver coach awaited, drawn by four grey horses. (This was what the midwife had seen as a pony and trap only hours before.) She climbed aboard without a word, ignoring the marvels around her, and the stranger drove her home through forests and fields until they reached her village and her little house, just as the sun was rising.


It was over. Or so she thought. But in the weeks that followed, the midwife found herself unable to forget the strange things she had seen that night. The crowned man and the beautiful woman; the newborn child in the silver crib. The palace that had seemed to her just like an ordinary cottage beneath its veil of glamours. And now, with her new-found vision, she could see all kinds of things that no one—no one human—could see: little grey men under the hill; a dark man in a spotted coat of black-and-scarlet velvet; a woman riding the evening sky on a horse of rags and air; a pretty girl, dressed all in white, in the birch tree in the yard. All of them invisible to any but the midwife; all of them silently watching her with their strange and lidless eyes. But the midwife never looked back or gave any sign that she’d seen them. And little by little, the Silken Folk returned to their daily business.


The midwife longed to tell someone about her strange adventure. But she knew that no one would believe her. They might even think she was mad, or worse; possessed by some evil spirit. She learnt to ignore her unwanted gift, until, one day, five years later, as she was at the market, she saw the man with the troubling eyes and the golden band around his hair, moving among the market-stalls unseen by anyone but her.


The midwife flinched.


He looked at her. Understanding filled his eyes. And then, in a movement so sharp and precise that she did not even feel it, he snatched out the midwife’s left eye with his long, pale fingers.


The midwife lived to a ripe old age. But she never saw the man again, or any of his people.
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THE LACEWING KING


And that was the birth of the Lacewing King, the last King of the Silken Folk, who live in the shadows and cast none themselves. What happened to the old King—who vanished without warning one day, taking with him the crystal vial containing the last of the nectar of dreams—is a tale for another time, but the boy ascended the throne when he was only five years old, and—perhaps because he had entered the world at the hands of a human midwife—­was fascinated from the start by what he called the Sightless Folk—or as we call them, Humankind.


At the beginning, his duties were few, and he was given into the care of the Glow-Worm Chancellor until the time of his coming-of-age. Thus the young King learnt the ways of his people; the kind and industrious Honeybees; the fierce and warlike Cockroaches; the voracious Greenfly; the dutiful Ants; the Beetles, Earwigs, and Centipedes; the many Butterflies and Moths. He also learnt the ways of the court; the etiquette and the ritual; the history of the Silken Folk.


A King must be accomplished; and so he learnt to hunt and ride; to shoot a bow and fight with a sword; to read maps and charts of the night sky; to write poetry and compose music. He was an able student, but he was wilful and troublesome, and from his palace underground, lined with silk and moths’ wings, protected by glamours and conceits and buried in the heart of the woods, he would watch the world above and its folk; their little dramas; their fears, their dreams, their adventures; their seemingly endless quest for love.


As he grew older and more adventurous, he would often evade his teachers and the duties set out for him and go out into World Above; and sometimes he would take human form and walk among the Folk in the guise of one of their children. The young King had soon realized that children go unnoticed, even where strangers are viewed with mistrust, and he would often amuse himself at the expense of the Sightless Folk, playing tricks to alarm them.
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Thus the milkmaid would find that the milk had turned, not to butter in the churn, but to a quart of earwigs, spilling forth in loathsome exuberance; or the baker, cutting one of his loaves, would find that it was empty inside except for a single fat maggot. The boy (for he was still a boy, in spite of his royal status) would watch them from the top of a tree, or from the roots of a thorn-bush, or from a foxhole underground, and laugh at their fear and confusion. Sometimes he would show himself, but only to a child of his own age—always a solitary child with no other friends, a dreamer—and he would befriend them, play with them, show them the ways of the woods and the trees, then, tiring of the game at last, would vanish without warning, leaving them to wonder whether he’d been real at all, or whether they’d imagined him.


Anxious parents, hearing the tale, would warn their children against him, telling them not to go into the woods, and to guard against imaginary friends. But the young King always found someone reckless—or lonely—enough to disobey the warnings.


No one stopped him. No one dared criticize his actions. The Glow-Worm Chancellor lived in a state of perpetual anxiety for his royal charge but was unable to find the words to express his concern for the young King, or to forbid him his cruel games. Because they were cruel—but the young King never really considered that, any more than a human child would consider the feelings of an ant, or hesitate to pull off the wings of a fly, or step on a spider. No one taught him otherwise; no one ever challenged him.


His gentle mother, the Honeycomb Queen, had not been allowed to stay with him. Custom decreed that a new King or Queen always stands or falls on their own. Cruelty and intelligence would serve him better than kindness and love; and so as he grew, the Lacewing King became increasingly ruthless. He also grew to be handsome: tall and straight as a sapling, with hair the shade of a moth’s wing and eyes as dark as honey. And because the midwife had given him the nectar of the dreamflower—the nectar that allowed him to see things as they really were, and not just as they seemed to be—he could walk between the Worlds and look between the shadows.


