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The dry heat of the Iberian sun bore down on the rugged landscape, baking the earth and drying the rivers into rivulets of mud. Soldiers bustled about, mending uniforms, cleaning muskets, and grumbling about the scarcity of water and tobacco. Among them was "Matthew Finch," a lean and wiry lad with sharp cheekbones and a clipped way of speaking that deflected too much scrutiny. No one suspected that beneath the grime and coarse wool jacket of a British infantryman was Mary Finch, a woman whose desperation to escape the drudgery of farm life had driven her to enlist.

Mary had adapted well to the rigours of soldiering, learning to march, shoot, and swear with the best of them. She kept her head down, her chest bound, and her voice low. She avoided the drunken camaraderie of the campfires, retreating to her tent with a muttered excuse. But she could not avoid Lieutenant James Harcourt.

From the moment he’d first barked orders at her during their disembarkation in Portugal, Mary had been acutely aware of him. He wasn’t merely commanding; he was magnetic. Harcourt's sharp eyes missed nothing, and Mary often felt their weight upon her, whether she was handling her musket, rolling her bedroll, or simply standing too close. His gaze lingered too long, too often.

At first, she thought it was suspicion. Perhaps he’d seen her binding her chest or caught her voice slipping into a softer tone. But as the weeks turned into months, Mary realised it wasn’t suspicion driving his attention. It was something deeper, something he struggled to understand. He avoided her when he could, but in those fleeting moments when their eyes met, there was something unspoken, raw and confusing, in his look.

For her part, Mary should have been terrified. But instead, she felt a strange thrill at his regard, her heart leaping every time his voice called her name. It was foolish, dangerous even, but she couldn’t help it. Harcourt’s presence was a balm in the relentless grind of war, even if it was fraught with tension neither of them dared name.

The regiment had made camp after a grueling march through a ruined Spanish village. Most of the men were sprawled in exhaustion or clustered around small fires. Mary had found a quiet spot near the edge of the camp to rest, her back against a crumbling stone wall. She was loosening her bindings, her shirt still buttoned, when she heard footsteps.

Harcourt emerged from the shadows, his face set in its usual mask of authority, though his jaw was tighter than usual. "Private Finch," he said briskly, though his voice betrayed a certain hesitation.

Mary scrambled to sit upright, her bindings hastily concealed. "Sir."

He stood there for a moment, his gaze flickering over her as though trying to decipher something. Then he sighed and ran a hand through his dark hair, his composure slipping just slightly. "You... You keep to yourself too much, Finch. It’s not healthy, not for a soldier. Men fight better when they trust their comrades."

"I do my duty," Mary said, her voice carefully even.

"You do," he admitted, his tone softening. "But there’s more to this than duty. You’re a good soldier, Finch, but you’re..." His voice faltered, his eyes narrowing as though he were trying to force the words into a proper shape. "Different."

Mary’s heart thundered. She swallowed hard, keeping her face impassive. "Different, sir?"

Harcourt stepped closer, and she caught the faint scent of leather and sweat clinging to him. His gaze dropped to her hands, clasped tightly in her lap, and then rose again to meet her eyes. For a fleeting moment, he looked as though he might say something, but then he stiffened and stepped back.

"You remind me of someone I knew once," he said abruptly, his voice strained. "A friend."

Mary blinked, caught off guard. "A friend, sir?"

"Yes," he said quickly, too quickly. "But it’s irrelevant." He turned sharply, as if to leave, then stopped and faced her again. His face was tight with some inner turmoil. 

Her breath caught, but before she could speak, he shook his head, as if shaking off the thought entirely. "Forget it," he muttered, his tone suddenly harsh. "Just... stay out of trouble, Finch. That’s an order."

He turned and strode away, his shoulders stiff with tension. Mary watched him go, her heart pounding in her chest. His words hung in the air between them, unspoken truths tangled in the heat of the night.

In the weeks that followed, Harcourt kept his distance. His avoidance was deliberate, almost desperate, but his resolve cracked in quiet moments. Mary caught him staring at her more than once, his expression haunted. He spoke to her only when duty required it, his tone clipped and professional, but she could feel the strain in his voice.

For Mary, the distance was both a relief and a torment. She missed his presence, his sharp wit and steady leadership, but she also feared what his attention might bring. If he discovered her secret...

And yet, part of her longed for him to see her, not as Finch, the awkward young soldier, but as Mary.
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The sun had barely crested the horizon when the orders came through. A French battalion had been spotted advancing through the foothills to the north, using narrow, forested paths to avoid detection. General Hill, eager to outmanoeuvre the enemy, called for a small scouting party to confirm their movements and assess their strength. The mission required speed and discretion, qualities that Harcourt’s hand-picked squads had in abundance.

Lieutenant James Harcourt stood before his men, his posture rigid and authoritative, his eyes scanning the assembled soldiers. Two squads, twenty men, were gathered in the pale morning light, their faces taut with the grim understanding of what lay ahead. Among them stood Mary Finch, blending seamlessly into the ranks. Or so she hoped.

"You’ve been chosen because you’re the best," Harcourt began, his voice cutting through the stillness like a blade. "This isn’t a raid; it’s reconnaissance. We go in silent, unseen, and report back. Engage only if absolutely necessary. Is that understood?"

A chorus of low "yes, sir" rumbled through the group.

Harcourt’s eyes flicked briefly to Mary. She felt the weight of his gaze but forced herself to stand still, her expression blank. He held her gaze for a moment longer than he did the others before continuing.

"We move light," he said, gesturing to their kits. "Four days' rations, minimum ammunition. We’ll be relying on speed. Leave anything non-essential behind. Be ready to march in ten minutes."

The men dispersed quickly, their





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





