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Аннотация
Veteran epidemiologist Carla Edwards has been dispatched by the C.D.C. to investigate a cluster of inexplicable mutations among the young people of Innsmouth, a sickly and destitute town on the Massachusetts coast. Initially skeptical, she rapidly discovers that the true mystery is older and more horrifying than anything for which her training has prepared her. As the danger mounts, a double helix of history and urban folklore draws her inexorably to the door of a sinister, evangelical cult�� and beyond the limits of her science and belief.
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It was only when the indicator light of the car in front began to blink that Carla realised how dark it was getting. The sky beyond the left side windows was still purple with sunset, but on the right it was already black and studded with stars. The other vehicle began to climb the sliproad, leaving her alone on the narrow two-lane. Carla flipped on the main beams and pressed her foot down, coaxing another ten miles per hour from the rented Honda.
It was almost seven pm and she was supposed to be at the hotel already, but her plane had spent an extra hour in a holding pattern over Logan International because of some security scare. A missing pilot�s uniform or something. She hadn�t bothered to seek out the details. All she knew was that it meant she was going to arrive late; and she was tired, and she was hungry.
The GPS chimed, interrupting the Handel concerto she�d found on one of the Boston stations. �In�� two�� hundred�� yards, turn right.� It was the first thing it had said for ten minutes. Carla slowed down.
She was driving past houses now. They had been spaced well apart at first but were now almost continuous. They were modern and shabby, set well back from the street. Half of them looked derelict, with flaking paint or boarded-up windows; but the flickering light of television sets, and the mouldering cars beached at the side of the road, pointed to some degree of inhabitation.
�In�� one�� hundred�� yards, turn right.�
Carla hunched forwards, peering through the windscreen for any sign of the road she was meant to take. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of movement to her left. Her foot shot instinctively to the brake pedal, and only just in time.
With a squeal of tyres, a white pick-up roared out of a side street at speed, swinging across the road just a couple of feet in front of the Honda. It looked for one sickening moment as though it would turn completely over, before it lurched heavily back towards its center of gravity. Two young men clung on in the back, yelling and waving cans of Budweiser in drunken approval. A pale arse was hanging out of the passenger-side window, mooning the shutters and unlit windows of a row of impoverished-looking shops. Reaching the end of the street the pick-up screeched to the left, taking the wing mirror of a parked car with it, and disappeared from sight.
Carla remained frozen in her seat as the delinquent whooping faded into the distance and Handel reasserted himself. The first flush of adrenaline quickly ebbed, but her hands were unsteady on the wheel. The fight-or-flight jumpiness would take a few minutes to subside now.
She found that she had been mentally reciting a prayer, and interrupted it immediately. It was a bad habit. The Jesuits had nothing on Carla�s mother when it came to making prayer instinctive, but this time she was going to attribute her deliverance to anti-lock brakes�� not to a miracle by some nebulous and inconsistent deity.
Only one building in the street was spilling light into the evening gloom. It looked like a diner. Across the road from it was a car park surrounded by a high, wire mesh fence. Carla put the Honda in drive and headed for it. She needed a break from driving, and coffee would be welcome too.
It was a cool evening�� uncomfortably so for Carla, raised as she had been in near-perpetual, Southern sunshine. She drew the jacket of her suit close about her with one hand, clutching her laptop and handbag in the other. It was eerily quiet now, only the low buzzing of the diner�s neon sign breaking the silence. The chirrup when she thumbed the Honda�s remote locking seemed positively raucous, and the hoof-like clopping of her heels made her feel self-conscious as she hurried back towards the street.
A bell tinkled as she opened the door of the diner. Desperation for caffeine while travelling had driven Carla into some fairly basic and utilitarian establishments in the past, but looking around she decided that this had to rank among the least impressive of them. Baleful, fluorescent lighting and a floor of black and white tiles made it immediately hard on the eyes, while the buzzing from the sign outside joined with the humming lights, the refrigerators, and a resonating Insect-o-cutor in a headache-inducing, symphonic drone that was impossible to ignore.
Behind the grimy, laminate counter stood a teenage girl who would have been rail thin if she wasn�t heavily pregnant. She glared at Carla with evident hostility, drawing on a Marlboro and making no effort to move as her new and only customer crossed the room.
�Good evening� began Carla. No response. �Can I get a cup of coffee, please?�
The girl�s pasty, acne-mottled features curled in a sneer. �Ain�t no hot water� she spat back, venting smoke. Her tone was challenging and surly. Carla was not sure which part of having to serve a smartly-dressed, educated and professional black woman had antagonised the girl, and she didn�t much care. She had learned to pick her battles.
�Okay then, can I have a Coke please?�
The girl waited an unnecessary couple of seconds before fishing a luke-warm bottle out of the chiller behind her, and prising off the lid.
�And a glass� added Carla as she began to turn back. The girl sighed pointedly, but pulled one down from the shelf. She put bottle and glass on the counter with unnecessary force and glowered at Carla, defying her to ask for ice.
Carla picked up her drink and carried it to a table in the farthest corner of the room, aware of the girl�s eyes boring into her back. She couldn�t deny that she felt annoyed. Her own background was vastly more impoverished than that of anyone in this (admittedly pretty dilapidated) town. She�d done nothing to earn this ugly little girl�s contempt.
Carla decanted her drink and then powered up her laptop, partly to give her something to do and partly to aggravate the teenager. Unsurprisingly, there was no wireless service here�� but she didn�t need that to access her case files. She opened the Innsmouth folder.
She�d glanced at them before setting off and had a rough idea of what was ahead of her, but hadn�t had chance to read the details. She knew that the assignment was a punishment, retribution for applying for a promotion without telling the boss. Carla had been unofficially pushed down a rung. Now the boss was attending a bioterrorism conference in Florence, everyone else of her grade was at a Legionnaire�s outbreak in a Colorado ski resort, and she was on this godforsaken nothing-enquiry that the EPA had managed to foist on them.
Carla skipped past the usual expenses claim forms, hotel bookings and letters, and opened a .pdf of the police report. It was littered with spelling errors and typos that hardly inspired confidence but was otherwise routine enough, describing a road traffic accident seven weeks before. A stolen car containing four dead teenagers, two boys and two girls, had been found crashed into a tidal creek.
The crash had happened at night, in driving rain, on the two-lane road from Innsmouth to Rowley. The Rowley police hypothesized that the joyriders had been speeding, gone too fast into a bend and just lost control of the vehicle. If their driving was anything like that of the kids Carla had just seen rallying through the streets in their pick-up, she found that easy enough to believe.
The next few documents related to the theft of the vehicle and the disposal of the wreck. It looked as though the oldest boy in the car, Wayne Ramsgate, was the next-door neighbour of its rightful owner. Pool Street, Innsmouth. He was found behind the wheel with his girlfriend next to him. His stepbrother and stepsister were riding in the back.
Other files documented an impressive history of shoplifting, vandalism and truancy on the part of the foursome. Breaking windows, shouting in the street, suspicion of arson, suspicion of theft, underage drinking� it seemed that Wayne had spent three months in juvenile detention when he was fourteen. He had just turned fifteen when he died.
Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that the surly waitress was flapping a filthy-looking cloth rather unconvincingly at the coffee rings and dried ketchup splatters on the next table, nonchalantly trying to catch a look at her screen. Carla sighed, and closed the laptop. Draining her glass, she made to leave, fishing in her handbag for her purse.
The sound of breaking glass made her jump, spilling coins everywhere. A sudden, strident blaring from outside made her jump again. Lights flashed against the diner window. The car!
Carla hurried to the door, just in time to see three figures silhouetted by the pulsing lights of the Honda. One of them was groping through the passenger-side window. The others saw Carla framed in the doorway of the diner and tapped him on the shoulder. He ducked back out of the vehicle, and all three of them took off at a run.
Carla shouted after them. �God damn it, that�s my car!�, but could only watch as they swarmed noisily up the chain-link fence at the back of the car park, dropping over the wall behind it and out of sight. �God damn it!�
Adrenaline was saturating her nervous system for the second time in ten minutes. Was everyone in this place some kind of hoodlum? Behind her, the door of the diner slammed shut. She turned around, incredulous, as the lock turned as well. Furious, Carla kicked at it and shouted. �Oh, thanks! Thanks for nothing, you little cow!�
There was no response, just the scraping of the blinds being turned down, and a pop as the sign above her head was switched off.
The car alarm was still blaring away on the other side of the road. Fuming with anger, Carla stabbed the button that deactivated it, and stormed over to look at the damage. The passenger-side window had been smashed, and there was glass all over the seat. The GPS was on the floor. She guessed that the would-be thief had fumbled it when he started running. Nothing seemed to be missing.
She swept as much of the glass out onto the ground as she could, using her handbag in the absence of anything more appropriate, but rueing the scratches to the expensive Italian leather. A church clock somewhere began to strike the half hour. She ought to report the incident to the police, get a crime number. Hertz would be expecting one. On the other hand, the car was booked on a CDC credit card, she was already late and it was freezing. She�d be damned if she was going to wait around for the local cops to show up. She just wanted to get out of this dump, and find Innsmouth and her hotel.
She had calmed down somewhat by the time she was back behind the wheel. Anticipating the bitter draught through the shattered window, she had unpacked her overcoat from the trunk. On the plus side, she supposed, the constant fresh air would help to keep her alert at the wheel.
The GPS was working, at least. After a couple of turns she found herself on the main road out of Newburyport. A mile or so later it directed her to take a much smaller fork that branched off towards the coast.
The Handel on the radio had finished and been replaced by Bartok, but violent bursts of static began to interrupt it as the channel faded. The auto-tuner eventually lost its lock on the signal altogether and began helplessly cycling through the frequencies. Carla turned it off.
This was definitely estuary country. What little scenery she could make out in the gathering darkness beyond the headlights consisted mainly of marshy pools and tall tussocks of tough grass. The icy air that roared in through the destroyed window reeked of nitrous, tidal peat. Carla even suspected that, above the bellowing wind and the muted howl of the VTEC, she could hear the distant pounding of the Atlantic.
After a few miles the road began to rise quite steeply. There was no doubt now, she could definitely hear waves breaking somewhere below. At the top, the road snaked through several sharp corners and then drifted gradually down towards the lights of what could only be Innsmouth.
Not that there were many lights. Carla could make out a few obvious streets, and a couple of long chains of hanging bulbs that swayed in the breeze along the seafront. Somewhere out to sea she thought she saw a flickering, fiery glow. Too low and too large for a distress flare. It looked more like a bonfire, but by the time she tried to get a fix on its position she had travelled too far down the hill, and it was lost among the wavetops.
She was on the outskirts of town now. The flat-roofed, boxy bungalows were relatively new�� probably sixties vintage�� but cheaply made and suffering greatly from exposure to the sea air. Most had been painted white originally, in some laughable pastiche of Mediterranean coastal architecture. They were water-stained and flaking now, with crumbling brickwork and rotting sills.
The climate didn�t seem to have been any kinder to the cars that were parked haphazardly on the street, some of which looked as though they might be older than the houses. Carla sighed. When she�d read that she was coming to Essex county, she�d fondly hoped that the assignment might have been in a place like one of the absurdly wealthy and picturesque little seaside towns further down the coast. As it was, this made even Newburyport look like the Hamptons.
The GPS guided her faithfully down increasingly dishevelled streets towards the town centre. The number of houses that were boarded up and completely vacant increased as she progressed, mute testimony to the failure of whichever chipper urban regeneration scheme had led to their construction in the first place�� and to the seemingly endless recession which had destroyed property values, businesses and communities throughout the entire region. The entire country, really.
The town centre was markedly different. Most of the houses loomed to three narrow storeys, and were dark and ancient. In places, newer constructions were sandwiched between them where an intervening structure had finally succumbed and been pulled down. The sagging roofs and subsidence cracks in most of the old buildings suggested that this architectural predation was ongoing, and likely to accelerate. It was just unfortunate that the new houses looked almost as gloomy and uninviting as the old.
A final turn, past the ruins of a burnt-out church, brought her onto what must have been the main street. It was a broader, U-shaped thoroughfare, with a tattily overgrown stretch of grass running down the middle. Whatever had stood here before had been demolished and replaced with dreary concrete boxes to serve as shops. Carla noticed a pawn shop, a betting shop, a barbers, a liquor store, a couple of charity shops, all protected by locked, steel shutters.
There was a bar that looked open, its windows streaming light onto the pavement outside. Looking through them as the car sidled past, the only customers that Carla could see were two young men playing pool.
�Follow the road ahead, and in�� twenty�� yards pull over.�
Sure enough, the end of the road was occupied by what looked to be a hotel. She could tell, because it looked like every other �Exec Lodge� chain hotel she had ever stayed in. Built to format, with a facade of pale, yellow cement and a big, brown porch, with automated sliding doors. God, she hated the places. Unfortunately, they enjoyed the status of official �preferred provider� to CDC employees. Meaning they were cheap.
A sign directed her through an archway to a small car park at the side of the building. There were three or four cars there already, but no shortage of spaces. Carla lost no time in grabbing her case from the trunk and making her way inside, keen to warm up after her freezing journey.
She already knew what the clerk was going to say before he opened his mouth. �Good morning / afternoon / evening, sir / madam. Welcome to the [insert branch name] Exec Lodge hotel, [town name]. How may I help you today?� It must be taught by rote to all new employees of the company.
The clerk was a wide-eyed boy in his late teens, with bowl-cut, sandy hair and halitosis. His name tag identified him as �Oliver�. Her parroted the trademark welcome, Carla produced the booking receipt that her boss�s secretary had supplied, and he laboriously keyed the reference number into an unbelievably decrepit computer that Carla was pretty sure was running Windows 95.
�There you go.� he announced at last. �Your room is on the second floor, to the right of the elevator. Breakfast is from seven �til nine. Enjoy your stay in the Gilman House Exec Lodge Hotel and do please let us know if we can help to make your visit with us more comfortable.�
�Is the dining room closed?� was all Carla wanted to know.
�I�m af-f-fraid s-s-so, Miss� he blurted. It seemed that once he left the corporate script Oliver had a wild stammer. �D-d-dinner is from six o�clock �til half past seven.�
�Is there any way I can get a sandwich or something?�
�N-n-n-no, Miss. It�s against th-th-the rules. There are some s-s-s-snacks available at the bar. You know. P-p-p-peanuts and th-things� he added helpfully, though not without a light shower of spit.
�Fine. Thankyou.� Carla turned and headed for the elevator before he could muster any more wet plosives.
There was a tacky plaque by the elevator, mock bronze with a mock wood surround. Carla read it while she waited for the car to reach the lobby.
The Gilman House Exec Lodge Innsmouth
is constructed on the site of the original Gilman
House hotel and prides itself on the legacy of
hospitality and heritage which the Exec Lodge
Group seeks to protect and promote going forwards.

Carla read it twice, trying to parse some sense into it, before giving up. She really hated these places.
* * *
Her feet almost sighed when she took her shoes off. She was ravenous, but she wanted a shower more.
The room was sparse and functional�� and rather cold�� but it was at least clean. The curtains and upholstery were a bit drab, in muddy, 1970s colours, but she�d stayed in worse. Even the phone was an analogue, rotary dial model. There was a radio, but the only station she could find featured some angry, right-wing demagogue calling for war with Syria, so she turned on the television to get some music instead.
Ten minutes under the shower woke her up a bit and left her feeling more positive. Maybe she would walk across to that bar she�d seen, see if they did food.
She let the laptop boot up while she brushed her teeth, and looked for a wireless signal while drying her hair. There wasn�t one. Not to be defeated, she plugged her cellphone in and used it as a modem. It was slow, but better than nothing.
E-mails trickled steadily into her inbox. Nothing from the guys in Colorado, or her boss. Just routine notices about car parking, mugs disappearing in the office, a reminder to sign-in all visitors� There were a few forwarded e-mails with titles like �Beat the midweek blues!� and �Ten reasons why are terrorists like cats!!!� which she deleted without opening.
