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        A match made in Fenwick will last a lifetime. So, at least, says the innkeeper at the Queen’s Barque Inn—and would he lie to you? 

        Join the Bluestocking Belles as their heroes and heroines put the legend to the test!
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        Somewhere along the road to Gretna Green, Lady Beatrice Johnson fell in love—but not with her betrothed!

        Desperate to escape the life her guardian brother Lord Shermer has planned for her, Bea accepts the proposal by Edwin Mills, whom she’s known for only a short time. Instead of taking her to Gretna Green as she’d been told, he takes her to the tiny town of Fenwick on Sea, where she’s soon found by her brother’s man, Charles Robinson.

        Years ago, Charles realized the futility of any romantic feelings he had toward Bea and forced them aside. When Shermer sends him to find Bea he’s more than happy to go. Knowing that Shermer has already arranged a marriage for her to another man, Charles isn’t eager to return her to her brother.

        Old feelings reawaken as Charles and Bea await the carriage Shermer is sending to bring them home. All the reasons Charles has for not confessing his love to Bea seem less important when he’s with her. Could she love him in return? And is he bold enough to do what’s best for Bea?
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        June 1815

      

      

      
      Lady Beatrice Johnson paused at the door of The Queen’s Barque before following her betrothed inside. With its battered half-timbered beams and weathered paint, the inn resembled a Society matriarch fighting to hold on to her dignity. Bea was confused why they were stopping in this remote village—what did Edwin call it? Fenwick on Sea. When she questioned him about why they weren’t traveling by the main stagecoach, Edwin gave her some vague response about leaving all the planning to him.

      Edwin wasn’t saying much, so she’d quit asking questions. He held the door open for her to enter.

      Glancing at the coachmen who were unloading their bags, Bea was grateful she only had her valise. Edwin had said they would send for her things after they were married, after her brother could no longer prevent their marriage. She understood the need for secrecy and urgency, given how controlling her brother was, so she was willing to abide by Edwin’s ways.

      Inside, the warmth was instantaneous and, to Bea, a little suffocating, perhaps due to the unmistakable smell of wet dog. She glanced about but didn’t see any animals. The interior walls appeared to have had some work done, with new paneling and some paint.

      Edwin approached the bar where a man was wiping down the countertop. “We require two rooms,” he said.

      The innkeeper, a tall, rotund man, boomed, “Welcome, welcome! I’m Henry Brewster. And you are…?”

      Edwin’s lips twitched. “Mills. Edwin Mills. And Lady Beatrice Johnson. We’d like two rooms.”

      Brewster thrust a massive hand across the bar. “Excellent. We have two rooms available. My wife will show you upstairs.”

      When their registration was done, Mrs. Brewster led them up the stairs. “You might be interested in the local legend. You see, if you take the waters, you’ll find your true love.”

      Bea laughed. “Oh, it’s too late for us. We’re engaged!”

      Mrs. Brewster unlocked one door before continuing down the hallway to the next one. “Will you be staying long?”

      Not knowing the answer, Bea turned to Edwin.

      “We shouldn’t be here more than a day or two,” he said, offering that smile that warmed Bea all the way to her toes.

      “Excellent. Supper will be served in a few hours.” Mrs. Brewster nodded politely before leaving.

      When Edwin entered one of the two rooms, Bea followed him and stood in the doorway. “Do you regret it? Running away with me?”

      His mouth quirked. “My dear, regret is for men who have options.” With that, he closed the door, shutting her out.

      Sighing, she entered her own room and set her valise on the foot of the bed. Furniture was sparse, just a small table and chair near the window and the bed, a small stand next to it with a candle already burned within an inch of the metal stick holding it. Crossing to the window, she sat and looked out on the garden, which wasn’t as neatly tended as she would have imagined for a public inn.

      Nothing about this trip was what she would have imagined, now that she thought about it. Edwin, her charming beau, had become a taciturn grump. He refused to discuss their plans, beyond their destination of Gretna Green. He wouldn’t tell her where they would live once they were married. She assumed he had a room in London, as did most single gentlemen his age, in a building that didn’t permit married couples. Her dowry was generous enough, so she and Edwin could find an apartment, and shouldn’t have to look too far into the east end of Town.

