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Chapter 1




Burke Longton grabbed hold of his chains and scrambled to his feet as soon as the motley crew of five stormed his prison cell. He didnt know for whom, out of the six in the cell, they had come, but he intended to make sure he left with them. Two weeks in this stinking hellhole had been enough. He wanted out and he wanted home.

Theres little time, the tallest of the men said. Follow our orders and well get you out of here.

Burke had no problem with that. Whatever it took to be free, he was ready, and it looked like the other prisoners agreed. All had gotten to their feet, some with difficulty, and held out chained wrists, eager to be rid of the weighted metal cuffs that had rubbed their flesh raw.

Their jailer suddenly stumbled into the room, and Burke glared at him. He hated the sight of the paunchy man. His entrance always heralded torture, and his enjoyment of his job was obvious from the constant smile he wore.

Only this time, the jailer looked fearful, his eyes wide, sweat pouring down his reddened cheeks.

The keys!

Burke blinked twice. Had a lad stepped from behind the jailer? He shook his head, too many curves in just the right places. It was a woman, a pint-sized one garbed in mens clothing, and she handled the sword that was almost her size with confidence. She pushed the point right between the folds of his thick neck.

Ill not ask again, she warned.

Burke smirked when, with an effortless flick of the blade, she nicked his skin and a rivulet of blood cascaded down his chest to pool on his grimy shirt. The man eagerly fumbled keys over to her.

Tanin, she said, tossing the ring to the tallest man.

The man reached out. The metal ring hooked on one of his long fingers, he then worked fast freeing everyone while two men trussed up the jailer like a fat pig for roasting.

Hell need help. The woman nodded toward a man who was having trouble standing on his own. Then she searched the room with wide, stormy blue eyes. The color reminded Burke of a turbulent ocean just before a gale force hit. For a brief moment, he wondered if fiery red curls lay beneath her knit cap to match the squall surfacing in her eyes.

I dont see him, she said, annoyed.


This is where I was told hed be. Tanin walked over to her, and together they searched the darkened corners of the cell.

It was obvious they were looking for someone in particular and Burke had the feeling he knew whom. The guards had brought the young man in only last night, but they acted as if they had captured a rare prize. They had strutted and pranced around him while gleefully detailing what they intended to do to him. His response hadnt been what theyd expected.

They took a young man out of here a short time ago, Burke said now.

The woman approached him with confidence and not an ounce of fear. It did not intimidate her a bit to have to tilt her head back to gaze up at him, his height close to six feet.

Do you know where he was taken, and is he all right?

Hes a strong one for a skinny kid, Burke said. Though I think it was spitting in the jailers face that did him in.

The woman grinned. Thats Malcolm.

Im not sure where he is, but after he was dragged out by several guards, I heard a door slam not far off and the clink of a key in a lock.

The cells at the end of the tunnel, Tanin said and handed her the keys.

The woman eyed the prisoners ready to leave. Theres no time to waste. Get them out of here.

Burke was shocked that the tall man turned and did as he was told. How the hell could he leave the small wisp of a woman on her own to free one of their comrades?

Ill help you, Burke offered.

No. Youll go with them.

She gave him a shove that he didnt appreciate, and it only served to make him stand his ground.

Youll need help, he insisted.

Not likely, she said, sounding affronted. Its none of your concern. Now go.

She dismissed him with the turn of her back and took off past the prisoners who were standing in a single file, eager to make their escape.

Tanin waved for him to take up the rear and he did, though reluctantly. He just couldnt believe all five men would allow a single, pea-sized woman to go off on her own to rescue a man. Where was their common sense?

Burke reminded himself that Scotland was far different from America. Sure there were strong women in America, especially in the Dakota Territory, where he came from, but a man protected a woman. He was stronger and more capable, and it was a mans duty to look after women. Hadnt his father taught him that? And wasnt his deceased father the reason he was here in this mess in the first place?

He shook his head as they quietly made their way down the passageway, a single torch guiding their way.

A clang of steel had them freezing in their tracks, and Tanin ordered everyone to hurry. Burke glanced back and spotted where the passageway veered off into a darkened tunnel.


He had only a moment to make his decision, but it was an easy one. There was no way hed leave that woman on her own, whether she liked it or not.

Burke could barely make out where he was going. His broad shoulders bumped into the narrow tunnel walls now and again, and dust collected in his nostrils from the dry dirt his boots kicked up.

He wondered why he hadnt collided with the woman yet. She hadnt had that much of a head start on him. And with it being so dark, she couldnt possibly have traveled that fast.

