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Never miss a sale or FREE ebook! Sign up for Amber’s newsletter and be automatically entered in her monthly contest. New subscribers get a gift!

 

How about more free ebooks? Join Amber’s Steamy Readers ARC Team and check out her review copies. It’s free to join.
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Amber is excited to announce a brand new opportunity for her SUPER FANS to hang out with her and show support in her writing. Consider signing up to one of her available REAM tiers for bonus e-content, early access to new releases, and physical goodies like signed paperbacks, swag, and mystery gifts (when this limited-time-only tier is activated).
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Time means nothing when it comes to true love and destiny.

 

The Ramseys in Time: The Complete Box Set includes Timeless Honor (book 1) and Timeless Beginnings (book 2 – the prequel).

 

In Timeless Honor, modern woman Jaye Ramsey ignores her beloved yet eccentric grandmother’s warning about time travel and vacations in Bolivia with her friends. While touring the vast salt flats, the Salar de Uyuni, she stumbles upon a swirling vortex and wakes up in the 18th century. There she meets the moody, reclusive Lucas Kenway, third Baron Hawksatter. He’s also her grandmother’s first husband of less than twenty-four hours, whose marriage was never consummated.

 

In Timeless Beginnings, Leonora Harris flees her newly wedded husband’s home for the shelter of the forest and finds a mystical portal, which transports her from the 1700s to the 1960s. Lost in the cold, pristine salt flats of Bolivia, she meets the secretive Rodger Ramsey, an engineer with a hidden agenda.

 

– Both books are standalones and can be read in any order.

– No cheating. HEA guaranteed!
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To my supportive husband, Gregory.

Thank you for being the chef in the house, leaving me more time to do what I love best—write. Your understanding means the world to me.

To quote my leading lady, Jaye: “I’ll always love you, no matter the year.”
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Soul mates born centuries apart. A portal awakens to unite them.

 

Jaye Ramsey vacations in Bolivia with her friends to prove to her eccentric grandmother that time travel isn’t real. Then she stumbles upon a vortex in the Salar de Uyuni and winds up in Hawksatter, England, 1735—the same town her grandmother had supposedly vanished from as a young woman.

Accused of murdering his bride on their wedding day, Lord Lucas Kenway closed the family farm and shut out the world. He never expected the strange, secretive woman he found sleeping on his doorstep to turn his quiet life upside down—or slip into his bed. 

After Jaye discovers a way back to her own time, she’s left with an impossible choice—stay in the past and never see her beloved grandparents again, or return home and lose the only man she’s ever loved.

 

– Book 1 in the steamy Ramseys in Time series.

– Second Edition. Newly revised, edited, and extended.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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“Emma! Maggie! Where are you? I promise I won’t kick your asses if you answer me right now,” Jaye Ramsey punctuated the last two words with a bite and barely restrained herself from stomping her foot. Her heart pounded so loud that her ears buzzed as she spun left and right in the middle of the dry, vast wonderland, trying to catch a glimpse of her missing friends.

The magnificent salt flats of the Salar de Uyuni, one of Bolivia’s most treasured tourist destinations, spread for miles around her in a sea of blue with pillars of salt blotching the landscape. The bright July sun escaped a shield of clouds, nearly blinding her. Though it was summer back home in the States, winter had taken hold south of the equator. A light, cool breeze teased strands of her hair across her face as icy tendrils of fear pierced her soul. 

Her friends were in trouble, but where were they? None of the salt pillars were big enough to conceal a grown woman. A child, maybe, but not an adult.

Laughter carried on the breeze.

Jaye whipped around, her pulse leaping. Please, please let that be them. Squinting against the sunlight that reflected off a patch of white, she sighed and shook her head. 

Strangers were up ahead, reveling in the sunshine.

How fortunate those people were. Just an hour earlier, Jaye had been hanging out with her four best girls, and now, she was running across the flats in a desperate search for two of them.

“I gotta call the police.” She cringed at the idea. As an American on vacation in Bolivia, she didn’t know the first thing about getting help from the authorities in a foreign country. Should she contact the US Embassy? Crap. She didn’t have any of those phone numbers.

Her tour guide probably did.

The previous day, Jaye and her friends had arrived in Bolivia and, that morning, set out on a three-day Jeep tour to see the flats. After Emma wandered off, Jaye and her friends, along with their native guide, locked the GPS location of the Jeep rental into their cells and then split up to broaden their search area.

She had to meet them back at the Jeep soon.

“Relax. Don’t panic.” She hit redial, and again, Emma’s singsong voice blasted from the voicemail recording. The beep echoed.

“Damn it, Emma. This isn’t funny,” Jaye snapped into the phone. “It was your idea we come to Bolivia, so you can’t up and disappear. Maggie’s searching for you, too, but she stopped answering her cell. Have you seen her? You guys are scaring the bejesus out of me.” A shudder racked her chest. She swallowed hard and softened her voice. “Please, call me. Where are you?” She disconnected the call and braced the cell against her forehead. Her stomach heaved.

After leaving what had to be her fifth or sixth message on Maggie’s cell as well, she texted her other two friends. Juliet responded first, then Zoe, but neither had heard from or found any trace of the missing women.

“Okay, okay. Think. What could’ve happened to them?” Jaye paced a mad track, and countless salty granules crunched beneath her heavy boots. Scenario after crazy scenario rushed through her mind, everything from a practical joke to kidnapping and human trafficking. Deep in her heart, she knew it was bull. If something insane and horrible was going to happen in the flats—and, damn it, that seemed like the case—Jaye knew what it was. At least, what her grandmother would claim.

Time travel. Like freakin’ Star Trek time travel. 

Jaye braced her feet and slammed her eyelids shut. No. Don’t go there.

She loved her grandma dearly, but the woman had a few screws loose.

