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Let us be masters of La Manche for just six hours – and England will have ceased to exist!

—Napoleon Bonaparte,Paris,1804


Chapter 1





‘Mr Kydd, how dare you, sir? To think to approach me in my own headquarters, demanding a hearing in such an impetuous manner.’ Admiral Sir James Saumarez stood upright at his desk, clearly outraged. ‘I’ll remind you, sir, that you narrowly escaped court-martial by your contemptible actions and must be satisfied with a dismissal.’

Commander Kydd held his impatience in check: at long last he had the evidence to prove false the accusation that had led to him being removed from command of his beloved Teazer and his first lieutenant, Christopher Standish, given the ship. ‘Sir, I beg leave to place before ye – this.’ He handed over a small, folded piece of paper.

Saumarez inspected it, then flung it down with contempt. ‘Mr Kydd! If this is a brazen attempt to implicate me—’

‘No, sir, it is not. Those are the secret orders I found within your reg’lar instructions as made me act as I did, an’ which—’

‘It’s nothing but a crude forgery! And not in the proper form as you must well allow.’

‘Sir, I acted in good faith as I’ve never seen secret orders afore. I couldn’t produce it for ye in your investigation as it was stolen from me, but now I can! If you’d be so good as to hear me out . . .’

Saumarez’s expression remained stony but he sat reluctantly, and as Kydd told his story, the admiral’s anger was replaced first by bewilderment, then dismay.

It was a sorry tale: driven by envy and resentment at Kydd’s successes, a more senior captain had arranged for false secret orders to be inserted into Kydd’s main instructions that had him clandestinely retrieving a chest ashore. After a tip-off by an anonymous informer, a formal search was made of HMS Teazer on her return and the chest was found to contain smuggled goods. The upright and honourable Admiral Saumarez had seen no option other than to remove Kydd, the ship’s captain, from his command.

Still standing, Kydd produced a second sheet of paper. ‘And this is Lieutenant Prosser’s confession, sir. He agrees to testify against Commander Carthew as principal in the matter.’

‘Thank you, Mr Kydd,’ Saumarez said heavily. ‘If this is true, it is a particularly sad circumstance, imputing as it does an appalling transgression against common morality on the part of an officer of my command. It were best I should bring this matter to a head without a moment’s delay.’

The admiral rang a bell and ordered his flag-lieutenant, ‘Commander Carthew, Scorpion, and Lieutenant Prosser, Teazer, to attend me here within the hour.’ Then he turned back to Kydd. ‘You’ll oblige me by remaining, sir, while I establish if there is a case to answer.’

Carthew entered the room, his dress uniform immaculate. When he caught sight of Kydd he recoiled.

‘Sit, if you please, Mr Carthew – there,’ Saumarez said, indicating the place opposite Kydd.

‘Mr Prosser, sir.’ The flag-lieutenant ushered in a haggard-looking officer who stared doggedly downwards. Carthew was clearly disconcerted to see him.

‘Now, this should not take long, gentlemen,’ Saumarez began. ‘Mr Kydd has laid before me evidence of a conspiracy that resulted in the loss of his ship and his good name. We are here to—’

‘Sir!’ Carthew flung a murderous glance at Kydd. ‘Surely you’re not to be swayed by anything this proven blackguard has said! He’s—’

‘Mr Prosser,’ Saumarez said flatly, ignoring Carthew, ‘do you recognise this?’ He handed across a paper.

‘I do, sir,’ the man said miserably, in barely a whisper.

‘Did you or did you not give Mr Kydd to understand that it was part of his orders from this office?’

‘I did.’

Carthew turned pale.

‘Under whose instructions?’ Saumarez continued.

‘Mr Carthew’s, sir,’ Prosser muttered.

‘This you will swear in court?’

After a tense silence he replied, ‘I – I will.’

Saumarez took a sharp breath. ‘You shall have your chance to rebut in due course, Mr Carthew. I find that this matter shall go forward in law.

‘You, Mr Prosser, may consider yourself under open arrest. Mr Carthew, your case is more serious and I can see no alternative but—’

Carthew’s chair crashed to the ground as he leaped up, chest heaving, crazed eyes fixed on Kydd. ‘You – I’ll see you in hell—’ With a panicked glance at Saumarez, he pushed wildly away.

‘Commander! Return at once, sir!’

At the door Carthew knocked aside the flag-lieutenant and ran down the stairs.

‘Stop that officer!’ Saumarez roared.

Kydd leaped to his feet and followed. Shocked faces peered out of offices at the commotion. The sound of footsteps stopped, and when Kydd reached the main entrance Carthew was nowhere in sight. ‘Where did the officer go?’ he demanded of a bewildered sentry.

‘Well, an’ I was salutin’, like,’ the man said. Even a hurrying officer still required the stamp and flourish of a musket salute, with eyes held rigid to the front in respect.

Two marines with ported muskets appeared. ‘Too late. He’s gone,’ Kydd snapped, and returned to Saumarez. ‘Nowhere to be found, sir.’

‘Then I take it he’s absconded. Flags, do alert the provost. He’s to be returned here without delay.’ He turned to Prosser. ‘You, sir, will hold yourself in readiness to make deposition concerning this lamentable business. Now leave us.

‘Mr Kydd,’ Saumarez began gravely, ‘I’m faced with a dilemma. By his actions Commander Carthew stands condemned, and will answer for it at his court-martial, as will Lieutenant Prosser. I am concerned that you, Mr Kydd, do see justice. In fine, a public disgrace – losing your ship – should at the least deserve a public restoring. Yes, that must be the right and proper thing to do.’

Kydd’s pulse beat faster. Could it be? Was he to step aboard Teazer as her captain once again? He tried to appear calm.

‘Yet at the same time there is something of a moral difficulty.’

Kydd’s heart felt about to burst.

‘I believe you will have already considered the grave consequences of your assuming command of Teazer at this time, and it does you the utmost credit, sir,’ Saumarez went on.

Fearful of betraying his feelings Kydd dropped his eyes.

‘Therefore I shall relieve you of any responsibility. In my opinion the claims of natural justice outweigh those of position and advancement.’

Kydd was struggling to make sense of what was being said.

Saumarez pondered, then continued, ‘Conceivably the circumstances should properly be construed as the unfortunate relinquishing of command, which, in the nature of the sea service, must from time to time occur.’

So he was not going to be allowed to take back Teazer!

Saumarez saw Kydd’s stricken face and hastened to console him. ‘Pray do not allow your natural human feeling for a brother officer to affect you so, sir. Consider, in leaving command Mr Standish must in any event revert to lieutenant. He is an acting commander only and therefore the mercy is that, by this happenstance, he is spared being sent ashore as unemployed.’

