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Mr Midshipman Fury


Chapter One

May 1793, twelve leagues west of
Cape St Vincent

‘Sail ho!’

The hail from the masthead lookout reached Acting Lieutenant Fury as he paced the quarterdeck of His Britannic Majesty’s thirty-two-gun frigate Amazon, bowling along northwards with a brisk westerly wind. He looked up at the man perched high above at the mainmast head, squinting his eyes from the sun’s glare as he did so.

‘Where away?’ he bellowed back, cupping his hands round his mouth in an attempt to make his voice carry farther.

‘Four points off the larboard bow and standing southwards sir!’ the man yelled back.

Fury could already sense an air of excitement surrounding the men on deck. The strange sail would pass within speaking distance, and would be the first ship they had seen since leaving Bombay in late December, a little over four months ago. Fury had been expecting the hail for weeks now, ever since they had beat their way round the Cape of Good Hope and turned northwards, following the south-easterly trades up the west coast of Africa towards the Mediterranean. Now, with Cape St Vincent and the coast of Portugal somewhere over to the east, it had finally arrived.

It would be a good opportunity to learn the latest news from Europe. Certainly when they left England over a year ago, events across the Channel had been dominating the newspapers. Many of the French aristocracy who fled when the peasant uprisings began were now living in England. Reports emanating from France in the summer of 1791 stated that King Louis XVI himself had attempted to flee into exile, only to be stopped at the border and sent back to Paris. He had subsequently been merely a puppet controlled by the new French National Assembly.

‘What d’you make of her?’ he shouted to the lookout.

There was a pause before the reply came back.

‘Hard to say sir. I can only see her t’gallants at the moment, but she’s ship-rigged for sure. Possibly a frigate sir!’

Fury automatically started pacing again as a number of calculations rushed through his head. In this visibility, with the lookout about one hundred feet above sea level, his observable horizon would be approximately twelve miles. If he could only see her topgallants over the curvature of the earth, the strange sail was liable to be a little farther than that. Still, with both ships heading towards each other, it would not take long to come up with her.

‘Well Mr Fury, what have we here?’

The voice startled him, dragging him away from his thoughts as he spun round to see Captain Barber striding across the quarterdeck towards him. The original hail from the lookout had probably drifted through the skylight in the roof of the captain’s day cabin, sending him hurrying on deck to investigate. If he had heard the initial shout from the lookout it was logical to assume that he had heard the subsequent hails as well, but regulations demanded that Fury formally make his report.

‘A sail to the north sir, four points off the larboard bow and heading south. The lookout can only see her t’gallants at the moment but thinks she may be a frigate sir.’

‘Very well,’ Barber replied, ‘up you go Mr Fury and tell me what you make of her.’

‘Aye aye sir!’

Fury was slightly surprised that Barber should choose him to go aloft now he was no longer one of the Amazon’s midshipmen. Nevertheless he was grateful for the activity.

He quickly snatched a telescope from the binnacle box drawer and made his way over to the larboard main chains, swinging his legs over the bulwark and perching himself in the channels with the shrouds stretching up above him. Placing his feet on the first of the ratlines and grabbing the vertical shrouds, he began to haul himself up. The fact that the wind was coming from the west and so was pushing Fury on to the shrouds made things easier, but even so he was surprised by how much his heart was thumping as he reached the futtock shrouds leading up and out to the main top.

After he had been made acting lieutenant, discipline demanded that he no longer skylark in the rigging with the rest of the ‘young gentlemen’, and, thinking back, he was almost certain that this was his first journey aloft since then. The most exercise his duty as lieutenant had demanded of him so far was to walk the quarterdeck during his watches. He had grown out of shape, and as he finally made it to the masthead alongside the lookout, his chest heaving as he sucked in lungfuls of air, he made a mental note to go aloft at least once a day from now on.

He waited for his breathing to subside before hooking one arm through the rigging to steady himself against the ship’s roll. Extending the telescope and raising it to his eye, he scanned the horizon with practised ease. The strange sail leapt into focus immediately, already hull up as the two vessels approached each other, probably about eight miles away now.

She was a frigate, and quite a heavy one by the look of her. On their current course, they would probably pass within a couple of cables’ lengths of her. Satisfied, he snapped the telescope shut and handed it to the lookout, a painfully thin Welshman named Jones.

‘Take this and keep her in sight. Report any changes.’

‘Aye aye sir.’ The tone of Jones’ reply suggested he had just been told the obvious.

Fury started to make his way back down to the deck. As he descended, thankful that it was a lot easier than climbing up, he wondered what nationality the strange sail was. There was every possibility that she was British, but something about her told Fury she wasn’t. He could not quite put his finger on what it was; the look of her hull maybe, or perhaps the cut of her sails. Whatever nationality she was, she would have the weather gauge on Amazon when they passed. Britain had not been at war with anyone when Amazon had left on her journey to India. Had things changed during their long absence? Certainly with events across the Channel escalating, the relationship between Britain and France had been volatile.

He reached the quarterdeck in a matter of seconds and dismissed the thought from his mind – Barber would no doubt take all the necessary precautions. Walking aft to the wheel he saluted and made his report to the captain, who now had Mr Douglas, the first lieutenant, beside him.

‘Mmm,’ mused Barber, ‘so she’ll pass two cables to windward of us on her current course eh? Well, we’ll never be able to beat up to windward in time before she arrives …’

He was silent for a few moments while he considered the implications, no doubt following Fury’s own train of thought from a couple of moments ago, before finally making his decision.

‘Very well, call the watch below. We’ll shorten sail immediately.’

Lieutenant Douglas quickly turned round and started bellowing the orders which would bring the crew on deck, even those down below off watch.

