
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Timeless Beginnings

[image: ]




Amber Daulton


Timeless Beginnings © 2024 Amber Daulton

Second Edition

Cover Art by Satin Rose Designs

Published by Daulton Publishing

 

All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

 

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SPECIAL OFFERS


[image: ]




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.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ONE MORE SPECIAL OFFER


[image: ]




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).

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


RAMSEYS IN TIME

[image: ]




SERIES BIBLIOGRAPHY

 

Timeless Honor

Timeless Beginnings

Ramseys in Time: The Complete Box Set

 

Download from Amber’s store and get a discount!

 

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Timeless Beginnings

[image: ]




Soul mates separated by time. Destiny intervenes.

 

Undercover American operative Rodger Ramsey never anticipated encountering a runaway bride amidst the vast salt flats of Bolivia’s Salar de Uyuni. The alluring woman triggers his protective instincts, but her insistence that she’s traveled two hundred years through time tests his patience. It’s 1963, and he’s a man of science, not fantasy.

Forced into an arranged marriage, Leonora Harris flees her husband’s home and stumbles through an underground vortex. Now adrift in a vibrant yet unfamiliar land, she seeks solace in the arms of a captivating stranger. Passion ignites, and the notion of returning to eighteenth-century England fades into oblivion.

Time is not on their side. Rodger’s duty calls him back to the States, and Leonora is trapped without a passport. How will they stay together, or will she survive in this strange new world alone?

 

– Book 2 (the Prequel) in the steamy Ramseys in Time series.

– Second Edition. Newly revised, edited, and extended.
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I had a blast writing this book, but one of the most entertaining parts was doing the research. Don’t get me wrong. Research can be time-consuming and frustrating, but it’s necessary for any book, especially for one that takes place in a time or location unfamiliar to the author.

Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia, is a vibrant city with a variety of cultures and the political, economic, and social issues that come with it. Currently, the city is the largest by population in Bolivia with over two million people calling it home. At the time of my story, it was much smaller and in the early stages of a boom town due to the construction of new oil refineries and other new businesses moving into the area. Unfortunately, there isn’t a great deal of information available online about what the city looked and felt like in the early 1960s. However, I was lucky to have found a few political history books and some old photos that guided me as I developed my story and tried my best to recreate the city and its inhabitants with all the respect they deserve and to fit the location with the needs of my book. Any possible errors are entirely accidental.

Likewise, I should note the time-travel legend of the Aymara people that you’ll soon read about is completely fictional and made up for this story.

Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoy Timeless Beginnings.
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Hawksatter, England

July 1725

 

“Goodbye,” Leonora Kenway née Harris called out with forced cheer and waved as her family’s carriage jostled down the driveway. Please don’t make me stay, she bit back.

Long after the night swallowed the carriage in darkness, she summoned all the courage she could muster and returned to Kenway Manor, the home of her newly wedded husband and his vile father, the second Baron Hawksatter. Servants bustled about quickly and efficiently as though they feared the slightest misstep would draw the rage of their employer. It very well might. The baron was the coldest, hardest man she’d ever met.

Now he was her father-in-law.

She shivered and ran her hands over her arms. In search of Lucas, her husband of a few hours, she checked the parlor and the music room before heading down the hall.

A shout echoed from within a room off to the right.

Indecision warred through her. Tempted to race upstairs to her new bedchamber, she pressed her ear to the door, instead, intent on learning as much about her new home and family as she could.

“You must marry her first, Father.” Lucas’s voice seeped past the wooden barrier to reach Leonora’s ears. “You will shame the Kenway name if you bring your mistress here to live. I implore you to think of the Harris girl and her family. Your actions will blight them as well.”

Leonora gulped. She shouldn’t earwig on such a scandalous conversation.

“Out with you, boy!” the baron roared. “Go bed your tasty little morsel and leave me to my business.”

The door suddenly jerked open.

She gasped and fell into the study, landing hard on her knees. Her stomach sank, fear rolling through her. As Lucas grabbed her arm and hauled her awkwardly up, she somehow steadied her feet beneath her and then yanked free from his hold. Her husband’s eyebrows furrowed, but the blistering coldness in his father’s dead-set eyes chilled her to the bone.

“Leonora, what the devil are you doing?” Lucas snapped at her. “Go to your room. Now, you blasted chit.”

His harsh words and dark scowl raked heat under her skin as though she’d shoveled in hot coals. Then his father’s glare leveled on her heaving chest, which pressed tight against the bodice of her wedding gown. Revulsion filled her. She raced from the room.

