


Praise for Come Back to Me

“As a time-travel writer and a fan of Hedlund’s work, I was eager 
to get my hands on this book. What a complete delight! I needed 
a ‘break read,’ and this fit the bill perfectly. There’s a well-paced 
romance to make a reader Feel All the Feelings, an edge of science 
to bring on the intrigue, and suspense to keep the pages turning. 
I’ll be first in line to get ahold of the second book in this duology.”

Lisa T. Bergren, bestselling, award-winning author of Waterfall

“If you read time-travel romance—or even if you don’t—this is a 
book you won’t want to miss. Filled with intriguing possibilities 
and fascinating details of the Middle Ages, it’s a story that will 
linger in your memory long after the last page is turned. I couldn’t 
put it down and stayed up way too late one night because I simply 
had to see what happened to Marian and Will.”

Amanda Cabot, bestselling author of Dreams Rekindled

“Brimming with wonder, Come Back to Me will keep you riveted 
until the last page, captivated by the possibilities. Readers who 
enjoy the whispers of an Outlander adventure and stories inspired 
by history and faith will love every moment of this perilous, ro-
mantic journey across time.”

Melanie Dobson, award-winning author of Catching the Wind 
and The Curator’s Daughter

“Fans of time-travel romance will be captivated by this sweeping 
tale full of suspense and intrigue and eager for the second book 
in Hedlund’s Waters of Time series.”

Booklist

“Come Back to Me by Jody Hedlund is one of the most engag-
ing time-travel books I have ever read. It was addictive from the 
beginning to end.”

Urban Lit Magazine

“Hedlund uses time travel, biblical knowledge, and history to cre-
ate a thriller that will appeal to fans of Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci 
Code.”

Library Journal
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To my editor, Rachel McRae.
Thank you for getting excited about this series with me,  

for loving the stories and characters, and for being  
willing to help me share them with the world.  

I have appreciated your enthusiasm as well as your 
encouragement in making this story the best it could be.
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7

 1 

“I’m dying, and we can’t change that.”  Even though 
Ellen Creighton spoke as softly and gently as possible, she could 
do nothing to soften the harshness of the truth.

In his wheelchair next to the garden bench where she reclined, 
Harrison Burlington’s shoulders deflated. With his elbows propped 
against his knees, he jammed his fingers into his dark hair.

The May sun slid behind clouds as if to object to her pronounce-
ment, and shadows crept out to cover the gardens surrounding 
Chesterfield Park, Harrison’s enormous estate that had been in 
his family for generations.

Without the warm rays pouring over her, Ellen shivered. Her 
cashmere sweater over her silk blouse couldn’t hold the chill at bay.

Oh, how she hated hurting Harrison.
She lifted her face, needing a dose of peace, letting the words 

of the Serenity Prayer whisper through her: God, grant me the 
serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change 
the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference. Living one 
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day at a time; enjoying one moment at a time; accepting hardships 
as the pathway to peace.

Focusing on the prayer had always kept her from veering down 
a dark tunnel and helped her accept the path she was on, no mat-
ter how short it might be. But lately, the darkness seemed to be 
creeping closer no matter how much she tried to avoid it.

She shifted her attention to the dangling wisteria forming an 
arch over the garden path. The purple hues were stunning against 
the vibrant green shrubs. She drank in the beauty and breathed 
in their sweet fragrance. The chip chip chooee of chaffinches ser-
enaded her along with a garden warbler with a mellow song like 
a low, poignant violin melody.

Harrison released a deep, shuddering sigh.
“I’m sorry.” She laid a hand on his arm.
His fingers wrapped around hers, warm and secure. Just like 

him. He’d been a constant presence in her life over the past year 
since her dad and sister Marian had died, and since her genetic 
disease, VHL, Von Hippel–Lindau syndrome, had stormed back 
into her body like a marauding army taking siege.

In her twenty- seven years of life, she’d never imagined she’d live 
longer than the rest of her family. Not after inheriting the deadly 
VHL from her mom. But she had outlasted everyone. By almost 
a year.