‘All hands! All hands to shorten sail!’

The ship came alive as the crew responded to the order, the vibrating thump of feet on planking reverberating around the weather deck as they rushed up from below. The bosun and his mates harried the men until they were all at their stations, petty officers and midshipmen checking their own divisions to ensure all were there. Although Fury still had no timepiece, there could have been no more than two or three minutes before the entire crew was ready and waiting for the captain’s orders. Those months of drill had borne fruit.

‘We’ll shorten down to topsails only if you please, Mr Douglas,’ the captain ordered.

‘Aye aye sir!’ Douglas replied, turning once more to shout his orders to the waiting men.

Fury looked up. The Amazon was carrying almost everything she could – courses, topsails, topgallants and royals, along with the fore-and-aft staysails and jib. Able seamen were swarming aloft so they would be ready to dash out on to the yards once the sails were ready, while the less skilled seamen on deck were tailing on to ropes harried by the petty officers.

Slowly the staysails and jib came down as the men on deck hauled on the halliards. More men were hauling at braces to bring the royal and topgallant yards round square, spilling the wind from the sails and making the job of furling much easier for the yardmen high above. Halliards were overhauled, bringing the yards down on to the cap while the clew lines, buntlines and leech lines were hauled on to bring the sail up towards the yards.

The topmen were out on the yards now, feet braced against stirrups as they began fisting the canvas into manageable folds before fastening the gaskets round to secure the sail to the yard. Gradually the sky became more visible as first the royals were furled, then the topgallants, and finally the courses. The men aloft, tasks now completed, slid down backstays as quickly as prudence allowed to regain the deck in the fastest possible time.

Fury could already feel a significant change in the movement of the Amazon as her speed through the water gradually slowed, the deck ceasing to cant quite so steeply.

‘Sail shortened sir,’ reported Lieutenant Douglas, as though the captain had not been standing next to him and watching every move of the men for the last fifteen minutes or so. If Barber was impressed by the men’s efficiency, he did not show it.

‘Very well, beat to quarters if you please, Mr Douglas, and clear the ship for action, but don’t run out the guns just yet.’

‘Aye aye sir,’ Douglas replied, walking forward shouting yet more orders.

A moment later a small boy of a marine came running up to the top of the companion ladder with his drum, and hastily started banging out a tinny raffle.

Fury made his way to the ladder leading down to the upper deck. Men hurried along in every direction in a highly organised rush, the stamping of hundreds of feet drowning out the sound of his own steps. His new rank of acting lieutenant meant that he was now stationed in command of the larboard-side guns in action, in place of Mr Scott who had been killed almost nine months ago during their fight with two privateers in the Indian Ocean. Not even a year ago! It seemed like another age after everything that had happened since. Cyclones, shipwrecks, cutting-out expeditions and boarding actions – Fury had seen enough fighting in those few months to last a lifetime.

He reached the upper deck where men were busy knocking down the bulkheads aft making up the captain’s cabin, while his furniture was being carried below. In a moment the deck would be a continuous line of guns from one end to the other. The wash-deck pump had already been rigged and water was beginning to flow over Fury’s boots as he walked further aft, men following with buckets to spread sand along the deck.

Here was Lieutenant Carlisle hurrying along the deck now, on his way to his station in command of the starboard battery of twelve-pounders.

‘Good afternoon Mr Fury,’ he said cheerfully. He was obviously glad, as most of the men were, to have the possibility of action – remote as it was – looming after four months of monotony during their voyage home. Captain Barber was not a rich man, and could not afford to pay for extra powder so that his men could fire live rounds during drills. He did allow the occasional firing of the guns after drill as a reward for the men’s effort, but that was no substitute for real action.

‘Good afternoon sir,’ Fury replied, breaking into a grin at the sight of Carlisle’s beaming face.

‘What do you make of her, Mr Fury?’

Carlisle had been down below off watch when the sail was sighted, possibly in his small cabin reading or writing, and so his first indication of action would have been the sound of the bosun and his mates going through the ship rousing out the men below, swiftly followed by the marine drummer hammering on his small drum.

‘A frigate sir,’ Fury replied. ‘She should be passing to windward of us soon, heading south. She was too far away to see her flag when I was aloft.’

‘She’ll probably turn out to be a Frenchman or a Spaniard,’ Carlisle stated. ‘It would be good to know if we are at war before we meet one of their ships, don’t you think, Mr Fury?’

‘Aye sir.’

Fury turned sharply at the sound of a loud clatter, just in time to see a couple of seamen picking up cutlasses and pistols which had obviously fallen from the arms chest placed by the mainmast.

‘Handsomely there!’ he bellowed, trying to stem the men’s excitement.

He looked round at the deck, where all looked ready. Below, the galley fire would be out by now to minimise the risk of fire, while the surgeon would be laying out his tools – all newly sharpened – ready for the first poor victims.

He walked slowly along the larboard side, lit by the sunlight coming down through the open waist of the ship, studying the men standing around the guns with handkerchiefs tied round their heads to block out the noise and stop the sweat running into their eyes. Many were still in the process of removing the tompions from the muzzles of the guns, while the apron – a thin square piece of sheet lead – was taken from over the touch hole.

He could see all the necessary equipment laid next to each gun – sponge, rammer, handspikes and cheeses of wads. Between each gun was a half barrel, with grooves cut round the edge into which smouldering slow matches were placed, lighted ends hanging inwards over the water in the barrel to be used in the event of the gunlocks jamming. By the side of these were large scuttlebutts of water, placed there for the men’s refreshment during battle. Small boys – powder monkeys – were standing with cartridges newly brought up from the gunner down in the magazine, alert and ready to dash back down the hatch to fetch more once those had been used.