Refusing to give the possibility of traveling through time and space any merit, she stuffed her phone into her purse and buttoned up her denim jacket. Pain clenched her chest. She never should’ve left the safety of her home and family back in Seattle, Washington. Then again, her friends would’ve vacationed without her and still gotten lost. Someone had to find them. Might as well be her.

She stalked deeper through the flats, and an inch or so of rainfall sloshed around her boots. Puffy gray clouds streaked across the sun, and the beautiful sky reflected off the rain-covered earth like in a mirror.

Countless prehistoric lakes had dried out several millennia earlier to form the Salar de Uyuni, and the earth’s salty crust covered a pool of lithium-rich brine for over four thousand square miles. Considered the world’s largest mirror, scientists used the flats to calibrate satellites in space.

Oh, God. Of all the times for a history lesson. Was she losing her mind? She just needed something to focus on, so of course, her librarian self had dredged up that information from the book she’d read on the plane. Sue her.

Her grandmother’s warning echoed in her mind: “Never go off alone, Jaye. You might vanish.” Leave it to the eccentric Leonora Harris Ramsey to foresee the future, at least in Emma’s and Maggie’s case. Grandma Leonora had begged Jaye and her friends to go anywhere except Bolivia, but Jaye needed to prove to the older woman that time travel was only a plot device in books, movies, and TV shows.

What if her grandmother was right? What if magic and time portals were real?

If so, then all the stories Leonora had told Jaye were true—Leonora was born in the eighteenth century and time-traveled to 1960s Bolivia as a young woman via a portal in the flats.

The same flats Jaye now walked.

A tremor coursed through her. “Emma! Maggie!” she shouted through her cupped hands to funnel the sound. Panic threatened to set in. Dry heaves racked her body.

Thunder blasted in the near distance, and she jumped. Vibrant shades of orange and red streaked the afternoon sky as puffy dark clouds doubled in size. A nippy breeze lifted her hair off her shoulders and pimpled her skin. The wet earth mirrored the sky. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear she was walking through crimson clouds.

Ready to return to the Jeep, Jaye ducked her head to shield herself from a sudden gust of cold air. A muddy puddle materialized from nowhere on the ground mere feet away. The dark water swirled counter-clockwise and increased in speed with every rotation. Thick bands of brown smoke cloaked the liquid until only the smoke remained. Her legs weakened, and she collapsed onto her knees. She gripped the cold, wet earth and narrowed her eyes as the smoke thinned. Spots of light flickered through the shadowy depths.

Is that a cave? Jaye shot to her feet. The wind whipped at her back. The swirling vortex churned faster as though to welcome her with open arms. As she slipped on the rainwater, a scream caught in her throat. The earth disappeared beneath her and swallowed her whole. Darkness surrounded her. She fell down the deep, dark hole and blacked out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One


[image: ]




“Wake up.” A rough hand shook Jaye’s shoulder. “You need to eat.”

Jaye curled in the fetal position and wrapped her arms around her bent knees. The man’s incessant voice seeped through the fog in her brain as she buried her face into a lumpy pillow. “I’m not hungry.” Her empty stomach grumbled a protest. She dragged the warm blanket higher up her body. “Come back later.”

The stranger jerked the blanket away from her.

“What the—” She sprang upright in the hard bed and clasped her pounding chest. Chills shot down her spine. A hint of smoke and the aroma of herbs stung her nostrils. She blinked up rapidly at a tall, broad-shouldered man. The bands of firelight and shadow flickering off him hurt her eyes as he tossed the blanket back on the bed and stepped back. The heat of his gaze bore into her skull like a fine-precision laser.

“Where am I? What happened?” She dragged in a shaky breath and rubbed away the crud from her eyelids. “How long have I been asleep?”

He cocked his eyebrow. A muscle ticked in his whiskered cheek as he crossed his arms over his chest. His plain linen shirt and worn waistcoat strained against his frame.

“Not much of a talker, huh?” Jaye winced. The last thing she wanted to do was piss off the man, though she’d likely already done so given his scowl and the braced stance of his feet. Was he into cosplay? Dried mud caked his old-fashioned buckle shoes. Dingy white stockings clung to his well-defined calves, and a strand of ribbon tied off his breeches right below his knees. His wild mane of dark, curly hair reached his shoulders and tempted her to run her fingers through it. Oh, God. Where did that thought come from? He could be a psychopath, a deranged rapist or murderer who imprisoned women and forced them to enact some historical play before he sliced their throats. 

Cool it with the imagination, girl. She gripped the coarse, twisted bed sheet to hide her trembling hands. Breathe, relax, concentrate. She silently repeated the mantra and cast her gaze at the stone-slab walls of the small room. Or rather, a one-room cabin. This was likely the same cabin she’d found earlier. Two windows shuttered from the outside framed the large planked door, and a thick piece of wood bolted the door shut, trapping her in with the stranger. 

Nausea swept through her. If things got hairy, would she have enough time to shove the wooden lock back and escape outside before he could hurt her?

Warmth billowed from the burning logs in the cobblestone fireplace and slicked her skin with sweat. The delicious scent of bubbling stew wafted from inside the cast-iron pot that hung on a metal hook in the hearth. The antique clock on the slab mantel ticked toward ten o’clock, but whether it was morning or night, she had no idea. A half-dozen knives, a few metal containers, and a shiny rifle—a flintlock rifle, if she remembered her history on firearms correctly—gleamed on the table across from the fireplace. Her stomach lurched. Things could get hairy real quick. 

He stepped forward.

“Whoa! Hold up.” She scooted back on the twin bed so fast she hit the wall. The impact jarred her teeth.

His lips firmed in a mulish line, but he glued his feet to the rug.

She breathed a little easier. “Answer me already. Where am I? Who are you?”

“You’re at my hunting lodge. I’m the man who found you.”

A gravely note roughened his English-accented voice as though he didn’t speak often. Jaye waved her hand in the air for him to elaborate, but instead, he cocked his eyebrow again as though he didn’t know what to make of her.

