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      Office of Military Records

      Horse Guards

      City of Westminster

      15th September 1817

      

      Dear sir,

      I refer to my letters of March and July this year, regarding the late Captain Robert Eustace Taylor who served with the First Regiment of Foot Guards, and who was mortally wounded during the battle of Waterloo.

      As noted in my previous correspondence, I am seeking to have a statue of the captain erected in his home city of Coventry. In order to do so, I must furnish the city with a copy of a letter stating the details of his military record and any notes of his heroic efforts during the battle.

      Since my other letters have gone unanswered, I must press upon you that this has now become a matter of urgency.

      I request that you furnish me with this information forthwith.

      
        
        Yours faithfully.

        Miss Margaret Radley

        Fulham Palace

        London

      

      

      

      By the time Captain Piers Denford got to Miss Radley’s letter late on a chilly Thursday afternoon, he was not in a particularly pleasant mood. His reply, unfortunately, reflected his less than generous frame of mind.

      

      Miss Margaret Radley

      Fulham Palace

      London

      2nd November 1817

      

      Dear Miss Radley,

      I am in receipt of your correspondence of the 15th of September and have also retrieved your previous letters from the bottom of one of the large piles which are currently cluttering the top of my desk. I apologize for not having replied earlier, but there are several hundred letters currently bidding for my attention.

      I have looked into your request and can advise the following: There is no record of a Captain Robert Eustace Taylor having ever fought in His Majesty’s British Army. This is especially true of the regiment formerly known as the First Foot Guards, as I am a serving officer of that particular regiment.

      Please cease and desist from any further correspondence regarding this matter as I will burn all future letters.

      
        
        Captain P. Denford

        His Majesty’s, Grenadier Guards

      

      

      

      He didn’t bother with yours faithfully or regards. Week after week, Piers had to deal with requests from the families of real soldiers, men who had fought in the bloody battle which had cost thousands of lives on both sides. His patience with women writing to him regarding imaginary war heroes was limited at best. Whoever this Robert Taylor chap was, he was more than likely a figment of Miss Radley’s mind, or some scoundrel who had lied to her. Either way, the man did not exist anywhere in the army records that Piers had wasted several hours searching.

      It was only after he had sealed and sent the letter, and was well on his way home to Denford House, that a horrible thought struck Piers. The young woman’s name was Margaret Radley. The Radley family name rang loudly in Piers’s mind.

      “Oh, no,” he muttered.

      In his bad-tempered haste he had just sent a terse letter to the daughter of Lord Hugh Radley. The address, Fulham Palace, was the home of the Bishop of London. How the third most powerful man in the Church of England would react to having such a blunt missive delivered to his daughter Piers didn’t wish to consider.

      He slipped his hat off his head and slapped it hard against his thigh. The way his luck was running these days, Piers was certain that there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that the letter wouldn’t return to bite him on the ass.

      “You let your anger and frustrations get the better of you.”

      Piers stuffed his hat back on and continued marching across St. James’s Park. The green expanse was at least something of a blessing; it allowed him to stretch his legs. Sitting all day at a desk wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he signed up for the army.

      You used to be an even-natured chap, Piers Denford. Since when did you become such a foul-tempered and uncaring cad?

      He didn’t have to ponder the answer to that prickly question. The exact moment was forever burned into his psyche.

      An officer didn’t ever forget when the word incompetent was written next to his name in official dispatches from the battlefront.
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      Maggie downed the last of her lukewarm tea and set the cup on the saucer with a loud clatter. She had been in a foul mood since opening her eyes. The letter from Captain Denford had arrived the previous day and pushed her blood to boiling point. The nerve of that man.

      I’ll give him cease and desist. Cheeky devil.

      With an indignant huff, she rose from her seat at the breakfast table, pushed back her chair—then stopped.

      Across from her, Claire sat with a quizzical expression on her face. “Aren’t you waiting for Mama and Papa to come down for breakfast? It is not polite to leave before they arrive.”

      Maggie’s gaze darted to the other end of the table. Her parents were usually in the breakfast parlor at this time of the morning, except for the days when they …

      She shuddered at the thought. Her parents had been married for many years. It was unseemly that they still indulged in marital activities. Or that they did it in the light of day. But if Hugh and Mary were late, it was more than likely because they were still abed.