As Fury passed the waist, one look above gave him a glimpse of the sky, still a pale blue and dotted with clouds. It looked strange, criss-crossed with the lines of the splinter netting which had been placed over the deck above to prevent falling spars and blocks killing the men stationed below.

Bringing his attention back to the upper deck, he could see that the marines were already stationed at the hatchways to stop seamen going below without good reason, in the event that any man’s discretion overcame his valour. Satisfied that the men were ready, he started making his way back aft, wishing that the gun ports could be opened so that he could see something of the situation outside.

Looking over at Carlisle perspiring freely in his full uniform, he was acutely conscious that he was not wearing a sword like the rest of the Amazon’s officers. He had not had time to purchase one in Bombay before they had left, and his old midshipman’s dirk was not really appropriate for an acting lieutenant, so he made a mental note to remember to grab a cutlass from one of the arms chests in the event of a boarding.

The ship had become strangely quiet again now, signalling that the Amazon was cleared for action with her crew waiting silently at their stations. Fury turned to look along the line of his crews stretching forward down the ship’s larboard side. If they were to go into action, it would be his side which would have to fire first.

‘Men!’ he shouted, ‘I want those ports opened and the guns run out like lightning if the order is given, so stay alert!’

He walked over to where Carlisle was standing.

‘Larboard battery ready sir.’

‘Very good,’ Carlisle replied, ‘now all we have to do is wait.’


Chapter Two

Captain Barber paced casually about the Amazon’s quarterdeck with Lieutenant Douglas alongside him. The sail coming down from the north-west was clearly visible from the deck now, even without a glass. He could make out her frigate’s lines – the low sweeping hull hiding the menacing line of guns behind those closed ports. She was also under topsails only, like the Amazon, and it was obvious that they would pass a little over one cable’s length away from each other – ideal gunshot range.

Barber had needed his telescope to see that she was flying the tricolour. Even now, he still had difficulty adjusting to the flag of the new French Republic. He looked up at his masthead for the thousandth time, checking to make sure that the Union flag streaming out to starboard had not vanished.

‘Mr Douglas, have the hands on deck stationed ready to tack if I give the word. Station some men on the focsle to raise the jib and haul out the sheet to starboard in the event she looks like missing stays.’

Tacking the Amazon at that time would be critical, and if she missed stays and fell back, her stern would be vulnerable to being raked. If she looked like she would not turn, then raising the jib and flatting the sheet out to starboard would help push the bow round.

‘Aye aye sir,’ Douglas replied.

‘In the meantime,’ Barber continued, ‘please station yourself at the quarterdeck rail overlooking the waist to relay my orders down to Mr Carlisle and Mr Fury if necessary.’

‘Aye aye sir,’ Douglas replied once again, moving away to organise the men before stationing himself at the quarterdeck rail and turning back to watch the captain for his signal.

Captain Barber strode over to the larboard bulwark with glass in hand to look across at the other ship, her cutwater producing a creamy foam as she sliced through the water. He raised the glass to his eye and scanned her deck. There were small figures rushing about, a speck of blue here and there betraying the presence of an officer. One in particular was stationary, possibly her captain, looking over at the Amazon and perhaps wondering if Barber was Amazon’s captain. He looked down at his blue full dress coat. Once they got closer he would certainly be distinguishable by his uniform. Despite all his precautions he wondered how to play the next few minutes. If they were at peace still, should he give his opposite number a wave as they passed, to signify the friendship of nations? Probably not – it would leave him open to a snub by the French captain.

He looked forward again, the ships now only about a mile from each other. He could feel the tension of the situation weighing down on him. Could they be at war? Even with only topsails set they would pass each other quickly, and so the Frenchman would have to be quick if he intended to unleash a broadside. The first sign Barber would have of that would be the raising of their larboard gun ports as they approached. He would then have to hope that his own crews would be fast enough to open their ports, run out and train the guns, and then fire before the Frenchman passed out of range. After that, her captain could dash down on Amazon in an attempt to pass across her stern and rake her, so it would be a case of tacking quickly to keep the Amazon’s guns bearing on her and to avoid giving the French ship that chance. With that in mind, the orders he had given were correct.

On and on they came, the figures on the Frenchman’s deck becoming clearer as they approached. Barber was staring so hard at her hull, waiting for the slightest movement along her side, that his eyes were now beginning to ache, the sunlight reflecting off the wave caps dazzling him.

They were almost abreast now, the jib boom of the French ship stretching forward and just beginning to overlap the Amazon’s own jib boom. A movement from the forward part of her quarterdeck caught his eye, and he looked to see the man he had seen earlier, now clearly wearing a resplendent blue uniform – obviously the captain – waving to him, his hat high in the air as he shouted something which was whipped away by the wind.

What a fool he was! The French captain was merely greeting him as they passed, and there he was, expecting the worst with his ship cleared for action. He began to raise his right arm in the air in response, stopping halfway up as the Frenchman’s gun ports suddenly opened.

‘Mr Douglas!’ he shouted frantically, ‘Have the larboard guns run out and fire at will!’

He vaguely heard the first lieutenant acknowledge and shout his order down to Fury on the upper deck, while his own eyes remained glued to the French ship, her guns emerging from her ports like stubby black fingers as her crew hauled on the tackles to run them out.

Their bows were overlapping now and Barber heard the sound of rumbling trucks as their own guns were hauled out, the noise being cut off abruptly a moment later as the side of the French ship erupted in a rippling fire as each gun bore, the deep boom drowning out all other sounds as the muzzles winked with flame before the black smoke belched out, blowing away towards the Amazon.

