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      October mornings in Laurel Valley arrived like old friends—familiar, comforting, and carrying stories in every shadow. Dylan Flanagan left her apartment above Millicent’s Antiques at five thirty, when the town belonged to ghosts and memories and people like her who preferred their solitude served with sunrise.

      The cobblestone streets gleamed with dew, treacherous under her worn boots but beautiful in the way that dangerous things often were. The Bavarian-style buildings stood like something from a children’s book—peaked roofs and painted shutters, window boxes that would soon transition from autumn mums to winter greens, every detail carefully maintained to sell the illusion that this had always been an Alpine village rather than a mining town that had learned to survive by becoming something else entirely.

      Dylan pulled her jacket tighter against the mountain air that carried hints of woodsmoke and the coming winter. Five years of these morning walks, and she still wasn’t sure if she was walking toward something or away from it. Maybe both. Maybe neither. Maybe just walking because movement felt like progress even when you were traveling in circles.

      Heavenly Delights Bakery sat on the corner like a promise of warmth, its curved glass windows dark but welcoming. Rose always left a thermos outside for the early shift workers—the ones who kept Laurel Valley running while the tourists slept. Black coffee, strong enough to wake the dead, with a trust box for payment that had never once come up short in the thirty years Rose had been doing this.

      Dylan poured her coffee into her travel mug, left her three dollars in the box, and continued down Main Street. The Reading Nook’s restored stained-glass window caught the first hint of dawn, throwing prisms across the sidewalk like scattered hopes. Sophie O’Hara had rebuilt after the fire two years ago, and the bookstore was now the crown jewel of downtown, proof that broken things could be made beautiful again. Sometimes.

      Past Raven’s boutique with its mannequins dressed for lives Dylan would never lead—cashmere and confidence, designer bags that cost more than her monthly rent. Past The Lampstand, where Simone O’Hara would already be in the kitchen, starting the pot roast that would simmer all day, filling downtown with the scent of home cooking that made tourists believe they’d found authentic mountain life.

      The town square stood empty, the gazebo that hosted summer concerts now decorated with pumpkins and corn stalks for the Harvest Festival next week. The old skating rink had been drained for the season, leaves gathering in its basin like collected memories. Come December, it would be filled again, and the massive Christmas tree would go up, and Laurel Valley would transform into the kind of place that existed in snow globes and holiday movies.

      Five years she’d been walking these streets. Five years of watching the town change with the seasons while she remained exactly the same—suspended in amber, preserved like one of the antiques in Millicent’s shop window.

      

      The envelope in her jacket pocket pressed against her ribs with each step. Pacific Custom Restoration’s latest offer, delivered yesterday with a deadline that felt more like a countdown. Marcus Rowan had even included photos of the shop—pristine bays, state-of-the-art equipment, a paint booth that made her current setup look like a child’s crayon box.

      Her phone buzzed—speak of the devil. She let it go to voicemail. Marcus would call again. And again. Men like him always did, unable to understand that not everyone was motivated by the same things that drove them.

      By the time she reached The Pinnacle Garage, the sky had shifted from black to deep purple, the mountains emerging from darkness like slowly developing photographs. The garage occupied a converted warehouse on the edge of downtown’s deliberately maintained charm, its modern lines a stark contrast to the Bavarian fantasy behind her.

      She unlocked the side door with her key, breathing in the familiar scent of motor oil and metal, possibility and purpose. The lights flickered on, revealing her kingdom—six bays, each one currently occupied, tools arranged with military precision, the concrete floor so clean you could perform surgery on it.

      Her corner called to her—the 1970 Plymouth Barracuda she’d been resurrecting for three months sat there like a purple jewel, waiting for the final touches that would bring it back to life. She’d always been able to see what it could be beneath the rust and neglect.

      She ran her hand along the hood, checking the paint she’d applied yesterday. Perfect. Plum Crazy purple, exactly as Chrysler had made it in 1970, with a white racing stripe that ran down the center like lightning frozen in time. Mrs. Morrison would cry when she saw it—they always did when they saw their past restored, made better than memory.