Kydd’s mind whirled. He certainly did not want the arrogant prig back as his lieutenant after the contempt he had shown for him when he had become a privateer captain. ‘I – I do see that, sir,’ he managed, ‘but I have concern that the hands might not show proper respect, he being reduced back to lieutenant an’ all.’

Saumarez reflected for a moment. ‘Oh, quite. Then you shall have a new lieutenant. I see no reason to delay matters. The sooner this sorry affair is concluded the better for all. I shall draw up your letter of appointment immediately, Mr Kydd.’

Having allowed Standish a couple of days to set his affairs in order and send his gear ashore, Kydd now stood proudly on North Pier watching Teazer’s gig stroking towards him from where she lay at anchor in the Great Road of St Peter Port. Hallum, his new lieutenant, waited behind him.

The boat approached and at the tiller Midshipman Calloway fought hard to keep a solemn face. ‘Oars!’ he snapped. Obediently they stilled as the gig swung towards the pier.

‘Toss oars!’ As one, each man smacked the loom across his knee and brought it up vertically. The gig glided into the quay; the bowman leaped nimbly ashore and secured the painter. Calloway snatched off his hat with a huge smile.

Kydd looked down into the boat: Stirk at stroke, Poulden next to him, others, all beaming.

As was the custom, Hallum descended first. ‘Bear off!’ Calloway ordered. ‘Give way t’gether!’

It had happened. At last Kydd was on his way to reclaim his rightful place. Beside him, Hallum nodded agreeably and both took in the lovely ship until the gig was brought smartly around to the side-steps to hook on. Conscious of the men lined up on deck, waiting, Kydd straightened his gold-laced cocked hat a second time, then clambered aboard.

There before him was the ship’s company of HMS Teazer. With Hallum standing respectfully behind him he drew out his commission and read himself in as captain. Instantly, his commissioning pennant broke out proudly on the mainmast truck.

‘Mr Purchet.’ He acknowledged the boatswain, whose smile split his face from ear to ear. Kydd went on to greet individually those he had come to know and respect in times past. ‘Mr Clegg. An’ how’s our little Sprits’l, can I ask?’

The sailmaker grinned and whispered shyly, ‘Why, he’s a berth in m’ cabin, Mr Kydd, an’ nary a rat shall ye find in th’ barky.’

‘Mr Duckitt.’

The gunner removed his hat and shuffled his feet in pleased embarrassment. ‘Our metal’s as good as ever it was, sir,’ he muttered.

Kydd’s eyes found others and the memories returned.

The rest of the Teazers were assembled forward, their faces leaving no doubt about their feelings that their old captain had been restored. Kydd had Teazer back and the future was up to him. He turned to address the men. Legs abrace, he took off his hat and opened his mouth, but a lump in his throat stopped the words. He drew out his handkerchief and spluttered into it until he had regained his composure. Then he began, ‘Teazers. It’s – it’s with . . .’ It was no good. He wheeled on the boatswain. ‘Mr Purchet, this afternoon a make ’n’ mend for all hands!’ In the storm of cheering that resulted he took refuge in his cabin.

It was bare and unkempt, with an alien smell. Standish had cleared it completely and, without furnishings, it looked immense. Kydd gave a bleak grin. After his dismissal from his ship he’d been reduced to the life of a wandering vagrant, sleeping in a sail-loft until he had achieved handsome riches through privateering. Standish’s petty act was meaningless – with his new-found fortune he could easily purchase replacements.

There was a well-remembered knock on the door. ‘Come, Tysoe!’ he called happily, and stood to greet his old servant.

The man entered discreetly, his nose wrinkling in disdain at the sight of the forlorn cabin.

‘Aye! Well, we’ve a mort of work to do in seeing this’n all shipshape – but there’s none better, I dare t’ say, as I trust to take it in hand.’ In the absence of his sister Cecilia’s womanly touch, he could safely leave it to Tysoe to go ashore and make the necessary purchases.

A murmuring outside resolved in to the anxious features of Ellicott, the purser. ‘We should set th’ books straight now, sir,’ he said, holding a pack of well-thumbed papers.

‘We will,’ Kydd promised. He knew the reason for the haste: Standish had no doubt fudged the signing-off on some accounts. Ellicott feared that until Kydd signed them into his charge he, as purser, would be held responsible for any deficiencies in the boatswain’s store, gunner’s allowance and so forth.

Before Kydd started on the paperwork, though, there were a few things he must attend to first. ‘Is the ship’s clerk in attendance?’ he asked carefully. It was a delicate matter: his friend Renzi had been acting in that role while Kydd was captain but had given up the post and gone ashore with Kydd when he had been dismissed from his ship. But if the new one was . . .

‘Larkin, sir,’ Ellicott said apologetically, ushering an elderly seaman inside.

‘You!’ Kydd said in surprise.

‘Aye, sir,’ Larkin mumbled. Kydd was taken aback: he knew him to be a fo’c’sleman with an unusual attachment to poetry. In the dog-watches it was his practice to copy out verse from books in large, beautifully formed copperplate. Clearly he had been ‘volunteered’ for the task by the previous captain.

‘This is no task for a prime sailorman, Larkin,’ Kydd said briskly. ‘I’ll see if Mr Renzi is at leisure to relieve ye, an’ then your part o’ ship shall be fo’c’sleman again.’

The man beamed.

‘So, Mr Ellicott, I’m your man in one hour.’ He turned to Tysoe. ‘Now then, I’d like t’ hear as how you think we should best fit out the cabin. Then ye’re to step off an’ secure it all. Oh, an’ at six bells ye’ll find Mr Renzi on North Pier with his books. He’ll want hands to bear a fist in swaying ’em aboard.’

In the afternoon the men settled to their make-and-mend, a time set aside for leisure and attention to sea-worn clothing or the crafting of a smart step-ashore rig. It was also a fine opportunity not only to make discreet survey of how his ship had fared out of his hands but as well to bring Hallum to a closer appreciation of Teazer’s character. It would be a welcome respite, too, from the welter of paperwork that Ellicott seemed intent on drowning him in.

Hats firmly under arms, the two officers strolled along the deck forward. In favoured positions on the gratings, against the sunnier bulwark or simply sprawled out on the planking, men got on with the serious business of gossip and yarn-spinning while they skilfully stitched away. They fell silent as Kydd approached but, in the custom of the sea, off-watch this was their territory, and once the two had passed they resumed chatting.

The Teazers seemed in good heart; Kydd knew the telltale signs of disaffection and saw none. He had a suspicion, however, that much of their contentment stemmed from the prospects of a proven prize-taker being in command – but who knew what lay ahead?

Kydd went to a carronade and lifted the lead apron protecting the gunlock bed. The weapon gleamed with attention from lamp-black and linseed oil, but when he peered more closely he saw that the fire-channel between vent and pan shone with equal lustre. The gun had probably not been fired since his own time.

