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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Henry

      

      Clouds graced the sunny sky as the carriage bounced gently on the uneven pathing. The horse’s trots were rhythmic and soothing as Henry Tilney loosely held the reins, mischief glimmering in his eyes. 

      “There are all manner of horrors in Northanger Abbey.” He looked over at Catherine Morland, doing his utmost to keep his expression steady while reveling in the wide-eyed focus of her attention. “Dark corridors, secret passages…”

      “Secret passages!”

      He pursed his lips to keep the tempting grin at bay. “Well, one secret passage, intended for servant access.”

      “Can we go through it?” She shifted to face him more, her hands tightly in her lap. He fought the urge to reach over and press her palm to his. “Is it absolutely frightful?”

      “We will go through it,” he said, “right after you’ve gotten settled in your chambers.” He raised his eyebrows as he added, “And I must ask that you brace yourself.”

      She turned back to face the front, mouth slightly agape and eyes still wide. Henry couldn’t help but smile, wondering what her wild imagination was conjuring.

      They drove down toward the Abbey, the massive towering stone structure, and opposing site against the sky, the gray stone, weathered and worn and was in stark contrast with the clear sky. He imagined it from her perspective, ideas already brewing about what lay within those walls, and stifled a chuckle.

      The footman met her carriage and took the rain. Henry climbed down and stepped over to Catherine’s side quickly, his hand ready to take hers and help her descend. Her cool fingers were soft against his palm. By instinct, his thumb touched down, truly holding her hand rather than allowing it to rest atop his, and, for a moment, he felt the gesture returned. 

      “I trust you’ll enjoy your stay at Northanger Abbey,” boomed the voice of General Tilney as he approached from his coach. With a quiet gasp, Catherine’s hand flew from Henry as she clasped them in front of her before curtseying. “We will have you up in your room so you can get settled.” 

      “Thank you, General Tilney.” There was a light flush on her cheeks. Flattering, delicate. “You are so kind to welcome me to your home.”

      General Tilney, satisfied, led the gathering inside while the servants gathered up the luggage. His long, commanding stride gave him an impressive lead as Eleanor Tilney caught up with Catherine and took her arm. “Allow me to show you to your room.”

      Henry took a step back, watching how Catherine put a hand over Eleanor’s, their demeanor comfortable and at ease. Eleanor liked Catherine, and the feeling was returned. If possible, the burgeoning warmth that spread outward from his heart moved faster. To have the one person he respected more than anyone else, whose opinion mattered to him above all others, accept and enjoy the company of the young woman whose eyes glittered in any light and whose smile was infection only further encouraged the confidence in his footsteps.

      “What shall we do first?” Eleanor asked Catherine, giving Henry a backward glance. “Walk around the garden and enjoy this glorious sunshine?”

      “I was telling Miss Morland about the secret passage,” Henry said, lowering his voice to a suspenseful, ominous tone.

      “Oh, yes.” Eleanor smiled, playing along. “That would be a good place to start.”

      “I must say, Miss Morland,” Henry said, “that it is most dreadful. A tight walk space, cobwebs, a mysterious draft…”

      “Oh, Henry.” Eleanor giggled. “Do stop teasing our poor guest.”

      Cathy tightened her hold on Eleanor’s hand, enraptured.

      “I do apologize, Miss Morland,” Henry said. “Please rest assured that you are completely safe in our home.”

      “Oh, certainly, Mr. Tilney.” Cathy beamed, the flush of her cheeks radiant. “I should like very much to visit the secret passage and the garden, if there is time for both before supper.”

      Henry grinned, pleased. “We shall see.”

      The group crossed the foyer, and Eleanor walked Catherine up the curved staircase toward her chambers. General Tilney was there, smiling, as the two women walked up.

      “Such a lovely young woman,” General Tilney said to his son.

      In looking at his father, Henry’s expression sobered. “I wonder at your fascination with her, Father.”

      “Nonsense.” The general waved a dismissive hand. “Show her the best of Northanger. She is an honored guest.”

      General Tilney passed through a ground floor corridor as Eleanor guided Cathy upstairs, Henry a few paces behind them. They turned right for the hall of chambers, and Henry glanced downstairs toward the passage his father had taken. Honored guest. He fought the sneer that tugged at his lips, his initial suspicion bubbling to the surface. Henry would have to remain vigilant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Cathy

      

      “Such a lovely space!” Cathy stared in awe at her chambers. The bed linens were crisp and freshly laundered. The room was free of dust with the curtains open to allow the afternoon sunlight to pour in. The small table there would be perfect for reading until sunset. The thought alone made her giddy with excitement.

      “I hope you’re comfortable here,” Eleanor said. “Should you need anything, I am right down the hall.”

      The footman brought Cathy’s trunk and set it at the foot of the bed. Cathy caught sight of Henry waiting in the hall and smiled, her joy uncontainable.
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