Now the end loomed within sight. And she was exhausted from 
fighting against the disease’s invasion. She wanted to lift the white 
flag, surrender, and cease the battle. Then she could spend her re-
maining days without the stress of endless doctors’ visits, grueling 
radiation, and painful surgeries.

“Please, Ellen.” Harrison lifted his head. His green eyes were 
intense behind his thick glasses, and his features were strained. 
“Let’s try one more round of radiation.”

His plea was so desperate, how could she say no? So far, she 
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hadn’t been able to deny any of his requests. Not once in the past 
months as she’d battled renal cell carcinoma brought on by VHL.

She hadn’t resisted when he’d suggested moving to Canterbury 
after the cancer had forced her to resign from her nursing job at 
the orphanage in Haiti. She hadn’t resisted when he’d insisted 
she live at Chesterfield Park after surgeries had failed to keep the 
cancer from spreading. She hadn’t resisted when he’d pushed for 
immunotherapy as well as new experimental treatments.

But just this morning, the doctors had received the results of a 
recent MRI, showing tumors on her spinal cord that were inop-
erable, and they’d suggested hospice care. She’d easily accepted 
what she’d known for years— she was dying, and nothing could 
save her.

All she could do was live each remaining day to the fullest and 
enjoy the time she had left— her philosophy since watching her 
mom waste away so thoroughly and painfully, especially the last 
year battling the disease. Mom’s death had awakened Ellen to the 
fact that the disease was chasing her too and would one day catch 
up. Now it finally had.

She squeezed Harrison’s hand and smiled at him. “you know 
what I’d really like?” In addition to more oxycodone to stave off 
the burning in her lower back.

Harrison leaned forward as though to soak in her smile and 
words. “Anything. Whatever you fancy, you’ll have it.”

Harrison had been a young scientist at Mercer when her dad 
had transferred from the Connecticut Pharmaceutical Research 
Center to the one in Canterbury. Harrison and her dad formed a 
friendship, and Harrison had been present in her life ever since.

He’d been at her graduation from Sevenoaks, the private board-
ing school in Kent she’d attended after Mom died. He’d flown with 
Dad to Columbia when she’d graduated with her pediatric nursing 
degree. And he’d spent every holiday and birthday with her family 
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over the passing years. Truthfully, he’d been more present in her 
life than Dad, who’d always been distracted and busy with trying 
to find a cure for her disease.

At thirty- nine, Harrison was twelve years her senior. When she 
was younger, he’d seemed so much older and wiser, almost like a 
second dad. But in recent years, somehow the age gap had grown 
smaller and less significant, and he’d become more of a brother 
than a father figure.

“your wish is my command, love.” He situated her hand care-
fully within his, as though she might break if he put even the slight-
est pressure against her.

She could admit she’d grown frail and much too thin in recent 
weeks. The pain in her tailbone and back worsened every day. 
Her once- tanned skin was now pale, her healthy glow gone. She 
was thankful at least she still had her hair, even if the long blond 
waves were no longer lustrous. “I want a big juicy cheeseburger, 
salty French fries, and a chocolate shake.” It was the kind of un-
healthy meal she rarely ate. But what was the point of avoiding 
artery- clogging, cholesterol- inducing food now? 

He sat back in his wheelchair, his mouth slightly agape. His hair, 
usually slicked back into neat submission, was lumpy from where 
he’d stuck his fingers. His bow tie was askew and his waistcoat 
uncharacteristically unbuttoned.

She couldn’t remember a time she’d seen Harrison in anything 
other than a suit coat, waistcoat, and bow tie. He always dressed 
flawlessly, looking the part of the aristocratic nobleman he was. 
Now at the sight of him rumpled and ruffled, her smile widened.

He didn’t smile in return. Instead, his brow furrowed, causing 
his glasses to slide down his nose, revealing even more clearly the 
anguish swirling in his eyes. “So, you’re planning to give up? Just 
like that?”

“Harrison, please try to understand.”
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“I understand well enough. you’d rather sit back and die than 
fight to stay alive.”

