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      “Kathleen Lawless is one of my favorite romance authors.”  “Her books never disappoint.”  “What a fun series!”  “Love the characters!”  “Can’t wait to read the next book.” ANORA’S PRIDE: “Four stars!” ~ Heartland Critiques

      

      “CALLIE’S HONOR is a great western romance.” ~ S. Wurman, Night Owl Reviews (4.5 Stars)

      

      CALLIE’S HONOR: “Chemistry…steadily simmers until it finally boils over. If you have not been introduced to the works of Kathleen Lawless, this is an excellent place to start… You will not regret it.” ~ C. Bell, Long and Short Romance Reviews (4 Books)

      

      “[MADDY'S FUGITIVE] has it all—romance, action, mystery, and solid characters and plot. Tension between Jud and Maddy as well as the mystery surrounding Jud’s innocence grabbed my attention and held on tight.” ~ Jen, Romancing the Book (4 Roses)

      

      “I liked it way too much. Lol!” ~ Dee, Shameless Romance Reviews (4 Stars)

      

      “MADDY'S FUGITIVE was a fun, passionate, engaging whodunit with a strong, stubborn heroine. I was quickly drawn in ... an interesting, worthwhile story.” ~ Josie, Night Owl Reviews (4.5 Stars)

      

      “A fast-paced book that hooks the reader from the very first page.” ~ Anne Black, RT (4 Stars)

      

      CALLIE’S HONOR: “This heart-warming Western adventure demonstrates convincingly that love is always a risk worth taking.” ~ Romantic Times (3 Stars)

      

      “Do not miss. Lawless weaves romance, intrigue, and excitement into an impressive tapestry.” ~ Romance Reviews Today

      

      “CALLIE’S HONOR reminded me of the down-to-earth heroines [of] Pamela Morsi...Set in Oregon in the mid 1800’s...the heroine trying to keep her ranch together and the drifter who has his own agenda.” ~ Cathie Linz, Romantic Times
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      “I don’t want to make a wish.” The defiantly spoken words were accompanied by a fully protruding bottom lip that quivered ever so slightly.

      Madison brushed a bright orange clown’s curl out of her eyes and squatted down till she was nose to nose with the young boy.

      “Why not, Tyler?”

      The room was full of six and seven-year-olds squirting each other with water pistols, bopping balloons, and generally behaving the way kids did at a birthday party. With the exception of Tyler.

      “I made my wish lots of times. It never came true.” He spoke matter-of-factly, his bright blue eyes meeting hers with a directness that made him appear far older than his years.

      Madison nodded. She recalled a few childhood wishes of her own that she eventually gave up on. Like her mother coming back. She sliced the air with her magic wand. It tinkled in response. “Did you believe?”

      Tyler pursed his lips. “I wished hard.”

      “But did you believe? Because if you don’t believe, your wish won’t come true. Not ever.”

      His eyes fastened on hers, hope rekindled. Ah, the simple faith of youth. Madison passed him the brightly colored notepad and pencil she kept in her bag of tricks. “Why don’t you write it down? Just in case the wish fairy is in a particularly good mood?”

      “I’ll make a wish if you will.”

      Madison smiled. Somehow that remark reminded her of herself as a youngster. “Okay.” She thought for a minute. Their eyes met. He was waiting for her, Madison realized. Smart kid! As soon as she started to write, so did he.

      “Now we trade, right?” she said. “To complete the spell.”

      “We do?” Clearly, this was a new one on him. He followed her lead and folded his paper into neat squares, then made the exchange with all the seriousness of a peace treaty. Transaction complete, he ran off to join the other kids.

      Madison backed up straight into her friend, Marj.

      “I need a drink.”

      “Mar-jor-ie!” Madison widened her painted clown eyes.

      “Don’t Mar-jor-ie me,” she said. “There’s something about a houseful of rambunctious boys that makes me thirsty.”

      “Attention span minimal,” Madison said, as she stooped to pick up her trick bag. “They’re already tired of me.”

      “They’re all hellions. Except that little Tyler you were just talking to. He’s a sweetheart. Come to think of it, so’s his father.”

      “Mar-jor-ie!”