      “I have somewhere to be this morning. I cannot wait for them. Papa must be finishing up his Sunday sermon and having Mama check it for him,” she replied.

      Claire picked up a piece of toast and, with a practiced air of disinterest, placed it on her plate. She reached for the butter. The silent agreement that no one was going to mention what they both suspected their parents were up to hung lightly between them.

      Unlike many of their peers, Mary and Hugh Radley’s marriage had been a love match. It was not unheard of in the Radley household for Lord and Lady Radley to disappear into their bedroom for entire afternoons, only to finally surface in time for a late supper.

      Maggie secretly envied her parents—their decades’ long romance, was still fresh and very much alive.

      I wonder if Robert and I would have known such a strong connection if we had been married and then blessed to grow old together.

      She shook the painful thought away. Robert was dead. Buried, along with many thousands of other soldiers, in an overgrown field in Belgium. All her hopes for a happy life had slowly turned, like him, to dust.

      “Are you headed into town? I could accompany you if you like?” offered Claire.

      Her sister was always one for an impromptu visit to the shops of central London. Claire Radley was a dedicated follower of fashion, and also good fun. On any other day, she would be more than welcome to join Maggie in the Radley family carriage. But not today.

      Maggie slowly shook her head. The last thing she needed this morning was for her sibling to bear witness while she gave an officer of the British Army a severe tongue lashing. Her intention was to give the insolent Captain Denford a piece of her mind.

      A very stern one.

      By the time she was finished with him, the officer would not only regret his decision to send her that letter, but he would vow to never do it again to anyone. No other grieving widow should be subjected to such ridicule.

      She glanced down at the simple, unadorned betrothal ring on her finger. It might not be a wedding ring, but in her heart, she and Robert had been as good as married. No one had the right to cheapen his memory. Or his efforts on the battlefield. There was no doubt in her mind that whatever had befallen Robert, his would have been a worthy death. That of a hero.

      “Thank you, sister dearest, but I don’t plan to be in the city that long. I have one appointment at the Horse Guards, after which I shall return straight home,” said Maggie.

      Claire gave an all too familiar sigh, then went back to eating her breakfast. The rest of the Radley family had wisely adopted the practice of not saying anything when it came to the subject of Robert. Occasionally, they would offer their condolences, but these days, they usually left things well alone.

      In the two years and almost five months since that fateful day at Waterloo had robbed Maggie of her future happiness, the rest of the world had continued on. She, however, was content to bide her time, treasuring Robert’s precious memory.

      Her kind family had been supportive. Never more so than when they didn’t press her to move forward with her life. If she declined to attend a social function, they took her refusal with good grace. Even her reluctance to give up the pale lilac gowns of semi-mourning was not challenged.

      She would come out of her time of grief when she was ready.
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      Maggie was headed for the front door when Hugh and Mary Radley finally made it down the main stairs. Her father, clad in his bishop robes, hailed her. “Don’t we even get a good morning before you leave?”

      She greeted her parents with a tight smile. “Good morning, Papa. Good morning, Mama.”

      “Where are you off to in such undue haste?” asked Mary.

      “Town. Some errands. And to speak to someone regarding Robert’s statue,” she replied.

      When Hugh and Mary exchanged an all too familiar look, Maggie ignored it. Her father was the only member of the family who seemed to find it odd that she wanted to commission a statue for her late fiancé.

      “I see. Is your sister going with you?” asked Hugh.

      “No. I am perfectly alright going on my own. Two footmen and the driver will be with me. Besides, I’m only going to the Horse Guards.”

      Only a reckless fool would attack a young woman riding around town in the Radley family carriage. A coach which had both the Strathmore coat of arms emblazoned on the side as well as the personal insignia of the Bishop of London.

      After giving Mary and Hugh a quick hug, she hurried out the front door and crossed the courtyard of Fulham Palace to the waiting carriage. She did not wish to discuss either her life or her plans for the future. She had important business to attend to, a man to see.

      And if Captain P. Denford was foolish enough to get too close, Maggie could guarantee he would be left with bruises where her finger would stab him repeatedly in the chest.

      “Cease and desist. How dare he?”
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      The six-mile journey into London took the best part of an hour. Travelling in from Fulham via Chelsea to Westminster was always slow-going in the morning. Carriages and heavily laden carts crowded the way. Maggie stared out the window, lost in her thoughts. On the seat next to her was a leather satchel stuffed full of papers.