The only thing of any possible interest was a message from her mother. How many times had she told her not to send things to her work address? How had she even got her work address? Carla thought about bouncing it back, but in the end morbid curiosity overcame reluctance, and she double-clicked.
dearest child! GOD grant that u b well in yourself and in HIS eyes. HE has a plan 4 us all that is part of HIS great and blessd plan and knows what is in r hearts. i need u 2 ring ur sister 2 talk about CHRISTMAS and were u will b 4 it. she talking about gettng a divorce. ayla is not well and expects 2 b called 2 HIM soon. i say she will last longer than all of us! i expect u are busy. GOD bless.

Not too bad. At least it was short. Ignoring the usual religious claptrap�� and the rather snotty jibe about her being busy (challenging her not to reply)�� there was nothing that required an immediate response. Tomorrow. She could reply to it tomorrow.
A few minutes driving around brought her to a Macdonalds, where she grabbed a burger and fries. She took it to eat in the car, despite the chill from the missing window�� the local kids horsing around in the eatery hadn�t exactly regarded her lovingly, and she�d already had enough trouble for one night. Normally Carla would have hated herself for being so easily intimidated, but on this occasion she figured she had an excuse.
Back at the hotel, she decided to get a nightcap at the bar. Oliver was serving now. Carla had already had unpleasant experiences with the house wines in Exec Lodge bars. She ordered a gin and tonic, figuring that even Exec Lodge couldn�t spoil that. She was wrong. Too much gin, too cheap gin, and the only tonic they had was Slimline.
There was one other guest drinking in there. He looked like a salesman of some kind, and perked up as soon as Carla walked in. Carla wasn�t sure whether he was envisioning some illicit romantic encounter, or just pleased at the prospect of someone to talk to, but was determined to disappoint him just the same.
She took her drink and her laptop to a corner table and returned to the folder of Innsmouth documents, scrolling through it until she found the autopsy reports on the four dead teens.
Wayne Ramsgate, the driver of the car: he had been impaled on the steering column. The vehicle was old, it had no airbags, and none of the occupants had been wearing their seatbelts.
The toxicology screen had found a significant quantity of methamphetamine in his system, and a blood alcohol level that was way above the legal limit for driving. At night, in the rain, on a winding road, the crash was starting to look like something of an inevitability.
Shaznay Parker, aged 14. The impact had thrown her through the windshield and into a tree, killing her instantly. Her bloodstream was flooded with barbiturates, more of which had been found in her boyfriend, Wayne�s, pocket. The officers on the scene seemed to think that the disposition of her corpse, where it had rebounded onto the hood of the car, indicated that she had not even been awake at the time of the crash. Her parents had apparently taken this as evidence that Ramsgate had abducted her against her will.
Carla scrolled on. Ramone Ramsgate, Wayne�s step-brother, had also been thrown clear of the car, and drowned, unconscious, in the ditch. Their step-sister, Kara Ellis, was found in the passenger-side footwell with a broken neck.
Photos of the accident scene and the post-mortem procedures had not scanned well, and it was hard to make out details amongst the general carnage. There was a separate folder of pictures of the particular features that had led the county medical examiner to report the teenagers to the CDC.
A shadow fell across her. �No need to ask if you�re from around here. I can already tell that y�ain�t.� It was the salesman. Great. Carla decided to give him short shrift.
�Nope. Hence the hotel.�
�Heh, yeah, I guess that figures.� He gave a short, mirthless laugh. �Name�s Alby. Alby Trent. Salesman b�trade.�
Carla kept her eyes fixed on the laptop screen. �You married, Alby?�
The salesman seemed genuinely shocked by the question. �Why, no! Certainly not! Look here, I�m not that kind o� guy. Just makin� conversation. See? No weddin� ring.� He waved a pudgy hand in front of her. �See?� He wagged his hand around for a few more seconds. When Carla didn�t acknowledge it, he dropped it back to his side and turned uncertainly to go. �Fine. I�ll, ah� leave ya be then.�
He sounded so crestfallen, and so pathetic, that Carla found herself relenting. She closed the laptop. �Alby!� He looked over his shoulder, uncertainly. �So� what do you sell?�
Alby brightened instantly. �Protection, Miss.�
�Protection? Like the Mafia?�
He sauntered hesitantly back towards the table. �The Mafia? No, Miss, protection from the Mafia! Or any criminals! We sell mace, and alarms, and tasers, and stab vests, and money belts, and safes� all kinda things to keep a person safe. I like to say that we sell peace o�mind.�
�Right.�
�Folks�� well, a lotta folks�� are thinking that crime�s gettin� to be spirallin� outta control these days. Want some extra security. Well, we can help with that.�
�Right. And is it?� asked Carla, slightly condescendingly. �Spiralling out of control, I mean.�
�Oh, sure it is! Everywhere ya look! Guy I met last month, some punk murdered his kid just to get his music player, if ya can believe that! Things on the streets is crazy! Now, if that kid had himself one of our vests on, he�d still be alive. Think about it.�
�Do many people want to walk around in a bulletproof vest all the time?�
�Well� not as many as I�d like.�
Carla laughed at that. Alby smiled, encouraged. �Sorry Miss, I didn�t get your name?�
�Carla.�
�Pleased ta meetcha, Carla. Mind if I ask what you�re doing in town? Not a competitor, I hope!�
�No. No, I�m in town on� business.�
�Jus� what line o� business would that be? If ya don�t mind my askin�?�
�Government work. I work for the federal government. So, are you selling much mace in Innsmouth?�
�Government work, eh?� Alby seemed impressed. �Well, can�t say as I am. Been going door to door, offerin� folks to add some security to their houses, but there ain�t no money in Innsmouth. Least, not�s far as I can tell. No-one can afford to have alarms and fancy locks. Don� have much worth stealin� anyway. Don�t s�pose you�d be int�rested in reinforcin� yer dwellin� Miss?� he added, hopefully.
�Er, no. No thanks. My car maybe, but not my house.�
�Car? Bin havin� trouble, huh?�
�No, no. Well, yes, but it�s not very serious. Some kids broke into my hire car and tried to steal the GPS earlier tonight, is all.�
Alby seemed positively distraught at the news. �Well, ain�t that just the pits? It�s gettin� to the stage where decent folk can�t go anywhere in safety. We don�t do cars, Carla, but I�ll tell ya what� ya can have one o�these here freebies. Just in case. Got dozens in the car.�
He pulled a small canister from inside his jacket, and put it on the table in front of her. Carla picked it up, gingerly. It was pepper spray.
�Why, thankyou Alby! I�ll, er� I�ll keep it in my handbag.�
�You do that! Ya can�t be too careful. Not these days. That sticker has the number of our shop on it. You just mention my name if you need anythin� else in the security line.�
�I certainly will. Thankyou, Alby. Here, let me buy you a drink.�
�No thanks, Carla. It�s time I was turnin� in now anyway. Never been much of a night-owl. Mebbe I�ll see ya tomorrow though. Gonna make some house calls early, hit the road again in the evenin�.�
�Well, maybe we�ll bump into each other. It�s been nice to meet you.�
�Likewise. G�night now.�
�Goodnight, Alby.�
The ruddy-faced salesman nodded�� almost bowed�� and waddled towards the door. Carla turned the mace over in her hands. She had a cupboard full of mugs given to her by drug reps back in her hospital days, and most of her pens had someone�s logo and phone number on them, but this was the first time a rep had given her a chemical incapacitant. Times just kept changing.
* * *
Back in her room, Carla brushed her teeth and took to the bed with her laptop, plugging it in to charge so that it wouldn�t die on her in the morning. Having removed her contact lenses she was forced to resort to spectacles to resume studying the Innsmouth files.
The medical examiner�s scanned photos were arranged in subfolders by body part, and then again by victim. She started with Lfoot_EllisK.jpg.
It wasn�t the most attractive appendage she�d ever seen. The toes were stubby and�� she zoomed in for confirmation�� yes, slightly webbed. All but one of the nails were missing, leaving painful-looking welts, and the one that was left was badly ingrown.
Rfoot_RamsgateW1.jpg looked even worse. Unless it was some weird trick of perspective, the toes looked to be about half the length they should be and were connected by livid, bloodless membranes. The skin between and around them was discoloured, cracked and flaky. Some kind of fungal infection? She tabbed back to the M.E.�s report. No microscopic evidence for any infection.
The other feet pictured were all similarly deformed, though none as badly as Wayne�s. She opened the �hands� folder. Same thing. Most of the fingers were webbed�� two of Wayne Ramsgate�s were completely fused together�� and the only one with any fingernails was Kara Ellis, who had three.
�Arms and Torso� was exclusive to Wayne Ramsgate, and full of close-ups of deep, savage-looking scratches, blisters and scabs on his skin. Carla zoomed right in and peered closely at the screen. They looked self-inflicted, as if he�d been gouging and burning his flesh. One on his forearm was deep enough to have exposed a vein.
She�d never seen self-harm quite this dramatic in someone so young, but maybe it could be explained away by his meth habit. Tactile hallucinations, bugs under the skin, compulsive picking�
�Hair� was a little less grotesque, but was filled with pictorial evidence of premature balding. It looked like Wayne had shaved his head, maybe in an effort to hide it. He must have grazed his scalp horrendously in the attempt, judging by the lurid sores and peeling skin. The girls had large patches of hair missing, as if clumps had just dropped out.
The next folder was filled with photos and X-rays of the children�s teeth�� or what was left of them. Bad dentition was a classic result of crystal meth addiction, but for someone as young as Wayne to have lost all but three teeth already was staggering. His step-siblings were almost as bad, and the X-rays seemed to rule out it being any consequence of the accident.
Carla had been putting off clicking on the �Eyes� folder. She wasn�t good with eyes, it was the one thing that she was still squeamish about after her eleven years in medicine.
Shaznay Parker�s face had been pulverised beyond any hope of recognition, but the other three had been photographed with a short ruler placed across their foreheads, to quantify the immediately obvious abnormality in their facial proportions. In all three pictures, the distance from the bridge of the nose to the corner of the eyes was unusually large, just over an inch in Wayne Ramsgate�s case. The eyes themselves looked smaller and rounder than normal, and none of the children had lashes or brows.
Carla closed the laptop with an involuntary shudder. The rest could wait until morning. She flicked off the bedside lamp and drew the duvet up to her chin.
* * *
She awoke the next day to the sonorous, bassoon note of a foghorn, and a headache. The thin hotel curtains glowed with milky light, and when she drew them back it was to reveal a thick blanket of early morning mist. She washed and dressed groggily, then headed for the hotel dining room.
The Exec Lodge definition of a continental breakfast was a barely unfrozen lump of papery, machined pastry, a tiny foil wrap of butter and an individual pot of runny conserve. Carla chewed tiredly on it, washing it down with gulps of bitter, stewed coffee. While she was eating, Oliver trotted up to deliver a message.
�Doctor Ed-ed-ed-Edwards?� he began. �M-m-m-m-message for you. Doc-doctor Khalil says he�ll m-m-m-meet you here. At nine.�
Carla thanked him, abandoned the rest of her croissant, checked her watch and went back to her room to put on some make-up. Dr Khalil was the medical examiner who had reported the cases to CDC in the first place. Hopefully, a conversation with him would fill in enough gaps for her to arrive at a workable hypothesis, give her somewhere to begin her investigation. She had just finished applying lip gloss when the phone rang to tell her he had arrived.
He was younger than she�d expected, maybe ten years older than she was, with handsome, Persian features. His hand, when she shook it, was strong and warm. He greeted her effusively. �Doctor Edwards! I�m so glad the Centers decided to send someone after all. I was beginning to think they were ignoring me! I trust your journey wasn�t too arduous?�
Carla gave a wan smile. �Doctor Khalil? It�s ever so good of you to come over. I hope I�m not keeping you from your work?�
�Well, it�s as easy for me to drive here as for you to drive over to Rowley, isn�t it? It seemed like the least I could do, given that you had to fly down from Atlanta. Shall we take a walk?�
He held her coat for her while she slipped into it. Carla couldn�t remember anyone actually doing that for her before. She rather liked it.
The fog had lifted a little before the eerie glare of the late autumn sun and a stiff breeze from the sea. The street was quiet. There was one scruffy-looking bum pushing an empty shopping cart down the pavement, and a fierce-looking, aproned man standing in the doorway of the barber�s shop, smoking a cigarette.
Dr Khalil led the way, steering them down a series of desolate, unkempt streets in the direction of the sea front. Their voices seemed almost indecently loud in the oppressive stillness, echoing slightly off the crumbling walls around them.
�So� began the examiner. �You read my report?�
�Yes.�
�What do you think?�
Carla hesitated. �I�m not sure what to think. Yet. I�m still a little unclear on what you think we�re looking at here.� The examiner glanced at her. �Did you see the pictures?� Somewhat defensive now.
�Yes. I saw the pictures, and I agree that there are some� peculiar similarities between the four victims. I�m just not sure that they can�t be explained by lifestyle factors and environment. I�m not seeing any signs of an infectious process yet.�
�Well, I never said it was an infectious process.�
�But you do think it�s a disease?� persisted Carla.
�It seems, to me, the most plausible explanation. The feet, the hands, the eyes? The missing hair? Teeth? The lesions on the Ramsgate boy?�
�Well, from what I understand the children were using drugs. That can explain some of the symptoms. Especially if their supply was cut with toxic chemicals of some kind.�
�And the other features? Webbed fingers?�
�It�s hard to say. This is a small town, it�s remote� over the generations it�s probably become a bit consanguineous.�
�The changes in bone structure, then. You saw the pictures of the eyes? Did you see the extra cartilage being laid down around the face?�
�Yes, and that is strange. Something congenital, presumably.�
�In all four of them? Only two of them have the same father, and only two have the same mother.�
The road they were following became a two-lane bridge across the Manuxet river. The pilings were fortified with tangled accumulations of rubbish�� shopping baskets, discarded beer cans, plastic bags�� around which the brackish, eutrophic water simmered, heavy with silt.
�Well, it could be foetal alcohol syndrome� retorted Carla. �Or something their mothers took during pregnancy. Phenytoin. Lithium. Something like that. Can we even rule out that the skulls were damaged in the accident?�
The examiner laughed, mirthlessly. �The �Accident�? Oh, I know that�s what the police called it, but it is a bit disingenuous?�
�You don�t think it was an accident?�
�No! The four of them must have made a pact. Or three of them, at least. The Parker girl was drugged, she might have been in the car involuntarily.� He sighed. �They drove the car off the road on purpose. It was suicide.�
Carla felt herself becoming defensive now, as he became increasingly animated. �What makes you so sure?�
�Well, I�m not sure, but it is a safe assumption. Innsmouth is the teen suicide capital of Massachusetts. Per capita, five times as many child deaths as Boston�� and that�s just the reported ones. Most of them are suicides.�
�Why? Is it that bad here?�
�This is a poor area, Dr Edwards. The towns around here have been hit hard by the recession. Innsmouth didn�t have much going for it in the first place. Look at any metric you like: unemployment, crime, teen pregnancy, truancy, missing persons, literacy� across the board, this place is deprived. These are the people who fall through the gaps. They don�t visit a doctor, they don�t attend school most of the time, most of them don�t have jobs. The only support system that�s engaged at all with the community here is the church.�
�I saw the church in the town centre, but it was derelict.�
�Once, Innsmouth had three churches. They were all closed down. Burned. No, there�s a church group that operates out of a converted warehouse down on Water Street. They give out food and clothes, run some AA meetings, that kind of thing. That�s about all that�s going on here though.�
He sounded frustrated. Looked it too, pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Carla wavered, trying to find a diplomatic way of saying what she really didn�t want to say.
�OK� she began, �it certainly sounds as though there are issues here.� Dr Khalil looked at her, his brow furrowed. Carla pressed on. �What I�m saying is, if you want to draw attention to shortcomings in the welfare system here� you know, if that�s why you reported these deaths��
�Oh, for God�s sake.� interrupted the examiner, exasperated. �You don�t get it do you? This isn�t some� social crusade! Here, I�ll show you! Come on, come in here!�
He steered Carla towards the door of a shop. It didn�t have a visible name but it seemed to be some kind of electrical repairs shop. A sign taped to the door offered �cash 4 applyances working / broke�. The sidewalk outside it was piled high with rusting refrigerators and washing machines, obscuring the windows.
A bell jangled as Dr Khalil pushed open the door and led the way into the gloomy interior. Carla followed hesitantly, wincing at the shop�s sepulchral smell of dust and lingering, marine putridity.
