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Ross pulled on the reins to stop the black stallion, and the leather tightened around his hands. He wrapped his leg around the saddle horn, needing a few minutes to think about his life-changing decision. He’d asked himself more than once: Am I ready?

He hadn’t decided.

Traces of a cloudless azure sky smiled on the lush valley below. Sunlight glistened on the morning dew that clung to the vast expanse of emerald green lawn. He breathed in the fresh, clean air, noting the difference from the salty scent he breathed in at sea. The breeze caught the full sleeves of his white cambric shirt, causing them to billow out like the sails of a ship. 

Visiting this side of the Charles River was unusual. He’d enjoyed the past month ashore, working with the crew doing maintenance on the Winds and traveling to Manhattan to witness the launch of a steamship, but the next time he set sail... 

He recalled a conversation with his best friend a few years ago. Cade had worked hard to become the captain of the Spirit of the Winds. For him, it had been a dream come true. Ross didn’t have Cade’s insatiable drive to command a ship. Ross had been happy for his friend, but he’d been content being Cade’s first mate.

These plans had been in the works for the past two years, so why was he questioning them now? He had the skills, the knowledge, and the crew’s respect to take command. He’d commanded the Winds in Cade’s absence. The cold, hard reality was he’d be the one in charge. He’d be responsible for the ship and the crew, not just temporarily in charge as the first mate. 

Although he loved the sea, he hadn’t wanted to become a whaler like his father and brother. When Ross was fourteen, he’d walked onto the Lani, the barquentine commanded by Captain William Leighton, and announced he wanted to become a sailor. He was a year older than Cade, who had been standing next to his father. That was the start of their friendship, and they’d shared good times and bad. 

He’d always been in Cade’s shadow, but it had been Ross’s choice. Was this why he was now doubting himself? Was he afraid he wouldn’t be as good a captain as Cadell Leighton? Merchants and other captains had bet against Cade when he’d launched the Spirit of the Winds, a new type of sailing clipper that promised to deliver cargo in record time. 

He’d proven them wrong, and Leighton Shipping had grown over the past six years, quickly moving cargo as promised. Now, they were expanding their fleet with an experimental concept—for the Leightons. The company was counting on him to make it a success. 

Again, he asked himself if he was ready to take on this responsibility. 

Tired of standing in one place, the horse shifted his powerful back legs. Ross unhooked his leg and ran his hand down the length of the horse’s long, silky mane. “Okay, Shadow, I know you want to get home.”

Lucifer, Cade’s prize stallion, had sired Shadow. Ross chuckled to himself. Your best friend trusted you with Lucifer’s son, so he must have confidence in your ability to captain Leighton Shipping’s newest ship.

He traveled a little farther and turned onto the brick road lined with thick poplar trees that led to the main house. The trees heralded the red-brick edifice’s beauty like trumpeters announcing a dignitary’s arrival at a ball. Cade’s mother-in-law, Elizabeth, had originally owned the estate, but she’d turned it over to Cade and Katherine to accommodate their growing family. Elizabeth now lived with her husband, Ian, who was also Cadell’s uncle, in a townhouse in Beacon Hill, an affluent section of Boston.

The stables were behind the main house, so Ross guided the horse to the right. The graceful arched opening of the carriage house and stable offered a pleasing contrast to the stately mansion.

The head groom, Fritz Flach, came out with a pitchfork in hand. He and his wife, Ingrid, the estate’s cook, lived in the carriage house. His strapping German frame was covered in a faded but spotless blue nankeen shirt and heavy black trousers. Wet hay and mud coated his brown boots.

Time and life’s labors had left his facial features craggy. Receding, clipped-short gray hair framed his round head, which he always kept covered with a soft, peaked cap. Bushy white brows accentuated shining blue eyes. A white handlebar mustache tipped the corners of his straight mouth.

The horse whinnied in recognition. Fritz held the leather reins to steady the horse, allowing Russ to dismount.

“Guten morgen, Ross.”

“Morning, Fritz. Do I dare enter through the servants’ entrance?”

“I’d go through the front. Ingrid and her helpers are preparing for William’s sixth birthday party this afternoon, so things are a little more hectic than usual.”

“Front entrance it is. I’ll remember to wipe my feet,” he kidded. 

He’d been so caught up in his pity party that he’d forgotten they'd be celebrating his godson’s birthday this afternoon. He hoped his gift was delivered yesterday as promised.

He followed the brick walk that was bordered by hearty purple crocus, yellow daffodils, and lush green bushes that had survived the colder-than-usual winter. 

Before he could reach for the brass doorknocker, the door was opened by Ian Leighton, Cade’s uncle and one of the owners of Leighton Shipping. He had ash-white hair, striking facial features, and a black patch over his right eye. When he was younger, he’d barely survived a ship’s fire. As a well-to-do merchant, Ian was a highly respected member of the ton and took pride in always wearing a frock coat with a cravat. Seeing him casually dressed in a nickel-gray brocade waistcoat over a lighter shirt with an open white collar was unusual. 

