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Lieutenant Fury


Prologue

September 1783, twenty leagues
north-east of Martinique

The harsh blast of a whistle drowned the noise of wind and sea as HM brig Wasp thumped her bluff bow into yet another wave.

‘Last man down shall get a flogging! By God, I’ll have the skin off his back, you lubbers!’

The words were said in a mounting rage, the veins standing hard and clear against the speaker’s throat and the spittle forming at the corners of his mouth as he gave vent to his fury. No speaking trumpet was needed for the voice to carry easily to the men aloft, standing on stirrups with bodies braced against the yards to negate the Wasp’s pitch and roll.

‘Bastard!’

The highest topmen, standing against the topgallant yard eighty feet above the sea, cursed openly as they scrambled back in towards the mast in a panic, each man striving to avoid becoming the next victim of their captain’s increasing insanity. They were watched keenly by the small knot of officers on deck, enjoying the sport as the men attempted to get down to the deck as quickly as they could.

Their tormentor, Lieutenant Charles Fury, stood looking upwards with a mirthless smile creasing his face. Nothing gave him more pleasure than to see men running in fear from his wrath, and the men aloft were certainly not disappointing him today. All were off the yards now except one. That man could see he was the last one and his panic was such that he could already almost feel the lash of the cat o’ nine tails as it tore open his back in a bloody mess. There was only one way he could avoid that now, and that was by jumping from the yard on to the shrouds below, bypassing the man who was next in front of him and already beginning his hurried climb down. The officers on the deck, sycophants as they were, nevertheless gasped in horror as they watched the man jump from the yard. It seemed for a moment, one relieved moment, that he had managed to grasp the shrouds safely, but a lurch of the brig as she hit a wave was enough to wrench free his grip and send him tumbling to the deck, his arms and legs flailing grotesquely as he fell. The body hit the deck with a sickening thud near the lee scuppers and lay there, broken and bloody.

The deck was in utter silence now; even the men aloft who had been hurrying to gain the deck had stopped halfway down the shrouds and were merely staring in shock at the body. Those stares soon turned in mute hatred to Lieutenant Fury, who stood looking at the deck planking near the body which was now beginning to turn dark red as the man’s blood seeped from his lifeless form. His brows came together in a frown.

‘Clear that God-damned mess up. It’s staining the deck.’ Lieutenant Fury glared at his officers, who hurriedly moved away, shouting at the men on deck to get the task done.

The topmen resumed a slow descent to the deck, all still seething with shock and anger.

‘You there!’ Fury was shouting again and pointing to a seaman just stepping off the weather main shrouds on to the bulwark. ‘Stand where you are.’

The man froze, glancing round at his shipmates as if to find some support among them.

‘Bosun!’

Fury’s call was answered immediately by a short but stocky man with thick forearms who looked every inch the pugilist he once had been.

‘Sir?’

‘That man there,’ Fury pointed to the now terrified seaman, ‘he was the last man off the yard! Is that not so?’ He spun round to his officers with a look of glee on his face as if for confirmation. The sailing master reluctantly provided it with a small nod.

‘Indeed he was, sir, indeed he was.’ The master knew very well what was coming and cursed himself for his weakness in standing by and doing nothing.

Fury swung back round to face the seaman in question, still rooted to the spot but visibly shaking.

‘Bosun!’ Fury rapped. ‘Take him below under guard. He will face punishment in two hours for his tardiness. That should give him sufficient time to consider his fate.’

The seaman swung his head round left and right in near panic as if looking for a saviour, or perhaps momentarily considering a futile attempt at escape. Finding none, he managed to restrict himself to a verbal protest.

‘But sir—’

‘Silence!’ Lieutenant Fury erupted, the spittle and the veins returning and the eyes opened wide as if in madness. ‘How dare you speak without being spoken to? You see that?’ This last question was addressed to his officers once more. ‘Not only is he lazy, he is also mutinous!’ Fury himself was shaking now with his anger as he turned back to the helpless seaman. ‘You will soon learn never to answer me back. If I have to flog you till your ribs show, you will learn! Bosun, take him below.’

