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CHAPTER 1

––––––––

April Larch peered up at the large wooden sign illuminated by her car’s headlights – 8C Ranch.

This must be it. She took a deep breath and drove through the open gate.

Darkness.

Driving slowly along the dirt track, she wondered where exactly Remington Coltson lived.

His name sounded like something out of the eighteen hundreds, the exact time period she’d decided to specialize in. If this was nineteenth century Montana, she could picture a tall, muscular man, striding along the wooden shop fronts of a small town, in the early evening, wearing a gun at his side.

Or maybe he would be a local sheriff, swift to take into custody any criminals threatening his town.

Or maybe ...

April squinted into the inky blackness, making out dark shapes that looked like houses – one on her right, and another a little further down the drive on her left.

Which one belonged to Remington Coltson?

She shouldn’t have left it so late to show up. But by the time she’d arrived in Spring River Bend tonight, everything had been closed except for a diner, which had been on the verge of shutting up for the evening. The grizzled cook had relented and given her a cup of coffee and the last slice of apple pie. And directions to the 8C Ranch.

There weren’t any motels in the small town, and the cook hadn’t known of any one doing bed and breakfast nearby. 

So, fortified by her snack, including the super strong coffee, she’d decided to reach her destination tonight.

Except now, she was having second thoughts.

She’d been so excited earlier today. In the midst of cleaning out her grandfather’s house, she’d come across an article in a Civil War magazine written by Remington Coltson. And in her grandfather’s handwriting was a written notation: Grandfather’s? 

The article had been about a rumored Confederate flag, lost during the Civil War. A flag made of gold.

Instantly, April’s mind had drifted to her childhood, when her grandpa used to tell her a story about a golden flag that her great-great grandfather had stolen from the Confederates during that war, and hidden somewhere so it could never be found.

As she grew up, she got busy with school and extra-curricular studies and spent less time with her grandfather, the story slowly fading from her mind. But it shouldn’t have, since she was now an assistant college professor specializing in that era.

Was it possible that the story her grandfather had told her all those years ago was actually true? What if the flag was made out of missing Confederate gold? And what about the item she found in her grandfather’s closet this afternoon?

A cow’s bellow echoed in the distance, bringing her back to her present problem. Where did Remington Coltson live?

She ventured further down the track, her headlights showing another house, all its lights off. How far down this road did he live? How big was the ranch?

April crawled on, driving so slowly she thought it would be faster if she walked instead.

Finally, a light gleamed in the darkness. 

A one-story ranch house came into view, a sliver of light showing from a front window. She parked outside the house, unclenching her fingers from the steering wheel.

At last.

But what if this wasn’t his house? What if it had been one of the other dwellings? She glanced at her antique silver watch. One minute to midnight. However excited she was about her potential discovery, she couldn’t wake up people in the dead of night.

But surely someone must be awake here, otherwise why would the light be on? She debated whether to turn around and head back to her cozy apartment in Billings for the night and return in the morning. Drawing a deep breath, she made her decision. She’d come this far – if nobody answered the door, she’d go home. 

Grabbing her purse, she started up the short path to the house, the magazine article poking out from the top of her bag.

She pressed the doorbell, hearing a faint, melodious ding dong inside the house.

Nothing.

April blinked. Surely whoever was inside had heard the chime? Should she press the bell again?

Maybe she shouldn’t be so impatient.

As she debated with herself, a slight creak alerted her. The door swung open at the same time as the porch light came on.

A tall, muscular man stood in the doorway, rubbing his eyes – dark brown eyes that gleamed with intelligence. He looked thirtyish and very attractive in worn jeans and a navy shirt, his brown hair flopping over his forehead in a sexy way that caused unexpected butterflies to swoop in her stomach.

She swallowed.

“Are you Remington Coltson?”

He didn’t look exactly as she imagined. For instance, he hadn’t looked sleepy in her mind. Or tired. Maybe it wasn’t him? Maybe she’d just disturbed a complete stranger?

“Yes.”  

***

Rem stared at the girl standing on his doorstep. Not a girl – a woman, he corrected himself. Her honey brown hair was in a braid but an errant strand dangled by the side of her cheek. Excitement and a touch of anxiety flickered across her face. Her hazel eyes were flecked with gold.

His heart clenched.

Her curvy figure was dressed in beige cotton pants and a green top, and she looked as if she didn’t realize it was midnight, when most people were asleep at this hour.

He’d nodded off over the Civil War history book he’d started reading earlier this evening, the ding dong of the doorbell jerking him awake. Did she have any idea what time it was?

He frowned into her sweet girl-next-door face. She even had a splash of freckles across her nose. He swallowed. Hard. 

“Did my brothers put you up to this?”

“Pardon?” She crinkled her brow.

“My brothers have been threatening to find someone for me ever since Mack got married – he’s the second youngest in the family.”

“No,” she replied, looking genuinely puzzled. “I don’t even know who your brothers are.”