Technically, Ian was one of Ross’s bosses, but Ross felt comfortable enough with their friendship to ask, “Have you been demoted to the doorman, sir?” 

“That would come with much less responsibility. No, I saw you riding toward the stable.” He stepped back, keeping a firm grip on his onyx walking stick. ”Come in. Fair warning: The natives are restless.” 

“Natives, sir?”

“Katherine, my dear wife, Elizabeth, and Lani, Cade’s mother, decided to invite ten children here this afternoon to celebrate William’s birthday. Add to the mix a three-year-old who thinks it’s her birthday too.”

Now, Ross was really confused. “They’re going to let ten children run loose around the house?”

This estate was a showplace. A graceful spiral staircase graced the spacious entranceway. A shell-arched transom let in the morning light, as did the diamond-paned windows on either side of the wide doorway. Dove-gray and white neoclassical paper covered the walls, complementing the carved pilasters and arched portals to the parlor and drawing rooms he’d visited with the family. 

Ian tossed his head back and laughed. “No, the party will be held outside, adjacent to the boxwood garden. As you know, Cadell was raised on an island in the South Pacific. After dinner one evening, Lani and Cadell talked about the games the children played on Upolu, and the idea grew from there.”

“The one I heard was that Cadell spent a week on an island when he was ten years old, was almost eaten by a wild boar, and almost drowned diving for black pearls.”

“Nothing so drastic. In addition to a few games, they’ll offer pony rides for the children. The parents have also been invited.” Ian swept a hand toward the staircase. “We’re meeting upstairs in Cadell’s office. Excuse me. I’ll be with you shortly.” 

Ross put his hand on the newel post but turned when a sweet voice yelled, “Uncle Ross.” His name echoed off the high ceiling. 

Three-and-a-half-year-old Katherine Leighton was sliding on the beeswax-polished floor in her white stockings. The full skirt of her pinafore-covered dress flared like a bird in flight, showing off her white bloomers. She’d inherited her mother’s dark brown hair, currently gathered in two braids secured with large white bows, but she had her father’s dark eyes. She’d also inherited her mother’s sense of adventure. Chocolate and raspberry stains splattered the white pinafore. 

He opened his arms and caught her before she could slide past him. She threw her arms around his neck, and he swung her around. “I never expected to find a bird more beautiful than a peacock!”

“Oh, Uncle Ross, you are so funny. I’m not a bird. Are you here for the birthday party?”

He set her down, and she spun around like a top, making her braids flare out. “Yes, but I’m meeting with your father and grandfather about their new ship.”

She continued to spin. One of the bows took flight. “I’m going to captain my own ship someday, just like Mama. She said I can be anything I want to be.”

Ross didn’t want to think about the time the little girl’s mother had captained the Spirit of the Winds. Katherine Leighton had free-thinking ideas that sometimes got her into trouble. Cadell had plenty of experience getting his wife out of said trouble and should be able to curtail his daughter’s adventurous side. 

“There you are, you little scamp!”

Ross looked up to see the little girl’s mother making her way slowly down the stairs, keeping a firm hold on the balustrade. Katherine’s high-waisted light blue day dress didn’t hide her pregnancy. Baby number three was due to arrive in two months. Her dark brown hair had been gathered in a Gibson style with a rosebud center. A few ringlets rested on her forehead. She was quite beautiful. 

One might imagine motherhood would dampen her sense of adventure, but she and their children sailed a few times a year with Cade. They’d never engaged a nanny to care for their children. 

She stood back and shook her head, pursing her lips at the red and brown splotches on her daughter’s pinafore. “I’m not even going to ask if you were in the kitchen begging Tante Ingrid for treats.”

It always amazed him that Katherine referred to the cook as her aunt in German. She also referred to Fritz as her uncle. He’d learned the couple had had a great deal of influence on Katherine’s growing-up years. 

The little girl lowered her head and swung her shoulders back and forth. “I was bad. Tante told me not to touch the raspberry tarts or the chocolate. I ate two cookies and stuck my finger in the chocolate cream that was cooling in a bowl on the table.”

The mischievous child raised her head and sniffed while tears began to run down her soft pink cheeks. “I’m sorry, Mama. Can I still come to the birthday party?”

He might have been a hardened sailor, but his heart turned to mush when he saw the tears. He’d never been fortunate enough to raise a young family. Don’t go there. 

“Thank you for telling me the truth.” Katherine kissed her daughter on the top of her head. “You can still attend, but first, you’ll go into the kitchen and apologize to Tante Ingrid. Then, you’ll go to your bedroom and sit in your quiet chair until I come to get you in a little while. It’s for your own good. You need to learn to obey when you’re told not to do something. Suppose the cookies or the pudding were hot? You could have burned your tongue.”

“But I didn’t, Mama.” She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. “See? It works fine.”

Ross looked away and rolled his lips so he wouldn’t laugh at her sweet antics. He picked up the bow and handed it to Katherine. “She lost it when she was spinning around.”

The twinkle in her mother’s eyes said she was a victim of her little girl’s charm. “Now, run along. I’ll see you in a little while so you can put on your party dress, and I’ll fix your hair.”