What he found there is a tale that only bees know how to tell. And the bees still tell it to this day; taking the story from flower to flower; adding other tales to it; whispering it to the winds; making it into nectar. For thus it has always been with the bees, wisest of the Silken Folk; the spinners of stories; builders of Worlds; the living heart of the Honeycomb.
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THE LACEWING KING AND THE SPIDER QUEEN


When the Lacewing King was a boy, he liked to escape into the woods. There, he would swim in the quiet streams, or swing in the canopy of the trees, or run for miles with the forest deer, far away from his underground realm and from his royal duties.


One day, when he was still only half-grown, he came to a wall, deep in the woods. The wall was brick and very high, overgrown with vivid moss that fell in great, green, velvety swags all along the perimeter.


The Lacewing King was curious. He followed the wall through the undergrowth, and soon uncovered a wrought-iron gate, almost as high as the wall itself, faded rust-red with the years, its scrolls and florets of metal grown as fine and brittle as autumn leaves.


The young King tried the gate, which was locked. But through the bars he found himself looking into a garden—or at least, what was left of one—now grown monstrous with the years, with peonies and hollyhocks and roses tall as houses, with thick and thorny branches and heads like those of shaggy sea monsters rising from the greenery.


This was the lair of the Spider Queen, who lived with her three daughters in the heart of the forest. She was old—and cunning—and her home was a silken pavilion under a canopy of leaves, shrouded with gossamer curtains and guarded by legions of spider guards. The Spider Queen never left her lair, and yet she knew everything that went on in the forest. Through the skeins of her web, she could sense the approach of a greenfly over half a mile away; her coronet of a thousand eyes could see in all directions at once. And now she saw the young King looking through the rust-red gate, and felt her heart beat faster. She knew exactly who he was, and for years she had watched him from afar, coveting his youth and strength, and longing for him to come closer.


It had been a long, long time since a son had been born to the Silken Folk. Most of the royal children were Queens, powerful in their own right, but a new King was rare and exceptional. All the Queens deferred to him—and the one he chose to be his Queen would stand alongside him in glory. And so the Spider Queen called her three daughters to her, and ordered them to prepare themselves for a royal visit.


Then she dressed in her finest clothes, her train of silver spider-gauze and her cloak of dewdrops, and gathered up her retinue, and came to meet the young King in a carriage made from a silken cocoon, drawn by a dozen white spiders with ruby eyes and legs of spun glass.


The young King watched through the bars of the gate. He’d heard about the Spider Queen; her secrecy; her appetites. He knew that she was as dangerous as she was clever and powerful. But he was not at all afraid. In fact, he had a plan of his own. He climbed up onto the rust-red gate and jumped down into the garden.


The Queen stepped down from her carriage and curtseyed deeply to the King. “What an honour this is,” she said, “to receive a visit from Your young Majesty. I am only a poor widow, but please, I beg of you—allow me to extend what little hospitality I can.”


The young King smiled. “Of course,” he said, and stepped into her carriage. It took him back to the Spider Queen’s lair, where a lavish banquet awaited. Pomegranates and persimmons; dragonfly candies and cockroach claws; and wines of every colour, from lemon-yellow to berry-black. The young King sat on cushions of silk in a hammock of spider-gauze, and ate, and drank, while choruses of captive cicadas sang to him in voices sweet as honeycomb.


“And now for something special,” said the Spider Queen in her whispery voice. And, raising her hand, she summoned her three daughters, now clad in their most diaphanous silks, and ordered them to display their skills for their guest’s entertainment.


The three princesses were all beautiful, graceful, and accomplished. Their dancing was exquisite; so was their embroidery. One spun the King a handkerchief of such an intricate design that a seamstress of the Folk might have spent her whole life making just the border. Another sewed him a moths’-wing cloak so delicate that it could hardly be seen, but that kept off even the hardest rain, gleaming with fugitive raindrops. The third made him a pair of gloves as fine as dragonfly leather, but as strong as steel and as flexible as his own, unblemished skin.


Next, the princesses danced for him on cords of twisted spider-silk, then made their curtsey to the King, eyes lowered; hands outstretched.


The Spider Queen watched intently. She felt sure that such beauty and grace would not fail to seduce the young King. And yet, he acknowledged the three princesses with no more than common courtesy, turning back to the Spider Queen as soon as etiquette allowed. The Queen, who was vain in spite of her years, felt absurdly flattered. She smiled and offered the King more wine.


“And what do you think of my daughters?” she said.


“My compliments,” he told her. “I can see where they took their charm.”


The Spider Queen hid her surprise. “What a flatterer you are. I’m old enough to be your mother.” (In fact, she was old enough to be his great-grandmother, but saw no need to tell him that.) “A poor widow like myself must learn to put vanity aside and leave that kind of thing to the young.”


