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MOREBY IN THE MEDIA


By Ramsey Campbell


Who’s the occultist who shows up most often in the media? I imagine we’d all say Aleister Crowley. Most people who know would point out that Karswell in ‘Casting the Runes’ and Night of the Demon is based on him, and he’s the model for Oscar Clinton in ‘He Cometh and He Passeth By’, not to mention Mocata in The Devil Rides Out and Rowley Thorne, John Thunstone’s adversary in Manly Wellman’s series of tales. He’s even on the cover of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (though we’ll come back to that), and looms in Led Zeppelin’s background. Several of Kenneth Anger’s films are based on his magic. He’s the man who gets all the publicity, but he has nothing on Thomas Moreby, whom nearly all of us may never have heard of.


He was a pupil of Nicholas Hawksmoor (although he isn’t mentioned by name in Peter Ackroyd’s novel). He helped build several of Hawksmoor’s final churches and was responsible for a later one, All Hallows in Blackheath. There’s disagreement over whether he picked up his interest in the occult from Hawksmoor or taught it to his master, but it’s clear that they both incorporated magical elements in the churches they constructed. Moreby went on to design country houses, concealing occult secrets in the process. When Sir Francis Dashwood (founder of the Hellfire Club) employed him to redesign Medmenham Abbey, Moreby provided the motto above the front door, ‘Do what thou wilt’ (which Crowley made famous, but he confided to his associates that he had learned much from studying Moreby’s life). It was also Moreby’s idea to extend the caves (renamed the Hellfire Caves) beneath the abbey, where he had located a pre-Christian altar. This rediscovery prompted Dashwood to have Moreby restore the local St. Lawrence Church as an openly pre-Christian edifice. While Dashwood never identified the ancient cult he sought to revive, it was rumoured to be the Well of Seven, an occult society so sinister that he may even have used the Hellfire Club as a device to distract attention from it. Supposedly the famous St. Lawrence church tower – topped with a golden ball that contains six seats “from which all creation may be viewed” – signifies this association, and so do the six bells in the tower. This may explain an obscure pronouncement by John Wilkes, a leading member of the Hellfire Club: “Seven is the number of the resonance; the globe resounds with the sixfold peal of those who mount within” – apparently one of the few recorded examples of what’s called the Wisdom of the Well.


We’ll come back to the Well of Seven. Moreby is said to have lived until 1803, when he was over a hundred years old. He may have been killed in a riot or died in Bedlam. While his occult leanings weren’t known to many in his lifetime, they were rediscovered by various interested parties after his death. The Ghost Club began to investigate his work until one of the founders, E.W. Benson (father of E.F., R.H. and A.C. – a dynasty of supernatural authors – and later to become Archbishop of Canterbury) forbade all research into Moreby’s life and practices. This earned him notoriety among writers – Dickens and Conan Doyle were both members of the Ghost Club – and perhaps that’s one reason why M.R. James based Count Magnus on him.


James appears to have regretted this as well as referring to the Black Pilgrimage, an occult excursion Moreby had made to the accursed city of Chorazin. In May 1904 James wrote to his illustrator James McBryde “On further reflection I do not think I care to see Magnus illustrated at all – that is, the Count himself. I think it best to ensure by this means that even an accidental resemblance to the historical model T–– M–– is avoided. If my publishers were not so insistent on having a book I might well prefer to suppress the tale, for it has been giving me some horrid visions in the night lately.” Less than a month later McBryde died young, from complications after an appendix operation that should have been routine. He left two illustrations for ‘Count Magnus’ uncompleted, but his sister apparently told James that the artist had destroyed a third.
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Lovecraft borrowed Moreby too. In January 1927 he wrote to Donald Wandrei “My return to my beloved Providence has inspired me to renewed endeavours. I am at work on a new short story, based in part upon material brought to my attention by my favourite adopted grandson, the ebullient & erudite Belknapius (author Frank Belknap Long. S.J.) In some shadowed bookstore in a New York alley where few human feet have trod, he found a mouldering tome which whispered of one Thomas Moreby, occult architect & seeker of dread secrets which history prefers to veil. It appears that he believed the ‘essential saltes’ of corpses could be used to reconstitute the dead, by some method I am now at pains to imagine. Alas, Belknap lacked the lucre for an immediate purchase, & when he returned some days later, the bookseller denied that the volume had ever been in the shop. From his quick perusal Belknap also brought away an impression that Moreby, already said to be over a century old, might have survived far longer. What a boon his like may be to my tale! Indeed, the tome (the name of which my forgetful grandson sadly cannot bring to mind) apparently suggested that the Shelleys were wont to dally near Moreby’s grave, which exerted a sufficient influence on Mary’s dreams to inspire Frankenstein. Might this obscure scribbler from Providence be similarly possessed to pen a masterwork?”


In fact, Lovecraft based Charles Dexter Ward’s evil ancestor Joseph Curwen on Moreby – at the time he was writing he thought The Case of Charles Dexter Ward would be a short story, much as Stephen King found The Mist outgrowing his original notion of it. Lovecraft also wrote in his Commonplace Book of notes for stories: “Moreby’s resurrection by employment of ‘essential saltes’. Hideous marriage of necromancer & wife he has summoned from grave. Unholy ceremony conducted by corpses. What offspring may this union produce?” This was presumably Lovecraft’s inspiration rather than actual material from the book Frank Belknap Long mentioned to him, and I used it in my early story ‘The Horror from the Bridge’.


The use of “essential saltes” appears to have been Moreby’s contribution to the Well of Seven, whose central aim was physical immortality. Some members of the cult may have been buried in Hob’s Lane in Deptford, an area that subsequently became known for inexplicable disturbances. Nigel Kneale is said to have based Quatermass and the Pit on these rumours, and in his studies of British witchcraft Gerald Gardner identified the horned apparition in the last episode of the television serial with Anarchon, Lord of Fleas, a demon apparently regarded by the Well of Seven as their occult patron. Gardner also claimed that William Blake’s monstrous painting The Ghost of a Flea (based on a vision Blake had during a séance) was both a version of Anarchon and a reference to the fleas the demon brings (fleas Blake described as “inhabited by the souls of such men as were by nature blood thirsty to excess”, but regarded by the cult as somehow conferring immortality). According to Gardner, the cult’s secret sign – four fingers of the left hand fully extended at the same time as three of the right, while both thumbs and the remaining finger are pressed against the palms (not as easy as it sounds: try it yourself) – is concealed in many paintings, including religious images. Sometimes it’s signified by the right hand of one figure and the left hand of its neighbour (in the Bayeux Tapestry, for instance) or by these hands in the two panels of a diptych, even occasionally the outer panels of a trip-tych (see works by Bosch, Rubens, Lippi, Brueghel the Elder and others). Gardner apparently believed some of these images were meant as warning messages to the well-informed viewer, but others may reveal that the painter was involved with the Well of Seven.


An engineer at EMI claims he overheard John Lennon proposing Moreby for inclusion in the collage on the Sgt. Pepper cover. An image of Crowley was used instead, whether since he would be more recognisable by the public or because other members of the band objected (as they did to Lennon’s other unused suggestions, Christ and Hitler) isn’t clear. Or could pressure have been brought to bear by the cult itself? That certainly seems to have been the case with the Val Lewton film The Seventh Victim.