      In the eight months since she had decided to go ahead with Robert’s memorial, Maggie had written a significant number of letters. Leaving nothing to chance, she had painstakingly made copies of all of them. Nothing and no one were going to deter her from her mission.

      Thousands of British and allied soldiers had died at Waterloo, but only one had held her heart. Only he deserved to have a statue standing in his home city for the world to know of his sacrifice in the service of King and country.

      The Radley carriage drew up out the front of the Horse Guards in Horse Guard Parade. One of the Radley household footmen quickly leaped down from the carriage and opened the door. Maggie collected her belongings and stepped out. Today was a day for getting things done.

      No sooner had she checked her skirts and tucked her satchel under her arm then a loud shout of, “You cannot leave your conveyance there” arose from behind her.

      She turned. A smartly dressed soldier marched with great purpose across the parade ground toward the carriage. His arms and legs moved in time with one another. Up, down, up, down. He pointed furiously at the carriage as he approached. “Move it! Move it!” he bellowed.

      The startled footman looked to Maggie for guidance.

      “Ask the driver to take the carriage around to the other side of St. James’s Park. Once I have finished my business at the Horse Guards, I can walk there and meet you. I shall be quite safe,” she instructed him. It was only a matter of a hundred yards or so. The chances of her coming to harm in such a short distance were quite remote.

      “Very good, Miss Radley,” replied the footman.

      The soldier stopped in front of Maggie and stood stiffly to attention. “This place is for army business, miss. If you wish to take a stroll, the park is the place for you. I suggest you follow your footman and return to your carriage.”

      Maggie straightened her spine. She had come prepared for a confrontation and was more than ready to begin with the man standing in front of her. “I am not here on pleasure. I have business with the British Army. And as for your edict about me not being permitted to stop my carriage, I must confess to a degree of ignorance. I didn’t realize that the army had rules against young women being allowed to alight safely from their chosen method of transportation. My behavior is clearly scandalous. Would it help if I promise that next time, I shall endeavor to leap from my conveyance while it is still in motion?” She raised her eyebrows, cool and composed. If he wanted to argue the point, she was more than willing.

      “Now if you don’t mind, I shall continue with my morning.”

      Unless that is going to break yet another of your rules.

      She nodded in the direction of the main entrance to the large cream brick building. “Is that where I should go if I wish to speak to someone from the Secretary at War’s office?”

      The soldier frowned. He opened his mouth as if to say something but stopped and clamped it shut.

      Don’t try to give me a lecture or instruct me this morning. I am not in the mood.

      “I have important business inside,” she added.

      “Yes, it is the door to the war office, but civilians are not permitted to use it under any circumstances,” replied the soldier.

      Clutching the satchel to her body, Maggie rounded on him. “Riddle me this—how am I to speak to someone on the staff of the office of records if I cannot get inside? Or should I climb in through a window? And if that is the case, then I would be obliged if you could point me in the direction of which window has the easiest exterior access. As you can no doubt imagine, long skirts are rather difficult to hitch.”

      “I am only following orders, miss,” he replied, his tone more than a little defensive.

      Maggie was fighting to keep her temper under control. “I shall inform all and sundry who challenge me that you tried your best to stop the attack on His Majesty’s Horse Guards. They will surely understand the terrible threat that a young woman posed to the hundreds of well-trained soldiers who were cowering inside.”

      Certain that she had wasted enough time already this morning, Maggie headed toward the front door. Fearful that the soldier was going to draw his weapon, she hastened her steps. Her heart was pounding hard by the time she reached the main entrance.

      It was guarded by two sentries standing stiffly to attention on either side of the door. Maggie gritted her teeth and went to step past them. Two sharp, shiny swords crossed in front of her face. The soldier who had followed her, gently pulled her out of harm’s way.

      “No civilians without orders,” said the guards.

      The sorely put-upon soldier gave a resigned huff. “I have already told her that, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      Maggie took a moment to compose herself, grateful that neither sharp weapon had actually touched her face. She was determined to continue with her mission, but it was becoming all too clear that neither a haughty demeanor nor pleading was going to do her much good. A change of approach was in order.

      Time to invoke the family name.

      Her gaze went from left to right, then focused on the path ahead. Maggie loudly cleared her throat. “I am Margaret Charlotte Radley. You will let me pass.”

      A long silence followed.