The feeling’s mutual, buddy. She cleared her throat. “My name is Jaye Ramsey. I’m not from around here.” She folded her legs beneath her bottom and tugged on the hem of her turtleneck sweater. Someone, likely her moody host, had removed her boots and jacket. Why? So she’d be more comfortable? That courtesy didn’t fit the man if his current ill-temper was any indication. “Where exactly is this place?” 

His forehead creased. “Hawksatter.”

“Hawksatter. Okay. Am I supposed to know where that is?”

A long sigh whizzed through his teeth. “You certainly should. You traveled here.” He nodded at the trunk at the end of the bed. Her jacket, boots, and purse sat atop the lid. “Your clothes are unusual and far too warm for this time of year. Where is your father or husband? Did you lose your horse? Who are you traveling with?”

Her temples throbbed with a headache. “My clothes are perfect for winter. My father is dead, and I’m not married. I don’t have a horse. I’m on vacation with my girlfriends.” She held up her left hand to show him she didn’t wear a ring. “Besides, you’re one to talk. You look like you stepped out of an old oil painting of the English countryside.”

“I do not appreciate games. Where are you from, and what brings you here? I don’t tolerate trespassers.”

“Don’t get uppity with me.” Jaye launched to her feet. Her head swayed, and she fell back on the bed.

The stranger chuckled.

Heat flushed her face. All sense of self-preservation fled. She hurried back up and poked her finger against his chest—hard. “This isn’t my fault, you pompous ass. I woke up on a cold cave floor, wandered through a forest half out of my mind for hours, and then found this cabin. I have no idea how I got here.” Not a lie, not the truth either. She wasn’t sure if she knew the truth. “I needed shelter, but someone, I presume you, reinforced the shutters from the inside. I couldn’t pry them open.”

His eyes narrowed to thin slits.

Jaye cursed herself for adding that last part. “I’m sorry for trying to break in, but I was frazzled. Still am. Anyway, I waited by the stoop for the owner to come home, and I must’ve fallen asleep. You could’ve left me outside to rot since you don’t like trespassers—I think of myself as an unwelcome visitor, by the way—but you did the right thing. Now we have to deal with the consequences.” She dropped her gaze to his clenched meat hooks. He could probably pack a hard wallop with those roughhewn hands.

“We started off on the wrong foot.” Jaye swallowed hard to soften her voice. “I’m lost. I didn’t travel here to Hawksatter on purpose. I’m on vacation with a few friends, but two of them strayed from the group, and now I’m lost as well. I don’t know what happened, but I need help. If you knew me, you’d know I’d rather eat dirt than ask someone for help.” Especially big gruff men like you who could probably break me with his bare hands. She shivered. “Is there someone else I could speak with? A woman, perhaps?” 

“No, but I’ll escort you to town on the morrow.” His lips twitched on one side. “I’m Lucas Kenway, third Baron Hawksatter. Guests are a rarity in my home, so my manners are rusty. If you wish, I will assist you in finding your—um—girlfriends and restore you to your holiday.”

“You’re a nobleman? We’re not in Bolivia, are we?”

“I’ve never heard of such a place. We’re in England.”

Tears burned in her eyes, and her strong façade crumbled. “I’m dreaming. I fell down a rabbit hole and hit my head. Now I’m in the middle of a strange, vivid dream. A wonderland, like Alice. Yeah, that explains it.”

“I assure you, madam, this is no dream. Who is Alice?”

A hysterical laugh crawled up her throat. “Madam? Why are you so proper and polite all of a sudden? Call me Jaye.” She stomped to the trunk, pulled her phone from her purse, and held it up in every corner of the room for a signal. Lucas’s eyebrows arched to his hairline as she climbed onto the table beside the rifle and stretched her arm toward the exposed ceiling beams. No signal. Damn. She hopped back down and opened a browser. The page wouldn’t load. “C’mon. The GPS will work. It’s gotta.” She tapped the screen a few more times and cursed.

The Location Not Found/No Satellite Access window popped up. 

“Breathe, Jaye,” she told herself. Bile rose in her throat, and she gulped the bitterness down. After powering off the phone to save the battery, she stuffed it back into her purse. “This is one messed-up dream. Real men like you aren’t this hot, even if you are scruffy.”

Lucas pressed his palms to his face. “I’m rather comfortable, not hot.”

Another laugh escaped. Her heart squeezed and knees weakened. She fell back toward the fireplace, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him before she could hit the mantel. She tripped over her feet and landed hard against his solid chest. His arms steadied her. Breathing hard, she flattened her hands on his shoulders and met his gaze. His intense brown eyes deepened like pools of melted dark chocolate as he slid the rough pad of his index finger down her jawline. Goosebumps followed the trail. Fused with the scent of nature, Lucas’s spicy, masculine aroma filled her nose and soothed the burn of anxiety in her veins.

“You’re real, aren’t you?”

He gripped her biceps and gently set her back before releasing her. “Flesh and blood.”

Jaye wiped away her tears and clasped her jaw to hold on to his warm touch. “I have one more question, but you’ll think I’m crazy.”

“You haven’t proven yourself sane in the least, so please proceed.” 

“That’s probably true from your point of view.” She forced air down her constricting throat and breathed out through her nose. “What year is it?”

Lucas frowned. “It’s 1735 in the reign of King George the Second.”

“Oh, God.” She wrung her hands together. Why is this happening? Why the hell did I time jump? Just stay calm and think. “That’s fine. It’s 1735. I’m in Hawksatter, England, and—” She gasped and stepped back from Lucas. “Lord Kenway. Y-you, I know you,” she stuttered.

“We’ve never met. I’d remember a woman as odd as you.”

Jaye wrapped her arms around her middle. “This can’t be. Grandma can’t be right.”