This wasn’t the first film to include references to Moreby and the Well. A 1915 silent serial, The Seven Wizards, apparently began the trend. The film was written by Charles W. Goddard (best known for The Perils of Pauline and The Ghost Breakers) and made by Wharton Incorporated in Ithaca, New York. Like the Whartons’ other overtly occult serial The Mysteries of Myra (1916), which is said to have alluded to the Well under the name of the Black Order, the 1915 serial appears to be completely lost – in fact, some film histories suggest both films were deliberately destroyed. A review of The Seven Wizards in Variety questioned whether resurrection was a subject for entertainment. The reviewer also advised the makers to take more care with their intertitles; in some episodes the leader of the cult is called Moseby, in others Morley. Perhaps this was intended to suggest that neither was the real name.


White Zombie (1932) offers several details to the knowing audience. Murder Legendre (Bela Lugosi) is constantly attended by six zombies – in other words, a band of seven – and the six remove the heroine in her coffin from the vault, again adding up to seven undead. We’re told that voodoo and the revival of the dead were “old when Egypt was young”, and other lines of dialogue suggest that the practices are based on ancient magic. Beaumont, the plantation owner who turns to Legendre for help in winning the heroine, reacts with horror when the zombie master whispers her fate in his ear. Even before the Hays Code came into play, the film mutes Legendre’s original line (obviously based on Moreby’s notion of occult marriage) that the planter would be marrying the dead. The film also stops short of showing the sign of the Seven, instead concealing it within the gesture Legendre makes to control the zombies. However, several shots show Beaumont making it in the midst of his convulsions once Legendre has drugged him. The film’s director Victor Halperin also alluded to the Seven in Supernatural, his 1933 film about the resurrection of a serial killer, and particularly in Revolt of the Zombies (1936). However, he subsequently denied all interest in horror and expressed regret for making these films. It has been suggested that he’d been made to regret referring to the Well.


The most detailed Hollywood treatment of the Seven would have been The Seventh Victim. Val Lewton had already referred obliquely to them in I Walked with a Zombie, where the zombie who guards the path to magic is called Carrefour after Moreby’s zombie servant. Later Bedlam would recall Moreby by having Karloff play Sims, the apothecary general of the asylum where Moreby is rumoured to have been an inmate. Just as Cat People was originally to have been based on Algernon Blackwood’s ‘Ancient Sorceries’, The Seventh Victim would have dealt with a young woman’s search for her sister, who had fallen under the influence of the Well of Seven. The younger sister was to rescue her, only to discover that she is already a zombie, who is recaptured in the final reel by a private eye employed in the search, now himself undead. Very little of this remains in the film that was made, but The Seventh Victim is full of hints of the secret it had to keep.


Mary Gibson still tries to find her elder sister Jacqueline, who has joined a cult. In some prints, particularly of the European release, the stained-glass windows over the stairs at the school Mary attends display the sign of the Seven. The room Jacqueline has rented above an Italian restaurant proves to contain just a chair and above it a noose. The restaurant is called Dante’s, no doubt to remind us of the number of deadly sins and virtues in the poet’s epic, and the room is – yes – number seven. The legend above the entrance to a morgue Mary visits in her search is “He calleth all his children by their name”, a motto Moreby added to Francis Dashwood’s church during the restoration. (While it sounds scriptural, it isn’t to be found in the Bible, and may have a more occult significance.) Irving August, the private eye who helps Mary in her search, is murdered when he enters a locked room at La Sagesse, the cosmetic firm Jacqueline signed over to the cult. The name of the firm clearly refers to the Wisdom of the Well, and the door of the locked room is the seventh one we see at La Sagesse (although the firm may also recall Maison Desti, the cosmetics company owned by Preston Sturges’ mother, who practised magic with Crowley and manufactured the scarf that strangled her friend Isadora Duncan). After the murder Mary flees to the subway but seems to be trapped on the train; she keeps passing 14th Street (twice seven, of course). She consults Louis Judd, Jacqueline’s psychiatrist, who is one of the film’s clearest references to the revival of the dead practised by the Seven; he has already been killed in an earlier Lewton production, Cat People. Later Jacqueline refers to “coming back to life”, a line left over from her undead character in the original draft of the screenplay. The La Sagesse trademark is also the sigil of the cult in the film, a triangle inside a parallelogram – seven points, in other words. Mary finds herself a teaching job and leads a kindergarten class in singing ‘Oranges and Lemons’ – which, in the version printed in Songs Every Child Can Sing Well (1803), names several Moreby churches. As the cultists attempt to persuade Jacqueline to do away with herself for betraying them, one of them plays sevenths on a piano. The assassin who pursues Jacqueline through the streets is played by an actor chosen to resemble the murdered private eye – not quite a resurrection but suggestive of one. In the final scene Jacqueline’s dying neighbour goes out for a night on the town, and we hear the chair fall in Jacqueline’s room, recalling Judd’s enigmatic line in the original screenplay – “No resurrection without sacrifice” – that apparently refers to a tenet of the Wisdom of the Seven.


Two final points about The Seventh Victim – Lewton’s wittiest details. In the film the Seven are replaced by the Palladists, a Satanic cult so genteel that we never see a ritual or even a magical device. This is Lewton’s way of signifying that they’re not just a substitution but an attempt to tone down the reality to placate the actual cult. The Palladists did exist – or rather, they’re a matter of historical record, but in fact they were fabricated in the 1890s by the anticlerical French journalist Léo Taxil as a hoax at the expense of the Catholic church. Lewton presumably hoped some of his audience would recognise that the cult in the film was so thoroughly fictitious that it must disguise something else. Undoubtedly he meant informed viewers to notice the betraying detail in the quotation from John Donne that opens the film (“I run to death, and death meets me as fast, And all my pleasures are like yesterday.”) The quote is accurate, but it comes from Donne’s first holy sonnet. In his subtlest touch Lewton misattributes it on-screen to the seventh sonnet, which contains the formula “Arise, arise from death”.


Since then the cinema appears to have been wary of referring to the Seven – perhaps the pressure exerted on Lewton was enough to deter others, and the film industry may have included members of the cult – although Mike Raven is said to have concealed allusions in his horror films and later in his paintings, which were first exhibited in the crypt of a Hawksmoor church (St. George’s, Bloomsbury). The Seven have kept their secrets well enough that little else is known about them. Their name is supposed to refer to Beersheba, the Biblical name that has been translated as “well of the oath” besides “well of the seven”. Their oath is meant to be the Oath of the Abyss, which Jack Parsons – rocket scientist at Caltech and leading member of Crowley’s occult organisation – took when he made the Black Pilgrimage to Chorazin. A crater on the dark side of the moon is named after him.


So there we have it: a mass of strange glimpses that may fit together in ways we can’t quite see. Perhaps we never will. Since the Seven seem hardly to have been heard of since they leaned on Lewton, they may have faded into history. No harm in keeping our eyes open, though, and I’ll be happy to report sightings in a future issue. It will take more than an obscure occult society to silence Shock Xpress.
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SIMON'S FIELD,
CALDY,
WEST KIRBY,
WIRRAL,
HOYLAKE 1154


13th February 1946


My Dear H.G.,


I was motivated to write to you again, having read (and admired, but not much enjoyed!) your latest.1 Indeed I was moved to look again at a copy I kept of my very first correspondence with you -- perhaps you remember it, a gushing note I sent on publication of my own first romance2 -- about a chap not recording his debt to the air he breathes, and so on and so forth.


You know that I admire you, that you dominate the landscape of my mind, as your Time Traveller's Sphinx dominated the England of the year 802,701 A.D. And yet I do not follow you, H.G., not without question.


And I cannot follow you now, into the vale of gloom which you so eloquently explore in your latest.


