
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Evershift Haven, Vol. 2

        

        
        
          Evershift Haven

        

        
        
          Aurelia Skye

        

        
          Published by Amourisa Press, 2025.

        

    


Amourisa Press and Kit Tunstall, writing as Aurelia Skye, reserve all rights to EVERSHIFT HAVEN, VOLUME 2. This work may not be shared or reproduced in any fashion without permission of the publisher and/or author. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

© Kit Tunstall, 2025

Cover Images: Depositphotos.com

Cover design by Amourisa Designs

Editing by T.K. and T.M.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Collection Blurb
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Evershift Haven: Cozy Monster Romance Vol. 2 (Books 5–8)

Love doesn’t stop at the barrier. It only grows bigger, bolder, and a whole lot cozier.

CELEBRATE Valentine's with a Vampire as a brooding human finds love with a charming vampiress. Cheer for second chances in Shamrocks & Second Chances, where a charming hero discovers the luckiest find is the woman he lost once before. In Eggsactly the Right Gargoyle, a stone-strong protector finally cracks his shell for the woman who steals his heart, and in Barbells, Broomsticks & a Baby, a swoony monster romance ends with the ultimate happily-ever-after of a growing family.

Packed with humor, heart, and heat, this second omnibus delivers four more magical romances sure to sweep you away to the coziest monster town you'll never want to leave.
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VALENTINE’S WITH A VAMPIRE
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I, Declan Stewart, am an ex-military florist with a broken-down van, a town that won’t let me leave, and a glowing lantern that insists I’m fated for love—specifically with the town’s most alluring (and infuriating) vampire.

DELIVERING VALENTINE’S bouquets wasn’t supposed to involve accidentally driving into a magical town, losing all cell service, and being told my van won’t start again until a town festival decides my fate. Evershift Haven is a place where heart-shaped leaves fall from the sky, ghosts serve tea, and a glowing lantern follows me around like a clingy matchmaker. But none of that is half as unsettling as Vandria St. John—the sharp-tongued, wickedly beautiful vampire bookstore owner who delights in toying with me.

She swears the town’s magic is real. I swear I’m leaving the second my van is fixed, but as the days pass, I start getting tangled in the town’s charms, and Vandria’s. Between scavenger hunts, enchanted chocolates, and a suspiciously invested group of small-town magical meddlers, I realize I might be falling for the very thing I swore I wouldn’t. The real question is, when the festival ends, will I actually want to go?

Welcome back to Evershift Haven—a town where magic thrives, romance is literally in the air, and even the most stubborn outsiders might just find themselves believing in fate. This fifth book in the series is packed with cozy charm, quirky characters, and enough slow-burn tension to keep you reading way past bedtime.
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Chapter 1—Declan
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I NEVER PLANNED ON trading a rifle for roses. My life once revolved around missions, intel, and the steady adrenaline that came with the job. Now I’m wrist-deep in floral foam every day, trimming stems and babying gerbera daisies like they’re delicate porcelain. My grandmother always said the secret to a great bouquet is intention. If a florist’s mind wanders, the flowers know. The instructions made me roll my eyes when I first inherited her business, but I do it anyway. 

It's led to me heading up the successful florist business I’ve inherited since Gran retired, which is why I’m out on this road, delivering the last of my orders hopefully before the end of the day. The old delivery van has me nervous though. It squeaks whenever I push the accelerator, being a relic from a simpler time. My grandmother’s name is still painted on the side, though most of the letters have peeled away. An echo of “Bethany’s Blooms” remains, streaked from too many runs through cheap car washes. 

My life these days involves early mornings, soil under my fingernails, and the occasional scowl from a bridezilla, who demands impossibly blue hydrangeas in the dead of winter. It’s worlds away from my old special forces gig. Sometimes, I catch myself checking blind spots and scoping escape routes out of pure habit. Nothing says “welcome to the wedding consultation” like a man measuring distances to the nearest exit.