Further forward there were other giveaway signs of a ship that had been prepared more for a flag-officer’s inspection than war, but with growing satisfaction he noted there was nothing wrong with Teazer that a good first lieutenant could not bring to order in quick time.

As dusk fell Renzi came aboard, Kydd’s closest friend and one to whom he owed his present felicity. It had been Renzi who had uncovered the truth behind the conspiracy to ruin him, but he had not wanted to go into details. From long experience Kydd knew not to press his friend until he was ready to talk.

‘M’ very dear Nicholas! Let’s strike your dunnage down and my apologies to ye, the ship being all ahoo like this. We’ll sup together tonight.’

It was a brave showing. The great cabin had a dining table in the form of a grating on mess tubs, tastefully concealed beneath borrowed wardroom linen and quite passable in the golden candlelight.

‘I fear it could be short canny t’night,’ Kydd said, as they entered. ‘Tysoe has been ashore an’ not had time for my cabin stores.’ It was a small price to pay for his return to his ship.

‘Shall you . . . ?’ Renzi hesitated before the carpenter’s canvas easy-chair – or was it to be the boatswain’s stout high-back, which was said to be proof even against the frenzied movement of a fresh gale?

Kydd settled into the boatswain’s chair and nodded to the awed purser’s steward, tasked with the honours of the evening in Tysoe’s absence. A light claret was forthcoming, glasses charged, and the two friends toasted their new situation with feeling.

‘Nicholas, you must have something in your philosophies as should prepare a man for fortune’s sport,’ Kydd remarked.

Renzi shook his head with a smile. ‘As to that, dear fellow, who can say? Let us seize the hour and reck not the reasons. The workings of Fate are not to be comprehended by mortals, I’m persuaded.’

Renzi looked gaunt, his eyes deep-set and lines in his face adding years to his age. Kydd regarded him with concern. At their lowest ebb, Renzi had travelled to Jersey and found menial employment with a titled foreign émigré. ‘You’ve suffered, m’ friend. That rogue y’ prince has worked ye near to death! I’ve a mind to say—’

‘Let it rest, brother,’ Renzi said firmly. ‘I’ve a notion that the certainties of the daily round in dear old Teazer will set me up in prime kelter before long. What piques my curiosity at this time is whether my good friend Tom Kydd will be changed at all by wealth.’

Kydd laughed. ‘Aye, it’s a grand thing not to worry at laying out for a new coat, or an evening with the ladies. But you should know as while I have m’ prospects, that scrovy prize-agent has his fee an’ then there’s y’r pettifoggers who feel free to take their fill o’ guineas afore ever I see ’em. I’m t’ settle a fair sum on my parents, I’ve decided, but the rest I’m putting away. Not in a bank as might fail, but the Funds. Consols at three per cent.’

‘You’ll want to prettify Teazer handsomely, I believe,’ Renzi murmured.

‘The ship’ll have her gingerbread, it’s true, and m’ quarters are to be congenial. Topping it the swell at sea is t’ no account, though – t’would soon turn me soft as a milkmaid. No, Nicholas, your friend’ll not be changed by his circumstances.’

‘I’m gratified to hear it, brother.’

Kydd grew thoughtful. ‘There is a one more matter – one o’ delicacy.’

‘Oh?’

‘I’d surely want to see my dear friend right in th’ article o’ pewter as—’

‘Thank you, but my needs are few and my modest income sufficient unto the day,’ Renzi said, with finality. ‘Your riches were honestly gained and by your own hand. Do rejoice in them. If – if I should come by some misfortune, you can be assured that I shall indeed remember you.’

A cautious knock sounded on the door. ‘Come!’ Kydd called.

It was Hallum with some papers. He took in their dinner setting and made to leave, but Kydd motioned for him to join them at the ‘table’. ‘Pray don’t stand on ceremony, Mr Hallum. Here, where is y’r glass, sir? Oh – I’m forgetting my manners. This is Mr Renzi, a philosophical gentleman takin’ passage with us, for the sake of his studies. He’s obliging enough to act as our ship’s clerk while aboard.’

Hallum was mature with a hint of grey about him and an air of deliberation. ‘From Diomede, I believe?’ Kydd prodded. It would have been something of a shock for him to be told with just hours’ notice to move from the tranquil backwater of the old flagship to a prime fighting vessel like Teazer.

‘I am, sir. I’ll have my baggage aboard tomorrow and then be ready for duty.’

‘Have ye had experience in a sloop?’

‘As a midshipman before the war, yes, sir.’

‘An’ where was that?’

‘In Leith,’ he said uncomfortably. ‘Scotland.’

‘Any interesting service?’ Kydd asked encouragingly.

The man appeared to be considering what to say. ‘A frigate, Pegasus, for two years in the North Sea in ’ninety-eight.’ He looked at Kydd as though seeking approval for his disclosure.

‘North Sea Squadron?’

‘Er, no, sir. Timber convoys from the Baltic, mostly.’

Kydd nodded pleasantly, privately reflecting that if this was the extent of his ‘interesting service’ then his time in Teazer was no doubt set to prove an eye-opening experience.

Several steaming dishes arrived. ‘Do tell, Mr Hallum – from what part of the kingdom do you hail?’ Renzi asked politely.

By the first remove it was discovered that Hallum’s family was noted in Suffolk for its sea connections and that he himself had made several trading voyages to Norway as a youngster. Over the port Kydd had a measure of his lieutenant: solidly reliable but with little ambition and less imagination. ‘Then let’s raise a glass to Teazer an’ her company,’ he said warmly. ‘I’ve a fancy we’re in for exciting times. The admiral says as how he wants to put us to the test right quickly.’


Chapter 2





Kydd sighed deeply as he took in the understated splendour of his great cabin – its dark polished bulkhead across at the forward end and the brightness of whitened sides and deck-head, which seemed to increase the apparent area to a gratifying size. With a black-and-white chequered floor covering and a deeply polished table in the centre, it was almost intimidating, and Tysoe moved about with a lordly air in his silent ministrations.

On deck the whole sweep of the interior of the bulwarks was now a rousing scarlet with black and gold finishings about the scrollwork. The yards were a deep black against the varnished masts and Kydd had willingly parted with the necessary funds to ensure that the band of yellow between the gunports was shown at its best by a liberal mixing of white pigment in the paint. The carronade tompions had been picked out in crimson and green, and from the sweet intricacies of the miniature stern gallery aft to the dainty white figurehead forward, with flecks of blue and gold, Teazer had never looked so bewitching.

Kydd was keen to see his ship, now in all respects ready for action, back where she belonged – at sea. In the weeks since he had been restored to his post Carthew had not reappeared and therefore preparations for a court-martial could not begin. Prosser had been allowed to resign his commission and leave, in return for making full deposition of his evidence.