Of course I agree with you that it is hard to be optimistic about the state of mankind, given the horrors which we have seen exposed as the Nazi tyranny has unravelled since August last, like a bandage drawn back from a suppurating wound -- and you may recall that with my service as an ambulance driver in the last lot I saw enough of that. The industrialisation of pain, the organisation of death! And all in pursuit of a theory of the perfectibility of blood and race . . .


(Incidentally, and oddly enough, you and I share a grisly connection with the camps of death, though you will not welcome knowing it. On the publication of my Last & First Men in '30 I was contacted by a fellow called Tomas Moerbitz, a German "chemist" as he called himself -- a prominent and wealthy industrialist as it turned out, and later a significant supplier to the Nazi machine -- a ghastly one-eyed fellow judging3 by recent photographs.


(Moerbitz claimed to have sought you out in London after your Time Machine, with suggestions on human evolution and perfectibility in stark disagreement with the content of your novel -- as well as arguments with your portrayal of time travel4 -- and claimed too that as a consequence of that meeting he had been the inspiration for the Moreau of your novel. If so it must have been a memorable but unpleasant encounter for you, H.G., which would rather satisfy the fellow I think. The name's the thing -Moerbitz, Moreau -- a plasticity of names, and "the plasticity of living forms", to quote your own words back at you, was his subject matter, his fascination.


(He also had the gall to praise my own Last & First for showing whole human species created and raised up by the appliance of eugenic science in the deep future. A prophet of the blood and the scalpel, he called me. Described my book as an inspirational vision! Well, in the war, as well as stocking the death camps with poison gas, it seems Moerbitz bloodied his own hands with practical experiments of that sort.


(And now, according to sources I shall not trouble you with naming, he has escaped the justice of the trials by attaching himself to the Peenemunde rocket group who have fled to the bosom of America. Ugh -- enough of him!)


No, H.G., in spite of it all, I cannot agree with you that even the horrors of the recent war presage the end of things -- that as the latest war recedes into the past, "extinction is coming to man". Who can say what our ultimate destiny is? But we shan't be extinguished in the near future at least. We need only watch our own ragged children, happily playing amid the rosebay willow herb that flourishes in the bomb sites of our scarred cities, to be assured of that. I myself am determined to throw my remaining energies into a quest for global peace, and trust that you, my model, my inspiration, will yet find it in your heart to forgive the rest of us for our faults, and rejoin me in hope.


Yours very truly as ever,
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____________


 


1/ H.G. Wells, Mind at the End of its Tether, Heinemann, 1945


2/ Olaf Stapledon, Last and First Men, Methuen, 1930.


3/ H.G. Wells, The Time Machine, Heinemann, 1895.


4/ H.G. Wells, The Island of Doctor Moreau, Heinemann, 1896.
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Tomas Moerbitz (d.o.b. unknown) was the principal shareholder in Todt Chemie-AG, a chemical company specialising in the manufacture of industrial gases. Founded in the late 19th century by another Tomas Moerbitz, in 1925 Todt joined with several other German chemical companies to form the conglomerate IG Farben.


At the time the largest chemical company in the world, IG Farben was involved in numerous war crimes in World War II. IG Farben was seized by the allies in 1945, and liquidated in 1952.


Among the surviving successor companies are BASF, Bayer and Hoechst. Todt did not survive, and indeed its contribution to IG Farben is poorly documented. Moerbitz, however, went on to found the U.S. corporation New World Pharmaceuticals Group, it is rumoured with funds smuggled out of IG Farben through Swiss bank accounts during the closing stages of the war. But despite the strenuous efforts of those who objected to the presence of such men as Wernher von Braun and Moerbitz in American public life, this was never proved.
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A HARD NEWS EXCLUSIVE
by Janet Ramsey,
Head of Current Affairs


A DECADE AGO, almost no one had ever heard of New World Pharmaceuticals Group – but today this secretive organisation ranks alongside Pfizer, Johnson & Johnson, Roche and GlaxoSmithKline as one of the top five drug research companies in the world.


And if they have their way, within the next few years they will be double the size of all those companies put together – thanks to a mysterious family dynasty which has run the company ever since its modest start-up almost five decades ago.


NWP was originally founded by wealthy German industrialist Tomas Moerbitz, who fled to America after World War II. However, despite being linked by a number of Death Camp survivors to the Holocaust, he is reputed to have escaped the Nuremberg Trials through his wealth and influence. After working on the fledgling U.S. space programme for several years with such fellow émigrés as Wernher von Braun, he went on to create the pharmaceuticals company in an attempt to develop cures for smallpox and typhus.


Since control of the company passed to Moerbitz’s son, T. J., a few years ago, this giant in medical research and development has grown into an $85 billion dollar (in excess of £56 billion) corporation, comfortably topping even Johnson & Johnson, which turns over $60 billion a year.


Last week’s shock announcement that New World Pharmaceuticals Group has toppled American giant Johnson & Johnson from the top of the table was followed by rumours that it is making a hostile take-over bid for Novartis Vaccines and Diagnostics – specifically to get its hands on Novartis’ innovative work using reverse genetics to manufacture vaccines for avian flu.


But in Britain, the Competition Commission – known as the Monopolies and Mergers Commission until last year – is already considering last week’s surprise offer for German company Chemie Grünenthal, the family firm responsible for releasing the deformed babies drug thalidomide into 46 countries and continuing to sell the so-called “wonder drug” for months after Australian doctor William McBride had linked thalidomide to the sudden rash of deaths and hideously deformed births in 1961.


The unspecified but “generous” offer was initially withdrawn when the commission put forward its concerns about NWP linking itself with the company which was responsible for 100,000 miscarriages and thousands of serious deformities to the babies who survived, but the offer was re-presented after a public statement from NWP accused its rivals of trying to derail a deal which would be excellent for employees and shareholders of both companies alike.


Speaking for the NWP board from their offices just outside Baltimore, Mr Bill Pogany said, “Ill-informed scuttlebutt has done untold damage to a well-respected and venerable firm which has contributed greatly to the world of medical research. Chemie Grünenthal has always been known as the home of innovation and excellence, and as such will be a welcome addition to the NWP family.”


And from the UK headquarters Dr M. T. Déesharné said, “Many companies have moments in their history that they would wish never happened, but every company, like every person, is the sum of its experiences, and there is no doubt that Grünenthal’s experiences have resulted in some exciting developments the medical world has been watching with anticipation.


“New World believes that with our backing and funds, the company will be better able to fulfil its potential, which will be of enormous benefit to this country and indeed the world. Our aim has always been to make life better.”


But our source has revealed that NWP has little interest in the painkilling drugs for which Grünenthal is now known; instead, the reclusive businessman who now heads the board is desperate to get his hands on the work of brilliant Nazi chemists Otto Ambros and Heinrich Mückter (see sidebar) – especially their experiments on controlling the deadly disease typhus.


But NWP CEO T. J. Moerbitz has denied there are any sinister reasons for the sudden expansion of the company. Through a press officer he agreed to speak to Hard News from the multi-national company’s British headquarters, a state-of-the-art laboratory believed to be somewhere in the West Country.


“The word will soon
know our name”


In his first public interview for several years, Mr Moerbitz told me, “Our motto – I believe you would call it a ‘Mission Statement’ – is ‘Your World in Our Hands’ and you must believe me when I tell you that is something we take very seriously indeed.


“Today the New World Pharmaceuticals Group comprises a number of researchers and businessmen who have severed our ties with pharmaceutical companies with whom we have enjoyed many years of fruitful relationships to come together to serve the common good.


