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Welcome to The Gut.

Maria Costa was doing just fine working as a private investigator: digging up dirt on the husbands of rich wives and getting drunk in the time between. That was before a new case pulled her back to The Gut, a dark ghetto she'd avoided since she quit being a cop.
On the surface it looks like The Gut has changed — the body count has dropped, and the politicians are calling it a renaissance. But Maria's ex-partner, Kieran Hynes, suspects there's a sinister reality to the improvements: prostitutes and drug dealers are going missing, falling off the face of the earth.
Can Maria and Kieran stop the ancient evil threatening life in their entire city?
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From behind the pane of glass, Anne looked like a mermaid swimming inside a small aquarium. The lightbulb above her oscillated through different filters as a rainbow of colours shimmered along her seashell bikini. Her body was covered with turquoise-hued makeup shaped like scales, accented by flat-ended pearls. She tousled and flipped her long red hair to the beat of the house band’s moody rhythm and blues jam. Through the glass she could see the shadowed outline of the man watching her. She kept her attention on his face—not the pumping action of his elbow. He had the same face they all had: a cow-like, slack-jawed rapture with a tinge of violent aggression in his eyes. 

The band and the man both finished at the same time. Just the one song. Anne cursed to herself. At least he had the courtesy to drop the tissue into the waste basket. When he left, Anne exited the booth and went into the viewer’s room. He’d left a fiver on his chair, which she tucked into her bra. She checked to make sure the paper towel dispenser was full then grabbed the waste basket to be emptied in the back room. Before she left, she briefly looked through the porthole at the trashy underwater diorama of plastic fish dangling from dental floss and paper mache coral. 

Anne went into the back room and deposited her five quid into her purse. There were enough pairs of fishnet stockings lying about to haul a quintal of cod. 

“Buncha college kids tonight,” Delours said.

“It’s their last hurrah of the summer before buckling down for the fall semester,” Anne replied. “At least the place is packed.”

“They barely last one song in the peep room, sure.”

“I know what you mean, honey, believe me,” Anne said. “I’ve been doing this for ten years now and I still cringe when I step inside the booth and swallow my pride. The key is to focus on the music and let your body take over. Then it all slips away. Liban’s, Temple Street, Kildare, the whole thing.”

“And how long does it take for that to happen?”

“Three songs minimum.”

“Seems like all I get are the one-pump chumps. How do you get your regulars?”

“You and the other greenhorns got your youth, but you haven’t mastered the strut. The energy you carry is going to draw the kind of customers you want. Your vibe attracts your tribe.”

A bouncer stuck his head inside. “Delours! Your turn on stage.”

Delours got up to leave. Anne smiled then checked her makeup in the mirror. Another dancer approached her.

“These new girls don’t know how good they got it,” Marion said. “Remember when the clubs were full of gangsters and thugs? Or cops coming in expecting freebies? And we didn’t make nearly as much money back then.”

“I’m not nostalgic for the old days,” Anne said. “But I do miss the no-nonsense Liban’s.” 

“You mean the floor covered in sawdust? And getting a tiny cut from serving sandwiches and watered-down beer?”

Anne laughed. “That I don’t miss.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the sounds of loud snorts as a few young girls ripped some lines of cocaine. Anne and Marion rolled their eyes at each other.

“They don’t appreciate all this Townie cash flowing in,” Marion said in a low voice. “They think this is all going to last forever? I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. They’re going to get sick of coming down here into the Gut and start setting up clubs in Baccalieu with Townie girls dancing.”

“That would be the day.”

“I’m telling you, we gotta start thinking about getting outta this. We’re nearly thirty now.”

“And go where? I can barely afford my apartment in the plateau as it is.”

The bouncer stuck his head in again. “Anne! Some fellas wanna get Ink’d!”

Anne took a sip of water then headed out. 

The Townies lining the bar wore squids atop their heads, the long tentacles pouring over their shoulders and the mantles forming little steeples. She could tell by their youthful wide eyes that this was their first time in a Kildare strip club. Anne poured each of them a shot of Ink. After a quick flourish with her lighter, she set each glass alight. Blue flames flickered from the tiny pools of hard black rum. 

“Hold your glasses high!” she commanded. 

The men obeyed. 

Everyone in the bar, including the band, was silent while Anne attended to the ritual. 

“You Townies may kiss the cod in Baccalieu, but in the Gut we smooch the squid. And if it’s the blessings of Kildare ye seek, then repeat after me, ‘Mo sheacht mbeannacht ort!’”