      The irony wasn’t lost on her. She could resurrect dead cars but couldn’t seem to fix her own life. Couldn’t stop herself from checking the time, knowing that in exactly one hour and forty-five minutes, Aidan O’Hara would walk through that door, and her carefully controlled world would tilt on its axis the way it did every morning at seven fifteen.

      Dylan grabbed her creeper and slid under the Barracuda, checking the fuel line one more time. The undercarriage told its own story—decades of Montana winters, salt scarred and weather beaten, now restored to better than new. She’d sweet-talked old-timers from here to New Mexico for original parts, haunted junkyards like a grieving relative, learned the exact pressure required to wet sand paint until it became liquid color.

      Her phone rang again. This time she pulled herself out from under the car and answered, if only to stop the insistent buzzing.

      “It’s not even seven, Marcus.”

      “Dylan, finally.” His voice carried that particular Seattle intensity—urgent, caffeinated, important. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days.”

      “I’ve been working.” She wiped her hands on a shop rag, already knowing where this conversation was heading. “The answer’s still the same.”

      “You haven’t heard the new offer.”

      “I don’t need to⁠—”

      “Ten thousand signing bonus.” He paused, letting the number settle between them like a challenge. “Plus full relocation, your own restoration bay, and first pick of projects. You’d be lead specialist, Dylan. The work you’d be doing—museum-quality restorations, cars that belong in collections. Not just keeping tourists’ rentals running.”

      Dylan closed her eyes. Ten thousand dollars. That was a lot of money. She could stop checking her bank balance before buying groceries. Could maybe even think about a future that consisted of more than just getting through each month.

      “I’m driving down today,” Marcus continued. “I’ll be there by noon. Just give me an hour to show you what we’re offering. You’re too talented to be hidden away in a tourist town.”

      “Marcus—”

      “I’m already in Spokane. Noon, Dylan. The Lampstand. Just lunch and conversation.”

      He hung up before she could protest, leaving her standing alone in the garage that suddenly felt smaller than it had five minutes ago.

      Through the open bay door, she could see Laurel Valley waking up. The sun had crested the mountains now, turning the town into something from a postcard—perfect, contained, impossibly beautiful. Soon the streets would fill with tourists clutching cameras and lattes, searching for the authentic mountain experience that Laurel Valley had perfected selling them.

      She returned to the Barracuda, focusing on the engine that gleamed like jewelry under the hood. This was what she was good at—taking something broken and making it whole, bringing the dead back to life, creating beauty from rust and neglect.

      The rumble of a truck in the parking lot made her look up. Seven o’clock—Ralph arriving for his shift, right on time. Soon the garage would fill with noise and work and the comfortable chaos of a business day.

      Dylan tucked the envelope back in her pocket as Ralph burst through the door, his energy preceding him like a wave.

      “Morning, sunshine!” he called out, his voice echoing in the empty space. His walrus mustache twitched with amusement. “Beat me here again. You trying to make the rest of us look bad?”

      “Sleep is overrated,” Dylan said, falling into their familiar banter.

      Ralph was somewhere north of fifty, had been turning wrenches for thirty years, and treated everyone in the garage like they were part of his extended family. His salt-and-pepper hair was already escaping from under his cap.

      “You finish the Morrison car?” He came over to admire the Barracuda, letting out a low whistle. “Man, that paint job is perfect. She’s going to flip.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “You ever think about opening your own restoration shop?” Ralph asked, running his hand along the car’s lines. “You’re too good to be working for someone else.”

      The envelope seemed to burn in her pocket. “Maybe someday.”

      “You’ve been saying that for two years.” He grabbed his coveralls from his locker. “Danny and I have a bet going. He thinks you’ll be here forever. I think you’ve got bigger plans.”

      If only he knew she’d been saying maybe someday in every shop she’d ever worked in. It was easier than saying the truth—that she didn’t know how to stop moving long enough to build something permanent.