“I have tried to stay alive.”
“Well, try harder!” He’d never shouted at her before, but his 

tone was decidedly loud. For the passing of several heartbeats, she 
could only stare at the frustration and helplessness etched into the 
lines of his face.

He’d already lost Dad and Marian, had watched them lie in 
comas and die before his eyes. Now she was all he had left.

yes, he had a few distant cousins. But he rarely spoke to them. 
yes, he had colleagues and childhood friends. But they were noth-
ing more than acquaintances now— no one he was particularly 
close to. In fact, Ellen guessed he was closer to his butler, Drake, 
than anyone else.

She grazed the pearl necklace she wore most of the time, the one 
Marian had given her when she’d lain dying, the same one Mom 
had given Marian upon her deathbed. Stroking the glossy beads 
made her feel connected to Marian in a way she couldn’t explain. 
Even so, Marian’s death had left an empty place, one she hadn’t 
been able to fill even though she’d tried hard over the past year by 
keeping busy with her new charity, Serenity House.

“I regret having to leave you behind.” She reached for Harrison’s 
hand again, and heat pricked the back of her eyes.

He yanked away at the same time he hit the power switch on 
his wheelchair. His chair hummed as it rolled backward. “If you 
regret it, then you’ll hang on and keep fighting.”

“I’m ready to die, Harrison.”
His face blanched, and his lips thinned.
She despised that she had to state her feelings so starkly. But he 

was giving her no other choice.
“I won’t let you die!” His whisper was harsh. Then he jerked 

his wheelchair around and whirred away.
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She peered after him, wishing he wouldn’t leave but knowing 
she had to let him go so he could finally accept what he couldn’t 
change no matter how hard he tried, no matter how much of his 
vast fortune he spent, no matter the best treatments he could find.

Harrison rolled down the marble pathway toward the side en-
trance, fuming and embarrassed at the same time. This was one of 
those times when he wished he’d been able to stomp off for effect, 
slapping his feet with each heavy stride, looking strong and pur-
poseful. Instead, he bounced along at his wheelchair’s top speed— 
five miles per hour.

If he glanced back, he’d find Ellen’s bright blue eyes upon him, 
full of pity.

His chest tightened. He didn’t want her pity. He wanted her 
admiration. Wanted her to see him as capable, not lost and alone 
in the world once she died.

Of course, he would be dreadfully lost and alone without her— 
more so than she’d ever be able to understand and in a way he 
mustn’t reveal to her.

To be fair, Ellen never paid attention to his disability. At times, he 
even wondered if she realized he was in a wheelchair and couldn’t 
walk. She had always been the one person who made him feel whole 
and strong.

But at this moment as he directed his wheelchair up the ramp, 
the pity in her eyes trailed him, and he loathed himself, loathed 
his wheelchair, and loathed his weakness.

“Lord Burlington.” Drake opened the side door and held it wide 
as Harrison steered into the passageway that led to the kitchen. His 
butler bowed his graying head in deference, his stooped shoulders 
and thin frame belying his strength and stamina.

Drake had been his personal attendant for ages and knew Har-
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rison better than anyone. Even now, the older man shifted his sights 
toward Ellen, anticipating Harrison’s request. “Have no fear, my 
lord. I’ll carry her back inside when she’s ready.”

“Many thanks.” Harrison wheeled to the lift, pressed the arrow 
that would take him up to the ground floor, then expelled a weary 
breath.

“you should tell her, eh?” Drake’s statement contained a gentle 
rebuke.

Harrison stared directly ahead at the lift doors. He considered 
pretending he didn’t know what Drake was referring to. But the 
older man would see past his playacting. Nevertheless, he couldn’t 
make himself acknowledge the bold truth. “I have nothing to tell 
her, Drake.”

Nothing except that he desperately loved her— and not merely 
as a friend the way she thought he did. No, he loved her fully and 
completely as a man loves a woman. He had for years. He’d never 
spoken of his love to anyone— not even to Drake, but he wasn’t 
surprised his attendant had sorted it out.