Ross watched the little girl run and slide down the long hall toward the kitchen at the other end of the house. “You’re going to make a three-year-old sit in a quiet chair? Isn’t that being mean?”

“She’s three and a half and very smart. It’s a rocking chair that Paw Paw, the carpenter’s mate on the Spirit of the Winds, made for her, and Tante Ingrid made a soft pillow for her to sit on. It also faces one of the big windows in her bedroom so she can look outside. She’s a combination of me and her father. Growing up, we both broke the rules. Maybe if we start teaching her at an early age, she’ll think twice about the consequences.”

Ross laughed out loud. “I don’t have to elaborate on certain ‘consequences’ we endured during the maiden voyage of the Spirit of the Winds or some of the things Cade did to earn him the punishment of holystoning a deck. Katherine, don’t take offense, but I don’t think your daughter will think about her time in her quiet chair when she debates breaking the rules when she gets older. She’s too much like you and Cadell, and so is William.”

“I agree, but his wild streak is slightly tamer than his sister’s.” Katherine ran a hand over her stomach. “Baby number three will be the same. You’ll be very proud of your godson. Last year, when you were in the South Pacific, William announced he wanted to read, so we engaged a tutor. The tutor said he’s very bright with his numbers, and William enjoys stories about Galileo.”

“That, I knew. Was the telescope delivered yesterday? It was specially made in England and was part of Captain Green’s cargo.”

“It was, and you can give it to the birthday boy this afternoon. He’ll be thrilled since he enjoys studying the stars so much.” Katherine rested the tips of her fingers on his arm. “Ross, we’ve been through a lot together and have always been able to confide in each other. Are you ready to take command of the new ship?”

Katherine Leighton knew him too well. They were the best of friends—no, more like family—and lying wasn’t an option. He expelled a heavy sigh. “That’s a question I’ve been asking myself.”

Katherine paled slightly and put a hand to her throat. “I’m truly surprised by what you just said. You’re as skilled a captain as Cadell. You’ve sailed around the Horn many times and guided the ship through terrible storms at sea. The crew respects you, and you’ve never lost a man or a ship under your command.” 

“The captain did all the decision-making, not the first mate.” He paused and presented his problem in a different way. “I’m sailing to England and will see the ship for the first time. She doesn’t know me, and I don’t know her, except for the plans I’ve studied over the past year. Some of the crew sailed on the Winds, but the others have never sailed with me. Parker Mitchell will be my first mate, but I’ve got to find a skilled second mate. I’ll have to deal with passengers, and I’ve never considered myself sociable.” 

“What about—” 

He raised a hand to cut her off. “Don’t even suggest my son. He’s not ready to take a position of command. Henry is a very skilled seaman and sometimes acts without thinking. Sailors would be very reluctant to take orders from a seventeen-year-old.” 

Katherine gave him an understanding smile. “You have every right to be apprehensive. Think of it this way: The Seas is a lady you’ve just met and must get to know. She’s newly built and will try your patience. You won’t always agree. You have no idea how she’ll react in an unexpected squall or fierce storm. You were with Cade when he took command of the Winds. He had to get a feel for her and learn how much punishment she could withstand from the winds and the sea. You will too. Together, you’ll be an invincible team.”

“I never thought of it that way. I’ll have to give her a name that’s special to me.”

“That’s a wonderful idea. Ross, you’ll be a great captain. They’re waiting for you.”
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“I wish I had your confidence,” he muttered, walking up the steps. Having been to Cade’s office many times, he turned to the left. An Aubusson carpet runner ran the length of the cherrywood floor. He could hear the men’s voices and paused in front of the open door. The earthy, woody scent of Cuban cigars was prominent. 

The office had once belonged to Arthur Jameson, Katherine’s late father, a well-respected merchant and sea captain. The red velvet drapes over the three windows had been drawn open to let in the sunlight. Walnut wainscoting covered the bottom half of the walls with rich burgundy paper on the top half. Gilt-framed paintings created by Katherine, of barques subject to the various moods of the sea, adorned the walls. A leather couch faced a delft blue and white tile-framed hearth. On the wall above the mantel, made from a wind-swept ship’s mast, was a weathered ship’s wheel from the last ship her father had commanded. 

Cadell and his father leaned over a long cherrywood table, studying a large piece of parchment that Ross recognized as the plan for the SS Spirit of the Seas. Why were they studying the plan now when the ship had already been built? He might not have seen or stepped foot on her deck, but he was familiar with the ship’s layout. 

The wheelhouse was located on the hurricane deck, the roof of the long deckhouse that ran the length of the ship. Managing the spars and sails from different decks along the vessel would be challenging. The foremast sails would be handled from the forecastle deck, the mainmast from the upper, and the mizzen from the quarterdeck. The saloon and staterooms were on the main deck, below the hurricane deck. The galley and pantry were forward. The cargo and crew quarters were below the main deck. Below that was the orlop deck, where fifteen hundred tons of coal were stowed. He also memorized the location of the lifeboats. 

This was all well and good, but he wouldn’t be satisfied until he walked up the gangplank. 