      She took a deep breath. “My uncle is Lord Ewan Radley, the Duke of Strathmore. My father is Lord Hugh Radley, the Bishop of London. If you do not let me enter this building, I shall let the three of you decide which of those two gentlemen shall be the first to come down here this morning and pay a visit to your commanding officer.”

      The guards gave one another a sideways look, then slowly lowered their swords. The other soldier held up his hands in surrender.

      Thank heavens. Now perhaps I might get somewhere.

      The last thing Maggie wanted was for her father or uncle to get involved in this dispute. But only a fool would think it wise to disregard someone who was related to two of the most powerful men in England.

      “Speaking of officers, who is on duty this morning?” she asked. Her heart continued to pound hard in her chest; she sensed she was pressing her luck.

      “The officer on duty is Captain Denford. Though I must warn you, he is not a man to be trifled with at the best of times,” replied one of the guards.

      Don’t I know it.

      “Capital. I would be most obliged if one of you excellent guardsmen would please show me inside and then escort me to Captain Denford. He is exactly the man to whom I wish to speak.”

      The soldier and guardsmen conferred amongst themselves deciding who would take her in. Maggie wasn’t surprised but could confess to being more than a little relieved when the mention of her uncle and father gained her immediate entrance to the military offices. She had gotten her way; she could only hope it didn’t get back to her family.

      She followed the first soldier inside, leaving the sentries to continue safeguarding the front door. From whom, she wasn’t entirely sure. Europe was currently at peace, but there was every chance that Britain was probably at war with someone.

      Partway down a long corridor, the soldier stopped at a closed door. He motioned for Maggie to stand a few feet back. “Let me go and speak to Captain Denford, miss. He may not have time to see you.”

      Maggie narrowed her eyes at him. “Captain Denford will see me. Or he will see my father.”

      She was determined to get the answers she needed. To finally be able to put construction of Robert’s memorial into effect. No bureaucratic army officer was going to stop her. She was filled with glorious purpose.

      Maggie took a polite step back and waited. She could be gracious if the moment called for it. Especially if it got her what she wanted.

      The soldier rapped sharply on the door and a muffled “enter” came from inside. He disappeared into the office, closing the door behind him.

      She grinned to herself. It was quite a feat to have made it inside the hallowed halls of the Horse Guards. In a way, it was a pity that Claire wasn’t here to witness it. Her sister would no doubt be thrilled to hear of Maggie’s exploits. She made a mental note to relate every detail of them to Claire as soon as she got home.

      The door quickly swung open, and the soldier reappeared. He bowed to Maggie and motioned for her to step inside. “Miss Radley, Captain Denford will see you.”

      Gripping her satchel tight, Maggie took a deep, fortifying breath. “Thank you. I appreciate your assistance.”

      She headed for the door, ready to meet the man who would hopefully finally be able to solve the mystery of her missing fiancé.
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      Piers had expected some repercussions from his terse letter to Miss Margaret Radley. What he hadn’t counted on was the recipient turning up on his doorstep and demanding a meeting. But considering the tone of his correspondence, and the lofty titles of her relatives, he wasn’t in any position to refuse her an audience.

      He nodded to the private who had knocked on his door and announced Miss Radley’s arrival. “Please show Miss Radley in.”

      Rising from his seat, he came around to the front of his desk, and made ready to receive his unexpected visitor.

      His mental image of a haughty, sharp-edged daughter of the haute ton shattered the second she stepped through the door, her black cloak billowing behind her.

      While her attire might have been less than riveting, her gown an unappealing washed-out lilac, she more than made up for it with her stunning raven hair and piercing blue eyes. Piers rocked back on his heels as he took in the vision of loveliness which seemed to sail into the room. An apparition of elegant beauty which instantly took his breath away.

      He quickly dusted his hands over his military jacket before standing stiffly to attention. He saluted. “Miss Radley. Captain Piers Denford, at your service.”

      She halted mid-stride as their gazes met. Her lips moved silently for a second or two. It was almost as if she, too, were caught up in the moment. Taken aback by this encounter as much as he was.

      Deuce. You are a beautiful woman.

      Piers blinked himself out of his near stupor. He turned to his desk and began to clear papers away, making a space.

      This place is a mess. I wish I didn’t have to work in this blasted department. All this paperwork it just keeps piling up.