The right hand side of the shop seemed to be the display area, and was lit by a couple of wall-mounted spots. The shelves underneath were dedicated to ostensibly functioning goods�� kettles, clocks, radios, microwaves, video recorders, car stereos, a couple of ghetto blasters�� not much that had been made in the last two decades. In the middle of the shop were broken but still recognisable items that had evidently been cannibalised for parts. Entropy seemed to increase towards the left hand wall, on which were shelves with nothing but random loose components.
Khalil coaxed Carla forwards through the graveyard of consumer goods, towards the cash desk. Behind it sat a fat, dirty man, who appeared to be wearing nothing but grubby dungarees and a baseball cap with �Kaiser Cement� written across it. He was watching wrestling on a portable TV, and didn�t look up until Khalil rapped a coin on the counter.
The examiner began talking�� some spurious story about needing an obscure part for a fax machine�� but Carla wasn�t really listening. She was too transfixed by the face behind the counter.
The man�s suspicious, piggy eyes were at the opposite extremes of his face, far from the subtle swelling which was all that remained of his nose. His ears seemed to have atrophied away to almost nothing, and if he had ever had a neck it had been absorbed by rich rolls of fat under his chin. He seemed to have some kind of acute psoriasis too, his skin dry and flaking; and, like the children on the autopsy tables, he had no eyebrows or lashes.
The overall effect was almost toadlike, an impression that was only reinforced when he replied to Dr Khalil in a guttural tone that managed to be both drawling and stentorian at the same time.
Carla was so mesmerised by his appearance that it was only when Dr Khalil tugged at her sleeve that she realised they had finished talking. Looking grave, Khalil guided her back out into the ashy sunlight and fresh air.
�My God!� exclaimed Carla, as soon as they were outside.
�You see?� said the examiner.
�Are they�� is he related to any of the kids in the car?�
�Not as far as I know� replied Khalil, beginning to walk towards the seafront again. �Just Innsmouth born and bred. Like that man over there.�
He pointed at the driver of a rusting, white taxi that had parked on the other side of the street. The man was smoking a cigarette and flicking idly through the pages of what appeared to be a pornographic magazine. He looked to be Latino, but had the same peculiar dishevelment of features as the man in the shop.
�I�� I don�t get it.� admitted Carla. By way of response, Dr Khalil nodded at a kiosk selling newspapers and cigarettes. Carla followed his gaze. A morbidly obese woman with a dirty face glared back at her with another pair of unnaturally offset eyes.
Carla�s confusion mounted. She turned as if to demand answers of the examiner, thought better of it, and wheeled about again. Her brain worked furiously, trying to reconcile the evidence of her eyes, cycling through and discarding explanations. Dr Khalil laid a hand on her shoulder and opened his mouth to say something. Carla shook his hand off and marched towards the news kiosk.
The woman regarded her approach warily, giving the minutest nod in response to Carla�s faux-jolly �good morning�. Her skin, Carla saw, was not dry or peeling like the others, but seemed to be coated in an unnaturally thick film of glutinous sebum. Dried mucous was crusted around her nostrils, and the highly unconvincing golden ringlets hanging around her face were obviously a wig. As she approached, Carla�s nostrils were assailed by a powerful stench that strongly suggested the woman would benefit from a course of metronidazole.
Carla asked her for a local paper. The vendor sniffed and licked her lips before replying. Her tongue was bizarrely pointed with a grey discolouration, and Carla thought she saw a row of strange, ring-like weals on the bottom of it before it darted back behind small, sharp-looking teeth.
�Ain�t �ere yet� croaked the woman, huskily.
�Er� oh! Right. Well� um� a bottle of water, please.�
The woman sighed wetly and sniffed again, but groped under the counter for a bottle of mineral water nonetheless. She dropped it clumsily on the magazines arrayed in front of her, her gloved fingers momentarily undulating upwards� Carla blinked. Upwards? She thrust a banknote towards the woman, telling her to keep the change, and strode back towards Dr Khalil, ready to assail him with questions. The examiner gave her a warning look, touched her elbow, and resumed course for the sea front.
�What is going on here?� hissed Carla, as soon as they were out of earshot. �That woman� all of them. How long have you known about this?�
The examiner considered the question. �Well, I suppose it depends on your definition� he answered, carefully. �Since I arrived in the area, I�ve heard mutterings about people from Innsmouth. People saying they�re ugly, not to be trusted� I just put it down to the kind of local rivalry you tend to get in these places. After I saw the car crash victims I took more of an interest. I came to interview the families, to see if I could find an explanation for their� physiologies, and I saw it even more pronounced in their parents. And all over the town. Which is when I decided to report it.�
�You reported it to the EPA first though.�
�Yes.�
�Why? Did you find something?�
�Well, I wanted to report it to somebody, and the only explanation I could think of was that these people had been exposed to some kind of environmental hazard.�
Carla weighed the possibility. �PCBs, heavy metals, something like that?�
The examiner nodded. �Yes. Something�� I hate to resort to clich�, but�� something in the water, perhaps? They say there used to be a gold refinery in the town, many years ago. I don�t know how one refines gold, but it doesn�t seem impossible that they could have used something unpleasant. Maybe something that leached into the ground, polluted the water table.�
�It would have to be something pretty exotic to cause a syndrome as specific as this� pointed out Carla. The examiner shook his head. �No. I changed my mind about that. I don�t think it fits anymore.�
�Why not?�
�Well, it seems to me that the symptoms�� can we call them symptoms now?�� are more pronounced in the older residents.�
�So, not a teratogen then. It has to be something that has a cumulative dose effect, accumulates in the tissues over time. If it takes a few years of exposure to build up to a toxic level��
�Again, no. Visitors to the town do not seem to be affected. I�m sure you�ve seen some of them, people who work here, may have been here for many years. They have no trace of illness. It is only in the people who are born here, in the families that have been here for many generations. I have dismissed radioactive contamination, also, for this reason.�
�No, ionising rads wouldn�t do this. Besides, you�d see cancers.� murmured Carla, thinking out loud. �Well then, what?�
The doctor gestured with his hands, palms up. �I do not know. I am hoping that you have encountered something like this before.�
Carla didn�t reply. She didn�t want to admit that she had no more idea than the examiner did. Less, by the sound of it.
They walked in silence for a while. The buildings here were even more rundown than those in the town centre, their walls stained black by decades of moss. The road had narrowed to a single lane with no sidewalk, but there was no traffic to endanger them.
Bloated gulls called to them forlornly as they emerged onto the seafront. Not the stout, mustard-beaked herring gulls that would once have commanded the coast. These were sad and degraded inland scavengers, living off cold fries and discarded sandwiches, nesting in bins and painting the shoreline with high-cholesterol diarrhoea.
It was deserted in both directions. The promenade, Water Street, had none of the trappings that might entice tourists to the coast. Apart from one very unwelcoming-looking bar, it consisted entirely of ancient warehouses. Several had collapsed completely into rubble. Still others had been shored up with what looked like pieces of flotsam to avert a similar fate. A few had been partially refurbished, with corrugated metal doors and fresh cement.
They crossed the road to stand by the low harbour wall. The water beneath was murky, thick with weed and kelp where it splashed against the slabs of stone. To their left, where the road curved around to the other jaw of the harbour, a rotting wooden infrastructure allowed access to jetties and moorings. An impressive amount of rubbish had accumulated around and beneath it, mainly bags, bottles and cans. The only boats moored amongst the detritus were a couple of small fishing vessels, and a handful of dinghies of assorted seaworthiness.
Carla leaned on the wall and gazed out to sea. In the middle-distance, waves burst angrily against the thin black line of a reef. Next to it, a safe water buoy periodically pulsed with red light. She remembered the flickering light that she had seen the previous night, while driving into Innsmouth. It must have been fishermen, out on those rocks.
�What if� she said, turning back to face Dr Khalil, �What if there was some local epidemic around here back when those kids were born? Something like rubella? That explains your birth defects, it explains why outsiders are free of them��
�With the exact same symptoms in each? And what about their parents? The man in the shop? The woman at the news-stand?�
�Yeah� mumbled Carla. �It�s not a perfect fit, I admit.�
�Not really� agreed the medical examiner�� not unkindly. He seemed to have something to add, but was hesitant, searching for the right words.
�Ah, look. Look. I did have an idea of my own�� about how this syndrome might be explained. It�s probably ridiculous, but��
He looked at Carla. She raised her eyebrows in mute encouragement.
�Well, I wondered if it might be atavism.�
�Atavism?�
�Yes. Well, the changes are so dramatic, and�� syndactyly, changes in soft and hard tissue, cartilage growth, ichthyosis, tooth loss� maybe if the victims were exposed to some kind of agent�� a chemical, or even a virus��
�And it triggered dormant genes� finished Carla. �Caused point mutations, reactivated old DNA.�
�Exactly!� said Khalil, excitedly. �Ancient sequences that used to code for proteins that we don�t use any more! From way back in human evolution. Before we even were human, maybe before we even crawled up out of the sea. It is like the babies that, even today, sometimes are born with tails. Those genes are still in us, lying dormant. Of course, these genes would probably be older than that�� but who can imagine all the scrap that clutters our genome?�
Carla was sceptical. �Well, atavism is obviously a known phenomenon. It�s� theoretically, it�s probably possible� she allowed. �But it�s wildly unlikely. The trouble is, we haven�t established any parameters. We don�t know how many cases we�re talking about, what time period they cover, or even exactly what the symptoms are. There�s no way to look for commonality between the cases until we�ve done that. We need data.�
�You might find that the residents are not very forthcoming with that information� cautioned Khalil.
�Well, we can get it from medical records, direct observation, whatever. It has to be the first step. What about the doctors here?�
�The nearest doctor�s office is in Newburyport. I spoke to her. She says that she�s never had an Innsmouth patient with these kind of features in her office. She knew what features I was talking about, but she�d always just assumed that there were a lot of ugly people in Innsmouth.�
Carla laughed, half-heartedly. �It would be really convenient if she was right.� She turned back out to sea, and sighed.
�Look, I don�t have the resources to do a full epidemiological investigation here. I don�t even know if the CDC as a whole does, as it doesn�t look as though lives are at immediate risk. All I can do is collect as much information as possible in the next few days and recommend further action.�
�I understand� said Dr Khalil, gravely. �Of course I will help you in any way I can.�
Carla glanced at him. �Can you get birth records from the local hospital? If you can go through those and find any details of abnormalities recorded by obstetricians, it would help to give us an idea of how many cases we�re dealing with. Start with the records of the four kids killed in the car crash.�
�I� can do that� allowed Khalil. �It might take a few days. I don�t think it will turn up much though.�
�Why not?�
�Well, it might. But I�ve not observed any young children carrying these symptoms. They�ve all been as old as the ones in the car, or older. Maybe the symptoms are only triggered by the onset of puberty.�
�Well, even if it only rules out a congenital defect, it still adds to the information we have. In the meantime, I�ll look around the town. Try and talk to anyone who looks like they have symptoms, see if they�ll open up.�
�You might find people here quite hostile to� strangers� warned the examiner.
�Doesn�t matter. If they don�t want to talk to me there�s not much I can do, but I should try. It might help us build up a list of the features of the disease, might even help us pinpoint other things they all have in common.�
Khalil looked at his watch. �I should go� he apologised. �I have a meeting at half past ten. I will start looking through birth records this afternoon though.�
�That�s OK.� Carla extended her hand and the medical examiner shook it. �Thankyou for coming to meet me. And for presenting such an� interesting problem.�
�A pleasure to meet you, Dr Edwards. I will speak to you again soon.� He turned to go, but paused and called over his shoulder. �And be careful, Dr Edwards.�
* * *
Carla watched him jog back across the road, turning the collars of his coat up against the stiffening breeze and the first spattering of rain. There was still nobody else around. She decided to walk further down the seafront, past the darkly decomposing warehouses.
One of them was in a far better state of repair than the others, with fresh cement cladding and glossy, PVC roofing membrane. It had no windows and only one visible door. A state-of-the-art security camera fixed to the eaves stared down expectantly at this point of entry. A large, though faint, wooden sign above the door declared the place to be home to the �Evangelical Order of David��� clearly the church group that Dr Khalil had mentioned. There were smaller words beneath in gaudily elaborate lettering. Carla had to cross the road to read them.
Thy way is in the sea, and thy path in the great waters, and thy footsteps are not known.

Carla recognised the line instantly, even without wanting to. Psalm 77. A favourite of her mother, who would recite it at breakfast time whenever the rent was due. Even as a child, Carla had found it rather a plaintive and obsequious verse.
She forced her mind back to the matter at hand. The makeshift church might be a good place to get information if she could find whoever was in charge�� though there was no sound or sign of life at that moment. She considered trying the door but decided against it. It was early in the morning; there wasn�t likely to be anybody answering anyway.
With a final glance up at the security camera, Carla moved on. The rain had grown from a light drizzle to a steady shower and was growing in intensity every second. She quickened her pace and fished a knitted, woollen hat out of her coat pocket. Wearing it would probably do her hairstyle no more harm than the rain otherwise would. Even so, within a hundred paces the water had begun to soak through the wool. She resolved to look for shelter until the downpour passed.
The rough-looking bar on the corner had not been open when she passed it with Dr Khalil, so there seemed little point in heading back to it now. Nor was there any obvious refuge ahead of her. There was, however, a collapsed warehouse to her left. The ground was cluttered with broken bricks and chunks of mortar that had not been cleared, but fifty or sixty feet of graffiti-garnished wall was still intact, and in the far corner a remnant of the ground-floor ceiling still offered the prospect of shelter.
Carla picked her way warily through the wreckage of the wall that had abutted the road, and trotted gingerly through the debris field beyond. It was only when she reached the far corner that she noticed the child.
He was squatting by a pile of bricks with his arms wrapped around his knees, facing the vandalised wall and rocking slowly on his haunches. His face was hidden beneath the hood of a parka. A seam on the back of the coat had torn, as had the knee of his grey trousers. The sole of one of his scuffed and muddy trainers was coming away too. With a large and grubby bandage dressing his left hand, he looked like a poster child for inner city deprivation. He didn�t acknowledge Carla at all.
She tried to get his attention. �Hello? Are you alright there?�
The boy stopped rocking, but remained visibly tense, ready to spring up. �Look, why don�t you come under this bit of roof, out of the rain? You�ll get soaked.�
The boy gave a violent shudder, then leapt to his feet. Something fell from his hand, hitting the concrete floor with a metallic clatter, and then he was sprinting away, the loose sole of his trainer slapping like an applauding sealion with each step he took.
Carla called after him�� �Wait, you don�t have to��� but before she could finish the sentence he had reached the road and disappeared around a corner, his footsteps lost in the wind and the rain.
Carla rolled her eyes and gave an exasperated sigh. Apparently, Innsmouth folk learned their mistrust of strangers at a young age. What he thought she might do to him that would be worse than sitting, alone, in a ruined building during a cloudburst, she couldn�t imagine.
Her eye was caught by a dull, oblong object on the ground where the boy had been sitting. What had he dropped? She squinted, trying to identify it through the curtain of water dripping from the edge of the ceiling above her. Some piece of debris? A metal fixture of some kind? In the end she decided that she was sufficiently intrigued to justify a few seconds more exposure to the elements, and hurried reluctantly across to the spot, intending to pick the thing up and examine it once safely back under the roof. Face screwed up against the rain, she reached for it�� and froze.
It was a boxcutter. Next to it was a severed finger. Small. A child�s finger.
Carla instinctively drew back and looked around. There was no sign of anybody else in the area. She looked again at the finger. Detached just above the knuckle, it looked pale and bloodless now. The dust beneath it had been churned into gory sludge by the pounding rain.
Shocked and repulsed, Carla nonetheless crouched down and moved to pick it up. At the last moment, she changed her mind and picked up the knife instead, wanting to confirm her worst suspicions. Her hand shook with apprehension and cold as she slid the blade out. It was coated in fresh blood which the rain immediately began to rinse away. Carla closed her eyes and retracted the blade. The boy had done this to himself.
Without further hesitation she picked up the finger, wincing slightly. It was cold, and slightly shrivelled from the loss of blood. Carla turned it over in her hand. Most of the nail seemed to be missing. All that remained was a small crescent overgrown by long, fleshy cuticles. On the other side the fingerprint friction ridges seemed unnaturally deep, the whorls and striations almost frill-like.