The Townies did their best imitation: “Muh hyawcht mann-acht urt!”

“Now drink!” Anne announced.

They blew out the flame then shot back their Ink. Anne relished the looks of surprised delight in their faces as they registered the medley of caramelized sugars and vanilla revealed by the fire. They slid her some tips, which she tucked into her seashell bra.

Póg Mo Thóin took to the stage with their matching mid-length hairstyles to resume their eight-hour set. Delours stepped back on stage and danced to their rhythm and blues jam. She was even on beat. Her make-up was a little overboard, like she’d just been dragged from the Gut and pulled on stage. Anne was going to have to give her a tutorial on that. Customers wanted fantasy not verisimilitude. 

A young man gently tapped Anne’s elbow. He looked like most any of the other Townie college kids: dark complexion pocked with the vestiges of acne, some nascent facial hair, and a rapid vacillation between arrogance and insecurity. All Anne cared to see was the colour of money.  

“Can I have a dance?” he asked.

She curled her fingers around his and led him to the booths. Before she let him in, she placed a finger on his chest and looked him directly in the eyes.

“Five bucks a song, sweetie,” she said.

He nodded quickly.

This one lasted four songs. 

And so the night went—just like every other night nowadays. A peep show, followed by an Inking, followed by another peep show. The band kept playing and the roll of bills in her purse expanded. 

Soon after last call, the men left the club to make their way either to the brothels or back to Baccalieu. Anne went to the back room to change. The seashell lingerie and platform shoes were replaced by joggers and flip-flops. She didn’t bother to completely wipe away all the makeup— she would take a long, hot shower back at her apartment. With her tousled crimson hair tied up into a sloppy ponytail, she left Liban’s.

It was a typically mauzy late-summer night. Drunk men and women slipped on the slick cobblestones of Temple Street. Above Liban’s doorway was a flashing neon sign of animated hands groping a mermaid. As she stepped out, it shut off for the night. A sharp breeze cut through the sticky heat, hinting at the oncoming fall. It carried with it a thick waft of fish guts from the Gut. Anne’s perfume battled hard against the bouquet of brine, offal, and whatever else was dumped into the harbour. 

A troupe of drunken Townies stumbling around outside the club recognized her. The sweats and flip-flops did little to dissuade their attentions. 

“Aye, me lassie,” one bellowed at her in an exaggerated imitation of a Kildare accent. “How much to wrap yer arms around me like a squid and kiss me cod?”

Anne recognized the harasser as one of the Townie college kids she’d given a peep show earlier. Within the booth, she was an object of desire, perhaps even worship. But now that they were outside of her territory, he needed to demean her, put her in her place in front of his boys.

She knew that the bouncers weren’t about to throw down for a girl outside the confines of their club, especially against Townies, so she turned around and walked the other way, head down, scanning the street for a cab. The Townies continued to follow her, their catcalls becoming more feral, more obscene. She heard their footsteps getting closer, their voices louder, could almost smell the drunkenness on their breaths. A cop car briefly flashed its lights and pulled up to the side of the road. Anne’s brief sense of cautious optimism evaporated when she looked inside and saw that the officers were both Townies themselves. The passenger side window rolled down and one of the young officers poked his head out.

“I hope you boys aren’t giving this young lady a hard time,” he said with a smirk.

“No, sir,” one of the gang announced.

“Alright, lads,” the officer said. “Keep it civil.” He rolled up his window and they drove on.

When the car was out of sight, Anne could see the grins on the lads emboldened. She turned quickly and walked faster.

“Hey, you Merfie cunt,” one of the boys shouted at her. “We’re just trying to make you some money.”

His buddies tried to play it off and calm him down, but the word “Merfie” drew the attention of some Merrow boys walking up the street.

“Why don’t you Townies fuck off back to Baccalieu,” one of the Merrow boys yelled.

With that came the usual dance of overtly masculine posturing, which quickly escalated into a street fight. The cops returned. They got out of their cars and each grabbed a local boy. The others ran away. The Townies stood around watching, laughing. Anne took the distraction as an opportunity to hurry around the corner onto another street. A large black coupe pulled up beside her. The tires’ rubber caressed the dimples of the cobblestone street. Anne glanced over and saw the gold spokes of the rims, which were the size of bicycle wheels, and a tiny statue of a mermaid atop the front of the hood. Likely a rich john from Baccalieu looking for something she didn’t sell. She kept walking. The car’s window rolled down.

“Boys will be boys,” a woman’s voice said. 