“Thanks to the work of NWP I can assure you that Britain is now at the forefront of disease research. We have great plans for the future, and when our acquisitions of Grünenthal and Novartis have been satisfactorily concluded, I believe this country will quickly see the benefit. We already have some of the most brilliant men – and women – in the world working within the NWP family, and the whole world will soon come to know our name.”


But not everyone in the New World Pharmaceuticals Group family believes in Mr Moerbitz’s benevolent plan.


One researcher told us, “We have a whole department doing DNA sequencing on old bones and teeth dug from cemeteries and even plague pits, and another studying radical deviations in disease pandemics. It feels like we’re preparing for something major – but anyone who is heard asking the big questions seems to leave the company soon after.


“A mate at Novatis told me NWP is trying to get its hands on the Influenza Genome Sequencing Project, even though it’s a multi-company project – everyone knows how ambitious Mr Moerbitz is. I wouldn’t put it past him.”


But T. J. Moerbitz is an enigma even within his company. One chemist told us, “No one’s ever even seen this Mr Moerbitz – when I worked for my last company our CEO used to walk the floor regularly – I do believe he knew every employee by name, even though we had more than 2,000 people on the books.”


And another source close to the CEO’s office told us, “Here – well, there’s no doubt the labs are the most modern I’ve ever seen, and no expense is spared in R&D – we don’t have any limits on what we can spend on Mr Moerbitz’s pet projects – but no one really knows what they are: everyone knows their own job, and anyone caught discussing anything with a different department immediately gets a final written warning – it’s really scary, sometimes. I feel like I’m constantly being watched.


“And you should see our consent forms! I’ve never seen one like that – once you’ve signed, that’s it: you’re ours for life, no matter what! And even if your body gets reanimated – what’s that about? If people really understood what NWP were going to do with them they’d run a million miles rather than sign.”


Protecting Patents? Or Planning for Disaster?


Mr Moerbitz was quick to deny anything underhand was going on. “Consent forms must look scary to everyone the first time they read one,” he said. “I defy anyone to find anything illegal in what we are doing.


“As for our insistence on confidentiality: in the pharmaceutical industry there is, I regret to say, an enormous amount of industrial espionage. Of course we trust each and every one of our employees implicitly, but we would be fools to make it easy for anyone to divulge company secrets. The R&D to secure a successful patent is not inconsiderable, and obviously one protects one’s upcoming drugs: they are, in effect, the company’s crown jewels.”


When we asked Mr Moerbitz about the company’s readiness for a global pandemic, he was more open. “Of course we, like every other responsible member of the pharmaceutical trade, are preparing for the worst while hoping it never happens. I would be the first to beg the Almighty to ensure avian flu remains a nightmare rather than reality.


“But planning for a secret pandemic? Do you really think her Britannic Majesty’s Government would not know if that were the case?”


Department of Health spokesman Euan Chambers denied any such knowledge. “We are always researching changing diseases, but there is no new pandemic surfacing that we know of,” he said. “We have enough on our hands dealing with the influenza virus, which mutates every year.”


Turn to page 7 for our exposé:
The Flu That Kills!











MOERBITZ – RECLUSIVE PHILANTHROPIST OR RELATED TO ZOMBIE KING?


MR T. J. MOERBITZ, the mysterious figure who heads global drug company New World Pharmaceuticals, is a well-spoken and obviously highly educated man – but Hard News could find no trace of him dating back more than a decade. This is not unusual for a moneyed man who wishes to hide past misdeeds, but it is highly unusual in the pharmaceutical industry, where birth, educational and social background can have strong influences on future relationships.


Despite his family name and connections, he appeared in Debrett’s People of Today last year for the first time, where details are few and he is described only as “a reclusive genius and philanthropist”. His place of residence is given as the company’s UK registered headquarters. His only listed hobby is “architecture” – which led our sister paper, the London Sketch, to speculate that because of the similarity in their names, NWP’s T.J. Moerbitz might in fact be distantly related to the 18th-century architect Thomas Moreby. Known as “the Zombie King”, Moreby was once apprenticed to Nicholas Hawksmoor, who was himself nicknamed “the black magician” after designing a “Devil Worship power-matrix” of six churches and two obelisks in London.


The infamous architect was fascinated with the idea of rebirth, and those within the drugs industry claim our own Mr Moerbitz shared that fascination.


However, Moerbitz shrugged off the allegations, saying, “Who isn’t interested in eternal life? But I fear I am too busy with more mundane concerns to devote much time to fantasy these days.”


We will watch New World Pharmaceuticals Group’s new patents with interest.











EVIL NAZI PAST OF “BRILLIANT CHEMIST”


THE SURPRISE BID by New World Pharmaceuticals Group for Chemie Grünenthal, a little-known German company which generates most of its income from pain medication, shocked the pharmaceutical word and took the Stock Exchange by surprise, judging by the sudden rise in share prices on Friday. NWP announced its specific interest in Grünenthal’s R&D into typhus – but our investigations department has uncovered the evil truth behind that knowledge: it came from the Nazi death camps!


The now-defunct Daily Beast revealed the full extent of Grünenthal’s murderous research in their groundbreaking work The Nazis and Thalidomide: The Worst Drug Scandal of All Time. Not only was the company responsible for inflicting thalidomide on an unsuspecting world, but Nazi scientist Otto Ambros, Hitler’s advisor on chemical warfare, was one of the four inventors of the lethal sarin gas, and later was believed to have used his own experiences to cover up the trail that led from the production of thalidomide back to any origins it may have had in Hitler’s death camps.


Fellow scientist and head of research Heinrich Mückter used death-camp inmates to further his anti-typhus work. The disease was rife in the army, and he was determined to find a vaccine – his ingenious solution was keeping the culture alive by injecting it into prisoners in camps like Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Grodno and Kraków. He was reportedly responsible for the deaths of hundreds of prisoners, not just by infecting them, but by then using them as guinea pigs to test his prototype vaccines.


After the Nuremberg trials both Mückter and Ambros were released and welcomed into the United States where, like their colleague Tomas Moerbitz – the father of NWP’s current CEO – they were tasked with working on anti-Cold War measures like . . .
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STOP PRESS


Police are appealing for witnesses after the mutilated body of Jessica Vannhelssin was found in a remote beauty spot in Pembrokeshire early this morning. Jessica, 29, was last seen leaving The Consort’s Arms in St Bride’s Bay at 9:00 p.m. last night.


Detective Sergeant Simon Norwich of Pembrokeshire CID said, “We are trying to establish the exact circumstances that led up to this crime. Anyone who might have seen Ms Vannhelssin is asked to get in touch.”


Jessica, a personal assistant for a multi-national company, was a blue-eyed brunette, cut in a short bob. She stood 5ft 5in tall and weighed around 8 stone. The last time she was seen she was wearing distressed denim Guess jeans and a pale blue T-shirt with a Swarovski crystal star on the front.


Call Pembrokeshire Police on 909 quoting serial 731 of 07/7 or the independent charity Crimehalt anonymously on 0845 666 11.











MISSING
BOY FOUND;
FRIEND MISSING,
PRESUMED DEAD



Hunt called off after two teenage boys
vanished from a “haunted” churchyard


AUGUST 20, 1993: The identity of the amnesiac teenage boy discovered in the graveyard of All Hallows Church last night is now confirmed as Andy Jarvis, 13, who disappeared a week ago with his best friend, Roderick “Roddy” Chu.


There is still no sign of Roddy, also 13, and police say that budget cuts mean they have no choice but to now scale down the hunt.


