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    To the ciphers, the ghosts, and the nobodies.
May you always find a way to throw a wrench into the machine.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "And took eyes to see, and ears to hear, 
From dark Satanic mills. 
The Selfish smiling See of Rome, 
Has shewd him all his hills."
— William Blake, The Grey Monk
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The sun didn't set over Melbourne so much as it surrendered to the soot. Beyond the grime-streaked window of the bedsit, the dwindling light was a weak, bruised thing, struggling to pierce the shroud of coal-smoke that defined the sky. Below the line of rugged chimneys, the city’s daily grind continued in earnest—a cacophony of iron-rimmed wheels on slick stone and the constant hiss of steam from the dockyards: the mechanical heartbeat of a town that sold its soul for gold and iron. As the orange glow coalesced into a dirty purple, the tall, narrow building in Little Lon began to stir with the rhythm of the nocturnal.

Flynn sat up on a mattress that smelled of damp straw and old sweat. He didn't stretch; he simply became alert, moving with the economy of a young man who had spent eighteen years expecting a kick. His limbs were slender, though sinewy and strong, and his short dark hair and angular features made him appealing enough to those in his circle. He reached for his derby hat—a brown, battered thing—and ran a scarred thumb over the jagged entry point on the left side. A Victorian constable had missed his skull by an inch three years back, and Flynn kept the hole as a reminder that luck was a finite resource.

Beyond the faded, oxblood drapery that served as a dividing wall, Phineas–the dwelling’s paterfamilias–sat in a velvet armchair that had seen better decades. He was a sparse, skeletal man of fifty years or more, draped in a silk banyan that clashed violently with his checkered trousers. His mustache, styled in the long, drooping fashion of the Celestials from the northern dens, hung past his neck like twin silken whips. His bony fingers were chalky tarantulas–nimble, precise and ever-moving. He was the kind of man who rarely spoke, though when he did, those around him were sure to listen.

Phineas didn't look up from his book—a heavy, leather-bound volume on the mechanics of locksmithing. Through his small, round spectacles, he watched the world through the words of men who had mastered the art of taking.

The bedsit was a claustrophobic museum of the city’s sins, a microcosm of the urban landscape where the stench of the gutter met the frantic pretensions of the Scholar. It sat on high, raised on stilts meant to elevate its residents above the horse-dung and corruption of Urbana. Beneath the floorboards, the tireless skitter of rats provided a rhythmic pulse to the house's decay, a sound that competed with the wheezing of the damp walls. The air hung thick and stagnant—a soup of wet wool, stale tobacco, and the cloying, ghostly perfume of silk ribbons lifted from ladies who would never dare tread the surrounding lanes.

Phineas’s vanity manifested in a chaotic hoard of stolen curios; a dented silver tea service sat atop a crate of raw wool, and stacks of foxed, yellowing volumes on the mechanics of larceny were wedged between jars of preserved anatomical oddities. It was a room that insisted on its own impeccable taste even as the floors rotted into peat, a place where every treasure was a trophy and the only thing more plentiful than the dust was the evidence of a life lived by the Bilk.

Near the hearth, three small boys—none older than seven—were practicing the Silent Dip. They moved around a wooden mannequin hung with tiny brass bells. If a bell chimed, Phineas would sigh without looking up, and the boy would lose his supper. In the corner, the Creepers—the twelve-year-olds—were sorting through a haul of silver spoons and silk kerchiefs, their fingers primed from a day of slipping through unlocked windows.

Flynn, the eldest and the sharpest, was the only one who didn't fear the silence. He stood, regarding the scene with eyes the color of a wet street, and began to flip a single copper penny over his knuckles. Clip, clop, clip. The metal danced across his fingers–clinking as it met with his signet ring–a restless habit for a mind that never stopped calculating.

"The girls are ready, Flynn," Phineas murmured, his voice like dry parchment.

"They'll be waiting at the corner," Flynn replied, tugging his waistcoat tight. His boots were thin-soled and riddled with holes, but he moved with a lightness that made no sound on the floorboards.



The night air was thick with the scent of the Yarra’s rot and the sharp tang of coal-smoke. Flynn led his crew of six—the bilking girls—through narrow streets beset by steep walls toward the brighter lights of the city’s heart. They were a flock of painted birds in worn-out frocks, their faces powdered to hide pox-scars, brushes with violence and the gray of the slums.

Stepping out into the blinding glare of the grand boulevards, the air changed; they moved with the trembling posture of fugitives crossing a hostile border. They were sacrificial lambs led to the great altar of the city's desire, offered up to fine-hatted gods who didn't care how they fared, so long as there was flesh to burn.