      It was times like this when he wished the army would hurry up and bring charges against him. Until he could clear his name, Piers would be chained to his paper laden desk.

      He dumped a stack of the correspondence on a nearby chair before it suddenly dawned on him that he should have actually offered for Miss Radley to sit in it.

      “Sorry. I won’t be but a minute,” he said, flustered. Scooping up the pile of letters once more, he searched frantically for somewhere to put them.

      Miss Radley dropped her satchel onto the floor next to his desk and held out her arms. “Perhaps I could take them for you.”

      Before he knew what his muddled mind was doing, Piers had handed them over. She carried the papers over to a small table which was tucked in an out-of-the-way corner of the room and placed them on it.

      Piers was still trying to get his thoughts straight by the time she returned, his gaze lingering on her form as she bent and retrieved her satchel.

      “I … I am so sorry for my unforgivably rude letter,” stammered Piers.

      Miss Radley righted herself and gave him a shy smile. “I am the one who owes you an apology. When you said you had piles of letters stacked on your desk, I naturally assumed you were exaggerating the situation. But it is clear that you were speaking the truth. You are indeed a busy man.”

      Placing her hand on the top of one of the tall piles, she sighed. “I expect there are hundreds of families all wishing to know what happened to their loved one. To their brave hero.”

      “Three and a half thousand dead. Almost the same number missing. And that was just on the British and Allied forces side. From what I hear, the French lost at least twenty odd thousand. A bloody toll, by anyone’s count. Then you take in the battle which we fought at Quatre Bras two days earlier, and you can add another eight thousand to the tally of the dead.”

      Her face paled.

      Oh, sweet lord, what did you just say to her?

      He was so used to quoting the figures to other officers and around the army barracks that Piers hadn’t thought twice about making mention of the terrible cost of the battles.

      “I. Oh. I.”

      Words failed him.

      “It’s alright, Captain Denford. I am well aware of the terrible toll of the final campaign. I have several family members who fought in both encounters, and they have kindly given me a comprehensive account of what went on,” she replied.

      Piers frowned; what fool told a young woman the gory details of battle? Especially one where her beloved fiancé was supposed to have perished.

      He was still struggling to get his mental bearings when Miss Radley pulled up a chair and took a seat. She opened the satchel and withdrew a stack of papers. “As I said, I can see you are a busy man, so let me get straight to the purpose of my visit.”

      Piers crossed around to the other side of the desk and sat. He accepted the notes from her. On the topmost piece of paper, a few details were written.

      Captain Robert Eustace Taylor. Born City of Coventry. Date 1790?

      “Why is there a question mark next to the date, Miss Radley?” he asked.

      She softly sighed. “I think that was the year Robert was born, but I cannot be completely certain. It’s a little embarrassing to admit that I didn’t know some of the most important personal details of the man I was going to marry.”

      Yes, that is odd. I would have thought a young lady of your social standing would find out as much as she could about a chap before accepting his offer of marriage.

      She shifted in her seat, and her gaze dropped to the desk. “Ours was a brief courtship. Robert was worried that he would be sent to war without us ever marrying, so he proposed in late April. On the day after we were betrothed, he offered to take me to Coventry to meet his family. His regiment was based in Coventry. He went home to pack, then I received an urgent letter telling me he had been ordered to ship out for Europe that night. HMS Ville de Paris sailed from Portsmouth, and I never saw him again.”

      A cold dread slid down Piers’s back. He had sailed from Portsmouth on board the same ship, but that had not been until mid-May. Before then, the allies had still been discussing the strategy to deal with a resurgent Napoleon. A vastly undermanned British Army hadn’t been in a position to send troops in April.

      Something wasn’t quite right about Captain Robert Taylor and his supposed military service.

      “And Captain Taylor told you he was serving with the First Regiment of Foot Guards?”

      Miss Radley lifted her head. “Yes.”

      It was only one word, but it carried a great deal of weight. An unspoken question. Perhaps even an accusation. Was he daring to call her a liar?

      Steady your hand. Focus on what you can prove.

      “I did read your letters, Miss Radley. And I also spent an entire afternoon in the military records trying to find Captain Taylor. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t locate him.”

      A nervous twitch started in her right eye. She blinked rapidly, but it still remained. Piers couldn’t imagine what might be going through her mind. Two years of grieving over someone and yet, the army said they couldn’t find any record of him.