He could not be sure where the broadside went, other than a vague awareness of crashing timber and screaming men down below, the deck heeling slightly with the impact. Almost at once the Amazon’s guns replied as the men quickly trained them and fired, the noise deafening and the deck heeling once more under Barber’s feet from the recoil.

The men down below would be choking now as the smoke from the guns was blown back in through the ports by the brisk westerly wind. Nevertheless they had done well, Barber could admit that. Even with the head start from the French ship, the Amazon’s broadside had followed closely on the heels of the enemy’s.

Lieutenant Douglas was next to him now looking out across the sea at their antagonist, already almost past them 200 yards away. Her name could be clearly seen now emblazoned across her transom. Thetis.

‘Mr Douglas, I believe we are at war.’

Barber said the words calmly, as if he were merely commenting on the weather. Lieutenant Douglas stared at him for a moment with a wry smile creasing his face.

‘Aye sir!’

As they watched, her transom seemed to foreshorten as she began the slow turn to bring her before the wind in an attempt to pass astern of the Amazon and rake her.

‘We’ll tack the ship if you please, Mr Douglas,’ Barber said matter-of-factly.

‘Aye aye sir,’ Douglas replied, walking over to the binnacle to pick up a speaking trumpet to make himself heard.

‘Ready about! Stations for stays!’

An unnecessary order considering the men had been ready at their stations for some time.

‘Ready! Ready! Ease down the helm!’

The helmsman turned the spokes of the wheel through his fingers to port, the ship’s bow gradually coming round towards the direction of the wind.

Barber looked over to where Thetis was swooping down on them, Amazon still broadside on to her now she was beginning to come up into the wind. Even as he watched, her side lit up once more as she loosed another broadside into Amazon’s hull, more screams and crashes from below combined with what sounded like falling blocks from above. He looked up quickly but could see no major damage aloft.

Almost instantaneously Amazon’s own broadside thundered out below, the smoke clearing quickly to give him a good view of the scars along the hull of the Thetis from Amazon’s twelve-pounders. The men were aiming well, he thought.

‘Helms alee!’

Douglas was still shouting orders to bring the Amazon on to her new tack, stolidly ignoring the hail of shot which had just passed. The wheel was now hard over and the Amazon’s bow was approaching the eye of the wind, her way rapidly diminishing. The men stationed at the foretopsail were loosening off the sheets to spill some of the breeze from the sail and allow her to come up easier.

‘Haul taut! Main topsail haul!’

The men at the main and mizzen topsail braces began to heave, swinging the yards round the other way, ready for the new tack. She was up in the eye of the wind now, all way lost as she hung there for what seemed like an eternity. Would she make it round? No, no … yes!

Her bow began to swing again, falling on to the new tack and saving Barber the task of ordering the men on the focsle to hoist the jib, as he was intending.

‘Haul taut! Let go and haul!’ Douglas bellowed, sending the men on the foretopsail braces heaving to bring that yard round on to the new tack also.

‘Full and bye,’ Barber snapped to the helmsman, the man immediately letting the Amazon fall off from the wind until she was approximately six points away before steadying her on her course, keeping an eye on the luff of the topsails to ensure he did not get too close.

On this course, and with Thetis running before the stiff westerly breeze, there was every chance that they could pass the Frenchman’s stern and rake her. Barber looked across at her again but she was already turning to port, the more northerly direction turning her exposed stern away from the Amazon’s broadside. This captain was no fool. Barber jumped slightly in shock as the Amazon’s guns discharged once more under his feet, followed a second later by another broadside from the Thetis.

The smoke from their own broadside was drifting away down on to Thetis now, blocking his view, but it was clear that Amazon’s rate of fire was slightly superior to her opponents. The smoke began to pass, revealing Thetis wearing back round to a more south-easterly heading, bringing the wind on her starboard quarter.

Barber quickly walked over to the binnacle and peered down at the compass card housed within. South-south-west was their current heading. He turned to the helmsman once again.

‘Starboard your helm. Bring her round to east-south-east and keep her steady.’

‘Aye aye sir,’ the man replied, easing the spokes of the wheel through his hand and peering at the compass card to note the course.

The Amazon’s bow began to swing round away from the wind, picking up speed slightly as the wind came round on to the starboard quarter. Another succession of crashes sounded as the Amazon’s larboard crews fired on Thetis, followed by a reply from the French ship after a slight pause.

Looking across at Thetis, Barber could see that she had finished her turn and was now about 300 yards away down to leeward, on much the same course as the Amazon.

On and on they went, it soon becoming clear that Thetis was on a slightly converging course to that of the Amazon, so that the staggered broadsides crashing out from each ship as the crews reloaded and fired at their own pace, were progressively closer. It was also clear that the Amazon’s gun crews were firing three broadsides to the enemy’s two, although Barber grudgingly had to admit he was surprised at the accuracy of the Frenchman’s fire.

Another series of crashes rocked the Amazon and Barber saw one of the brass six-pounders on the quarterdeck lifted up and flung back off its carriage like a rag doll, its crew disappearing into bloody fragments as the shot swept through them, splinters flying across the deck from the smashed bulwark.

‘Men,’ he shouted, ‘secure that gun!’

The crew of the neighbouring six-pounder abandoned their job for a moment and dashed over to where the gun was lying in the lee scuppers, threatening to slide about the deck. A quick handful of hammocks from the nettings along the bulwark sufficed to shore up the gun against the ship’s roll.

Barber turned away from the proceedings and looked across once more to where the distance between the Amazon and Thetis had now shortened to a little over a hundred yards.

‘Mr Douglas,’ he said, turning to the first lieutenant who was still at his side, ‘I’ve a mind to run down and cross her stern. Have the men at the braces standing by.’