He recalled what Katherine had said—his ship would be like a new woman he’d been introduced to, but he would hold back from giving her a name until he got the “feel” of her. 

Cade, who was half Polynesian, had thick, blue-black hair that swept his wide forehead and was tied with leather at the base of his neck. He wore a white cambric shirt and black trousers, the same attire he preferred on the ship. 

Like his Uncle Ian and father, he was well respected in Boston’s aristocracy, but he never forgot who he was—a ship captain. He never asked his crew to do something he hadn’t done and didn’t hesitate to go aloft if there was a problem. 

Having learned the art of sailing under his father’s tutelage, he had to work much harder to earn the respect of his fellow seamen. Ross had the greatest respect for his best friend and captain.

William Leighton was also a formidable captain and well-respected. He was an older version of his friend, with tanned skin from spending hours on his ship. His salt-and-pepper hair was trimmed short. He’d added a wine and black tweed waistcoat over his lighter gray shirt. Glasses, with thin gold frames, balanced on his nose.

Since becoming a grandfather, he spent more time in America than on the Island of Upolu in the South Pacific, where his wife was the chief’s daughter. Cadell was next in line to assume the position of chieftain, but he’d never give up his life as a ship’s captain.

“Good morning,” he greeted, walking into the room.

“Here’s our new captain,” Cade announced, stepping away from the table.

At that moment, Ian chose to join them, followed by a serving maid carrying a silver tray. A white apron covered the bottom half of her black dress, and the small white ruffles of her mobcap haloed her dark brown hair. Atop her tray was a plate of German butter scones, four china cups, and a silver coffee urn. She set it on the end of the table.

“Mr. Leighton, would you like me to pour?” 

As there were three Mr. Leightons in the room, she directed the question to Ian.

“Thank you, Helen. We’ll help ourselves. Give us about an hour.”

“Very good.” She gave him a brief curtsy and walked out. 

Ian sat at the head of the table and poured coffee into each cup. “I thought we could use a break.”

William and Cade sat opposite Ross and helped themselves to the scones and orange marmalade in a fluted silver compote. 

Hand-painted tiny roses decorated delicate china cups and plates. Silver tongs were provided to pick up the lumps of sugar. The corners of the Irish linen napkins were embroidered with the letter L. 

All this fancy stuff wasn’t Ross. He was the rough among the affluent gentry. His father had been a whaler, and his mother had taken in laundry to make extra money. Your in-laws never let you forget you were beneath their daughter’s privileged status. 

Stop! Your friends weren’t born with silver spoons in their mouths. They’ve worked hard to get where they are today. 

He added two lumps of sugar and took his first sip of coffee, enjoying its unique, naturally nutty flavor. The coffee came from a plantation in Costa Rica whose owner was one of their biggest merchants. Ingrid’s scones were warm and quite delicious. Not having eaten breakfast, he had two with marmalade.

While eating, he glanced at the piece of parchment nearby and recognized it as the list of cargo they would transport. 

He admired the unique way the Chinese loaded cargo. Crates and barrels were arranged in strategic order to make use of every available inch of space. It made for better efficiency in carrying and doubling the capacity of the hold. The Seas was larger than the Winds, but that didn’t mean they could manage that much more cargo. The additional space would be taken up by the steam engine and 15,000 tons of coal.

“We’re anxious to hear how you enjoyed your visit to Manhattan to see a working steam engine and attend the launch of Adriatic,” William said to Ross.

“The trip was well worth the visit, and I learned a great deal about the steam engine that will power the SS Spirit of the Seas, but it was more than I expected. Are you aware of the embarrassing incident when Adriatic launched? The scuttlebutt should have reached the Merchants and Shipping Exchange, since you’re one of the major partners.” Was seeing the ship launch go wrong influencing his apprehension?

Ian shook his head, and so did his brother. “Please enlighten us.” 

“I met with the Steers brothers, who designed Adriatic for the Collins Line at their shipyard in Manhattan. George Steers is very skilled and was foreman of the team that built Atlantic, another ship in the Collins Line.”

“He’s the one I reached out to to arrange for you to view the Adriatic’s launch,” Ian said. 

“George spoke highly of you. Edward Collins, owner of the Collins Line, chartered a ferry for the 200 guests watching the launch on the East River.” Ross repeated the incident from memory, still not believing what he’d witnessed. “When it launched, Adriatic didn’t come to a rest in the river as planned, despite two anchors being dropped. It ended up crushing part of the wharf on the Williamsburg side of the river before coming to a stop.”

“Talk about embarrassing,” Cadell said. “Collins must have been very upset.”

“He immediately withdrew himself from the crowd, and that’s the last I saw of him.”

“I would have disappeared too,” William said with a little chuckle.

“A tug had to extricate her from the wreckage of the wharf.”

“I hate to say it, but that ship was a Jonah. When Adriatic left on her maiden voyage, she collided with one of the three tugs assisting her, the Collins Line steamer Atlantic, and the dock she had just left.”

“The captain certainly didn’t know what he was doing. The crews weren’t trained properly either,” William remarked.

