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      A BRIEF INTRODUCTION
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      Yes, Dear Reader, it’s me again: Sam Silverthorne, Esquire, of South Kensington. A little older, a little taller, and a great
         deal wiser than when we last met. Which is just as well because this time my adventures are not in search of a rare and beautiful
         bird, but of a creature that, while equally beautiful, is far more dangerous—one that has killed before and would kill again:
         Papilio bianor chinensis, the bloodsucking butterfly of China.
     

  



      
      
      • I •

      
      THE ATTACK IN
KENSINGTON GARDENS
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      The horror began one afternoon in July 1893. I had gone into the front garden to bid good night to my tutor. It was some time
         before darkness fell, so I decided to linger by the gate and wait for my father to come home.
     

      
      The usual pedestrians went by—men returning from work, housekeepers loaded with parcels, children grappling with satchels
         and violin cases—but within minutes this peaceful procession had changed.
     

      
      A nanny with a perambulator hurried past, muttering to herself and glancing fearfully over her shoulder, her infant charge
         screaming. Immediately behind them came a pair of fashionably dressed ladies, the ribbons on their bonnets flying wildly,
         their voices raised in excitement. At the end of our street I saw them stop a policeman and direct his attention towards Kensington Gardens. Obviously alarmed, the officer jammed his truncheon firmly under his arm, pulled his helmet down
         over his forehead, and set off at a run.
     

      
      Then an ambulance galloped towards me in great haste—its horse in a lather of sweat—coming from the very direction that the
         bobby was heading.
     

      
      Whatever is amiss? I wondered. Is there a fire?

      
      Then my father arrived.

      
      ‘Get inside, Sam,’ he demanded.

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked as he grabbed my elbow and led me towards the house. ‘What?’

      
      He did not say another word until he had shut the door and pushed me into our front parlour. I watched, amazed, as he poured
         himself a brandy and gulped it down.
     

      
      This was not like my father. Not Sir Arthur Silverthorne, gentleman born and bred. Not the father who was both scholar and
         adventurer: Chief Exotic Specimens Collector for the Natural History Museum, South Kensington and Ornithologist to Her Majesty
         Queen Victoria.
     

      
      I moved towards him as he stood, empty glass in hand, staring through the window towards the distant park. ‘What has happened?’

      
      At that he turned suddenly, his face pale, his eyes wild. ‘Sit down,’ he said, indicating a leather chesterfield. ‘Sit down
         and be quiet.’
     

      
      Shocked at his brusqueness, I did as I was told. But I could not keep quiet. ‘Father, please …’

      
      
      ‘Something terrible has happened in Kensington Gardens,’ he began, still casting furtive glances towards the window. ‘Something
         frightful.’
     

      
      I waited.

      
      He poured another brandy. ‘I don’t want you going near those gardens.’

      
      ‘Why?’ I was growing more and more confused.

      
      ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ He was all but shouting. ‘I told you to stay away.’

      
      My father had never spoken to me like this before. ‘Father,’ I said, getting to my feet and drawing myself up to my full height.
         ‘I am fifteen years old. I have travelled the world. Not three months ago I rescued you from the wilds of New Guinea. I fought
         the headhunters who would have taken your skull. Look at me. I am not a child.’
     

      
      He sighed and looked away from the window at last. ‘I appreciate what you say, Sam,’ he said. ‘But I have seen a horror. A
         horror! Once I might have been more sensible, but now …’ He dropped onto the chesterfield that I had just vacated. I towered
         over him. He knew it. ‘Here,’ he said, patting the leather beside him. I sat, taking his hand. ‘I am not the man that I used
         to be,’ he sighed. ‘Not half the man; but you, look at you, the very picture of youth and vigour. How tall are you? Bigger
         than me, I swear. Sam, I’m sorry. I was rude.’
     

      
      ‘Father,’ I said, taking the glass from his trembling hand. ‘You still haven’t told me what happened. What horror have you seen? And where? Not in Kensington Gardens, surely? Nobody goes there except nannies and children.’
     

      
      ‘Where is your aunt?’ he asked, staring around.

      
      ‘Aunt Bertha is in her room,’ I answered. ‘Since her mourning began, she rarely leaves it.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Why would anyone mourn that brute Lother Quint? She is well rid of him. We all are,’ and he turned his
         attention back to the darkening street.
     