The Lacewing King gave a little smile. “I much prefer the elegance of experience,” he said. “Shall we dance, my lady?”


The Queen took a cockroach cluster and ate it, slowly and reflectively. She wasn’t hungry, but pretending to eat gave her time to sit and think. Could it be that the boy admired her? Of course, she had intended his throne for one of her three daughters, but could it be that her seasoned charm was more attractive to the King than mere youth and freshness?


Perhaps it was, she told herself. Perhaps she had misread the signs. And so she dismissed her daughters and most of her spider retinue, and set to seducing the young King herself. She danced for him on a silken rope; she spun him elaborate tapestries. She fed him fruits and candies and played to him on a spider-glass harp all hung with shining dewdrops. For three whole days, she wooed him; changing her outfits ten times a day; displaying every charm, every skill with clever, counterfeit modesty.


At night, the King slept in a hammock of silk and arose to the song of cicadas, while tiny, multicoloured spiders stitched him into his day clothes. Throughout the day, the Spider Queen worked hard to ensnare him, feeling increasingly certain that he would soon succumb to her charms.


But the Lacewing King was no fool. He knew the Queen’s history very well. He knew her ambition; her vanity. He knew she’d been widowed sixteen times due to her ancient custom of eating her new husband on the night of the wedding. This was how the Spider Queen had gained much of her power; and this was why the Lacewing King had come to her lair in search of her. His arrival at her gate had not quite been an accident; he had heard tell of her powers and longed to know more about them.


Over three days he had noticed that, although she often changed her clothes, the Spider Queen never took off her coronet of a thousand eyes. It gleamed upon her ice-white hair; blinking in all directions. This was the source of her magic, he knew. This was how she had seen him approach; how she had watched him from afar. A plan began to form in his mind. It was a very wicked plan, as well as being cruel and dangerous; which, of course, to the Lacewing King, made it all the more amusing.


And so on the night of the third day, the young King asked for the Spider Queen’s hand. The Queen accepted graciously, but warned him to be cautious.


“You are still young, Your Majesty,” she said with a look of tender concern. “Your Chancellor will try to advise you against making a rash decision.”


The Lacewing King took her hand. “We can marry in secret,” he said. “Then no one will interfere.”


The Spider Queen was very pleased. She stood in front of her mirror and combed her long white hair and smiled, and thought of how much more power she would have when she devoured the young King on the night of their wedding. She decided that the ceremony would take place in nine days and nine nights. That would give her time to prepare herself and her folk for the happy event.


Over those nine days, the King went back to his underground citadel. He told no one of his plans, but read his books and rode his horse and went about his duties in such a good, obedient way that the Glow-Worm Chancellor was moved to comment that His young Majesty should be away from home more often, and that his travels had sobered him.


Meanwhile, the Lacewing King had no intention of marrying. His plan was to steal the Spider Queen’s crown, which gave her the power to know and see everything in the kingdom. All he needed to do was wait until the Queen took off the crown—and then to hide his crime until he had managed to make his escape.


First, he went to his mother, the Honeycomb Queen, who lived among her beehives in the heart of the forest. He asked her for a swarm of bees, which she granted him willingly. The Honeycomb Queen knew her son and suspected he was up to some mischief; but she knew the bees would keep him safe and allow her to watch over him. And so the King went back to his court wearing a coat of golden bees; bees that would do his bidding and were sworn to his protection.


Eight days had passed since his return. On the eve of the ninth day, which was the eve of his wedding, the young King returned to the Spider Queen, wearing his coat of living bees. The Spider Queen welcomed him with delight, already tasting his flesh with her eyes.


That night, he said to the bees, “Tonight, fly to the lair of the Spider Queen and find her crown of a thousand eyes. When she is sleeping, take out those eyes and quickly bring them here to me. But for every eye you have stolen, take care to leave a bee in its place, so that the Queen does not notice that her crown has been plundered. Now, be careful—and be quick—the Queen only sleeps a few hours a night, and even then, not deeply.”


And so the bees flew out to do the bidding of the Lacewing King. They flew to the Spider Queen’s chamber, where she slept under a canopy of silk. Swarming over her coronet, they brought a hundred eyes to the King, and left a hundred bees in their place, winking, silent and alert.


The Spider Queen shifted in her sleep. She opened twelve eyes and looked around. But the missing eyes in her coronet had been filled with winking bees, and she did not notice the trickery. Meanwhile, the bees in her coronet began to hum a little song:


“Long ago, and far away,
Far away and long ago.
The Worlds are honeycomb, you know;
The Worlds are honeycomb.”


The song of the bees was so comforting that the Spider Queen fell asleep again. While she was sleeping, the bees returned, and took another hundred eyes, leaving a hundred bees in their place. Once more, the Queen stirred in her sleep; once more, the bees sang her to sleep.


“Long ago, and far away,
Far away and long ago.
The Worlds are honeycomb, you know;
The Worlds are honeycomb.”