      “Speaking of Danny, where is he?” she asked, deflecting.

      “Running late. His baby kept him up all night. Teething or something.” Ralph stroked his mustache sympathetically. “Thank God my kids are grown. I’d forgotten what those sleepless nights were like until he started coming in looking like the walking dead.”

      Dylan smiled despite herself. Ralph had three grown kids and five grandkids, and his toolbox was plastered with their pictures. Roots. Family. The kind of permanence that both terrified and fascinated her.

      

      The bell on the wall phone rang, shrill in the morning quiet. Dylan answered it, half listening to Mrs. Morrison confirming the four o’clock pickup time for the Barracuda. Her voice was so excited, so full of anticipation for the surprise she was giving her husband.

      “He’s going to cry,” Mrs. Morrison confided. “He sold that car to pay for our daughter’s college. Broke his heart, but he never complained. He deserves to have it back.”

      After Dylan hung up, she stood looking at the Barracuda. A car that had been sold for love, restored for love, given back in love. The kind of story that made her chest ache with want for something she’d never had. Something she’d stopped believing she could have.

      At exactly seven fifteen, Aidan O’Hara’s truck pulled into the parking lot.

      Dylan didn’t need to look up to know it was him. She knew the sound of that engine like she knew her own heartbeat—a 1967 F-100 he’d restored himself, painted deep blue like the lake in summer. She knew he’d park in the same spot he always did, three spaces from the door. Knew he’d check his phone before getting out, probably deleting messages from women he’d disappointed by not calling back.

      Five years of this routine. Five years of pretending she didn’t time her coffee breaks to coincide with his. Five years of casually asking Ralph about Aidan’s weekend plans, then making sure she had somewhere else to be when he mentioned dinner reservations at Lakeside Lodge or drinks at the new wine bar that catered to the resort crowd. Aidan never lacked for company. He was a social creature by nature, the complete opposite of her. Which is why her attraction to him would only ever be a fantasy.

      The door opened, and October air swept in, carrying the scent of cedar and mountain air. Aidan moved through the world like he owned it, and maybe he did. The O’Haras were Laurel Valley, their name on half the businesses downtown. They belonged here in a way Dylan never would, their roots so deep they’d become part of the mountain itself.

      “Morning, Dylan,” he called out, and she had to look up, had to meet those green eyes that made her forget every perfectly logical reason she should take the Seattle job.

      “Morning.” She kept her voice neutral, professional, safe.

      He started toward her bay, that easy stride that ate up ground without seeming to hurry. Five years, and her pulse still did that stupid skip when he smiled at her like they shared a secret. Five years of being quietly, hopelessly in love with a man who went through women like restoration projects—he gave them intense focus until they were fixed, then it was on to the next challenge.

      “The Barracuda looks incredible,” he said, stopping at a safe distance but still close enough that she could smell his soap—something piney and clean that made her think of mountain mornings. “Morrison’s going to lose it.”

      “That’s the idea.” Dylan forced herself to focus on the engine, adjusting something that didn’t need adjusting.

      “Hey, did you get my text about the book club Thursday?” He leaned against the workbench in that way that made his shoulders look broader. “Sophie keeps asking if you’re coming. She said you promised and it’s time you do something besides spend all your time at the shop.”

      She had promised, three weeks ago in a moment of weakness when Sophie had been particularly persistent and Dylan had been particularly tired of saying no to everything that might make her feel like she belonged here.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there,” she said.

      

      “Good.” His voice carried something different this morning, something that made her look up despite herself. “Sophie’s right. Whether you’re ready or not, you’re part of this community.”

      Before she could parse what that meant—if it meant anything at all—Danny rushed through the door, baby spit-up on his shoulder and exhaustion written in every line of his face.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he called out. “The baby was up all night, and then she decided to redecorate my shirt right as I was leaving.”

      “The joys of parenthood,” Ralph said, already launching into a story about his youngest grandkid’s soccer game.