      
      My father was right. My aunt’s paramour, Lother Quint, had followed us to New Guinea and been lost there. Well, not lost exactly,
         but taken by headhunters and lost to us. Presuming him dead, my Aunt had gone into mourning—which made her even sourer than
         she had been before.
     

      
      ‘Father?’ I said, ‘you were saying …?’

      
      ‘The servants?’ he muttered, still distracted. ‘Where are the servants?’

      
      ‘In the kitchen. It is near dinner time.’

      
      ‘I could not eat,’ he said. ‘Not tonight.’

      
      ‘Should I call for a doctor?’

      
      He leaned against the windowsill, wringing his hands. ‘Listen. About two months ago, a matter of weeks after our return from
         New Guinea, two police officers paid me a visit at the museum. They were not looking for me—in fact they had wanted to see
         young Nigel Oldfield, the lepidopterist—’
     

      
      ‘The curator of butterflies?’

      
      ‘Exactly. But Oldfield has been ill for some time. Some tropical disease he picked up in Ceylon. On discovering that he was not there, they came to me. It seems a nanny had reported that her charge—a baby no more than three months old—had
         been attacked by butterflies in Kensington Gardens.’
     

      
      ‘Attacked by butterflies? What rubbish! You sent the officers packing, I hope.’

      
      ‘No,’ he answered, ‘I did not.’ He paused. ‘I thought that they were crazy too, or the nanny was, at least. But when I heard
         their story, I was not so sure. It seems that this was not the first incident reported to them. A bank clerk had told them
         the same thing the previous day. An entire family—a mother, father and two children—had been attacked the day before that,
         also in Kensington Gardens. And just when I was about to send them away—or tell them to sell their story to some cheap newspaper
         …’
     

      
      ‘The Police Gazette, ’ I laughed. ‘They publish sensational stories like that. With illustrations …’
     

      
      My father shook his head. ‘Just when I was about to send them away, one officer held out his hand. The back of his wrist was
         pocked with what looked like open sores. “When I went to investigate,” the officer said, “these butterflies swooped down on
         me. I was wearing a coat. They swarmed about my face and I waved them off, but as I did, they landed on my hands. They bit my hands. You see?” I did see. Not only that, I could tell by his wounds that these were the bites of what looked like wasps. He had been stung all
         over. I could clearly see marks where an insect’s proboscis had penetrated his skin, drawing blood.’
     

      
      
      ‘But butterflies?’ I scoffed. ‘Surely not butterflies. Wasps maybe. Or bees. Could it have been bees?’

      
      ‘I thought that too,’ he admitted. ‘In fact I had hoped that, seeing as it is summer, it might have been a passing swarm, but today …’
     

      
      He poured himself yet another brandy. After taking a sip —maybe two—he resumed. ‘I left the museum late this afternoon as
         usual. I had told the officers not to disturb me until they had caught one of these so-called butterflies, and if they did,
         to bring me a specimen immediately. So when I left the museum I was thinking of nothing better than a good meal. I ambled
         home through the gardens, and I noticed an elderly gentleman sitting on a bench beneath that great Phellodendron—’
     

      
      ‘The old cork tree,’ I cut in, always eager to air my knowledge in front of my father.

      
      ‘Precisely,’ he smiled, reaching out to tousle my hair. ‘Now there was nothing unusual about a man sitting beneath a tree
         in Kensington gardens—but as I walked by, he leapt up as if he had been stung, then began flaying his arms about like a madman.
         As I watched—all of this took but seconds—he fell to the ground, kicking and crying out. I ran to his aid and to my astonishment
         saw that he was covered in butterflies. Worse, that he was dripping with blood. The butterflies were all over him, biting,
         no, sucking his blood. I dropped to my knees to help him, to get rid of them, but they would not leave off. They were all over him. On
         his face, his hands, his ankles—any exposed part of his flesh. I beat at them with my raincoat, hitting them, crushing them, but to no avail. Their proboscises were well extended, imbedded in his flesh. He turned his eyes
         on me, begging, as it were, but I was too late. In a matter of minutes he fell limp. Lifeless. Dead … Samuel, I saw a man
         eaten alive by butterflies!’
     

      
      I stood astonished. I could think of nothing to say.