Throughout the night, the swarm of bees worked to plunder the Spider Queen’s crown, and the Lacewing King stayed watchful as they stitched the eyes into his coat with skeins of silk and beeswax. By dawn, he had nine hundred eyes winking from his coat of bees, and only a hundred eyes remained before the King could make his escape.


In the Spider Queen’s chamber, a hundred bees prepared to take flight with the last of their plunder. In the ransacked coronet, a thousand honeybees nestled and winked. But, just at that moment, the Spider Queen stirred. One eye fluttered open, and she saw a bee crawling over her pillow. Once more, the bees began their song:


“Long ago, and far away,
Far away and long ago—”


But it was too late. The Queen was awake. She reached for her coronet of eyes and saw that it was filled with bees. “What is this?” said the Spider Queen. “Treachery, treason, thievery, theft! ”


The bees in the coronet winked at her, then started to rise into the air. The sound of their wings was a murmur at first, then a hissing, then a roar. The Queen put on her coronet and tried to see beyond her lair. But her vision was darkened and blurred, and she knew that she was blind.


Seizing the delicate threads of her web, she sought the thief in the heart of her realm—and blindly, through her fingers, she sensed the young King in his hammock of silk, wearing a coat of nine hundred eyes.


The Queen gave a howl of outrage. The honeybees rose like a column of smoke. The young King saw the column and knew that his ruse had been discovered. Jumping from his hammock, he threw on his thistledown moths’-wing cloak and fled through the overgrown garden towards the wall and the rust-red gate.


The Queen ran into the heart of her web, hoping to cut off the young King’s escape; but without her crown of a thousand eyes, she was unable to see her prey. She ordered her spider retinue to take the King and bind him—but with his new-found vision, the King could see the danger approaching; and reaching the gate of the Spider Queen’s lair, he quickly climbed to safety and escaped with his stolen treasure.


The Spider Queen sensed his escape through her web. She looked out of her window. Below, in the courtyard of her lair, the preparations were underway for a wedding she now knew would never take place. Nine days of preparations; of kitchens filled with roasted caterpillars stuffed with ants; of damselfly comfits and greenfly jellies and woodlice fried in their jackets. Nine days it had taken her daughters to make the wedding dress with its jewelled train, so long that ten thousand spiders had had to be stitched into the hem, to ensure its elegant drape and to keep the delicate lace from touching the ground. The veil was spun from moonlight and air; the petticoat from blue butterflies’ wings; the gown from finest thistledown gauze, stitched with living lacewings.


The Spider Queen, in her nightgown, stood in front of her mirror and looked at her reflection. Her face was very pale beneath the eyeless, empty coronet—and yet, at that moment she seemed to see more clearly than she had in days.


She summoned her three daughters and ordered them to clear her lair of every servant, every cook, every courtier and cleaner and squab. “I want to be alone,” she said.


And then she put on her wedding dress and once more looked at herself in the mirror, and saw how foolish she had been, and how the King had duped her. Now she could see him in her mind’s eye, sitting in his library, wearing his golden coat of bees. And stitched all over that coat were the eyes from the Spider Queen’s coronet; a thousand eyes, bright and alert, gleaming in the lamplight.


And right there, she promised herself that one day, she would have her revenge on him. She would make him pay in full for all that he had done to her. She would see him humiliated and broken into pieces. She would find what was precious to him and take it away, whatever it was.


Then she lay on her marriage bed under her canopy of silk and started to spin herself a cocoon. She used her train and wedding veil, stitching their folds around her. Before long, there was nothing left of her but a bundle of jewelled gauze, and moths’-wing fur, and thistledown.


And when it was finished she went to sleep, and dreamed dark dreams of vengeance.
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THE TEACHER


There is a story the bees used to tell, which makes it hard to disbelieve—except for a teacher of some renown, who disbelieved them every one. He lived in a village by a bluebell wood, not far from the Lacewing King’s domain, and his greatest joy was to sit and watch the children at play and mock them.


“Don’t you realize,” he would say, “that all your games are just make-believe? You there, with the wooden sword; you’re not really a knight,” he said. “And you, with the sheet around your head; you’re not really a princess.”


Sometimes the children ignored the man. But he was difficult to ignore.


“Why do you waste your time,” he would say, “with games and fairy stories, when Science and Reality have so much more to offer? Admittedly,” he went on magnanimously, “there is virtue in the fairy tale, for the young, in that it teaches Critical Thinking. But Lies are Lies, and the Truth is the Truth, and the Silken Folk are no more real than dreams that come to us at night.”


Now it happened that the Lacewing King overheard the man’s comments one day. With his coat of a thousand eyes, he could see almost anywhere, and he often ventured forth from his underground citadel and came to watch the children at play by the edge of the bluebell wood. Most of the children could see him, being too young to have learnt to be blind. But of course, the teacher saw nothing—except for bees and butterflies.
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That day, the Lacewing King was abroad, regal in his coat of bees and crown of living centipedes. He heard the words of the teacher and came to sit beside him. The children stopped their games and watched. But of course, the man saw nothing.


