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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.
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      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.
     

  

OEBPS/images/Art_Piii.jpg
oy

Sum Sibrerthorme

MENACE

GARY CREW





OEBPS/images/Art_P001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780734411488.jpg
GARAZ%REW

e A





OEBPS/images/Art_Pix.jpg





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 

   
		 
			 
		
		
     
			 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  