Brown-haired, brown-eyed Andy was still wearing his favourite black T-shirt with the Tombstone logo when he was found wandering through the graveyard a few minutes before midnight.


His father Rip Jarvis said, “We checked that church a million times or more – God knows where my boy was. But we’re just relieved to have him back.”


A spokesman for University Hospital Lewisham confirmed Andy was suffering from shock, but was otherwise unharmed. “At this point in time he has little memory of the events after he left his school at midday on Friday 13 August,” said hospital press officer Ransy Rumbole. “We are obviously hoping that he will remember enough to help us find his friend Roderick, who is still missing. The police are investigating the church crypt again, following an interview with young Andy. It may be that his fears of “shadowy figures” are simply nightmares spawned by his dreadful experiences.


“Obviously our thoughts go out to Roderick’s family at this time.”


A Met spokesman described Roddy Chu as being of “Asian appearance, black hair and brown eyes, around five feet eight inches tall”. He was wearing a blue sweatshirt, denim jeans and Nike “Air Max” trainers.


DEVIL WORSHIPPERS – KIDNAPPERS?


LOCALS claimed the boys, who vanished on Friday 13 August, exactly a week ago, had been taken by “devil worshippers” who are alleged to “worship” at the condemned church in Blackheath Road, SE.


Their disappearance, which was reported by science teacher Ms Sara Barker after they failed to turn up for the end-of-week chemistry test at the Tower of Moab Secondary School in South London, sparked a frantic city-wide search.


A police informant who wishes to remain anonymous said that they had found possible bloodstains inside the church, and strange markings sprayed across the tombs set into the church floor and on the walls of the undercroft, as well as a pile of old bones, which were later confirmed to be the remains of rats.


The two Year 8 boys were described by local newsagent Mr Kenneth Boxall as “typical teenage tearaways”. In an exclusive interview with our reporter he told us, “Andy and Roddy were always late for their paper rounds, always bunking off school. They used to nick fags when they thought I wasn’t looking – if I had my way I’d have taken a slipper to them. That was how we dealt with this sort of thing in my day, none of this mollycoddling ‘sharing feelings’ stuff.


“I knew they were up to no good. They used to talk about breaking into the old church – all the kids did. Everyone knows it’s a drug den these days.”


The missing children charity Find-a-Kid has logged more than three hundred phone calls and e-mails from witnesses and other parents whose children have gone missing in the same area over the years.


Roderick Chu and Andy Jarvis, who live next door to each other in Cold Bath Street, London, SE, were last seen leaving the Tower of Moab Secondary School at midday on Friday 13. That evening police activated the Child Rescue Alert system, which is used for abduction and kidnap cases and supported by all police forces across the UK, and locals joined in a search across the area.


Detectives discovered the wire fence surrounding All Hallows Church, on the edge of Eliot Park, had been broken in one area, and a schoolbook with Andy’s name on it was found beside a broken gravestone.
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ALL HALLOWS CHURCH: DEVIL-WORSHIPPING CENTRE OF LONDON



ALL Hallows Church, a grand old example of 18th-century church architecture, sits on the edge of Eliot Park and is believed to be designed by the apprentice of the great baroque architect Nicholas Hawksmoor: Thomas Moreby, the so-called “Zombie King”.


The church has had an unfortunate history, including a mysterious blaze that nearly destroyed the whole building in 1850.


It was claimed by devil-worshippers right from the start, after they discovered Hawksmoor’s own churches had been sited and built to form a power matrix which attracted evil.


Local vicar and Hawksmoor expert the Rev Paula Biller said, “The myths surrounding Moreby and Hawksmoor are just superstitions; the only devil-worshippers to be found in late 20th-century Britain are those who appear in the latest video nasties.”


But local police chief Detective Inspector Simon Wisden said, “Rev Biller can think what she likes; she’s not the one who has to investigate the dozens of animal deaths, the missing persons, the graffiti in the churchyards . . . all I’m saying is we in the Met are not laughing it off.”


In a further bizarre twist, the school attended by the two boys, Tower of Moab, was built in the early 1960s on the site of an unfinished structure reputedly commissioned by an obscure American religious sect.


According to experts, it shared certain architectural similarities to some of the more outré works later credited to Thomas Moreby.
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. . . Our obituary of screenwriter Barry Pound (10 May) contained an incorrect assertion about the reasons for the rejection of a storyline proposed by Pound for the BBC’s long-running Z Cars television drama series.


As we described, Pound would have seemed well-suited to contribute to Z Cars, with credits in such BBC crime shows as Dixon of Dock Green and, later, the Z Cars spin-off Softly Softly. Furthermore the storyline of his proposed scripts, a serial-killer story with working title “The Blob Murders”, was based on research into a real-life crime case. However, according to records preserved by Mr Ben Quinn of Formby, Merseyside, an amateur archivist of the show, the proposal was turned down by the Z Cars script editor, not as we claimed because it was too fanciful for the show’s format or for a lack of plausibility, but in fact for its over-authenticity.


In Pound’s story, PCs Jock Weir and Fancy Smith would have tackled a serial killer known as “Blob” working the streets of Newtown. According to the correspondence between Pound and the BBC preserved by Mr Quinn, the script editor protested that Pound’s story adhered too closely to the reality, as reported in police files, of a long-running series of cases concerning a killer, or killers, known – not as “Blob” as in Pound’s storyline – but as “Amoeba”. These murders had been recorded by forces across the country as far back as the 1830s, though the record is fragmentary; over the years many police files, like other public records, have been lost through wartime bomb damage and other mishaps. The Amoeba murders, presumably committed by several copycat perpetrators over such a long period, featured the same modus operandi: slayings in city or town centres, with each solitary victim’s brain and other organs wholly or partially removed, and the flesh of the back marked with a distinctive twisted-band knife carving. All these elements would have featured in Pound’s script. Witness sightings and descriptions are fragmentary and inconsistent, the only common element being that suspects are generally described as being one-eyed, or wearing an eye patch; again this would have featured in Pound’s story.


There was concern expressed within the Corporation that such a storyline could encourage further copycat killings. Mr Quinn, however, was of the opinion that the storyline may actually have been suppressed because of pressure on the staff involved from another source – possibly even threats from the killer(s). But this cannot be substantiated.


According to our news department, similar slayings have indeed been sporadically reported in other British towns and cities (and, it is reported, in some American cities), even after Pound’s failed Z Cars pitch in the 1960s. Mr Quinn, apparently following leads developed from his interest in Z Cars, also began researching the Amoeba killings, including instances both before and after 1965.


Our correspondent concerning this correction has been Mrs Thelma Ferris, daughter of Mr Quinn, who has been studying her father’s records since he, too, by what is presumably extraordinary coincidence, fell victim to a slaying of the “Amoeba” type in 2003.


We apologise for any misrepresentation.


Barrington Arthur Pound, screenwriter, born 5 December 1927; died 1 May 2005.


 










[image: Image] [Extracts from the private journals of Joseph Bonomi the Younger, unsealed on March 3, 1978, the centenary of his death, and published as Joseph Bonomi, My Ancestor: England, Egypt and Beyond by Grape Press Ltd., ed. Wayne Bonomi, 2004. Note that there is broad agreement between this material and the known details of Bonomi’s life (1796–1878), including the early deaths of four of his twelve children.]





 


Extract No.1, dated May 30, 1849.


It hardly seems right to put pen to paper.