The hopelessness of his situation quickly seemed to sink in and the seaman submitted meekly to the proddings of the bosun’s cane as he trudged below. Fury’s rage rapidly began to subside. It was replaced by the usual dull paranoia that hung over him every day like a cloud, as the surgeon supervised the removal of the body and men set to work on the deck with holystones to clean up the seeping blood.

The rest of the men standing around the deck began muttering, not quite loud enough for the officers to understand but just loud enough to let them know they were not happy. Lieutenant Fury was oblivious to this, however, as he turned to go below, quite satisfied that the crew was better trained after this lesson in discipline.

Two hours later he was back on deck, in full uniform and with the entire crew standing in a hollow square facing the capstan. Tilted and strapped against the capstan was an upturned hatch grating. The small detachment of marines on board the Wasp stood behind Lieutenant Fury with muskets at their sides, and a small awkward silence ensued before the bosun and his mate escorted the unlucky seaman through the ranks of surly men. His shirt was stripped from his back as he stood there and his wrists were strapped to the grating so that he was leaning forward against it, his bare back exposed to the waiting crew. The bosun’s mate attempted to thrust a leather pad into his mouth to stop him biting off his tongue during the punishment, but the man swung his head wildly from side to side in refusal. His struggle prompted an angry stirring from the men, which soon grew to a strong murmur of dissent.

‘Silence!’ Fury roared. ‘Silence or I shall have the marines open fire!’

The murmuring subsided reluctantly in the face of that threat.

‘Let this man be a lesson to you all. Idleness is a disease and I will not have it spread among my ship. I had intended to be lenient to show you all I am a reasonable man, but his display of mutiny has made me reconsider my decision. He will receive fifty lashes.’

The murmurs erupted again at this last statement, prompting the marines to level their muskets at a signal from Fury. Fifty lashes was a huge punishment, tantamount to a death sentence. By Admiralty law a captain was only allowed to order a dozen lashes; anything more had to be sentenced by a court martial.

‘Silence! I will not tell you again. Perhaps now you will learn to obey my orders.’

There was a cold silence, which allowed Fury to continue with the proceedings. He brushed aside a mop of brown hair from his forehead, wet with spray, and turned to the bosun.

‘Bosun, you may begin the punishment, and lay ’em on.’

The bosun ran the strands of knotted rope through his fingers to separate them as he loosened his shoulders ready for the first blow. Swinging back high, he laid it on across the man’s back, drawing a half-stifled scream and an involuntary convulsion. The cat was passed between the bosun and his mate after every ten lashes to ensure that the victim did not benefit too much from their tiredness. By thirty lashes the man was insensible, his back a mess of bloody, tangled flesh. More than once the bosun looked up to Lieutenant Fury for a signal that he was satisfied the man had had enough, but he received only an icy stare in return, and so the punishment continued until all fifty lashes had been applied, and a trace of white betrayed where a rib was showing through the man’s flesh.

‘Cut him down and take him below,’ Fury ordered. ‘And a tot of rum to every man!’

He smiled at the men as he went below, his previous threats seemingly forgotten. The murmuring between the men rose as he left, prompted not by the promise of extra rum, but by the madman who was tormenting them under the protection of Their Lordships at the Admiralty.

Dusk saw HM brig Wasp making four knots under topsails alone. The wind was light and darkness closed in quickly, the overhead clouds presaging rain squalls. Down below decks the men not on watch huddled round a single lantern hung from the deck beams just forward of the foremast. The swinging light cast flickering shadows over the grim faces gathered round it, huddled closely together so no one could overhear them. The constant slap and gurgle of water as the Wasp’s bow gently thrust aside each low wave, combined with the groaning and creaking as her timbers worked with the pitch and roll of the brig, were not enough to drown out the voice of a single man in the midst of the huddled group. He was one of Wasp’s bosun’s mates, the most senior man present, and he had the attention of everyone, not least because what he was suggesting could have every man jack of them hanged from the nearest yardarm.

‘Mutiny.’

That single whispered word sent a shiver of fear through every man present, but not one ventured to protest. The bosun’s mate continued.

‘Listen, lads … that was murder today. You know it and I know it.’ He paused to glance around and let his words sink in. Still no one disagreed. ‘He may not have cut his throat with a knife, but he was responsible just the same. Poor Johnny had a wife and kid.’