‘Aye aye sir,’ Douglas replied, turning to tell off the men stationed at the braces as Barber strode over to the helmsman at the wheel.

‘Starboard your helm,’ he ordered, and once again the wheel spun anticlockwise through the helmsman’s fingers, slowly sending her bow further away from the wind. Barber was looking forward along the deck and over to Thetis to judge when the Amazon had swung round far enough to send her down past the Frenchman’s stern. ‘Keep her at that,’ he ordered the helmsman, just before he judged the course to be ideal.

He watched as the helmsman straightened the wheel, the Amazon coming round a trifle further before the rudder steadied her on course. Perfect! He smiled to himself.

The men at the braces were hauling the yards round to catch the wind at the most efficient angle, and the Amazon was now surging down upon Thetis, who was still drawing ahead on the same course, taken completely by surprise.

‘Mr Douglas, inform Mr Carlisle to have the starboard battery standing by, ready to fire as they bear.’

Douglas acknowledged and moved over to the quarterdeck rail overlooking the waist to relay the order. Barber could hear a faint acknowledgement from Carlisle and then thudding feet as the crews dashed over to the other side of the ship to man the starboard battery. Twenty-five yards to go now, with Thetis pulling away on Amazon’s starboard bow, her stern beginning to show as Amazon’s jib boom began to cross her wake.

Barber fancied he could see panic on her quarterdeck as they watched the Amazon coming down on them, and they may even have started to turn up into the wind in an attempt to throw her stern away from the Amazon’s guns, but it was all too late. They were passing her now and the first gun going off forward confirmed it, followed slowly by each one in turn as they passed.

Even as he watched, her beautiful stern windows disappeared as the balls smashed through, tearing a destructive path along the whole length of her main deck. The lovely gilt transom had also vanished in a hail of splinters, smashed into pulp by more shot. Over the crash and thunder of the great guns Barber could hear the lighter fire of the swivels up in the Amazon’s tops under the command of the marines, who were pouring a murderous hail of canister on to the quarterdeck of Thetis. It would be interesting to see how long she lasted after that, he mused, the fire now slackening and warning him that they had already passed her stern.

‘Quartermaster!’ he bellowed, ‘Port your helm. Come back round to east-south-east and keep her steady.’

The quartermaster acknowledged and relayed the order to the helmsman, and a moment later, with the aid of the men at the braces, the Amazon’s bow began to swing back to her original course, this time some fifty yards to leeward of Thetis and on her larboard quarter.

Intermittent firing continued, both from the Amazon’s forward-most guns and Thetis’ aft-most guns, those being the only ones that would initially bear as the Amazon gradually overhauled Thetis to come back up alongside her.

Looking across as the smoke passed, it was obvious to Barber that some of the larboard-side guns of the Thetis were out of action, numerous empty ports staring back at him like missing teeth to signify the guns were not run out. More earsplitting thunder from the guns down below showed that the men were firing as quickly as ever and there was a decided gap now until the enemy loosed off a ragged broadside, the crash of that followed instantaneously by the sound of smashing wood and stifled screams.

He began pacing the quarterdeck with Lieutenant Douglas falling in beside him as the two ships glided forward, broadside to broadside. On and on they went, the Frenchman lasting far longer than both Barber and Douglas had anticipated, even if her fire was now slackening considerably. She was probably one of the best ships the French had, with hand-picked crews and experienced officers. Two of her gun ports had been smashed into one jagged hole by numerous shot, and at least three of her larboard guns were now out of action.

Another crash sounded over to the left as another shot hit the bulwark, sending splinters flying across the deck not two feet in front of the pacing officers, both men watching as three men were cut down amid the hail, one clutching his side as it poured blood on to the deck.

A shouted order to those serving another of the quarterdeck six-pounders sent them over to the man, quickly lifting him and carrying him down to the surgeon and his mates.

‘Poor bastard,’ Barber muttered in a rare show of sympathy.

‘Aye sir,’ Douglas replied in agreement. He was convinced the man would probably rather bleed to death than be seen to by the surgeon, nothing more than a butcher in disguise.

He spared another glance over at Thetis and a movement high above her deck caught his eye, immediately prompting him to turn round and inform Captain Barber, but the captain was no longer at his side …

Fury had kept pacing up and down the upper deck all the while, he and his gun crews assisting Carlisle with the starboard battery now that their side had disengaged. He watched as the men, pouring with sweat and blackened from the smoke, reloaded, ran out and fired as fast as they could. His own eyes were stinging from the effects of the black smoke blowing in through the open gun ports, the back of his throat dry and hoarse as he shouted encouragement.

There had been many men killed or wounded. After the casualties suffered in India, Fury wondered how on earth they still had enough manpower to manoeuvre the ship, much less fight. As was customary, he had given the order to throw the bodies over the side like pieces of old rubbish to keep the decks free to work the guns. Perhaps he would feel guilty at the recollection of it afterwards, but now was not the time.

The Frenchman seemed to be firing solely at Amazon’s hull, probably in an effort to kill as many as they could before boarding. Nevertheless, their rate of fire was slackening noticeably now, providing further encouragement to the Amazon’s men as the long hours of drill took effect.

Another ball crashed into the Amazon’s side as he paced, and a moment later a man staggered against him, his face contorted in horror. Fury looked down to the man’s arm, the skin raised and swollen, and it took him a moment to realise that lodged underneath his skin was a long sliver of wood, probably about six inches long considering it seemed to stretch the entire length of his forearm. Even as Fury watched, the skin began to turn black as it bruised, and he quickly marched the man over to one of the hatchways leading down below, signalling the marine sentry stationed there to let the man pass.