      
      My father came to me, taking my hand. ‘Sam, that is why you are not to go near those gardens. Not until I have investigated
         this horror. Not until I have found its cause. Do you understand?’
     

      
      ‘Could you tell what species of butterfly it was?’ I asked.

      
      He nodded, and reaching into his coat pocket, held out the corpse of a magnificent bird-wing butterfly, its jet-black wings
         shot through with green and blue.
     

      
      ‘That’s the Chinese Peacock,’ I said, recognising the butterfly’s glorious colours. ‘Papilio bianor. It’s native to China. What’s it doing in England?’
     

      
      ‘That is the question,’ my father sighed.

      
      ‘And as for those attacks, why, no butterfly is aggressive. Certainly no butterfly sucks blood. I mean, no butterfly could
         be a vampire. Surely?’
     

      
      ‘That is what we must find out,’ my father answered grimly, ‘Before somebody else dies …’

      
      ‘We?’ I echoed, excited at the prospect of helping him, but staring uneasily towards those fateful gardens. He did not answer.
     

  



      
      
      • II •

      
      THE VAMPIRE BUTTERFLIES
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      After a restless night fraught with dreams of vampires, I rose early and clambered onto the roof to feed my pigeons. Then
         I went down to breakfast.
     

      
      While Aunt Bertha was, as always, sour-faced (and dressed in black to let the whole world know that she was in mourning for
         her precious Lother Quint), that particular morning my usually cheery father was equally miserable. The reason was simple:
         he faced a day of interrogation at Scotland Yard. He was a prime witness in the case of the killer butterflies.
     

      
      I had to do something to cheer myself up, and since my Latin tutor was on holiday, and my Mathematics tutor unwell, and I
         knew that to remain in the house with Aunt Bertha would be foolish in the extreme, I decided to visit the Natural History
         Museum. I know that I have already said that my father worked there, but it was my favourite place too. I loved to lose myself within its myriad galleries. I loved to stare into its thousands of glass-topped cabinets. I loved to wonder
         at its multitude of exhibits, from frogs to fleas, from ferns to fossils. The museum brought the entire world to me. Besides,
         I might meet Alice there.
     

      
      Miss Alice Edgeworth-Brown.

      
      I could not exactly call Alice my friend. She was far too haughty for that. But hard on me as she could be, I could not deny
         that I enjoyed her company. With a bit of luck, she might be at the museum.
     

      
      A collection of monkeys was due to arrive from Africa that very morning, and since Alice’s mother was a taxidermist at the
         museum, there was every chance that Alice would take the opportunity to skip her own tuition (we shared the same tutors) to
         go to the museum and help her mother unpack.
     

      
      So when my father left for Scotland Yard and Aunt Bertha retired to her private parlour, complaining of the vapours, I slipped
         away.
     

      
      But Alice was not at the museum. An attendant informed me that the long-awaited crates of African monkeys were still being
         unloaded from their schooner, and Mrs Edgeworth-Brown—with Alice in tow—had gone to the docks to supervise their safe passage
         to the museum.
     

      
      I had to smile. That was my Alice. If something exciting was going on, she was certain to be part of it. However, her absence
         didn’t bother me. Being an only child, I was happy in my own company. So I headed directly to the Insect Room, intending to learn something about the butterfly-turned-vampire that menaced Kensington Gardens.
     

      
      I have to say that I was never comfortable with the name ‘Insect Room’. I mean, ‘The Department of Entomology’ would have
         sounded so much more scientific. According to Alice, and my father agreed, the room housed more than 300,000 Lepidoptera (butterflies),
         400,000 Coleoptera (beetles) and a huge collection of Arachnids (spiders), the latter not even being insects. But as I did
         not run the museum—though I dreamed of doing so one day—what the Insect Room was called was none of my business.
     

      
      I was thinking this as I approached the cabinet containing the glorious Papilio bianor, or Chinese Peacock butterfly. Of course I had seen it before, which is how I recognised the species when my father showed
         it to me, but I wanted to reassure myself. In particular, I wanted to see if the information on its catalogue label could
         cast any light upon the creature’s bizarre behaviour in Kensington Gardens.
     