Lucas eased toward her but stopped as she lifted her hand. “Do you require a doctor?”

“No, I need to go home.”

“Where do you hail? The town officials can arrange transportation for you, regardless of your funds.”

“I’m far from home, and God only knows how I’ll return. Someone in town might know something. My friends might be there.” Emma and Maggie could’ve traveled back in time, too. With luck, Juliet and Zoe were safe back in Bolivia. “Can’t we go now?”

“The forest is a dark, foreboding place at night. Wolves, wild boars, and other animals prowl the area.”

“Wolves?” She hurried to a window that overlooked the forest, but the shutters blocked her view. The glass windowpane snagged her haggard reflection. Messy brown hair, pale skin, and too-wide eyes—she wouldn’t win any beauty contests that night. She faced the baron. “Is this lodge in the middle of the Gurrudale Forest? Is the manor close by?”

“So much for one more question.” Lucas straightened his back and towered over her by several inches. “How do you know about Kenway Manor?”

Jaye dropped her gaze to the dusty windowsill. “Nobles live in manors, halls, or castles, so I assumed you had one.”

He snorted. “We’ll stay here tonight. The walk to the manor isn’t long, but my servants will ask questions. I’m in no mood to fend them off.”

“The questions or the servants?”

“Does it matter?”

“No, I suppose not.” The air in her lungs seized as he stomped closer and invaded her personal space. He stared at her expectantly, but then she followed his gaze past her shoulder to the old cabinet by the window. “Oh.” She stepped back.

Lucas grabbed a wool cloth and a ladle from a shelf. Then, with the cloth, he picked up the blackened soup pot by its handle and moved it farther out onto the stone hearth that reached a few feet into the room. “The food is ready. As I said earlier, you need to eat. Sit.” He nodded toward the cluttered square table and the two chairs positioned near the other window. 

“It smells divine.” Saliva pooled in her mouth as he stirred the frothy stew. Her stomach tightened and growled so loud he stopped stirring. Heat crept up her neck and seared her face. She raced to the table where a whittling knife, half a dozen wooden figurines, wood chips, and a lit pillar candle cluttered the tabletop. Her nape prickled as he stared at her, but then the sensation faded as the spoon thudded inside the pot.

She rolled her shoulders, releasing the tension, and picked up a two-inch-by-three figurine of a border collie. The detail was extraordinary from the spots across the dog’s back to its furry tail, alert ears, and expressive eyes. A few chickens, two horses, and two other kinds of dogs completed the wooden ensemble. Tempted to ask the baron about his art, though he probably didn’t consider it as such, she carefully moved the figurines to the far side of the table. Then she grabbed the thick cloth Lucas had used and swiped the wood chips to the mess already on the floor. Maybe she should ask if he had a broom. 

He plunked down two ceramic bowls on the tabletop, and a metal spoon clanked inside each bowl. He followed that up with a pair of glass tumblers and a half-empty bottle of gin.

Jaye sat in a hard chair and stirred the steaming stew. Bits of carrot, potato, greens, and some kind of meat floated in the brown liquid. “Thank you. I’m sorry I’ve caused you an inconvenience.”

He sat across from her and spooned the stew into his mouth.

Ouch. He’d rather burn his tongue than speak to her. Another wave of tears stung her eyes, but she bit her cheek and kept the waterworks at bay. After blowing on a spoonful, she tried the stew. Her taste buds tingled. Wow! It was pretty good, though a few dashes of hot sauce wouldn’t hurt.

Lucas grabbed the gin and filled the glasses half full.

She grimaced. Clean, fresh water was surely less accessible than alcohol, but risking inebriation with a stranger wasn’t a move she should make.

“What greens and meat are in the stew? It’s delicious.”

He stirred the creamy liquid. “Parsley, garlic, violets, lovage, and some other herbs.”

“Lovage? My grandmother cooks with that all the time, but most people I know don’t realize it’s edible.”

“Rabbit, too.”

Jaye choked on a meaty bite but forced it down. “Thumper?”

“Rabbit. Do you not have wild game where you come from?”

Game? Oh, right. “Of course, there are animals, but...” she trailed off and shook her head. He probably killed Bambi, too. She glanced at the rifle on the other table and fought down the rising tide of her morals. For the past few years, she’d embraced vegetarianism, but that was over. “I’ve never tried rabbit.”

Lucas turned back to his meal.

She sipped her drink. Ooh! Strong. Her mouth and throat burned, so she chased the gin with broth. Too bad she hadn’t jumped back in time to the following year when the market was flooded with illegal, watered-down versions of gin available at cheapskate prices.

Under the future Gin Act of 1736, the British government would outrageously tax gin distilleries so much that many would shut down, only to reopen underground.

As a librarian with a love for English history, she’d read countless books about important figures and events and had always dreamed of wearing time-period clothing. Reading about life in the eighteenth century, however, didn’t compare to firsthand experience.

Let’s get this straight. Jaye scraped her spoon against the side of the bowl to pry off a stuck piece of diced carrot. I’ve time-traveled three hundred years into the past and arrived in England ten years after my grandmother zipped ahead to the 1960s in Bolivia, and I’m having dinner with Grandma’s first husband—her husband of less than twenty-four hours whom she never even consummated her marriage with.

What a crappy plot for a B-rated science fiction flick. Her stomach twisted, and she dropped her spoon back into the bowl.

“Are you well?”

She gripped her hands together under the table. “I’m fine. It’s been a long day.” Women were second-class citizens in this era, and without a prestigious family or surname to call on, she was out of luck. If she told Lucas the truth, would he send for the authorities? Would she wind up in an asylum? Trusting him wasn’t worth the risk. She had to act like a proper gentlewoman and blend in. “I’m sorry, my lord. I’ve put you out tonight, and I’m not good company.”