It was, however, not in the interests of the service to keep a fine ship at idleness and Teazer’s orders duly came. They were short and to the point: a cruise eastwards from Alderney along the north coast of the Contentin peninsula, past the port of Cherbourg and as far as its natural conclusion at Pointe de Barfleur.

All the east – west coastal traffic from northern France must proceed that way and a Royal Navy presence athwart its passage would effectively bring it to a halt. Kydd would be sharing the task with lesser fry – a gun-brig and a cutter.

It was gratifying to have the master, Dowse, and their local pilot, Queripel, back in earnest conclave as they deliberated over their mission. Saumarez insisted that all non-native naval vessels in his command carry a permanent local pilot, as well as the usual ship’s master. Given the treacherous nature of the waters of the area, Kydd had quickly seen the wisdom in this requirement.

‘Mr Queripel,’ he said, ‘y’r opinion of this coast, sir.’

‘Not easy, sir, not a-tall,’ the man replied carefully. ‘Th’ charts, they doesn’t tell the half of it.’

‘How so?’

‘All along this seaboard,’ he said, indicating the whole north-facing coast, ‘steep-to an’ bold mostly, but deceitful, sir, very deceitful. See here, Cap Lévi. Coast trends away t’ the nor’-east an’ you’d think to weather the cape a cable or two clear, but that would be to y’r error, sir. Straight to th’ north, a good two mile out – a wicked long rocky shoal below the waves a-waiting for ye.’

Queripel continued, ‘An’ that’s not all. Should the tidal stream meet wi’ a contrary wind, why, then ye gets the Raz du Cap Lévi, a dangerous race as can set any good ship t’ hazard.’

‘Aye, y’ tides,’ Kydd murmured.

‘Tides? Why, y’ same Cap Lévi at spring tides sees a east-going stream o’ eight hours but a west-going f’r four hours only at a fierce rate o’ knots. An’ with y’ Saint-Pierre shell bank roilin’ an’ shiftin’ down where no man’s eye c’n see, an’ your Basse de Happetout, why it’ll—’

‘Thank ’ee, Mr Queripel,’ Kydd said. ‘It’s my intention to stay as close with the land as will make it a sore puzzle f’r the Frenchies to think to pass us by,’ he added firmly. The whole coastline, though, seemed to be wilfully arranged as a snare and trap for English sailors. ‘Your best charts, Mr Dowse – an’ don’t spare the expense in their getting.’ The illicit French productions to which he was referring could be purchased ashore – at a price.

The next morning when Teazer weighed for the north an air of expectancy was abroad. It was a hard life in a small ship on such a coast but there would be much satisfaction in action against the enemy – and the chance of prizes.

Laying Guernsey abeam, Teazer shaped course to clear the Casquets to starboard where the helm went over and they eased to the south-westerly for the long coastwise patrol to the east. The forbidding rocks, with their characteristic three-part lighthouse, were left astern, and the bare green of Alderney, the most northerly of the Channel Islands, came into view.

With a fair wind on her quarter Teazer showed her breeding. One of the myriad uninhabited islands was coming up, distinctive with its generous frosting of bird droppings. Kydd drew out his watch and calculated their progress. A cast of the log confirmed it – eleven knots and a half.

Past Alderney there was clear water for the eight miles to the north-west tip of France but almost immediately Kydd felt Teazer dip and sway as the notorious Alderney Race surging from the south took her full on the beam, the waves tumbling on themselves in their hurry to emerge into the Channel proper.

The dark mass of land ahead was France. Kydd’s duty was clear: to take, burn, sink or destroy by any means the forces that so threatened England; no consideration of prizes or personal ambition must stand in the way. ‘Keep your eyes open, there!’ he roared up at the foretop lookout. Cap de la Hague was approaching fast in the fair wind but once round the larger mass of the peninsula, the wind under the land would drop and the ship would take longer to respond to anything they came up with.

‘Th’ Grunes, sir,’ Queripel warned, as they neared the rocky outliers.

‘To clear ’em?’ Kydd grunted. It would not do to stay safely distant out to sea while the French crept along furtively close inshore.

‘I’d not be happy under a mile, Mr Kydd,’ Queripel answered.

With an offshore wind and a favourable tide they could take risks. ‘Let’s have it eight cables,’ Kydd said. The French chart had La Petite and La Grande Grunes at no more than seven. Queripel said nothing.

They approached the bleak shore, and as they eased to sail along it the lookout hailed to point out something in the sea. It was a wide and lazy surface eddy over some sinister submarine hazard that they wouldn’t have noticed had the water not been so calm.

An accusing glance from Queripel told Kydd that these were the Grunes and he turned to the first lieutenant. ‘Mr Hallum, we’re going coastal now. The people to their stations, if y’ please.’

With the boats in their davits free of their gripes and ready for lowering, a hand on the fo’c’sle with lead-line ready coiled, the watch-of-the-hands alert and in no doubt about their duties for emergency manoeuvres, there was little more they could do to alleviate the deadly danger they were in by sailing so close.

Two or three miles ahead the first anchorage of note was marked. Queripel mumbled that it was a contemptible place with a sizeable rock awash the very entrance, but Kydd would not leave anything to chance.

The south-westerly that had been so briskly bearing them from Alderney had now died to a gentle breeze in the lee of the cliffs and Teazer moved along at little more than walking pace. All depended on what they saw when they passed the headland. In the small bay anything might be at anchor, prey or predator, but they could not meet every hidden inlet closed up at battle quarters: they must trust to quick reactions and correct judgements.

The bay was innocent of any vessel, merely a sweep of sandy beach between two nondescript headlands set amid an appalling sprawl of rocks scarring the sea out to a dismaying distance. The visibility was good and the winds safely offshore – but what would it be to cruise here in adverse weather,

Kydd wondered. Around the far headland the coast fell back; it would stay trending away to the east-south-east until the port of Cherbourg, ten miles further on and mercifully less set about with reefs and hazards. They remained under easy sail – there was no point in haste: the patrol was for a period of days on station and then they would return.


Teazer settled to routine, the age-old and comfortable rhythms of the sea that the Royal Navy had evolved to a fine art. ‘Hands to supper’ was piped, as eight bells signalled the start of the first dog-watch. In noisy conviviality the grog tub was brought up and the spirit mixed for issue to all messes before their evening meal.

Kydd kept the deck out of sheer contentment. Cherbourg came into view; over there, one of Napoleon’s arsenals was dedicated to the crushing of England and yet, he reflected, Teazer was sailing by unchallenged with a merry crew enjoying their evening.