‘Get yourself down below to the surgeon at once!’

The man looked at him blankly for a second, understandably still in shock, before pulling himself together and nodding, turning to go down the hatchway to where the surgeon and his mates would be at work just forward of the wardroom.

Fury walked over to one of the large scuttlebutts of water, trying to put out of his mind the thought of what agonies would await the wretched man once the surgeon began to cut and probe to extract the splinter. With only a mouthful of rum to soften the pain and a leather gag to bite down upon, he would most likely die on that table.

The water, although tepid and stale, was nevertheless refreshing as he thrust his head in and took a mouthful, the back of his throat seeming to burn more as he swallowed it.

He turned round to catch sight of Carlisle, hat in hand, shouting to his men to keep them going as he walked from gun to gun, assisted by the midshipmen running along the guns and jumping up and down in their excitement.

Fury walked over to a spot behind one of the forward guns and crouched down to get a view out of the gun port. There she was, still a hundred yards away and looking severely battered now along her hull and bulwarks, the occasional brief flash and roar followed by an eddy of smoke showing that she at least had some of her guns still in commission.

He was about to straighten up when he caught sight of a movement up high in her rigging. He quickly pushed his way forward through the gun crew who were busy reloading and thrust his head through the open gun port. As he did so he heard cheering on the deck above, and he quickly looked up at Thetis’ masthead in time to see the battered tricolour of France come slowly fluttering down. They had surrendered!

He turned inboard, the relief surging through him.

‘Cease fire! We have him lads!’

The men at the guns, most of whom would not even look out of the ports as they reloaded and fired, realised now that the fight was over. A ragged cheer erupted from the men along the upper deck as they stood up from their guns and congratulated their companions, more for emerging alive than for the actual victory.

Here was Lieutenant Carlisle now, hand outstretched as he approached. Fury shook it.

‘Well Mr Fury, that was a hard-fought victory!’

‘It certainly was sir. They put up a good fight.’

‘That they did,’ Carlisle agreed, looking round the deck. ‘Well, I’ll get these guns secured, you had better get up to the quarterdeck. No doubt there will be much work for us in the next few days.’

‘Aye aye sir,’ Fury replied, glad to be getting out of the choking atmosphere of the upper deck and hopeful that he may be allowed to go over with the boarding party and take possession of their new prize.

It took him only seconds to reach the top of the companion ladder leading up to the quarterdeck, squinting slightly at the bright sunlight as he looked around for the captain to receive his orders. There was the master, Mr Hoggarth, supervising the swinging out of one of the Amazon’s boats held on the booms over the waist, in preparation for going across to the Thetis. Lieutenant Douglas was over near the wheel with his back to him, his head bowed looking down at the deck. Fury hurried over to him, Douglas spinning round as he heard his voice.

‘Have you any orders for me sir?’

Douglas did not reply, but merely looked at Fury for a moment as though they had just lost the battle, not won it. A quick glance by Douglas behind him drew Fury’s gaze down towards the deck, where a pair of legs were sticking out of a bloody mess on the planking. Silk stockings and highly polished shoes with pinchbeck buckles. His family had never been rich – was all that Fury could think of as he looked down at what remained of the captain, his uncle.


Chapter Three

Fury woke up in his cot, lying there for a few moments looking round his tiny cabin, the black bulk of his tattered sea chest seemingly filling the whole room. Outside he could hear the sluicing of water as the Amazon limped to the southeast, with Thetis in company under the temporary command of Lieutenant Carlisle.

He still felt numb over the death of his uncle. He would have thought that his exposure to death over the last year would have steeled him against such grief, but it was not the case. When he had first seen his uncle’s body it had been necessary for him to fight back the tears. Barber had always been a hard man, and very aloof, and had almost never shown affection towards him, but he had been more than fair to Fury. He liked to think that, with no wife or family of his own, Barber had always thought of him as a son, and he hoped in the past year he had not proved a disappointment. Certainly, with no father of his own to look to for guidance, Fury had learnt a lot from the man since he had come aboard Amazon. Fury’s current rank of acting lieutenant was solely down to Barber and the opportunities he had given him. Now he had nobody, and even on a cramped frigate such as Amazon, he felt terribly lonely.

It had been another disappointment to him when Douglas, in temporary command of the Amazon, had chosen Lieutenant Carlisle to take possession of Thetis, leaving Fury to work himself to a standstill helping to get the Amazon back into some semblance of order. The prisoners, some 150 of them, had all been transferred over to the Amazon and were now under strict guard by armed marines down in the hold. Their original crew of somewhere near 300 showed how terribly they had suffered during the fight, compared to which the Amazon’s butcher’s bill of twenty-seven killed, including the captain, and thirty-four wounded, seemed relatively light.

Throughout the night and the whole of the next day the men had worked tirelessly plugging shot holes in the hulls of both vessels and repairing damaged rigging, and it was only once that had been completed that they had been able to get under way again. Yesterday had been spent driving south-eastward towards the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar, where the east-going current had helped them to make a reasonable five knots. They were now no more than half a day away from Gibraltar, their destination, with Tarifa on the southern coast of Spain somewhere to the north-east, and the Barbary Coast of Africa to the south. Soon the strait would be narrowing down to about eight miles wide, according to the chart Fury had seen.

No doubt it had been the number of prisoners under guard and the state of the two ships which had prompted Lieutenant Douglas to head for Gibraltar instead of continuing their journey home to England. It was obviously the safest bet considering the former captain of Thetis had informed them that war had in fact been declared by France on Britain a few months ago, in February, and so there was also a chance of meeting further French ships if they continued north.