The whining screech of rusty hinges stopped him dead. A clang of chains, muffled voices, and then suddenly hasty footfalls approached from the opposite direction.

Burke readied himself, intending to take the person down and find out his identity later. He waited in the dark, listening, judging the distance, and when the time was right

His arm shot out and the man crumpled to the ground, probably not knowing what had hit him.

In an instant, the woman was in his face, her blue eyes the color of a gale storm that would put fear in the staunchest of sailors.

I gave you orders, she snapped.

Burke was good at giving orders, not taking them, and certainly not from this wee wisp of a woman.

I thought you might need my helpand I was right. He leaned down, grabbed the dirk in the guards waistband, and held it in front of her face.

You thought wrong. I would have handled him. She shoved him aside. We need to get out of here now.

The narrow passageway afforded little room, and in stepping over the unconscious man, she all but melded with Burke to brush past him. He felt her sleek frame coil, tense, and move off, all in a split second.

She once again issued orders.

Malcolm, stay behind him. And you She jabbed at Burkes chest. Do as I say.

Malcolm leaned into him. Do what Storm says. Believe me, you dont want her mad at you.

Her name certainly fit her, but then he had weathered enough storms in his life. This little tempest wouldnt intimidate him.

Make another mistake, stranger, and youre dead, she warned as if making a casual remark. Lets go.

Malcolm nudged him this time. Storm takes getting used to.

You could say that again, Burke thought. Sandwiched between the pair, he easily kept pace with them. He followed her sure-footed steps without complaint since he had no idea how to get out of there, and he didnt intend to be left behind.

They came upon a dimly lit passageway and made their way to a flight of steps, then up a circular stone staircase and out into the dusky night.

Pungent pine and crisp autumn air greeted him, and with a deep breath, he drank greedily of freedom. He caught that breath when stung by the warning in Storms eyes for silence.


She signaled them to follow, reminding him once again to be silent before she crept cautiously against the stone wall of the prison.

Burke followed and as they came to the edge of the corner, he caught sight of the last of the prisoners disappearing into the woods a few feet away. Tanin gave a signal, then merged with the thick trees.

Storm stepped forward, just as a guard came into sight. While the young guard fumbled for his sword, Burke reacted instinctively, pouncing on him with a solid blow to his jaw that knocked him out cold. He turned to grab Storms arm and head for the cover of the trees but she sidestepped him.

Get him out of here, Malcolm, before I run my blade through him, Storm said, pointing her sword at Burke.

Lets go, Malcolm said, grabbing his arm.

Burke yanked his arm free, and before he could say a word, he felt the point of a blade at his neck.

Ill not warn you again about following my orders. Go with Malcolm or feel my sword. The choice is yours.

You certainly dont respond well to a helping hand.

She pressed the sword to his neck, not enough to draw blood, but to warn that she meant business.

Fine, Burke said through gritted teeth.

She withdrew the blade, and Burke, swearing beneath his breath, followed Malcolm.







    

Chapter 2




Storm couldnt wait to get rid of the American. He had done nothing but interfere with her carefully laid plans. She could tell that he wasnt used to following orders and that he could handle himself in a difficult situation. However, this was her command, her battle, her land.

Which was why, at the first possible chance, she would leave him somewhere safe enough, but she wanted to be rid of him. She couldnt take the chance of his messing things up any more than he already had.

She did wonder why he had been imprisoned, but then it didnt take much of an accusation to be incarcerated. He had probably been in the wrong place at the wrong time or he didnt have enough money to pay the bribe on trumped-up charges. Either way, it was not her concern.


He glanced back at her from where he walked a few feet ahead. He had done that from time to time, almost as if he watched out for her. She needed no one doing that. She was more than capable of looking after herself.

She did have to give him credit for keeping up the tough pace she had set for the group throughout the night. He looked sturdy enough, muscled arms and thighs attested to his strength. His dark trousers were torn at the knee and his white shirt ripped at the shoulder. Dark brown eyes were set in a rugged face marred by a few cuts and bruises and covered with dirt and sweat. His unkempt brown hair brushed his shoulders, and she had noticed that his hand had drifted often to his sidea common gesture for a man used to having a weapon strapped to his leg.

He looked back again and held her glance. There was determination and annoyance in his brown eyes, which suddenly widened as he rushed at her.

She mumbled an oath as her foot caught on an exposed tree root and she tumbled forward.

Storm felt his hands snag tightly around her slim waist and yank her up on her feet. She wobbled, and her hands shot out to grab hold of his forearms. There was a solid strength in them that could not be denied.

I got you, dont worry.

She gave him a hefty shove and waved off Tanin, who approached. Keep going. Im fine. I need a few minutes with this man.