Run! I can’t stay here another moment.

She lifted her heavy skirts and darted out the rear door. As she raced down the cobblestone path that cut through the extensive, fragrant flower garden, the full moon escaped a great barrier of storm clouds in a show of silver. The twisting stone path nearly gleamed, leading her farther away from the Kenways. Tears burned her eyes. The warm summer breeze whipped at her hair, loosening the curls from her stylish coiffure. Her mother’s pearl necklace bounced around Leonora’s throat like a chain that imprisoned her soul.

A wooden fence encased the cow pasture ahead, so she veered off the garden path and hurried into the woods. The sound of chirping crickets and hooting owls pierced her ears. Shafts of moonlight lanced the thick canopy of trees and illuminated the earth in patches of silver amid darkness and shadows. Sorrow and fear racked her heaving chest. Air sliced through her lungs like knives. Thunder cracked, shaking the ground and quickening her pulse.

Rain drizzled, and mist suddenly clung to the ground.

The Gurrudale Forest thickened all around her. Tree branches swiped her face. Prickly bushes snagged the heavy flounce of her dress and ripped off strips of fabric. Her vision blurred behind a sheen of tears. She tripped over a gnarled tree root and hit the ground with a solid thud. Pain jolted through her, but she scrambled back to her feet.

Hurry! I must hurry.

Leonora wiped away tears and streaked dirt across her face. Her shoes pinched her toes, and twigs clung to her hair. She didn’t care. She couldn’t afford to care. Her life wasn’t supposed to have turned out this way. She wanted excitement, adventure, and true love, but she’d married a man she barely knew to honor her father’s wishes. She had to convince him to annul her union with Lucas Kenway. Never would she be safe living in the same household as the baron.

Thunder echoed again. Lightning split the sky, so bright it penetrated the canopy. Rain poured and bent down the leaves in the deluge.

She stumbled to a stop and spun in circles, barely able to see through the downpour. “Merciful heavens. I’m lost.” The driveway at Kenway Manor led to the road to town, back to her family, but she ran off into the woods like a ninnyhammer. She couldn’t reach her father’s home through the Gurrudale Forest. Only a fool would try.

“I can’t go home and shame Papa.” The forest swallowed her softly spoken words. A sob clogged her throat, but she pushed it down. “I have to go back.”

She’d promised to honor and obey Lucas at the church, and she couldn’t break the solemn vow on her wedding night.

Leonora cringed. Though she knew what to expect in the marriage bed—she’d accidentally caught the stable boy twisted together with a maid in the barn and watched them for longer than was proper—she wanted to give herself to someone she loved. Or someone she considered a friend, at the very least.

Covered in dirt and grass, the warm summer rain soaked her clothes and hair. Leonora turned back the way she came and stepped over the lifted roots with care. What would Lucas do when she returned—strike her? Force himself on her despite her bedraggled appearance? Lord help her if she caught her death from the rain.

“My home is yours,” Lucas had told her after their wedding reception. “Go wherever you like, but keep your distance from Lord Kenway.”

As if he had to warn her away from that dratted man, but the manor would never be her home. Even her father’s house in town had never been her sanctuary, a place where she was loved and accepted for who she was—not for what her parents expected her to be. How she longed to be there now, instead of lost and alone in an unfamiliar wood in an equally unforgiving storm.

She trudged deeper into the woods, trying to find her way back to Kenway Manor. All the trees and brushes blurred into an indistinguishable mass of green, gray, and black. The wind howled through the interlocking branches like a pack of vicious wolves. With luck, the wolves and wild boars of the forest had already taken shelter from the storm and would leave her be. The muddy ground beneath her feet sank as water emerged from the saturated earth. She dragged her feet out of the sinkhole, but the water continued to rise. Climbing a hill, she groaned and grasped branches to pull herself up. Her legs burned from the strain. Rain pounded harder as the trees thinned out around a small clearing.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the nighttime flowers, ferns, and thick shrubs at the base of a craggily, moss-covered earthen mound in iridescent hues. She ripped away the thick vines that shielded a wide gap in the mound wall and hurried inside the mouth of a dark tunnel.

Leonora leaned against the bedrock and breathed deep to catch her breath. Pebbles crunched under her feet as she swiped the bottom of her shoes on the ground, trying to dry them so she wouldn’t slip in the cave. A strange blue light glowed from the depths of the tunnel. The wind and rain pelted the open gap, so she edged farther along the wall and followed the light.