He scrutinized her face for a long moment, as if weighing up her words, then nodded. “So ... who are you?”

“April Larch. I’m an assistant professor of history.”

“And you’re here at this time of night because ...?

She shifted on the doorstep. 

“I’m sorry it’s so late, but I wanted to talk to you about an article you wrote. I couldn’t find anywhere to stay in Spring River Bend tonight, so I decided to drive over on the off chance you’d still be up.”

“At midnight.” His frown deepened. “How did you know where I lived?”

“I called the magazine and asked how I could get in contact with you.”

“And they gave you my home address instead of my email?” He raised an eyebrow. “I can’t believe they’d do that.”

“The receptionist couldn’t find your email address, so she told me you lived in Spring River Bend. She said you were one of their most popular contributors.” 

“She shouldn’t have given out that information.” He raked his hand through his hair. “I’ll have to contact them and let them know not to do that again.”

“And then I drove here and asked at the diner where you lived.”

“You didn’t think to call instead?” He drew his eyebrows together.

“I thought talking to you in person might better.” She fidgeted with her purse strap, not meeting his eyes. 

“At this time of night.” He looked at her skeptically.

“I’m sorry.” She flushed. “Sometimes I get carried away with needing to find out something right away.”

“I get that.” Understanding flickered through him. “But promise me you won’t do anything like this again. Spring River Bend is a pretty safe place, even at night, but you’ve got to be careful.” 

“I promise.” She had a serious expression on her face.

“Where are you from, and what’s so important about this article I wrote?”

“I’m from Billings, but I’ve driven from Missoula. I was cleaning out my grandfather’s house today, and I found your article on—” she lowered her voice “—the golden flag.”

He stared at her. Although he wouldn’t put it past his brothers to engineer this set-up, he didn’t think they had. She seemed entirely genuine about her mission to talk to him about the article he wrote, and none of his brothers shared his enthusiasm – or knowledge – of that time period.

“The article you wrote for that Civil War magazine about the flag made of gold—”

“I know the one you’re talking about,” he replied.

“Well,” she took a deep breath. “It reminded me of a story my grandfather used to tell me. About how his grandfather stol – liberated a Confederate flag made of gold.” She fished out a magazine from her tan purse. “I found your article today when I was going through my grandfather’s belongings, and he’s made a notation here. See?” She held out the magazine turned to the page where his article began.

“Grandpa wrote “Grandfather?” there.” She pressed her neat, short fingernail on the page. “And then I went through the other history magazines in the house and read all your articles and knew I had to talk to you right away.”

“I’m sorry,” she continued. “I didn’t realize it would take me so long to get here. I lost track of time.”

Studying her once more, he made his decision. He couldn’t turn her away at this hour.

“You better come in.”

***

“Thank you.” Relief whooshed through April as she followed him inside the house.

He’d stood looking at her for so long she wondered if she had a dirty smudge on her cheek from the cleaning she’d undertaken earlier that morning at her grandfather’s house.

She shoved a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear – every day, a strand seemed to escape from her braid, and every day she tucked it behind her ear where it wouldn’t bother her, or get in the way of her research.

She stepped into a short hallway, then a comfortable living room. As far as she could tell, this was the only room in the house with a light on. 

A wooden coffee table, its surface littered with an old hardback book and a pair of spectacles, stood next to a leather armchair. A matching chair and sofa completed the décor, as well as tall bookcases covering every wall. 

Standing still for a moment, her gaze took in the rows – and rows – of books. She gravitated to one of the bookcases.

“I’ve got this one.” Her fingertip hovered over the spine of an American history book. “And this one, too.”

He cleared his throat. “You wanted to talk to me about an article?”

“Oh. Yes.” She turned around to face him, attempting to marshal her thoughts. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist looking at your books.”

“I understand,” he said gruffly. “It’s a bit late to ask me something about what I wrote though, isn’t it?”

“I’m sorry,” she apologized again. “But as I said, when I read your articles today, I couldn’t wait to talk to you. I specialize in the Civil War era and when I read your article about the flag made of gold, it reminded me of the story my grandfather used to tell me, about his grandfather.” 

She thrust the magazine article at him. 

“See? This could be the same flag from my grandfather’s stories. I mean, how many flags of gold could there possibly be back then?” Her face lit up with enthusiasm. 

He took the article from her, walked over to the coffee table, and slid on his spectacles. 

“You’d better take a seat.” He gestured to the sofa, his gaze fixed on the document. 

April sat down, wishing he’d invited her to look at his books instead. Perhaps she shouldn’t have barged in here, especially at this time of night. But when she became excited about research, sometimes it was hard to think everything through rationally – like telling a friend where she was going, just in case something happened.

She peeped over at Remington. He sat in the armchair, concentrating on reading the article. 

At twenty-seven years old, she should be more cautious about turning up at a stranger’s house. But somehow, after reading the many pieces he’d written on the Civil War, she had reached the conclusion that he had a keen historical mind. In fact, she’d been surprised that there had been no mention that he was a college professor. That, she could have totally imagined from reading his work. Instead, he appeared to be a rancher.