      The carriage ride had been bumpy, and the man who’d sat beside her had smelled horribly. Bea was not so tired as to regret her adventure with Mr. Mills, but perhaps she would nap until supper. Stretching out on the bed, she closed her eyes and tried to still the worries that she’d made a mistake in eloping with this man she barely knew. He loved her, of that she was certain. No man could fake the emotion she saw in his eyes when he smiled at her.

      Edwin Mills was her true love.
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      The smell of roasting game bird and malted ale hit Bea with a sudden hunger as she and Edwin entered the dining room for supper.

      Some guests were already eating, sitting in small groups at the tables. Every conversation paused for a precise beat as Bea and Edwin drew near, then the room resumed the steady buzz of contented discourse.

      A young, petite blonde woman darted from the kitchen with a tray and fixed Bea and Edwin with a polite look. She motioned toward a few empty spots at the table. “Sit where you will. I’m Hannah. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Their first course, some sort of pickled eel cut into coins, arrived with the merest clink from the serving girl. Edwin’s fork hovered, uncommitted. Bea, not wishing to be thought squeamish, ate hers in two deliberate bites, despite how little she cared for eel.

      Across the table sat a lady of a certain age with an elaborate cap and the alert, predatory poise of a cat watching a rodent hole. “I’m Mrs. Collins. I’m visiting my brother, Mr. Beuth, who has a shop here. What brings you to Fenwick?”

      “I’m Lady Beatrice Johnson, and this is Mr. Mills.” Bea hesitated, not wanting to say too much about their elopement. Until they were husband and wife, her brother could ruin everything and take her home. “We’re… headed north.”

      Mrs. Collins’s tone shifted, soft but precise. “If you’ll permit an observation, Lady Beatrice, people come to Fenwick with secrets, and they leave with more. Sometimes it’s the water, sometimes it’s the company. I hope you’ll find both to your liking.”

      Edwin glanced at his glass, his lips thinning. “Why does everyone mention the water?”

      “Oh, the water’s famous,” said a large woman at the far end, who hadn’t spoken until now. “It’s been written about in the London papers.”

      Mrs. Collins shook her head. “The story hasn’t had time to reach London. It’s more of a village secret as of yet. You see, when you look upon your true love after drinking the water in Fenwick, you’ll fall madly in love.”

      Through all this, Hannah flitted in and out, refilling jugs and retrieving empty plates. “If you want the water to work, you have to look at him when you drink it,” she said to Bea as she jerked her head toward Edwin.

      “Don’t listen to that rot,” muttered an older man next to Bea. “I’ve been drinking the water my whole life, and I’ve never been in love.”

      “That’s because all the ladies here know you.” Mrs. Collins chuckled, and the others at the table joined in.

      Eventually, Edwin pushed back from the table and offered Bea his arm. “Shall we take the air?” he asked.

      Bea rose and took his arm.

      As they passed Mrs. Collins, the woman caught Bea’s hand with surprising gentleness. “It was lovely to meet you. Mark my words—the waters work best on those who least believe in magic.”

      Out in the corridor, the sound of the dining room faded.

      “You conducted yourself admirably,” Edwin said, his voice low, as if he didn’t wish to be overheard.

      “Conducted myself? I didn’t realize I was behaving unusually.”

      “You have a tendency toward exuberance. We don’t care to have everyone know our business.”

      She glanced at his face to see if he was serious, and he appeared extremely so. There was a line between his dark brows, and he wasn’t smiling. Something was amiss. “Edwin, why did we stop here? I thought we hoped to marry as quickly as possible.”

      He patted her hand where it rested on his arm. “There’s no need to concern yourself, my dear. I have everything under control.”

      “Why won’t you tell me?” Bea realized her voice had risen, so she added more quietly, “Are we meeting someone who wishes to attend the wedding? Do you have business to attend to in the area?”

      “Hush, now. Young ladies shouldn’t worry over matters best left to the gentlemen.”

      Gnawing on the inside of her lower lip, Bea let the matter drop. She wasn’t worried, as such. She did think she had a right to know when she was to be married, even if there wasn’t going to be a wedding breakfast after. This did concern her.

      Neither of them had packed a trunk, so she deduced their stay wouldn’t be long, whatever had brought them to Fenwick. They still had at least three days’ travel ahead of them… Edwin was right. She
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