The steep, narrow passageway twisted into the belly of the earth and opened into a cavernous chamber. A large circular mass of bluish-white smoke spun clockwise near the far wall. The mystical light radiated through the smoke and shimmered off the jagged stone walls.

Shivers raced down her spine. Thunder boomed, and the stalactites that hung from the high ceiling like hazardous pikes trembled. She turned to head back to the surface, but a strong wind materialized from nowhere and whipped around her, pushing her closer to the swirling mass of smoke and light.

Fear clutched her heart. Curiosity burned in her soul. She stumbled over the rough ground, and as though the wind knew, it gentled into a warm, comforting breeze. She stood a mere arm’s length from the vortex. Her heart slammed against her rib cage. Spellbound, she reached out and slid her hand through the smoke. Tendrils of blue and white curled around her fingers like ribbons. A sudden gust pushed her forward. She tried to leap back, but the smoke swirled faster and engulfed her. Darkness swallowed her as she fell into oblivion.
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Salar de Uyuni, Bolivia

July 1963

 

“What the hell is that?” Rodger Ramsey squinted through the windshield of his jeep, his sunglasses shading his eyes from the early morning sunlight glaring off the glass. Something was moving around out in the vast salt flats, but he couldn’t get a good look. Clutching the steering wheel, he drove deeper into the Salar de Uyuni.

Someone ran back and forth erratically up ahead, as though they didn’t know where to go or what to do. 

Miners often gathered salt from the land to sell in Potosí or other towns, but as far as he could see, only pillars of white blotted the pristine landscape. No trucks or wagons. Rainwater from the previous night’s freak thunderstorm reflected the clear blue sky like a mirror. When it last rained in the dry winter season, he didn’t know. Maybe the miner was investigating if a miner at all. Could be a drug smuggler.

Secret labs had sprung up all over, and those towering peaks in the distance could easily hold such a camp. The Bolivian people’s disposition to farm coca plants was smart, non-violent, and yes, based on communism, but it worked. His superiors in the Central Intelligence Agency enjoyed reading about the good points as much as he enjoyed being chewed out for reporting them. 

He patted the gun holstered beneath his heavy coat and navy blazer. For the two years he’d lived in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, he never once had to pull the weapon in defense or on a suspect. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to now.

Why was he in pursuit? He couldn’t arrest anyone without blowing his cover as a civilian engineer. If the stranger needed help, he or she would run toward him, instead of fleeing the other way. Though tempted to turn around, the same niggling feeling that drove him out to the flats from his hostel in Uyuni at the crack of dawn shot through his stomach, nearly doubling him over. For the life of him, he didn’t know what was wrong with him. This inexplicable need to explore the flats was like nothing he’d ever experienced. 

Was he destined to be here at this very moment to find this person?

As he drew near, his breath lodged in his throat. Not a miner or a smuggler, but a woman in a dirty pink gown.

Long dark hair whipped around her shoulders. She stared in his direction, picked up her skirts, and darted away.

A surge of fear struck his gut like a fist. I have to help her.

Rodger gunned the engine and caught up with her. By the time he hit the brakes and yanked out the key to toss on the dashboard, several yards of barren land separated them again.

“Wait. Stop!” He chased after her, splashing through puddles of rainfall. He grabbed her arm and jerked her to a stop.

She whirled around and slapped him.

His cheek smarted. Surprise raced through him. He ducked her next swipe and snatched her flailing arms. “Calm down. I won’t hurt you.” He grunted as she stomped his foot and jerked free. She made it three steps before he wrapped his arms around her and pinned her backside to his front. “Damn it, woman, just relax. Breathe in and out. Do you speak English?” He repeated his words in Spanish. Alongside his bachelor’s degree in engineering, he held a second one in foreign languages with a concentration in Spanish.

“I speak English.” A British accent filled her soft reply. “Please let me go.”

“I will if you promise not to run or hit me again. I swear I chased you down to offer my help, not to hurt you.” Rodger relaxed the cage of his embrace to see if she’d try to make a run for it, but she stayed put. He licked his dry lips and released her. She turned, and the most beautiful emerald-green eyes he’d ever seen stared up at him, so fine a creation a jeweler could never hope to emulate it. An adorable little mole dotted the skin above the left side of her lip, offsetting her features. Fine lines scrunched her forehead, and the fear wafting around her churned waves of nausea in his stomach.