The finger flexed easily as she examined it. Too easily, like a stick of pepperoni. Feeling queasy, she examined the stump end. It had been a clean cut, straight through. The bone protruded slightly where the bleeding flesh had contracted, but it was too thin, even for a child�s finger. Instead, the spindly phalange was surrounded by a thick layer of shiny, fibrous cartilage.
Carla looked away. Dr Khalil�s alarming words about atavism echoed in her mind. The only cartilage in the finger should be a light sheen at the joints, not replacement for healthy bone like this. Not like this at all.
Standing up, she wondered what to do. The boy must have lost a lot of blood, was probably in shock. She ought to inform the police.
Her eye was arrested by the graffiti the boy had been staring at. The entire wall was daubed black and red, with layer upon crudely-scrawled layer of tags, slurs, abstract pictures and obscure, teenage hieroglyphics. Here, an ovoid, bow-legged man with a shark�s mouth and fin, and prominent erection. There, a mermaid with tentacle arms and a lamprey�s scolex for a mouth. The unknown artist had labelled these gruesome figures �Cthulhu fthaghn!� in dripping red letters. Some later critic had scored through this in black, adding �FUCK CTHULHU� for clarity.
The aquatic theme continued through the other pictures. A stick man with the barbed tail of a manta ray snipping the heads off two rudimentary women, using giant, crustacean claws. A bloated female figure, head covered with dangling photophores, surrounded by kneeling fishmen with �Ia Ia!� written in the speech bubbles coming from their mouths.
The same hand that had written �FUCK CTHULHU� had defaced some of these designs as well, finishing with �FUCK ALL U FREEKS� in letters a foot tall. Someone had retorted with �NO FUCK U RAMRAM� and a string of incomprehensible runic symbols.
It took Carla a few seconds to make the connection. RAMRAM. Ramone Ramsgate! He must have hung out here. There was a good chance the others did too. She stared at the deformed finger, images from the autopsies floating to the front of her mind. Maybe the other Innsmouth kids would be able to tell her whether the crash had been a suicide. And why.
* * *
It was still raining four hours later, when she arrived at Rowley hospital. She had managed to fasten a sheet of plastic over the broken window of the Honda, but it had come loose almost as soon as she set off. Dr Khalil was waiting for her on the medical admissions ward. He greeted her warmly as she peeled off her wet gloves.
�Dr Edwards. You look frozen. Would you like a cup of coffee?�
�Yes!� exclaimed Carla, gratefully. �Tea, coffee, anything! Is he here?�
Khalil led the way through to a small kitchen area behind the receptionist�s desk. �He is. After you called, the police found him unconscious in the street. He was given an emergency transfusion, but they have been unable to do any more for him.�
�Why? I gave the finger to the police. Were they able to reattach it?�
�The finger was� badly disfigured. I doubt it would have been possible. It is speculative in any case. The parents would not allow more intervention than necessary to stabilise the boy.� His tone was almost apologetic.
�What? Really?�
�Indeed. They are on their way here now. The police are bringing them. I think they will take him home.�
�Can they do that? Is he well enough to leave?�
�There are arguments for keeping him here, certainly, but not against his will. The child protection services do not wish to pursue the case.�
�He cut off his own finger! Surely that points to some kind of intervention!�
Khalil shrugged. �He says it was an accident, playing with knives.�
�Bullshit! Accident, my foot.� She moved closer to him, dropping her voice to an urgent whisper. �Did you see the finger? It was deformed. Hardly any skeletal tissue in it, missing a proper nail, overgrown with cartilage� did you see it?�
Dr Khalil spooned instant coffee into hospital mugs, not looking at her. �Yes, I saw it. I agree. It was most strange. Like the others, wouldn�t you say?�
�I would!� agreed Carla, earnestly. �Have you looked the boy over? Has he had a full physical?�
�He does have other injuries consistent with a pattern of self harm. Also with� the abberations we have seen elsewhere.�
�Like what?� asked Carla, taking a cup of steaming black coffee from him and warming her hands with it.
�His other hand, for instance, shows fresh wounds between three of the fingers.� Khalil turned back to her and held his own hand up to illustrate. �It is as if he has cut between them.��� drawing the index finger of his right hand between the second and third fingers of his left, then between the third and fourth�� �You remember the syndactyly we saw in the Ramsgate boy?�
�You mean, as if he cut through�� ugh, as if he cut them apart? Jesus.�
�That is not all. There is�� forgive me, but there is only a wound where one of his nipples should be. He has very bad abrasions on his legs, as if he has scrubbed them obsessively, until they are raw and scarred. Part of his earlobe is missing. A large part. And he has burns all over, quite deep. Perhaps a soldering iron or similar implement? Either this boy is very careless and accident prone, or he is hurting himself very savagely.�
�Well then, surely CPS can step in, have him taken away, hospitalised, put in care, anything!�
�I am afraid it is not so. There is no suggestion that the parents are hurting him. As long as they agree to take him to talk to a psychiatrist, the social worker thinks to move him would do more harm than good.�
�Well, the parents may not be the ones doing the cutting but they clearly aren�t doing a very good job of stopping it!� Carla massaged her forehead in frustration. �How long have we got until they arrive?�
�The parents? Probably twenty minutes. Half an hour maybe.�
�If he�s awake, I�d like to talk to him before they get here.�
Khalil nodded. �I�m sure that can be arranged. Come.�
He led the way into the ward and held a muttered conversation with the nurse in charge before beckoning Carla forward and ushering her towards the door of the boy�s room.
�His name is Gary. Gary Taub. Good luck!�
He knocked on the door and opened it for her without waiting for a response. Carla exhaled deeply and walked past him into the room.
Gary Taub was staring out of the rain-sprayed window, and did not turn to look at her as she entered. He looked very small in the big hospital bed, his arms spindly and emaciated against the crisply-turned sheets. Carla automatically made a mental note: �possible eating disorder�. It would at least fit with his history of presumed self-harm.
�Hello, Gary� she ventured, looking for a response. He ignored her. She waited a few seconds and tried again. �My name�s Carla. Is it OK if I sit down?�
The boy sighed pointedly and slowly turned his head to look at her. �Who are you?� he wanted to know. �Social worker?�
�No� replied Carla, gingerly taking a seat on the edge of the bed. �I�m a Doctor. Doctor Edwards. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions before your parents get here?�
Gary winced in annoyance. �I already told the other doctor everything. I was messin� around with a blade, got a bit careless. No big deal.�
Carla decided to play it casual too. �Uh huh. So I hear. I was actually hoping to ask you about someone else though.�
That got his attention. He focussed his eyes on her properly for the first time. He looked tired. Exhausted, actually. The skin of his face was spattered with constellations of angry-looking blackheads�� not too unusual in a teenager, Carla reminded herself. However, further down, on his throat, were what looked like self-inflicted wounds. Parallel scars, three on each side of his neck. Old, but badly healed by the look of them. Beneath them bulged visibly swollen lymph nodes. Did he have an infection? Or were they the result of excessive vomiting? Bulimia?
�You�re the woman I saw earlier. Who?� asked Gary, watching her intently from beneath lowered lids. �Who�d you want to ask me about?�
Carla gambled. �Your friend�� RamRam.�
Gary immediately turned his face back to the window. �He�s dead. Car wreck.�
�I know� replied Carla, scooching a little further up the bed. �What I want to know is: why did they kill themselves?�
Gary looked back at her. His drowsy eyes were glistening as if he was about to cry. �How�d you know they killed themselves?�
�You don�t seem very surprised at the idea, so maybe the same way that you do.�
Gary passed a hand across his face and spoke without looking at her. �I know because Ramone told me. Told me they were going to. He wouldn�t let me go along with them.�
�Wouldn�t let you�� are you saying that he told you what they were planning to do? Did he say why?�
�Din�t have to say why.� He looked back at Carla, searching for understanding, and finding it absent became annoyed. �For fuck�s sake, look at me! Look at any of us!� His remaining fingers scrunched and twisted the bedsheets as he spoke. �It�s not so bad for the others�� they fucking look forward to it�� but it�s not like we get given a choice! It�s not like we did something wrong, or something to deserve it, or that we�re out there praying for it with the rest of them. So, maybe we don�t want it, maybe we just want to be normal�� not a fucking chance. RamRam��
He swallowed and looked as though he wanted to stop talking, but the words came flooding out anyway. �RamRam wanted to take me with them. Wayne wouldn�t allow it. He didn�t like me cos of my mom being high-up in the Order, like it was my fault. Said I�d have to make my own arrangements. Said maybe I should do my mom in as well. So we said goodbye and Wayne went and stole the car�� and they left me alone.�
Tears leaked down his pockmarked face and he let out an anguished, throaty sigh. Carla could feel a lump in her own throat. �Thing is� the boy continued, �I�m not as brave as them. But I know soon I won�t care enough to do it. In a few years I�ll be like the rest of them, sick in the head. So, why put it off? It�ll only get worse and worse until it doesn�t matter anymore.�
�We can help you!� interrupted Carla. �Whatever�s wrong we can get you help, people who understand, maybe treatment. You�ve obviously had a terrible time, losing your friends like that, but it�s not your fault. You aren�t to blame. Why don�t you stay here and let us get you the help you need?�
He laughed at that. �You gonna fix me right up, yeah? You�re not from �round here, are you doc? You wanna be careful.�
�I want to be careful? Why?�
�Just watch out for the Order is all. Just� don�t get involved.� He waved a hand, dismissively. �Leave me alone.�
Carla persisted. �You keep mentioning �the Order�. Is that the Order�� what is it called� the Evangelical Order of David?�
Gary gave a derisive little snort. �Yeah, if you like.�
�I�ve seen their building, down near where I met you. You said your mother�s a member, right?�
Gary sat forward and grabbed hold of her sleeve. There was no derision in his voice when he spoke now. �Stay away from them. Just keep away, lady!� His small, black eyes stared into hers. �Leave Innsmouth alone. If they think you�re causing trouble, you�ll��
The door of the room burst open so hard that its handle clattered against the thin partition wall. Behind it stood a hulking, middle-aged woman, dripping with rain water, her eyes slitted in fury. Carla rose apprehensively from the bed.
�Mom!� exclaimed Gary, in a strangled voice.
The woman stared around the room, taking in the surroundings, pausing briefly to evaluate Carla and finally coming to rest on the wretched figure in the bed. Her lip curled and she strode aggressively towards him. �Up!�
�Wait, Mrs Taub�� Carla laid a hand on the advancing woman�s arm. The woman came to an instant halt and her head snapped round, the belligerent stare now fixed on Carla�s face. Carla hurriedly removed her hand with a placatory, surrendering gesture. �I�m sorry. Your son has suffered a very serious injury, I don�t think��
The woman ignored her, turned back to her son. �Up!� Gary sat up hurriedly and reached into the bedside cupboard for his shoes.
Carla tried again, moving around, trying to renew eye contact with the woman. �Look, I really don�t think it�s a very good idea for Gary to leave right now. There�s still a risk of infection developing and he�s lost a lot of blood, at least let us keep him in overnight and maybe see how he�s doing tomorrow?�
She was close enough to smell the foetor rising from Mrs Taub�s chunky-knit, black jumper. The wool, impregnated with sweat and cigarette smoke and gobbets of food, had probably smelled better when it was still on the sheep. Gingerly and reluctantly, Carla risked putting her hand on the hostile woman�s arm once more.
Mrs Taub whirled around, her greasy black hair flailing behind her, and for a second Carla thought she was going to be attacked, but they were interrupted by a lilting, gurgling voice from the direction of the door. �One. Two. Three. Four. Five!� Carla turned to look, keeping half an eye on the wrathful Mrs Taub.
A man in a torn yellow raincoat, presumably Gary Taub�s father, was lurching into the room. He was completely bald, with a large, round belly, and a moon face that petered out in a succession of roly-poly chins. His expression was blissfully vacant, his eyes seemingly looking in completely different directions. More peculiar yet was his walk, a stiff-legged, waddling gait that pitched his entire body from side to side, his sandals slapping against oedematous feet with every step. �Once!� he announced brightly, �I caught a fish alive!�
Carla exhaled slowly. Perhaps the husband would be more amenable to reason. He did, at least, look less antagonised than his wife. She went to meet him at the door. He beamed at her as she approached. �Why. Did. You let. It go?� His voice was thickly rhythmical, like his walk.
Carla chose to ignore the rhetorical question, trying instead to reassure him about his son�s state of comparative health, her voice rising as his attention seemed rapidly to drift. He resumed his listing progress towards the boy�s bed. �Because�, he burbled �it bit my finger so! Ahhhhh! Which finger did it bite?� He grabbed Gary�s mutilated hand, eliciting a yelp of pain. �This little finger on. My. Right!� Chortling happily, he began pulling Gary towards the door.
Knowing better than to resist, Gary shuffled quietly alongside him, and, knowing better now than to stand directly in Mrs Taub�s way, Carla tried one last time to persuade them to stay. �Look, I�d be happy to address any concerns you have! We can arrange for you stay here with Gary! He�s going to need more painkillers, at least let us give you some to take home with you!�
Mrs Taub turned around as they reached the door and jabbed her index finger hard into Carla�s sternum. �Stay away!� she hissed, staring at Carla for long seconds and then striding off after her husband and son.
Carla exhaled slowly. Her heartbeat began to slow as the threat of violence receded. She was annoyed that it had accelerated at all. Annoyed to admit that she had been intimidated. In a hospital as well, an environment she had always regarded as her home turf. She rejoined Dr Khalil at the nurse�s station. He had a file in his hands, but over the top of his glasses he was watching the Taubs lumber back down the corridor towards the elevators, Mr Taub�s absurd, wallowing saunter casting spastic shadows on the wall.
�Unbelievable!� said Carla, angrily. �I can�t believe they�re just swanning out of here with him! As if we�re interfering by stopping him from sawing off his own fingers!�
�Well,� offered Khalil, putting his file down, �I don�t know about �swanning�. The swan is a graceful animal, whereas that�� He nodded after the family.
�He confirmed it was suicide you know. The Ramsgates and the girls. He confirmed that they drove off the road on purpose. He says he wanted to go with them. There you go, that�s suicidal ideation! We can hold him!�
Dr Khalil put up a hand wearily. �We cannot detain him. I can tell you now, the hospital will not sanction it. They have had legal problems with the Innsmouth church before. It cost them a lot of money. If we were to detain him, he�d be released with one phone call from their minister.�
Carla rounded on him. �The church? I�m sorry, do we take medical instruction from them now? What the hell does it matter what they think?�
�I know, it is unfortunate. The hospital though is �once bitten, twice shy�. There was an issue with a termination performed on an Innsmouth girl. The church got her to retract her consent, claimed it was done without her permission, made all kinds of noise about sectarian persecution�� they are aggressively litigious in their dealings with outsiders. The hospital now prefers to leave them alone.�
�Oh, this is ridiculous� fumed Carla. �Which church, anyway? That warehouse near where we went this morning? The Evangelical Order of David? That one?�
Khalil nodded. �Yes, the EOD runs the old part of Innsmouth to a large extent. There was an attempt, a few years ago, to use them as a liaison. The church penetrates the community there in a way that officialdom has never managed. We thought we could use them to collect information on health problems in the congregation, provide us with an idea of the levels of social need in the town.�
�They refused to play ball?�
�Oh no. They agreed readily, but then they just reported back to us that everyone was fine. No-one had any symptoms of respiratory disease, everyone had central heating. There was no drug use, no psychiatric problems, no poverty and no crime. After a few weeks it was abandoned. They had just seen another opportunity to keep us outsiders at arm�s length.�
�Hmm.� Carla pondered for a few moments. �The Taub boy had a lot to say about that church. He even hinted that they were in some way responsible for his condition. And the other kids. He seemed afraid of them. I think that tomorrow I�ll have to go and have a look, talk to whoever�s in charge.�
�They won�t talk to you� said Khalil, quickly. �It might be better to tread a little carefully.�
�Oh, they�ll talk to me� Carla assured him. �I�m a federal employee. If they�re as keen on avoiding publicity as you say they are, it would be better for them to talk to me than have me come back with a posse of doctors and police.� Privately she doubted that she would be able to raise a posse like that. Her boss considered this a punitive assignment, to be wrapped up quickly and without fuss. The threat of action might get her somewhere though. She got up to leave.