Anne stopped. First, because she’d never heard tell of a woman driving a car, let alone one as fancy as this one. Second, because she recognized the voice. 

“Patricia?” she said. “Is that you?”

“Indeed, it is.”

“I haven’t seen you in ages. We all thought you joined the convent or something.”

Patricia laughed. “Something like that. Why don’t you hop in and I’ll tell you all about it. Looks like you could use a ride right now.”

Anne got in the passenger side, the leather seat crinkling beneath her. Patricia was wearing a long green trench coat and a pair of culottes below. Certainly a modest shift from when they used to work together in the clubs not too long ago. Patricia drove down the street and they could see the cops talking to the Townies while two local boys sat in the back of their car. 

Patricia sighed. “Typical.”

“I was lucky our boys showed up,” Anne said. “Those Townies were about to get out of hand. And it’s not like the cops were about to do anything about it.”

“Oh, I know,” Patricia replied. “That’s the way our society works. There must be in-groups whom the law protects but does not bind, alongside out-groups whom the law binds but does not protect.”

Anne mulled this over. It sounded like something her brother would say. 

“It must be five years since we last saw each other,” Anne said.

“That’s right. Not long after Colleen was murdered.

Anne shifted in her seat. “Where did you get this car?” 

“First, let me ask you something,” Patricia replied. “Aren’t you tired of putting on that ridiculous outfit to get a few dollars from Townies?”

“It’s not so bad. Beats waitressing.”

“It’s debasing. We dress up like mermaids to fulfill a racist fantasy. It all stems from when the Indesejável first arrived on our shore. We didn’t share their puritanical views on sex and were happy to exchange it for whatever tools or trinkets they had to trade. In their misunderstanding, they believed the Merrow were only good for fishing and fucking.”

Anne was taken aback again. Calling Townies ‘Indesejável’ and Merfies ‘Merrow’ seemed very formal for Patricia. 

“But that’s how the game works. When men come from Baccalieu to the Gut they expect to see merfolk. You got to give the customer what they want.”

“But you don’t give them everything they want, do you?”

Patricia navigated the empty streets of downtown Kildare with an expertise only a local was capable of. Kildare was a confusing network of one-way streets—until recently used exclusively by horse and carriage—rippling out from the Gut like a spider’s web. A few drunks stumbled around looking for a cab, but quickly got out of the way of the car when they saw the money it represented. She drove past the row houses of downtown Kildare and up into the residential hills of the plateau. Anne looked out over the dimly lit bowl of wood and stone surrounding the Gut, which abruptly gave way to the radiant sprawl of Baccalieu. 

“I don’t turn tricks like some of the other girls,” Anne said. “But I’m not going to judge anyone for it.”

“Of course,” Patricia answered. “I don’t judge anyone in Kildare doing whatever they can to make money, either. Especially if they’re not hurting anyone doing it. I just think we’re capable of more. And we deserve it. I’m sick of people like us having to accept the terms set down by the colonizers just to get by. This place belongs to us.”

“You sound like my brother,” Anne replied. “I hear what you’re saying, but what are we supposed to do?”

“I’m glad you asked me that. The last few years, I’ve been a part of a group whose mission has been to get Kildare back to its former glory and allow the people who live here to flourish. Merrow like us.” 

“That sounds really great,” Anne said. “I’m happy for you.”

They pulled up outside the Davis Flats apartment complex. 

“How did you know I lived here?” Anne asked.

“Oh, you mentioned it earlier,” Patricia said.

Anne was about to get out when Patricia grabbed her arm.

“Do you want to see what I’m talking about?”

“What, like, right now?”

“Yes.”

Anne hesitated. “I don’t know,” she said.

Patricia stared directly into her eyes with a soft intensity. Her green eyes radiated in the darkness. A yellow ring formed around her pupils and swelled into her irises. Anne was transfixed by this play of colours. She could feel the pressure of Patricia’s gaze, reaching into her heart with her eyes and studying all her secrets—and she welcomed it. 

“I know you, Anne,” Patricia continued. “I know that you’re a hard worker, with a good heart, and a good head on your shoulders. Like so many of us, you could achieve great things if only you were given the opportunity. And I know you see it inside yourself, too.” She let go off Anne’s arm. “After Colleen was murdered, I really lost hope. I couldn’t deal with it anymore. I blamed myself, I blamed us, Merrow, for our crime and gangs and drugs and violence and murders. But then I realized that was bullshit, too. It was a bullshit narrative the colonizers sold to us and we believed it. Obviously, we’re not above crime as a race. There will always be criminals. But we can break the cycle of violence by breaking the systematic injustice the colonizers have thrust upon us for hundreds of years. I want my brothers and sisters to enjoy the same prosperity as the Townies. No more tricking, dancing, serving, slinging. And no more Colleens.”

