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      Dear Reader,

      It is our utmost pleasure and privilege to bring these wonderful stories to you. I am so very proud of our amazing team of writers and the delight they continually bring us all with their beautiful clean and wholesome tales of, faith, courage, and love.

      

      What is a book’s lone purpose if not to be read and enjoyed? Therefore, you, dear reader, are the key to fulfilling that purpose and unlocking the treasures that lie within the pages of this book.
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      THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING A INSPIRATIONAL READS BY ROYCE CARDIFF PUBLISHING HOUSE.

      Welcome  and Enjoy!
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      Dear Readers,

      

      Thank you so much for choosing to spend time in the little mountain town of Ryder’s Ridge. Whether this is your first visit or you've been walking these country roads since the beginning, I’m so grateful you're here.

      “Coming Home to Ryder’s Ridge Mountain” is a six-book journey filled with hope, healing, and heartwarming romance rooted in clean, Christian values. Each story brings new characters who are learning to trust God, open their hearts, and find their place in a community that feels like family.

      These stories are about more than just falling in love — they’re about second chances, redemption, faith, and the quiet power of coming home… both to a place and to a purpose. I poured my heart into each chapter, and I hope that as you read, you’ll feel that warmth and truth wrap around you like a cozy blanket on a cold mountain night.

      If you fell in love with the people of Ryder’s Ridge — their laughter, their struggles, their prayers, and their happily-ever-afters — I’d be so honored if you left a kind review. Your words not only bless me, but they also help other readers find their way here too.

      These stories are for anyone who believes in redemption, the power of prayer, and the sweet promise that love—true love—is patient, kind, and worth the wait.

      And if you find yourself wondering what happens next… don’t worry. There’s always another story around the bend in Ryder’s Ridge — and always more love to come.

      Thank you again for being part of this journey. I pray these stories leave you smiling, inspired, and maybe even a little more in love with life.

      With heartfelt gratitude and joy,[image: grinning face]

      Brenda
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      Join our Preferred Reader Club, and we’ll send you exclusive free reads—straight to your inbox! As a VIP reader, you’ll also get early access to new releases, Exclusive updates, Special discounts, and limited-time offers so you’ll be the first to dive into our latest stories, filled with adventure, faith, and romance.

      Just sign up with the links below & Start Reading for Free!
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      Brenda Clemmons

      Clean and Wholesome Contemporary Christian Western Romance

      Signup today!
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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to Ryder’s Ridge, a place where hearts come home, faith runs deep, and love always finds a way—sometimes in the most unexpected of circumstances.

      Isaac’s Homebound Heart is a story that’s been close to mine for a long time. It’s about healing—the kind that takes more than time. It takes grace, community, and sometimes the gentle persistence of someone who sees the light in you, even when you can’t see it in yourself.

      Isaac Ryder’s journey is one of struggle, strength, and surrender. Like many veterans, he returns home not just with scars on the outside, but with ones on the inside too. His story is fictional, but his pain is real for many. I wanted to honor that experience while also showing the power of redemption through love, family, and faith.

      Megan Shipley embodies the kind of love that waits, prays, and never gives up. She’s the heart of this story, and her quiet resilience reminds us that sometimes the most courageous thing we can do is to stand beside someone as they fight their way back to themselves.

      This book isn’t just a romance—it’s a tribute to small-town strength, to family roots that hold us even when we try to run, and to the enduring hope we find in God’s plan for our lives.

      Thank you for choosing to walk this road with Isaac and Megan. I hope their journey touches your heart as deeply as it touched mine while writing it.

      Read all the books in Coming Home to Ryder's Ridge Mountain by bestselling authors Brenda Clemmons and Katie Wyatt!

      Each book is a full story in and of itself but ties into the next book in the series.

      Book 1 Isaac's Homebound Heart

      Book 2 Jordan's Whispers of Hope

      Book 3 Jessica's Homecoming

      Book 4 Ezekiel’s Quest for Peace

      Book 5 Maggie's Journey Home

      Book 6 Seth's Family Calling

      

      With love and gratitude,

      Brenda
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      “What do you think you’re doing?” he growled.