And right now, he looked to be a sexy, intellectual rancher, his glasses straddling the bridge of his straight nose, looking at home in his casual jeans and shirt. 

“I was pretty careful in my article to state that there was no proof this flag ever existed.” He looked up at her.

“I know. But—” she drew in a deep breath, “—today I found an old diary that I think belonged to my great-great grandfather. And he mentions this flag.” She unzipped an internal compartment in her purse and drew out a rectangular item wrapped in brown paper.

“Hmm.” Remington took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The only mention I found about the flag was in a letter dating back to the Civil War. It was tucked in an old American history book I bought from a second hand bookshop a couple of years ago in Helena. When I finally got around to reading it—” he gestured to the crammed bookshelves surrounding them, as if that explained why he hadn’t dived into the book right away “—a letter was tucked inside, toward the back of the book. That’s the only mention of this flag I’ve ever come across, and I’ve been studying the Civil War for a while now.”

“Maybe whoever wrote the letter was a member of the secret society, just like my great-great grandfather.” She clutched the paper-wrapped item.

“What secret society?” he looked at her quizzically.

She held up the swathed diary. “There’s a secret society mentioned in here. Apparently they all took an oath to keep the location of the flag a secret. It sounds as if they were trying to help the Union by sabotaging the South any way they could. My great-great grandfather stol – liberated it from the Confederates – that part seems a bit vague – but apparently he managed to swipe it at the end of a train journey. There was a lot of hustle and bustle going on with passengers getting off and coming on – I wonder what it would really have been like back then – and it sounds like the Confederate guy had gotten a little loose-lipped on the train and must have thought my great-great was a Southern sympathizer.” 

“May I?” He held out his hand for the diary.

April hesitated for a split-second. “Okay, but be very careful with it.” She handed it to him, their fingertips almost grazing.

“Of course.” He cradled the item in his palm, gently unfolding the paper to reveal a small, brown, cracked leather diary.

April watched him, wondering what those hands would feel like on her skin. She blinked. Where had that thought come from? She’d immersed herself in her work for the last few years, only dating occasionally, and most of those dates didn’t go beyond a first one. And after her last date six months ago, where the guy had seemed nice until he’d squeezed her hip and informed her she’d be pretty if she lost some weight, she’d relegated men to a dim, distant part of the planet.

She hadn’t been a total spinster when she’d been younger, though. In her second year of college she’d embarked upon an intense relationship with a fellow classmate, who hadn’t seemed to mind her curves. But then he’d gone on a field trip to study the remains of Pompeii, and had loved it so much there, he’d decided to finish his studies in Italy and devote himself to that country’s ruins. 

She’d been crushed at the time. The only cure that had worked was throwing herself even further into her studies, apart from the occasional foray into the dating scene that only lasted a few chaste hours.

And now, her passion for history had brought her to Remington Coltson.

The crackle of dry leather brought her back to the present. Remington turned the pages of the age-spotted paper, his touch gentle. He seemed to value books and old documents just as much as she did. 

“Whereabouts is the flag mentioned?” he asked.

“Towards the back.” She jumped up from the sofa and squinted over his shoulder. “A little further on.”

She noticed he’d put on his spectacles once more. Only after she’d spoken did she realize how close she was to him. Her breath had fanned the side of his neck. His lips were in profile, and they looked soft and kissable. He had midnight shadow on his cheeks and chin, but somehow, that made him seem even more appealing to her. 

What would it feel like to touch his stubble? She clenched her fingers into fists to avoid the temptation. Maybe this was why her dates never worked out. Was it possible she really was socially awkward? Or was it the surprising effect Remington Coltson had on her?

She’d never experienced this kind of fascination before, apart from her serious college romance. And even then, she couldn’t remember feeling this instantaneous attraction.

Paper rustled as he turned over the page.

He smelled good too. Not cologne or good heavens, men’s perfume, but a clean smell, like fresh air. 

“Found it.” He cleared his throat.

She shifted back, reluctant to intrude in his personal space any longer.

After a long minute, he looked up from the diary.

“I can see why you think this could be the same flag. Let me get the letter and see if the handwriting matches.”

“You think your letter could be written by my great-great grandfather?”

“It’s possible.” He strode from the room, returning a minute later. “Let’s see.” He held out the letter to her and picked up the diary. 

“I hate wearing these things.” April took out her turquoise reading glasses from her purse and slid them on her nose.

“I know.” He grimaced. “But it’s better than having tired eyes and headaches.”

Nodding in agreement, she carefully took the letter from him, comparing the spidery handwriting to the scrawl in the diary.

“It’s not a match.” Disappointment laced her tone as she handed both items to him.

“I guess it was a bit of a longshot.” He scrutinized the letter and the diary just as she had done. “You’re right. It’s not written by the same person.”

“But maybe this Jeremiah – no surname – who wrote the
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