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Book One: The Harker Affair







“ A man can’t build a future out of stolen iron. "











  
  
The Engineer from Nowhere




Hell’s Kitchen, New York City, Early 20 th Century

Jack Billings was born into destitution and hate. His mother hated her life and hated her husband who had left her with child. And yes, she hated the child as well. She used to say the city made men the way foundries made steel, too hot, too fast, and full of cracks. She’d said it once, years ago, before the drink took hold. Before the young gangster, Jack, watched her die from a heart attack, without raising a finger to help.

“Better off out of this world, Ma,” he said when the coroner’s men took the body.

Jack learned that to survive in Hell’s Kitchen, you must take what was offered and what was not offered. They didn’t call it stealing, it was the opportunity to realign ownership. And to enforce that new ownership, fear was King in Hell’s Kitchen.

The Victorian notion that boys will be boys was never borne out in Hell’s Kitchen. Here men were created at an early age. If you were not looking after yourself and your family by the time a boy was ten years of age then Hell’s Kitchen made you a victim and that was your lot in life, fixed forever in your mind and you would never shake that belief.

The boy stood just four feet nothing in his dirty bare feet, but it was four feet nothing of pure defiance. Three elder boys all a good foot taller than the boy were doing their best to grab the small amount of money the boy clutched in his right hand. The same hand he was using to great effect as a weighted fist to slash out at the elder boys. The sharks were circling, determined on their course of action, their piece of the action, and the smaller boy knew it because he was weakening, even though he was giving these particular human sharks a lot of trouble for a few cents.

The few cents in question had been given to the boy by his sickly mother, sickly in that she craved another glass of booze, any booze, and the boy was on a determined errand to fulfil his mother’s ambition.

The boy had no father, all he had was his mother. No one to help him, no one to care, no one to even acknowledge his existence. But the boy had a few cents, his mother’s few cents, and those few cents would remain in his family, no matter what.

No words were spoken in this tableau, the same tableau that was played out over many times in as many days that were left in the short time span Hell’s Kitchen existed. But while it existed and boys like these in our tableau existed, then this scenario would be played out for any who cared to watch.

It was lucky, some say unlucky, for the smaller boy that someone had paid attention to his desperate desire to hang onto the few cents because as the sharks were seemingly getting braver and the upper hand, fate stepped in and a taller boy, a boy well on his way to being a teenager, if he survived, stepped in and with a kick, slap and another hefty kick he vanquished the sharks who fled the scene empty handed.

The small boy looked up in wonder and his tall hero and smiled. His smile quickly turned to despondency when the tall boy used the universal greeting of Hell’s Kitchen and held his hand out to the smaller boy.

“Don’t make me take it,” is all the older boy said.

The smaller boy knew he was bested and beaten, and he meekly handed over the money, head down in the universal sign of the vanquished.

“Hardly worth the trouble, but it helps.”

The smaller boy looked up.

“A piece of advice, boy. Get one of these and don’t be afraid to use it.” The tall boy was holding a gleaming blade, a shiv, a knife to you and me. A stiletto to be accurate, a weapon of power to the feral inhabitants of the kitchen.

The taller boy winked at his assailed victim, turned, and walked away.

The boy learned a lesson that day. To beat them at their own game, you need power in your hands, and you need to be clever, cunning, and of course ruthless. And it helps to make sure you have an alias on hand. Jack chose his wisely, he thought. William Harker sounded mean of mind and mean of heart and that would be his alias, his way to shirk responsibility.

By twenty, Jack had already lived through more winters than he cared to count. He’d grown up on a street, where the air smelt of coal dust and whiskey, and the Hudson lay just beyond the tenements, glinting like a blade. Every man in his building worked the docks or stole from them. The women washed, mended, and prayed in equal measure. And every night, the gangs went to war over crates, corners, and pride.

Jack wasn’t much of a fighter, but he was quick. He ran errands for the DeLuca crew, delivering messages, collecting small debts, sometimes carrying something that clinked in brown paper. He learned when to keep his mouth shut and when to smile. The trick, he’d discovered, was to look like you belonged to everyone and no one at once.

But what really set him apart was the way he watched the yards.

The White Star Line’s New York piers were the only clean things he’d ever seen, whitewashed sheds, tall cranes, ships so vast they blotted out the sun. He’d stand by the rail fence and watch the men fit cables and rivets, the air full of steam and shouts, and think it was the closest thing to heaven the city would ever build.

One foreman, an Englishman with a red face and a voice like a foghorn, caught him staring one afternoon.“You, boy,” the man barked. “You planning to work or pray?”

“Whichever pays better,” Jack said, and the man laughed.

By week’s end, he had his first steady job, sweeping floors in the repair shed. He learned fast. Within a month he could read the yard’s blueprints upside down. Within six, he was working the hoists, then the rivet guns. The other men said he had a head like an engineer, though the accent of a street rat.

When the whistle blew at night, Jack would walk alongside the river until the steam cleared from his lungs. Sometimes he passed the DeLuca boys drinking outside Salvatore’s, their laughter rough as gravel. They’d call out, “Hey, Jackie! You forgot where you come from?”

He hadn’t. He just didn’t plan on dying there.


      [image: ]It was in the spring when everything began to slide.

A cargo shipment vanished from the pier, two crates of copper wire bound for Liverpool. The boss blamed the unions, the unions blamed the Irish, and the Irish blamed everyone. Jack didn’t ask questions, but he heard whispers that the DeLuca gang had moved the goods upriver for resale.

That night, Rocco DeLuca himself came looking for him.

“Jackie,” Rocco said, draping a heavy arm across his shoulders. “You’re a clever lad. You know these ships, these men. We could use someone like you keeping an eye on the docks. Making sure the right crates go missing, the right ones don’t.”