No need to thank me for helping you, yet a third time, he said with a grin.


I have no intention of thanking you and I dont need you rescuing me.

Thats debatable.

No. Its not, she said firmly. I do fine on my own. Now where is it youd like to go? Ill see that you get there. She wanted rid of him as quickly as possible, or else she had the distinct feeling hed forever get in her way.

Dunwith.

A days journey. What takes you there? she asked, curious.

Personal business.

Anything to do with what landed you in prison?

That was a complete misunderstanding, he said emphatically.

It usually is, though the magistrate rarely sees it that way.

A robbery, a fight, and a

Setup, she finished. They took all your money and you had nothing to pay the fine. Did you tell them you could get more money?

Im not that stupid. He sounded insulted. Besides, the money I had arranged to be brought here wont be available to me for two weeks.

So youre presently penniless and homeless.

Only for the moment, and, like you, I can take care of myself.

His brown eyes flared, giving his rugged features a devilish appeal that momentarily stunned her. Good, then Ill see that one of my men makes sure you get to Dunwith.


What of the others? he asked.

Those prisoners unable to walk much farther will be left with friends who will see them moved to a safe location. The others will be given a choice to go off on their own or to join with my group.

What if I want to join with your group?

She stopped short and glared at him. Why would you want to do that?

Dont want my help?

He was obviously amused by her remark, a half smile highlighting his sweat-dappled face. She wasnt at all amused. No!

Why?

You dont take orders well.

I dont take them at all.

Obviously. She admired his abrupt honesty. Why would you want to join us? I thought you said you had personal business in Dunwith.

I do, but until my funds arrive, there isnt much I can do. Besides, Im sure you could always use an extra pair of skilled hands.

She shook her head. I dont think so. My men are well trained to obey me. Can you obey me?

I can follow orders.

Can you obey me? she repeated.

She could see the struggle in his eyes and in the pinch of his narrow lips. He was fighting with himself, though the answer was clear. He couldnt obey a woman.

Ive been taught to protect women.

I dont need protection. I need obedience. She smiled when he cringed.


Ill do my best.

Not good enough. My men work together under my command. I never worry that they wont obey me and they never worry that I will fail them. That is why weve been so successful in our rescues. Go to Dunwith, Mr.

Burke, Burke Longton, he said, holding out his hand.

Storm took it, his callused palm rubbing across hers and taking firm hold. The solid handshake told her he was a man who meant business, and that he didnt let go of her hand told her he was determined to have things his way.

Once my funds arrive, Ill be on my way. Until then, let me help you.

Storm tugged her hand out of his, crossed her arms over her chest, and eyed him with a suspicious glance. What is it you really want from me, Mr. Longton?

The name is Burke, Storm. And what I need from you is knowledge of this land and its people before I attend to my business. I had thought my task an easy one but I have realized it is going to be more difficult than I first thought.

I have no time

I will make it worth your time.

Storm hesitated. She needed funds, but was it worth it? This towering man could not follow the simplest of orders, and that could prove dangerous. Was she willing to put her men and people in jeopardy in exchange for a much needed filling of the coffers? And how could she be certain he spoke the truth that funds were on the way?

I can be an asset, he continued.

So far you have proved nothing but a liability.

I beg to differ.

She ignored his remark. How do I know these funds exist?

Good question, he said, running his fingers through his hair, though not easy to answer. There really isnt any way I can prove that I have sufficient funds to offer you. He paused. I can only give you my word.

Again, he was straightforward with his answer. However, was that enough to rule him an honest man? She thought herself a good judge of characterthat was how she had been able to form her group of men. She had judged each one individually on his own unique merits, and all had proved worthy.

This man had a look of worthiness about him, and his concern for her safety attested to his honorable character. He would defend the defenseless, though his opinion on who needed defending was somewhat skewed.

Still, her main concern was his reluctanceactually his refusalto follow her orders. The safety of her village depended on everyone obeying her rules. One person not following those rules placed the village in jeopardy. Burkes presence alone could do that.

Have you given it enough thought?

He sounded anxious.


I have a duty to protect my people.

I would bring no harm to your group.

Not intentionally, she said.

What of the money? Dont tell me you cant use it? Since my arrival in Scotland, I have seen with my own eyes the suffering of the less fortunate. Money would ease that suffering considerably.

He was right about that. Their food supply had dwindled to a dangerous low, and they would need to replenish it before winter.

I can tell you are a sensible leader

Yet you cannot obey me.

Burke shook his head. Your head reaches my chest, and in those clothes you resemble a mere lad. You dont exactly look like a leader.

