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  Chapter one
A Foe Returns


Christie fired the gun until the chamber was empty. Shots rang out, and she hit her target. She dropped the magazine and racked the slide. With her left hand, she pushed the button next to her and the paper figure silently made its way toward her like a ghost. She undid the target and handed it to the instructor, who removed her ear protection. 
“Great job. You passed. You’ll receive your certificate, and then you’ll have your license to carry.” Christie smiled at the woman but didn’t respond. After recent events, Pop insisted she learn how to protect herself. While she’d said she’d take up martial art instruction, Pop responded with a headshake.
“Darlin’, I know you want to think the best of people, and I’m glad you do. Unfortunately, there are bad hombres out there, and times have changed. I want you safe and that means carrying.”
She’d appeased her father and taken to learning how to shoot like any other instruction. Christie found she had good eye-hand coordination, and it became a fun challenge to hit the center every time. However, she remained cognizant of the power of life and death within this small instrument in her hand. That nugget of fear never left her, and the thought of carrying it with her didn’t equate with the life she lived or wanted to live.
“Thanks. I appreciate all your help with form and learning proper procedure.” It surprised Christie to see Lana in the ladies’ class; though, it did made sense. Someone with a gun had killed Lana’s father, and she had two young children to protect. After her father’s death, Lana’s mother had returned to the home she’d always known. However, with Lana’s kids in school, she’d stuck it out at least until the summer. She was renting a house across the street from Christie’s friend, Orchid Merryweather, and while their paths hadn’t crossed since her father’s death, they would often wave at each other.
Christie set the pistol in the box and removed the protective glasses. Her instructor followed suit, and they exited the room. Lana was standing there. “How d’you do?”
“I passed. Are you going in?” Christie motioned toward the instructor holding the door.
“Nope. I finished my practice right before you.” She held up the target with most shots dead-center and one off to the side. “I missed one. Happened at my test, too. I tried to get her to let me take it over, but she wouldn’t let me.” She stuck out her bottom lip in a mock pout.
“I’m sure you’d have achieved what you set out to do. Stop a bad guy—or gal.” Christie’s stomach rumbled as they walked outside. “Hey, I’m grabbing some lunch. What d’you say?”
“Sounds good. I have to pick up the kids, so it’d be great if we do something in Boerne, so I miss any traffic.”
Christie responded, “I’m okay with that. Diengers okay?”
“Works for me. I’ll meet you there.” She waved to Christie.
At the café, they ordered their meals and then took a spot by the brick wall and a bank of windows. Lana ordered a latte, and she took a long sip. “Ah, just what I needed. After our mad morning rush to get the kids out the door, they still missed the bus. The school run left me with limited time to head over for my college test.” She laughed cheerfully. “As you can guess from my rambling on and on, I missed my cup of coffee this morning.”
“I’m a coffee gal myself, so I totally get it.” Christie took a sip of her water as the waitress appeared and set down their soups and salads. “My goal is to drink more water though.”
“Good habit to get into. I need to do that too.” They settled into easy conversation over their meal.
After they’d split a dessert, Christie broached the subject. “I hope I’m not being too noisy, and if you don’t want to talk about it, let me know. I’m wondering how you’re doing and if you’re planning on moving.”
Lana’s face grew red as she struggled to control her grief. She swallowed and wiped a tear that spilled down her cheek. “I still can’t believe my dad’s gone. I even struggle to say he’s dead. He was such a good man. Why anyone would want to harm him—”
Christie folded her hands. “I’m sorry, Lana. Evil often hides in plain sight. I’m not sure what I can do, other than pray for you, but if you need anything, I’ll do my best to help.”
“Thanks. Actually I’d appreciate the prayers. Having peace about whatever direction I choose will be helpful.” Lana sniffed and wiped her eyes with her napkin. “Sorry, grief sneaks up on me sometimes.” 
“I’ve always heard that the more grief, the more that the love you felt is coming out. And that each person is different in how they grieve. I may not be able to take it away but I’m more than happy to stand beside you while you deal with it. And hand you whatever you need.” 
Lana grinned as another tear escaped from her eye. “Thanks, Christie. Orchid, the lady across the street, has been bringing me things. She encouraged the kids do an art project about their grandpa and asked me to join them. I’m amazed that doing something so simple as making a collage of all the things we remember about him could be so helpful. Orchid is—”
“Special?” Christie raised an eyebrow.
Lana chuckled. “You might say that. I struggle with trying to nail down what it is about her. She’s eccentric, but empathetic. It’s like she can see into your soul and know what you need the minute you need it. She’s been a god-send to us; that’s for sure.” She took a bite of the cake.
“I know what you mean. We’re so different, and yet we get along so well.”
“Like pieces of a puzzle.” Lana laid down her fork and sat back in her chair.
Christie cocked her head. “Interesting way to consider it.”