The man said, “What are you staring at?”


But the children were so used to being scolded and ridiculed for seeing the things that he could not that they did not dare tell him what they saw. And so they watched as the Lacewing King walked up to the man who did not believe, and put his hands over his eyes.


And when he removed them, the teacher found that he could see the Silken Folk, watching him from every branch, every leaf of every tree. Golden-eyed and silken-winged, and cluster-clawed, they watched him; the Cockroaches, in their black armour; the sleepy, furry-footed Moths; the Butterflies, with their rainbow wings; the Wasps, in their yellow livery.


The man began to scream, then to run.


He ran right out of the bluebell glade, and through the village, and into the woods. He ran right to the end of that World and into the cities of the Folk, in the hope that concrete, and plastic, and glass would keep the terrible visions at bay.


But the world of the Silken Folk, once seen, is not so easy to ignore. The man now saw them everywhere; in the streets; in his bed at night; even in the mirror. Moth men; Butterfly women, dressed all in leather and dragonfly lace; Woodlice in their armour; Flies in their sable jackets, and Ants in titanium helmets; all watching him with their lidless eyes and mocking his discomfort.


But the man was stubborn and refused to admit that they were real. Instead, he said, “I am going insane.”


And many people agreed with him.
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THE MOTH MOTHER


Not far away, there lived a boy, who was convinced that his mother was not his mother. She certainly looked like his mother; she had the same hair, the same expressions; she sang the same little songs to herself. She had the same friends; she wore the same clothes; she spoke to him in just the same way. And yet the boy remained convinced that she was not his mother.


Why did the boy feel this way? Not even he knew for certain. He had no father, no siblings. His mother was his only kin. They lived in a cottage in the woods, and they were very seldom apart. When the boy went to school, she was there, walking him to the school-gates. When he went to church, she was there, making sure he said his prayers. When he was feverish, she was there; sitting at his bedside, feeding him broth from a china bowl and singing softly to herself.


“There once was a citadel under a dome
Long ago, long ago,
All lined with silk and honeycomb,
Believe me child, believe me.”


And she was the perfect mother. She always cooked his favourites. She kissed him every morning, as he woke up. She tucked him into bed every night. But sometimes, the boy would wake up and see his mother watching him, silently, from the shadows by his bed, and her face was different then: blank, wide-eyed, and frightening.


He tried to tell his teachers. Nobody believed him. He told the village doctor, who put him on a diet of bitter greens and valerian tea. He tried pretending to go to sleep, and lying awake in secret. But on those nights, she never came, and the boy was none the wiser.


His mother noticed how pale he looked. “What is it?” she said. “What ails my boy?”


But the boy would not tell. Instead he went to the library, where the old librarian lived among his towers and turrets of books. The old librarian often told stories of the Silken Folk, and how they sometimes managed to steal into a person’s body, eating their soul from the inside out, so that nothing was left of them but skin that moved and smiled and spoke—although there was nothing left inside but the Silken Folk in their clusters and swarms.


“But that’s just a story,” said the boy. “No one can really steal your soul. The Silken Folk aren’t real—are they?”


Each time he said this, the old man shrugged. “The Silken Folk are everywhere. In the air you breathe, in the walls, in your bed, in the food you eat, even under your skin. And when you die, they’ll be there still, feeding on you in the dark.”


This, too, was only a story, of course. But as time passed, the boy became more and more convinced that not only were the Silken Folk real, but they were in his mother.


He started to watch her more carefully. He noticed how she never undressed in front of him, and how sometimes she seemed to go for minutes at a time without blinking. Most of all, he noticed how she never killed a wasp or a fly, or even stood on a cockroach.


He asked the old librarian, “How would you know if the Silken Folk had made their home in someone you knew?”


The old man said, “There’s one way to tell. Put camphor under their pillow. There’s nothing the Silken Folk hate more.”


And so the boy saved up to buy a box of camphor. The scent of it was so pungent that he was almost overcome; but he wrapped it tightly, took it home, then, when his mother was making dinner, crept into her bedroom and slipped it under her pillow.


Night came. As always, the boy’s mother came in to kiss him goodnight. The boy waited. His skin crawled with terror and anticipation. The dreadful scent of camphor seemed to be in everything, but his mother seemed not to notice, and went to bed without a word.


The boy waited. The night wore on. The scent of camphor intensified. In the next room, he could hear his mother, tossing and turning in her sleep. Surely, soon, he would know the truth. The mother’s secret would be exposed—


Then, he heard an ominous sound that seemed to come from everywhere; a low, metallic buzzing noise, like termites in the woodwork. The crawling in his skin had become a terrible, loathsome itching. The boy got out of bed and looked down at his naked body. In the moonlight, he saw himself covered in living goosebumps. As he watched, he saw that each one was a tiny, translucent moth, hatching out from under his skin, with dusty feelers and velvety wings. The terrified boy began to scream.