My phone chirps with the robotic voice of the GPS. It’s an app I rely on religiously because my sense of direction has always been questionable without a compass. The mechanical tone orders me to make a left onto a highway exit that doesn’t seem to exist. This place is pure farmland on one side and dense forest on the other. The evening sky glows with the last rays of sunlight, painting the horizon in gold and dusky purple. A sign flickers on the phone screen: “Route Recalculating.”

“Wonderful,” I mutter. The clunky voice tries again, insisting on a turn at some hidden road. My grip tightens on the wheel. I slow down, gaze darting over the darkening stretch, searching for a turnoff. Nothing. My grandmother always told me I should trust my instincts. Mine are screaming that I’m missing something. A thick mist clings to the road ahead, swirling in the headlights.

One more attempt to reset the GPS does nothing. The map flickers, glitching from farmland to blank white. It cycles back, then goes dead. My phone loses all signal. The screen freezes, then shuts off completely. The charger isn’t doing a thing to revive it. I mutter a sharp curse and slow to a crawl, scanning the roadside. Heading back to the main highway is the logical plan. That’s what I’d do in any normal situation, except there’s a curious shimmer in the air and a faint glimmer drifting right across the road.

The van lurches forward, and the shimmer expands around me like a translucent curtain of light, making me tingle from head to toe. The engine coughs. I press the brake, but the pedal feels stiff. There’s a crackle over the radio. The song that was playing fizzles out into static. A jolt travels through the vehicle’s frame, and my headlights blink. The engine shudders, then quits.

I let the van coast to the shoulder, though I’m not even sure if this road has one. Gravel crunches under the tires, and the vehicle glides to a silent stop. No hiss and no final roar. I turn the key. The engine clicks once, then nothing. My breath comes out in a frustrated huff.

A faint swirl of fog drifts over the windshield. My phone remains unresponsive. The only illumination comes from a dying interior dome light, flickering and threatening to vanish any second. The entire situation is a perfect recipe for frustration, yet something about the air smells...sweet. It’s like dew-kissed blossoms, warm sugar, and a hint of pine. My mind tries to process how the middle of nowhere can carry that aroma, but I have bigger concerns.

I open the door, stepping into the crisp air. The road beneath my boots feels oddly smooth, unlike asphalt. My headlights reflect on a surface that gleams like stone. A sign looms in the distance with letters carved into a wooden arch. The swirling script is too far to read clearly, but it beckons with a faint glow. The only option is to walk.

I grab my jacket, also a relic of my old life—lots of pockets, worn black canvas, and comforting. My breath forms wisps in the chilly air. The forest on either side rustles, though there’s no detectable breeze. The hair on my neck prickles. I zip my jacket and move toward that glowing sign.

The words become clearer with each step. “Welcome to Evershift Haven.” Lanterns line the entrance, flickering with soft, golden light. The road itself transitions from gravel to cobblestone. Tall trees surround me, branches arching overhead like cathedral ceilings. Leaves drift down in slow spirals, each shaped like a tiny star. Part of me suspects I’ve walked onto some film set. Another part warns me that something genuinely strange is happening. A soldier’s intuition is usually reliable. That intuition is nudging me to keep my guard up.

Cobblestones lead into a small clearing, then open into a charming town square. The scene glows under lampposts that don’t look electric—more like wrought iron rods holding shimmering orbs. Buildings line the street with old-world architecture, their storefronts painted in whimsical colors. A pastel café with a sign reading “The Enchanted Espresso,” a shop called “Mystic Melodies,” and something across the way labeled “Moonlit Inn.” Everything is adorned in pink, frilly things and hearts. It looks like Valentine’s Day threw up in the main square.

A figure appears near a lamppost. It’s a man with pale skin and slicked back black hair. His posture is impossibly poised. An elegant woman with auburn hair and violet eyes that seem to catch the glow of the lamplight stands beside him. Both wear stylish outfits reminiscent of classic gothic romance covers, all tailored suits and flowing gowns. 

Their expressions brighten when they see me, as though they’ve been expecting my arrival. The woman lifts her hand in greeting. There’s a lilt to her voice. “Declan Stewart, right?”

My heart beats a little faster. They know my name. I wonder if my grandmother ever mentioned me to folks out in Montana. She’s from this area originally, but that doesn’t explain a hidden town. My posture stiffens. “Yeah...that’s me, and you are?”