Her protest died at his outstretched hand.

Let me finish. Your actions demonstrate your leadership abilities, and that your men obey you without question tells me they admire and respect you. Which means you will do what is necessary for your people.

He had that right. Her decisions were always based on the good of the whole, not merely the one. But his inability to obey orders could be a detriment to the group; his funds, however, would definitely prove beneficial.

Let me think about this, she said.

How long?

Until we reach our first destination, a couple of hours at least. Now lets get moving. We need to catch up with the others.

Storm waited for him to pass her, and for a moment he looked as if he stubbornly refused to move. He stood stone still, his brown eyes fixed on her as if in a trance, and then suddenly he jolted forward and hurried past her.

The groups pace slowed at times in consideration for those few who found it difficult to keep up, and a persistent cloud followed them overhead. Otherwise, they met no obstacles.

Storm had no time to think further on her decision. She conferred with her men who scouted the area, adjusted her plan in case anyone had gotten wind of it, and determined which of the prisoners were in need of care.

She took a moment to stop for a breath and take in the beauty of the woods. Small pauses were necessary now and again, or else she would be forever lost in fighting to survive.

It hadnt always been like this. Life had been good once. She had loved each and every day, and then shed lost the most precious thing in her lifeher husband.

She chased the thought from her mind, or else it would consume her, beat her down, and devastate her all over again. She couldnt allow that to happen; she had people who counted on her. Which reminded her that she had a decision to make in regard to the American.

She had never turned away anyone in need of help. But why did he need to know about her homeland of Scotland? What had brought Mr. Longton to its shores? She had to be careful whom she trusted. There was a bounty on her head, but surely a man from America would know nothing about that. Would he?

Shortly they would arrive at their first destination and she would need to make a choice. Let him join her group or cut him loose. She drifted back until she walked alongside him.

Made your decision yet? he asked.

Ive thought on it.

Anything I can do to sway your choice?

Tell me what brought you to Scotland.

His brown eyes glared down at her. Im here to find my half brother and I dont intend to leave until I do.







    

Chapter 3




Its a long story and I dont want to bore you with it. Needless to say, its imperative I find my half brother, and Ive been told that I might find him in Dunwith, Burke said. He would feed Storm what was necessary for her to help him, for now, especially since he had discovered there might be a bounty on his brothers head.

Does he know you search for him? she asked.

He doesnt know of my arrival. That his brother didnt even know of his existence wasnt something he was willing to share with her just yet. Her suspicion of his explanation was obvious in the tight set of her rosy lips and the squint of her turbulent blue eyes.

What exactly do you want of me if I grant you permission to remain with us?

He could tell that she was giving it thought, so he was confident he could convince her to let him stay; besides, she intrigued him. She was a pint-sized bundle of courage and damned fair on the eyes. He couldnt help but wonder how shed look without the stocking cap.

I need to learn what I can of your land and its people.

What in particular?

Im not sure. I dont know exactly what will help me locate my brother. I think if I familiarize myself with Scotland and its people, it might help me to understand my brother and then eventually help me to find him. Otherwise I feel like Im shooting at a target in the dark. That all wasnt exactly true, but it wasnt necessary for her to know that he had hired detectives to help locate his brother and they had given him a starting point.

She smiled, and he felt a catch in his heart. It was such a sincere smile and sparked a beauty in her face that he found hard to ignore.

Targets can easily be hit in the dark, Burke.

Damned if he didnt like the way his name rolled off her tongue in her sweet Scottish burr.

He took a step closer to her. Youll have to teach me the secret of hitting a target in the dark. Not that he didnt already know, but it would make for an interesting evening.

She shook her head, her smile never wavering. I think you already have such skills.

Burke rubbed his hands together and grinned. I think well get along well together.

As long as you can obey me.


Back to that again?

If you want to remain with my group, you will follow orders like everyone else, she said firmly.

So if I agree to obey you, then youll let me join the group?

Remain with the group, she corrected. You wont be joining in any rescues.

Somehow I doubt that.

She laughed. Well see about that, Burke.

Damn, he really liked hearing her say his name.

So what do you say? Follow my orders and Ill help you find your brother for an agreed-upon fee.

He held out his hand. I accept.

She hesitated. Id rather hear you say you will follow my orders.

She was going to be a challenge for sure, but, hell, he lived for challenges. Besides, she had amended obey to follow, so he could live with that.

Ill follow your orders.

She accepted his handshake. Then we have a deal.

As to the fee?

Well talk on that later. I have things to see to.

Anything I can help with? he offered. He wasnt out to impress Storm, but he did want to show her that he would pull his weight.