My hands, the hands of an old man, should be laden with the mourning rings to mark the deaths of my poor babes – as are the softer hands of my young wife Jessie – not scratching with pen and ink. Yet I want to record the events of the last days in their full destitution and horror, while they are fresh in my mind and heart and memory, before the shining light of the countenance of our one surviving little girl obliterates the darkness, and the stain of blood on my soul.


It began a week ago. Only a week! And how extraordinary it seems that such a figure as August Ferdinand Möbius the mathematician should have been present in our lives throughout all of this trauma of illness and death – and how much more extraordinary it is, and I can admit it only in the privacy of these journal pages, that he was in fact responsible for some or all of that trauma.


It was illness that drove us to the village of B—, in Kent, a small, unprepossessing place that yet has family connections for my dear Jessie; when she was a child the Martins frequently stayed here with relatives, and the memory remains precious in her heart. The relatives are now long gone, but there is a cottage outside the village still owned by the family.


Illness, yes, it was the whooping cough that had caught our bairns – all five of them. And I myself was nursing something more subtle, darker, a pain in my stomach and chest, a kind of pressure on the ribs: perhaps it was a muscle pull or a rib break, perhaps something more serious, and I kept that internal burden a secret from my Jessie. At just twenty-four years old the children were enough of a worry, without her having to take into account obscure conditions of my own fifty-three-year-old body. Oh, we were quite a crew in that five-hour-long stagecoach ride along the turnpikes, coming down from our home in London, five sickly poppets, myself grimly clamping down on my own discomfort, and Jessie finding strength she did not know she possessed, yet should not have needed to discover.


But the destination, as we reached it, was scarcely balm to the soul, at first sight.


I had not visited that country before. Between the Medway and the Thames, the world is flat as a board, the endless horizontals of land and sea broken only by few verticals, sailors’ beacons, windmills, the spires of the churches of scattered villages. In one place we saw a gibbet. Much of the terrain is marsh, and is a maze of dykes and mounds and gates. You must watch your step, though there are stones to make paths across some of the worst of it. The month was May but the sky was obscure, the air damp and cold. We had come to this place in the hope of finding cleaner air than London’s pall, but I could not help but wonder how such an environ could be beneficial to the health of our poor bairns.


Then, from a scrap of higher ground, we saw the river itself, wide and grey, and the misty forms of great hulls on the water. “Look, Mummy!” said our eldest, in a phase of feverish brightness. “Ships! Ships on the river!”


So they were ships, but, mastless and dark, there was no romance about them; I knew they were hulks, prison ships, and I stared at their grey silhouettes, imagining the misery and deprivation that must be contained within.


When we got to the village it was a pretty enough place, set amid alder trees. I spotted a church, a blacksmith’s shop, a public house.


There waiting to meet us at the hackney-carriage stand outside the apothecary’s were two figures. One was the village doctor, for I had written ahead to ask him to be ready to greet our family of invalids.


And the other was the noted mathematician, August Ferdinand Möbius, of Saxony.


As we clambered down from the stage coach, as the doctor called up hackneys, and our luggage and our little ones were transferred for the short ride to our cottage, I shook the hand of Möbius with all the vigour I could muster – though the pain in my chest made me wince, and I thought he noticed. “I am honoured you have come so far to meet me, sir.”


“The honour is mine, Herr Bonomi, to meet such a noted Egyptologist and the illustrator of Burton’s Excerpta hieroglyphica. And it is no trouble. For you are far more important to my own purposes than you may imagine . . .”


These rather enigmatic words were oddly troubling. Graciously enough I hope, I introduced my exhausted young wife. But the children, those who were awake, were staring at Möbius with what seemed an instinctive mistrust.


I had expected a visit from Möbius. We had corresponded; Möbius and I were considering collaborating on a book on the mathematical proportions of the human body. We had discussed his visiting London to meet me, and others, but he had agreed to be diverted to visit during our necessary sojourn in Kent. Yet I could scarce believe my eyes that such a man was standing here, a figure of world renown in such a place as this.


Certainly he was not what I had expected. I had known the man was in his late fifties, and his shock of white hair fit that age – yet the relative smoothness of his skin, and the general robustness of his physique, belied it. With a kind of hard vigour about him, he did not look very scholarly! And, most surprising of all, he wore a patch over his left eye socket. Once I saw this displaced; the socket beneath was empty and, frankly, stank of corruption. I had had no idea Möbius had suffered such an injury.


Here is my honest first reaction, dear reader: suspicion. It was as if this was an impostor, who had somehow, for some purpose, taken the place of the real Möbius, as if he had eaten his life from the inside out – and now was here, a strange and uncomfortable presence in our fragile lives. Absurd it may seem, that was how it felt – and you might feel the same if confronted by such a figure, in such a circumstance.


But, it soon turned out, he knew his mathematics. That was proven in those first moments. The children, you see, were staring at him; the young gazed in fascinated horror at that patch over the eye, but our eldest inspected a kind of brooch he wore on the lapel of his heavy greatcoat. Made of what looked like fine silver, it was a strip with a single twist, and the eye was compelled to follow it, travelling around and around, seeking an end, but there was no border between the two sides.


[image: Image]


Möbius bent down, smiling; my children recoiled. He said in lightly accented English, “My achievements in mathematics are manifold. Perhaps it is my pioneering introduction of homogeneous coordinates into projective geometry that will be my lasting legacy, and some day your father may tell you all about that . . . but what the common people know me for is this little toy – a two-dimensional surface with only one side, thanks to a twist in the third dimension. Look . . .” He ran his finger around and around the little brooch; from one side his finger tracked around the twist to the other side, and then back again, without ever leaving the surface. Of course the toy was familiar to me, and a well-known curiosity in my own circles.


The children stared, simultaneously fascinated and repelled; later I wondered if their childish senses detected something about the man that still evaded Jessie and I.


For now he said only, “This toy, this ‘Möbius strip’, may be trivial, but I am rather pleased to have my name attached to such a spark for the imagination. Just think, children: how curious it would be, would it not, if a human life was distorted in such a way. One day after another in this three-dimensional world of ours – and then, thanks to a twist in some fourth dimension, a kind of reliving, all over again!”


I, at that time, had no idea what he meant, and even now in retrospect I am unsure if I truly understand. It was a strange business, that life of Möbius! As you will discover.


But then our second youngest coughed; and, bending in concern, I winced at the sharp pain in my own chest. I fancied the doctor noticed – and now I was certain that Möbius did, for he grinned, as if sharing a secret with me . . .


Our cottage was small, stoutly built of stone, and was damp and cold, a pocket of autumn in a late spring day. Seeing our dismay at the accommodation, the doctor, Möbius, and to his credit even the driver of the hackney, helped us move our brood of fragile chicks into their grey nest. The doctor administered tar water to the children, while I opened windows and shook out dusty curtains, and strove to light a fire in the grate. The small parlour was dominated by a huge, clumsy Dutch clock, a relic of Jessie’s family. Yet, in retrospect, that dismal arrival was the high point of the evening.


Our visitors left us – including Möbius, who turned down an offer of a ride in the hackney, and stomped off on foot in the direction of the river.


And as the night wore on the tide of our lives began to recede. The children, coughing and crying, were unable to sleep, as was I, nursing my own egg of pain in my chest, my own secret.


And in the deepest dark our second youngest breathed her last.


In the dawn, again Jessie showed a strength she, and I, had never suspected she contained, while I at first could barely function. As she settled our remaining children as best she could, she despatched me in the grey light to the nearest neighbours’ home. They were a kindly but impoverished couple who scraped a living somehow from the marshes – they called it “the meshes” – the husband set off in his cart to fetch the doctor, while the wife came back with me.