Behind him, Drake refrained from saying anything more, 
stepped outside and closed the door, leaving him alone. Harrison 
swallowed hard, but the lump in his throat remained. Only when 
he was safely ensconced in the privacy of the lift did he bury his 
face into his hands. He wanted to give way to the need to weep, 
except he wasn’t a man who easily allowed himself to express 
emotions, even privately. His display of frustration in the garden 
with Ellen was more than enough. And now he regretted even that.

He was, after all, a scientist, a logical, rational thinker. He ex-
amined everything from each angle, analyzed the data, and drew 
solid empirical conclusions. He didn’t let feelings cloud his judg-
ment.

As the lift dinged and came to a halt, Harrison schooled him-
self into his usual composed demeanor. The doors opened to the 
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front hall, which was a room unto itself. The floor was inlaid with 
white marble and the walls lined with dark oak paneling carved 
with exquisite detail. Two dozen tall columns supported a cen-
ter dome decorated with colorful stained- glass circles. A massive 
fireplace graced one wall, surrounded by the same white marble 
as the floors.

Marian had informed him the room in the Middle Ages had 
been a grand hall with trestle tables against the walls and a larger 
fireplace. She’d also maintained that the closet at the far end had 
housed an office used by the master.

Harrison had been fascinated by her detailed description of 
the original manor and had sketched out the floor plan the way 
she described it. He’d even excavated a vault underneath the hall 
closet. How could she have known it was there if she hadn’t crossed 
over to the past and witnessed it firsthand?

Shoving aside the doubts that had assailed him more often of 
late, he powered his wheelchair toward the eastern wing he’d re-
constructed over the past two decades to make more handicap 
accessible— doors and hallways widened, rails and grips strategi-
cally positioned, windows lowered and enlarged. He’d even had 
an extensive laboratory built so he could work from home as fre-
quently as he wanted, which in recent months had been nearly 
all the time.

He pressed the button on the wall next to his lab and waited 
as the automated door opened. The waft of sulfur and the scents 
of other chemicals greeted him.

He wheeled inside, heedless of the untidiness of cylinders, 
spreadsheets, empty bottles, bags, and plastic tubing scattered 
about— his fruitless attempts to find a cure for VHL. Stifling a 
yawn, he stretched his arms over his head. He’d had too many 
sleepless nights of late. But the desperation pressed hard against 
his chest and wouldn’t let him rest.
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“Hospice?” The word echoed in the room, and it contained 
every trace of bitterness in his soul. He’d wanted to tear off the 
physician’s head when he’d suggested it at the appointment. All 
the way back to Chesterfield, he’d ranted about the dreadful sug-
gestion.

Now look what it had done. Given Ellen permission to stop 
trying.

“Rubbish, I say. The doctor’s advice was all rubbish.” He rolled 
over to his desk and peered down at the latest beta cell regeneration 
study he’d focused on last night. Should he work out the figures 
again?

What choice did he have? He was running out of time and 
absolutely had to discover a cure.

If only he could find Arthur Creighton’s ultimate cure.
His attention shifted to the enormous world map he’d pinned 

above his desk, to the various red and blue pins scattered all over 
the continents. The blue dots represented places where miraculous 
healings had supposedly happened throughout history, many of 
them related to holy water or holy oil. Of course, Canterbury 
and Walsingham in England had the most documented miracles.

Arthur had concluded such miracles could be traced to the Tree 
of Life in the garden of Eden, specifically seeds that had been 
preserved from the Tree of Life and brought to Canterbury and 
Walsingham for safekeeping. Eventually the seeds had affected 
the groundwater in those locations, so that those who drank of it 
were cured of their diseases. Monks had bottled and sold the holy 
water to pilgrims in flasks known as ampullae. In Canterbury, such 
flasks were called St. Thomas ampullae and contained engravings 
of Thomas Becket, a murdered archbishop who’d been named a  
saint.

While Arthur’s theory about the seeds from the Tree of Life 
was only speculation, historical records attested to the miracles 
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that had taken place at both Canterbury and Walsingham in the 
Middle Ages. The very stained- glass windows within Canterbury 
Cathedral proclaimed the healing power of the holy water.