“You haven’t put me out, and you are not an inconvenience. In fact, I haven’t had so much entertainment in ages.” He finished his gin. “As you eloquently stated, I took you in, so I must deal with the consequences, but sharing a meal with a lovely, albeit unusual, woman is not a hardship.”

Heat filled her face. 

Lucas dropped his gaze to his bowl. “Forgive me. That was uncalled for.”

His uncharacteristic embarrassment eased her turmoil. “We can blame the gin, but thank you.”

He tilted his head. “More stew?”

“No thanks. I’m still a little hungry, but I feel sick.”

“Unsurprising. You must have hit your head, though I didn’t find any bumps or bruises on you.”

“Hit my head?”

“No offense, Miss Ramsey, but you don’t seem to recall how you arrived in Hawksatter, let alone how you ended up in a cave, and you had to ask about the year.”

“You’re right. I’m sure I’ll be fine by tomorrow.” Remember all the horror stories you’ve read about Bedlam? Don’t act crazy, Jaye snapped at herself and plastered on a smile. 

He helped himself to another bowl of stew and a glass of gin.

She sipped the golden liquid from her tumbler and shifted in the chair. Her bladder ached, nearly ready to burst. The words “Where’s your bathroom?” burned on the tip of her tongue, but she pushed out something more old world. “Forgive the impropriety, but do you have an outhouse? I mean, a privy?” she tacked on, unaccustomed to using British words.

Crimson flushed his cheeks. “Near the manor, yes, but not around here.” Lucas left the table and withdrew a plaid throw from the back of the rocking chair in the corner. “It’s too warm for your strange frock, but take this. Summer nights are cool in the forest, even in July.” He handed her the throw and narrowed his eyes. “Stay close to the lodge. Return in five minutes, or I will search for you.”

Well, at least the month hadn’t changed. She stood and wrapped the throw around her shoulders while he pulled a glass oil lamp from the cabinet and lit the wick. She clutched the lamp, pulled back the latch over the door, and hurried outside. The dark forest bordered the edge of the small clearing as crickets hummed a peaceful melody. Fresh country air nipped at her skin. The scent of chimney smoke mixed with the rich aroma of earth and trees.

She turned and met Lucas’s gaze.

He leaned against the doorjamb, his arms folded across his chest. The darkness of the night cast him in shadow as light from the fireplace danced behind him along the wall. 

That same perplexed scowl scrunched his face into deep lines. He truly didn’t know what to make of her. How strange. How refreshing, if she were honest with herself. 

With her job at the library and her penchant for staying home on Friday nights instead of getting drunk at clubs, most of the men she knew had labeled her as boring long ago. As though spending nights alone at home reading was something to deride. She might survive her time-travel adventure because of the books she’d read.

She trudged into the woods. The wind rustled through the trees and swept back her hair, raising goosebumps. Beams of moonlight shone through patches in the lofty canopy of interconnecting branches and foliage and illuminated the grassy earth with streaks of silver. Moss grew thick on the side of a few tree trunks as she passed a thicket of berry vines. 

Once far enough away for privacy, she set the lamp on a small boulder and unbuckled her jeans to relieve herself behind a large tree. What she wouldn’t give for a bottle of hand sanitizer right now? Hell, if she were wishing for things, she’d rather go home.

“Miss Ramsey, have you finished?”

Jaye scowled as Lucas called out for her. Did he actually time her? What a hard-ass.

Tomorrow, she would find her friends and a way home.

Tonight, she had more important matters to discuss with the baron, like her sleeping arrangements. He better play the part of a gentleman and surrender his bed. After the day she’d had, she wouldn’t take no for an answer.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“Wow. Look at that view. Hawksatter is beautiful!”

Lucas gritted his teeth at Miss Ramsey’s exclamation and drew his chestnut-brown horse to a halt at the summit of the large, grassy hill. She gripped his shoulders and pushed up against him like a hoyden to see the market town nestled in the valley.

Rolling patches of fertile earth and prosperous farmlands surrounded the town’s high wall and the whitewashed stone buildings within. The Gurrudale Forest bordered the vibrant green hills to the south, while the road he now traveled cut a swath through the town, leading to another patch of woods in the north.

As she shifted, a loose strand of her hair grazed his cheek. He bit back a curse and repositioned his hat. Her warmth and excitement seeped into him like rich honey. Torn between pushing her away and kissing her, he flicked the leather reins and guided Beast along the winding dirt road. A brief sense of relief filled him as she settled back in the saddle, but his tension jolted up again as birds cawed overhead. Warm sunlight prickled his skin. The dirt road turned to cobblestone, and the clickety-clack of Beast’s hooves on the rock pierced Lucas’s ears and cast waves in his gut. The stew he’d eaten to break his fast threatened to resurface, but he dragged in a deep breath and forced the liquid back down.

The hypocrites who called Hawksatter home despised him, and he them. Though he usually sent his servants to the market for anything the manor needed, he would not shirk his responsibility of the young woman in his care.

“Don’t you agree?”

“Agree to what?” He rolled his tight shoulders.

“That the town is beautiful. It looks like it came right out of a painting.”

He opened his mouth to respond just as something rustled within the shrubs and vines up ahead along the roadway.

A gray, floppy-eared rabbit darted out.

Beast neighed and reared. He shook his head, his dark mane flying about in an arch.

“Oomph!” Miss Ramsey snaked her arms around Lucas and squeezed.

“Whoa. Easy, Beast.” He pulled back on the reins and steadied the horse as the blasted rabbit scampered across the road and disappeared into the high grass. As Beast ambled on, irritation and lust flared in Lucas’s veins. He yearned to strip off his frock, loosen his cravat, and undo his shirt for air. The breeze tugged a few strands of his hair from his low ponytail, and he resisted the urge to tighten the ribbon that held back the locks.