“George Steers told me in a letter that she could reach a speed of eighteen knots, and he expected her to sail to Liverpool in nine days,” Ross added. 

“Not that I don’t love the Winds, but the age of sail is being challenged,” Cade added. “Despite her launch problems, Adriatic proves steam power is the way to go.”

“That’s why we must keep up with all the latest upgrades in ships. Others have two or three stacks and larger engines, but we’re starting slowly.” William shifted to look directly at Ross. “The steam-powered propeller puts a lot of stress on the rear of the ship. That’s why she’s made of iron.” 

“That’s probably what contributed to the accident when Adriatic launched,” Ross decided.

“Did you assess the propeller and shaft that propel the ship?” Ian continued.

George took me to the engine room, which he referred to as the area where the engine is located. He explained the screw propulsion system and the gauges that monitor the steam levels. When the crew signs on to the Seas, they’ll be told that their additional duties include shoveling coal. Having a wheelhouse is a great addition. The helmsman will be protected from the elements, especially during storms. He’ll be responsible for monitoring the gauges, but one of the crew members will be with him when we utilize the engine power. I plan to use sail power at sea. That will also save on the use of coal. Speaking of coal, do I need to arrange a delivery when I arrive in Liverpool?”

“No. I’ve arranged for a shipment of coal to be delivered to the Seas,” Ian answered. “Ever since the Wigan coalpits in Lancashire opened to Liverpool's trade, it has made it easier for steam-powered ships to obtain fuel. You’ll find all the correspondence in your packet, along with the maps and charts you’ll need for the voyage.”

“You’ve thought of everything and have answered some of the questions I planned to ask.”

“Did you think we were going to send you off wearing a blindfold?” Cadell teased. Parker is in Liverpool now, searching for your crew.” 

“Roscoe Brunel will be the chief helmsman,” William Leighton told Ross. “He’s the nephew of Isambard Brunel, who designed the ship and engine. He’s familiar with the screw propeller engine on iron steamships. He’s capable of training crewmen on the basic fundamentals of working a steam engine. You’ll also have a journeyman engineer. The ship was built and launched from the Albert Dock, but is berthed at the Princes Dock on the River Mersey.” 

He was becoming comfortable as he learned about the arrangements that had been made, but his unease returned when he thought about something they hadn’t mentioned. He shifted in his seat. “I’m well-learned in handling a sailing ship and directing men in the harshest conditions. Now I’ve got to deal with a new ship and an unfamiliar engine. What about a sea trial?”

Cade shook his head. “Sorry, Ross. You and I had the opportunity to put the Winds through a short sea trial, but not this time. The hull is iron, so you won’t have to worry about leaks. Once your cargo is secured and your passengers have arrived, you’ll sail out of Liverpool for her maiden voyage.” 

There was much more to consider when testing a new ship, but he’d discuss his concerns privately with Cade. If everything went as planned, all he’d have to worry about was making sure everyone did their job. Now more than ever, he’d have to select the best second mate. As the first mate on the Winds, he’d been responsible for repairs, setting everyone’s daily work, taking his own observations, and keeping the ship's log. He’d also commanded the port watch. The new second mate would command the starboard watch and lead the men in their work. 

He picked up the piece of parchment listing the cargo. They’d be transporting cotton, furniture, sugar, grain, shoes, wine, saltpeter, gunpowder, rifles, and pistols. 

Since Ian Leighton oversaw the warehouses and Leighton Shipping office in Boston, he directed his next question to him. 

“We’re shipping rifles and pistols made by Holland & Holland. That has to be a first.”

“As you’re very much aware, we’ve worked hard to achieve a solid reputation for delivering our cargo in record time. Cargo space on the Seas is limited, and we must calculate the cost of coal, which reduces our profits. We’ve had to select the most profitable cargo. The London-based gunmaker is eager to get his rifles to America and is paying double the shipping fees. He’s giving us a trial run, and if it goes well, it could mean a sizable and very profitable contract for us.”

“Just make sure you don’t put the weapons near the gunpowder,” Cade said, raising a brow.

“I’ll make sure they’re kept separate. Hopefully, we won’t get struck by lightning.” 

Ross was aware of the damage a wayward spark could cause, including the potential to ignite a fire that could destroy the ship. They diligently kept the screens inside the Charley Noble in the kitchen free of burning embers. As a lad, he’d objected to climbing into the stovepipes, but the cook on the Winds had stressed the importance of keeping them clean. A single spark could escape and ignite the sails. Now, he’d be carrying coal and gunpowder, double the amount of fuel for a fire. 

“There’s something else we need to discuss. For the first time, we’ll be carrying passengers. We can accommodate thirty, but four will be on the maiden voyage.” William looked directly at Ian and then Cadell. “I’m aware we must grow to stay alive in today’s shipping market, but I’m old-school. Besides my wife, Lani, I’ve never had to deal with pampering guests.”

Ross agreed with William but remained silent.