      “Just go away and leave me alone!” she hissed.

      She managed to twist her upper arm out of his grip, and he reached for her again but missed. She backed up several steps, her eyes glinting in the moonlight.

      “Get away from me!”

      He did his best to keep his voice down so their voices wouldn’t carry, even though he wanted to shout. When he spoke, she could hardly miss the threat in his voice. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She swore at him, hands fisted in front of her chest, as if she could beat him in a boxing match. In her dreams. She quickly glanced over her shoulder, back up at the house. “I’ll come back, I promise!”

      His frustrated groan was immediately followed by a sharp, blunt pain in his right shin. He bit back a yelp of surprise. She’d kicked him! He reached for her again, but his fingers just missed the back of her loose T-shirt as she spun and darted into the blackness of night surrounding them. In a blur of movement, he almost lost sight of her. He took off after her as she raced through the trees surrounding the house. His left leg protested but didn’t buckle, thank goodness. He had to cut her off—couldn’t let her get away!

      He tried to anticipate her escape route and changed his direction, heading for the winding driveway that would take her to the street.  He felt rather pleased with himself as he limped from the shadows of the trees and stopped in the middle of the driveway, blocking the path of the young woman as she abruptly saw him and stopped, her breathing fast with exertion and likely a lot of anger.

      He stood with his hands on his hips as he glowered down at her. For crying out loud, this was the third time tonight!

      She huffed. “You can’t make me stay in there forever, you know.”

      He resisted the childish urge to roll his eyes. “It’s not going to be forever, Becky, just a little while longer.”

      Another groan. “You’ve been saying that for days!” For emphasis, she stomped her foot on the asphalt driveway, the two-story Cape Cod–style house looming darkly behind her.

      Kids.

      “You’re being reckless. You want your dad to pay because of it?”

      She didn’t answer that question. “You can’t stop me from seeing my boyfriend! I’m going to see him, you know. You can’t catch me every time.”

      He almost laughed. “I grew up with five siblings, Becky. As you can guess, I was the oldest. You want to know how many of them managed to sneak out of the house at night without getting caught?”

      “You’re an oaf! You’re mean. You’re cruel! You’re⁠—”

      “I’m your father’s bodyguard, Becky. And yours. You want to get him killed?”

      He glanced up and saw a light go on in the house on the low rise in the distance. The upper right front window. “You’d better get back inside. I think your dad just woke up.”

      She cast a quick, furtive glance over her shoulder and then turned back toward him. In the light of a half-moon, he barely caught a glimpse of her eyes as she looked up at him.

      “Oh come on, Isaac, can’t you cover for me just this once?”

      She never gave up. What made sixteen-year-old girls think that they were invincible? In fact, what was it that made all teenagers feel invincible? Had he felt like that when he was that age? He held back a snort. Of course he did. Now, at thirty years old, he knew better. He also knew that Becky realized, deep down, that he could stop her from leaving the yard quite easily. She might bluster a bit, but his hand could easily wrap around one of those skinny arms of hers and prevent her from going anywhere. She could caterwaul all she wanted, and she still wouldn’t be going anywhere. He also knew that she felt she had to try, in an effort to regain at least some control over her life, control that had been lost the moment her father had agreed to talk to the feds.

      He didn’t move. Neither did she. He tried to rationalize with her. “Be patient, Becky. I know it’s hard, but try, okay?”

      “You don’t understand! This is the second date I’ve broken with Tyler! He’s going to think I’m not interested!”

      Isaac held back a sigh. He wasn’t the girl’s father, thank the good Lord, and it wasn’t his responsibility to try to make her feel better or to coddle her. Still, the desperation in her voice tweaked memories of his own younger sisters in their youth, especially the twins. That half-begging, half-cajoling, half-tearful display of emotion. Much to his horror, the words he spoke now were the very words he remembered his parents saying to the girls so many years ago.

      “If he doesn’t know that yet, Becky, he never will. Besides, he knows that you’re not allowed to leave the house until this is over. And if he doesn’t understand that, well, he’s not worth the risk, nor does he think much of your safety.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal, Isaac!” Another foot stomp on the cement driveway. “It’s my dad you’re supposed to be protecting. Not me!”