[image: ]


He looked up and saw his mother standing in the doorway.


She said to him, “What have you done?”


But the boy could not reply. He opened his mouth, and a cloud of moths flew out into the warm air. The scent of camphor grew stronger. The itching under his skin grew worse. Now the insects were hatching out of every part of his body; crawling from under his fingernails; swarming out of him in waves; streaming from his nose and eyes; rising into the moonlight that shone through the open window.


The mother ran to his side, but too late. Nothing human was left of him. The boy had melted into the air, leaving nothing behind him but a cloud of tiny moths. No one ever saw him again. But sometimes, the old librarian would think of him and shake his head, and tell himself:


“The boy was right. That woman wasn’t his mother.”
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THE PARROTS AND THE NIGHTINGALE


An emperor of the Southern Isles kept a nightingale in a cage. A visiting prince had brought it with him, many, many years ago, and its song was so sweet that visitors came from afar to hear it.


Now the king of a neighbouring country heard the song of the nightingale and was consumed with envy. He went to the keeper of the royal aviaries to discover how he could obtain a bird of his own.


The keeper of the aviaries shook his head regretfully. “These birds are very rare,” he said. “They live only in the deepest part of a dangerous forest. They cannot be bred in captivity, and catching them takes tremendous skill. I know of only one man who can do it.”


“Then summon him,” demanded the King. “Whatever his price, I’ll pay it.”


The keeper of the aviaries bowed his head respectfully and promised to deliver the bird as soon as he was able. The King went back to his own country and waited. He waited three months, after which the keeper of the aviaries arrived, looking thin and exhausted and carrying a bamboo cage in which sat a small brown bird.


“Here is your nightingale,” he said. “It took me three months to trap it and to bring it to Your Majesty. Now for my fee.” And he named a sum that made the King draw breath very sharply.


Three long months had already passed since the King had heard the nightingale’s song. His desire to compete with the emperor; his envy; his sense of wonderment; all these things had faded with time, to be replaced by a deep resentment of the price to which he had agreed. He looked at the little brown bird in its cage.


“How do I even know it sings?”


The keeper of the aviaries whistled a few notes of a tune. Immediately, the nightingale started to sing; a melody that made the tears stand in the eyes of anyone who heard it—anyone but the King, that is, who set his teeth and scowled, and said:


“What kind of fool do you take me for? This isn’t even the same kind of bird.”


The keeper of the aviaries assured him that it was.


But the King refused to believe him. “Even if it were,” he said, “the woods are filled with birds like this. Their singing is free for everyone. Why should I pay you anything for something that should be free?”


The keeper of the aviaries shrugged his shoulders. “So be it. Let it be free,” he said, and he opened the door of the bamboo cage, releasing the little bird into the air. As it flew, the nightingale opened its beak and sang a fragment of song so sublime that the King’s heart was close to breaking, and he knew that he had made an error of judgement. But pride forbade him to say so.


He called for his servants and told them, “In my woods, there are parrots with colourful plumage and rousing song. Let them be brought to my palace at once, in cages of gold and silver. Let them be placed in every room, and let their song delight us.”


And so the King’s servants obeyed his command. Soon every room in the palace was filled with parrots in gold and silver cages. Their cries were loud and raucous, but the King, having praised them so highly, was now unable to have them removed. He suffered terrible headaches, as did the members of his court, but no one dared say what everyone thought. Instead they praised the King’s judgement and pretended to admire his birds. They made such a good job of doing this that word spread to the Emperor’s court that the king of the neighbouring country had birds superior to his own. Soon, everyone was whispering. The Emperor felt ridiculous, with his single little brown bird.


One morning he went in secret to the keeper of his aviaries. “One nightingale is no longer enough,” he said. “I must have parrots. Parrots, like that foreign king’s, but in far greater number.”


The keeper of the aviaries wisely kept his thoughts to himself and promised the Emperor that he would have as many parrots as he wanted. The parrots were brought into his palace, and everyone admired them. People came from far and wide to see the collection of colourful birds, and no one dared point out the fact that not a single one could sing. The nightingale in its golden cage was forgotten in the excitement, and eventually, the keeper of the aviaries took it into the imperial gardens and quietly set it free.


The King of the neighbouring country heard about the Emperor’s collection of parrots and was most put out at having been upstaged.


But the Emperor took to spending time outside in his gardens whenever he could, where, at dusk, the song of the nightingale could still be heard from far away.
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THE LACEWING KING AND THE HARLEQUIN


Word of how the Lacewing King had stolen the crown of the Spider Queen travelled fast through the Nine Worlds. Though he was still very young, the tale had earned him the respect of his people, and one by one, the rulers of the many tribes of the Silken Folk paid him homage and bowed their heads, acknowledging his leadership.