      Aidan lingered for a moment longer, and Dylan felt the weight of his attention like sunshine—warm, dangerous, impossible to ignore.

      “Great job on the Barracuda,” he said.

      She watched him go, watched him stop to joke with Ralph, to admire Danny’s latest baby pictures, to check the schedule in his office. He moved through the garage like he moved through life—confident, comfortable, completely unaware that he was slowly breaking her heart just by existing in the same space.

      

      The envelope in her pocket felt heavier than a transmission.

      Less than five hours until lunch, until Marcus would sit across from her at The Lampstand and offer her everything she’d thought she wanted—escape, financial security, a fresh start where nobody knew she was the mechanic who’d been stupid enough to fall for her boss.

      Five hours to decide if she was brave enough to stay in a place where she’d always be watching from the sidelines, or smart enough to leave before October became November became another year of loving someone who would never love her back.

      Dylan picked up her tools and got back to work, because that’s what she did. She fixed things. She made them beautiful. She brought them back to life.

      Everything except herself.
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      Sunday dinner at the O’Hara farmhouse unfolded like a weekly sacrament, complete with its own liturgy of laughter, the passing of dishes like offerings, and Anne O’Hara’s pot roast serving as communion—tender enough to convert even the most devoted vegetarian. The farmhouse itself seemed to breathe with contentment, its bones settling into familiar rhythms as five brothers, their wives, and various offspring created the kind of chaos that sounded like home.

      Aidan pushed his mashed potatoes around his plate, building and destroying mountain ranges with the distraction of a man whose mind was elsewhere entirely. Two days. Two days since he’d watched Dylan leave for lunch on Friday with that overdressed stranger from Seattle. Two days of the town gossips working overtime, speculation running wild about Dylan Flanagan’s mysterious lunch companion.

      “You planning to eat those potatoes or just torture them?” Duncan asked from across the table, his artist’s eye noting every tell in his brother’s posture.

      “Leave him alone,” Sophie said, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. “He’s been in a mood since Friday. Ever since Dylan had lunch with that well-dressed man from Seattle.”

      The table went quiet for a heartbeat—the kind of quiet that happened when someone had inadvertently struck gold in the conversational mine.

      “Well-dressed?” Aidan’s voice came out more growl than question.

      “Very,” Raven confirmed with the satisfaction of someone who’d been waiting for this opening. “Expensive suit, Tesla in the parking lot, looked like he stepped out of a magazine. Rose said they were discussing business, but Dylan was leaning in, really engaged. You know how she usually is with strangers—all walls and distance. But she actually seemed interested in what he had to say.”

      

      “Rose says a lot of things,” Aidan muttered, stabbing a piece of pot roast with unnecessary force.

      “Shannon saw them too,” Sophie added, clearly enjoying herself. “Said he was very persistent. Kept pulling out documents, showing her things on his phone. Like he was trying to sell her something. Or recruit her.”

      Aidan had spent Friday afternoon waiting for Dylan to return from lunch, but when she came back, she’d gone straight to work preparing the Barracuda for delivery. He’d been stuck on a conference call with a parts supplier, and by the time he’d gotten free, Ralph mentioned that Dylan had borrowed his truck to deliver the car to the Morrisons—something about Mrs. Morrison wanting it in their driveway when her husband got home from his golf game. By the time she’d returned and tossed Ralph his keys, Aidan had been pulled into another crisis with the father of a frat boy who didn’t know how to drive his new Porsche without grinding the gears, and Dylan had already walked home.

      “Maybe it’s good for her,” Colt said reasonably, his doctor’s instincts reading the tension in Aidan’s shoulders. “She’s been here five years and never really connects with anyone. A woman like that shouldn’t be so isolated.”

      “She’s not isolated,” Aidan said before he could stop himself. “She has the garage. The town. She has—” Me, he almost said, but caught himself.

      “A job and an apartment above an antique shop?” Wyatt finished. “That’s not a life, that’s just existing.”