      
      I was disappointed. There was one specimen only and beneath it, the label read, all too simply:

      
      
         Papilio bianor chinensis. Chinese Peacock butterfly.
Collected: China, circa 1887. Collector: unknown.
Donated anonymously: 1889. Distribution: uncertain.
Host plant: Phellodendron sachalinensis. (Chinese cork tree).
        

     

      
      How unscientific was that? How vague and unhelpful? But the label certainly did not say that the creature fed on blood. There was not as much as a hint. It did not say Papilio bianor carnivore, nor Papilio bianor vampirica. But at least the host tree matched. My father had said that the old man he saw attacked had been sitting beneath the old
         cork tree in the gardens. I was about to turn away when a pair of hands covered my eyes.
     

      
      Alice.

      
      Laughing, I turned to face her.

      
      ‘So you have heard about the butterflies?’ she asked, flicking her thick blond hair from her eyes and nodding towards the
         cabinet.
     

      
      ‘I have,’ I said. ‘My father saw a man killed last night in Kensington Gardens. But how do you know?’

      
      ‘Is there anything about this place that I don’t know?’ she said, her blue eyes twinkling.

      
      ‘Not much,’ I answered truthfully. ‘But you haven’t answered my question.’

      
      ‘Two police officers came in first thing this morning just as my mother and I were getting ready to go to the docks. They
         asked her about some butterflies’ eggs and when she said that she knew nothing about butterflies, they wanted to know if she
         had heard anything about the death in Kensington Gardens. She said that she hadn’t, so they told us all about it. Is it true?’
     

      
      I nodded. ‘Crazy as it may seem, my father says that it is. He even showed me one of the butterflies.’

      
      ‘Which?’ she demanded. ‘Is it in this cabinet? Show me.’

      
      
      I pointed out the Chinese Peacock and she gasped. ‘So beautiful,’ she whispered. ‘Yet so deadly. Sam, how is this possible?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I admitted, ‘but my father is being interviewed at Scotland Yard now. I might know more tonight.’

      
      She said nothing for a moment, then a thought came to her. ‘I shouldn’t be here,’ she said. ‘I should be helping my mother
         unpack those monkeys. Do you want to help us?’
     

      
      I was taken aback. Not only did Alice never ask for my help—she was too self-sufficient for that—but her widowed mother, Mrs
         Elisa Edgeworth-Brown, scared me a great deal. She was what the newspapers called a ‘blue stocking’, a powerful, independent
         woman who fought for the vote for women. Having no mother (mine had died when I was just one hour old), I knew little about
         the ways of women. Aunt Bertha was the only matriarchal example I had ever known, and being a sour old spinster who hated
         boys, she was a poor one at that.
     

      
      ‘Help you?’ I muttered, suddenly losing confidence. ‘You and your mother?’

      
      ‘Oh what a sooky baby you are,’ Alice giggled. ‘You’re the best part of six feet tall, you go off alone to the wilds of New
         Guinea, you fight headhunters, but you are afraid of my mother? Really, Sam!’
     

      
      I felt myself blush. Alice was right, of course. ‘I am a man’s man,’ I said, attempting to regain my self-esteem.

      
      
      ‘What a revolting expression,’ she declared, backing me up against the butterfly cabinet. ‘Exactly which man do you belong
         to? Not your father, I hope. Are you always going to live in his shadow?’
     

      
      I felt my fingers grip the edge of the cabinet. ‘Would you rather I said that I was a lady’s man?’ I muttered sheepishly.

      
      Now she laughed. ‘Indeed I would not. You might be good looking, but you’re no dandy! Why can’t you simply be your own man? Come on. I am sick of this silliness. My mother will be waiting,’ and taking my hand, she led me towards the Primate
         Gallery.
     

      
      My own man or not, I followed her like a child.

      
      When we arrived, there was no sign of Mrs Edgeworth-Brown. ‘I should go,’ I said, eager to escape. ‘My aunt might be looking
         for me.’
     

      
      But Alice was determined.

      
      ‘My mother will be here somewhere,’ she said, gripping my hand even tighter. ‘Let’s look in the storerooms.’

      
      Again I allowed myself to follow. After all, the opportunity to hold Alice’s hand did not come along every day.

      
      Then we saw them. In the corner of a dimly lit storeroom, Mrs Edgeworth-Brown bent over a massive pine crate. My father stood
         beside her.
     

      
      Alice released my hand at once.