      He held back another sigh and bent his six-foot-four-inch frame down to eye level with her, doing his best to ignore the throbbing in his left thigh. “You’re his weak spot, Becky. All the bad guys need is to get their hands on you to make your dad do anything and everything they say. Or worse.”

      The fight went out of her all at once. Her shoulders slumped, and she lifted her hands to cover her face as she slowly shook her head. He tried not to feel any pity for her. He tried to keep emotions out of every aspect of his job, but sometimes it was difficult.

      “When is this going to be over?” she mumbled.

      “Soon.” He knew better than to tell her the truth. It would never be over. As of tomorrow morning, she would become someone else. She would disappear from her old life. If she was smart, she would never try to contact Tyler again or her school friends. If there was ever a weak link in the WitSec program, it was the kids. The ones who were the most reluctant to leave their old lives behind.

      “Go back inside.” His voice sounded softer than he intended. “Don’t make your father worry about more stuff than he’s already got on his shoulders, okay?”

      Moments later, he saw the light in Duff Orcott’s window go out, much to his relief. He must have gone to the bathroom. If he’d noticed his daughter wasn’t in her room, he would have come charging outside like an outraged bull. Isaac definitely didn’t want to be pulled into another disagreement between father and daughter.

      “Go on now. Get back into your room before your father realizes what you did.”

      She stared up at him, wide-eyed. “I don’t have my key. How are you going to get me back inside?”

      He frowned. “I’m not.”

      Her lips pressed together and she glared up at him. “Then how am I supposed to get back to my room?”

      He sighed. Tough love it was. “The same way you got down.” Her mouth dropped open. “Get going. And be quiet about it.”

      She stared at him for a few seconds, her eyes narrowed and her jaw thrust forward.

      “You’re mean.”

      She turned on her heel and walked stiffly back up the driveway and then around the side of the house toward the backyard, where she had likely snuck from her bedroom window upstairs. From there, she had likely crept across the roof of the back porch in her tennis shoes before shimmying down one of the support posts to the lush grass below.

      He heard a soft chuckle in his earpiece.

      “Well, you handled that better than you did the last time.”

      He rolled his eyes at the sound of his partner’s soft voice in his earpiece. Leave it to Arnie to state the obvious. “Tell that to my bruised shin.” He didn’t say anything about his throbbing leg. He returned to the shadows where he had been standing, keeping watch over the front of the property. Arnie was in the backyard. Several moments later, he heard the slight crackle in his ear again.

      “Her bedroom light just came on.”

      Isaac was about to ask when Arnie continued.

      “Curtains closed.” Pause. “The lights went off, but I’ll keep an eye out just in case she thinks she’s smarter than us and tries to sneak out again.”

      “Thanks,” Isaac sighed.

      It was quiet in the upscale neighborhood, the large houses separated by equally large property lines. Most of the windows in the houses that he could see from his current position were dark, as they should be at one o’clock in the morning. The chirp of crickets and the occasional loud and insistent shrill of a cicada were the only sounds that broke the stillness. At this time of year, in this part of Massachusetts, it was still hot and uncomfortably humid, even in the middle of the night. He looked forward to getting back to his air-conditioned home office in Marlborough, just about thirty miles west of his official downtown Boston office.

      “She’ll probably try again.”

      “I think she finally gave up.”

      Arnie chuckled in his ear. “You wish. Not to worry, she’ll try again tomorrow.”

      He didn’t reply, though he was relieved that on this job, at least, his old army buddy friend, Arnbjǫrg “Arnie” Pederson was with him. From the first day of basic training, Arnie had two nicknames. Arnie because no one could pronounce the name to his satisfaction, not even the drill sergeant. Because of his stature, blond hair, and obvious Nordic heritage, he was also simply called “Viking.”

      He and Arnie had been out of the army for just over a year now. Those who didn’t know Arnie by sight were often surprised when he appeared in person. He was about the same height as Isaac, maybe an inch taller, with broad shoulders and behemoth arms bulging from his almost daily two-hour weight-lifting workouts. His hair no longer cropped close, he wore it long, usually in a ponytail, sometimes loose, coupled with a couple days’ worth of scruff on his cheeks and jaw. He fit the Viking nickname to a tee, especially when he turned those icy blue eyes on you.