The man steps closer. The top of his collar is buttoned, revealing no skin at the throat. His voice is smooth and cultured. “Etienne St. John. This is my wife, Crystal. We run the ‘Moonlit Inn.’” He regards me with a curious tilt of his head. “Welcome to Evershift Haven.”

I automatically reach for the sidearm in a holster I no longer wear, instinctively searching for reassurance. This entire encounter reeks of something orchestrated. 

Crystal lifts one eyebrow. “Is your van giving you trouble?”

I fight the urge to retreat. “Died, and I couldn’t get it to start again. GPS went haywire, and the phone died too. Sorry, but how do you know my name?”

She grins as though that question amuses her. Is that a hint of...fang? “We always know the names of our guests.”

I tense but not from fear. The place radiates a strange warmth that conflicts with my sense of caution. “I’m not exactly a guest. I only wandered in because I didn’t see another option.”

Etienne’s gaze settles on me in a way that suggests he’s sizing me up. He dips his head toward the inn. “You look cold. We can discuss everything by the fire, if you’d like? Our parlor is cozy, and you must have had a long drive.”

It’s tempting, especially now that the chill seeps through my jacket. My boots feel heavy from the walk. The thought of sleep briefly enters my mind, but there’s no chance I’m letting down my guard. “If there’s a phone I can use, I’d appreciate it. Then I’ll see about towing my van to the closest shop.”

Crystal’s eyes gleam faintly red—surely a subtle trick of the lamplight. She steps aside, gesturing for me to follow. “We can arrange all of that. You’re exactly where you need to be.”

The certainty in her tone carries me forward out of a lack of better options. The inn looms ahead, a Victorian-style mansion with ornate spires, stained-glass windows, and a wooden sign swinging gently in the night breeze. “Moonlit Inn” glows with letters carved in swirling script. 

Crystal leads me through the threshold, and the door creaks with satisfying drama. Warmth envelops me. A chandelier hangs from the ceiling, each crystal droplet shimmering in a different color, painting dancing rainbows on the walls. The foyer opens onto a grand staircase that curves up into the shadows. A plush rug muffles my steps.

Etienne places a hand on a round table near the center of the foyer. He looks my way, expression calm. “Relax. We’ll handle everything.”

I rub my hands together, more to steady my nerves than for warmth. “Would appreciate a phone, or even a place to charge mine. I really need to let people know I’m...detained.” Gran might be worried.

He inclines his head. A carved wooden door stands to the left, likely leading into a lounge or sitting area. “Let’s try the parlor.”

I follow them into a cozy room with a fireplace crackling on one wall. Overstuffed chairs face the flames, and a faint glow from decorative lamps reveals shelves filled with old, leather-bound books. Paintings decorate the walls, each depicting scenes that look suspiciously alive—like the brushstrokes themselves shift when not watched directly. The back of my neck tenses again, though the warmth lulls the tension in my muscles.

Crystal motions to a chair, and I sink into it, reluctantly grateful for the comfort. She sets a porcelain teacup on a small table in front of me. The tea steams, carrying an aroma of honey and chamomile. “Is that for me?”

She nods. “Yes. We brewed it the moment we sensed your arrival.”

I blink at the loaded phrasing. “Sensed my arrival?” The words sound bizarre, but it seems normal for them. I reach for the cup, inhaling the sweet steam, though I hesitate to drink. “This is quite the place you have.”

Her lips curve in a pleased smile. “Our home for a few centuries now.” She nods toward Etienne, who stands near the fireplace, arms crossed. He looks amused, probably reading the confusion in my eyes.

Centuries. That has to be a joke. They both appear to be in their early thirties, maybe. My mind conjures thoughts of a theme hotel, with maybe a year-round Halloween vibe, or a live-action role-play community. They play their roles well. A glance at the mirror above the fireplace reveals both of their reflections. That at least disproves the silly vampire idea swirling in my head. The idea that they might not cast a reflection is absurd. Yet the entire scenario is also absurd.

Etienne steps away from the fireplace. “Should we call for Throk, my dear? Mechanic,” he says to me.