Johnny was the name of the man who had fallen from aloft in his desperate bid to avoid the promised punishment for being last to the deck. Murmurs of agreement arose from the group. The two men who had been stationed further aft to warn of the approach of any officers turned to look at the group, wondering what was being said.

‘As for Billy, you all saw the state of his back. I hear the sawbones had to replace the skin over one of his ribs before he bandaged him up.’

Further murmurs greeted this news, more angry and voluble but thankfully drowned out by a sudden rain squall sweeping the deck above. The rain hammering on the deck planking rose to an alarmingly loud crescendo before dissipating remarkably quickly, leaving only the trickling of water as the rain found its way below decks via a thousand routes.

‘So what do we do?’

The question came from an old hand who had served in the navy since he was a boy, and it was the question every single conspirator had been wanting to ask.

‘Well –’ The bosun’s mate paused, as if uttering his next words meant there was no going back. ‘We all know he’s mad. He’s getting worse every day and the officers won’t do a damn thing. Some of ’em are nearly as bad! I for one don’t intend to sit by and watch while he murders us one at a time.’

‘So what do we do?’ The question was repeated by another hand, his exasperation at their predicament all too evident.

‘We take the ship!’

Silence reigned. Every man was shocked at the suggestion, and yet everyone had known exactly why they were having this discussion.

‘There are seventy of us. Only thirteen marines, and half of them would side with us given half a chance. We can take the ship no problem, and then hand her over to the French. Martinique can’t be very far to the south-east, and once we’re there we’ll be safe. The buggers’ll never take Martinique!’

Still no one raised an objection. Another rain squall hit, this one lasting for a full five minutes before abating.

‘And what do we do about the captain?’ The voice came out of the stygian gloom once the rain had stopped.

‘We throw him overboard, and the officers. It’s the only way.’

Another unknown voice sounded from the shadows.

‘Can’t we just have one of the officers report him to the Admiralty once we get home?’ The question was asked more to ease the guilt of what they were suggesting. To make some pretence that other options had been considered.

‘Don’t be daft, lad. The Admiralty won’t take a blind bit of notice of us. Besides, the rate he’s going, there’ll be none of us left by that time.’

Again there was silence. The objections seemed to be exhausted now and most of the men were nodding resignedly as the lantern light cast its dancing glow around the group.

‘Right then, this is how we’ll do it …’

The men leaned further forward as the plan was formed. A plan which would send shock waves throughout the navy. A plan which would mean that no man who was signed on board HM brig Wasp would ever be able to return to England again, would ever again see his home or his family, and would hang as sure as night followed day if he was caught. A plan which would involve murder. But the men had been driven to it, driven to it through weeks of abuse, weeks of cruelty and overwhelming fear. Lieutenant Fury was mad, of that they were convinced. And soon they would gain vengeance for those weeks of fear, a terrible vengeance.

A thick mist had settled over the Atlantic where HM brig Wasp lay rolling over the long swell. The wind had dropped just before the pale disc of the sun had dipped below the western horizon, and with the darkness the mist had thickened, as if it wished to hide from the world the horrors which were to take place that night.

The watch on duty were huddled round the deck in the darkness as the sails hung limp in the damp air. Hands closed quietly over belaying pins as they waited for the word. It was decided. Not one man among the crew had raised a strong objection to their plans, and now it just remained to carry out the job.

Down below the men slipped quietly out of hammocks in the darkness. Further aft, snores and grunts could be heard from the marines as they slept. The men crouched low in a huddle, pulling out stashed weapons as the leader, the bosun’s mate, gave the final instructions.

Fitch, the man selected for the first, most important task, swallowed hard as he steeled himself for what lay ahead. He stood up as far as the low deck beams would allow him to and walked aft with apparent unconcern. He passed the marines in their hammocks, half expecting a grunted challenge, but they were dead to the world. They soon will be, the man thought grimly, as he passed them and continued beyond the officers’ cabins each side of the brig, his heart thumping so hard it felt as if it would burst out of his chest.

His crewmates were creeping along in the darkness behind him, crouching low and with weapons ready as they approached the slumbering marines. He could see the marine stationed outside Lieutenant Fury’s cabin from the dim light of a hanging lantern. It was doubtful whether the marine could see him yet, looking forward into the gloom as he was, but from the noise he was no doubt aware of someone’s approach.