One minute, two—his delectable little charge still held him tight. He forced a calmness he didn’t feel into his voice. “You don’t ride often, do you? The road is wide and smooth, yet you cling to me as though we teetered on the precipice of a rocky fell.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She pulled back from him. “I used to go horseback riding years ago, but school, my career, and life got in the way.”

Bereft without her feminine touch—why, he didn’t care to fathom—he latched on to her words instead. “School and career? Miss Ramsey, where are you from? No woman has a career.” 

Silence stretched until she sighed heavily. “Far away. Forget it.”

The dejection in her tone unsettled him. What in the devil was wrong with him?

“And what’s with this Miss Ramsey stuff? We’d agreed this morning to call each other by our first names, Lucas,” she drawled out.

He snorted. “If you insist on such nonsense, my will is yours, but I will add this unseemly request to the already lengthy mental list I’m compiling of your odd behavior.” He braced himself for a witty comeback, but the quiet stretched on. Had he convinced her to reconsider her words and actions?

“Why did you name this handsome horse Beast? Hero, Thunder, or Seabiscuit are better names.”

From the corner of his eye, he caught her stroking the horse’s rear left flank. “Seabiscuit? What kind of name is—no, never mind. He was a wild colt, but pray, let us not diverge from the matter at hand.”

“Just a question,” she grumbled.

“In this country, girls of proper breeding attend a primary school before their mothers or governesses teach them how to run a household. Girls from the lower classes join the workforce early on. You are obviously educated and far too healthy to have worked in a factory, but you’re not English. I cannot place your accent.” Lucas paused to give her a chance to reply. Silence met his call. “If you wish for me to help you, then trust me. Tell me where you are from. Tell me about the Ramsey name.” He glanced over his shoulder and stiffened at the tears gleaming in her eyes. With a quick pull on the reins, he slowed Beast to a halt and shifted in the saddle to stare back at her. “Are you running from someone? Who’s harmed you, Miss Ramsey?”

“It’s Jaye, and I’m not on the run.” Red infused her cheeks as she fiddled with the end of her braid. “No one’s hurt me, okay? I want to go home, but I can’t tell you where because—because I don’t remember. You said yesterday I probably hit my head, and you must be right.”

He longed to hold her and wipe the melancholy from her lovely face, and that wouldn’t do. Lucas straightened and snapped the reins. Beast continued, but more than anything, Lucas wanted to turn him around. The archway of the whitewashed wall loomed ahead, a harbinger of trouble if he’d ever seen one. If he were smart, he’d dump the woman on the roadside and wash his hands of her. He didn’t need this added frustration with the gardeners already in revolt and taking up much of his valuable time. His heartbeat quickened as he passed the threshold into town. Jaye’s sweet thighs rubbed against his rigid ones as she marveled at the homes and storefronts as though she’d never seen such a thing before. 

He bit his tongue, another spurt of desire whipping through him. Anger chased it. How dare this bit of muslin twist him into knots? He had to get control of himself.

“Ooh, baked bread. It smells like heaven.” She grasped his back and pointed around him toward the bakery up ahead. “What’s that scent? Nutmeg?”

“Cinnamon,” he supplied. “I would know it anywhere. My housekeeper bakes the most delicious cinnamon bread.” Why on God’s green earth did he reveal that? The less she knew about him, the better.

The baker’s plump, petite wife blanched at his approach and dashed back inside the two-story building.

“That was weird.” Jaye tapped his shoulder, hard. “I can’t see your face. Are you scowling? Some people might be put off by that.”

“No, I’m not.” He was, actually, but it didn’t matter. The good folks of Hawksatter would never accept him as one of their own. Most of the townspeople loitering about the street lowered their eyes as he passed, but a reckless few glared at him with a hatred he knew too well.

Lucas wasn’t the monster society deemed him.

If he were, he would’ve taken advantage of his houseguest as she’d slept in his bed. Instead, he’d lain awake half the night in the rocking chair, imagining what she looked like beneath her unbecoming attire and if her lips were as soft as rose petals.

Respectability aside, he was still a man, and a celibate one at that.

More than a year had passed since his last conquest. Though the soiled dove was famed for her beauty and talents, she’d barely sated him.

Jaye tapped his shoulder again.

He lurched forward and smashed his groin against the pommel. Heat flooded his face. His manhood throbbed in pain. Confound it. He settled back in the saddle and gnashed his teeth. Was the object of his desire innocent in the ways of men? Did she know what her mere presence did to him, let alone her sweet scent and wicked touch?

Her deep, husky chuckle reached his ears. The little minx. Perhaps she did know. 

“You must be a big shot around here. When people see you, they turn away in respect.”

Big shot? “Your use of the English language baffles me, Miss Ramsey. Jaye,” he amended and steered Beast down another street. An old woman gawked at him and dropped her sack of laundry, but he paid her little mind. “It’s not respect. It’s fear and loathing.” Her body tensed against his back, but then she relaxed and resumed her study of the town if her oohs and awes held any merit. 

The morning market spread before him in the town square. Vendors in makeshift stalls of wooden tables and canvas tents hawked their wares as patrons shopped, laughed, and argued over things Lucas couldn’t care less about. The aroma of spices, fish, and seasoned meat mingled with pungent body odor, perfume, live poultry, and animal dung. The clanking of pots and pans, the rustle of clothing, and the clopping of wagon wheels over cobblestones pierced his ears. The few townsfolk who glanced his way scowled or snubbed their noses at him. Others gazed upon Jaye with surprise—and suspicion.

“Some of these people seem hostile. Are we safe?” Jaye whispered in his ear.

Her breath fanned his neck and teased his hair, eliciting a lash of gooseflesh across his heated skin. He urged Beast down a side street toward the Boar’s Head, a quiet inn of white and gray stone. Few horses waited at the set of hitching posts, but as soon as night fell, men of all sorts would flock to the dining hall for drink, games, and women.

He’d have to warn Jaye to take her supper early and keep to her room.

Two greasy-haired louses across the street leered at Jaye.