      This was either a case of poor record keeping on the part of the army—highly unlikely, but not impossible —or it was something else. Something more sinister. From the evidence before him, Piers would wager it was the latter.

      He wanted to help her. To fill in the gaps and give this young woman some much-needed answers. But if his growing suspicions were indeed correct, he had to tread carefully. “Excuse me for a moment, Miss Radley, I just need to check on something.”

      Piers quickly left the room and headed for the open doorway of another nearby office. The corporal seated at the small desk shot to his feet and saluted. Piers returned it, with all due respect.

      “Corporal Bates, you are from around Coventry, are you not?”

      “Yes Captain. Born and bred.”

      “Excellent. Then would you know which regiments are based at the barracks in the city, and also if the First Foot Guards were ever there?”

      The corporal’s brows furrowed. “There are no regiments at the barracks these days. Hasn’t been for a number of years. It’s used as a stopping place for the various regiments moving up and down the country. They rest in the barracks during their movements. As for the old First Foot, no. Why do you, ask sir?”

      Piers’s unease over Captain Robert Eustace Taylor was growing by the minute. “I have an inquiry regarding an officer who was supposed to be in our regiment in Coventry. I can’t find him anywhere in the records. But his widowed fiancée is adamant that that is what he told her.”

      “I see. It doesn’t sound right, sir.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Thank you, Corporal.”

      Back in his own office, Piers closed the door behind him. He took a slow, deep breath. There wasn’t going to be an easy way to deal with this, but he had to try. “Miss Radley, I think we may have a problem. As I explained in my letter, I have checked the records. If your fiancé had been an officer, we would have his details. The muster rolls clearly show birthplaces, dates of death, regiments, and other notes when necessary. No Captain Robert Eustace Taylor appears in any of them.”

      After the end of the battle of Waterloo, a great deal of effort had been put into collecting the names of the men who had fallen. While Piers hadn’t been directly involved, he understood it had taken many weeks. Allied army staff and their French counterparts had worked their way through the bloated bodies on the battlefield, taking copious notes and making long lists of names.

      A man could, of course, be missed in amongst all that carnage, but if a man hadn’t existed in the first place, finding him would be impossible.

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Miss Radley, but what else do you know of this man?”

      He had a horrible feeling it wasn’t going to be much.

      And that she would indeed take his words to heart.
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      Perhaps he hadn’t meant to be insulting, but Maggie couldn’t take his accusation as anything but. She didn’t like what Captain Denford was implying—that she had made it all up. Her fiancé hadn’t been a figment of her imagination. Robert had been lovely.

      He had also been very real.

      Her temper rose quickly. “What are you saying? That he exists only in my head? I am not some simpleton. You can ask my family; they met him. He dined with us at Fulham Palace.”

      Captain Denford slowly shook his head. “I am not suggesting anything of the sort, Miss Radley. But the fact remains I cannot find him in the records. He is not anywhere in the muster rolls. And no regiments are based at the barracks in Coventry.”

      She went to protest, but he held up his hand. “Add to that my personal knowledge of events of that time, and I think we have a real problem on our hands. HMS Ville de Paris didn’t leave England for the final campaign until May. How do I know this? Because I was onboard when she sailed.”

      Maggie rocked back in her chair, stunned. She put a hand to her chest, but it did nothing to slow her rapidly beating heart.

      That can’t be true. Robert wouldn’t lie. There has to be another explanation.

      “Other ships must have sailed at that time. Could it be that Robert might have not made his designated transport but instead taken another vessel?”

      Captain Denford’s brow knitted. Maggie took comfort in his response.

      You obviously hadn’t considered that possibility.

      “Yes, some ships did leave for Europe in April. But most went in May. All of them had soldiers on board. It is highly unlikely that an officer would fail to sail with his unit,” he replied, his deep brown eyes solemn.

      “Unlikely, but not impossible?”

      Captain Denford slowly nodded in defeat. “Not impossible. But …”

      “That’s what I thought,” snapped Maggie. She picked up her papers and, after stuffing them back into her satchel, rose from the chair. It was clear that Captain Denford doubted both her and Robert, so there seemed little point in lingering any longer. “I apologize for disturbing your morning. I won’t take up any more of your valuable time. Good day to you, Captain Denford.”

      A firm, but gentle hand took hold of Maggie’s arm. “I am sorry if my words or conduct have offended you, Miss Radley. I shall continue looking for any information I can uncover regarding your late fiancé. The army might move slowly, but it always finds its man.”