Over the past year, Harrison had researched other sites through-
out Europe. If seeds from the original Tree of Life had arrived in 
England for protection from the invasion of the barbarians during 
the Roman Empire, then perhaps guardians of the seeds had taken 
remnants to other parts of Europe as well.

In fact, he’d recently inspected the Sanctuary of Our Lady in 
Lourdes, France. In the 1860s, a young woman named Bernadette 
claimed to have visions while washing in a spring. After her mi-
raculous visions, more than seven thousand cures were reported 
as a result of the spring. Scientists at that time investigated the 
cures and analyzed the water. While they’d found it high in min-
eral content, they discovered nothing else that might contribute to 
the healings. Now nothing remained in the spring except normal, 
natural water. Harrison had gone there himself and tested it.

He’d also made a quick trip to Sienna, Italy, where over two 
thousand miracles were reported during the 1400s and associated 
with St. Bernardino. Unfortunately, no amount of investigating 
had uncovered any springs or other remnants of the holy water 
that had supposedly contributed to the cures.

The red dots on the world map over his desk represented every 
museum, every lead he’d pursued in his attempt to find more St. 
Thomas ampullae, which held the only known holy water left in 
the world.

Historians and museum curators knew of only three original St. 
Thomas ampullae to survive from the Middle Ages. One had been 
a part of a collection in England along with other relics passing 
from church to church as part of an exhibit. Arthur had stolen 
that ampulla when the relics came to Canterbury. Apparently the 
other two had disappeared over recent years from the museums 
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where they’d once been displayed. And no one knew where they  
were.

Harrison’s private antiquarians were looking for the second and 
third ampullae day and night. But so far, they hadn’t discovered 
anything, anywhere. When he’d phoned up each of the fellows a 
short while ago, he’d told them to redouble their efforts, to branch 
out beyond museums, churches, and abbeys.

The men indicated they weren’t the only antiquarians hunting 
for the St. Thomas ampullae, which meant Lionel Inc. also had 
people searching for them. Harrison could only pray his antiquar-
ians would come across them first.

He pulled his mobile out of his inner waistcoat pocket, check-
ing again as he already had a dozen times for a voice mail from 
the antiquarians. But there was nothing new.

Shoulders deflating, he stuffed his mobile away. What if there 
was nothing to Arthur’s ultimate cure? What if the holy water 
didn’t have any power after all— not to cause movement through 
time or to heal?

Ellen hadn’t believed any of Marian’s tales about crossing to the 
Middle Ages. Instead, she’d attributed her sister’s experiences to 
the realistic and sometimes odd dreams that coma patients could 
have. In the end, Ellen blamed the holy water for poisoning both 
her dad and sister.

She wanted nothing more to do with her dad’s theories and 
research, which was one of the reasons why Harrison hadn’t told 
her about his efforts to track down the last of the ampullae. She’d 
specifically asked him not to look for any more holy water, had 
shed tears while begging him to abandon the dangerous pursuit.

Although he wanted to honor her request, he hadn’t been able 
to stop the search. At times he felt guilty for his deceit, especially 
when he’d received permission from Canterbury’s Archaeological 
Trust to excavate under St. George’s Church tower on St. George’s 
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Street. He’d spent thousands of pounds to pay a crew to drill 
under ground and locate a wellspring rumored to have once been 
there and thought to be the original source of the miracle holy 
water.

Of course, he hadn’t disclosed his true motive to any of the 
workers— that he hoped the wellspring contained curative residue 
from the Tree of Life, the same water that had been used to fill the 
St. Thomas ampullae. But after digging as deep as the equipment 
could go, the excavation team had come up dry. If there had ever 
been a wellspring in that spot, it was long gone.

After the failed attempt, more doubts had crowded in. Was 
Ellen right? Was he crazy for believing holy water could cure the 
ill or allow a healthy person to cross over time? Was the water 
poisonous after all?