      Yet even Arnie had apparently not intimidated Becky enough to prevent her from making her third attempted escape in as many days. It didn’t matter. After tomorrow, she would never see Tyler again.

      “Still quiet over there?”

      He nodded, then replied in the affirmative. They had each saved the others’ lives a time or two back in the deserts of Iraq and the mountains of Afghanistan. He quickly shoved thoughts of that place out of his mind. Since their first day in basic training, he and Arnie had been friends. They had both spent the bulk of their adult life in the army and survived six twelve-month-long combat tours, all of them in the same unit save one. Isaac had been a platoon leader on the last three. He’d been wounded during the last one, honorably discharged after the injury he’d received failed to heal properly, the same injury that he still often struggled with.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’ll be glad when this job is over,” Arnie sighed.

      He and Arnie were business partners now. A little more than a year had passed since he’d been discharged. After nearly fourteen years in the military, most of those on combat deployments, he’d found it difficult to adapt to civilian life.

      Now, on the cusp of his thirty-first birthday, the private security business he had started a year ago finally gave him the purpose he was looking for, one that didn’t require him to be terribly social with either his clients or the public in general.

      “I checked in with Casper,” Arnie’s voice came through the earpiece again. “Soon as we get back, we’ve got another job waiting.”

      In addition to himself and Arnie, Isaac employed four additional staff members, all ex-military. In a relatively short time, his business, Ryder Security Consulting, had earned a good reputation. He made good money, and so did Arnie and the others.

      The job wasn’t about the money though. This job gave him what he’d been lacking following his medical discharge. Direction. Desire. After he had recovered—mostly—from his wounds and been discharged from the hospital, he had struggled for months to find something, a job, a goal, anything that would equal the satisfaction that he had gained over the years serving in the military.

      Arnie’s voice crackled in his ear again. “You read that letter from your dad that arrived just before we left?”

      Isaac frowned at the reminder. “No.”

      Arnie didn’t press, but he had brought up the topic on purpose. After Isaac’s discharge, his parents had practically begged him to come home to help run the family business, the Ryders’ Bluff Hunting and Fishing Resort. The thought of doing something so mundane, so calm, had horrified him. So he had politely declined, even though he knew his decision had disappointed his father to no end.

      Arnie thought he should consider it. Isaac had told him bluntly that he needed to mind his own business. He ruthlessly shook his head, refusing the memories to take hold. He focused on this job, here and now, which was to make sure that Duff Orcott and his daughter would be safe until the federal marshals arrived. He hoped that Becky would finally realize the severity of their situation and stop acting like a spoiled brat, putting not only her own safety but that of her father in danger.

      It seemed to him as if he’d spent most of his adult life protecting others, first with his squad in the army. Now he made it his job to protect civilians from all walks of life from the dangers they brought on themselves, often without even realizing it until it was too late. Or if they did, they often figured they could make it go away. Most of the time, they couldn’t, hence the growing success of his company, Ryder Security Consulting. Most people would likely consider him nothing more than a bodyguard, but he was much more than that. Take this job, for example.

      “These past few days, I’ve felt more like a babysitter than a bodyguard,” he grumbled.

      “I hear you.”

      “If she doesn’t get her head on straight,” Arnie mused, “she might end up getting her father killed. Or the bad guys might focus on her instead in payback.”

      “I know,” he sighed. “To Orcott and his daughter, we’re nothing more than glorified babysitters.”

      He heard Arnie’s chuckle. “At least this one didn’t have a wife.”

      Their last job had been providing security for some corporate big-wig and his wife for a weekend.  Those two had squabbled constantly. One evening, after the wife had indulged in a little bit too much to drink, she’d tried to hit on him. Though Isaac had rebuffed her as politely as he could, she had gotten terribly offended, which certainly hadn’t made his job any easier.

      “You still don’t know why these two were put into the program?”