“It’s what my dad used to say. Everyone is a piece of a puzzle, and when you meet someone that fits, you sense it instinctively… here.” She pointed to her heart. Then sighed. “That’s the way he said it was with my mom. So it’s no surprise here not wanting to stay. I understand my mom wanting to move back, and to be honest, we needed some space from each other. Two strong women under one roof does not harmony make!”
Christie chuckled. “I’m sure.”
“I do miss her—and certainly the help—but this time alone has been good for me and the kids. It was such a shock when my husband died. Mom and Dad were at a loss as to how to help. They’d agreed to the Texas move, so it made sense for me to come and start over with them.” She exhaled. “Now, here I am, still figuring out what I should do. My next step has to be what’s best for my children. I do know that.”
“Sounds like you’re a good mother. Please, I’m here if you ever just need to talk things out aloud. I’m a good listener.” Christie smiled.
“I recognize that. One thing I’m doing is introducing the kids to my dad’s father—Mr. Altgelt. It seems funny that he’s my grandfather, but it’s a family connection here. I admit I struggled at first with wondering if he was to blame in my father’s death, but you can look at how this hurt him.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “He lights up when the kids and I come over. He makes me laugh with all his silly jokes. He’s like another puzzle piece I didn’t realize was missing.”
“I’d be careful calling him Mr. Altgelt. He won’t take to that. But I’m glad that you all will get to appreciate one another.”
“I don’t. He insisted we call him Curtis, but the kids call him Papa, so that’s his name now. His face beams when they run to him, calling him that.” Lana’s phone beeped. “That’s my signal to get going so I can get to the school and in line before the crowd grows.” She stood. “Nice seeing you again. Let’s go shooting sometime.”
Christie followed her outside, and they walked toward their vehicles. “Sure. To tell you the truth, I did it to satisfy my Pop. But it would be good to continue the practice.”
“You mean you got your license, but you won’t carry a gun?”
Christie shook her head. “Nope.” She looked at Lana. “Will you?”
Lana motioned at Christie to come closer to the vehicle before looking left and right. Christie followed her gaze, but other than a car driving by, she spied no one near them. Lana lifted her top slightly. Underneath, she wore what appeared to be a corset with pockets. On her right side, a pocket contained a small pistol.
“Wow, I would have never known.”
Lana dropped the top and smoothed it down. “Yep, I love her stuff. Anna Taylor. You should check out her videos. I have one for my dresses and skirts too. I’ll get you the info for her company, Dene Adams.” She reached over and hugged Christie. “Thanks for listening to me. I hope we’ll have more chances to get together.” She waved and climbed into the truck. Christie watched as she drove away.
Could she be around someone who carried a gun? Even after taking the lessons, she still struggled about it. Her entire life, she’d lived without carrying a gun. Why start now? While Lana was a small woman—maybe five-feet-two, if that, Christie was a bigger and taller woman. It would seem to make sense she could handle an attacker. Yet, doubts had crept in. Size didn’t matter if someone had evil intent. She’d long recognized people carried concealed, but she enjoyed being oblivious to it. No doubt in her mind now. She was officially back in the state of God, Guns, and Grit.
She pulled keys from her purse and hit the key fob to unlock her truck. She started the truck when her phone went off. It was Pop.
“Hey, Pop. What’s up?”
“Erik’s back in town.”
“Pop, I’m on my way home. Let’s talk about it when I get there.”
Christie’s mind raced. She shivered at the prospect of Erik back in town again. Erik swore he hadn’t started the fire in their barn. Had it been a coincidence and something—or someone—else had sparked the blaze? Because Jess had attacked Erik to defend her, it left Christie in a terrible position. She didn’t want to get the teenager in trouble, so they’d dropped the trespassing charges. Erik returned to Dallas, and she’d assumed she’d seen the back of him. So why come back now? There was only one reason. Something had made him think that his stake in his grandfather’s property was at risk.
She banged her hand on the steering wheel. Lana. Of course. She was one of Kurt’s heirs. If Erik could persuade her to get her mother to agree to his plan to sell the property, he’d win easily. From her conversation with Lana, it sounded like Curtis continued to invite her and the kids over. Who could have found out and told Erik?
She pulled over into a parking lot entrance and braked. The Websters. Peering over her shoulder, she made sure the road was clear before pulling a U-turn. She didn’t understand what she would do once she got to Webster Realty, but she felt an obligation to Lana and her kids to ensure they didn’t have to deal with the likes of the Websters or Erik.
She parked and strode toward the building that housed the realty company. Inside, it took her a minute to survey the new interior decoration. Before, the décor had been typical Texan. Now the walls displayed modern paintings, and in place of the wood receptionist desk stood a shiny modern partition with a large, etched Webster Realty logo on the front. The receptionist was also new to Christie. The thirties-something woman wore an expensive-looking suit and held up a French-manicured finger to Christie as she spoke on the phone.