Harrison reversed from his desk and steered to the window. He 
drew his wheelchair up at an angle that allowed him to look out-
side without being seen. He easily found the spot where Ellen was 
still sitting, her legs curled up underneath her, her arms crossed, 
her hair fluttering in the breeze. Even from a distance, her beauty 
made his heart ache.

In spite of the weight loss, she was willowy and graceful, tall 
with endless long legs. With her blue eyes framed by thick lashes, 
she had the power to knock the breath from his lungs with one 
glance.

She had that power over most fellows and could have had any 
number of suitors. Men were always agog over her. And even though 
he’d tried not to be jealous watching her interact with other fel-
lows over the years, he’d had to swallow his frustration too many 
times to count.

Thankfully, she’d never grown serious with anyone. He wasn’t 
sure how his heart could have handled seeing her in another man’s 
arms. 

_Hedlund_NeverLeaveMe_KK_sa.indd   18_Hedlund_NeverLeaveMe_KK_sa.indd   18 9/13/21   10:25 AM9/13/21   10:25 AM

Jody Hedlund, Never Leave Me 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission



JODy HEDLUND

19

Lately, he’d begun to suspect that with her VHL and reoccur-
ring cancer, she’d purposefully thwarted relationships because she 
didn’t want to burden a man with her problems.

yet didn’t she realize the right man wouldn’t care about her 
VHL? The right man would love her regardless and would want 
to spend every moment of her remaining time together.

She lifted her face to the sunshine. The strand of pearls she 
always wore glistened, drawing his attention to her slender neck 
and tightening the longing deep within him.

He shouldn’t have had a row with her, should have stayed in 
the garden and enjoyed being with her. While he wouldn’t budge 
from his endeavors to save her, he had to make more effort to rel-
ish the time together.

He had to go out there straightaway, apologize, and sit with her, 
taking in every detail and moment with her. He’d ride with her to 
Serenity House for the afternoon and spend time with her there. 
He loved watching her interact with the families and children who 
stayed at her dad’s remodeled home as a place of respite.

Regardless of how ill she’d been and still was, she continued to 
pour her heart out into the Serenity Foundation, a charity she’d 
started last year to assist children struggling with terminal genetic 
diseases. Not only did she provide the house with a loving staff, 
but she also granted wishes to each of the children who were a 
part of the program, giving them an experience she hoped would 
improve the quality of their lives.

He was proud of her. She’d taken the vast inheritance left to 
her by her father, along with Marian’s share, and invested it in not 
only the Serenity Foundation but also a VHL research fund and 
had established an ongoing endowment for the Haitian orphanage 
where she’d once worked.

The truth was that he needed to do better at keeping his wor-
ries and frustrations to himself. In fact, he ought to plan a trip for 
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them, take her somewhere glamorous where they wouldn’t have 
to think about her disease for a few days.

A rush of adrenaline pumped through him. yes, that was pre-
cisely what they needed. He powered his wheelchair so quickly 
he bumped against the wall and knocked into the coat of arms 
hanging next to the window. Half- hidden behind the thick curtains 
he rarely closed, the large shield wobbled.

He stuck out a hand to keep it from falling. At the same mo-
ment, the drapes shifted, giving him full view of the family coat 
of arms. Although long out of use and now nothing more than a 
symbol of bygone eras, it was still part of his family’s heritage.

The golden stag took up the center of a crimson background 
with an azure outer edge. The stag bore enormous antlers upon its 
head, a flowing beard down its chest, and a simple strand of pearls 
around its neck. It stood in the statant position, a regal creature 
with all four legs firmly planted on the ground.

He straightened the shield, then froze. Pearls?
The emblem had always been that way. He hadn’t thought any-

thing of it previously. But with the vision of Marian’s pearls grac-
ing Ellen’s neck just moments ago, his thoughts tumbled together. 
The larger teardrop pearl at the front of Marian’s necklace was the 
same size as the larger teardrop pearl on the strand around the 
stag’s neck.

He ventured more than one such style of pearl necklace existed. 
But how could it be a coincidence that Marian’s and the stag’s 
were the same?

He’d always thought the pearls a strange part of the family 
heraldry. But what if it wasn’t so strange after all?
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