Through Patricia’s eyes, Anne scurried through Davis Flats’ corridors, ramps, and stairwells like a rat trapped in a maze. Her one-bedroom burrow was squeezed between screaming children, crying women, and angry drunken men, separated by cheap, thin walls. But the ceiling was hard ceiling, too hard for her to break through alone. Her nights, past, present, and future, spread out before her like a row of empty shot glasses. She was going to break the ceiling.

“OK,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Patricia drove through the plateau and onto the highway that brought them up into the hills. The trees eventually gave way to the massive properties of rich Townies who migrated there to build their tacky mansions. Patricia slowed and turned onto a long driveway that led to a gate. A couple of guys, who held themselves with the posture Anne recognized as corner boys, opened it. They drove down another long driveway. Between the trees and in the darkness, Anne could see glittering lamps hinting at the size of a colossal estate. The treeline broke and what should have been a view over the whole bay area was dominated by the mansion. Anne couldn’t determine its colour or style other than it was big and dark and towering over her, like it was growing out of the ground. Its enormity was baffling. From every angle she considered, the house seemed to stretch to fill the space. 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Patricia asked. “It’s called Talamh an Eisc.”

Anne nodded. It was indeed a beautiful mansion. 

Patricia pulled into a multi-car garage beside a lush courtyard. More hard-looking men patrolled the grounds. At the front of the mansion, a row of white columns supported a balcony. Patricia led Anne through them to a large oak door like they were entering the mouth of a giant monster. The handle was iron wrought into a squid’s tentacle.

“Don’t be intimidated,” Patricia said with a smile. “By the way, people call me Boudica around here. But you can still call me Patricia in private.”
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Kieran awoke to the sound of knocking at his door. Maeve was still asleep beside him. He slipped out of bed and crept down the hall on the balls of his feet. A quick glance into Aoife’s room confirmed that his daughter was still asleep in her crib. He shuffled down the staircase, the wood creaking gently under his size. There was another quick knock at his door.

“Hold on, hold on,” he whispered.

Kieran swung the door open and found Ms. Conway with her finger inches away from the doorbell. He gave her as stern a glare as he could muster for the old woman.

“I’m sorry to bother you like this, Kier,” she pleaded. “But it’s them two. They’re at it again. Real bad this time. I’m afraid he’s gonna hurt her.”

“Don’t worry about it, Ms. Conway,” he replied. “Let me get some shoes on and I’ll be right behind you.”

Kieran grabbed a flashlight and a coat then slipped his bare feet into a pair of shoes. The night air nipped at the ankles left exposed beneath his pyjamas. He followed Ms. Conway a few streets over. A small audience had formed outside of Connor and Molly’s row house. Kieran could hear screaming and shouting coming from inside. Something made contact with glass and smashed it. The crowd gasped. Kieran marched up to the door and knocked firmly.

“What the fuck do you want?” Connor yelled from inside.

“Open this door before I knock it down,” Kieran replied.

Angry footsteps stomped towards the door. It swung opened wildly. The hostility in Connor’s face softened when he laid eyes on Kieran’s 6’5” frame filling the doorway.

“I’m sorry, Kier-K-Officer-Detective Hynes,” he said. “We didn’t mean to be causing a racket.”

“Molly!” Kieran called out.

The skinny woman eventually came to the door. Kieran turned on his flashlight and looked the two hell raisers up and down. They swayed gently while trying to stand straight. Molly’s eyes were puffy and swollen from crying, but she didn’t appear to have any marks on her. 

“I want to talk to you alone,” Kieran said. He looked at Connor and gestured his head towards the couch. Connor obeyed. 

“What’s going on?” Kieran asked Molly.

“It was just a little argument that got out of hand,” she said, her voice was slurred as Connor’s. “It’s over now. It’s fine. Really.”

“You know I can take you to a shelter whenever you want. Just say the word.”

She looked down at her feet and swayed towards Kieran then backwards. 

“We’re fine,” she said, loud enough for Connor to hear. “Tell everyone we’re sorry.”

“You won’t hear boo from us any more tonight,” Connor called out. “I promise.”

Kieran looked behind Molly at the smashed mirror. A cracked ceramic pot lay beneath, green leaves and brown dirt scoured on the carpet. He considered
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