      “Thank you; that is very kind. But I don’t know where else you could look,” replied Maggie. She pointed a trembling hand at the piles of correspondence which all but obscured the captain’s desk. “Besides, you have many more people in need of your attention. I have already used up more army resources than my case warrants.”

      Gathering up what was left of her rapidly dwindling pride, she clutched the satchel tightly to her chest. “I should go.”

      Captain Denford released his hold. He’d barely gotten the door open before she dashed out into the hallway. She raced for the front door. Catching sight of the guards standing at the entrance, Maggie slowed her steps.

      “Miss Radley. I shall write to you if I find anything else,” he called after her.

      Maggie’s strength was too fragile for her to acknowledge the captain’s words. Her focus was solely on getting out of the Horse Guards without bursting into tears. Without collapsing in front of the guards she had so recently berated.

      Once clear of the parade ground, she fled. As she rounded the corner into St. James’s Park, her eyes frantically searched for the Radley family carriage. For refuge.

      This morning had begun with at least a sense of hope. Of finding Robert. Now, she was faced with the heart-shattering notion that the man she had grieved for, the man whose likeness she had been making ready to have rendered in bronze, was someone she didn’t know.

      The army had no record of him. Captain Denford was adamant Robert hadn’t been on board HMS Ville de Paris when it sailed for Europe. Nothing made sense.

      Robert wasn’t a figment of my imagination, and he didn’t just disappear into thin air.

      Her fiancé had gone off to fight and never returned. Robert had died at Waterloo. He was a hero. But with no army history, she wouldn’t be able to commission the statue.

      What would she say to people if the man she had cared deeply for, perhaps even loved turned out to be nothing more than a lie?

      How will I face my family?
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      Hugh was standing in the Tudor period forecourt of Fulham Palace when the Radley family carriage drew up. He opened the door, took one look at her, and murmured, “Oh, dear. That bad?”

      The tears were rolling down her cheeks before she had even set foot on the stone paving. He quickly took her hand and towed her toward the privacy of the family’s high-walled garden. They were well out of earshot of anyone before he finally stopped to face her. “What happened?”

      Maggie had managed to keep her composure for the long ride home, but its façade was quickly crumbling. She had hoped to avoid having to speak to her father for a few more hours but today didn’t seem to hold any luck for her. “I spoke to the captain who sent me that terse letter. Captain Piers Denford. It transpires that he was actually a decent chap, and he apologized for having been so brusque with me. He reassured me that he had looked into the issue of Robert’s war service. But …”

      “But what?” replied Hugh.

      Maggie took a deep breath. “He is adamant that the army has no record of Robert. It’s as if he never existed.”

      “That’s outrageous. Of course, he existed. It’s not your fault that the army can’t do its job and maintain its records,” huffed Hugh. “Don’t tell me this Captain Denford has closed your case because if he has, I won’t have it. After all that you have suffered, you deserve some answers.”

      Maggie wiped at her tears. She was at a loss as to where next she should look for clues as to Robert’s life. “The captain said he will carry on with his investigations and let me know of his progress. But I am not sure if he is going to succeed in finding anything else. Or if indeed there is any point. Do you remember when I told you that Robert’s note said he was leaving on the HMS Ville de Paris?”

      Hugh nodded. “Yes, I recall him mentioning that in his letter. The ship was sailing late the next evening, which is why he couldn’t come to see you before he left.”

      She had been in a terrible state at the time, fearful of never seeing her fiancé again. Her fears had been well grounded. “Well, Captain Denford explained that when the ship sailed to Ostend, he was on board. And it didn’t leave for Europe in April; it went in May. Though the captain did agree that it was possible Robert could have left England on another boat.”

      The more she thought about it, the more sense that particular explanation made. With hundreds of soldiers all leaving England at the same time, it would have been easy enough for men to have gotten mixed up and put on the wrong ship. And if that was the case, then service records may also have been misplaced.

      All of it was such a mess, and there was only one thing of which she was certain: without Robert’s army history, she couldn’t commission the statue. She felt honor bound to acknowledge his sacrifice. To render him the respect he was due.