When we returned to the cottage – it was still not long past dawn – I could not bear to go back inside that sarcophagus-like building. What had possessed us to come to this place? As the woman went in, and I heard Jessie’s tremulous voice, weak from the weeping, I walked off, alone, in the dismal grey light, the dampness filling my head, that pain in my chest burning like my conscience.


And here came Möbius.


The light was indistinct, the mist over the marsh thick. Yet I could swear I saw him running, running along the dykes and over the stepping stones, running like an athlete – no, more determined than that, like a warrior leading the charge into battle, or perhaps animal-like, almost wolf-like, not human at all.


And yet when he reached me he came walking out of the mist, scarcely breathing deep, wearing the same heavy coat as the day before, only a few mud splashes on his trousers to betray his exertions. “Herr Bonomi,” he growled at me. “Your loss – how sorry I am. Our encounter has been so brief, and yet already disfigured by the death of a babe . . .”


This may strike you, dear reader, as an innocent enough remark, and yet I, in my confusion and distress, was distracted by what might seem an inconsequential, given the moment. I looked back the way Möbius had come; that was in the direction of the river, and I knew there was no habitation that way save the prison hulks on the water. “Where have you been staying, sir? The village is that way,” and I pointed.


“Please do not concern yourself. I will not say I have slept well, but I have fed well – indeed eaten my fill, for now at least . . .” He grinned, and I thought I saw traces of blood around his teeth. “It is your plight that concerns me more, Herr Bonomi. Please, allow me—” He dug into his pocket, held out his hand.


Automatically – distracted by his bloody teeth! – I took the gift. They were mourning rings, a matching pair.


“Only Britannia metal,” he said. “I know that you and Jessie are not inclined to ostentation. But they are hallmarked and dated, and inscribed with the name of your lost little one.”


I said reflexively, “Thank you.” I closed my fist on the unwelcome gift. But then a corner of my mind began to function, as if slowly waking. “But, Herr Möbius – how did you know of our loss? It happened only hours ago.” I tried to think. “I suppose our neighbour took the news to the village; we called the doctor. But you are not staying in the village.”


“I know many things.”


I opened my fist and stared at the rings. “And how could you have these made up in such a short time? Inscribed with the name—”


“I have capabilities beyond your understanding, Herr Bonomi.” His one eye was a pit of darkness.


I began to feel afraid, and angry. “See here, Möbius – if that is who you are – you have come into our lives because of our correspondences over matters of mathematics and anatomy . . .” I scarcely knew to what I was objecting, what I feared. “We have never met before yesterday. And yet here you are tangling yourself up in the lives of our children.”


“And their deaths,” he said bleakly.


I started at that. Remember, reader, at that time only one of my precious poppets had died. “Deaths? Why do you say deaths?”


He grinned, and a fouler grimace could not have crossed the visage of Satan himself. Again he dug into his pocket. This time he produced a whole series of rings.


I took them unwillingly, inspected them even more reluctantly. There were four more pairs, I saw, one ring for me and one for my wife in each set, and inscribed, as I somehow already suspected, with the names of each of our surviving children.


And then one more ring, alone, without a partner. It was inscribed – I could scarcely force myself to look – with my own name.


Möbius said evilly, “A present for Jessie. You may give it to her yourself if you wish. Unorthodox, I know, but efficient.”


How is one to react at such a moment? Would you have thrown the rings down in the dirt, assaulted the man? I, in shock still from the death of my second youngest, horrified by this ugly, predictive gift, fell into analysis. “What do you know, Möbius? The other four are ill, but not yet dead.”


“They need not die.”


“And I am not ill at all—”


“Liar. You may lie to your wife, your children, your doctor, even yourself.” He leaned forward and tapped my chest. “But you may not lie to me. What assails you is not a bruise or a sprain or a cracked rib, Herr Bonomi. It is a tumour, a growth.” He glanced over me, appraising. “We corresponded on the mathematical proportions of the body, did we not? I can tell at a glance that the arithmetic of your own body is all awry, Herr Bonomi. There’s nothing you have done wrong, by the way; it is merely your own divine misfortune. But it is eating you from the inside out. And it will kill you within months.”


I imagine I blanched; I felt faint, standing there, clutching the rings. “The doctors in London—”


“Can do nothing save kill you quicker.”


I took a breath of the foul air of the marsh, and I imagined I smelled corruption coming from the man. “Jessie – my poor babies – without me—”


Möbius snorted. “Spare me the self pity, man. The fact is, you need not die either.” He grinned again. “In fact it is important, it is vital, that you must not die, not here, not now.”


“Vital? For Jessie, the children? For my own work?”


“No, Herr Bonomi. For me. Only for me. Well, and my ultimate victory. Now, you have a choice, Herr Bonomi. If you wish to live, give me back your ring. It will be a token of your acquiescence, you see.”


I could not understand what kind of arrangement was being offered here, but I sensed fully the power of this man – if indeed he was a man – the power of life and death, over me and my children. I needed more information; I must draw him out. As if bargaining, I said, “How could I live if my children die?”


“You will have more by that tasty young wife of yours,” he said dismissively. “Twelve in all, you dog.”


“Are you August Möbius?”


“Yes. Well, I am now. If you mean the original – no. He had a place in society I coveted. And so I took it.” He smiled. “Also his name, which pleased me for its aptness.


“I need to hide, you see, Herr Bonomi. In a sense I must hide from myself. Perhaps you imagine that is some obscure philosophical posture; not in my case. You are of a scientific turn of mind; perhaps you can grasp it better than some.


“I am not of this time, Herr Bonomi. At this moment I, or an earlier copy of me, lies imprisoned in a crypt in London. That is me – that was me. I escaped from the crypt in the future, in an age you cannot imagine, and then I was given up to a mechanism that can bend time itself – I was hurled back again, back beyond this year, back into the past . . . I have a mission, you see, Herr Bonomi. A mission to fulfil in that distant future. Oh, I will fulfil it. And part of that mission concerns you.” He clenched one fist, an almost subtle gesture. “And more. I will take revenge on he who thrust me into the past, and take his place . . . In the meantime I must get back to the future the long way round. Year by weary year, like any common mortal. Sometimes I think I should join my imprisoned self in his crypt! But, failing that, I must hide. In my arrogance I rather enjoy hiding in plain sight, you know. And I hide my name in the names of others. Möbius . . . Moreby . . . As I suggested to your innocents, my life itself is a kind of Möbius strip in time, is it not? How apt the name is. And of course I must feed, I must feed . . .”


I transcribe this rambling as best I remember it; I do not claim a full understanding. I clung to the details that concerned me. “And the original Möbius, the man with whom I corresponded—”


“I can fill his boots. I remember his later results – what he would have produced had he not died; it is not hard to churn them out as my own. And his brain was very fine.” And he licked his lips.


All of this overwhelmed me, the ambiguous horror of these statements, the mortal peril into which I and my family had suddenly been plunged. I could only repeat, “How could I live if my children die?”


He sighed, theatrically. “Oh, call me a sentimental old fool,” he said now in his clumsy German accent, “but I will give you one back.” He held out his hand. “Give me one pair of rings. One name. One child to live, of the four survivors. Your choice.”


“I could not choose—”


“One, or none,” he snapped. “Choose!”


And, to my eternal shame, I plucked out one pair – I tried to be random, tried not to read the inscribed name, of course I failed, I knew who I had chosen – I thrust the rings at him. Then I could bear no more. Sobbing, I turned away and started the walk back towards the cottage.