Crystal inclines her head. “Yes, but Throk might be busy at ‘Mystical Motors’ or out with Suzette. We could send a message, and Declan can rest here until the morning.”

I shuffle forward in the chair, ignoring how comfortable it is. “If he’s the mechanic, I’d prefer to see him now. My van is stuck on the side of the road. I don’t want it vandalized, or...worse.”

Crystal’s eyes narrow, not with anger but with some quiet amusement. “No one will touch your van. Evershift Haven isn’t that kind of place.”

A soft knock draws my gaze to the doorway. Another figure stands there. This one has porcelain-pale skin, wide eyes, and hair pinned up in a neat bun. Her attire is a conservative black dress with a white apron at the waist. She appears hesitant, almost transparent in the flickering firelight. She looks at Etienne and Crystal, then looks at me. The swirl of the firelight catches a faint glow at the edges of her silhouette.

Crystal nods in greeting, a gentle tilt of her head. “Misty, wonderful timing.”

Misty’s voice shakes. “There’s a message from Grizelda.” Her gaze flicks to me. “She was wondering if we have a new visitor.”

Crystal smiles. “We do.” She points in my direction. “Declan Stewart.”

A slight bow from Misty. Her outline wavers, as though a gust of wind passes through her. My heart hammers. She’s too pale, with the edges of her figure nearly blending into the background. That’s a special effect I can’t easily explain. My mind grapples with illusions I’ve seen in big city attractions, but never something this convincing in a random small town.

Misty’s voice stays soft. “Should I let Grizelda know he’s safe?”

Crystal nods. “Please do.”

Misty moves backward through the doorway, literally. She doesn’t turn around. Her entire body drifts like a cloud. The moment she’s gone, a subtle tingle ripples across my arms. My rational mind flails for an explanation. The quiet in the parlor bears down, broken only by the crackle of logs in the fireplace.

I place the teacup down, ignoring the swirl of honey-colored liquid. “That woman looked...transparent.”

Etienne’s gaze flicks to the spot where she vanished. His tone is calm. “Misty Caldwell is our housekeeper. She’s quite friendly, though she startles visitors.”

My breathing catches in my throat. “Is she wearing some kind of advanced costume?”

Crystal’s smile grows sympathetic. “She’s a ghost.” Her posture doesn’t suggest any hint of a joke. There’s genuine sincerity in her voice.

A thousand retorts crowd my brain. This entire situation has to be an elaborate hoax. My grandmother’s mention of quirky Montana towns never included phantasms. Though a memory stirs of childhood bedtime stories—Bethany used to speak of a hidden place where magic thrived. I always assumed those were old folk tales or creative nonsense to amuse me.

I swallow the impulse to argue. “I’d like to call a tow truck, or any mechanic you have.”

Etienne moves to a writing desk near the window. His fingertips trace the edge of a small phone cradle that looks oddly antique. The device upon it resembles an old rotary phone, polished to a high shine, but with no dial. He runs a hand across it, then glances my way. “Throk doesn’t always answer quickly. Shall I attempt to ring him?”

I stand. “Yes.”

Etienne makes a call, looking surprised before speaking. “Hello, Throk. I didn’t know if you’d answer. We have a situation...” He quickly explains my arrival to the mechanic before handing me the phone.

“This is Declan Stewart. I’m a...traveler, and my van broke down near your town. They said you’re the mechanic.”

He sighs. “Sorry, sir. Not the best timing. I’m in the middle of an engine enchantment. I can swing by in the morning.”

I clear my throat. “I’d like it sooner if possible.”

His tone remains even. “Won’t do you any good tonight, friend. That van of yours needs more than a jump, and my fiancée is holding dinner for me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Click. The line goes dead. I set it back, meeting the calm, knowing stares of Crystal and Etienne. A swirl of frustration rises in my chest. “Guess I’m stuck until morning.”

She folds her hands in front of her. “We have a lovely vacant room. You’re welcome to stay.”

The rational side of me would normally refuse. This entire place sets my nerves on edge. Something about them already knowing me, about ghosts drifting through doorways, about a phone that’s decades out of date but somehow works... None of it computes. Except there’s nowhere else to go, and a bed would beat sleeping in the van.