      He shook his head, only to remind himself that Arnie was stationed in the backyard. “Nope. All I know is that he testified to a grand jury and indictments are coming down.” He didn’t know why Duff and his daughter were being put into the WitSec program, and he didn’t particularly care. It was his job to keep them safe until the handover, which would hopefully occur the following day.

      After the handover, he would return to his home office in Marlborough and self-isolate again. He did that after every job. Or at least he hoped to. Every time he got back from a job, he always pondered over the same question. Why didn’t he feel as if he fit in anymore? Why did he still struggle to assimilate after his return to civilian life? Arnie hadn’t had much trouble. So why did he?

      Thoughts of finishing this job brought him to the one thing he’d been trying to shove out of his mind for the past few days. The letter waiting on the desk for him at his home office.

      He had received the letter the morning that he and Arnie had left Boston, heading up to Norwich to provide security for Orcott and his headstrong daughter. He had tried to ignore the guilt he felt, leaving the letter sitting in the middle of his otherwise clean desk blotter without opening it. He’d almost convinced himself that he didn’t have time to deal with personal matters when a client’s safety was at stake. Yet he knew that he wouldn’t be able to put it off once he returned home.

      He and his father had experienced a clash of wills over the years. He knew that his father had groomed him his entire life to eventually take over the resort, a sprawling two-thousand-acre, three-square-mile property of prime mountain land in Flathead County in northwestern Montana.  The resort had been built and run by the family since his grandfather founded it back in the 1930s. Ryders’ Bluff Hunting and Fishing Resort had been built on land his family had claimed a stake on in the late 1700s, back in a time when only Indians and trappers roamed the land.

      His father hadn’t understood that Isaac was in no condition, mentally or emotionally, to go back home and start gradually taking over the family business. He wasn’t ready to deal with family, brothers and sisters, and all the drama that came with them. His mother had seemed to understand, but his father didn’t.

      Isaac had followed the traditions of his ancestors. Though his father had not served in the military, being too young for Vietnam, his grandfather had fought in the Second World War. His great-grandfather had survived the Great War. His male ancestors had a history of fighting for the country dating back to the American Revolution.

      His ancestor, Jacob Ryder, had been a mountain man and fur trapper in the mountains of the west even before the Lewis and Clark expedition had set out in 1804 under the direction of President Thomas Jefferson to explore the lands recently gained under the Louisiana Purchase.

      Thoughts of the letter waiting for him prompted a surge of unwanted thoughts, memories, and feelings. Ugly things. Bloody things. Things that sometimes still made him duck, hands covering his head at the sound of a car backfiring, sometimes even when he heard helicopters overhead. He still woke with nightmares, glistening with sweat, the sheets twisted around his legs.

      He felt dread, thinking about that letter waiting for him. It must be an important one, because his father had never written him a letter before. Ever.

      The microphone crackled in his ear.

      “Looks like everything settled down. Tell you what, Isaac, I’m ready to get back home and sleep in my own bed. How about you?”

      He gave Arnie a grunt in response. Truth be told, he wasn’t anxious because he knew instinctively that something was about to change. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he already knew he didn’t like it.
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      “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      Isaac glanced up at Arnie. His partner stood in front of his desk, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. More often than not, his business partner dressed casually. Today it was loose-fitting, faded jeans and an olive-green T-shirt that protested against nearly bursting seams despite the fact that Arnie wore a double-X large. He hadn’t shaved since they had arrived back in Marlborough a day and a half ago, and what had looked like scruff on his cheeks and jaw before had morphed into a short beard. The scar up high on his left cheekbone didn’t help lessen his often scary appearance.

      Arnie narrowed his eyes and frowned, knowing instinctively what Isaac was thinking. He was right. He was imagining his friend as he might’ve appeared in days of old, wearing a long-sleeved woven cloth tunic with a leather pullover vest over it, perhaps patterned with ancient symbols. That and a wide leather belt that not only fit snugly around his waist to keep the clothes out of the way when he was fighting but offered a convenient place to tuck an ax or sword, or maybe a couple of knives.