Only one tribe remained hostile. The Sightless Folk call them ladybirds and view them with affection, but to the Silken Folk they are among the fiercest of predators. Even the wasps and the fire-ants feared their insatiable appetites, which ran not only to aphids, but also to the eggs and grubs of any creature they could find, even to the larvae of bees in their cradles of honeycomb.


The ladybirds had no King or Queen. Their ruler was the Harlequin, an ancient creature of indeterminate gender and habits, with whom no ruler had ever established a treaty. The Harlequin could change its shape, becoming male or female at will, sometimes ate its own kind, and sometimes wore black spots on red, or red on black, or brown on gold. No one knew its hunting-grounds, or in what form it would strike next; but spotted, striped or dappled, it was always deadly.


“Beware the Harlequin, Your Majesty,” warned the Glow-Worm Chancellor. “It hunts in pied splendour, and it kills without mercy. It has no allegiance; no honour; no heart. Therein lies its power.”


But the Lacewing King was still too young to be afraid of bugbears. “Am I not the King?” he said to the Glow-Worm Chancellor. “Am I not the ruler of World Above and World Below? Do my folk not fill the Nine Worlds, even to the shores of Dream? I shall seek out this Harlequin, and make it bow to me.”


The Chancellor shook his bright head. “Oh, Your Majesty,” he said. “If ever you see the Harlequin, run for your life. Summon your guards. Lock yourself in your fortress. Above all, do not look at its eyes.”


“Why?” inquired the Lacewing King.


“Because,” said the Glow-Worm Chancellor, “the Harlequin’s eyes are mirrors that reflect the gateways to all the Worlds. Even a glance can drive you insane. They say, long ago, the Spider King once tried to tame the Harlequin. He looked into its eyes and fell through the gap between the Worlds, where he still wanders, lost and mad, forever, in the darkness.”


But the Lacewing King was too arrogant to take these warnings seriously. Instead, he became determined to do what his predecessor had not; and he longed for a glimpse of the Harlequin, and dreamed of breaking its power.


Time passed, and at last the King came across the Harlequin hunting in the forest. That day it had chosen a female form; tall and dark and languorous, with a corset of scarlet and black and a cloak of translucent silk. The young King approached. He was handsome; regal in the moths’-wing cloak that covered his coat of living bees, and he stood before the Harlequin—wary, perhaps, but unafraid.


The Harlequin watched as he approached, and felt a little curious. It was used to seeing prey run at the first glimpse of its colours. But the Lacewing King was no common prey. It knew him by reputation. From its lair it had heard the tale of how he had stolen the Spider Queen’s crown, and it knew him to be clever, if maybe more reckless than was good for him.


Not that it cared for those things, no. The Harlequin cared only for prey. Living, helpless, delicious prey; the younger and sweeter, the better. And the young King smelt of privilege, and honey, and damselfly comfits, and mealworm candies, and summer nights, and that subtle, fleeting scent of youth that clung to him like a perfume.


The Harlequin ran its honey tongue over its scarlet lips and beckoned to the Lacewing King. It was wearing long, black leather gloves that sheathed its claws and hid them from sight. Beneath the gloves, the elegance of its long-fingered hands was hypnotic.


The young King took a step forward. Remembering his Chancellor’s words, he did not face the creature directly, but averted his gaze just enough to avoid looking into its jet-black eyes.


“You must be the Lacewing King,” said the Harlequin, with a curtsey.


“And you must be the Harlequin,” said the King, with a gracious bow.


“That’s what your people call me,” said the Harlequin, coming closer (though still not quite close enough to be sure of catching him if it made a move). “But I was once a ruler myself, with a kingdom far greater than yours.”


“Really?” said the Lacewing King. “What happened to your kingdom?”


The Harlequin gave a smile that was at the same time tragic and predatory. “Come a little closer,” it said, “and I’ll tell you my story.”


Of course, the Harlequin had no desire to confide in the Lacewing King. But by luring him closer, it hoped to make him look into its languorous eyes, after which it intended to drink his young and privileged life. If it had to tell a tale to gain satisfaction, so be it. The Harlequin was a collector of tales, and it had many tales to tell.


The Lacewing King took a single step, but kept his gaze averted.


“Just a little closer, please,” purred the Harlequin, flexing its claws in the long gloves.


The Lacewing King smiled. “Later, perhaps. For now, let me hear your tale.”


The Harlequin gave another smile. Behind the scarlet of its lips, its mandibles worked silently. It hungered for the young King; his youth; his freshness; his promise. But it also knew how to be patient; besides, it was rather enjoying the hunt. If the King ran, it would catch him. What harm was there in telling a tale to a man about to die?


The Harlequin sat down on a stump. “Sit beside me, Your Majesty.”


The Lacewing King also sat—on a fallen tree some distance away. Beneath his cloak, his coat of bees winked and blinked in anxiety.


Don’t look! Don’t look! hummed the bees under the cloak.