“What happened to you? Why are you alone in the Salar de Uyuni?” he asked.

“What’s a Salar de Uyuni?”

“It’s this place.” He swiped his arms at the great expanse. “These are salt fields.”

She glanced around, squinting in the bright light, and rubbed her hands over her flushed cheeks. “How can this be real? W-who are you?” she stammered.

“My name is Rodger Ramsey. I—”

“How can this be real?” she repeated with a screech and backed up. “I took shelter in a cave to wait out the storm. There were swirling lights and smoke, and I fell down a dark hole. When I awoke, I was in a puddle of water. None of this makes sense. I want to go home, sir. I want my father.”

“Tell me your name and where you live. I’ll try to take you to your father.”

“I’m Miss Leonora Harris from Hawksatter, England. Papa is a prominent judge and will reward you handsomely for my return. If he will not, my husband will. He’s heir to a barony and a prosperous farm.” 

“You’re married?” Disappointment struck like a blunt blade in his chest. Why he cared about her marital status, he refused to contemplate. “Are you an immigrant? Your English accent is very proper.”

“I beg your pardon. I was born and raised in England. I’ve never even left the island.” She lifted her chin a notch. “And where do you reside? Your accent is quite unusual.” 

What the hell is going on? Rodger scratched his scalp. “Why do you call yourself Miss if you’re married?” 

Her eyes widened. Leonora ducked her face behind the fall of her hair. “Oh—um—I’m Lady Kenway, but I don’t feel married since I wed only yesterday.”

“You married someone here in Bolivia?”

“No, in Hawksatter. Are you daft, young man?”

“Me?” A harsh laugh rushed up his throat. He popped the stiff joints of his fingers from within his gloves. “Your clothes are at least two hundred years out of style, and you claim to be in a country that’s thousands and thousands of miles away on another continent in another hemisphere. You, my dear woman, are the daft one.”

Tears welled in her eyes. Trembling, she hugged herself and took another step back.

“Don’t run. I’m sorry. Would you like my coat? Come sit in my jeep, and I’ll turn on the heat. You must be freezing.” He held out his hands, palms up, to calm her down.

She shook her head as tears slid down her cheeks. A nippy breeze swept through the wasteland and raked gooseflesh across her arms.

He better get her warmed up soon. A cold or fever was the last thing she needed. “I’ll give you the facts. You’re in Bolivia, not England. I don’t know how you arrived here. Plane, train, or ship—take your pick.”

“Bolivia? I must confess I’m unaware of a country by that name, and I’ve never heard of a plane or train either.”

“You know what a ship is, then?”

“Of course. I’m a little confused right now, but I’m not entirely scatterbrained.”

“That’s good news.” He forced a smile. “There are several British immigrants who live in nearby towns. Many came here during and after World War II, along with lots of Germans and Japanese. Tell me which town you come from, and I’ll take you home.”

“I’m afraid you cannot, sir.”

“Why?”

“England is thousands of miles away, or so you said. I live there, not here.” She flattened her hands on her middle and dry heaved. Her back shook. “Lord help me. What do I do?” 

“Easy.” He reached out to her.

She jumped back, her eyes wide.

Rodger grimaced and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “May I call you Leonora? You can call me Rodger.”

She sniffled. “That’s highly inappropriate, but I doubt the use of our first names will damage our respectability in this bizarre situation.”

“Right,” he drawled, growing more confused by the minute.

“I have one question, sir—Rodger,” she corrected herself and blushed. “What year is it?”

He ground his teeth to silence his sharp tongue. “It’s 1963. Do you need a hospital?”

Leonora paled whiter than the surrounding salt. “You jest, sir. Two hundred years? No”—she peered down and to the right, in the normal position of someone speaking internally with themselves—“two hundred and thirty-eight years if I’m not mistaken. This cannot be true.”

He grimaced at the visual cue. Trained to separate fiction from non-fiction by eye movements and body language, everything about the woman screamed honesty and fear.

She stepped back yet again and slipped on a patch of salt. “Ahh!”

Rodger caught her before she could fall. Pressing her close to his chest, he stared down into her startled eyes that were almost too large for her face. The swell of her cleavage plumped over the frilled line of her bodice like a feast for his eyes. Wicked fire lanced through him. 

“Please, sir. Tell me the truth.” She clutched the lapels of his coat and steadied her feet. “This is sport to you. I’m not a child you can easily fool.”