      
      ‘Sam!’ my father exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘I could ask you the same question,’ I answered, gathering my wits. ‘I thought you were at Scotland Yard.’

      
      
      ‘I was,’ he replied. ‘But the officers were waiting on the autopsy of the man killed last night. I have to go back this afternoon.
         And you?’
     

      
      ‘He was bored,’ Alice answered for me. ‘He came to see me.’

      
      At this her mother lifted her head, looking from her daughter to me, but saying nothing.

      
      ‘I didn’t come to see Alice,’ I said. ‘I came to check on that butterfly you showed me last night. And Alice found me.’

      
      My father gave a knowing smile. ‘Well met,’ he said. ‘Well met, indeed. And did you learn anything?’

      
      ‘About what?’ I answered stupidly.

      
      ‘About the butterfly.’ The smile lingered on his lips.

      
      ‘Not much,’ I said. ‘At least, nothing that I didn’t know before.’

      
      ‘I see. Have you met my son, Samuel?’ he asked Mrs Edgeworth-Brown.

      
      She stood up and turned to me. ‘I might have,’ she replied. ‘I am here most days. But I am so busy. Although Alice speaks
         of him often.’
     

      
      ‘I do not!’ Alice declared.

      
      Now it was her mother’s turn to smile. ‘Indeed you do, young lady. But that is all right. Sir Arthur’s son is bound to be
         a fine young man. Isn’t that so, Arthur?’
     

      
      How stupid was I? How naïve? Here were two adults, a man and woman of a certain age, both without partners, who worked in
         the same building and shared a common interest. Of course they knew each other. But how well? I began to wonder.
     

      
      I cast a glance at Alice. For once she was speechless. Sensing our embarrassment, my father led us into the gallery, suggesting
         that we take a seat on a visitors’ bench there.
     

      
      ‘Since there was no point in waiting at Scotland Yard,’ he said, ‘I came in here. An attendant informed me that the police
         had been in earlier and spoken with Elisa, so I decided to find out if she had learnt any more.’
     

      
      ‘I know very little,’ she admitted. ‘Only what the police told me.’

      
      ‘Then I should wait and see what they have to say this afternoon,’ my father said. ‘What they have learnt from the autopsy.’

      
      ‘But how will we find out?’ Alice grumbled. ‘Will you tell us tomorrow?’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps you would have dinner with us tonight?’ her mother suggested. ‘Cook is doing a leg of lamb. Would you come, Sir Arthur?
         And Sam is more than welcome.’
     

      
      I gulped. Me? Go to the Edgeworth-Browns’? Me? Eat dinner with this woman? And Alice? But I had no choice in the matter.
     

      
      ‘Brilliant idea,’ my father declared. ‘I will go to the Yard this afternoon, learn all that I can, then see you all tonight.
         Thank you, Elisa. About seven?’
     

      
      Alice’s mother agreed.

      
      
      ‘Sam, unless you have good reason to stay here, you should go home,’ my father suggested. ‘Your aunt will be wondering where
         you are.’
     

      
      ‘Please let him stay, Sir Arthur,’ Alice begged. ‘He can help Mother and I unpack the monkeys, then come back to Edgeworth
         House with us. Can’t he, Mother?’
     

      
      The woman looked from my father to me. Obviously he was in favour and since I stood there mute, Mrs Edgeworth-Brown took my
         silence for consent. ‘I would appreciate Sam’s help,’ she said. ‘He is more than welcome to come home with us. And Sam, Edgeworth-Brown
         is such a mouthful. Please call me Mrs E.’
     

      
      Mrs E.?

      
      Alice’s fearsome mother had turned out all right after all.

  



      
      
      • III •

      
      THE LACQUER BOX
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      QUEEN VICTORIA ON HER ACCESSION TO THE THRONE.

      
      Edgeworth House was not nearly as grand as our place, nor as old, but it was nice enough. A butler greeted us at the door,
         eyeing me off suspiciously.
     

      
      ‘Watkins is not used to boys,’ Alice informed me. ‘But he will grow to like you. Watkins, take Sam up to the guest bathroom.
         Sam, you should wash thoroughly after handling those dead monkeys. Who knows what diseases they carry.’
     