      “Listen, Maddy. I’m married. Not dead. Okay? And my head can be turned by nice tight glutes same as anyone’s.”

      “Haven’t seen anyone hereabouts whose glutes stopped me in my tracks.”

      “That’s because they’re not local. But Joey and I raved so much about the place that— Hey! Stop that, you two!” Marj took off at a full sprint and wrestled a toy gladiator from the two boys who were fighting over it.

      There were hotdogs and cake to be served, presents to be opened . . . and Madison was back home before she realized she hadn’t heard the end of the story about the new little boy, Tyler, or his dad with the nice backside.

      As she peeled off her clown costume and creamed away layers of garish makeup, Madison came across the scrap of neon paper scrunched in her pocket. She unfolded it and spread it on the bathroom counter next to her blow-dryer.

      I wish my dad wasn’t so sad.

      Seeing the words scrawled in round childish letters made Madison choke up. Poor little guy! She wished now she’d pumped Marj harder for more information. From her tiny waterfront cottage, she stared out the bathroom window to where the big house stood, uncharacteristically empty. She’d spent each and every summer here on the island with her own dad, the Coach, right up until this year. He was away on his honeymoon, and any day now strangers were due to move in for the season. Tenants her father referred to with a chuckle as the “Hardy Boys.”

      “You have a weird sense of humor, Coach.” She spoke aloud as she exchanged her clown’s makeup for a minimal swipe of blush and a dab of mascara. Why else had she wound up with a name like Madison Gardens? Although it could have been worse. Her middle name could have been Square. Her father never missed a televised sporting event.

      She tugged her layered auburn hair back in a haphazard updo and secured it with a clip. Thank goodness messy hair was currently in style. She pulled on her work clothes, walking shorts, T-shirt and comfy shoes, and dashed off to her night job at the local marina pub.

      It was late by the time she closed up and walked the two oceanside blocks from the pub to her tiny cottage. Back when she’d been eighteen and ready to start college, she and the Coach had both realized she needed privacy as much as he did. They’d spent that summer painting and fixing up the rundown guest cottage, slowly turning it into a summer retreat for her. And she loved it. Her very own space.

      She started down the rutted driveway toward the main residence and noticed a swath of light through the front window. Must be the Hardy Boys. As she sauntered past the house, trying not to stare but hoping to catch a glimpse of the new residents, she let out a startled cry and fell headlong over something lying on the ground.

      The porch light winked on seconds later, revealing that she had been tripped up by a miniature mountain bike lying in the middle of the driveway. A short, shadowy figure on the porch was staring in her direction as she clambered to her feet.

      “Dad, someone’s trying to steal my bike.”

      Madison dusted off her hands and knees and took a tentative step forward to make sure her limbs were in full working order. A much taller figure appeared behind the short one.

      “I wasn’t stealing it,” Madison said. “But that’s a dumb spot to park it. If I had been in my Jeep, it would be scrap metal.”

      “The lady’s right, son. Come and make sure she’s all right.” The man descended the three steps to ground level but even then, she had to crane her head to meet his gaze. Madison was five-foot-four, a fact she was reminded of by the man before her, who stood nearly a foot taller.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “You’ve probably already figured out that I’m Coach’s daughter, Madison.”

      “That was my first guess.” Her hand was swallowed up in a firm, masculine grip. “Greg Hardy. We were going to mosey over tomorrow and say hello. Contrary to appearances, my son knows better than to leave his bike lying around, don’t you, Ty?”

      “Aw, Dad.”

      “Move it or lose it,” Greg said. He had a nice voice, Madison noticed. Deep and sexy.

      “I work nights at the pub down the road.”

      “So Coach told me.”

      Madison laughed, trying to cover up how suddenly awkward she felt. “He kept referring to you as the Hardy Boys. After my favorite teenage detective books,” she added.

      “I know who the Hardy Boys are.” His voice was dry. They could have been discussing the weather. Because the light was behind him, she couldn’t tell much about his looks beyond his height. Dark hair. Broad shoulders. Great voice. Hunky Hardy.

      “Sorry about my bike, ma’am.” The boy stooped to pick up his bike. When he turned sideways, the light fell across his face and Madison felt her insides give a lurch. The little boy from the party today was living here. The one who wished his father wasn’t so sad.