I give them a short nod. “I can pay in cash or card.”

Etienne waves a dismissive hand. “We’ll settle accounts later.”

Crystal glides toward the door. “Follow me. I’ll show you upstairs.”

I follow, looking around as we walk. The inn’s decor remains lavish and antique, yet somehow timeless, with arching hallways and paneling that gleams under ornate sconces. A few doors pass by on either side, each bearing a small plaque with swirling text. One door stands half-open, revealing a cozy reading nook that stretches outward in defiance of the mansion’s external dimensions. Another corridor holds paintings of moonlit landscapes. 

Crystal stops at a large, intricately carved door with silver filigree around the handle. She gestures toward it. “This is the Luna Suite. You’ll rest well here.”

I brace a palm against the wood, expecting the door to be locked, but it swings open with a quiet click. The room beyond glows with subtle lamplight. A large canopied bed draped in velvet commands the space.

Crystal remains at the threshold, watching me as if checking my reaction. “If you need anything, ring the silver bell on the nightstand. We’ll hear it. Sleep well, Declan.”

She disappears down the corridor, leaving me alone in this surreal haven. I approach the bed, pressing a hand to the canopy’s soft material. The swirl of color beneath my fingers radiates a gentle warmth. A large window on the far wall reveals the street below. Lanterns illuminate the cobblestone, and from here, the entire town looks like a scene out of a fairy tale. Mist drifts at the far edges, where the road presumably leads back to the highway, though I didn’t see any sign of that highway while walking.

I cross the room and test the door, verifying it locks from the inside. A quiet click confirms it. The latch is solid. I press my back against it, seeking a flimsy sense of security. The bed offers an enticing invitation to rest. Sleep might be the best option if I’m to figure this out tomorrow. A single lamp rests on the nightstand. The silver bell glints, its tiny handle shaped like a crescent moon.

I get into bed and am immediately comfortable. It’s like the bed adjusts to my preferences and shape. I sigh, and my eyes close almost immediately. The bed is too comfortable.

No sense fighting it. Morning is soon enough to track down this Throk, get the van fixed, and leave. No reason to worry about creatures of the night or living illusions, since none of this is real...right?
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Chapter 2—Vandria
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I SLIDE INTO THE DINING room and catch the aroma of coffee drifting from a polished silver carafe. My father, Etienne, stands near the curtained window, swirling a cup of coffee. It’s ruby color reveals he’s laced it with the herbed blood on which we rely. Mother sits at the head of our ornate table, finishing a plate of pumpkin waffles drizzled with syrup. She gestures for me to join them, though her bright eyes flick to the door as if expecting someone else.

She sets down her fork, the faint clink lost under the crackle of our small fireplace. “You’re late, Vandria. We wondered if you’d sleep through breakfast.”

I drop into the chair beside her and accept the mug she pushes toward me. “It’s only late by your standards, Mother. The sun barely came up.”

Etienne arches an eyebrow. “Our guest—Declan Stewart—left at dawn. He didn’t even wait to share a morning meal. Strange man. You missed him by ten minutes.”

That explains her watchful gaze on the door. She loves fussing over new visitors, especially uneasy ones. I cradle my mug, inhaling the earthy scent. “He left without eating? That’s no fun.”

Crystal tilts her head. “He slipped out looking determined. He refused help carrying his bag. I asked if he’d like a warm breakfast, but he only mumbled something about needing to explore town.”

She sounds a little disappointed. My mother’s nurturing streak never fails to amuse me. I reach for a slice of bacon and sink my teeth in, letting the salty flavor mingle with the faint hints of blood, herbs, and coffee on my tongue. “He’s an outsider, right? They do that. Outsiders think Evershift is some weird theme park until they realize it’s...real.”

She levels me with a stare. “Don’t antagonize him. He’s already anxious.”

My father sets aside his drink and flips open a folded paper that Throk must’ve left. “Throk suggests it’ll take at least a day to fix the van, maybe two. Declan tried to call him last night, but Throk was busy. Hence, the poor man roamed the streets at sunrise.”