After ending the call, the woman with cat’s eye-glasses and a bold red lip, spoke. “May I help you?”
From the quick surreptitious glance up and down, Christie noted the woman’s instantaneous judgment. In dressing for the shooting range, Christie had thrown on a pair of faded blue jeans, a tank top, and an old flannel shirt that screamed comfort over chic. “I was wondering if Emma was in.”
“I’m sorry. She’s out right now. And you are—?”
“Christie Taylor. We’ve been discussing a possible sale of a portion of our property.” She struggled to determine how she’d get the information she needed. “Um, is Tyler here?”
“Mr. Webster is also out right now.”
Christie noted the change of inflection in the woman’s voice and how she’d accorded Tyler respect, but not Emma. Interesting.
“I’d like a quick look in the conference room. There’s a house plan I’m interested in and I’d like to get the name.” She forced a smile for the woman.
“Of course. Follow me, please.” The woman flicked her straight black hair over her shoulder and sashayed in front of Christie in a tight, short skirt and a pair of expensive red-soled three-inch stilettos.
Who wears that kind of outfit in Boerne?
She stood to the side of the door as Christie entered to find the wooden conference table replaced by a glass-top model with a chrome base. A magnificent piece of modern sculpture featured where the large wooden owl had once stood. The pictures also bore new contemporary frames, and Christie acted as if she were seeking a specific one.
“Wow. The office has really changed. It may take me a minute to locate the picture… so no need to wait.” 
“No problem.” The woman called out, “Albert, can you come here, please?”
Albert appeared in the doorway. She tilted her head and smiled at him. “Will you please stay here while I return to my desk?”
Christie stifled a chuckle. She’d never understood the need to flirt to get what you wanted, but by Albert’s face, it was working.
After the receptionist left, Christie spoke. “Albert, I wanted to ask about the status on the property with Curtis Altgelt. Any news there?”
“Not that I know of.” He crossed his arms and leant back against the doorframe. “Why?”
So he wouldn’t give out any information either. “Is Erik Stewart back in town? Is this true?”
“Where’d you hear that?”
Christie figured it would be easier to be direct. “If you must know, I want to ensure my safety as well as that of the teenager that’s in my charge right now. Erik trespassed, and Jess fought him off from harming me.” Even though Jess had recovered from his fight with Erik physically, sometimes Christie glimpsed a hint of fear at strange noises. She wanted Jess to feel safe with them.
Albert moved away from the door. “From what I picked up, you all attacked him and lied about him starting a fire in your barn. Eric thinks you tried to frame him for starting the fire.”
“That’s insane.”
“Not my issue.” He shrugged.
“I just want to learn why he’s back. Maybe to see Beatrice.”
“Beatrice? What do you mean?”
Now she had his attention. “They’re an item. I saw them kissing.” She waited for his response, which was immediate.
“What?”
“Looks like we’re both surprised. You want to tell me why he’s here now?”
Albert’s face and neck grew splotchy red. “You need to leave. I can’t tell you anything about a client.”
“Fine. But you tell Erik he better not show up at our place. I have a gun now, and I’m not afraid to use it.” Why’d she said that? She had no intention of using a gun.
He stepped toward her. “That sounds like a threat. I’d be careful if I were you.”
Christie pushed past him into the hall and toward the front door. Outside, she took deep breaths to steady herself. She needed to get Pop, and they needed to speak to Curtis. Not only was Erik back, but he’d also brought trouble with him. The question was how much of a threat was he and should she be worried? 






  
  Chapter two
Roots and Branches


Christie hurried home where Pop sat in a rocker on the porch. Mutt and Jeffrey, the two labs who were his shadows, lay at his feet. As she opened the truck’s door, the pair bounced up and ran to Christie before she exited the truck. They danced around her legs until she gave each of them a pat on the head and scratches behind the ears. “Okay, okay. Enough already. Let me get by.” She went over to the porch, the boys following at her heels. 
“Pop, who told you that Erik was back in town?”
He patted the rocker beside him. “Curtis. You know everyone knows everything here. Someone saw him and then told someone who told someone else, and there ya have it. Everyone knows Erik’s been trying to get his hands on the Altgelt property and, as we’ve now seen, will do anything to get it.”
She sat down and Mutt laid his head on her lap, his gaze imploring for more strokes, “I wonder if the reason that he’s come back is that Kurt Matthew’s wife left town, and Lana is getting to know Curtis.” Christie patted Mutt’s head while Jeffrey circled three times and plopped down in a warm patch of sunlight.
“That explains a lot. Curtis has been turning down my invites to go play dominoes in the afternoons with the guys.” He stroked his beard. “That’s the way, all right. A woman comes into the picture
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