The port was well defended by fortifications, which Kydd had no intention of provoking. He knew that small English cutters of shallow draught were lying off the harbour and that their sole purpose was to keep watch on significant movements there. If necessary they could alert Saumarez’s heavy frigates within half a day.

Kydd kept well away and, towards dusk, had made the far side of the port. Earlier he had noted a cryptic marking on the French chart that had piqued his interest: Pointe du Brick and within, a tiny bay, Anse du Brick. ‘Brick’ was French for ‘brig’ and, who knew?, it might have a more subtle meaning. He intended to anchor for the night close in, under full view of the enemy shore, thereby retaining his clamping hold on the coast.

‘Is this wise, sir?’ Hallum murmured. ‘At our moorings we’ll be at the mercy of any of superior force.’

‘Aye, this must be so,’ said Kydd, ‘but ye’ll observe that nothing can get by without we know it.’ No vessel of size would risk a close-in passage at night and by dawn they would be well on their way.

In the fading light they found their place, little more than a deeply wooded cleft in impassable terrain with a neat beach at its foot. The hand-lead told of rapidly shoaling water so Teazer went to two anchors with a precautionary kedge to seaward. It left them in an admirable position to pounce on any vessel trusting to the cover of darkness to slip by into Cherbourg.

The quiet of the night enfolded them; the delicate scent of woodland was borne out on a gentle breeze and the faint maaaaa of a goat sounded to one side. Only the soft slap and gurgle of the current along Teazer’s sides intruded and about the deck men spoke in low voices in respect to the stillness.

It was a bold, even impudent move – but it had a weakness that might prove fatal. If the wind shifted foul in the night they might find themselves trapped against the shore, unable to claw off, helpless against the gunboats that would be quickly called from Cherbourg once their plight was discovered.

The night was quiet and the wind had held, if anything backing more southerly. At dawn Teazer weighed and stood out for the north but almost immediately there was a heavy thud and smoke from a fort on a small promontory.

‘Surprisin’ t’ see ’em awake,’ growled the boatswain, shielding his eyes from the first rays of the day as he tried to make it out.

‘Fort Lévi,’ Queripel said.

‘An’ they should’ve held their fire until we were under their guns,’ Kydd said contemptuously. ‘Bear away, if ye please.’ They skirted around the impotent fort while he considered the next hazard. ‘We’ll keep inside the Septentrionale,’ he told Dowse, leaving Queripel to mutter on his own. It was hard on the man but this was the only way they would be in any real position should enemy craft chance by.

Once Cap Lévi was rounded and they resumed eastward, Queripel came up to Kydd and offered, ‘If ye’d keep east b’ south five mile, there’s an inside passage only th’ fisher-folk takes as will see us through t’ Barfleur.’

After they had angled across near to the low, marshy coastline, Teazer found herself easing between the land and a near-submerged cluster of dark, granite rocks, the highest with a strange-looking twist of iron atop it. ‘Th’ Chenal Hédouin the Frenchies call it,’ Queripel said, ‘on account of—’

‘Aye, well, do keep a weather eye on y’r channel, then, Mr Queripel. I don’t want to leave Teazer’s bones here,’ Kydd said tightly. He suspected that only a small number of the countless crags under the surface were showing trace of their existence.

Now within less than half a mile of an endless duncoloured beach the country’s remote nature was plain: low, marshy, a reedy lake. They were far from the civilised world. Eyeing a projecting knot of rock on shore, Queripel said, ‘Now east b’ north, sir.’


Teazer altered more to the northward until she was just abreast a large lake, at which point the helm went over again and they found themselves heading between a sullen clutch of offshore rocks and a flat headland sprawling out to sea with a lighthouse that was a good seventy feet high.

‘Pointe de Barfleur?’ Kydd asked doubtfully. Surely they had not reached the end of their patrol area so quickly.

‘Aye, sir,’ Queripel said, with satisfaction. They emerged suddenly into the open sea. It was masterly piloting, Kydd conceded, grateful for the Channel Islander’s years of merchant-service experience on this coast in the peace.

He took in the calm glitter of an unbroken horizon. This was now the Baie de Seine, and at its opposite shore was Le Havre and with it the Seine river down from Paris. It was an utterly different land, and the start of the line of ports stretching away that Bonaparte was using to assemble his invasion fleets. Those would be the desperate business of the legendary Downs squadron under Admiral Keith, daily hand-to-hand struggles as small ships like Teazer were thrown at the enemy flotillas in epic engagements before Napoleon’s very eyes.

They themselves had seen nothing – one or two fishing luggers, lobstermen and tiny craft; no sign of the armada that was threatening England. But they had reached the limit of their cruise: it was time to return.

Renzi came on deck, blinking in the sunlight. He glanced in puzzlement at the open sea with the coast at their backs, then at the sun. ‘Either the land has shifted in its axis or the celestial orb has taken leave of its senses,’ he mused.

‘Neither.’ Kydd chuckled. ‘This is the termination of our patrol line. Y’ see the Baie de Seine ahead but, when wind an’ tide permit, we wear about and return.’

Renzi gazed intently at the French coast.

Concerned that his friend was still fatigued from his labours in Jersey, Kydd said softly, ‘Not as if you’re to miss a fine sight, Nicholas. The coast here is dull enough country, you’ll believe.’

Renzi turned to face him. ‘Ah. Then this is . . . ?’

‘Pointe de Barfleur.’

‘Barfleur?’

‘The town is a league down the coast.’

‘Quite.’ Renzi brightened, ‘Then . . . would it be at all convenient should we sight the same?’

Kydd responded to the sudden animation in his tone. ‘Why, yes, m’ friend. The breeze backing more southerly by the hour, a little diversion will find us with a fair wind for our return. An’ t’ tell it true, I’d be happier then with th’ tide on the make.’

Hauling their wind, Teazer made sail southwards and Barfleur was sighted, a small but prosperous-looking village with a squat church in a tight little harbour, but otherwise undistinguished. The quarterdeck officers were respectfully standing to leeward, allowing the friends their privacy.

‘The Edward III of Capell’s Shakespeare mentions this place warmly, I believe.’ Renzi looked about. ‘Then there must be under our keel at this very moment the last sad relics of the Blanche Nef.’

‘Erm, which is?’

‘I will tell you, dear fellow. On a dark night in the year 1120, the White Ship sailed from Barfleur for England, with the only son of the most puissant Henry the First aboard. The mariners, in a merry state, neglected to consult the state of the tide, with the dolorous consequence that the ship ran fast upon a rock and was lost. Only one was saved – and that was not the King’s son.’

‘A cruel tragedy.’

‘It was – but worse for England. At Henry’s soon passing in grief, his daughter Matilda’s crowning as Queen of England was disputed by his nephew, Stephen. The realm was plunged into years of an anarchy that only a medieval world can produce.’

