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Chapter One

 


James Macintosh reined in
his horse at the top of the hill, nothing around but green trees
and the winding dirt road, slowly filling with snow. The bitter
wind made his eyes water and he shrunk down into his big coat. His
horse––Faith––snorted, clearly expressing her
unhappiness.

James, on the contrary,
felt a strange sense of relief course through him. He was alone.
Alone, in the middle of nowhere, and he was glad. Raising his hand
in silent farewell to everything he left behind, he veered his
horse and continued down the path away from everyone. Here, amidst
nature, there was no one to mock him for his looks. No one to gaze
at him with disgust or feigned interest.

His lips twitched and he
smiled wildly. Kicking his horse’s flanks, he set at a gallop. He
would never return.

If his family wanted to see
him, they could go visit him at his new home. Otherwise,
communication between them would be explicitly via the post or none
at all. James didn’t mind. After five and twenty years, he had had
enough. Enough insults, enough whispers behind his back, enough
laughter at his expense. He would retire to the countryside and
never look back upon the city that had officially named him the
ugliest man ever to set foot on Earth.

James’ heart constricted at
the painful memories and he tugged on Faith’s reins, slowing her
down. He was perfectly aware that he was nothing like the other
men. He was not handsome. He was not manly. He was tall and gangly.
His hips were narrow, his build light. His lips were too wide and
full, his cheekbones too high and his right cheek marked by a
crisscross of scars. There were even those who said his eyes were
as dull as his brains. It mattered little to them that he had
received top grades at school. James sighed. To make matters worse,
he was a clumsy dancer. He liked conversing, but few wanted to
engage in conversation with him. He went to assemblies and balls
out of habit and respect for his parents, as they wished him to
marry soon. Unfortunately, no lady was interested in such a pitiful
man. James didn’t really mind––he had other tastes. Luckily, he was
not the first-born son of the Macintosh family, so he had no need
to secure an heir.

However, despite liking his
secluded, quiet life, James could no longer handle the disgusted
faces, the leering grins and the pity in many people’s eyes. Why,
even his brothers teased him. No, if he were going to lead a
solitary life he would do it somewhere far away from the town that
had hated him from birth. With that in mind, James had secured a
house in the countryside, near the Belmont forest. There, he would
remain at peace, away from everyone’s inquiring and dismayed
glances.

All that was behind him
now. James focused on the path before him, squinting through the
thick snowflakes that had suddenly begun to fall. He had left the
nearest town to his new home about an hour ago, convinced that he
could make it before the looming snowstorm struck. He cupped his
hands over his mouth and nose and blew his breath on them, warming
them up. Concern ate at him. Perhaps, he’d miscalculated the
distance. He could have sworn that the town, his new home, was
little more than a two-hour ride away. Trying not to make much of
it, he patted his horse’s head, encouraging her as she trotted
through the thickening white blanket at her feet.

“Just a little more and
we’ll be home. The servants are probably waiting for us. You’ll
have a double ration of oats and I’ll have warm cabbage
soup.”

Faith snorted in reply and
quickened her step, clearly looking forward to the promise of a
meal. Abruptly, the animal stopped. James glanced about, trying to
discern something in the white flurry swirling around
them.

“Faith?”

He caressed the animal’s
neck. Swiftly jumping off, he looked at her. She didn’t seem in
pain, but she was not moving, either. James worried his bottom
lip.

“What’s wrong?”

He tried tugging on her
reins, but she didn’t budge, instead whinnying as if annoyed.
Stooping, he checked her legs. James was almost finished when
something barged into him, throwing him off balance. He cried out
in surprise and landed on his bottom. The creature landed on top of
him, snuggling into his arms.

“Morgana! Morgana,” someone called out.

The something in his arms squealed and
James started. Carefully, inspecting the bundle in his arms, he
couldn’t help the drop of his jaw as he realized he held a little
girl with large blue eyes.

“Morgana.”

James glanced at the child, who had
squirmed at the sound of the woman’s voice.

“Is that your mama?” James
whispered.

The little girl nodded.

“Morgana.”

There was an undoubted note of panic
in the woman’s tone.

“Let’s get her over here,
shall we?”

The little girl nodded in agreement.
Cradling her in his arms, James rose to his feet.