      “Not a problem,” she said, “except I don’t like it when people call me ma’am. My name’s Madison.”

      “That’s a weird name.”

      “Tyler.” It was both a warning and a reprimand.

      Tyler sighed. “Sorry.” He leaned his bike against the house and slumped forlornly up the stairs.

      “It’s past his bedtime,” Hunky Hardy said apologetically. “Not that the late hour excuses his behavior.”

      “Past my bedtime, too, for that matter,” Madison said. “Are you finding everything you need in the house?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Are not!” The voice came from just inside the front door.

      “Tyler!”

      “You said yourself that you can’t figure out how to turn on the hot water tank and made me have a cold bath.”

      “That switch is tricky,” Madison said. “Seems to have a mind all its own.”

      “Same as my son,” Greg said. “’Night, Tyler.” He raised his voice so it projected past her into the house.

      “I’m going. Can I read?”

      “Just for a couple of minutes. I’ll come in and turn your light out.”

      “You gotta love a kid who loves to read.” Madison shifted her weight from foot to foot, feeling suddenly awkward as she wondered why Tyler thought his dad was sad. “You want me to, um, come in and show you how to wrestle with the water tank?”

      “You look tired. I don’t mind giving it another go, myself.”

      “I usually find a well-placed kick does the trick.” Her words didn’t draw the expected chuckle.

      “If you’re sure . . .”

      “No problem. Really.”

      The water tank was in the basement and she followed Greg down the creaky staircase, enjoying the way his jeans hugged his muscular butt. Marj had not exaggerated.

      “Too bad I didn’t know when you were coming. I’d have turned it on in advance for you.”

      “I didn’t know for sure myself. But then Tyler’s best friend was having a party today and that kind of decided things.”

      “It’s great you have friends on the island.”

      “Well, Tyler does, at least. That’s important at his age.”

      Did that mean Tyler’s father didn’t think friends were important?

      Greg squatted and the pull of denim over well-defined thighs showed him to be a guy in fantastic shape. “The switch says it’s on. I checked the circuit breaker.”

      Madison felt around the dusty water tank to the back side, practically hugging the cumbersome thing, hanging on for balance. “There’s a reset button back here somewhere.”

      “Can you reach?” He moved, jockeying himself next to her. This close she could see the startling blue of his eyes, fringed by thick lashes most women would envy. Her heart gave a tiny hiccup. How could any guy look so mouth-wateringly delicious?

      “Reminds me of dancing with a fat guy at my school prom.”

      She hugged the water tank harder. Anything to stop herself from reaching out to him. How many women before her had found those mesmerizing blue eyes irresistible? She was starting to wish she’d never encouraged Tyler to make that silly wish.

      “Got it.” She pushed the reset button, lurched to her feet, lost her balance and fell into him. It was like slamming into a brick wall. The guy was solid. And while she’d never been overly clumsy, in Greg Hardy’s presence she suddenly had two left feet. They moved apart, almost in slow motion, his gaze holding hers, contact broken when she sneezed three times in rapid succession.

      “Bless you.” He seemed to hover uncertainly.

      “Dusty,” she said.

      He made a sound as if something was caught in his throat. Madison dusted off her hands, aware that Greg’s gaze remained locked with hers. It was eerie, really. She didn’t know where else to look. The empty basement offered no distractions for the turmoil inside of her.

      “I guess we should go back upstairs,” she said finally. “See if the water’s getting warm.”

      “You go first,” Greg said. “I’ll get the light.”

      Great, Madison thought. His turn to check out her backside.

      Once upstairs, Greg paused outside her old room. She followed his gaze to where Tyler sprawled coverless and sideways on the bed, fast asleep. Greg turned off the light and plunged the room into darkness.

      “Ty honed right in on the bookshelf when we got here.”

      Madison nodded approvingly. “I love books. Even after I outgrew them, I could never bring myself to part with one. The coach and I compromised by storing them over here.”

      Until I have kids, she started to say, but bit off the words. It sounded so presumptuous. As if she had her life all mapped out, when nothing could be further from the truth.