I shrug and reach for more bacon. “Could be interesting. The Festival of Luminaries starts tonight. He picked quite the moment to get stranded.”

Crystal narrows her eyes, though there’s warmth behind them. “That’s exactly why you should go easy. This festival can be overwhelming. Lanterns floating everywhere, illusions swirling around—he’ll be confused enough.”

I fold my napkin across my lap. “Is that your gentle way of telling me to behave?”

Her expression says yes. “Promise you won’t toy with him. He’s not ready to hear the full scope of Evershift’s magic.”

I swirl the blood coffee, ignoring her concern. “If he’s anything like the other outsiders who wander in, he’ll likely assume we’re all cosplayers until something impossible smacks him in the face.” I slide out of my chair, collecting my mug as I stand. “I can’t promise I won’t tease him. That would be a lie.”

Etienne’s shoulders shake in a silent laugh. “You’re impossible.”

Crystal sighs. “At least try to be kind.”

A playful grin creeps onto my lips. I lean down to kiss her cheek. “Always, Mother.”

She groans like she doesn’t believe me, but she knows me well enough to trust I won’t send him running for the hills. Probably. With that, I sweep out of the room and glide up to my bedroom. I tug on black leather pants, lace up my boots, and throw on a fitted jacket. My long, dark hair is braided over one shoulder. It’s easier to manage that way when spells and lanterns start swirling.

I dash downstairs, wave a quick goodbye, and head outside. Evershift Haven greets me with crisp autumn air. Cobblestones gleam under angled sunlight, and a few enchanted decorations swirl around lamp posts. The festival’s magic is already stirring.

Lanterns dangle overhead in neat rows, with each glass orb filled with swirling pastel light. They aren’t fully awakened yet. Soon, they’ll float freely to guide people toward their “destined loves” or so the legend says. I’ve seen it happen too many times to call it myth, but I still enjoy pretending it’s nonsense when explaining it to outsiders. Declan’s confusion will be entertaining.

I slip down Main Street, giving a polite nod to Willow Whisperwind. She’s positioning potted, singing sunflowers outside “Fae Fitness.” The flowers hum a cheerful tune. Willow says good morning, and I lift a hand in greeting. Beyond her, the Town Square’s ancient oak tree stands tall, branches shifting in a gentle breeze. Not many people wander about yet. Just a few residents setting up booths for tonight’s celebration.

I push open the door to my shop, and the familiar smell of old parchment, ink, and leather rises to greet me. Soft dust motes drift in the angled light. I set my mug behind the counter, flip the sign to “Open,” and start organizing a new shipment of reference books about local magical flora.

A slight shuffle at the door draws my attention. I glance up to see a handsome human standing in the entrance. He’s tall and fit, with a rugged edge that sends my pulse skyrocketing. He’s delicious, and I’m not thinking about his blood, though I’m aware of his rapid pulse too. Sunlight frames his broad shoulders, and tension lines his brow. He closes the door behind him carefully, like he’s not sure it’ll stay on its hinges.

I hang back a moment, letting him take in the shop. He’s wearing simple clothes—jeans, a dark shirt, and a jacket—but his posture screams ex-military. Every shift of his stance looks deliberate. He finally meets my gaze, and for a second, neither of us speaks. The corner of my mouth lifts.

He clears his throat. “Hi. This is your store?”

I lean on the counter. “It is. ‘Vandria’s Vellum & Tomes.’ I’m Vandria. Book purveyor and occasional troublemaker. You must be the outsider who arrived last night. My parents are Etienne and Crystal.”

He gives a stiff nod. “Declan Stewart.” He cups the back of his neck. 

I study him, noting the faint circles under his eyes. “Sleep poorly?” Impossible with my parents’ enchanted beds, at least from a physical perspective.

He grunts. “Not used to the bed. Or the...ambiance.”

I try not to grin. “Moonlit Inn’s” ambiance can be a little intense for a newcomer. “What brings you to my shop?”

He glances around the shelves of books, scanning the titles on spines. Some glow with subtle enchantments. He makes a face like he’s wrestling with words. “I was told you might have maps. Actual, usable maps.”