      
      I followed the sullen Watkins to the first floor, where he showed me to a bathroom. Within seconds a maid appeared carrying
         a cloth, a basin and a ewer of water. She curtsied and closed the door behind her. Although Alice was right, and I should
         wash myself after touching the monkeys, I admit to feeling vaguely embarrassed at the prospect of undressing in the house
         of a girl. So I chose to remove only my shirt, sponged under my arms, and washed my hands thoroughly. Then I went out onto the first-floor landing to wait for Alice.
     

      
      I amused myself by looking at what I assumed to be the family portraits that hung there, trying to work out which was Alice’s
         father. He had been a cavalry officer, a captain even, killed by a tiger in India. I knew that much. But there were so many
         portraits of British officers I had no way of knowing which one he might be.
     

      
      Alice arrived soon enough, looking fresh and bright, all decked out in a pink dress with pink ribbons in her hair. I mumbled
         a compliment awkwardly but she just laughed and shoved me along the passageway. ‘Lady’s man,’ she giggled. ‘Come on, I’ll
         show you my room.’
     

      
      I swear that I turned as pink as her ribbons. I had never been in a girl’s room before.

      
      ‘Come on,’ she called, hurrying me along. ‘I won’t bite.’

      
      Exactly what I expected I hardly know. More pink, perhaps? Frilly curtains and cushions? Maybe dolls? But that was not the
         case. As soon as Alice opened the door, I was confronted by a wall of books. Bookcase after bookcase. Shelf after shelf. From
         floor to ceiling.
     

      
      ‘Alice!’ I cried. ‘The books.’

      
      ‘I told you that I read a lot,’ she said, pulling me inside. ‘See? I subscribe to the Girl’s Own Paper. I own every copy ever printed. But they are all so …’ She dragged me to stand before a huge bookcase, filled with leather-bound
         copies of the paper. ‘So … girly. There, I have said it. They’re all about girls’ schools, about girl prefects and head girls, about awful headmistresses who help their favourite girls cheat at exams. Rubbish really.
         Now look here,’ she said, dragging me after her again. ‘See these? These are my personal copies of the Boy’s Own Paper. B.O.P., I call it. It’s much more exciting. Boys have real adventures. They travel to exotic places. They fight pirates and smugglers. They get to collect animals for museums, like
         your father. Like you …’
     

      
      I realised then that she was staring at me, not at the books, her eyes wide with admiration. ‘You see, Sam,’ she whispered.
         ‘I might make fun of you, I might laugh at you, but really I am jealous. You have been to sea. You have been to New Guinea.
         You have seen headhunters, fought them even. I don’t want to be you. No. I don’t want to be a boy. And I would hate to be a man. Ugh! But I do want to live a life of adventure. To travel.’
     

      
      My head was spinning. She liked me. Alice really liked me. And I was alone with her, in her room.
     

      
      Then a bell rang and Watkins’s dour voice called, ‘Miss Alice, tea is served.’

      
      We sat in the front parlour, Alice, her mother and I. When Mrs E. asked me what I wanted to do with my life, my shyness fell
         away. Empowered by Alice’s professed admiration for me, I spoke freely. ‘First,’ I said, ‘I would like to take a degree in
         the Natural Sciences, then I would like to become a collector, like my father, and travel. Then I would like to become a curator
         in a museum.’
     

      
      
      ‘Curator of what?’ Mrs E. asked. Nicely enough too. She was not laughing at me. Not like Aunt Bertha, who always patronised
         me. Alice’s mother was genuinely interested, I could tell. ‘In Entomology,’ I admitted. ‘I would really like to study insects.’
     

      
      ‘Insects indeed!’ She was impressed. ‘You know that Mr Charles Darwin, the eminent naturalist, also studied beetles—’

      
      ‘And Galapagos finches,’ Alice cut in. ‘And sea sponges. And barnacles.’

      
      But the ubiquitous Watkins was at the door. ‘Sir Arthur Silverthorne has arrived. Shall I show him in?’

      
      Although my father looked wan and drawn after a day at Scotland Yard, dinner was a pleasant enough affair. The lamb was tender,
         the mint sauce piquant, the conversation flowed. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was part of a family. But once
         drinks had been served—the adults sipping sherry, Alice and I drinking tangy pineapple cordial—my father said, ‘I should tell
         you what happened at the Yard today.’
     