      She paused just inside the front door. “Let me know if anything else malfunctions. No guarantees I can fix it, but I can always give it a kick.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      She started down the steps. His voice stopped her. “Madison, I . . .”

      She turned.

      He seemed to hesitate before he spoke. “Don’t be alarmed if you see the lights on at odd hours. My schedule tends to be erratic.”

      “No problem.” She made her way to her cottage, guided by the faint illumination from her porch light. He didn’t fool her. It didn’t take two years of psych classes to figure out the guy was up prowling around all night because he had difficulty sleeping.
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        * * *

      

      The children’s reading hour at the library was on Saturdays during the summer, a time she always looked forward to, regardless of whether she showed up as herself or as Squiggles. In all her years of volunteering, she found it interesting to see how the kids related differently to her, depending on her persona. Lately, she’d started to wonder. Maybe it wasn’t the kids. Maybe it was her.

      She called Marj and suggested that perhaps Joey and Tyler would like to come to the library.

      “Ty and his dad are living in your front yard. Why don’t you ask him?” Marj said.

      “I think it would be better coming from you.”

      “What mischief are you up to now, Madison?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I know you, remember? There’s a reason for everything you do.”

      “Is not!”

      “I’m not saying it’s not often a good reason⁠—”

      “What you’re saying is that I’m calculating.’’

      “Focused is the word that springs to mind.”

      Madison sighed. “Tyler made a wish at Joey’s party. I just want to help him see it come true. By the way”—she strove to make her tone ultra-casual—“it’s just the two of them at the house. Tyler’s mother is . . . ?”

      “I wondered when you’d get around to asking. All I know is that the mother died when Tyler was quite young. I don’t think he even remembers her. Surprises me, that Greg has never remarried, a good-looking man like him. But he doesn’t seem interested in meeting anyone.” She chuckled. “Don’t think I haven’t tried.”

      So Greg Hardy must be still grieving for a wife who had died years ago. That would help explain the sadness Tyler was so sensitive to.

      Madison assured herself that it was solely for Tyler’s sake that she was doing this. No one knew better than she how it felt to grow up having only your dad.

      She set up her display in the library, which was housed in a solid red brick building, one of the oldest in the island’s main town. The island’s founding family, the Hardwickes, had amassed a fortune in coal a hundred or so years earlier. The first Mrs. Hardwicke, despite living on what was a largely unpopulated island in the Pacific Northwest, had no intention of leading a culturally deprived life. Besides overseeing the building of a combination library and music conservatory, she had regularly organized summer regattas and symphonies, events which drew people from all over the area. To this day, nothing happened on the island that didn’t have the Hardwicke’s stamp of approval.

      The original Hardwicke home continued to dominate the town square, directly opposite the library, in its newly refurbished role as tea garden, bed and breakfast, and office for the Island Trust. Next week, the current Hardwicke heir, director of the Island Trust, would be considering Madison’s cable TV show proposal, a fact which filled Madison with alternating waves of excitement and trepidation. She was grateful for today’s distraction.

      Nearly twenty kids filed into the library when the doors opened. She noted the way Joey and Tyler, two of the oldest, hung back. Immediately she called them both up front to help her distribute the sock puppets crafted by the local Silver Threads ladies. Before long she had all the youngsters deeply engrossed in acting out the antics of Pokey Little Puppy while she read the story aloud.

      It wasn’t until later in the hour when she got the opportunity to speak to Tyler alone. “Any luck with the wish?”

      He stared at her wide-eyed, as if surprised she remembered, then shook his head.

      Madison touched the tip of her gloved finger to her huge red-painted lips. “I’ve been thinking about that one. Strikes me maybe a good healthy dose of laughter is in order. You know how to make your dad laugh?”

      The boy shrugged.

      “There’s stand-up comedy at the pub tonight. Maybe you can think of a way to get him down there.”

      “Madison,” Tyler said.

      Madison blanched beneath her makeup. How had he seen through her disguise?

      “Madison works at the pub,” Tyler continued. “She lives next door.”

      “Good thinking.” She patted him encouragingly on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Yup.” Tyler ran off and engaged in an animated discussion with Joey. That evening, it came as no great surprise to see Greg Hardy stroll into the pub as she looked up from wiping beer rings off a varnished
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