“That’s why I’ve retained the services of a steward to oversee the passengers and their needs. Arthur Davies is a refined gentleman who worked for the Swallowtail Line out of Liverpool, specifically on York. The packet ship sailed from New York to Liverpool twice a month. The schedules began to vary due to weather and other conditions, and as he’s a man of punctuality, he became frustrated. Out of respect for the present owners, he didn’t elaborate on the other conditions. He’ll oversee the pantry for the passengers and assist the chef in planning the meals and social activities. The cook will handle the crew’s meals, just as on the Winds, although the galley of the Seas is much larger. Arthur will secure a cook and a chef.” 

Ross had never sailed on a packet ship, so he was unfamiliar with the amenities offered. “You mentioned social activities. I hope you don’t expect me to interact with the passengers for fun and games.” 

Ian gave him an understanding smile. “That’s part of Arthur’s responsibilities. As you’ve seen on the plans, there’s a saloon for passengers, as well as a library, reading room, and game room to keep them entertained. He’ll select appropriate books and procure a chess set, checkers, backgammon, and, of course, playing cards.”

“There are rules the crew must follow, especially when it comes to water usage,” Ross reminded them, needing to ensure that everything that was bothering him was addressed. 

“The responsibility of passenger usage will fall upon the steward,” Ian assured. “Having worked on a packet ship, he knows that careful water distribution is a priority. We’ve also increased the size of the freshwater tanks.”

Apparently, Ian had a great deal of faith in this steward, but Ross decided to withhold his judgment until he met the man. “Sailors are accustomed to eating salted beef, pork, and other foods, and drinking water that has been stored in wooden barrels in the hold,” Ross said. “They aren’t surprised when they find dead weevils or maggots in the oatmeal or porridge. Fresh vegetables and fruit are often in short supply.”

“You’re not taking into consideration that we’re counting on the voyage to be a lot swifter than a trip around the Horn,” Cade pointed out. “The voyage from Liverpool to Boston should take eight to ten days, weather permitting.” He chuckled lightly. “Think back to the last two trips around the Horn. We introduced Chin to vegetables and fruit in tin-lined iron cans. He raised his machete in protest but warmed to the idea when rations ran low. The food supply on the Seas will be plentiful. Now, all we have to do is go over your route.”

“Not quite,” Ian said. “We need to discuss something else first.” He reached for a piece of parchment from another stack on the table. “Yesterday, I was having lunch in the private dining room at the Merchants Exchange when Eben Fitch, the Boston postmaster, who also happens to be the editor of the Boston Courier, approached me with a very profitable opportunity for Leighton Shipping.” Ian paused to clear his throat and handed the parchment to William. “He proposed that the Seas carry mail from Liverpool to Boston.”

Ross had not seen this coming and thought, How about a little more pressure? But he chose to let the Leightons hash out the idea among themselves. 

William scowled as he read the proposal, then passed it to Cadell before asking in apparent protest, “I know you enjoy socializing with the cream of Boston society and hobnobbing with the politicians. Eben’s father is Alderman Morris Fitch, chairman of the Boston City Council. The postmaster appointment is a major venue for delivering patronage jobs to the political party that controls our local government.”

Ian stiffened his back, offended by his brother’s accusation. “I’m fully aware of how Eben Fitch got his position, and I have no intentions of running for office.” His usual formal voice went up an octave. “Do I agree with his politics or some of his editorials? No, but it’s to our advantage that we keep close ties with the decision-makers. They could blackball Leighton Shipping, and we’d be literally sunk in the water!” 

William’s cheeks turned red, and he argued louder than his brother. “Don’t expect me to bow down to their better-than-thou snobbery. You know how they looked down at my beautiful Lani, but she held her head high. We returned to America to be with our family and so I could continue to sail our ships with my son.”

A squall of tension enveloped the room. In all his time with the Leightons, Ross had never known Ian and William to argue so fiercely. Both men were correct, but he couldn’t take sides. He raised a brow at Cadell, indicating he needed to brave the fray.

Without saying anything, Cadell nodded and moved away from the table. He opened one of the glass-fronted doors to the cherry armoire and selected two small glasses and a crystal decanter containing Azorean brandy. The golden liquid was Ian’s favorite libation. Cade poured two glasses and set one in front of his father and the other in front of his uncle.

“Calm down,” Cade said. “I’m not taking sides or tolerating politics, but it’s to our advantage to be on the good side of our enemies. You forget that your wives, who happen to be my mother and mother-in-law—as well as my darling wife—are quite formidable. The ton knows they’ll suffer their wrath if they speak ill of the Leighton name.” He returned to his seat and refilled his coffee cup.

Ross held up his cup. “While you’re at it.” 

Ian took a few sips of his brandy and took a deep breath. “Sorry. Let’s start over.”

“I’m sorry too,” William said. “Are you really entertaining the idea of turning the SS Spirit of the Seas into a mail packet? Carrying passengers is one thing, but why would you entertain the idea of carrying the mail?”

Ross was glad he wasn’t the only one strongly questioning the crazy idea of carrying the mail. Knowing Cadell, he was of the same mind.

Ian finished his brandy. “You and Cadell oversee the operation of our ships, but the business end, which you both dislike, rests on my shoulders. I see this as a smart business opportunity. A steamship carrying mail, along with its arrival date, will be advertised in the Boston Courier. It will be free advertising for Leighton Shipping and the timely arrival of its cargo, as well as an incentive for passengers to travel on the Seas. People can pick up their mail at the post office or our steamship office.” 