Fury was surprised to find that the news of war had not affected him in the slightest. With the loss of Barber, his only patron, there was every chance that he would be demoted back down to midshipman again, losing many months in seniority. Now they were at war, he could at least console himself with the knowledge that his opportunities for advancement would be greater.

‘Passing the word for Mr Fury!’

The faint shout reached him as he lay there and he quickly swung his legs out of the cot and jumped to the deck, hurriedly pulling on shirt, breeches, stockings and shoes, along with his old midshipman’s jacket, before leaving his flimsy cabin.

With the captain dead and Lieutenant Carlisle on Thetis, there could be only one man on board passing the word for him, and the knowledge of that brought with it the realisation that he was presently second in command of the Amazon, albeit only temporarily.

He was at the top of the companion ladder on the upper deck now, the guns all housed and secured and looking impotent strapped up against the ship’s side. He turned aft to where the captain’s cabins were now re-erected, passing the marine sentry who briskly came to attention, slamming his musket butt on the planking and announcing in a voice that would have carried on deck in a gale of wind, ‘Mr Fury sir!’

Fury entered, his head instinctively cocked to one side as he stood to prevent it hitting the deck beams above. It was strange to see Lieutenant Douglas sitting behind the captain’s desk, working away at the paperwork needed to keep a ship of war afloat. He was looking up now, studying Fury’s face intently for a few moments before beckoning him to sit down in one of the chairs opposite. Through the stern windows Fury could see Thetis sailing along in their wake, about two cables’ lengths away.

‘How are you doing Mr Fury?’ Douglas asked softly, as if speaking to a child and not an officer in His Britannic Majesty’s Navy.

‘I am very well, thank you sir,’ Fury replied in a matter-of-fact tone. He had long since learned that superior officers had their own ways of approaching subjects, and it was best to let them get on with it until they got to the point.

‘I have taken the liberty,’ Douglas began, pointing to a number of items laid on the settee beneath the stern windows, ‘of getting together some of the captain’s personal belongings. As his next of kin you should take these and decide for yourself what to do with them.’

Fury studied the items. It was a paltry enough pile of belongings to represent a man’s whole life. A mahogany box which could only contain Captain Barber’s quadrant was sat in the middle of the pile. Next to this was a sword in its scabbard, the decoration adorning it identifying it as his dress sword. Barber would have been wearing his other sword when he was cut in two, and so there was no chance of Fury finding that now.

He could also see the plain mahogany box containing two pistols which the captain had always kept in his desk drawer – nothing fancy, but slightly more reliable than the average sea-service pistol, as well as more accurate, no doubt. Along with these was his personal telescope, various books on seamanship from Clark, Falconer and others, two little gold-plated watches, and a small amount of money.

‘Thank you sir,’ he said, shifting his gaze back from the pile of belongings to Lieutenant Douglas, still sitting there studying him intensely. Fury desperately wanted to ask the man about his own future, but could not bring himself to do it. ‘Will that be all sir, only I’ve got the forenoon watch?’ was all he found himself saying.

‘Not quite,’ Douglas replied, sitting back and seeming to relax slightly, as if he had just finished an unpleasant task and was now moving on to something more enjoyable. ‘I have been reading Captain Barber’s reports on events since first leaving England.’

A pause now, as if he expected Fury to say something, but Fury remained silent.

‘He mentions you very favourably on a number of occasions, as does Lieutenant Carlisle during your time on the Bedford and the Mornington. For my part, I have drafted my report regarding the capture of Thetis and you will also get full credit for your part in that. With this in mind, I am hopeful that the Admiralty will see fit to let you keep your current rank of acting lieutenant until such time arises as you can face a formal examining board.’

‘Thank you sir,’ he replied, but Douglas held up his hands in protest.

‘Do not thank me Mr Fury – a lieutenant is unlikely to hold much sway with Their Lordships at the Admiralty, but I will do my utmost for you. Besides, you are in your current position on merit, not favouritism. If I did not think you were ready for it I would see to it that you remained a midshipman until you were.’

‘I understand sir,’ Fury said. ‘Will that be all now sir?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Douglas replied, ‘you may go – and don’t forget to take the captain’s belongings to your cabin.’

‘Aye aye sir.’

Fury rose from the chair and went over to the settee.

He would have liked to ask Lieutenant Douglas for some assistance in carrying all the things, but he was already bent back down over his paperwork, so Fury resolved to carry it all himself. The sword and scabbard he fastened round his waist, while the watches were small enough to carry in his jacket pocket, along with the few coins there. The rest – pistols, telescope, quadrant and books – he merely had to pile on top of one another and carry carefully out of the cabin, thankful that there was not much of a sea running so he could keep his feet easily on the gently heaving deck as he slowly made his way below.

‘Stop!’

The seaman watching the sandglass snapped the order as soon as the last grain of sand had emptied itself into the bottom of the glass. The man next to him holding the log line immediately stopped the knotted line from running out any further and began to haul it in over the taffrail. Once the line was on board the knots were counted, while Fury stood nearby waiting.

‘Well?’

The seaman seemed to ignore him for a moment as he finished counting the number of knots which had reeled off the line.

‘Seven knots sir,’ he reported at last, reeling the log line back in so it could be stowed.

‘Very well,’ Fury replied, walking over to the binnacle and picking up the slate housed within to record the current speed they were making. A quick check of the compass card revealed they were heading a little south of east until they had weathered Tarifa, the southernmost tip of Spain, at which point they would begin to head approximately east by north for the run up to Gibraltar.

He looked up to check each of the sails were drawing well, more through force of habit than because he expected them to be drawing badly. Each and every man on the Amazon, including the quartermaster and helmsmen, were prime seamen, well trained and highly experienced. Not once had he ever had to utter a stern warning due to lack of concentration. Still, it was as well to check, if only to let them know they were still being monitored – it would ensure they kept sharp.