Something tells me youre a good hunter.

His grin turned to a low laugh. Something tells me youre perceptive.

Be wise and remember that.

Ive never been called a fool.

Theres always a first time. Storm smiled and signaled Tanin, who hurried to her side. Take Burke here with you to hunt for tonights meal. Hes going to be staying with the group for a while.

Storm walked off, stopped abruptly, and spun around. Burke, Tanins my right-hand man; obey him as you would me.

Whatever you say, Storm, Burke said.

She laughed, shook her head, and walked off.

Were limited in weapon choice, Tanin said.

Burke was forced to take his eyes off Storms retreating back, actually her curvaceous hips. Her snug dark trousers let all eyes know that she was definitely female. And being male, he appreciated the beauty of her sensual sway.

Im versatile when it comes to weapons. What have you got?



Storm watched the prisoners eat the roasted venison with gusto. They had made it across the river and into the thick of the woods hours ago. They would not be followed. The kings men feared her forest. They believed she had bewitched it to serve her purposes, and with good reason. Not one of the kings men who had entered had ever left or been found.

She smiled at the thought. A few of the soldiers had begged to join her group, while others took flight to freedom. And stupidity had claimed the lives of the rest.

Tanin approached with a piece of meat for her.

She took it with a warning. Not another word of how proficient Burke is with a bow and arrow.


I tell you, Storm, I have never seen anyone with such remarkable skill. He focused on his target, drew back on his bow, and He shook his head. He fired on a fast-moving target and hit it dead on.

So you have told me, what? Ten, twenty times now?

He will be an asset to the group.

A temporary one, she informed him.

Who looks forward to his time with all of you.

Storm would have toppled off the rock she was sitting on if Burke hadnt quickly wrapped his arm around her middle and held her firm.

Easy now, he said, standing behind her.

I didnt hear you approach, Tanin said with awe.

A skill I learned from a tracker friend of mine.

Storm rested her back against his chest, his heat seeping into her, and for a moment, she felt relaxed and secure. The thought jolted her, and she quickly dislodged his arm and scooted across the large rock, turning to face him.

I dont appreciate you spying on us, she said, annoyed.

Not my intention, Burke assured her. I simply took a brief walk, heard voices, and, recognizing them, decided to join you.

Your friend can track in the dark? Tanin asked, his awe still obvious.

Dont you have duties to attend to? Storm snapped at Tanin.

Tanin nodded, seeming unperturbed by Storms annoyance. Id like to learn some of that skill.

Any time, Burke agreed.


More food? Tanin asked.

Storm shook her head. Thanks, Ive had enough, but make sure you enjoy your share.

Feel guilty you snapped at him? Burke asked after Tanin walked away.

Storm almost snapped again but instead took a breath and measured her words. Tanin is a good man. He knows my strengths and my weaknesses and exploits neither. That is why I trust him with my life.

He speaks highly of you as well.

Storm chuckled. Tanin would say little to you about me.

That confident about him?

That confident, she assured him.

You have beautiful blue eyes.

Surprise widened Storms eyes. How can you be so sure in the dark, Mr. Longton?

Burke took gentle hold of her chin and lifted. The moonlight makes the blue appear the color of the sea set to squallbeautiful, tempting, yet unforgiving. Are you unforgiving, Storm?

In some regards I am, she answered, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest, reminding her of the hurt and pain she had suffered and how unforgiving she had become.

Suffering often brings strength.

She turned her head, her chin slipping from his fingers. Easy words to utter when the suffering has finally passed, but suffering is suffering, Mr. Longton, no matter what way you look at it.

Agreed, but strength is strength, Storm, and I daresay your suffering must have been great to have given you the strength you now possess. Perhaps someday you will share your pain with me.

You will not be here long enough for me to trust you with such a confidence. And besides, you have not fully trusted me.

How so? he asked.

Your brother. There is more to your finding him, is there not?

Burke leaned against the rock.

If you withhold information about your brother, how will I ever be able to help you locate him?

Burke crossed his arms over his chest and stared into the night.

Storm sensed he wrestled with the decision to trust her, but what choice did he truly have if he wished to find his brother?

He relented. Ive never met my half brother, Cullen, though my father had spoken of him to me since I was young. He told me how he left his year-old son with his deceased wifes sister while he journeyed to America to build a new life. He met and married my mother, and they staked a claim in the Dakota Territory together. My father returned to Scotland before I was born to get Cullen, but when he arrived, he discovered that his sister-in-law had died and no one knew where his son had gone.