My eyes light with amusement. “Of course I have maps. You planning to navigate your way out of Evershift Haven? That’s not as simple as it sounds.”

He steps closer, cautious. “I can try.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Would you prefer an illustrated fantasy map? Complete with whimsical creatures? I have a few that show imaginary roads that twist back into themselves. Quite entertaining.”

He scowls. “I need something real. Something that might get me to the main highway without...” He trails off.

“Without what?”

He exhales. “Without more weirdness. My phone died, my GPS is shot, my van refuses to start, and this entire place—” He gestures vaguely at the floating candelabra overhead. “This entire place can’t be real.”

I fold my arms. “Is that what you think?”

He shrugs, frustration clouding his features. “I’m trying to keep an open mind, but you have illusions and special effects everywhere. I saw a ghost maid last night. The folks at the inn already knew my name. Feels like I stumbled into some bizarre live-action role-play.”

My chest tightens with a laugh. “LARP? That’s a new one. Evershift Haven is absolutely real, magic and all.”

He shakes his head. “Magic.”

I move around the counter. “Your rational brain is probably telling you it’s a bunch of props. Yet you keep seeing things you can’t explain, correct?”

His shoulders hitch. “Maybe it’s advanced technology. Holograms or something. I’ve seen weirder government prototypes.” He swallows, shifting from foot to foot. “But that ghost...yeah. That one’s tough to explain.”

He wants a real answer, but I doubt he’s ready. My mother told me not to tease him, though the temptation is strong. “We have no high-tech illusions. Only magic. This entire town is hidden behind a barrier that confuses outside travelers. Some manage to leave, some choose to stay, and others return.”

He looks at me like I’m speaking Greek. “So, you’re telling me I’m stuck?”

I tap my lip, eyeing him. “Not permanently. The barrier eventually releases outsiders, though not until it...or Grizelda...is ready.” I brush past him and pluck a rolled map from a shelf. “Here. This might help you see how Evershift’s roads connect, but it won’t break the enchantment forcing you to stay.”

He stares suspiciously at the rolled parchment in my hand. “What if I just try walking through the forest? There has to be a way around.”

I press the map into his grip. “You can try, though the forest might decide otherwise. The trees here are known to lead wanderers in circles. Of course, you’re free to attempt it. Just watch out for floating lanterns.”

He snorts. “Floating lanterns? That’s ridiculous.”

A soft tinkling sound draws our attention upward. The candelabra shifts aside, and a single glowing lantern drifts free from the overhead fixture. That was faster than expected. Normally, they start floating at dusk. The festival’s magic must be more potent today.

He steps back, eyes wide. The lantern bobs at the edge of his personal space, shining with a gentle gold light. He reaches out to swat it away, but it gently floats back. The orb pulses, almost like a heartbeat.

“Stop that.” His voice holds a tremor. “Why is it following me?”

I shrug. “It isn’t my doing, I promise. It’s the Festival of Luminaries. These lanterns choose people they believe have a destined love in town.”

He shoots me an incredulous look. “That’s insane.”

The lantern nudges his shoulder, reflecting a shimmer across his face. He flinches, tension coiling in his muscles. I fold my arms, lips curving into a lopsided smile. “I guess you’re a lucky one this year.”

He exhales a sharp breath. “Lucky? This thing is stalking me.”

I snicker. “They can be persistent.”

He grits his teeth. “Get rid of it.”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t work that way. It’ll follow you until the festival ends, or until it’s sure you’ve found your fated match.”

He stands frozen. The lantern hovers in front of him, glowing with a quiet confidence. His frustration radiates in the taut lines of his shoulders. He glances at me, a flicker of alarm behind his eyes. “Fated match. That implies—someone here is my...?”

“That’s the rumor.” I lean a bit closer. “Could be me.” I show the barest hint of fang. “Don’t worry, I already had breakfast.”

He backs away, face coloring. “You’re messing with me.”

I place a hand over my heart. “I might be teasing, but we do have real vampires, ghosts, witches, orcs...you name it.”