      Arnie scowled. Contrary to popular opinion, Arnie had informed Isaac and anyone else in their squad back in basic training that his ancestors had never worn horned helmets. Nor did many of his ancestors go into battle with long hair flowing. Nothing like an enemy being able to grab a handful of hair to make it easier to lop off a head or two.

      Did they listen? No.

      “Stop it.”

      Isaac grinned as he shook his head. “You would regret even considering coming along if you knew my sisters, especially the twins.”

      Arnie raised a finger. “Wait, I can remember. The twins are Jordan and Jessica.” He lifted an eyebrow. At Isaac’s nod, he continued. “And Magdalena is the youngest sister.”

      Isaac nodded again. “Don’t let her catch you calling her that. She prefers Maggie.” He saw the curiosity on Arnie’s face. “My parents are deeply religious. My father is Matthew. My mother is Naomi. I think I told you this before.”

      “If you did, I forgot. It might’ve been in the thick of battle, I don’t know.”

      Isaac shrugged. “Anyway, they’ve been married forever, very religious, nonconfrontational.”

      “And they produced you?”

      Again, Isaac made a face. “Very funny. You think I’m bad, you should meet my younger brothers.” He paused. “Anyway, they chose biblical names for all of us.”

      While Isaac had told Arnie about some of his family history during their years of service together, he had never really given much detail about personalities. He sighed inwardly. His sisters, the twins, weren’t so little anymore. They had just shared their twenty-sixth birthdays. Jordan was older than Jessica by a mere two minutes. Then there was Maggie, who must be around twenty-two or so by now. His younger brother, Ezekiel, was twenty-four. And the youngest, the baby of the family, Seth, had just turned twenty.

      Isaac hadn’t been home since he’d been discharged from the army. It certainly wasn’t because he didn’t love them, because he did. Yet he had been half afraid that they would all see the difference in him and would fawn and hover over him, trying to restore him to the happy-go-lucky brother they had known before he had gone off to war. The Isaac they would see now was a man who rarely smiled, one who took life extremely seriously, understanding that it could be here one minute and gone the next.

      Yet now, after having read the letter that his father had written, he knew that he couldn’t refuse to go back home. He had put off opening the letter until the day after they had arrived back in Marlborough, giving him time to clear his head of one job before a new one would crop up. He looked up at Arnie and shook his head. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, but I’ll need you to hold down the fort while I’m away.”

      “You got it.”

      While Isaac had told Arnie the basic gist of the letter, he hadn’t gone into a great deal of detail. He’d simply told his friend the facts, keeping any hint of emotion out of it.

      “When are you going to leave?”

      “Day after tomorrow. A late morning flight.” He winced as he gazed at his clean desk, his mind whirling with questions and uncertainties, though he did his best to hide them from Arnie.

      “I really could tag along for support if you need it,” Arnie offered again. “Casper can take care of things here while we’re gone.”

      Isaac shook his head. Casper was another old army buddy who was part of Isaac’s security business. His real name was Benjamin Enfield, but he had earned his nickname as a member of Isaac’s former squad who had the uncanny ability to appear and disappear almost without a sound. That skill had proved useful in the deserts of the Middle East and on crowded city streets, as well as out-of-the-way places like the Orcott estate.

      Arnie was protective of those he cared about, and if he knew everything that had been in Isaac’s letter, he would likely have insisted on coming along. However, this was something he had to do on his own.

      “Let me know before you take off.”

      With that, Arnie turned and left Isaac’s home office. Moments later he heard the front door open and close, then the sound of Arnie’s turbodiesel V-6, 285 horsepower truck rolling out of the driveway. Soon, silence reigned once more over his house tucked into the woods, surrounded by five acres of wooded property. As he glanced out the window, he saw a flash of red as a male cardinal darted by. Just beyond the pines he saw a blue jay sitting on a tree branch, staring at him. He mustered a smile. He heard the familiar sound of the sparrows from somewhere in the front yard, and in the distance, the rat tat tat of a woodpecker.

      Closer to the house on the small patio that extended from his home office, he watched as a squirrel made a mess out of the metal bowl filled with unsalted peanuts, his jaws chomping furiously as he nibbled at a peanut, the shell clasped between tiny claws. He stared boldly at Isaac while he ate.