My father searched throughout the years, and on his deathbed two years ago made me swear to find my brother and bring him home, and to let him know he had never stopped searching for him. I gave my word I would. Besides Burke turned to look at Storm. Hes my brother, hes family, and he needs to finally come home.

I understand, Storm said, but he may not want to go to America. Scotland is his home, his heart is here.

Perhaps hell have no choice.

Why is that?

I learned that there may be a bounty on his head, he acknowledged reluctantly.

Why?

I dont know. It was secondhand information and I had no way of confirming it, but Dunwith was mentioned and I figured Id see what I could find out there. That was all the information the detectives had to give him.

Storm slipped off the rock to stand beside him. Ill have Malcolm take the group the remainder of the way. Tanin, you, and I will proceed to Dunwith tomorrow morning and see what we can find out.

Burke pushed off the rock. Why?

Because its a shorter journey from here than if we return to camp.

Burke shook his head. No. I mean why are you coming along? Why not just send me with Tanin?

I have friends in Dunwith who may be of help.

I appreciate your generosity.

Your money is buying my help, Mr. Longton.

Burke. He smiled. After all, I am part of your group now.

You are a visitor, not a permanent member, she reminded. Now I suggest we get a sound nights sleep. Well leave with dawns first light and should arrive at Dunwith by late morning.

I appreciate your haste in helping me.

I have good reason for it.

To get me out of your hair faster?

Storm laughed and patted her head. My hair is well protected.

Is it now? he asked, and in a split second snatched the cap off her head.

Waves of silky black hair tumbled down around her face, over her shoulders, to finally rest at the middle of her back.

I had thought fiery red, Burke said, swinging the stocking cap on his finger. But the stark black color highlights your blue eyes. You are quite a beauty for a criminal.

Storm snatched her cap back. Dont they teach manners in America?

Were not at a social function. Were in the middle of dense woods, two strangers who currently need each other. I wanted to know whom I dealt with.

And you needed to remove my cap to discover that?

The Sioux Indian tribe, indigenous to the area I come from, believe that you must view the whole person with your eyes and heart if you are ever to know whom you truly deal with. Part of you hides beneath that cap.

It disguises my gender, nothing more, she insisted.


It disguises much more, and I intend to discover who you truly are, Storm.

She jabbed him in the chest. Be careful, Burke. You may not like what you discover.







    

Chapter 4




Dunwith had once been a thriving village surrounded by tenant farms, all owned by the landlord whose manor house sat on a rise looking down over the land. Like many villages throughout Scotland, it had repeatedly suffered poor harvests. Poverty and famine were driving thousands to flee Scotland for the promise of rich land and bountiful harvests elsewhere.

Some Scots had left years earlier and had found that promise in America. Burke wondered if Storm had ever considered joining the throngs of disillusioned Scots.

Stay here, Storm ordered, catching his attention. Ill be right back.

Burke watched her disappear into the dense woods after she took the rolled bedding Tanin carried. He wondered what she was up to, but he didnt ask. Instead he had watched her actions and had begun to learn about her.

Storm knew the forest as if she were part of it, as if they beat to the same pulse. She never stopped to make certain her direction was accurate. She paced her steps and maneuvered around the trees and hills, never faltering in her footing.

Storm handles herself well, Tanin said, drawing his attention.

Shes just a pint-sized thing. You would never expect

She counts on people thinking her fragile.

I have to ask you, Burke said. Didnt she ever think of looking for a better life elsewhere?

You mean emigrate like so many have been forced to do?

Burke nodded. Exactly. What does she have here?

Her dignity and her home, Tanin answered with pride. Storm couldnt watch helpless as her people suffered. She took action and was immediately forced into the thick of things.

And into the thick of danger, Burke reminded him with concern.

It was her choice.

Was it?

The crunch of leaves alerted them to Storms approach. He turned to greet her and was struck speechless. She was dressed in a brown skirt, long-sleeved tan blouse, and brown wool vest. A deep green shawl hung loosely over her shoulders and around her arms, and her black hair bounced in waves around her lovely face with each step she took.

That she was a beautiful woman was undeniable.

Ready, she said, handing Tanin the rolled bedding to carry at his side.

So this is the real Storm, Burke said with a smile.

Dont be so sure. Storm grinned and bent down to dust her hands with dirt. She applied some to her face here and there, though to Burke it did nothing to mar her beauty.

Disguise? Burke asked.

Were weary, hungry travelers in search of food. We need to look the part if we want to be trusted and so my friends are not made suspicious when we speak with them.

Burke nodded at her sensible reasoning, though he didnt need to copy her actions. His face was already grime-ridden. He couldnt wait to wash the dirt off him.