‘Who’s that?’ The marine’s nervousness was obvious as he snarled the challenge into the darkness. It seemed loud enough to wake the whole ship yet still no one behind him stirred.

‘Fitch,’ he replied clearly. ‘Mr Webber sent me to rouse the captain. He thinks he heard gunfire over to starboard.’ Webber was the officer currently on watch, and the sentence had been practised so much that it rolled off the tongue without hesitation.

He could sense the marine relax as the report was given, and so he stepped into the small circle of light cast by the lantern. Lieutenant Fury’s paranoia was such that he insisted on having the door to his quarters locked during the night, with only him and the marine sentry on duty allowed a key. Fitch was well aware of this, and the corners of his mouth creased into a vicious grin as the marine turned to the cabin door with key in hand to rouse Lieutenant Fury. His nervousness and subsequent relief had blunted his judgement, so it did not occur to him that Webber would never have sent a common seaman to report to the captain. Fitch brought out the knife which he had concealed in his trousers, and waited for the sound of the key scraping in the lock.

The marine had begun to turn the handle of the door when Fitch’s left arm came round his neck. The musket clattered to the deck as the marine instinctively brought up his hands to try and release the arm from his neck. His shout was cut off almost as soon as it had begun, to be replaced by a gasp as the knife was slashed across his throat. The gasp turned into a gargle as the knife blade was sawed viciously back and forth to slice through the windpipe and arteries. Warm blood was pumping uncontrollably over Fitch’s arm as he held the marine upright. The body went limp and so Fitch lowered it carefully to the deck.

He became aware of dull thuds and cracks behind him as the rest of the crew went to work on the sleeping marines with belaying pins or knives. Another half-scream sounded as one of the marines awoke just before the belaying pin smashed into his skull again and again. The men were in a rage now, their former anxiety all disappeared now that the killing had begun and there was no going back.

Fitch picked up the fallen musket of the marine and turned to enter Fury’s cabin. He swung back, startled, looking to his left as the sleepy master emerged from his cabin, rubbing his eyes to accustom them to the light of the lantern.

‘What’s all—’

His sentence was left unfinished as Fitch thrust the musket forward and the bayonet ripped into his stomach. He gasped, looking down in astonishment as the blade was twisted and withdrawn, before he crumpled to the deck to rest in the widening pool of blood around the dead marine. He was still not dead but Fitch let him be – of all the officers of the Wasp the old master was the most likeable, and, if he hadn’t surprised him, then he might have let him live. It was too late now.

Fitch opened the door of Fury’s cabin and paused as his eyes became accustomed to the darkness once more. To his left he could see the captain’s desk in the day section of the cabin. On his right was a bulkhead with a closed door in the middle. That was where Lieutenant Fury slung his cot. Fitch walked over, grasped the handle, gulped, and pushed inwards. The door swung open and Fitch stepped into the small cabin with his musket ready. Fury was standing with some difficulty on one leg as he struggled into his breeches.

‘Who is that?’ Fury demanded with a hint of terror in his voice. He reached for his sword and pulled it half out of its scabbard before the loud click of the musket being cocked checked him.

Fitch was only supposed to guard Lieutenant Fury, to save him for a different fate, but seeing his past tormentor helpless and terrified in front of him, his finger began instinctively to close over the trigger. A shuffling sounded behind him just as he was pulling the trigger. The musket was knocked aside a fraction before the flint sent a spark down to the powder in the pan. There was a momentary flash of light in the dark cabin as the musket was discharged, the ball embedding itself harmlessly in the brig’s timbers.

Fury gave an involuntary scream before he realised he had not been hit, and Fitch turned round to see the bosun’s mate next to him.

‘Don’t kill him yet, Fitch, we want to ’ave a little fun with him first.’

Even in the dark, Fitch could see the man’s face break into a wicked, toothless grin.

‘Get him up on deck!’

The men gathered behind Fitch shuffled past and closed around Fury, clamping his arms to his side. He was bundled roughly out of the cabin and led up to the deck, the men wasting little opportunity in landing sly punches as he was led past. The stench of blood was thick below decks. They passed the littered bodies of the marines down below and the officers of the watch on the deck, and Fury began quietly to sob as the realisation of his predicament hit home. They stopped him near the capstan and stepped back, releasing their grip and allowing Fury gingerly to nurse the several bruises he had collected in the brief journey from his cabin.