Cade rolled the delicate china cup between his hands. “As you work closely with our competitors, especially the ships that come in and out of Boston Harbor, how many packets are delivering the mail to Boston from Liverpool?”

“Regularly, none,” Ian said. “Leighton Shipping is one of three lines being considered to take over the mail contract. The other lines are Blue Swallowtail and Red Star. The Blue Swallowtail packet line sails monthly from Richmond, Virginia, to New York. They’d like to expand, like Red Star.”

“What happened to the ships carrying the mail to Boston?” Ross asked.

“They were sailing ships. As you are aware, we’ve never advertised regular passages for our ships. You arrive at the port when you can. The Spirit of the Winds and our other barques depend on the trade winds. You depart when loaded and visit other ports to complete your cargo. Boston aims to establish a regular and timely route for transporting mail and newspapers.”

“If I understand you correctly, there might be situations where we won’t be able to maximize the cargo space in the hold?” Ross asked.

“That’s a possibility, but I’m banking on merchants using the Seas when they learn how quickly we can transport their cargo from port to port.”

“How much compensation are we looking at?” William asked Ian.

“The sum of $895,000 per annum. That’s for the current volume of mail they’ve been handling. Our compensation will increase by $85,000 if we maintain our regular delivery schedule.” 

“That’s a great deal of money. We can start building another ship with three stacks,” Cade said, before asking his uncle, “Who will keep count of the pieces of mail and packages?”

“The Boston postmaster and his clerks. Their counterpart in Liverpool will do the same thing.” Ian picked up the piece of parchment. “This is a generous offer, but I cannot make the decision alone. William, your thoughts?”

“I agree this would allow us to add to our fleet, but I’m not the captain.” He looked at his son. “Cadell?”

“I’ve heard some very unpleasant rumors that the wealthy merchant kings—Robert Minturn, Franklin Delano, and the Grinnell brothers in New York, who own the Blue Swallowtail Line—are profiting on the Irish immigrant trade due to the potato famine. That alone makes me want to prove Leighton Shipping has more integrity and can beat any of their ships. But I’m not the captain.” He shifted to face Ross. 

“We realize we’re asking a lot in addition to captaining a new ship. Getting the mail to Boston in a timely manner would add to the pressure. I was once in your shoes when everyone said I couldn’t deliver cargo in record time, so I understand your challenge.”

The unspoken weight of pressure settled heavily on Ross’s shoulders, and he suffered the intensity of the gaze from three formidable men, each eagerly awaiting his decision. He didn’t need the pressure of additional responsibility. “Am I to understand you’re leaving this decision up to me?”

“Along with our first steam-powered ship, handling the mail is another new venture,” William said. “Other, money-hungry owners wouldn’t give you a choice, but we respect you as the captain of the ship.” 

“So this would be a race between the Seas and the other two lines, Blue Swallowtail and Red Star, to see who can deliver the mail fastest?” Ross confirmed.

Ian shrugged a shoulder. “That’s what it comes down to. If you accept the challenge, you’ll go to the postmaster in Liverpool, who’ll give you a letter of intent. He’ll note the date of your departure. Upon your return, the letter must be turned over to the postmaster in Boston. He’ll be responsible for deciding whether to award us the contract.”
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Ross was about to speak his mind and would undoubtedly reignite the discord in the room. “I realize you stand to make a great deal of money if you’re awarded this contract, but as the captain, I refuse to pressure my men to take risks during storms we might encounter just to meet a schedule. I’m not unfamiliar with the Black Ball Line, which began scheduled trips between Britain and the United States. They were infamous for keeping to their disciplined schedules. The harsh treatment of the seamen earned the ships the nickname Blood Boats.” 

As the three remained silent, he continued, “Six of their ships disappeared, with all hands lost. The wrecks occurred from November to February, suggesting that the packet captains took significant risks, particularly during the treacherous winter crossings. I don’t have to tell you how much ice accumulates in Boston Harbor in the winter.”

“When have we ever put our crews at risk?” Cade challenged with the anger Ross had predicted.

This wouldn’t be a good time to remind Cade of his wife’s daring challenge, which had put their entire crew at risk so that he wouldn’t feel the hangman’s noose around his neck.

“I’m sorry for coming on so strongly,” Ross said, “but you’ve given me a great deal to consider—a race to win the contract to deliver the mail while also ensuring we safely transport weapons and gunpowder. I won’t commit until I’ve thought it through. Can you give me some time to think about this?”

“I must let the postmaster know our decision the day after tomorrow,” Ian said. “We have a little time before the birthday party, so let’s review your route. We’ve had to make a few changes.”

Ross hung his head, wishing his cup were filled with Azorean brandy.
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William rolled out another familiar piece of parchment, as Ross had studied the charts that Cadell kept in his quarters during their voyages. “This chart is current on the sailing conditions for major trade routes, as well as the probable winds and currents a ship might encounter in each part of the world.”

