Chapter 1
Justin Bonnay walked steadily through the forest, his eyes focused on the path before him. The darkness of the winter evening was silent, except for the loud crunching of snow under his heavy boots. Careful not to step on an ice patch, he shifted the heavy satchel over his shoulder and trudged forward. The cold sharp December air pinched the inside of his nostrils before he exhaled, his breath like tendrils of smoke surrounding his face. 
An orange gleam appearing in the distance barely pierced the pines, elms and oaks that littered the forest. Finally breaking into the glade, Justin stared at the massive oak tree that sat in the center of the clearing, before moving forward. Easily one of the oldest trees in the forest, it towered above the pines and elms. Tangled branches desperately holding on to the last of its leaves, now brown and dry, twisting slightly in the winter breeze, while the thick trunk kept the aged guardian in place.
A small cottage sat tucked against the side at the base of the mighty oak. The wood of the dwelling blended in seamlessly with the bark of the tree, almost as if they were one. Warm light glowed invitingly through the small glass windows, and Justin could smell the wood burning in the fireplace, its gray smoke rising and spinning out of the stack, then disappearing into the winter sky. The scent of benzoin and sage drifted out to him as he approached the front of the dwelling. 
Stomping on the porch to knock the snow from his feet, he raised his hand to knock, but the door opened before his fist could connect with the wood.
“Justin! What are you doing all the way out here so late?”
“Hello, Keitha. My mother made a new batch of jams and loaves; she wanted me to deliver them tonight so they would be fresh.”
Keitha Dubois laughed, then waved Justin inside. “Come in. Would you like something warm? Some tea?”
“That would be nice, thank you,” Justin said as he entered the small abode. Strolling across the room to the small kitchen, Justin placed the large satchel on the table and was promptly ushered out of the tiny area. He wandered back over to the door and removed his coat, scarf and hat, then stood near the fire warming himself as he watched the young woman move about the kitchen. Keitha placed the kettle on the cast iron stove, before adding more wood to the belly. Raising her arm, she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and sighed. Justin noted her long brown hair had been pulled back into a messy bun, yet several long tendrils of curls had escaped and fallen about her face. 
Keitha turned toward him. “I’m sorry you had to come all the way out here in the dark. It must be horribly cold out there.”
“It’s all right. You know how my mother can be; it was easier than waiting until morning. Besides, I haven’t seen you for several days, so this gave me an opportunity to check in on you and see how you’re doing.”
“You don’t have to check on me, old friend. You’re the constable now; you have other responsibilities besides the crazy hermit girl outside the walls.”
Justin rubbed his hands together before stuffing them in his pockets, and strolling over to the stove. He shrugged at her as he leaned against the wall. “You could always marry me and move to the village, then I wouldn’t have to check on you.”
Keitha cocked an eyebrow at the handsome young man in front of her, a wry grin on her lips. “We’ve talked about this, Justin. I love you, but I’m not in love with you. I would make you a horrible wife, strange creature that I am.”
Justin chuckled. “Lovely creature! And your pagan ways have never swayed my devotion to our friendship. You’ve helped so many people, most don’t really mind your ‘strange ways.’ ”
“You need to find a girl in the village to focus your attention on.”
Shaking his head, Justin replied, “They all pale in comparison. Plus, my mother has her heart set on you.”
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