�Well, I wish you luck, Dr Edwards. I would come with you, but tomorrow I must work here. If I can be of any other assistance��
�I�ll be fine. You keep on looking for congenital defects in the birth records. I�ll see if I can find anything that links our cases to the EOD. Since they seem to be the only people who know anything about what happens in Innsmouth anyway.�
* * *
She regretted that parting shot later. It was a little unfair. Khalil was, after all, the one who had alerted the CDC in the first place. Or the EPA, at least. It had irritated her though, to see how reluctant he became in the face of the Evangelical Order of David and their enthusiasm for litigation.
It was still pouring with rain by the time she got back to the hotel, with no sign of it lifting. Carla decided to call it a day and eat at the hotel with the two or three other disconsolate, travelling souls. The food was indifferent, to say the least: frozen fish, despite the proximity of the sea, tinned vegetables, sauce from a catering-size, plastic tub, and a flavourless Viognier loaded with sulphites.
She kept her laptop on the table while she ate, partly to discourage anyone from trying to make conversation and partly so that she could look for information on the Evangelical Order of David.
Perhaps slightly surprisingly, they had no homepage at all. Or at least none that Google could find. The only hit was a link to a cult survivors site. Carla followed the link and scanned the page until she found a throwaway reference halfway down. The EOD was included in a list of active cults, that was all.
Google also suggested that she might have meant the �evanjelicul order of david� and offered another link to that, but when she followed it she just got a 404 error. It seemed that the target site no longer existed.
Carla chewed her food thoughtfully for a few moments and then tried Googling for the url she wanted instead. As luck would have it, the search engine had stored a copy of the page in its cache. She loaded it and scrolled down the page until she found what she was looking for.
It was a post in a thread about conspiracy theories on some long-abandoned forum. There had been pictures among the text at one point, but the links to whichever hosting service the author had used were no longer valid.
so a irl friend of mine told me about this dangerus secret socity called the EVANJELICUL ORDER OF DAVID in MA. it is a secret socity about the cult of dagon their God with links to FREEMASONS and the VATICAN CHURHC and other secret socitys and they have something todo with SCIENCEOLOGY. he said it started way back and was close down by the FBI who used a submareen to bomb the headqarters but then it came back in 1970 disgised as a church. they do experments on people by holding them underwater or sumthing and he reckuns they use special poisons from the sea to give u branewashing but if u talk shit about them they sue you. LOL i will probably get sued for this post lol!!1! ohh and they also believ in the end of the world something that they call CTHULHU and only they will servive because they will go and live in the sea!!!

The other posters in the thread were less than impressed with this story, some seeming to take rather personally the fact that someone had announced a cult of which they had never heard. Yet, there was that word again that she had seen sprayed on the wall near the docks. Cthulhu. Coincidence? Maybe the author of this illiterate internet screed was a local, repeating some youth meme peculiar to the area.
�Special poisons from the sea�. Carla could think of dozens of poisons found in fish and algae�� saxitoxin, ciguatoxin, cholera toxin, tetrodotoxin, brevetoxin, pectenotoxin; many of them with profound neurological effects�� but she couldn�t conceive of a role for them in �branewashing�.
Her phone began to ring with the special bleating tone she had assigned to calls coming from her boss. He must be back from his bioterror seminar, no doubt full of good Italian food and wine, and implausible tales of how he had been the hit of the conference, putting the Europeans in their place and impressing everyone. Carla shoved her plate away, closed her eyes and reluctantly answered it. �Hi Terry.�
�Carla! Hi, Terry here. Just back from Florence, not seeing any e-mails here from you, thought I�d better check in with you. You still down in Massachusetts?�
�That�s right. Still here.�
�Right, right�� he sounded distracted, and she could hear him typing away in the background. �And, er, how�s that going? Progress?�
Carla sighed. �I don�t know, it�s a tough one Terry. I�m seeing a lot of symptoms, but the locals aren�t exactly co-operative and there�s no kind of pattern I�m picking up.�
�Uh-huh, alright. Well, you found any kind of infectious process? Any evidence of transmission? What�s the epi like?�
�Well, no. I think we�re looking at something hereditary, maybe environmental. I�ve never seen anything like it before. I might know more in a few days.�
�Sure, I get you. Well, look, if it�s not contagious then just shove it back to the EPA would you? They caught this one, we�ve sent you down there, they can�t ask for more than that now. I need you back here. Rod managed to break his leg in Colorado. The others are wrapping up there, but he�s going to be out of action for weeks now and we�ve got casework piling up.�
�How�d he do that?�
�Who, Rod? Took a tumble on the slopes. Nothing too major, but enough that he can�t really go crawling through the ventilation system with a respirator on anymore, y�know what I mean? Anyway, they�ve nailed the source, they�re all heading back before the weekend. How about you?�
�Er, well, I need at least a few more days to get to the bottom of this one. Even to get enough data to write the report. I mean, you booked me into the hotel here for two weeks. I�ve not even been here two days yet.�
�Did we? Well, things change Carla. I�m short-staffed at the best of times, I need you back here. So, if you can�t find anything that puts this town, whatever it�s called, on the big map, then shunt it back to EPA. I want you back here by the end of the weekend, I want these cases written up and forgotten about by Wednesday next week. We good?�
�So, I�ve got two more days?�
�Stay for the weekend if you really want to, but be back in the office Monday morning. OK? Look, Carla, I�ve got to shoot, going round to John Cowley�s for dinner, want to update him on Florence. I�ll see you Monday.�
�OK. Bye T��
�Take it easy.� And he was gone.
Carla blew out her cheeks and dropped the phone back into her bag. Typical. Half a week ago, when his obsession had been demonstrating inter-agency cooperation, getting an investigator down to Innsmouth had been a matter of top priority. Maybe he�d forgiven her for applying for that promotion, but more likely he�d just forgotten he was punishing her.
The other diners had all vanished and she was alone in the restaurant. Feeling petulant, Carla ordered a half bottle of champagne. If they felt no compunction about jerking her around all over the country, they could damn well pay for a few luxuries along the way.
She stood by the window, flinching slightly at the chill radiating through the glass. At least the rain had stopped, the wet tarmac glinting orange beneath the town�s few working streetlights. Carla wondered if Gary Taub was back out on the wet streets already, mourning his friends. She had two days to finish her investigation or find a good enough reason to prolong it, unless she wanted to work through the weekend and go straight into the office on Monday. Two days. And the EOD, with their �special poisons from the sea�, were still the nearest thing she had to a lead.
* * *
The next day dawned grey and blustery, but dry. A thick quilt of cloud stretched to the horizon and it was so dark that some of the streetlights were still on when Carla left the hotel at half past nine.
She had discovered that there was a Hertz office just off the I495, and she made driving inland the first order of business. Exchanging the vandalised Honda for an identical, intact one, she was back in Innsmouth shortly after eleven. Taking a few minutes to grab a cup of coffee, she decided to leave the EOD until the afternoon and check up on Gary Taub first. The boy seemed willing to talk to her, if she could only get him away from his parents for a while.
She rang Khalil to find out where the family lived. He sounded worried about the idea of her going alone, even offering to accompany her if she would wait. Eventually he relented and gave her the address. �Washington Street. Far side of the river.
The Taub residence was a small, two-storey hovel that backed onto a disused railway line. A large, covered porch deck ran almost the full length of the frontage, but was entirely clogged with junk. The garage had collapsed completely. The rest of the house looked about ready to follow suit, its white paint flayed away by the coarse Atlantic wind.
Carla took a moment to steel herself for another encounter with Mrs Taub, then forced herself to step out of the car. She was tempted to leave the engine running in case she needed a quick getaway.
The long, unkempt grass growing around the house stirred ceaselessly in the dense air, but nothing else moved as she approached. Carefully avoiding a broken step, she climbed up to the porch and knocked hesitantly on the front door. Nothing. She knocked again. Still no-one came.
She could hear television coming from somewhere inside. Someone was watching a daytime talk show by the sounds of it. Either they couldn�t hear her, or they were deliberately ignoring her. Irritated, Carla left the porch and started pushing her way through the tall grass at the side of the house.
The sitting room drapes were drawn shut but there was still a gap that Carla could see through, thanks to numerous missing or broken curtain rings. The gloom within was relieved only by the cycling colours of the television screen. Mr Taub was slumped in an armchair, still wearing the raincoat and sandals he had worn at the hospital the day before. His jaw hung slackly and his puffy eyes were glazed, staring in rapt, unblinking fascination at the increasingly shrill argument being played out on-screen.
Carla was about to tap on the glass when she heard another window creaking open. Stepping back she looked up to see Gary Taub�s head emerging from what she presumed, based on the frosted glass, was an upstairs bathroom. She waved to him, and was about to call up when she realised that he was frantically gesturing for her to be quiet. He stabbed his finger urgently towards the street and then held up his forefinger.
Her car? One minute. Carla mouthed the words and the teenager nodded emphatically, and disappeared from view. She shrugged and trudged back to the Honda. It was Gary she wanted to talk to, not his parents. If she could question him in the car without having to square off against Mrs Taub again, it would be a bonus.
The teenager emerged from the house a couple of minutes later, looking around the deserted garden and street furtively as he jogged towards the car and got into the back seat.
�Drive!� he hissed, slamming the door too hard. �If my mom sees you out here she�ll throw a fit!�
�OK. Where to?� asked Carla, turning the key.
�Who gives a fuck? Just drive!�
Carla sighed, released the handbrake and pulled away from the kerb. In the rear view mirror she could see Gary, sitting as low as he could, with his hood up for extra concealment. He caught her looking at him and stared back as coldly as he could in an unconvincing display of teen bravado. �Hey, lady, you got any cigarettes?�
�I don�t smoke.�
�We should stop so I can get cigarettes.�
He was testing the boundaries, seeing how far he could push her. �Later. We can do that later. Maybe. Aren�t you going to ask me why I�m here?�
Gary snorted. ��S obvious why you�re here. You�re here to stick your nose into other peoples� business like you types always do. Ain�t none of you got a clue.�
�Actually� replied Carla, airily, �I thought we might go to church.�
Gary stared at her in the mirror. �Church?�
�Yes, the Evangelical Order of David? I thought you could take me to meet the minister there.�
Behind her, the boy threw his hands up demonstratively, and lunged for the door handle. �Stop the car!�
�I can�t stop here.�
�Stop the fucking car, lady!� He was screaming now.
�Oh, stop acting like a baby!� snapped Carla. �I�m not stopping here and that�s that.�
�Lady, I�m not going back to that fuckin� church, and if you��
�It�s not �lady�, it�s �doctor��, she corrected him. �And if you really don�t want to go to the church then fine, I�ll drop you off.�
�Fine! Good!�
�Provided you tell me why.�
�Why what?�
�Why you don�t want to go.�
Gary stared at her in the mirror for long seconds before slumping back in his seat and turning to stare out of the window, arms folded. The silent treatment. Great. Carla wondered if she�d been this obnoxious when she was in her teens. She persisted with the interrogation, keeping an eye on him in the mirror.
�Is it that you�re afraid of the place?� No response. �Or of the people? Is it something to do with your friends� suicides?� He grimaced involuntarily. �Is there a connection between their deaths and the church? Gary! Tell me, or we�re going back and I�m asking your mother.�
He rounded on her. �Jesus, fuck lady! Doctor! Whatever! Just drop it, OK? You�re doing my head in.�
�Answer the question then! Why the big problem with the church?�
�Because they�re fucking psychos, that�s why!�
�What do you mean, �psychos�?�
�I mean they�re fucking psycho assholes! And stop calling it a church. �S not even a proper church.�
Carla pushed home her advantage. �What is it then?�
�It�s a madhouse! It�s a�� a� it�s wrong, OK?�
�A cult?� Carla guessed, based on what she�d found online.
�Yeah, whatever. They fuck people up. They fucked this whole town up�� or hadn�t you noticed?�
�What do you mean?�
�Look, it doesn�t matter, just leave them alone. Now, can I get out of this fucking car, please?�
Carla sighed and pulled over to the side of the road. �I can�t leave them alone, I have to find out what they�re doing.�
�Yeah, well, good luck with that. Your funeral.� He opened the door but paused before getting out and half-turned back to her. �Don�t eat anything. Or drink anything. While you�re there.� Then he was gone, jogging back the way they�d come. Carla called after him�� �Why not? While I�m where?��� but he didn�t look back.
* * *
Carla tried to bury her misgivings as she buzzed the intercom by the front door of the E.O.D. for the third time. She was wishing that she�d tried asking Dr Khalil to accompany her, but it was too late for that now. It was silly anyway. It was just a church. Probably no kookier than any of the strange brotherhoods, sects and congregations that her mother had dragged her around when she was a child. Revivalists, evangelists, muscular Christians, Pentecostal snake-handlers, conmen, prophets and perverts, her mother had followed them all at one point or another.
Fed up, she pressed the buzzer again and held it, staring defiantly up at the security camera. Finally, after a full minute of electronic clanging, the speaker came to life with an angry, sibilant �Yes?� She introduced herself and was told to wait. She waited. Another few minutes passed and she was ready to resume her attack on the bell when locks began to turn and the door was slowly eased open. Just a few inches. A pungent stink of fish leaked from within.
�What do you want here, Doctor?� It was the same voice she had heard over the intercom, but she could not make out its owner in the interior gloom.
�I�m here on a public health matter. I want to talk to you. Or whoever is in charge here. Please can you open the door?�
�Come back tomorrow.�
Carla rolled her eyes. �No. Today. It won�t take long, I promise.�
There was a long, bubbling sigh from the darkness, but then the door began to open properly. Carla paused to savour a last lungful of relatively fresh air before crossing the threshold.
As she entered, fluorescent strip lights in the ceiling began flickering to life, filling the warehouse with pale, sterile light. The floor was bare, dusty concrete painted an aquatic shade of green. Crude representations of sea creatures were daubed all over it, like so many telephone doodles. Sharks, squids, starfish, crustaceans�� Carla instantly recognised the imagery from the graffiti she�d seen a few corners from here.
A quote from the Bible had been stencilled around the wall in a blocky, Teutonic font. Carla recognised it from Ezekiel, verse something-or-other.
I shall bring thee down with them that descend into the pit, with the people of old time, and shall set thee in the low parts of the earth, in places desolate of old, with them that go down to the pit
Beneath it, around the edges of the room, were stacked an assortment of chairs that would presumably be set out for the congregation at service time. At the far end of the room a small wooden stage had been constructed in front of a broad altar decked with candles.
To her right, flicking on the last of the light switches, was a hunched, tracksuited figure. He was shorter than she was, and several decades older, his pallid skin mottled like that of a trout. Even the simple act of flicking a switch seemed to require great concentration as he fought against a Parkinsonian trembling in his arm. Finally accomplishing it, he let out another long, hissing sigh and turned to face Carla.
�Well, Doctor Edwards. I am Reverend Esgrith.�
His eyes were so cloudy with cataracts that Carla wondered if he could see anything at all. Between his nylon tracksuit and bulky white trainers she could see rather grimy compression stockings on his feet. Circulatory problems then, or a clotting disorder maybe. She forced her eyes back to meet his rheumy stare.
�Reverend. A reverend of the Evangelical Order of David?�
Esgrith tilted his head in acknowledgement. �We are a small church here, but with many fellows� elsewhere. Throughout the world.�
�It seems slightly odd that an �evangelical order� would have a verse from Ezekiel displayed so prominently in church.� She waved a hand at the stencil on the wall behind her.
Esgrith gave a sickly, leering smile, the tip of his tongue protruding momentarily between his teeth. �God�s threats towards mighty Babylon. I see you know your scripture, Doctor Edwards. �I will make thee a terror, and thou shalt be no more: though thou be sought for, yet shalt thou never be found again�. The wrath of our Lord to those who will not serve Him is infinite. I would have my congregation heed this, in expectation of the imminence of His return. But I am sure you did not come here to discuss Bible verses, Doctor Edwards. Perhaps we should go to my office.�
He moved painfully slowly, his feet barely leaving the ground as he shuffled towards a flight of wooden stairs that led up to the old warehouse foreman�s office. It took even longer for him to lever his body up them, relying heavily on the handrail and wheezing with every step. Carla forced herself to be patient. Was Esgrith another victim of the syndrome she was trying to characterise? The hunched back and visual problems, she had seen in some other individuals around town. Were circulatory problems and spasms another feature of the disease?