      Anne O’Hara watched her middle son with the attention of a mother who recognized a crisis when she saw one. She rose from her chair with the grace of someone who’d been managing male emotions for forty years and disappeared into the butler’s pantry.

      When she returned, she carried something that made every O’Hara at the table go still—a wooden box the color of aged whiskey, its surface carved with Celtic knots that had been worn smooth by generations of fingers tracing their endless paths.

      “Now?” Duncan asked, straightening in his chair. “You’re doing this now?”

      “Your grandfather left specific instructions,” Mick said from his throne at the table’s head, his blue eyes carrying that special gleam that meant tradition was about to assert itself. “This was to be given to Aidan on his thirty-fifth birthday.”

      “Which was last week,” Hank pointed out.

      Aidan stared at the box, his frustration about Dylan and the mysterious Seattle man temporarily forgotten. His grandfather’s treasure box—the one that had sat on the mantle like a guardian of secrets, unopened since Patrick O’Hara’s death three years ago.

      “Whatever’s in there,” he said slowly, “it’s going to complicate my life, isn’t it?”

      “When has anything from Grandda ever been simple?” Wyatt asked with the wisdom of the youngest son.

      Anne set the box before Aidan with the ceremony it deserved. “Open it.”

      Inside, nestled on velvet the color of old wine, lay a claddagh ring. The silver caught the light like captured moonbeams, its surface polished, though well worn—two hands holding a crowned heart, the ancient symbol of love, loyalty, and friendship that had traveled from Ireland with the first O’Hara to seek his fortune in America.

      “This ring,” Mick began, his voice taking on the cadence of inherited memory, “has been in our family for three hundred years. It came across during the famine years, survived everything America could throw at an Irish family, and now it comes to you—the last unmarried O’Hara son.”

      “I’m perfectly happy being unmarried,” Aidan said, though even to his own ears it sounded hollow. Especially with the image of Dylan listening intently to whatever that Seattle man was selling burning in his mind.

      “Are you?” Anne asked gently.

      “There’s more,” Mick said, gesturing to the box.

      Beneath the velvet was an envelope, sealed with wax the color of dried blood. Written across the front in their grandfather’s distinctive scrawl—To be opened only by the final bachelor O’Hara.

      Aidan broke the seal and unfolded the letter, his grandfather’s words rising from the page like smoke from a peat fire.

      “‘My dear boy—and I know it’s you, Aidan. You got my looks and my charm, which means you’ve got my weakness too. You think life’s a dance where you never have to pick a partner for more than one song.

      “‘By now, they’ve shown you the ring. It’s a fine ring, and it’s served the family well. But here’s the truth of it, boy—that’s not the real ring.’”

      

      There was a collective gasp around the table, and they all started talking at once. But Mick just raised his hand and everyone quieted back down.

      Aidan continued. “‘The real claddagh ring, the one blessed by a priest in Galway before the hunger took half of Ireland, is hidden. I’ve left it somewhere on this land, along with clues to find it. Why? Because nothing worth having comes easy, and love least of all.

      “‘You want to know the secret of the O’Haras? It’s not charm or looks or the gift of the gab. It’s knowing how to work for something. How to earn it. Your grandmother made me prove myself seven times before she’d be my wife.

      “‘So here’s your first clue—Where iron horses once ran free, / before the mountain came to be, / Where settlers first put down their claim, / before O’Hara was our name.

      “‘Find the ring, boy. But more than that, find someone worth giving it to. Someone who’ll make you want to stop dancing and finally learn to stand still.

      “‘With love and a gentle push, Patrick Michael O’Hara.

      “‘PS. Don’t let your brothers help. They mean well, but this is your adventure. Find someone clever, with brains and heart. And for the love of all that’s holy, find someone who can’t be charmed by that smile of yours.’”

      The room erupted in overlapping voices, but Aidan’s mind had already gone to one person. Dylan. She could solve any puzzle, had a mind that worked in ways that constantly surprised him, and she was absolutely, completely immune to his charm. If anything, she seemed to find him vaguely annoying most days.