      Hugh pulled her into a fatherly embrace, holding her tight. He brushed a kiss on her forehead as she rested her cheek against his chest. “I know this might sound harsh, but you must continue the fight to uncover what happened to Robert. The bible teaches us that through the truth we are set free. And while it may cause you pain, you will find a way through the heartache and eventually come to peace.”

      Her father had always pressed upon his children both the practical as well as the faith-based side of the church’s teachings. As the Bishop of London, Hugh was a powerful man in the Church of England. He was also very down to earth. His Sunday sermons at St. Paul’s Cathedral were well attended. Calm words of advice were his strength. Maggie would need to draw on them if she was going to see this through to the end.

      “If nothing else, I have to find a way to prove that he was real. To honor his memory,” she said.

      Maggie raised her head and met her father’s gaze. A comforting smile sat on his lips. “The British Army is not the only place where records of men are kept. I would suggest that we turn to the church. If Robert was indeed born in the city of Coventry, then his baptism should be noted somewhere in the local church registers. And so would the details of his family.”

      Maggie sighed. It may very well end up being yet another wild-goose chase, but it could give her some answers.

      And, mercifully, an end to all this uncertainty.

      No one expected her to spend the rest of her days mourning Robert. Over the past year, that thought had slowly become stronger in her mind. Commissioning a statue of him had been a major part of Maggie’s efforts find a way forward. She would forever grieve Robert, but even he wouldn’t have wanted her to waste the rest of her years pining for something she couldn’t have. Wouldn’t he?

      “You are right, Papa. If I can’t find Robert’s service history, then I should try to find his birth record. If I am fortunate, I might even be able to locate an address for his family. It would be good to be able to send them my condolences. That’s something which is well overdue.”

      Robert and Maggie’s courtship had been so sudden, they hadn’t had the opportunity to travel north to meet the Taylor family and inform them of their betrothal—although she assumed Robert would have written to his family and made mention of her before he shipped out to war.

      But the prospect of spending yet more endless hours writing and receiving letters from the various church authorities in Coventry didn’t hold much appeal. Maggie was tired of the long, drawn-out saga.

      “What would you say if I decided to travel up to Coventry? I could follow things up much quicker than if I just wrote to various people,” she said.

      Her father’s gaze shifted to a sudden noise which came from behind her. Maggie turned to see the family dog, King, bounding into the garden. Tail wagging, he made a beeline for her.

      She dropped to her knees and gave him a friendly pat, scratching behind his fluffy ears. “Hello, boy. I didn’t see you before I left this morning.”

      King’s tail bounced on the ground, an obvious sign he was enjoying the attention. He was a large, whirlwind of a dog, and Maggie loved him.

      “There was a big beef bone from last night’s supper with the church choir; the cook gave it to him. I don’t think he moved until every last lick of meat was gone,” said Hugh.

      Maggie gave King one last pat before getting to her feet. The blissful dog scampered away in the direction of the garden beds and a nearby lilac bush, which was his favorite.

      “So, what do you think, Papa?” she asked, returning to the subject at hand.

      “I think you might be in too much haste. If Captain Denford said he would keep looking, then I suggest you let him finish his work. Give it a week or so, and then follow things up with him. You have been waiting to hear back from the army for many months now, so a few more days won’t make any difference.”

      She hated it when her father made such good sense. Maggie was all for throwing a couple of gowns into a bag and jumping onboard the next mail coach headed out of London.

      Hugh was, of course, right. She shouldn’t be in such a hurry. Captain Denford may yet uncover the information she was seeking, and then the need for a long journey to Coventry would be rendered futile. Patience would have to be her virtue for a little while longer.

      “I will wait to hear from the captain. But if he is unsuccessful, I ask that you to consider letting me go.”

      Her father nodded. “You have a deal. If nothing comes of Captain Denford’s work, I shall give serious thought as to who will accompany you to Coventry. Who knows? The army might be keen to close the matter and be willing to lend you the captain’s personal services.”

      Now that was an idea, but more than likely Captain Denford would be far too busy to leave London. All that paperwork he had cluttered around his office would no doubt require his attention.

      “Thank you, Papa. I am so grateful for your support.”

      Maggie headed toward the front of the main red-brick residence, a slight spring in her step.

      That night, she slept the best she had in a long time. Instead of the usual fitful dreams of Robert, she dreamt of a tall figure clouded in gray mist. And while the apparition might have been unclear, it still gave her comfort. She rolled over in the bed, deep in sleep and whispered, “Piers.”
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