We stay no more than thirty minutes, Storm said.

Is that enough time to find out about my brother?

If we havent found out anything by then, we wont, and I wont place us in jeopardy.

Burke didnt respond, though he would have liked to tell her that he intended to stay longer if it meant it would help him find his brother. But that was his impatience gnawing at him. Storm was right, and hed defer to her ordersthis time.

The people cast suspicious glances at them when they entered the village. Some even stood guard over what little crop was left to harvest in their gardens. Lack of food was obvious in their gaunt faces, and hopelessness weighed heavy on slumped shoulders.

Burke was reminded of a similar scene, when one especially hard winter had hit the Dakota Territory and crops were slow in harvesting if they harvested at all. He had ridden with his tracker friend who had been raised in the white world but whose mother had been full-blooded Sioux to see how the village had fared.

It hadnt, and much work was needed to help the people recover, and to make certain they didnt suffer again.

You need food? a stout woman asked, walking over to Storm.

We would be grateful for any you could spare, Storm said softly, her head bowed.

I have bread and mead to share, the woman offered. Follow me.

Accept the mead, not the bread, Storm murmured to Burke before entering the small cottage the woman took them to.

Tears pooled in the womans green eyes. You are safe, Storm, thank God. We had heard you had been captured.

Storm laughed and gave her a hug. Please, Hannah, you insult me.

Hannah giggled. I told John you would never be caught. The heavens protect you.

Where is that husband of yours? Storm asked, casting a quick glance around the single, sparse room.

Hannah brushed at her falling tears. Taking his life in his hands so that we do not starve. She shook her head. The fool is hunting on the earls property.

Tanin, Storm said, though the tall man was already at the door.

What direction did he go in?

Hannah blessed Tanin after telling him where to find her husband, and Storm told him to meet her in the woods when he finished.

Burke waited silently. Storm obviously knew what she was doing and it would not do him any good to interfere. Besides, he marveled at her compassion and understanding.

He had been furious the day he rode into the Sioux camp and found people starving, no food to be found. The little food he had brought with him had still been offered to him first, for it would have been rude for them not to share what little they had, just as Hannah did now.

He wished he had money with him so that he could give her enough to flee this wasteful life and start new in America, on his ranch if necessary.

I need your help, Storm said, taking Hannahs hand and sitting at the table with her.

Whatever I can do for you, Hannah obliged, and filled two tankards with mead from the pitcher on the table.

I search for a man, Storm said, handing a tankard to Burke. His name is Cullen Longton.


Burke stood beside Storm, since there were only two chairs.

I was told he may have passed through here, and there may be a bounty on him.

Hannahs eyes widened. There was a man accused of poaching on Dunwith land, but he was taken to Glencurry.

Why? Storm asked.

Burke didnt like the tone of her why. Something was wrong.

Hannah shook her head. None understood why. If he poached on Dunwith land, then here is where he should be tried and convicted, but he was whisked away.

Burke took a step forward, but Storms hand shot out and jabbed at his thigh. He heeded her warning and stood still, fighting the urge to question the woman.

More mead? Hannah asked Burke.

He nodded and held out his tankard.

When did this occur? Storm asked.

Three, maybe four weeks ago.

Do you know for certain if his name was Cullen? Storm asked.

I cannot say for certain, but the name does sound familiar.

Storm stood. We must go. She took Hannahs hand and dropped several coins in it.

I cannot, Hannah protested. There are those needier than me.

And this man beside me has agreed to help them, leaving you free to accept this gift.


Burke finally spoke. Storm is right.

Hannah wept, hugging the coins to her chest. You are a godsend, Storm.

Some claim Im the devil. She laughed.

No, an angel. This will feed my family and others. God bless.

After quick hugs and more tears, Storm and Burke took their leave and made their way to the woods unnoticed.

We wait for Tanin, Storm said, pacing the forest floor, the crunch of leaves distinct beneath her booted feet.

Youre upset. Why?

Storm stopped pacing. It makes no sense that this man was taken to Glencurry. His crime was here in Dunwith.

Burke reached out and took hold of her arms. Whats wrong with that?

Her hesitation upset Burke even more, but the rustle of branches had them both taking cover. Burke wrapped his arm around her slim waist and dragged her behind a thick bush. Her waist was tiny. He could practically wrap his arm clear around it. How she swung a sword, hed never know. There was strength in her small frame and feminine curves that reminded him that she was a woman, a woman who felt good in his arms.

He wanted to hold on to her, offering security, safety, sanctuary.

She, however, broke free once she saw that it was Tanin.