Cade reached for one of two books that Ross was familiar with, having watched his captain use them for reference during their voyages. “Matthew Maury, a former lieutenant in the United States Navy, compiled pertinent information about the winds, currents, and weather conditions from the logs of sea captains. This book is a year old.” 

He picked up another volume. “This publication, Abstract Log for the Use of American Navigators, distills the information from this other book. There are twelve blank pages in the back. As the captain, you’ll fill them out during your voyage, listing the weather, types of wind, current changes, and water temperature. This information will be sent to Maury, and he’ll file the information with all the other data he receives. These are a gift from your former captain.” Cade grinned. 

Ross ran the tips of his fingers over the rich leather cover. “Your gifts truly humble me. Thank you.”

“You’ll set sail on the Black Pearl, Captain Green’s barque, to Liverpool,” Ian said. In the last message I received, I learned that Mr. and Mrs. Joshua Bates will be joining you. They frequently sail to Liverpool to visit their children. He gave a gift of $50,000 to establish the library in Boston.” 

“Are they personal friends of yours?” Ross asked Ian.

“I’m on the library board of directors with him, and we socialize, but I don’t expect you to show favoritism.”

“From there, you’ll sail to Pontevedra, Spain, where you’ll pick up a large shipment of wine,” William said. “Two more passengers will join you. Miss Viviana Sanchez Garcia and her duenna, or companion. Her father raises prize bulls used in bullfighting in Madrid.”

Cade shifted in his chair, and Ross chuckled lightly, wondering if Cade was remembering when he was stabbed in the ass by a wayward bull while escaping the clutches of a Spanish woman.

“When they arrive in Boston, they’ll take the train to Texas to join her betrothed,” Ian said, then cleared his throat. “You’ll be carrying her dowry—a chest of gold coins. The ship has a safe in the hold. We’ve had to provide this convenience for our passengers who carry large amounts of cash and jewels. You’ll be the only one with the key. Once we carry a full complement of passengers, we’ll procure a purser to handle funds aboard the ship. From there, you’ll sail for Ponta Delgada on São Miguel Island in the Azores to pick up Azorean brandy, and then you’ll sail on to Boston.”

Ross shook his head in disapproval. “I’m looking at an additional week to make the extra stops, so winning the race to deliver the mail on time isn’t possible. We’ve suffered delays when cargoes aren’t delivered to the wharves on time. We’ve had to search taverns to collect our crew. I’m sorry to sound like a defeatist, but there are other unknown factors, such as the weather.”

“I explained that to Eben Fitch when I was presented with the challenge. As this is a new route, they will ease the ten-day competition. I also overheard that the two other lines would have to reroute two ships that usually sail from New York and Richmond to Liverpool.”

“If that’s the case, a week should give you plenty of time,” William noted.

Everything sounded too perfect, but Ross still wanted to give his decision more thought. “Thanks for all the planning, but I need a little more time. I’ll consider how much money you’ll make if we start transporting the mail.” He asked Ian directly, “Would the company be in financial jeopardy if I decide not to transport the mail?”

Ian looked at his brother and Cadell and then back at Ross. “As Cadell said before, the age of sail has had a good run, but if we expect to stay alive in this business, we must improve our ships to keep up with the competition. The money we make from packet ships carrying passengers and mail, without putting our crews in harm’s way, guarantees that your son, Henry, and your godson, William, both have a bright future.”

“Uncle Ian, you forgot about my daughter, who wants to captain a ship,” Cade added. “I expect our next child will follow in their sibling’s footsteps.” 

The weight of invisible ballast was weighing down Ross’s shoulders. They’d put the future of Leighton Shipping on his decision. How could he not have seen this coming? It wasn’t just about letting down the company, but also letting down his son, who had always dreamed of captaining his own ship. His godson was only six, but he would probably want to sail around the world and study the stars like Galileo.

“When does Captain Green sail for Liverpool?”

“We’ve got cargo to fill his hold,” Ian said, “and he’ll be sailing in two days. His ship is berthed beside the Winds.” 

“On a personal note,” Cade said, “Katherine has ordered new furniture from a skilled craftsman in Pontevedra. It is to be handled with care. Once society matrons see the beautiful workmanship, they’ll want to order pieces created with a rustic Spanish flavor.”

“Has Katherine let her mother know she’s redecorating?” Ian asked Cadell.

“Not that I know, but if we’re smart, we’ll let them work it out between themselves.”

William slapped his son on the back. “Smart decision.”

The maid tapped on the door and waited to be acknowledged.

“Helen, we’re done,” Ian let her know. “Where is everyone?”

“Mrs. Katherine is taking care of her daughter. Mrs. Lani and William are watching the crew from the Winds erect the tent over the tables and chairs on the back lawn. Mrs. Elizabeth is in the kitchen with Ingrid.”

Cade turned to Ross. “That tells me we have a little time. Why don’t we take a walk? I want to show you the new mare.”

Ross thought the request was unusual. His friend had never mentioned getting a new horse. Whatever Cade wanted to discuss wasn’t for his father’s or uncle’s ears. 
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