The office was undecorated, with one cheap desk, a telephone and a couple of chairs. There was no sign of a heater, so Carla kept her coat on. Esgrith bade her sit down and lowered himself slowly into the chair opposite.
�So, doctor� he began, �what interest can the Centers for Disease Control possibly have in our quiet little part of Massachusetts? �
Carla had prepared for this moment. �Well, Reverend, I�m hoping you can help me actually.��� bright voice, engaging smile�� �I�m investigating the deaths of four youths from this area�� Wayne and Ramone Ramsgate, Shaznay Parker, Kara Ellis�� maybe you knew them.�
Esgrith squinted, regarding her suspiciously through creamy pupils. �Yes, I knew them. They died in a car accident, Doctor Edwards.�
�Absolutely. However the autopsies turned up some unusual findings. Findings that seem to indicate a degenerative process that pre-dates their deaths.�
�I see.�
�I�ve also seen similar symptoms in the Taub family, whom I believe you also know.�
�Karen and Saul, and young Gary. Indeed I do.�
�That is what I am investigating.�
�I see. And have you been successful, doctor?�
Esgrith produced a crumpled packet of cigarettes from his desk drawer and reached for a lighter. It took him the use of both hands to guide the quivering flame to his mouth.
�Somewhat, yes. Reverend, it seems to be possible that your church is significant. Epidemiologically speaking.�
�What?� Esgrith spat the word around his cigarette.
Carla was damned if she was going to start speculating about the priest�s congregation, their potential for consanguinity or their lifestyles to his face. It was enough that he know she had to search the church. He didn�t need the details of her investigation.
�It�s one of the places that all four of the children were exposed to regularly, somewhere they could have acquired their condition. With your permission, I�d like to search the premises for possible vectors or contamina��
�The hell you do!� Esgrith rose from his chair, the cigarette falling from his fingers. �This is a place of worship!�
�I know that, Reverend, but��
�D�you even know what you�re searching for?�
�Not precisely, but��
�Then you can get the hell out! Now!�
Carla cursed inwardly. She�d been expecting indignation and obstruction, but hoping to be surprised. She tried a new tack.
�Look, if need be I can come back with an entire team of investigators and the State police. Probably the media as well. Wouldn�t you prefer to handle this quietly between the two of us?�
�The hell I would!� sneered Esgrith. �You think you can threaten me, Doctor? There�s such a thing as freedom of religion in this country!�
�Oh, give it up. I�m not threatening your religion Mr Esgrith.� Carla was beginning to lose her patience. �Perhaps a little more concern for the well-being of your flock would be in order.�
Esgrith leveled an accusing finger at her. �You leave my flock to me! D�ya hear? It just so happens that Senator Dalton is mighty supportive of the churches in this state�� and he don�t like the federal government overmuch either! Just you wait �til I phone him!�
�Please, Reverend, would you let me��
�Go!� His pointing finger swung to the door. �Get the hell out of our temple! Get the hell out of our town, you nigger bitch!�
The word hit her like a bucket of iced water, driving the rest of her argument from her mind. Esgrith sat back down, smirking. Waiting to see if she would react in kind, give him some new complaint to take to the mighty Senator Dalton. Bitterly, Carla fought her rising indignation and got to her feet.
�Well, if that�s the way you�re going to behave you leave me no choice. I�ll be back, of course, with a team of technicians. And the police. Oh, and be in no doubt��� she leaned down until her face was inches from his�� �we will take this place to fucking pieces until we find what we�re looking for.�
Carla swept from the room and began down the rickety steps. Esgrith hobbled to the door of his office and shouted after her.
�That�s harassment, right there! You�ll be sorry, you black bitch! No-one messes with the children of Dagon, ya hear me? No-one! Oh, you�ll be sorry alright!�
Carla ignored him and crossed to the door. Before leaving, she turned back to the irate Reverend, standing at the top of the stairs wreathed in cigarette smoke. �See you soon� she promised, and stepped out into the daylight.
* * *
She was furious all the way back to the hotel. With Esgrith, obviously, and with herself for letting him push her buttons so easily. There was no way Terry Whitehead was going to let her put together a team and turn over a church. Esgrith had called it a temple. Well, church or temple, she knew her boss, and without an exciting and headline-grabbing disease agent she was going to be on her own. Heck, one phonecall from Senator Dalton to Atlanta and she�d be on the next plane out of there.
She punched the steering wheel in frustration. �Nobody messes with the children of Dagon.� What was he on about? She knew the name Dagon, of course. It was in Dagon�s temple that the Philistines had put the Ark of the Covenant. Had supposedly put the Ark of the Covenant�� she corrected herself. And it was a temple of Dagon that Samson had pulled down, or so she had been taught. The semi-literate screed she�d found on the internet had mentioned it too. Carla failed to see a connection to Esgrith and his miserable little church though.
Stuttering Oliver was on duty behind the desk at the hotel when she got back. Khalil had left a message, he wanted her to call him. She did it from her room.
He began apologetically. �Doctor Edwards. Thankyou for calling me back, I hope it is not inconvenient? I�m afraid I have unfortunate news. Well, rather I have an unfortunate absence of news. I have collated information from the birth records of Innsmouth children as you asked, but aside from a single case of cleft palate and several heroin-dependent infants, I can find no record of abnormalities. The records available digitally only extend back as far as 1985, of course. However, it does appear to rule out a congenital syndrome, does it not?�
�Well, it�s what we expected to find, I suppose� answered Carla, staring out of the window. The rain had returned, driven before a stiffening gale that was already making the overhead cables whine. It was going to be a rough night. She drew the curtains. Khalil was enquiring if she was still there.
�Yes, Doctor, I�m still here. Look, do you think there�s any way that�� well, it sounds silly, but do you think they could be doing it to themselves?�
It was his turn to fall quiet and her turn to prompt him. �Do you mean self-harm?� he asked, clearing his throat.
�No. Well, yes, obviously we�ve seen some self-harm issues in Gary Taub and his friends.�
�But that wouldn�t explain the other cases.�
�No, of course not.�
�Cartilaginous deformities cannot really be self-inflicted, for example.�
�No, I know, that�s not what I meant. Do you think the people here could be deliberately exposing themselves to� something? Something toxic?�
Khalil thought. �You mean perhaps as if they were using recreational drugs that were contaminated in some way? I must say, the causative agent would have to be quite extraordinary.�
�I was thinking more along the lines of religious practices� Carla persisted. �People can do some very strange things because of their beliefs.� Her mother rose unbidden to her mind. �Snake handling, drug taking, refusing medical treatment, eating all kinds of unpleasant things��
�You�re talking about the E.O.D. aren�t you?� said Khalil uncomfortably, �I have to strongly recommend that you��
Carla knew what he was going to say, and interrupted. �Look, all the kids in that car were members, yes? The Taubs are members. Heck, most of the families in Innsmouth seem to be members. Right so far?�
�Yes, but��
�The kids hated the Order. Gary Taub is terrified of them. There seems to have been some kind of rumour circulating on the internet a few years back about them using poisons. Gary Taub himself warned me not to eat or drink anything while I was there.�
�You went there, then?�
�Is it too far-fetched to think that they might, just might be using something ritually? Something highly toxic. As an entheogen, as a sacrament, whatever?�
Khalil was quiet for a long time. When he eventually spoke he sounded cautious. �I suppose it might explain why there is no earlier onset of symptoms. Maybe if it was used in a ritual only for teenagers and adults.�
�Right� agreed Carla. �It fits the epidemiology. The only question is: what is the agent?�
�Ergot?� suggested Khalil, doubtfully. Carla considered it. �No, it fits some of the symptoms but it wouldn�t trigger the kind of abnormal tissue growth we�ve seen. It can only be genetic. Some kind of transposon? A deletion on chromosome 22 maybe? Or a collagen mutation? I don�t know! We need to characterise the syndrome to pin down the cause, we�ve got too many different symptoms in too many different patients at the moment.�
It was a long time before Khalil replied. �Well. What do we do next?� he eventually inquired. �If you think deliberate poisoning is afoot, do you not need to inform the police?�
Carla laughed, ruefully. �I don�t have anything to give the police. They�d think I was mad. I need empirical evidence to get anyone else involved and I need to get other people involved to get the evidence. So, tell me, where am I meant to even begin?�
�Perhaps the Taub boy? Maybe he would be willing to talk to you more. I do not think that anyone else at the E.O.D. is likely to speak to you.�
�Maybe. Maybe. On the other hand, my boss wants me back in Atlanta ASAP. I can recommend in my report that further investigation take place, though where we�d find anyone available to do that, I don�t know.�
�You are leaving?� Khalil�s tone was accusatory.
�I don�t like it any more than you do, Doctor, but I�ve been ordered to wrap things up here�� and if I stay, and the church bring in Senator Dalton, then you can bet the farm that this will be the last bit of investigating that anyone federal does here for a long time. If I send it back to the EPA and they have to send someone down, maybe they�ll get further. Or maybe someone in the genetics department at Miskatonic would be interested enough to come out, do a broader study.�
�I see. Well, maybe we should be flattered that the CDC sent anyone at all. Clearly you are a very busy agency.�
�Get yourself a Senator, Dr Khalil. That�s all you can do.�
�Well. I wish you the best of luck with your report, Dr Edwards. Do let me know if I can be of any further assistance.�
Carla didn�t try to mollify him any further. She couldn�t blame him for being frustrated�� she felt the same way herself. Though, secretly, she was looking forward to getting out of this gloomy, sick little town, with its squalid problems and vulgar, secretive people. The memory of Gary Taub squatting in the rain, grieving and bleeding, returned to her. OK, she felt bad for the boy, and the other kids, but there was nothing she could do about that. She�d seen poverty elsewhere. She�d grown up with it. As an adult, she dreaded it, but there wasn�t a great deal she could actually do about it. Especially not in Innsmouth.
* * *
Carla spent the rest of the evening in her room, drafting a report that she hoped would sound authoritative despite its lack of conclusions. The Epidemiological Investigation Summary (Part 1) report was not meant to be definitive anyway. Descriptions of the index cases, the symptoms seen in Gary Taub and the likelihood of additional cases in the area were all included, as were the causes that she had ruled out. She proofread it, making a few minor changes and then considered the final section.
There were two checkboxes. Check the first and further, more detailed investigation would be considered, resulting in a fully comprehensive Part 2 report. Check the second and no further action would be taken by CDC. Carla stared at the two boxes for five minutes, debating which to tick. In the end she decided to leave the decision until morning, and closed her laptop.
Half an hour later she was in bed, listening to the rain battering against the window and the mournful droning of the telephone wires. It was probably as well she hadn�t driven back to Boston tonight. There would be no flights leaving in these conditions anyway. Maybe it would be over by the morning. She could be back in Atlanta tomorrow afternoon.
She woke so abruptly that she wasn�t even sure she�d been asleep, until a glance at the clock showed that it was after one in the morning. Had she been dreaming? There had been a noise. Wind and rain howled around the hotel, stronger now than earlier. That had probably been it. The storm must have woken her up. Apart from the pulsing red display of her alarm clock, and the faint grey rectangle of the curtains, the room was in blackness.
A heavy, metallic creaking made her sit up. The noise was familiar but she couldn�t quite place it. There it was again. And again, a slow steady rhythm now, getting louder, getting closer. And�� was that a voice she could hear?
Carla rubbed the sleep from her eyes and tried to concentrate. Whatever the sound was, it was coming from the direction of the window. It was coming from outside.
She flicked the bedside lamp on, shielding her eyes against the sudden glare. Exec Lodge hotels didn�t provide robes, but her coat was on the back of the bathroom door. As she moved to get up, and put it on over the long t-shirt she habitually slept in, a sudden, loud crunching noise made her jump and then freeze, senses suddenly wide awake and straining to take in as much information as possible.
It came again, from the direction of the window -the sound of splintering wood. Carla stared at the curtains. Above the wind and the rain�� and a third grinding impact against the window frame�� an unearthly, chanting voice was now unmistakeable. It, too, came from the window. Was it� singing?
Someone was trying to get in! Someone was trying to get in, and the window lay between Carla and the door. With a final groan of straining wood the casement gave way and the windows burst open, the curtains suddenly billowing inwards as a poltergeist of freezing wind blasted into the room.
Carla drew in a long, shuddering breath, her eyes riveted to the flurrying curtains�� and when a fat, stubby-fingered hand reached in and clutched at the wall she screamed, a shocked, wailing counterpoint to the baying of the storm.
Another hand appeared, and the invader levered himself clumsily through the window, water cascading from a torn, yellow sou�wester as he fell to one knee. The crowbar he had used to lever the window open was still clasped in his hand. It was Saul Taub.
He raised his head and leered idiotically, vacantly, his pale, round face slick with rain. One malevolent, bulging eye fixed itself on Carla while the other swiveled madly and uselessly in its socket. A thick rope of drool fell from the corner of his mouth as he drew back his lips, exposing sharp, little teeth. He began to chant as he pushed himself to his feet, his speech slow and glottal.
�Goooosey, Goooosey Ganderrrrrrr� where�� shall I�� wander? Up�� stairs, and down�� stairs� and in�� my la�� dy�s cham�� ber!�
He shambled forwards, stiff-legged and rolling, reaching for her. Carla shrieked and lunged across the bed, grabbing for the phone. Taub grunted and swung the crowbar downwards, aiming for her skull. Carla flinched instinctively and it missed her, the tip embedding itself in the veneered plywood headboard with a deceptively soft �thunk�.
Taub abandoned the weapon and lumbered awkwardly onto the bed, grasping Carla�s ankle and dragging her roughly towards him before she could press the button that would connect her to the reception desk. She kicked out, screeching with terror and adrenaline, catching him hard in the nose, but his grip only tightened. Desperate, Carla leaned towards him and smashed the telephone receiver into the side of his head.
The plastic splintered, and his skin split, blood leaking down his face, but he didn�t even seem to feel it. Straddling her, he grabbed her throat with both hands and abruptly cut off both her cries and her air supply.
Despite the raging storm outside, and Saul Taub�s rasping breaths as he strangled her, the room suddenly seemed deathly quiet as they wrestled for Carla�s life. Her eyes began to bulge until they resembled her would-be murderer�s. Her head was hanging off the edge of the bed, neck fully extended as his stubby thumbs dug into her windpipe. She turned to the side, trying to open her throat, to no avail. Her face began to darken as the deoxygenated blood failed to drain from her head. She was going dizzy, about to pass out.
Her handbag was on the floor next to the bed. She could see her mobile phone in it as her vision began to swim and her fingers became numb and unresponsive. It was a mile away. She reached for it uncertainly. It was ten miles away, down the wrong end of a telescope. The fingers of unconsciousness began to close around her brain.
She registered sudden movement, a muffled thud, a sudden loosening of the fingers around her throat. Startled, she snorted a huge lungful of air and made a grab for her handbag. Taub�s features were contorted in pain and he was sneering over his shoulder at somebody standing behind him. Carla�s fingers found her mobile phone�� wait, no, it was something contoured. An aerosol? Of course, the pepper spray that the salesman had given her!
She threw an arm across her eyes to shield them, squeezed the trigger cap and kept it held down. On top of her, Taub grunted as a noxious jet of laychrymatory agent hissed directly into his face. She felt his weight shift. A second later he began to roar.
Carla held her breath as a fine fog of spray drifted down towards her, but for Taub it was too late. He bellowed like a dying bull, clawing at his features, with blood, tears and mucous running over his fingers as the chemicals stung his eyes and skin. Carla started struggling, trying to free herself from the man�s bulk. Behind him she saw the crowbar that he had used to break-in being raised above his head. It wavered there for a moment and then fell with breathtakingly savage force, smiting the top of his skull like a thunderbolt from God, pitching his blubbery torso forwards on top of her.
Carla fought hysterically to free herself and scrambled to her feet. As well as the cut she had inflicted on his face, gore was trickling from two immense gashes on Taub�s head where the crowbar blows had landed. Standing next to the bed, bloodied crowbar in hand, was his son.