      
      Upon this, Mrs E. raised her hand and the servants who waited on table left the room.

      
      ‘The situation with the butterflies is a complex one,’ my father began. ‘First, the old man I saw attacked did not die from
         loss of blood—he died of heart failure. The insects did drain his blood, but it was the exertion he demonstrated in fending
         them off, or perhaps the surprise nature of the attack, that actually killed him. That being said, the police have done their
         homework. During the night they succeeded in locating Nigel Oldfield, the ailing butterfly expert from the museum. He was able to tell them that the beautiful Chinese Peacock was
         native to an area of the Yangtze River, near the town of Tangtu, about three hundred miles up-river from Shanghai. He knew
         little about the insect; the records of its discovery and donation to the museum are lost, but some months ago Nigel had spoken
         with a Chinese diplomat called Wun Ho, who visited the museum asking to see the specimen under glass. None of this seemed
         especially peculiar at the time, except that this Wun Ho spoke perfect English and carried under his arm a particularly beautiful
         black lacquer box, like a jewel box, its lid inlaid with an enamelled butterfly of the very species he asked after. As I say,
         this episode might have meant nothing, but when the Yard investigated further, they learnt that the London visit of a Chinese
         diplomat named Wun Ho, an official from a prince’s palace in Tangtu, had caused quite a stir.
     

      
      ‘Claiming diplomatic privilege, he had refused to open the lacquer box when Her Majesty’s customs demanded that he do so.
         And he got away with it …’ Here my father leaned forward, almost whispering. ‘And after the attack, when the police searched
         the gardens, they found the remains of that very box scattered amongst the leaf litter beneath the cork tree.’
     

      
      ‘What was in it?’ Alice asked.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ my father smiled enigmatically. ‘The box was empty. Well, almost empty.’

      
      
      ‘Almost empty?’ Mrs E. laughed. ‘Either the box was empty or it wasn’t.’
     

      
      ‘Which is why the police came to the museum this morning. There were three or four tiny eggs attached to what remained of
         its interior. Butterfly eggs. They were hoping that someone at the museum might identify them.’
     

      
      ‘So that’s why they came to me,’ Mrs E. said. ‘Alice and I were so early there was no one else to ask.’

      
      ‘After seeing you they went back to Nigel Oldfield. He couldn’t help either, other than to tell them that the eggs left in
         the box were sterile. But he could see that there had been hundreds of others. Or what was left of them. They must have hatched
         …’
     

      
      ‘In that cork tree,’ I continued. ‘The Chinese Peacock’s host breeding tree. I read that this morning.’

      
      ‘Exactly,’ my father declared. ‘Someone, perhaps the secretive young diplomat, Wun Ho, had seeded the eggs in the tree months
         ago during his London visit. Perhaps he was disturbed and dropped the lacquer box there. Or perhaps thieves attacked him because
         he was foreign, and the box was broken during the attack. Who knows? The thing is that those fertile eggs must have hatched.
         Hence the attacks near the cork tree.’
     

      
      ‘But butterflies don’t attack humans,’ Alice argued. ‘And they certainly don’t suck blood.’

      
      ‘Not unless they have been bred to do so,’ my father said. ‘Not unless that is why they were introduced to Kensington Gardens. To the very heart of London. To attack. To kill. To wreak vengeance.’
     

      
      ‘Come, come, Sir Arthur,’ Mrs Edgeworth-Brown protested. ‘This is sounding more and more like one of Alice’s Boy’s Own adventures every minute. Evil oriental potentates and all. Really.’
     

      
      My father shook his head. ‘It’s not so silly. It’s downright frightening. Apparently some Chinese lord has a bone to pick
         with England. Something to do with opium. The Yard learnt that from our diplomatic service.’
     

      
      ‘Opium?’ I gasped. ‘I’ve read about the dangers of the drug in Charles Dickens’ novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood. There is an opium den in that. A dreadful place. I hardly thought about it, except as a work of fiction.’
     

      
      ‘But this is not fiction,’ my father said. ‘Nor is it some silly story taken from the Boy’s Own Paper. England has been attempting to introduce the drug into China for years.’
     

      
      ‘And Queen Victoria herself allows the trade to continue,’ Alice’s mother added. ‘But now it appears that England’s demand
         for China to trade in the drug has come back to haunt her.’
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