      The brief distractions of birds and squirrels didn’t last long as he gazed down at his desk drawer. He pulled it open and retrieved the envelope. Heart thudding dully in his chest, he pulled the letter from the envelope, unfolded it, and read it once more. His father’s words were blunt and to the point, but the shaky handwriting belied the terse words.

      Dear Isaac,

      Your mother isn’t well. I think it’s about time that you make the time for a visit. You need to come home. There are other issues that need immediate attention, and I could use your help. In fact, I could use the help of all of you children. It’s important. It has to do with a struggle your mother and I have recently become involved with. It has to do with the land that our ancestors homesteaded and have now owned for over three hundred years—our legacy. Each one of you will be receiving a letter, save Jordan, who has been living in one of the cabins behind the main house for the past month.

      Isaac frowned. What was wrong with Mom? Why didn’t his father say what was going on with her?

      You need to come home, and not only because your mother would love to see you. A visit from all of you might help to lift her spirits. You don’t have to stay in the main house. You can stay in the elk cabin by the pond if you want, although, of course, you are also welcome to stay in the main house.

      Your mother tells me that you’ve been kept busy with your new company, so I hate to pull you away from it, but I … we need you now, Isaac. I will explain more after you’ve arrived. I haven’t heard back from Zeke or Seth yet, but I know if they learn of your arrival, they will come, and so will your sisters.

      We must be a family again. You all need to come home.

      I will tell you what I told the others. Don’t wait too long. Things are happening fast.

      We look forward to seeing you soon,

      Your father,

      Matthew Ryder

      Isaac put the paper down, a frown tugging at his brow. He’d read the letter several times already and couldn’t quite determine what was going on. His mom was sick, but what kind of sick? Was his father suggesting that his mother might not recover? And what was this about the family legacy?

      He leaned back in his desk chair, ignoring its slight squeak as he fought a surge of guilt for not staying in close touch with his family since he had been back in the States. He’d gone home on leave a couple of times in between his combat tours, but that was it. During his last visit, he’d seen the twins once and Zeke twice. The last time he had been home, nearly four years ago, Seth had still been in high school, but the others had gone off to make their own ways in the world. Now, at twenty, his youngest brother was living up in Nashua, New Hampshire, working as an EMT.

      In fact, according to a letter Isaac had received a couple of years ago, the family had pretty much scattered. While Jordan had stayed close to home in Kootenai, Jessica had gotten married and moved to Charleston. She’d recently lost her husband in a car accident. Again, a twinge of guilt caused Isaac to wince. He had sent his sister a sympathy card. Dumbest thing he’d ever done. He should’ve gone down there, taken time out of his schedule to give her a shoulder to lean on, but he’d been in the middle of a job, an important one providing security to an up-and-coming politician in Boston.

      Zeke ran some kind of a survivalist business in the northern woods of Vermont near the border of New Hampshire, close to the Canadian border. More often than not he was up in the high country with only a satellite phone.

      Maggie ran an animal boarding house in Kentucky after she had failed to make it through veterinary school due to social anxiety issues. She had been in an accident and experienced a near-death trauma in her teens, shortly after he had deployed overseas. According to his mother’s letters, she continued to suffer from anxiety, whatever that entailed.

      Seth, the baby of the family, was a stranger to Isaac now. He was proud of his little brother for being a first responder, even though he remembered only the temperamental teenager.

      Maybe it was time that he went home to face the family. Maybe it was time that they saw who he had become, scars and all, and realized he was a different person than he had been when he left home.

      It was time that his father was made to understand that Isaac had no intentions of taking over the resort or the responsibilities that came along with it. He had his own business now. His security company was doing well. So, while the thought of going home filled him with a certain sense of dread, he also realized that it was time. Time to set things straight. Time for them all to see who Isaac Ryder was now, a man he considered nearly devoid of emotion, haunted by the echo of screams in the night, a mere glimmer of the person he used to be.

      Yes, it was time. He also realized, not with just a little bit of guilt, that if it hadn’t been for his father’s words about his mother being sick, he would more than likely have ignored, or at least put off this plea to come home, much as he had those in the past.
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