Among them was Gladys, a new recruit with hair the color of rusted pipes and a nervous twitch in her hands. 

She was a slip of a thing, sixteen by the clock but wearing the undersized, startled face of a girl who had simply stopped growing when the food ran thin. She carried the same signature stare as the rest of the horde—a weary, worldly-wise glint in her eyes that spoke of a childhood not lived, but bartered away in installments for the secrets of the street.

"Listen close, Gladys," Flynn said, his voice low as they neared the gaslit glow of a dockside pub. "The marks are the ones in the finery. The ones who come down here to slum-it with the likes of us because their wives are too cold and their lives are too clean. You smile. You promise them the moon in a hovel. You get them undressed, you get them vulnerable, and then you get their purse. You don't stay for the talk. You don't stay for the bed. You take the coin and you vanish."

“I was just wondering...” began Gladys in a near whisper, moving close enough for Flynn to get a whiff of her cheap lavender oil. 

“Yes?” prompted Flynn, his eyes scanning each dark corner–watching for eavesdroppers.

“The men... do they not give chase? Set the bollocking traps on us?”

Flynn exhaled, staring at Gladys as though she were Innocence itself. “There are girls for everything here,” said Flynn, gesturing at the passing ladies in their frilly frocks. “They sell flowers. Herbs. Magical unguents. They sell their bodies. To a man from the good side of town, it’s a world away from where he lives. That kind of man comes here to escape his claustrophobic, ordered and increasingly banal life.”

Gladys blinked at Flynn as she tried to absorb what he was saying. 

The lad caressed his penny between thumb and forefinger. “But, they eventually must return to the real life they left behind. And do you think they’re going to risk their marriages? Homelives? Careers? Setting the Law on us over such a paltry and shameful thing as having their billfold lifted as they lay sprawled half-naked on a strange bed?” asked Flynn with a smile.

“Paltry and shameful,” repeated Gladys. 

“Come on,” said Flynn, placing his hand on the small of the girl’s back and guiding her toward a bustling alehouse across the street.

The pub was a riot of splintered mahogany and tarnished brass, where the chaos of a hundred drunken conversations was anchored by a strange, common homeliness—the kind found only in places where everyone shares the same brand of ruin. Sticky with the ghosts of a thousand pints, the floorboards exhaled the sour tang of spilled ale. This scent wrestled for dominance against the thick, grey wreaths of pipe smoke and the aggressive, floral mask of shoddy perfume worn by the women waiting in the shadows. Low-slung beams sagged under the weight of the noise, housing a room that felt both like a sanctuary and a snare, where the flickering gaslight caught the desperate glint in the eyes of marks who had come to lose themselves.

Flynn settled into a murky corner, lighting a cheroot and gesturing for a gin. He watched through the haze of smoke as the girls fanned out like wolves corralling their prey.

He focused on Gladys–she had spotted a mark—a sweaty, nervous man in a coat that cost more than Phineas’s house. He looked like a clerk trying to play the rogue. Gladys sidled up, the ribbons in her hair shaking with her tremors. She had pinched her cheeks until they were raw, trying to mimic a healthy glow.

Flynn’s eyes danced from the mark’s lips to Gladys’s and back again, as he tracked the conversation. It was rigid–a staccato of platitudes and idle smalltalk. The man eyeballed Gladys’s modest frame, before looking about the room at other women. The girl was drowning.

Flynn watched her lips move. She’d resorted to babbling. Deadly mistake.

"Do... do you have a wife at home, sir?" Gladys asked, her voice cracking.

The man froze, his face souring. The mention of home was a bucket of cold water on a fire that hadn't even started. He made to turn away, his hand tightening on his ale. Gladys looked across the room, her eyes wide and desperate, searching for Flynn.

Flynn didn't move. He didn't blink. He simply made a sharp, downward gesture with his fingers. Touch him.

Panic took hold of Gladys. As the man stepped past her, she lunged out and grabbed him—not by the arm, but firmly by the crotch.

The man’s face went from pallid to a shade of crimson that rivaled Gladys's hair. He stopped dead, his breath hitching in a strangled gasp. He didn't move away. He couldn't.

Flynn let out a slow, silent grin behind the embers of his cheroot. The man was hooked. Gladys, realizing she had found the only anchor that worked, whispered something in the man’s ear and began to escort him toward the door.

As they passed the shadows, Gladys glanced back. Flynn raised his gin glass in a silent, mocking toast. The gamble was on.
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