      “Iron horses—that’s trains,” Raven was saying.

      “The old railroad bed runs through the property,” Wyatt added.

      But Aidan was thinking about Dylan, about the way she’d looked that morning working on the Barracuda, completely absorbed in bringing something beautiful back to life. About how she’d promised to come to book club Thursday but probably wouldn’t. About how some businessman from Seattle was trying to steal her away when Aidan had only just realized⁠—

      Realized what? That he’d been watching her for years without really seeing her? That her careful distance had become a challenge he wanted to overcome? That the thought of her leaving Laurel Valley made his chest tight with something that felt dangerously close to panic?

      “You know who’s clever,” Sophie said with studied innocence. “Dylan Flanagan. She’s got the kind of mind that could solve your grandfather’s riddles.”

      “If she’s not too busy considering job offers from Seattle,” Raven added, and Aidan didn’t miss the look that passed between his sisters-in-law.

      “Job offers?” Aidan’s voice was sharper than intended.

      “That’s what Shannon thought,” Sophie said. “All those documents he was showing her? Looked very official. Very lucrative. The kind of opportunity that could change someone’s life.”

      The thought made something fierce and possessive rise in Aidan’s chest—a feeling he’d never experienced before, not with any of the women he’d dated over the years. Those relationships had been easy, comfortable, ultimately disposable. But Dylan…

      Dylan was different. Had always been different. He just hadn’t let himself see it until now.

      “I’ll figure out the clues myself,” he said, pocketing the letter.

      “Sure you will,” Duncan said with elder-brother skepticism. “Just like you figured out how to do your own taxes.”

      “That was different⁠—”

      “Or how to bake a cake for Mom’s birthday⁠—”

      “Okay, okay.” Aidan held up his hands in surrender. “Maybe I could use some help. Someone who thinks differently than me.”

      “Someone clever,” Sophie said, her smile innocent as spring rain.

      “Someone who can’t be charmed,” Raven added.

      “Someone who might already be making plans to leave town if you don’t move fast,” Anne said quietly, and her words carried the weight of maternal wisdom that couldn’t be ignored.

      Aidan looked around the table at his family—his brothers who’d all found their perfect matches, his parents who’d been together forty years, the children who represented the next generation of O’Haras who would call Laurel Valley home.

      Then he thought about Dylan, alone in her apartment above the antique shop, probably reading one of those mysteries Sophie saved for her, definitely not thinking about him at all.

      “I’ll ask her,” he said finally. “Tomorrow. If she hasn’t already decided to take whatever that suit was selling.”

      

      “His name is Marcus Rowan,” Sophie supplied helpfully. “He’s staying at Laurel Valley B&B until tomorrow and Lorraine told me about him when she came in to buy some coffee table books. He owns Pacific Custom Restoration.”

      “Yeah, I recognize the name,” Aidan said through gritted teeth.

      “Well, we don’t know the name,” Duncan said, arching a brow. “Who is he?”

      “Businessman,” Sophie said. “Owns restoration garages through the Pacific Northwest all the way down the coast into California. He’s very successful. Very persistent. According to Lorraine, that’s who Jay Leno uses to restore all his cars.”

      The fork in Aidan’s hand bent slightly.

      “Easy there,” Hank said, grinning. “Mom’s good silverware doesn’t deserve whatever you’re imagining doing to Marcus Rowan.”

      As the evening wound down and the family dispersed into the October night, Aidan stood on the porch looking out at the land that had been in his family for five generations. Somewhere out there, his grandfather had hidden a ring that represented everything the O’Haras stood for—love, loyalty, friendship, tradition.

      

      But first, he had to convince Dylan to help him find it.

      And maybe, if he was very lucky and considerably less charming than usual, he could convince her that whatever Seattle was offering wasn’t worth leaving Laurel Valley.

      That staying—staying for the town, for the garage, maybe even for him—was worth considering.

      The thought terrified him more than any challenge his grandfather could have devised.

      Which probably meant it was exactly what he needed.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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