Food is stored for them where none will find it and there is enough to feed more families, Tanin said, holding the rolled bedding out to her.

Storm nodded and took the bedding, disappearing into the woods.

You found what you needed? Tanin asked.

We found that we may have to go to Glencurry, Burke said.

Tanins head jerked, his eyes turned wide.

Glencurry seems to cause an adverse reaction in people. Why? Burke asked.

Earl of Balford at Glencurry is not a man you want to deal with, Tanin advised.

Why?

He cares little for human suffering.

Then my brother could suffer at his hands?

More than he can humanly endure.

Burke grew alarmed. There was no way in hell hed let an earl or a duke or whatever some such nonsense-titled man harm his brother.

How far is Glencurry from here?

Two, two and half days.

Then we leave right away, Burke said.

No, we return to camp, Storm said, tossing the rolled bedding to Tanin and once again clothed as a young lad, stocking cap and all.

Burke approached her. I need to get to my brother.

We need to make certain your brother is at Glencurry, Storm argued. It will do us little good to go there uncertain and without a plan. When we go, we go to free him.

Burke wanted to argue but there was nothing to argue. She was right. If he charged in there like a fool, he could wind up imprisoned as well. What good would that do?

I will send men to find out all they can. Then we will decide what is to be done, Storm said and turned. Come. We need to get back to camp. There is work to be done.

Burke didnt want to follow. He wanted to head in the opposite direction and demand to see his brother, if it was indeed his brother, and then he would demand his brother be freed or hed buy his way out of prison. One way or another, he intended to free Cullen, his brother, and take him home to America. He had promised his father, and he intended to keep his promise. Besides, he wanted to get to know his brother; he was all the family Burke had left.

Nightfall found them camped behind a large boulder, a single fish serving as their meal. Storm ate little, though Burke insisted she eat more. She insisted she wasnt hungry, and he wondered if that was her standard response when little food was available.

Tanin was quick to seek his bed. Burke realized he was a man of few words but of great courage and compassion and a man who thought highly of Storm. He wondered what had brought the pair together and what bond kept them together.

Burke approached Storm where she sat perched on the edge of a boulder, staring into the night.

Tell me of the Earl of Balford.

Storm didnt even turn and acknowledge him.

He is not a man of his word.

Youve dealt with him before?


Yes, to my regret, she said.

Sorrow clearly filled her voice and Burke ventured to guess, You lost a man to him?

Yes, she admitted reluctantly and looked about to say more, but remained silent.

Burke waited, giving her time, realizing the memory hadnt been a pleasant one and that perhaps she didnt wish to recall any more of it.

She took a breath and continued. He has a small dungeon beneath his manor house. He imprisons tenants on whatever charges he creates

She paused, and Burke wondered how many such painful memories she must have endured while helping people.

She sighed and went on. He then charges the families for the food and the cell.

What if the family has no money?

The prisoner starves to death and then the family is charged to remove his body or its tossed in the woods for the animals to feed on.

While the information disgusted Burke, it also gave him a shred of hope. Then theres a good chance I can buy my brothers freedom.

Im not sure about that.

Why?

That someone who poached on Dunwith land was taken to Glencurry for imprisonment doesnt make sense.

What do you think is going on?

Thats what we need to find out, but first we have to determine if its your brother being held at Glencurry.


Tanin and I can go and find out, Burke suggested, anxious that his brother might need his help this very minute and he was wasting precious time.

No. I will send what men I choose.

I will not see my brother suffer, Burke said firmly. If I go and discover it is Cullen, I can make immediate arrangements to have him freed.

How? You have no money.

That stopped Burke, but only for a moment. Ill make certain the earl understands that hell receive plenty of money in two weeks.

In which time your brother will more than likely starve if he hasnt already.

Burke raked his hair with his fingers in frustration. I cant stand by and do nothing.

Youre not, Storm assured him. If my men ascertain it is your brother and they believe they can easily free him, then they will do so and return to camp with him.

I want to be part of the rescue, Burke insisted.

You would only be a hindrance. You are not familiar with Glencurry land or the manor itself. I will send men who know it well. The best thing you can do for your brother is to wait here.

You ask a lot.

I give a lotyour brothers freedom.

Burke reluctantly admitted to himself that she made sense but it didnt ease his annoyance. He made one more attempt. I could wait along the trail.

You can wait at camp, and that settles it.

Burke held his tongue, realizing she tested him. Would he follow her orders or not? If he didnt, would she refuse to help him any further? He wouldnt take a chance with his brothers life. He would do as she instructed though it rankled him.

Well do it your way.

We will always do it my way, Burke. She smiled.

He
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