‘Please –’ he stammered, desperately trying to talk his way out of trouble. ‘I have a wife and two children to look after. Please, I beg you.’

The men were all gathered round him, looking on in disgust at their former commander, now half hysterical and sobbing like a child.

‘Shut up!’ shouted the bosun’s mate, pushing his way through the crowd of men and striking Fury on the side of his face. He turned back to the men. ‘Get that grating up and lash it to the capstan. We’ll give the lieutenant here a taste of the cat.’

There was a cheer at that announcement, and a moment later a grating was strapped almost vertically to the capstan barrel. Fury was led over to it, writhing and struggling now like a madman, but held in a vice-like grip by a score of men. He was pushed, chest first, on to the grating. Rope was found and his hands and legs were tied to it. Several hands grabbed at his shirt and ripped it unceremoniously from his back. The tears rolling down Fury’s cheeks and the occasional sobbed pleas only served to make the men loathe him even more.

The cat o’ nine tails was found and the bosun’s mate ordered the men to get into line.

‘Now then, lads,’ he shouted, ‘you’ll all get one strike apiece. One, mark you – we don’t want to finish him off too early. We’ve a little more in store for him.’

The men were grinning in the darkness, anticipation welling up within them at the chance to strike at this man who had made their lives a living hell during the past few months. The first man stepped forward, fingering the cat lovingly. He braced his feet on the deck, raised his arm back and swung as though he could put all those months of torment into one strike.

Fury screamed as the rope flayed into his back. He twitched his arms and legs and writhed in an effort to get free of the rope, but he was held fast. One by one the men stepped forward to deliver a strike, each one putting all his strength behind the blow. Fury’s screams drifted across the empty ocean until at last they turned into nothing more than sobs as his sanity broke.

The sky was beginning to lighten slightly as the last man, the fifty-ninth in line, laid his blow on Fury’s torn back. The flesh was hanging down in strips and the seat of his breeches was a dark stain of blood.

They cut him down afterwards, and a bucket of sea water was tossed over him to bring him back to some semblance of consciousness. Fury screamed again as the salt water hit him, but the sea water did the job, bringing him back sobbing into the real world, albeit reluctantly. The crew’s vengeance was not yet sated, and they wanted him to be conscious of his pain until the very end.

The bosun’s mate knelt down so that his face was only inches from Fury’s.

‘Have you learnt your lesson, Mr Fury?’

Fury nodded eagerly as he sobbed, a surge of hope springing within him that they might yet let him live. That hope vanished abruptly.

‘I don’t think so.’ The bosun’s mate spat contemptuously into his face and stood back to his feet. ‘Reeve a whip from the main yardarm, lads! We’re going to have a morning hanging!’

The men cheered once again and the front of Fury’s breeches, which still bore some resemblance to whiteness, slowly discoloured as his bladder gave way in his terror.

By the time the rope was in place the sun was beginning to peer over the eastern horizon, slowly burning through the mist which still lingered from the previous night. The wind was returning with the dawn, causing the damp sails to flap restlessly as they hung from the yards. Fury’s hands were tied behind his back and he was dragged over to where the rope dangled down to the deck. Eager hands fastened it around his neck and tried to get him to stand, but he would not, or could not. Each time they let him go he crumpled to the deck in a sobbing heap.

‘Leave him be!’ the bosun’s mate shouted. ‘Clap on to the falls there and take up the slack.’

There was a mini-stampede as the men fought to find a place on the rope which would run Fury up to the yardarm. A couple of steps back to take up the slack saw Fury pulled to his feet, gasping as the rope tightened around his neck.

‘Do you have any final words?’

Fury stood there with the tears rolling down his cheeks but said nothing apart from a half-choked ‘Please’.

‘All right lads, run away with it.’

The men ran forward eagerly and Fury was raised quickly off his feet, surging upwards with his legs kicking until he was dangling just below the yardarm. His body twitched horribly for almost two minutes before the spasms subsided and he dangled there, the last vestiges of life strangled out of him. His eyes still wide open, they stared lifeless out over the brightening Atlantic as HM brig Wasp wore round and headed for Martinique.
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