“I’ll tell you the truth on one condition, Leonora.” He breathed through his unwanted desire. “You promised to call me Rodger. I keep my promises and expect others to do the same.”

Her throat bobbed. “Quite right. Tell me the truth, Rodger.”

“I have. Every word. Just look around you. Does this place look like England? I’ve never been there, but I’ve seen enough pictures to know it doesn’t.”

Her pale face mottled crimson. She flattened her palms on his chest and pushed back to stand on her own.

He fisted his hands at his sides to not draw her back into his arms.

“I apologize for my forward actions.” She smoothed her hands down her dress. “You’re right. I’m not in England. I shouldn’t claim the falsehood.”

“Good, we agree on something. Now tell me where I should take you.”

“I know not. I’m lost.”

“All right, I’ll escort you to the nearest town with a police force. They might be able to help you more than I can.”

“Don’t take your leave of me, please. You’re the first person I’ve met since I came to be in this strange place.” She wrung her hands together. “I believe you are a decent man. You will not hurt me. Somehow, I feel the truth of that deep in my soul. Will you make such a statement about who you wish to rescind responsibility of me to?”

“You’re not my responsibility.”

“Very true. I’m responsible for myself. However, you promised to help me. You won’t be the gentleman I think you are if you abandon me on someone’s doorstep like a poor, unwanted babe without the guarantee you leave me in the hands of honorable folk.”

“You have me there. I don’t know what kind of men I’d leave you with.” No, he did know. Most of the policemen and militiamen he’d met during his secret investigations he wouldn’t trust around a decent woman, so he couldn’t very well dump Leonora in their hands. He couldn’t leave her in the flats either. What should he do with her? Take her home with him? That wouldn’t do. He had no room in his life for whatever trouble she was in. Damn it, he wasn’t her keeper. But still, he was the unlucky bastard who found her. He groaned and swiped his fingers through his hair. “You may stay with me until we figure out what to do.”

Again, her eyes widened. She bit her lip and stared around the flats, surely weighing her options—or lack thereof. Their gazes met. “Thank you. That is acceptable.”

“Let’s go. We have a long ride ahead of us.” He headed back across the flats. A splash of water echoed behind him, and he shortened his stride so she could catch up. His mind whirled with everything she’d told him. Not a lick of it made sense.

“What is that unusual contraption?” She nodded toward the jeep. “My head pounded with the noise it made earlier. I’m sure this whole experience will give me pause for years to come.”

“It’s my vehicle. A jeep.” Confusion narrowed her eyes, and he fought back a sigh. “It takes me where I need to go.” 

“Oh, like a horse and buggy? A carriage?”

“Yes, sort of. In you go.” He opened the passenger door.

She hesitated but then gingerly grasped the armrest and stepped up on the running board.

After she swung into the seat, he reached across her lap for the seat belt. His arm grazed her stomach.

She sucked in her breath and froze.

Rodger stilled, his heart thudding. Then he quickly snapped the buckle into place, shut the door, and hurried to the driver’s seat.

Puffs of white left her mouth as she shivered. Her teeth chattered.

He grabbed his canteen and a rumpled wool blanket from the backseat to hand over.

“Thank you.” She gulped the water so fast that a bit of liquid escaped her mouth and slid down her chin.

Desire rushed through him. He licked his lips, tempted to wipe away the wet trail from her pimpled skin with his fingers. He clamped his jaw and turned away. The woman needed help, not the advances of a Casanova. He had to get himself under control. 

Taking a deep breath, he buckled up and then forced his gaze to hers. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ll find out. I promise I will do right by you and see you safe.”

That means I have to keep my mitts off her.

A damn near impossible task, but if he could survive his brutal CIA training at Camp Peary, he could endure a few weeks with this beguiling female.

He cranked the engine and drove back toward the main road.
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After one last gulp of the cool water, Leonora capped the strange bota bag and handed it back to him, which he stashed behind his seat. She discreetly wiped her mouth dry and buried herself under the blanket. The scent of spice and sandalwood enveloped her, the same tantalizing aroma that had filled her nostrils when Rodger held her close in the flats. Her rescuer now clutched the wheel in front of him and sped his noisy, horseless carriage across the oddly beautiful white-and-blue landscape. The charm of isolation and vast openness, however, had long lost its appeal to her.

The jeep suddenly skidded on the water.

“Heavens!” She clutched the bottom of her seat.
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