Still gasping for breath Carla backed away, massaging her throat.
�Is he dead?� asked Gary, calmly. Carla forced herself to look at the body sprawled on the bed. The torso was still rising and falling gently, he was still breathing. �N-no. He�ll live.� she croaked, wincing at the pain from her bruised vocal chords.
Wordlessly, Gary walked around the bed. Before she could stop him he raised the crowbar and brought it down again with sickening speed. Carla recoiled as fresh blood splattered across the sheets. As Gary raised the weapon again she reeled forwards and caught his arm�� but it was too late. Saul Taub had stopped breathing.
His son seemed unaffected. �Come on� he said, crossing to the door. �Get your coat on, before the others come in.�
�You killed him!� cried Carla, unable to tear her eyes away from the dead man�s face. �We have to call somebody. I can�t deal with this. Oh, my God.� She sank tearfully to the floor.
Impatiently, Gary came back and grabbed her wrist, tried to drag her to her feet. �Come on! There are more of them outside. You have to come with me. I�ll show you what you wanted to see, but we have to go now.�
�The police! What about the police?�
�Forget the police, they�re not going to come. Here��� he thrust her coat at her�� �put this on. Where�s yer shoes?�
He located her shoes, grabbed an armful of her clothes and tried again to pull her towards the door. Carla snatched her arm away. He was about to grab it again when a soft metallic tapping made them both freeze. It came from the window. Someone else was climbing up Saul Taub�s ladder.
�Quickly!� hissed Gary. Gripped by panic, Carla stumbled to the door. Just as they reached it, another dark shape appeared in the window frame. With a squeal of terror she bundled the teenager into the corridor and slammed the door behind them.
Gary led the way to the stairs. As they reached the first floor they could hear guttural voices travelling up the stairwell. Abruptly changing course he led her into the first floor corridor, to the stairs at the far end of the building. Achieving the ground floor, they plunged through a fire exit into the driving rain, triggering a moaning fire alarm throughout the building.
�Wait!� panted Carla. �My car keys!�
Gary shook his head. �Your car�s no good. They bust the engine already.�
�Why? Why are they doing this? Who sent them?�
�The Reverend, who d�ya think? Me, Dad, Ramram�s dad, Kara�s brother, a few others. He said you had to disappear. You were causing problems and we had to get rid of you. Now come on, we have to get moving!�
�Where? Where are we going?�
�The temple. Come on!�
* * *
�We need to find a car or something� panted Carla as she struggled into the mismatched clothes that Gary had grabbed from her room. They were hiding in a darkened shop doorway somewhere between the hotel and the seafront. Gary was keeping lookout. He answered her over his shoulder.
�It�s only round the next corner, we can make it on foot.�
�On foot? I told you, I�m not going to your blasted temple. I want to get out of here. I�m not going back there. Not without a National Guard unit right behind me!�
�It�s a full moon, high tide. There�s a ceremony tonight. I can get us to where you can see it. Once you have, maybe you can convince your FBI friends to come and help us.�
�I don�t have any FBI friends.�
�Whatever. Look, it�s safe. We can go up the next-door fire escape and get onto the roof that way. We can see in through the skylight. I�ve done it loads of times before.�
�What if they see us? I wish you�d picked up my phone!�
�They can�t. There�s no lights up there. Trust me, it�s safe. And it�s a full moon tonight, so there�ll definitely be communion.�
�Holy communion?� enquired Carla, pulling on the woolly hat she was glad to discover still in her coat pocket.
�Communion. With Y�ha-nthlei.�
�Who�s Y�ha-nthlei?�
�It�s not a person, it�s a place. Come on, let�s move.�
They crossed the street cautiously and moved through a warren of dark, deserted alleyways towards the seafront, picking their way past overflowing bins and discarded furniture. The crumbling tenements were too close together to admit cars here, and at least gave them some shelter from the storm-driven rain.
�Gary� hissed Carla. �Gary! When you say communion, do you mean��
�Look, it�s complicated� interrupted the teenager. �You need to know the history or it doesn�t make sense.�
�So, tell me the history� demanded Carla. �I really think it�s the least you can do.�
Gary sighed. �Well, look, it all started way back in, like, the 1920s or something. I mean, it started earlier than then, but that�s when the old temple got destroyed. The way the Rev tells it, it was like the whole town were all worshippers back then, and the people from Y�ha-nthlei were still coming back up to the surface and into the town.�
�Where is this �Y�ha-nthlei� you keep talking about?� interrupted Carla.
�Under the sea. It�s a city under the sea. The entrance used to be out by Devil�s Reef.�
�A city under the sea? That�s ridiculous!�
�Yeah, well, that�s what they say. I�m just telling it like they told me. An undersea city that�s the home of Lord Dagon.�
�Lord Dagon? Like in the Bible? The Philistine god from the Bible?�
�Dunno about that. He�s, like, the leader of Y�ha-nthlei. There are these two voices from Y�ha-nthlei, him and the Hydra. Anyway, the point is that back in the 1920s or 1930s or something, the FBI, like, totally shut them down. Arrested everyone, and burned down the temple, and locked all the top temple people up somewhere. Then they got a submarine and torpedoed the reef, totally collapsed the way to Y�ha-nthlei. Closed it off completely. Yeah?�
�If you say so.�
�Right, so then in the 1960s ol� Esgrith comes to town. Dunno where he came from, but he arrives here with all this money. Buys up all these burnt-out warehouses, and in the basement of one of them he finds this tiny piece that survived.�
�Piece of what?�
Gary began to sound evasive. �I don�t rightly know, OK? Esgrith calls it �the First Flesh�. The voices from below call it �shoggoth�. It�s like this weird stuff, like a living creature, but not any particular living creature. It�s hard to explain, but the thing is that the Deep Ones can, like, totally control it. They make it do whatever they want, yeah? And once it gets into you, you can hear the voices. From down there. You can hear Dagon and Hydra. And they can make the shoggoth force you to do whatever they want.�
�So, wait, let me get this straight��
�Hang on, let me finish! You wanted me to explain, right? Just let me finish telling it. OK, so Esgrith finds like a tiny scrap of this shoggoth thing, still alive after all those years�� survived all the fire, and the dynamite and whatever, but only this tiny piece. So he starts taking care of it, growing it and feeding it however the voices tell him to, and he reopens the temple. Only he has to change the name in case the Feds are going to come back and tear it all down again. So he�s clever, he picks a new name, and then he goes around finding all the families who used to be in the old temple. Talks �em into joining, tricks �em maybe, I don�t know. Once they�re in, they have communion and the voices from below start telling them who to, you know, have sex with.�
Gary seemed slightly embarrassed by the direction the conversation was taking, and waited until they�d turned the next corner before continuing. �Yeah, so Esgrith called all that �strengthening the old blood�. This is like back in my grandparent�s time, the old Innsmouth blood, trying to make sure that those old bloodlines were kept pure. Anyone who was an outsider, who didn�t have any of the Y�ha-nthlei blood, I think they just got returned to the Flesh.�
�Returned to the Flesh? What does that mean?�
�Recycled.� Gary stared at her, looking for some sign of comprehension. �Fed to the shoggoth�, he clarified.
�Right. Right. So this �shoggoth�, this is meant to be an actual monster of some sort?� asked Carla, skeptically.
�It�s more than that� answered Gary. �It�s what they reckon can reopen the way to Y�ha-nthlei, once it�s big enough. They take, like, ages to grow though. The Rev reckons it�s nearly there, but then he would say that. Once the way is reopened the Deep Ones will be able to come up again, and we�ll be able to go down.�
�Go down?�
�Those of us with the old bloodlines, the Y�ha-nthlei blood. We�re meant to swim down into the city and be, like, slaves or something. Fuck it, who knows. Here. This is it. We need to go up this fire escape.�
Carla followed carefully up the rain-slick, iron steps, trying to construct a coherent narrative from the various articles of faith and bizarre, cult dogma the teenager was regurgitating. The EOD was clearly far more psychotic than even the most irrational of the cults her mother had dragged her through as a child. Psychotic and dangerous. She wished again that she had her phone.
�Gary!� she hissed as he disappeared out of sight, pulling himself up onto the eaves of the warehouse. �Gary!�
He reappeared and extended his hand. �Come on, I�ll pull you up.�
�I don�t want to go up, I want to go down! We need to call the police. Where�s the nearest phone?�
�Oh, yeah� retorted Gary, sarcastically. �Good luck finding a working payphone around here. Look, I�ll get us out of town, right out of here, I promise. First you have to come and see this. Hurry up, it�s already gone half one.�
�You must be out of your mind!� insisted Carla. �You want me to climb over a wet roof, at night, in this wind? With a gang of maniacs out looking for me? Forget it!�
�It�s safe, I�m telling you. I�ll go first, it�ll be fine. Hurry up! Give me your hand!�
Muttering uneasily, Carla reached up and took hold of his hand, climbing onto the handrail and then up onto the roof as he pulled. Far from a panorama, it was hard to see anything beyond the nearest streetlights, glowing sullenly through the berserk squall. She hoped they were as hard to see from the ground as the ground was to see from up there.
Gary picked a path across the corrugated roof to the far end, and she followed, cursing nervously every time she was buffeted by the wind. When she caught up with the teenager he was levering a stout-looking plank into position, grunting with effort. He and his friends had obviously stashed it up here for just this purpose. The near end of it wedged snugly under a loose length of ridge flashing while he swung the far end out into the darkness, finally bringing it gently to rest under the lip of a rusting air conditioning unit on the opposite roof.
Carla backed away slowly, hands raised in protest. �That cannot be safe!�
�It�s cool, really, I�ve done it loads.� Gary assured her, sitting down on the plank and beckoning to her. It�s, like, ten feet, that�s all.�
�More like twenty. And more than that down, if we fall off.�
�Which we won�t. Come on, it�s really easy. You just sit on it and scooch along, and you�re on the other side in no time. When we get there though, you�ve got to creep along. No footsteps at all or they�ll hear it inside. OK?�
Carla played for time. �And then?�
�So, we crawl over to the skylight. They�ll open the hidden trapdoor. You can see right down into it when they open it. Come on.�
So saying, he straddled the plank and began to leapfrog his way across it. Carla watched him go, shielding her eyes against the rain with one arm. She�d be crazy to follow him. She didn�t even care what they were doing in the warehouse. That was for the police to deal with now. She could tell them about the trapdoor, they could look for it. Though it might help if she could tell them why, give them a reason to do so. So far she was just a victim of an assault. Her attacker was already dead too, why would they risk raiding a church because of that? It would be easier to just arrest Gary for patricide. Besides, what was in there? What was this �shoggoth�?
Gary had reached the other side now and was beckoning to her with impatient swats of his hand. Reluctantly, Carla muted her doubts, sat down on the plank and pulled herself forwards, feet dangling in space.
The wind tore at her hair and clothes, threatening to disorientate her. A thick splinter drove into her thumb as she dragged herself forward, but she didn�t dare let go for long enough to remove it. By the time she was halfway across, the plank was beginning to flex alarmingly under her weight. Thirty feet down onto waste ground studded with rocks and industrial shrapnel. Better not to think about it. Better not to think at all.
Gary gripped her arm and pulled her to safety at the far side, pre-empting her expressions of relief with a stern �shhh!� and a finger to his lips. He pointed to the far end of the roof, where a large skylight was glowing softly in the darkness. Moving slowly, he led her towards it.
Carla could hear voices now, rumbling indistinctly beneath them. The sound grew louder as they approached the skylight, resolving into a chorus of guttural chanting. Gary raised his head and risked a quick look through the glass. Apparently satisfied, he beckoned Carla closer and urged her to do the same.
She looked.
Myriad rivulets of rainwater trickled down the pane, distorting the view, but she could easily identify Reverend Esgrith almost directly below her. He had exchanged his tracksuit for a crumpled shirt and an unconvincing bowtie with a pair of shapeless jeans. He was striding around the stage in front of the altar, fixing the congregation with his cataract-smeared eyes and fervently endorsing something-or-other, Carla couldn�t make out what.
His audience listened with rapt attention, swaying gently on their feet. Carla scanned the rows with growing horror, unable to believe the evidence of her eyes.
One or two of the participants she recognized�� there was Mrs Taub, near the back�� but there was no way that half of them could walk the streets, even the streets of Innsmouth, in daylight. Bulbous, jet-black eyes, atrophied extremities and seeping mucilage were everywhere. One woman perched unsteadily in a wheelchair, her bare legs coiled repeatedly around each other like mating snakes, her eyes almost fused in the centre of her face. Leaning on the handles of her chair was a man; his mouth lined with a profusion of needle-like teeth, the lower jaw colossal and gaping like that of some abyssal predator. The man at his side had horrific, translucent skin that glistened with ooze. He had no eyes or nose and only a tiny, pulsating hole for a mouth. Carla could clearly see the shadow of his disintegrating skull below the ectoplasmic flesh of his face.
And so it went throughout the hall. There, a woman with the bulging eyes of a trilobite, her fingers fused into two sets of blunt pincers. A man in the front row pouted back at Esgrith from a mouth ringed by obscene, quivering tendrils. Another figure�s head was mercifully hidden under the hood of her coat, the only thing visible a protruding snout, like that of a seahorse.
But it got worse. In the shadows by the sides of the stage lurked even more appalling things. Things, perhaps two dozen of them�� had they once been people?�� which were so degenerate that the other occupants of the room looked almost normal by comparison.
Some had characteristics that were reminiscent of some type of prehistoric shark. Others resembled ghastly, slobbering hybrids of mammal and octopus, or ray, or amphibian. None retained any traits of clearly, unambiguously human behavior or biology. Their movements, their snaking appendages blindly tasting the air, their palpitations and gasping breaths were those of deep-sea creatures dying on the deck of a trawler, ill-suited to their environment and barely able even to comprehend it.
Carla rolled away from the skylight in shock. Rain drenched her face as she stared up at the hulking clouds overhead. She wanted to evaporate and float away with them, just leave forever a biology that was capable of that kind of degradation, that kind of loathsomeness. She thought of her mother, standing in church, speaking in tongues and celebrating the wisdom and mercy of an all-powerful God, while elsewhere there were people eagerly subjecting themselves to such monstrous and appalling transformations. In the world Carla believed in, things like this weren�t possible, people like this just weren�t possible. She thought again of the heaving, debased atrocities lining the stage, their eyes so useless in the upper air, their tentacles and fans writhing autonomically. There was no individual left there, no trace left of a human mind. They had surrendered that. It had been obliterated.
There was a grinding noise from below. �Here we go, quick, look at this!� hissed Gary, still watching what was going on inside.
�I don�t want to� answered Carla distantly. �I don�t want to see anymore. I don�t care.�
�Come on, they�re going to open the trapdoor!�
Carla closed her eyes, wiped rain and tears from her face and reluctantly levered herself into a sitting position again. Inside the warehouse, the congregation was pulling the wooden stage away from the altar, revealing an iron trapdoor eight feet across. It was secured with four heavy padlocks. Esgrith passed a bunch of keys to one of his acolytes who removed the locks and tied a length of rope to one of the hasps, flinging the length of it back into the congregation. The crowd fell on it and began to pull.
The door began to open, slowly at first but with increasing speed as it approached the tipping point. It was directly below the skylight, and Carla found herself looking straight down into the chamber under the floor.
At first she could see nothing there, but as Esgrith picked up a candle from the altar and moved closer to the trapdoor its light reflected off still, black water. As she watched, the water level began to rise. It reached the level of the trap and began spilling out across the floor of the warehouse. A spectral, green glow appeared below the surface. It blazed, and grew rapidly brighter until it was shining from the opening, flooding with warehouse with Satanic, auroral light.
Oblivious now to the wind and rain, Carla stared aghast as an amorphous black shape broke the surface and rose into the room. It wavered, and then began peeling open like the petals of a flower, growing thicker as more matter erupted and dribbled back towards the water.
The stuff was as dark as pitch, but it was lit from within by a phosphorescent yellow-green light. The oily bulk completely filled the hatchway now, but still more was streaming volcanically through. Carla clapped a hand to her mouth, stifling a cry as a lopsided orifice began to form in the centre of the mass.