“Over here,” he called
loudly.

He jumped when a woman with
vivid green eyes appeared behind his mare.

“Morgana.” Relief and a
little anger laced the woman’s voice as she spotted her child. “I’m
so sorry, sir. While making our way to town, she slipped out of my
grasp. She has a prankster’s soul.”

“To town, in this
weather?” James frowned. He tried to set the child on the floor,
but she hugged him tighter.

“The storm caught us by
surprise,” the woman said, shrugging. “It has eased, so we can
still make it.” James suppressed a shudder at the woman’s smile.
Something about her made him nervous, though he could not say what
exactly.

“It’s a long way to go on
foot,” James said, pulling back to glance at the child. Big blue
eyes bore into his face, gazing at him as if he were the most
beautiful man on earth. Uncomfortable, he cleared his voice and
returned his gaze to the mother.

“Perhaps, I can offer you a
coach. My home is still a while away, but it is much closer than
town. You will be safer there until the storm fully
passes.”

“You are kind, Sir, but
your horse doesn’t seem to want to move,” the woman keenly
observed.

“Aye. I know not what is
wrong with her. I thought she had hurt her foot with a stone or
something of the sort, but cannot find anything.”

“Ah, why don’t you let me
have a look?”

James shook his head. “No, thank you.
I wouldn’t want you to get hurt. Faith can be a bit testy about who
touches her legs.”

The woman laughed. “Worry
not, Sir. I will be careful. You just make sure to hold little
Morgana.”

James hesitated, but the
woman was already inspecting his horse. Taking a step back, he
finally managed to place the child named Morgana on her feet. He
was about to turn back toward the woman, when the little girl
tugged at his coat. Smiling, he crouched at her side. Morgana
grasped his face with her tiny hands and smiled.

“You are pretty,” she
said, conviction ringing in her voice.

James eyes filled with
tears at the compliment and the child’s innocence. He shook his
head, willing them away. Only a child could be capable of seeing
beauty in someone like him.

“How old are you, little
Miss Morgana?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I’m five, Sir,” she
replied, waving her open hand in front of his face. “Why are there
tears in your eyes?” she asked, wisely. James shuddered as she
placed her gloved hands on his eyes, covering them.

James chuckled. “You’re a
bright young lady. I am just touched by your kindness. It is
uncommon.”

“Because I said you were pretty?”

“Yes. Not many people
think so.”

“Then, they’re
blind.”

James frowned, surprised by
the vehemence in the girl’s tone. He started to get up, but she
pulled at his hand, bringing him down again.

“Mama says that beauty is
not on the outside, but on the inside.”

“A lot of people don’t see
that,” James said quietly.

“Mama says I can see it
best because I’m blind.”

James’ eyes widened and his
mouth opened in shock. He saw no indication of blindness in
Morgana’s eyes. They were wide and bright, demanding and knowing,
as if she could see the world around her.

“She can see, just not
like the rest of us. Not yet, anyway,” the woman said, cryptically.
“This was in your horse’s hoof. I believe it might have been what
caused her to stop.” The child’s mother handed him a nasty looking
thorn, as large as his thumb. James frowned.

“I wonder where it came
from? Poor Faith.” He patted his horse, and she nuzzled him in
return. Smiling, he turned toward the woman and the child. “How can
I repay your help? I do insist on you returning home with me.
Morgana can ride Faith,” he added, turning toward the child, who
graced him with a beautiful smile, then shook her head.

“No?”

Morgana giggled and shook
her head again, joined in laughter by her mother. The tingling
sound made James’ flesh prickle with awareness. A profound sense of
happiness infused him, and he joined them.

“Surely, there is something
I can do for you?”

“There is nothing you can
do for us now … but perhaps, in the future, there will
be.”

“I promise then, that if
at any time in my life you or your child should come to me for
help, I will aid you. What is your name, so that I may recognize
you?”

The mother chuckled. “I am
Soussanna, and she, as you already know, is Morgana. Remember it
well, James Macintosh, for we will return.”

Then, taking her little
girl’s hand, she turned her back on him and continued down the path
in the direction of the town.

James watched them go,
until they became a speck in the distance. Climbing his horse, he
resumed his way toward home. Suddenly, reflecting back on the odd
encounter, he frowned. A shiver racked
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