Kydd nodded. ‘Aye, but this is y’r centuries past. We’re now to consider the invading of England herself, no less!’

‘Then what more apposite place than this little town I cannot conceive of, brother,’ Renzi said drily. ‘It was from Barfleur, of course, that in 1066 William the Conqueror did sail to seize England, the last successful invasion of our islands, I believe.’

Further historical musings were cut short, for Kydd had found it necessary to give the orders that saw Teazer go to exercise of her foretopmen while they stretched further down the coast. As anticipated, the wind’s backing produced a useful southerly, and by the time the ship reached Pointe de Barfleur again it was fair for the return, a near perfectly executed cruise, were it not for the complete lack of action.

They rounded the point and took up by the wind on the larboard tack for the inshore passage, handing in the sheets in a smart and seamanlike manner that brought a grunt of satisfaction from Teazer’s commander as he considered whether to anchor in the lee of Cap Lévi for the night—

A disbelieving cry of ‘Saaail!’ came from the maintop lookout. ‘Two points on the bow, a – a brig wi’ some . . .’ He tailed off in perplexity but threw out an arm to starboard.

Kydd leaped for the main-shrouds and shaded his eyes as he peered out at a confusing scene – numbers of vessels of different sizes crowding together, about four or five miles off. The largest was a brig-o’-war with distinctive red ochre sails and quite as large as Teazer. It was being circled by a smaller vessel, a topsail cutter, and had three open craft of puzzling form close astern. Kydd fumbled for his pocket telescope. It soon became clear that they had come upon a drama which could have only one meaning. ‘Colours, Mr Hallum!’ he roared.

Their white ensign flew aloft as he jumped to the deck to meet the expectant faces of the quarterdeck. ‘Frenchy invasion barges! Three of ’em being towed by a brig-o’-war as is fighting off a cutter!’

After a short delay the cutter responded with the correct private signal to Teazer’s challenge. She would be one of a number of game little ships that were making life uncomfortable for the gathering invasion fleet and had come upon these three barges probably being towed to the next port. No doubt they had been new-built at Barfleur and, thinking that Teazer was continuing south, had been gulled into taking the chance of slipping out.

The cutter had found she had not been able to take on the bigger ship but had been snapping at its heels. Now the tables were well and truly turned. Against two determined men-o’-war the brig stood little chance – and fleeing into the land was no longer an option, for Teazer, in her inshore passage, was waiting.

Caught under two fires the brig did its best. The barges’ tow lines were thrown off and, ignoring the cutter, the brig circled round to confront Teazer’s onrush, but as its crew hauled on the braces it slewed suddenly and stopped. Then the foretopmast tumbled.

‘He’s taken a rock!’ Hallum crowed, watching the confusion on the hapless vessel’s deck.

‘Boarders, if you please,’ Kydd said sourly, as their prize slowly settled. On the opposite side he could see that the cutter was hove to and already had a boat in the water. ‘I’ll take ’em m’self,’ he muttered and, with a token force of men, set out for the brig.

The vessel had driven up a ledge of rock and was fast aground, but the slight swell was lifting the after part, then dropping its dead weight again and again in a cacophony of cracking timbers. Closer to, Kydd could see that this was a merchant brig converted to appear fierce and protective: the guns were ‘quakers’ – false wooden cannon at the gunports meant to intimidate. The crew were crowded together on the highest part and appeared to await their fate with resignation.

Kydd had the boat brought alongside to the main-chains and swung himself lithely on deck. At the same time a lieutenant from the cutter boarded from the opposite side. ‘My bird, I think!’ the officer said with a dazzling grin. He was absurdly young, and it was difficult to take offence. Kydd smothered a cynical smile. Any naval ship in sight at the time of a capture could demand a share of any prize-money.

‘Kydd, Commander, Teazer brig-sloop.’

‘Oh, sir – Clive Leveson-Wardle, lieutenant-in-command, Linnet cutter.’

‘Well, now, Mr, er – L’tenant, do ye take possession o’ this vessel, sir, as you’ve half a right t’ do so? An’ I’d not linger, sir. I fancy she’s not long for this world,’ Kydd said, knowing that any talk of prizes was now merely academic.

By this time the brig lay ominously still and unresisting to the waves, hard upon the rocky ledge just visible below in the murky depths.

Kydd crossed to the little forward companionway access to the hold and opened the door. There was an unmistakable dark glitter and the hollow swash of water below. The ship’s bottom was breached and it had flooded, then settled on the ledge, which it would never leave.

‘Th’ barges, sir?’ The boatswain, his cutlass still drawn, nodded to where they were being secured by the cutter.

‘Ye’re right, Mr Purchet,’ Kydd said, with a quick grin. ‘They’ll serve.’ He returned to the young lieutenant. ‘Sir, I’m taking ye under my command,’ he said. ‘Your orders are to send a party o’ men to recover as much o’ what she carries as ye can an’ stow it in the barges.’ It would go some way to making up for the loss of the brig.

‘I understand, sir.’

‘An’ then to take ’em under tow until ye make your offing and shape course for Guernsey. I’ll send help when I can.’

‘Er, it’s that I see soldiers in them there barges, sir,’ the boatswain said uncomfortably.

‘All th’ better,’ Kydd said briskly. ‘No doubt they’ll kindly bear a hand in return for they’re saved from the briny deep.’

Kydd surveyed the activity with satisfaction. The cutter’s master’s mate had had the sense to disarm the soldiers before boarding each barge and, with marines borrowed from Teazer to act as guards, they were brought alongside one by one for transshipment to Linnet.

He looked down curiously at one of the strange craft. It was the first he had seen at close quarters of the thousands he had heard were being built and assembling in the invasion ports.

This must be a péniche, designed for landing the maximum number of soldiers in the minimum time. Over three score feet long and twelve feet in the beam, the open boat could probably cram aboard sixty or seventy troops and all their equipment. It had provision for stepping three masts, a simple lug rig. No doubt a howitzer or mortar could be mounted forward.

And this was the smallest of the flotilla: there were others much larger that could take horses and field guns, still more that were big enough to warrant the same three-masted square rig as a frigate and with guns more than a match for Teazer.

‘Sir? I heard ’em say among ’emselves like, they’m new-made in Barfleur an’ hoping t’ take ’em to Cherbourg.’ It was one of Teazer’s Guernseymen, with the Breton tongue.

It was a chilling sight, so close to the reality of Napoleon’s menace. Notwithstanding Kydd’s seaman’s instinct, which was telling him that, fully loaded, they would be pigs to sail, the thought of them in uncountable numbers crowding across the Channel to invade England was a fearsome prospect.

There was little more he could do. He called the lieutenant over. ‘I’m continuing m’ cruise to the west. I’ll leave the marines for the prisoners and expect ye to haul off before dark. Good voyage to ye, sir.’