Coiling tongues extruded themselves from somewhere at its core and improvised fingers wormed across the floor, sucking at the concrete for grip. Bright cores of primary green flared into being around the edges of the gaping maw, perhaps two dozen of them, shining with the light of another place, another time. Pupils condensed in the centers and several of them reared up on dripping pseudopodae, surveying the congregation at un-guessable wavelengths. Protoplasmic tracheal tubes spluttered and hissed, spraying great gouts of slimy water onto the floor.
Carla felt dizzy as she watched the sprouting eyes and fingers explore the room. The thing seemed to radiate a dark intelligence. Just looking at it, she could sense its hunger and its capacity for cruelty, could feel the malice of countless ages concentrated in its primordial bulk. As it regarded its willing servitors with those cold, unblinking eyes, Carla was reminded of nothing so much as a cat, toying with the lives of idiot mice.
The congregation withdrew apprehensively as a slithering tentacle roved briefly in their direction. Esgrith shouted to his acolytes, struggling to make himself heard above the splashing and atonal whistling coming from the giant shoggoth. Two of them stepped forwards, pulling with them two terrified goats and a hyperventilating teenage girl.
�That�s Debbie Trent!� exclaimed Gary. �She was in my class at school. She must have had her birthday if they�re bringing her before the shoggoth!�
�What are they going to do?� asked Carla thickly, unable to tear her eyes away from the gibbering horror below them. She imagined the roof giving way, the two of them plummeting directly down onto those eager, ravenous jaws.
�They�ll offer the goats to it first and then present the girl. It should just infect her, but I�ve heard that sometimes it just kills them for no reason.�
As he spoke, the shoggoth saw the goats cringing before it. Instantly, two new mouths snapped open, new eyes swam to the surface and it lunged forward, engulfing their heads and instantly decapitating them.
Carla turned away and threw up, trying desperately to strangle the sound of retching. The constant percussion of the rain on the PVC roof, and the sinister piping of the feeding shoggoth below must have been enough to drown out any noise she could make though. When she looked back the monster had sucked the headless goats entirely into its biomass. Carla briefly wondered what kind of strange, archaean enzymes the ancient abomination would use to digest the wretched animals. What kind of profane, apocryphal biology could have given rise to such an entity? How did it�� could it�� live?
As Esgrith roughly shoved the terrified teenage girl in front of the shoggoth, it gradually ceased fluting and growling, until the only sound was once again that of the wind-driven rain. All its eyes were fixed upon the girl, bathing her in their alien luminescence, at once intimidating and hypnotic. For long seconds they remained perfectly still, as if creature, girl, congregation and Carla had been frozen in time. Carla was almost psychotic with tension, only able to imagine the vile cryptid shearing off the girl�s head with the same relish with which it had dispatched the goats.
Her hand flew to her throat as she saw two plasmatic extrusions begin to coil themselves gently, but firmly, around the girl�s wrists�� and then it attacked.
With the speed of a striking snake, the shoggoth splayed itself across the girl�s face like a shiny, molten mask, gripping her limbs with crushing force as she struggled. Carla rose to her feet instinctively and was immediately restrained by Gary.
�She�s OK!� he hissed. �It�s not killing her! It�s infecting her. Travelling to her brain.�
�She�ll die!�
�She won�t die! She�d be better if she did. The First Flesh calls to Father Dagon, he�ll always be with her now. Look!�
The monster was releasing her, almost tenderly. She fell to her knees at once, gasping for air. Beside her, the shoggoth thrashed the air with scores of tentacles and roared through a dozen bubbling vents, sending ropes of mucous flying through the air. The crowd cheered and applauded wildly and Esgrith hobbled back to the girl�s side, grabbing her hand and lifting it in the air as if he was declaring the winner of a boxing match.
�Ia shoggoth!� he cried, hoarsely.
�Ia shoggoth!� chanted the congregation.
�Ia Dagon!�
�Ia Dagon!�
�Ia, IA CTHULHU!�
As the crowd screamed rapturously in response, Esgrith threw his arms wide and his head back�� staring straight up through the skylight at Carla�s terrified face.
�He can�t see me� she told herself. Not with those cataracts, how could he? But as his expression changed she knew that he had.
�Oh, shit!� yelled Gary, and took off, back towards the plank. �Come on!�
Below her, Esgrith�s face was contorted in fury and he was barking incomprehensible orders at the congregation, jabbing a finger upwards at the roof. Confused, they stared upwards, hundreds of misshapen, misplaced eyes, trying to squint past the glare from the striplights.
Carla was already on her feet when Gary came racing back for her. �Come on! What the fuck are you waiting for? We gotta go! Now!�
Grabbing hold of her cuff he led her in a kamikaze sprint across the slippery roof, ushering her in front of him as they reached the plank.
Carla�s earlier reservations about the safety of the improvised walkway disappeared, as the door of the warehouse burst open with a roar, and the furious crowd spilled out into the street. She closed her eyes and flew across the gap, the wood springing her into the air as her feet came down once, twice�� nearly there�� and over, onto the opposite building.
Gary wasted no time in following, his arms windmilling in the shrieking gale as he sprang sure-footedly across. As they made for the fire escape, their footsteps on the metal roof sounded thunderous. �Just follow Gary�, Carla told herself. �He knows where to go. You just have to keep up with him. Don�t think about anything else, just keep up.�
A succession of running jumps took them down the fire escape. She could hear engines being revved nearby, motorbikes and pickups. Gary risked a quick peek around the corner of the building.
�We�ve got to get to the harbor, find a boat. It�s the only way we�ll get out of here. It�s down the waterfront, to the end.�
�What is that?� panted Carla. �Like three hundred yards?�
�Something like that. Can you make it?�
�Yeah. Can you?�
�They�re gonna see us and chase us, so it�s got to be a sprint. You ready? Come on.�
They sprinted out onto the waterfront. For a few seconds, Carla thought they might actually make it without being spotted, but a shout and an angry roaring behind them made it clear that they had been. She could hear vehicles turning, the engines being over-revved, doors slamming. �Treat it like a race� she told herself. �Catch up with Gary. Don�t let him win.�
The strength of the wind made it hard to catch breaths and she found herself gulping at the air. She daren�t take the time to look over her shoulder, but she could hear a big, heavy vehicle gaining on them, grinding its way up through the gears. Powerful headlights brought the road before her into sharp relief, the shearing raindrops gleaming silver, interfering with the picture. Her shadow, stretched out in front of her, began to shrink as their pursuers drew closer.
Gary had stopped�� was waving at her�� had grabbed her arm and pulled her off the road. A giant red pickup mounted the pavement right where she had been a split second before. Carla saw a flashgun image of its howling occupants, madness written in their features, like details from a Dore engraving. The truck careened off the harbour wall, its front crumple zone disintegrating, and skidded on the saturated tarmac spilling passengers as it went.
Gary had dragged her onto a small flight of steep, stone steps that led down to one of the piers. It was dark down there, away from the streetlamps and the headlights of the stalled truck, but Carla could hear the water lapping greedily at the pilings. Holding tightly to Gary�s hand, she clambered unsteadily down and immediately fell over on the greasy, wet wood.
Gary hissed at her. �We�ll take the Lexy, it�s the fastest boat here. End of the jetty. Come on!�
Bent double, he scampered away into the darkness. Carla pulled herself unsteadily to her feet and hobbled after him, gasping for breath.
Above and behind, she could hear the shouts and whooping of the mob as it hurried down the road towards the harbour. A gunshot startled her, and she reflexively threw herself flat against the slimy wood of the jetty�� but it had just been an exuberant shot into the air. It was too dark for them to be seen down at water level. By normal eyes, at least.
She found Gary busily untying the lines that were mooring a derelict-looking launch, barely big enough for two. The windscreen had a large hole in it and approximately half the paint had flaked off the hull, which sat suspiciously low in the water.
�Get in. Get her started� gasped Gary, throwing the first line down and setting to work on the second.
The tiny vessel wobbled alarmingly as Carla stepped into it and she instinctively sat down, hard. Torch beams were scanning the piers like searchlights, looking for any sign of the escapees. She could see silhouettes loping down the steps from the street.
The launch had an outboard motor that at least looked newer than the rest of the craft. Carla ran her hands over it in the darkness, looking for the starter. Was that it? She pulled the little tab, experimentally, slowly drawing the ripcord a little way out. She could hear bare feet slapping against the pier now. �Please let it start first time� she prayed. �Please let it have petrol.�
Screwing her eyes shut, she yanked the ripcord as hard as she could. The motor rattled, but did nothing. �Damn it!�
She tried again, with the same result. The searching torches zeroed in on the sound, suddenly bathing them in startlingly bright light, and a raucous ululation went up from the street. The boat rocked sickeningly as Gary dove in and began to wrestle with something under the seat behind her. �For fuck�s sake, get her going!� he shouted as scuttling shadows advanced on them down the pier.
�I�m�� trying!� Carla cried, giving the motor another futile yank. �It won�t�� start!� A sinister, animal growl made her look up as a figure lunged at them out of the night. She recoiled and prepared to defend herself as it set one foot on the boat. A dull thump and a blast of fire drove it straight back to the pier as Gary discharged the flare pistol into its chest.
The man�s bodywarmer caught fire spectacularly, wreathing him in flames as the two thousand-degree fireball lodged against his skin. The other worshippers halted in their tracks as he flailed around helplessly, his agonised, inhuman keening filling the night. Staggering to the edge of the pier he threw himself into the water, the still-burning flare glowing below the surface as he sank.
Small caliber bullets fired from the street began to fizz into the water near the launch as Carla seized hold of the ripcord again. She tugged it in a blind frenzy, again and again while Gary hunted for another flare cartridge. Suddenly, with a fine rattle, the recalcitrant engine coughed into life. �Give it here� barked Gary immediately, pressing the flare pistol into Carla�s hands and crowding into the stern. �Shoot this at anyone who comes close.�
Their pursuers swarmed up the last few feet of the pier as the boat accelerated, jumping into the water without hesitation. Gary kept the outboard level, maximizing their speed and steering for the open sea. Some of the pursuing swimmers were moving astonishingly fast, but the twenty horsepower motor soon had the Lexy flying over the harbour swell, leaving them to fight through its wake. Cars were racing back down the seafront, seeking to cut them off at the harbour entrance but Carla could already tell that they wouldn�t be fast enough.
�Can we make it?� She had to shout to be heard above the buzzing of the outboard and the rush of water under the hull. Gary just grimaced at her. He did not look hopeful.
The transition to open water as they passed through the harbour entrance was sudden, and jarring. Roused to fury by the storm, the ocean drove implacably at the shoreline, and the Lexy was caught by an endless procession of relentlessly advancing waves.
Carla wedged herself in the nose of the boat as best she could, clinging on for dear life as the tiny launch crested each new roller and scudded down each retreating slope. Gary wrestled with the outboard, fighting cavitation, trying to keep the blades submerged and the nose of the boat pointed out to sea.
A loud, unearthly squeal reverberated across the water from the seafront, accompanied by the shattering of wood, glass and brick as the windows and doors of the Evangelical Order of David burst open from within. Carla gasped in dismay as half a dozen colossal, oily, black tentacles grew from the apertures and lunged into the air, each one shimmering with ghostly, green light. Neon eyes and mouths coalesced along them as they swayed, a hundred feet above the town, before plunging down into the sea.
The cultists gathered along the shore cheered and fired into the air. �Gary!� screamed Carla, above the roaring wind.
�I know, I know!�
�Faster! Come on, faster!�
�I know!�
The shoggoth�s arms pulsed as the creature extended itself through the water, looking for them. How big was it? They were some two hundred yards from the shore already, and travelling quickly despite the surge. Would it just free itself and swim after them?
Away to her left, one of the luciferous tentacles broke the surface, contorting itself and forming an eye, the size of a fist, that scanned the water like a periscope before fixing itself on the Lexy. It fell back into the water. Carla could visualise it, squirming towards them through the murk beneath the hull, dragging the Lexy down to her doom. Terrified, she scoured the water around them for any sign of its approach.
In the stern, Gary cursed as the water around them began to take on the vile, green glow of the approaching shoggoth. Loops of protoplasm broke the surface and began to congeal into an unholy mockery of a head.
Gary fought to unclamp the portable outboard motor as the head burst open, becoming a gigantic, snarling mouth, studded with eyes. Carla tried to stand but the cold glare of the shoggoth rooted her to the spot, irresistably pinned before the staring, malignant eyes. The shoggoth thrust forward, hungrily.
Gary stood, and swung the outboard in a wide arc, shearing off a questing tentacle and burying the whirling propeller deep in the beast�s slavering maw.
Inky gobbets of gelatinous flesh pelted the boat, and a rancid, urinal stench filled the air as the whining blades sliced through everything they touched. The shoggoth bellowed and a cluster of pseudopods burst from the water, tearing the outboard from Gary�s grasp. Carla was just in time to grab the waistband of his jeans and save him from following it.
She caught a glimpse of the outboard coming to pieces as the shoggoth angrily engulfed it. Hissing furiously, the beast contracted and plunged, almost capsizing the Lexy, and throwing up a huge plume of water that hung over them like an exclamation mark.
Gary and Carla lay still in the bottom of the boat as it pitched and wallowed, waiting for glowing tentacles to drag them down too. One minute went by, then two, and Carla dared to think that maybe, just maybe, it had gone away. She looked at Gary. �Has it� has it gone?�
Gary sighed and raised himself to his knees. �Yeah. I think so. For now.�
�Thank God!� exclaimed Carla, the adrenalin suddenly draining from her system. She was so tired. She couldn�t remember feeling this exhausted. Or cold. Her clothes were saturated.
�Yeah, well, don�t be too happy about it. We lost the engine. Tide�s taking us back in. Ten more minutes, we�ll be back among that lot.� He pointed back towards the shore. Carla sat up, pulling straggling, wet hair away from her face to see what he was looking at.
The waterfront was lined with Dagon worshippers, standing solemnly, waiting for the sea to carry the Lexy back to them. Each surging wave was taking them closer. Gary was right. Ten minutes, maybe fifteen, and they�d be back amongst the mob.
�Oars!� cried Carla, wringing her hands. �There must be oars or something!�
�There�s no oars.�
�Well, why the fuck not? Jesus Christ!�
Gary was fiddling with the flare pistol again. �We�ve got one flare left. You want it?�
�What am I going to do with it?� snapped Carla. �One flare?�
He looked at her, levelly. �To kill yourself with.�
Carla gaped at him. He wasn�t joking. Unable to help herself, she started to laugh. �Kill myself?� she giggled, weakly. �I don�t want to kill myself! What about a radio? Has this boat got a radio? We can call the coastguard.�
�There�s no radio� answered Gary, evenly. �Look, if you don�t want it, great. I�m going to use it. I�m not letting them give me to that� thing. I�m not going to be turned into one of them. You can do what you want.� He stood up.
�Don�t be stupid! We�ll�� we�ll have a chance to escape! Get to a car, maybe!� Carla stood up too. Gary gave her his small, sad smile and shook his head. �I�m sorry. Sorry you got dragged into all this.� He exhaled deeply. �Fuck it.�
In one smooth movement he wedged the stubby barrel of the flare pistol into his mouth and pulled the trigger. Carla screamed and fell to the deck.
Gary fell down with her; the little calcium meteor burying itself somewhere near the center of his head, scouring neurons and annihilating synapses in his basal brain. Purifying cortices. Incinerating memories. Red fire burned in his mouth and his eyes, and a cloud of dank, greasy smoke gushed into the air like a departing soul.
Carla wept, adding to the brine pooled in the bottom of the boat. The flare didn�t last long, maybe ten or twelve seconds before it began to fizzle and subside. Eventually the smoke and steam ebbed away too. The storm was dying now, the wind less intense. The tide less frenzied, but still insistent, pushing the Lexy towards the shore.
Carla raised her eyes. Through her tears she could see the grinning townsfolk lining the seafront, waving torches, knives and guns. Esgrith was reading something aloud, the jubilant crowd punctuating his speech with cries of �Ia, Dagon!� and �Ia, Cthulhu!�
As the Atlantic coaxed her the last few dozen yards to the seawall, Carla could make out the depraved priest�s words�� and she found herself reciting them along with him.
And they that dwell on the earth shall wonder, whose names were not written in the book of life from the foundation of the world, when they behold the beast that was, and is not, and yet is.
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