“Look at me,” said the Harlequin.


“I listen better this way,” said the King, drawing a fold of his moths’-wing cloak over his eyes to shield them. “But, pray, tell me your tale. How did you become the Harlequin?”


The creature flexed its jaws again and began its tale.


“I was the Hallowe’en Queen,” it said. “I lived between the World of Men and the banks of the River Dream, which runs through all Worlds, to the Land of the Dead. My name was known, in those long-ago days. I fed well on the souls of the dead. Kings—and even gods—were my prey. Now I have no name; no crown; only a boundless appetite that can never be satisfied.”


The Lacewing King smiled from behind the silken folds of his moths’-wing cloak.


“Come closer,” said the Harlequin.


The Lacewing King moved closer, though not quite enough to be caught. “How did you lose your kingdom?” he said.


“I lost it,” said the Harlequin, “to a very handsome young man—though perhaps not quite as handsome as you—who came to me from World Above. His mission, he told me, was to plead for the return of a soul that Death had delivered to me. She was his wife; his one true love; the mother of his infant son, and he would rather die, he said, than live a day without her.”


The Harlequin paused. “Come closer,” it said.


Once more, the King came closer, though still not quite enough to be caught. Under his cloak, his coat of bees hummed and buzzed with anxiety.


“And so I gave the man his wish,” went on the Harlequin softly. “I told him I would release his wife, as long as he swore to take her place.”


“And did he?” said the Lacewing King.


The Harlequin gave a wistful smile, revealing those restless mandibles. “He did,” it said. “I freed his wife and led him to his place by my side. But as I was about to take the life that he had promised me—” It paused to glance at the Lacewing King, still just a little too far out of reach. “He pulled something out of his pocket, and showed it to me in his hand. It was a vial of cut glass. He said:


“ ‘This nectar comes from the Honeycomb Queen, long ago; far away. This is what you hungered for, when you touched the flower that grew on the banks of the River Dream. A single taste will unlock your mind; a single droplet on your tongue holds the key to a million stories.’


“I looked at the man. I was curious. More than that; I was hungry. ‘Why do you tell me this?’ I said.


“ ‘Because you know only Nine Worlds,’ he said. ‘But there are so many worlds out there; a world for every story. Stories wield enormous power; greater even than yours, my Queen. A story can change the course of Time; a story can even raise the dead. A story can take you anywhere; into any world you choose. And the Honey-comb Queen sees into them all, as you will see, when I give you this.’ ”


And at that, he held up the tiny cut-glass vial to my face, and I saw myself reflected there in all its mirrored facets. And as it shone into my eyes, that reflect the gates to all Worlds, all Time, I fell from my throne in the Kingdom of Death and into the world of the living.”


The Lacewing King was curious. “Could you not return?” he said.


The Harlequin raised its claws, deadly in their long black gloves, and took a single step closer. “The ruler of Death never leaves their realm,” it said. “The young man had already taken my place. You see, he had sworn an oath to me, and his word was binding. And so he rules the Land of the Dead, never to return to this world, and his son is the King of the Silken Folk, and now—” The Harlequin sprang forward and seized the King in its terrible claws, and said: “And now, for my revenge—”
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The Lacewing King struggled, averted his eyes, but could not break free of the Harlequin. It held him fast between its claws, its mandibles working hungrily, slashing at his shoulders and arms and digging its knives into his back, and as it spoke, it forced him to look into its black and merciless eyes… .


But the bees had not been idle. During the struggle, they had crept over the eyes of the Lacewing King, so that when the Harlequin came close and gazed into its victim’s face, it saw only the eyes of the bees, and its own eyes, mirrored in the abyss—


The creature gave a cry of rage and released the Lacewing King. Too late. It had already looked too long, and now the abyss was calling. The Harlequin broke into a cloud of red-and-scarlet ladybirds—­thousands—tens of thousands of them—rising into the air like smoke. For a moment, the sound of their wings was like the sound of an avalanche. And then they were gone—every one of them—into the space between the Worlds, through the honeycomb of Time, never to be seen again in the realm of the Silken Folk.


The Lacewing King returned that night, bleeding and torn from the creature’s claws, but told no one of his encounter. He summoned a team of leafcutter ants to stitch up his wounds, and nurse bees to anoint him in honey and bandage him in silk. Of course, the Glow-Worm Chancellor saw the scars on his master’s skin, but if he guessed what had happened, he wisely kept his thoughts to himself.


As for the bees, they did not reveal what happened to the Harlequin. Perhaps they never knew for sure. But the Lacewing King never forgot the tale of his mother and father, and he gave orders that, henceforth, he would tolerate no ladybird of any kind anywhere in his kingdom; and that none of his people should ever wear its livery of scarlet and black, so that if the Harlequin ever returned, he would know it immediately. For he knew that its tale was not over, nor its appetite for vengeance slaked; and that one day they would meet again; in this world, or another.
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