The breeze carried their whispered words away, but any fool with half a brain could determine what they were saying. Her clothes were scandalous, and she was riding astride instead of using a proper side saddle. The fact that she was in his company said much about the type of woman they surely deemed her to be. Lucas heaved out an aggravated breath and glowered at them.

The men slouched and shuffled around the corner, out of sight.

He dismounted at a water trough and extended his hand to Jaye. As soon as she slipped her smaller hand into his, a spark shot from her to him and raced up his forearm.

She gasped, snatching her hand back.

He forced a smile and grasped her waist to help her down. The smile curving her generous lips sent his blasted heart into a spiral. He didn’t trust her, not fully, but the fascinating woman was unlike any he’d ever known.

Jaye rubbed Beast’s dark neck as the horse drank from the trough.

Lucas tied the reins to the nearest wooden post and extended his arm to his companion.

Instead of taking it, she breezed past him en route to the inn.

He stepped up behind her and wrapped her arm around his. “In case you haven’t realized, I’m a tolerant man, but the town’s inhabitants prefer to judge people for the slightest infraction, real or imaginary, then bestow the benefit of the doubt. Act like a respectable lady if you want this town’s cooperation.”

“You don’t think I’m respectable?” She braced her free hand on her angled hip.

“I do, but you often act as though it’s a foreign concept to behave as such.”

Jaye chewed on her bottom lip and then bobbed her head. She tightened her arm around his. “Lead the way, my lord. Heaven forbid I succumb to the vapors without your guidance and arm to hold me up.” She fluttered her hand over her chest and tilted her head as though she might collapse right then and there.

He wanted to kiss her, consequences be damned, if only to wipe that pretentious look off her face. Wary of the bystanders down the street, he bent his head to her ear. “Be careful, my dear. You’ll succumb to something much stronger than my arm if I will it.”

Her eyes widened and shone like twin emeralds of the highest quality. All playfulness vanished as she gulped.

He straightened to his full height of six feet, pushed open the heavy inn door, and led her inside. Lazy beams of sunlight streaked in through the windowpanes and cast the chairs and tables scattered about in sharp relief. A handful of rough, dirty patrons drank their morning away in shadowy alcoves and booths without a glance in his direction. The smell of woodsmoke clung to the warm air, but the grate of charred logs in the rugged stone hearth was cold. A peaceful stillness settled over the room, only his nerves weren’t soothed. Nothing short of returning home to his farm and manor would ease the clamp in his gut.

Jaye grimaced at the elk and bear heads mounted on the wood-paneled walls.

How softhearted was she? He tsked and approached the bar that stretched along the left side wall to the back where a flight of dimly lit stairs led to the second-story lodgings.

A few scraggly men sitting on barstools at the far end nursed ales. 

“Vern,” Lucas called out to his former friend and clamped Jaye to his side. She’d probably flit around like a hapless bird if he didn’t pin her down.

“Yeah?” The short, meaty bartender finished wiping up a spill on the countertop with a dingy cloth before he glanced up. His dark-blond eyebrows sprang to his hairline. He stepped back and bumped into the shelves of liquor. Glasses clanked. “Lord Kenway. How may I serve you?”

Jaye swung her arched stare between the barkeep and Lucas before landing on the latter.

Questions burned in her eyes, but he be damned if he answered them. Knowing Vern, she’d get some tall tales in place of answers soon enough.

He released his hold on her and faced Vern. “This is Miss Jaye Ramsey. She’s lost her traveling companions. You know better than most who travel through this town and when, so I can think of no one better to help her locate them.”

Vern wiped his hands on the cloth and turned to Jaye. “Of course. Welcome to the Boar’s Head. I’m at your service, madam.”

Jaye’s pretty pink lips crinkled at Vern’s term of address. Lucas fought back a smile.

She patted her thighs as though to gain the courage to speak. “Thank you, sir. Have you seen two women around here, both dressed in winter wear, like me?” She spread her arms to show her sweater and long pants while her handbag and frock hung on her left arm.

No, not frock. It was her jacket, as she’d informed him earlier, though it was the strangest, ugliest ladies’ jacket he’d ever seen.

“Forgive me, madam, but I have not. I’ve never even met a woman brazen enough to don men’s clothes in public, and to see three in one day, no. Absolutely not.”

Lucas growled at the man’s veiled insult.

Vern reddened and shook his head. “But I will ask around to find out if anyone has seen or heard of your companions, Miss Ramsey.” He braced his hands on the bar and leaned against it. “How did you find yourself in Lord Kenway’s company? Do you have family in the area?”

As Jaye bit her lip, Lucas clenched his hands behind his back. He should’ve instructed her about safe topics of conversation and what not to say. If Vern or anyone in the town realized she’d spent the night in his company without a proper chaperone, they would deem her a harlot and refuse to help her. She, likewise, shouldn’t call him by his Christian name. 

“His lordship is most thoughtful. I found his hunting lodge by chance this morning, and he brought me here. I don’t believe I have family in Hawksatter. Maybe long ago, but not now.” 

A sigh of relief whooshed from his lungs, but then he caught the last half of her statement. “Family?” Lucas frowned at her. “Why did you not mention this earlier? What was their name? If you once had family here, we could find out where they resettled.”

Her mouth formed the shape of an O. “I’m sure I don’t, but if I did, they would long be deceased.”

Irritation scorched his veins. Lucas turned back to Vern. “Watch over Miss Ramsey until I return. I have another engagement.” His manservant, Burton, typically handled all professional dealings outside the manor, but this one needed Lucas’s attention. The glares of a few patrons heated his skin, but he ignored them and headed toward the exit.

“Wait,” Jaye called out.

Her patter of footsteps echoed in his ears before she grasped his arm and pulled him around to face her. Gooseflesh marred his skin even though his thick frock shielded him from her touch. He raised his eyebrow at her, and she released him so quickly he berated himself for showing annoyance. A small, genuine smile lengthened her lips, and his throat tightened.