In the late afternoon they had reached the western end of the inshore channel without further incident and Kydd was looking forward to supper with Renzi, who had been locked away for hours in his tiny cabin restoring acquaintance with his philosophical studies after his labours in Jersey.

He turned to go below, then stiffened: a distant sound, like the mutter of thunder. Guns!

He strained to hear, but there was no more. He might have imagined it – but one or two about the deck had paused, like him.

‘Mr Calloway!’ he called. A younger man’s ears would be sharper. ‘Did ye hear guns?’

‘Aye, sir, I did.’

‘I thought six-, nine-pounders?’

‘Could be twelves, Mr Kydd.’

Some frigates mounted twelve-pounders as main armament, and if he went to see what it was about, Kydd knew he might find himself turned upon by one of unanswerable force. His duty was plain, however. ‘Clap on more sail, Mr Dowse.’

As near as he could tell it had been somewhere in the open sea beyond where Cap Lévi marked the abrupt turn south into the bay of Cherbourg, so he decided to press on directly after reaching the cape.

They passed the sprawling point and met deep water once more. Stretching out for the west, Teazer lengthened her stride in relief that the treacherous shoals were left behind, and in half an hour’s fast sailing she had made her sighting: right in the eye of the sunset, and as close to the veering southerly breeze as practicable, it was a substantial vessel. If it saw them it gave no sign, crossing their bows steadily on the starboard tack some three miles or so distant, making directly for Cherbourg.

With the light fading, it was difficult to discern details – until two things made all plain. The first was that the ship was barque-rigged, so it was not a man-o’-war. And the second was the two flags that fluttered at her mizzen – the French national flag triumphantly over the English ensign. She was, therefore, a British merchant ship taken recently by the enemy vessel whose guns they had heard. The French, with the safety of the port so close, were flaunting their prize.

It was galling – in front of their eyes a valuable British ship being borne off to France. Kydd felt for the luckless crew, now prisoners destined to rot in one of Bonaparte’s prison-fortresses. ‘Be damned to it! I’ll not see ’em in chokey!’ he burst out, but he was not clear how this could be prevented. Teazer was still on the same larboard tack, leaning into it on a course parallel with the distant depths of the bay, while the barque was already on the opposite tack and set fair to make Cherbourg in one reach.

Firing on the vessel was out of the question and the time needed to tack about in chase would probably hand the Frenchman an unbeatable lead. They could hope for a wind-change in the fluky conditions nearer the coast, but the breeze was holding strength, now veering slowly to the south-west.

Kydd saw the plain stern-quarters of the barque pulling steadily away and gritted his teeth. Either way they stood to lose the chase – unless . . .

It was without question that he had the finer ship. But how much better? ‘Mr Purchet, bowlines to th’ bridle, an’ sheet in on all courses until ye hears ’em sing.’ He was going to make a race of it; a long board deep into the bay, a flying stay about to the other tack and direct chase in the hope that he could head the other ship before it made port.

Word got about quickly. Soon the decks were crowded with tars, each with his own opinion of how to get the best from their fair bark, some all for an immediate tack and lunge, others urging extremes of sail spread.

The boatswain was cautious. ‘Sir, ye’ll want a slip-rope an’ toggle on the bowlines, I’m thinking.’ Their purpose was to tauten the leading edge of the major sails to allow the helmsman to ease in right up to the wind. Purchet was suggesting a way to cast them off rapidly and take up on the other side when they tacked about.

‘Aye, make it so,’ Kydd agreed, as he considered the next move. Teazer’s trim was fine. He made a point of checking whenever possible for it had a surprising effect on performance: if the ship had a tendency to come up to the wind – if she was ardent – this had to be counteracted by the opposite rudder, which necessarily caused a degree of turbulence and drag to the detriment of speed.

He crossed to the helmsman, Poulden, probably the best timoneer aboard. ‘Does she gripe?’ he demanded. He had not sensed any giveaway lurch to windward when the bows rose.

‘Not as who should say, sir,’ the man said stolidly.

They were making excellent speed. The seas were fine on the bow, and without the need to punch through them, there would be no slowing to their progress. However, the barque was well past and into the bay, making a fine show of it with royals now spread.

It was time for vigorous measures. Teazer did not carry fancy sail – he could set the foretopmast stuns’l in these conditions, but bonnets and drabblers would impede rather than assist. No, this race would be won if he tuned his ship like a violin.

‘I’ll have ye swift in the cat-harpings,’ he told the boatswain. He considered for a moment, then turned to the master. ‘Take the larbowlines an’ see to the bracing, Mr Dowse. Each yard to be braced in half a point more’n the one below it.’ The resulting slight spiral would take into account the stronger winds to be found aloft.

‘Aye aye, sir.’

‘An’ set hands to th’ lifts, the yards to be agreeable as ye can to the horizon.’ At their lively degree of heel so close-hauled, this would restore the sails’ natural aspect rather than bag the wind to the lee side.

‘Sir.’

There was more to think about: too great a press of sail might bury her forefoot or thrust her to leeward. Paradoxically it was often better to reduce sail to increase speed – that foretop-gallant, for instance? He gave the order to Dowse to make it so.

It was exhilarating sailing. Never had Teazer been urged like this, the sea hissing and seething past, all sail drawing to perfection in the spanking breeze and glorious sunset.

Kydd stood by the wheel, every nerve at full stretch, sensing the exact angle of the wind on his cheeks, listening intently to its thrum on taut rigging and the creaking, high-pitched then low, from deep within the ship as the waves passed under her keel. Any of this might change and be the first warning of sudden calamity in the straining spars and rigging.

‘Mr Hallum? Stations f’r staying.’ This was the trickiest part: putting about to the other tack. If they fumbled it, all would be over. And they needed more than a workmanlike manoeuvre. They had to make it a lightning move that had them over on their new tack and sails fully drawing with not a second’s delay.

Kydd snatched a glance at the barque, now significantly closer to Cherbourg and safety. He was going to play it out to the last card. ‘I have the ship, Mr Dowse,’ he said formally, to the sailing master.

‘Aye, sir.’ There was no resentment in his tone: he understood that it was for his own protection – any failure in timing or execution could not now be blamed on him.

‘Stay by me, if y’ please,’ Kydd added quietly.

Hallum approached to report that stations for staying ship were now complete: lines thrown off from the belaying pins and faked along for running, every part-of-ship readied and tense – waisters, fo’c’slemen, topmen, each a part of the whole. Just one false step could bring them all down.

‘Ready about!’ Kydd roared, and looked over the side. They were slashing along as fast as he had ever seen her stretch before.