Jack stared at the man’s diamond ring, bright as a bullet. “You want me to steal for you.”

“Not steal,” Rocco said with a smile. “Rearrange ownership. Everyone does it.”

“I’ve got a job,” Jack said.

“You’ve got a broom,” Rocco corrected. “I’m offering you a future.”

Jack looked away, toward the lights of a ship moored out on the black water, her funnels rising like towers against the dusk.

“I’ll think on it,” he said.

“Don’t think too long,” Rocco said. “Some offers rust.”


      [image: ]Two nights later, a fight broke out in the yards. Jack had stayed late, helping a fitter repair a boiler when he heard shouting by the warehouse. By the time he got there, three men were down, one of them bleeding badly from a knife wound. The others melted into the dark. Jack dropped to his knees beside the body and recognised him, Tommy DeLuca, Rocco’s youngest brother.

“Christ,” Jack whispered. “Who did this?”

Tommy’s lips moved, blood bubbling between his teeth. “You,” he managed to rasp. Then his eyes went flat.

Jack froze. Footsteps echoed down the pier, the watchmen, the police, someone. In the lamplight he saw the knife lying beside the corpse, its handle slick. He wiped his hands on his shirt and ran.

By morning, his name was being shouted from every street corner.

The police came first, then the gang. He hid in a warehouse by the docks, crouched behind crates of rope and drums of oil, listening to the city hunt him. The sun rose and fell, and when he finally dared to move, the only path left was the river.


      [image: ]At dawn, he slipped into the shipyard and found a freighter being loaded for Liverpool, the Ocean Monarch. He knew the quartermaster from the repair shed, a thick-necked man who owed him a favour.

“You didn’t see me,” Jack said, slipping two silver dollars into the man’s palm.

The quartermaster’s eyes flicked to the police patrol passing the gate, then back to Jack. “You’re a fool, boy. But a brave one. Down the hold. Don’t come out till we’re past the Narrows.”

Jack climbed aboard, the salt air cutting sharp in his lungs. As the ship pulled from the pier, he stood in the shadow of a lifeboat and watched the skyline sink behind him, the smokestacks, the spires, the cramped streets of Hell’s Kitchen fading into the haze.

He should have felt free. Instead, he felt hollow.

He whispered to the wind, “Jack Billings is gone.”

But even as he said it, he knew the city never let go. It just waited.


      [image: ]Three days into the voyage, a storm struck. The sea heaved and groaned, and Jack, crouched among the cargo, thought of the iron hulls he’d helped patch, the rivets hammered into place by men who swore each ship would last forever.

He smiled grimly. Nothing man-made lasted forever.

When the storm cleared, he climbed on deck at dawn. The horizon was clean and cold, the water turned to silver beneath a pale sky. Ahead lay Liverpool, a new world with old dangers.

He squared his shoulders, breathed the salt air, and said to himself, “Let’s see what an engineer from nowhere can build.”

The ship rolled on, eastward into the light.








  
  
Smoke and Steel




Liverpool, 1904 

The smell of the Mersey hit Jack before he even saw it, a bitter mixture of coal smoke, wet rope and the metallic tang of rust that seemed to sit on the tongue. The river was wide and slow, a sluggish mirror of grey sky. Docks stretched as far as the eye could see, cranes like iron gallows, warehouses stacked high as tenement blocks.

Liverpool was what Hell’s Kitchen wanted to be: dirtier, louder, richer. Every man here seemed to carry a ledger or a bruised ego. Ships came and went with the tide, carrying goods and stories Jack had never dreamed of. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t running; he was adrift.


      [image: ]He found work within a week. The shipyards never asked many questions of men with calloused hands and a head for machinery. The Ocean Monarch’s first mate vouched for him, “Billings, good with engines, quiet, don’t drink much.” It was enough.

He joined the night shift at the Langford Foundry, one of the smaller works subcontracted by Harland & Wolff. They poured steel for hull plates, fittings, and rivets bound north to Belfast. The place ran like a living creature, the hiss of furnaces, the clank of chains, the hammering of molten metal into shape.

Jack worked like a man trying to forget. Sweat poured down his neck, and sparks stung his arms like bees, but he relished the order of it. Steel didn’t lie. Heat it, hammer it, cool it, you got exactly what you made.

Men came and went around him: Irish, Scots, Cockneys, a few quiet Welshmen who sang when the smoke grew thick. They called him “Yank” and laughed at his accent. But they respected his pace and his silence.

By the end of the first year, he’d been promoted to line inspector, a position of modest trust, but trust all the same. He made enough to rent a room over a pub on Dale Street, where the floorboards groaned like ships at anchor. He ate hot meals, learned to like tea, and stopped looking over his shoulder every time a policeman passed.


      [image: ]Sometimes, though, the old life surfaced. He’d wake in the night with the sound of gulls screaming in his head, mistaking them for sirens. Or he’d catch sight of a dockworker with a broken nose and crooked grin and think, for a heartbeat, that he’d seen one of the DeLuca boys.

He took to keeping a small notebook in his coat pocket. In it, he sketched designs, an improved winch gear, a faster pulley, a safer lifting frame. He wasn’t much of an artist, but he was good with ratios and instinct. He started leaving the book on the supervisor’s desk at the end of shift, unsigned.

Two weeks later, the supervisor summoned him.

“You the lad leaving drawings in my tray?” the man asked, tapping the notebook with a stubby finger.

Jack hesitated, then nodded.

“You’ve got a head for engineering, Billings. We’re short on decent men who can read a plan. Ever thought of going north?”
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