“The same time tomorrow!” Möbius called after me. “Be here! I will bring your cure! Be here, Herr Bonomi. You have sold your soul. You may as well collect the fee!”


Of the twenty-four agonising hours that followed, I need say little. What I remember of that awful day is fragmented, like pieces of an ugly dream.


The doctor and the apothecary attended us for most of the day. Our surviving children suffered, and their conditions worsened – but none died, during that day; none died.


I went into the village to arrange transport back to London, out of this terrible place. There would not be a coach for some days; I paid excessively to ensure our seats, although the doctor had warned me the children might not be well enough to travel; I was determined we would go from here come what may.


I did not show my wife the mourning rings, not then.


And I told her nothing of my strange encounter with Möbius on the marsh. Distracted by the children, exhausted, she did not ask after Möbius, or notice anything odd about my own condition on my return from that encounter – nor indeed did she notice my own mounting distress over the lump in my chest that burned now, like a coal.


When I sat at last at the end of the afternoon, spent, exhausted, eating soup and bread provided for us by the kindly neighbour, I found my mind wandering back to earlier days – times long before my young wife had even been born. I had travelled extensively, primarily in Egypt and the Holy Land. I had had plans to use my declining years to publish my findings, perhaps to indulge in some architectural experiments reflecting those experiences, following in the footsteps of my own father. Now, even as my children lay ill and dying all around me, a selfish, craven, unworthy part of me reflected that if Möbius did have the gift of life for me, if he could save me from the assassin in my chest, I would have time to pursue such ambitions.


Möbius! How he dominated my thoughts all that day, much as he has ever since. In my travels I had been imaginatively drawn to the culture of the pharaohs, their tremendous monuments to death – their obsession with the afterlife. That was a place where Möbius – whatever his true name – might have fitted, I thought; he was a creature of death rather than life.


When the children, and Jessie, were sleeping in early evening, I took a solitary walk. And I heard cannon fire, booming across the flats.


I went across the marsh towards the river, and I gazed upon the hulks, the prison ships. I knew that the cannon was a signal of alarm aboard, but from this distance I could see nothing but stillness, the huge forms in the dying light. I wondered what their names had been, what action these vessels had seen; perhaps these ships had served Nelson and Collingwood as they fended off Napoleon’s navies, in the heroic encounters I remembered from my own boyhood. Now, shorn of their masts, they were locked in place by heavy, rusty chains, like evil Noah’s Arks permanently tethered in this flooded land.


When the wind turned, I thought I heard noises coming from within the hulks: laughter and screams, and cries of alarm.


And I thought I saw a running figure, almost wolf-like, running from one hulk to another, pursued by slower, heavier forms, guards perhaps, or Constables, even soldiers.


Was that Möbius?


What was his business on the hulks?


I remembered the blood on his teeth.


Horrified by nameless, inchoate images, I turned away and hurried back to the cottage.


And where one more horrific detail awaited me, before I could sleep.


The vicar of the small village church stood by the door, wringing his hands, with the doctor standing by, grave. A Constable had been called, I was told. The body of my daughter, lying out in a side-chapel of the church, had been “tampered with”. That was the phrase the vicar used.


We hurried in a chaise to the village, my senses overloaded, my mind too full even to register this fresh horror, the pain in my chest ever more like a troubled conscience – the mourning rings in my pocket like lead weights.


At the church, the doctor talked me through what had been done, but I, with my knowledge of Egyptology, could recognise it for myself. As if my daughter had been a young pharaoh, or his queen, laid out for the mummification, her brain had been removed, extracted with a hooked device through the nose.


My wife Jessie knew nothing of this; the doctor and vicar, grave, good men both, if overwhelmed, promised me that. And she never will know, for I will have this journal sealed until after both our deaths.


I knew who had done this. Möbius! And I had a gruesome presentiment of why.


The next dawn I was waiting for him on the marsh.


He came running again, from the direction of the prison hulks. I put aside that aspect of his activities, as if closing a drawer in my mind.


He stood facing me, panting this time, like a dog come in from the hunt.


“I should kill you,” I said.


He shrugged. “You could not if you tried. And even if you could, you would condemn yourself and your child.” I noted he used the singular. “And remember, it was not I who inflicted you with the tumour, Herr Bonomi. Not I who brought down the cough on your kinder.”


“But it is you who are here and now, you who are manipulating my pain.”


“I have the potion,” he said now, carelessly. He drew a small glass flask from his pocket, shook it; its crimson contents bubbled. “It looks like a fine claret! But it is not. The main ingredients are water, some drops of my own rather unique blood, and—”


“Do not tell me.”


He eyed me. “Very well. But you know, do you not? You will become Cronus, the Titan—”


I held up my hand. Cronus, who devoured his own children as they were born. I did not need a lecture in mythology from this monster.


He handed over the vial, and a brown envelope, sealed. “A teaspoon per patient will suffice – including yourself, Herr Bonomi. You may apply it to your children as you will. But only one will survive. The rings, remember? That was the deal.”


“A pact with the Devil!”


“Oh, I am no devil, Herr Bonomi. I am giving you life where you embraced only death, you and your children. Where is the devilry in that?” He took a step back, and another, soon becoming indistinct in the mist. “You will see me again, but not for some years, not until the time is due.”


“What time?”


“The time of your death, of course. And of course it is written down, in that envelope I gave you – you will have guessed that much.” Another step; his voice began to grow faint. “Do not bother to try to trace me. Do not correspond with Möbius – ha! He is gone, as you deduced. But the shell of his life will suit me for some years yet. Hurry back to your nest now, Herr Bonomi. And take care not to spill the medication . . .!


“Oh, and Herr Bonomi. Your own death is necessary, you know. Suffice it to say I will be there with you. The place is irrelevant. But the time, Herr Bonomi, the time is all!”


I fled, stopping my ears to shut out his foul rant.


I hastened back to the cottage. When Jessie was out of the room, I spooned the foul medication into the mouths of all my little ones – of course, would you not? And, yes, I took a spoonful myself.


I destroyed Möbius’ Britannia-metal rings. I hid the envelope.


In the end, it was as Möbius had promised. Of the four remaining children, only one survived.


Aye, and myself!
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[image: Image] [Extracts from the private journals of Joseph Bonomi the Younger, unsealed on March 3, 1978, the centenary of his death, and published as Joseph Bonomi, My Ancestor: England, Egypt and Beyond by Grape Press Ltd., ed. Wayne Bonomi, 2004.]





 


Extract No. 4, dated March 2, 1878.


. . . I knew he would come for me, yesterday, today, or tomorrow. For I had opened the envelope. Of course I did. Would you not?


I went to my club by hackney, one last time. I had the driver take me along the river, and I watched the traffic pass along that great artery, the steamers bound for Rotterdam, Hamburg, Glasgow, Aberdeen. At the club, as I climbed out, I stiffened my posture, ignoring the Pain as I have aspired to do for most of my life – the corset I wear now helps with that concealment – and I looked on the grand architecture of Pall Mall, blackened by the magnificent sooty fog of London. Then into the entrance hall with its parquet floor, and to the gallery with its circular cupola and its porphyry pillars, and to the smoking room, where I sat for much of the day with my glass of wine spiced with cinnamon, and the company of such fellows as showed themselves, and I read through the papers of the day: The Times, the Morning Chronicle, the Standard, the Daily Telegraph, the Illustrated London News. Immersed myself for one last day in the affairs of Britain, the Empire and the world.
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