‘Ready . . . ready . . . Ease down the helm!’ Carefully, spoke by spoke, Poulden began the fateful turn. This was not the time for a sudden showy spinning of the wheel and abrupt angling of the rudder over, which would result in spectacular white foaming and a sudden slowing in impetus as the drag came on. Instead Teazer kept her speed on, allowing time for the jib sheets to be eased and, behind Kydd, the mainsail boom hauled amidships to keep the sail full until the last moment.

‘Helm’s a-lee!’ Forward there was instant movement as the fore-sheet was let go, together with the sheets to the head-sails, and Teazer’s bow began to swing into the wind, the sails slatting busily. Checking away the top bowline and lee fore-brace they heaved around. Kydd saw the motion and bawled, ‘Rise tacks an’ sheets!’

The mainsails had lost their taut straining and their lines were manhandled to clear the nettings and other gear as Teazer nosed into the wind. ‘Haul in! Mainsail haul!’ Kydd bellowed.

Hand over hand the mainyard was braced around at a furious pace, the fore remaining on the old tack. As Teazer rotated through the wind’s eye this levered round the after part of the ship. The fore as well took the wind aback but on the opposite tack, pushing the bows away on to the new course.

Everyone knew the stakes. It was the synchrony of movements that held the key, and Teazer responded nobly. ‘Haul of all!’ Kydd ordered exultantly – the main would fill and draw just as fast as the new weather tack and lee-sheets could be brought in. The fore was braced around smartly and, with a brisk banging and flapping, the sails caught. Teazer leaned to her new course, the men frantically at work to get in every foot of their hauling.

It was done – and beautifully. Kydd grunted, satisfied. His ship was as capable as she was pretty.

As they settled to their rushing passage he looked across at the barque. It was now on the same board and, although it was ahead by a considerable margin, the game was far from over. Their prey was clawing as close to the wind as it could, while Teazer, thanks to Kydd’s patient and careful estimates, lay to the wind with every sail drawing optimally.

‘We’re fore-reaching,’ the master admitted, eyeing the other vessel. Their tracks were converging and Teazer was coming up on the barque with every minute. Kydd found himself clenching his fists, frustrated that there now seemed little more that could be done.

The boatswain cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Er, sir, when I was a younker I seen a trick once.’

‘Oh?’

‘Th’ lower yards, sir. T’ increase th’ traverse.’

A square-rigged ship could lie only about six points to the wind, for the big spars swinging across the ship would come up against the mast stay and shrouds, a natural limit. Kydd glanced at the big mainyard above them, immovably up against the mainstay at the extremity of its traverse. ‘I’d like to know how, Mr Purchet.’

‘Why, sir, we slacks off th’ truss-tackle as gives us play, an’ then cants down th’ weather yard-arm while we swigs off on th’ cat-harpings all we can.’ This would allow the yard to slide up and into where the shrouds were at their narrowest – at the cost of the set of the sail.

From his memory of studying for his lieutenant’s examination Kydd recalled the double tangent rule: the tangent of the angle of the wind to the yard should be twice that between yard and keel. This ensured that even a little achieved would see the effect multiplied. ‘We do it, Mr Purchet,’ he said. It would be tricky work: with sails drawing hard, the truss-ropes held the big spar against the mast. To slacken them deliberately . . .

With both main- and fore-course cocked up at an angle they sheeted in once more.

‘Half a point, I’d say,’ the master said, clearly impressed.

While this was not dramatic, it would amount over the miles to several ship’s lengths further to weather. Could it make the difference? Kydd eyed the distances. The object was to point higher into the wind yet retain a faster speed, culminating in an overlap at any distance to windward with the chase at his mercy under his lee. Should they end even yards to leeward it was certain to get away.

Dowse assumed position next to Poulden and monitored closely the flutter at the edge of the main. It could so easily change to the sail taken violently aback. ‘Be ye yare at th’ helm, son,’ he said quietly, aware of the tender situation. ‘I’ll bear watch.’ Together they worked to bring the racing sloop to within a knife’s edge of the wind.

‘Luff ’n’ lie,’ Dowse murmured, and Poulden inched over the wheel. ‘Dyce!’ he ordered. ‘An’ nothing t’ leeward.’


Teazer flew. In the gathering dusk she seemed to reach out after the fleeing barque, every man aboard watching forward and feeling for the gallant ship now doing her utmost for them. If the chase ended triumphantly, the epic pursuit would be talked about for years to come.

In the further distance the sullen dark mass of northern France lay across their path, with the lights of Cherbourg dead ahead and their prey now visibly nearer, as though it were being hauled closer on a rope. It was evident that before long a convergence would take place.

In the last of the sunset they were finally within cannon shot of the vessel to windward. Kydd spared a fleeting sympathy for the unknown captain, who must now be seeing the stone quays of the entrance to the harbour, but then he thought of the prisoners soon to taste freedom. ‘Place us within hailing distance, Mr Dowse,’ Kydd said – but suddenly the situation changed utterly.

The barque fell away to leeward in a tight turn, wearing about to place itself directly before the wind – away from the safety of Cherbourg and back towards where they had come from. It caught Kydd completely off guard and it was some time before they could throw off the gear they had rigged for the chase against the wind.

It was a meaningless move: there was no friendly port to the north or anything except the endless desolation of rocks and reefs before Barfleur and there was now no question but that Teazer was the swifter. The barque had made good distance by the sudden wearing but Teazer was closing rapidly, the wind astern allowing any course she chose. When the other ship veered towards the shore Teazer did likewise. At this rate it would be over before they made Cap Lévi even though the Frenchman had put up a fine show.

Then, half a mile short of the cape and with Teazer only a few hundred yards astern, the vessel sheered towards the land and, in the gathering darkness, rounded to and calmly let go her anchor. Incredulous, Kydd was about to give the orders for a final reckoning when the mystery resolved. In a flurry of gunfire, bright flashes stabbed from the squat fort on the promontory above. In the gloom he had overlooked Fort Lévi. The guns were of respectable calibre and quite capable of smashing Teazer to a ruin well before he and his crew could secure their prize. It was all over.

Circling out of range, Kydd knew he should give best to the Frenchman now sheltering under the guns of the fort and move on. But his blood was up and he would not give in. Boats after dark – a cutting-out expedition! The French would imagine that he would give up and sail away during the night and therefore would wait patiently for morning before making for Cherbourg – but they would be in for an unwelcome surprise.

The night was moonless, impenetrably black and relatively calm; perfect conditions. The fort obliged by carelessly showing lights that were ideal navigation markers and Kydd set to with the planning.

He reviewed his forces: the barque would be manned by a prize-crew only and should not present a serious difficulty for a prime man-o’-war’s boarding party. The main object was to crowd seamen aboard in sufficient quantity that sail could be loosed and set before the fort could react. Too few, and with three masts to man, there would be a fatal delay. So it must be every boat and all the hands that could be spared.
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