He began pacing the larboard side of the quarterdeck, hoping in time to catch a glimpse of the southern coast of Spain. He was beginning to wish he had left his jacket down in his cabin, for although the sky was filled with cloud and the fresh westerly wind was sweeping along the Amazon’s deck, the sun filtering through was quite warm.

‘Land ho!’

The shout came down from the foremast lookout.

‘Where away?’ Fury shouted back instantly.

‘Three points on the larboard bow sir!’ came the quick reply.

Fury looked around for the midshipman of the watch, finally catching sight of him forward on the focsle.

‘Mr Howard!’ he shouted to him, still somewhat uncomfortably. Even after five months of holding his rank as acting lieutenant, he still could not shake off the fact that they had all been ‘young gentlemen’ together. Giving orders to them always felt strange, especially now when he could be back to being a midshipman within the next day. ‘Take a glass and aloft with you. You may make your report when you come down.’

‘Aye aye sir!’ the boy piped, rushing to get a glass before ascending the foremast shrouds to join the lookout at the masthead.

Fury stamped about impatiently on the quarterdeck until at last Howard returned to make his report, just as Lieutenant Douglas arrived on deck.

‘Well Mr Howard?’ Fury prompted.

‘Land sir, now just abaft the beam. At first it just looked like a headland sir, but as it came abeam I saw water separating it from the rest of the coast, so it looks like an island sir!’

‘Very good Mr Howard, carry on,’ Douglas replied, turning to look at Fury.

‘Tarifa Island sir?’ Fury ventured.

Douglas nodded his agreement.

‘Aye, lay her on a course of east by north a half north please, Mr Fury. I shall be in my— the captain’s cabin, if you need me further.’

‘East by north a half north, aye aye sir,’ Fury acknowledged as Douglas made his way back down below. ‘Quartermaster, lay her on a course of east by north a half north, if you please.’

The quartermaster acknowledged and relayed the order to the man at the wheel. The helmsman let a couple of spokes of the wheel through his fingers as he peered at the compass card. When he finally announced that the course was set, Fury took a look at his watch – his uncle’s watch – to see that it was ten o’clock in the morning. Putting the watch back in his pocket he began pacing again, head down and hands behind his back to pass the last two hours of his watch, at which time he would be relieved by the master.

Back and forward he went, seventeen paces to the taffrail, turn, and seventeen paces forward to the foremost quarterdeck six-pounder, the sweat gradually beginning to stick to the shirt under his jacket as he paced, the sound of the ship’s bell at half-hour intervals passing unnoticed as he became engrossed in his thoughts, completely losing track of time.

‘How are we going Mr Fury?’

The voice startled him and he looked up to see the master, Mr Hoggarth. It took him a moment to drag his mind into the present and give a sensible reply.

‘Seven knots by the last heave of the log, Mr Hoggarth. We sighted Tarifa some time ago and changed course to east by north a half north.’

He could still not get used to talking to the master on equal terms, or at least nearly equal. It was not long ago that Hoggarth had been teaching Midshipman Fury the art of navigation, and it didn’t help the fact that he looked old enough to be his grandfather. In fact Fury would not have been surprised if someone had told him the master was old shipmates with Anson or Boscawen, so old did he look.

‘This will be your first visit to Gibraltar will it not, Mr Fury?’

‘Indeed it will Mr Hoggarth. But not yours I’ll warrant!’

If the master was to be believed, then he had visited most places on earth during his career. Hoggarth broke into a broad grin at the jibe, his face wrinkling from years of sun and salt spray.

‘What is it like?’ Fury asked, eager as always to learn as much as possible.

‘Well,’ Hoggarth began, ‘the first you will see of it is a massive rock jutting out almost to the Mediterranean, nearly 1,400 feet high at its peak. The fortress of Gibraltar stands at its foot, and it is joined to the mainland of Spain by a low isthmus now, although at one time it was most likely an island. It lies at the easternmost tip of Algeciras Bay, or Gibraltar Bay as it is sometimes called, with the town of Algeciras on the western side. Along the western side of the Gibraltar headland reaching out into the Mediterranean there is an extremely dangerous shoal of rocks extending quite far into the bay making a seaward assault virtually impossible. Which is why we’ve kept it from the French and the Spaniards for years.’

The ship’s bell rang out at that moment – eight bells – noon, and the end of Fury’s watch at last.

‘I have the deck, Mr Fury,’ Hoggarth told him, completing the formalities of confirming that he had now taken over as officer of the watch. ‘It should not be long now before we sight it,’ Hoggarth continued, ‘It is an impressive view to behold if you care to wait.’

‘Aye, I think I will Mr Hoggarth,’ Fury replied, ‘I’ll take a trip up to the masthead to get a better view.’

It was true that the view aloft would be far better than down on deck, but the main reason was to avoid having to stand on deck in conversation with Hoggarth for a couple of hours or more. In addition, Fury had made his promise to himself that he would get aloft at least once every day to keep himself in shape, and he had not yet done so today.

Quickly ducking down the companion ladder to the upper deck and then down once more to the gun deck, he turned aft and made his way to his flimsy cabin, picking up his uncle’s telescope from atop his sea chest and hurrying back up to the focsle. Stuffing the telescope into his waistband he climbed over the bulwark into the channels and began to haul himself up the starboard foremast shrouds.

It was surprising the difference a few days made, he reflected, as he reached the foretop and continued upwards. He was still breathing quite hard due to the exertion but his chest was not nearly as tight and he was no longer struggling for breath. A minute later and he
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