“Thank you, my lord, for your assistance. I’ve acted strangely, and my reasons for it are valid, but...” she trailed off and heaved out a sigh. “You will return, right?”

The plea in her soft voice threatened to undo him. When had anyone, let alone a woman whom he wasn’t paying to spend time with him, wanted the pleasure of his company? Jaye stared at him with a mixture of trust and a little fear, but she wasn’t afraid of him, just of her situation.

“Within the hour.” Lucas grasped her hand, pressed a kiss above her knuckles, and quit the room.

****
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Jaye cradled her hand to her chest as Lucas left. Her skin still tingled where his lips had touched. She didn’t want his protection, but his undeniable knack for scaring the pants off people would come in handy if her crappy situation turned sour. Like with those perverted, grubby men outside the inn. Lucas had scared them off with a look.

Vern circled the bar and headed toward her.

Although the bartender’s comment on her brazenness had set her teeth on edge, he didn’t threaten or outright insult her. Besides, Lucas wouldn’t have left her with him if the man was untrustworthy. For all his grumpiness, Lucas was a careful, considerate man. 

“Have a seat.” Vern pulled out a chair for her at a nearby table. “Would you like a drink—wine, ale, cider?”

“No, thank you.” Her mouth watered for a glass of red despite the early hour, but all the money in her purse had Bolivian painter Cecilio Guzman de Rojas’s face on the bills. 

The barkeep sat across from her and placed his hands on the tabletop. “Madam, I don’t mean to pry, but are you well? Do you not know who Lord Kenway is?”

“Yes, of course. He’s Baron Hawksatter. Why?” She frowned and pursed her lips. “Did I not address him right? Proper forms of address for nobles are my lord or his lordship, except for dukes who are called—” She snapped her mouth shut as Vern gaped at her. Heat infused her face. “Apologies. Things are different where I’m from, and I ramble when nervous.”

He cleared his throat with a cough. “No apologies necessary, but I meant do you know what he’s done? I assume not.”

“I’ve noticed most people steer clear of him and never look him in the eye. He’s an imposing man, tall and all, but I don’t see why people fear him.”

“My dear, you are truly uninformed.” Vern leaned back in his chair, and his eyes glazed over as though his mind zipped back to memories long past. He blinked rapidly, clearing the haze, and met her gaze. “Lord Kenway killed his wife going on ten years ago now.”

“What?” She jerked upright so fast her back ached. “He couldn’t possibly—”

“I speak the truth, not idle gossip.” He glanced toward the rough-looking men who nursed glasses of alcohol before he lowered his voice. “Anyone in town could tell you the story, and it wouldn’t differ from person to person. His lordship is cold and callous, but he was not always like that. We were friends once, so when the judge accused him, I staunchly refused to believe it. But some things are true no matter how much you wish differently.” He tunneled his fingers through his short, tawny-blond hair. “You should take your leave of him. There are plenty of honorable men in Hawksatter to help reunite you with your companions.”

Her chest clenched. “But Luc—Lord Kenway helped me when he didn’t have to. That’s not how a cold, callous man acts.”

“True, but one chivalrous deed will not absolve him of his sins. He should’ve escorted you to the courthouse or the constable’s office, but he knew better.”

“Why is that?”

“His wife, Miss Leonora Harris, was the judge’s daughter. You look much like her.” A thin smile stretched his lips. “Judge Harris despises Kenway, and the constable detests him because he couldn’t prove his lordship hurt the woman.”

“So they assume he killed her?” Jaye’s stomach twisted into knots. 

Even though Grandma Leonora had feared her newly wedded husband, she always hoped Lucas remarried and rose above the dark stain his abusive father had put on the Kenway name.

Jaye fisted her hands under the table. “They ostracized him for a crime no one proved he committed? Did they find her body? Leonora probably fell down a hole somewhere and popped out the other side. She might have remarried and had three sons and five grandkids by now.”

“Madam, I—that kind of talk...” His face darkened to a splotchy shade of red.

She didn’t care. Her grandmother lived a damn good life, and Lucas deserved the same. “I need to find him. I want to hear his side of the story.”

“He said he’ll return. For your sake, I hope he doesn’t.” Vern shook his head. “Please, stay here.” He hurried behind the bar and disappeared into a backroom.

The fine hair on the back of her neck prickled as a drunken man twice her age grinned at her from a darkened corner. Tempted to flip him her middle finger as any ballsy, modern woman would do, she pulled her jacket tighter around her chest and dragged in a deep breath instead. Lucas was right. She had to act respectable. Alienating Vern or causing a ruckus would be stupid on so many levels.

Vern returned without a glance at her unwanted admirer.

A boy of maybe seven or eight darted past him for the exit with a serious look on his pudgy face.

“My son is fast and reliable.” Vern reclaimed his chair. “He’ll find the constable and request that he come here to talk with you. Worry not, Miss Ramsey, we’ll find your companions or at least see to your safe return home. Now, where do you hail from?”

Apprehension seized her. Lucas’s claim that the townsfolk judged people unfairly was spot on. Vern, the constable, or whoever else who tried to help her would likely cast her aside or call the men in white coats if she told them her story. In a roundabout way, she did tell Vern the truth about what happened to Leonora, but she didn’t blame him for not believing her. What she needed was a witch, maybe even a shaman or völva, someone who wielded powerful magic to create a time portal and send her home.

Were witches real? She had no freakin’ idea but jumps through time certainly topped the scale of real and insane.

She needed to find Lucas. The first person her grandma met after she’d transported to 1963 helped her—Rodger Ramsey, Jaye’s grandfather—so it seemed likely the first person Jaye met would do the same for her.

Only Jaye didn’t want to stay in this time.

An angry shout echoed outside the inn, and several more followed.
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