He seems unsure what to do with that. The lantern floats near his ear, bobbing in a friendly greeting. “I can’t handle this. You people are... Are you all serious about the magic stuff?”

I nod. “Why else would a lantern be floating next to your head?”

He closes his eyes for a moment as his pulse jumps in his throat. “I need to get out of here. This is too much.”

I press the map into his hand. “At least use this. It won’t solve everything, but it’s better than wandering aimlessly.”

He snatches it, voice hoarse. “Thanks.” He glances at the lantern, which bobs in place. “Stop following me,” he mutters.

I raise my palms in a gesture of helplessness. “Telling it to stop won’t help. Let it float. It means no harm.”

His jaw clenches while he pivots toward the door, clearly done with conversation. Halfway there, he pauses and looks back. I watch him carefully, and a flicker of regret tugs at my stomach. Maybe I’ve pushed too hard.

He shakes his head and storms out, trailing the lantern behind him. A hush settles in the shop. I stare at the door, trying to swallow the knot in my throat.

My mother warned me not to do this. He’s obviously disoriented, and I piled on a lot. That unsettled look in his eyes lingers in my mind. I was having fun until I caught that panicked edge in his voice.

I lean on the counter, pressing my palms against the worn wood. The swirl of guilt in my chest catches me off guard. Usually, I don’t regret messing with outsiders. They either accept the magic or leave. This time... I exhale. He’s not just any random outsider. Something about him... Seeing him so rattled makes me wonder if I was too harsh. My parents did say to be nice.

I pick up a stray piece of parchment and run my thumb over the edges. That lantern singled him out. The festival, like our town, has ways of revealing truths people don’t want to face, and Declan looks like a man already weighed down by burdens. My teasing might have been the last thing he needed.

A faint jingling from the door startles me. I glance up, half-hoping it’s him returning. Instead, one of the local witches pokes her head in to ask if a special order arrived. I paste on a polite smile and wave her inside. My thoughts linger on the memory of Declan’s tense shoulders, the confusion in his eyes, and the way I flippantly teased him about fate.

I sense the festival’s magic stirring in the town, stirring in me. There’s an odd feeling swirling in my chest, something I can’t quite name. Regret, maybe. Curiosity, definitely. Possibly a spark of anticipation. My parents always say Evershift works in mysterious ways. Perhaps I should ease up on the mischief and offer an olive branch next time. Or at least a gentler explanation.
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Chapter 3—Declan
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I STEP OFF THE SIDEWALK and march straight toward the wooden arch that marks the town’s entrance, determined to leave Evershift Haven in the rearview mirror. This is the fourth time I’ve attempted to exit since dawn, and I’m once again inspired to try after my encounter with Vandria St. John. Each time, the road loops back around, guiding me right here again, as though the universe is playing a joke.

A glimmering mist lingers in the air the moment I pass under the arch. The sign overhead creaks, almost groaning in sympathy. I find myself walking the same curve of road that meanders by the pastel coffee shop, “The Enchanted Espresso.” The moment I spot that café again, tension throbs behind my temples. There’s no rational explanation. I started out heading west. Now I’m approaching from the east.

I push down the urge to curse aloud. The lantern at my shoulder bobs, an ever-present companion since it latched onto me at the bookshop. I refuse to look at it, though it’s impossible to ignore the faint glow. It hovers a few inches away, gold light dancing across my peripheral vision. Half an hour ago, I tried tying it to a fence post with a discarded shoelace. The lantern simply drifted free and caught up to me again. The townsfolk passing by watched with mild interest and a few stifled laughs.

I veer onto a side street, determined to find a different way. The air smells like cinnamon and faint wood smoke. A swirl of pink leaves blows across my boots with each leaf shaped like a heart. 

A sign near the corner reads “Mystical Motors” in shifting letters made of gears. Throk’s garage. He was unavailable last night, but I figure it’s worth a shot now. The large metal doors are halfway open, revealing a cluttered workshop inside. Hissing steam escapes from a contraption near the entrance, and wrenches float by themselves, turning bolts. It’s all so bizarre I almost turn around. Then I remember my van, stuck at the entrance to this insane town.

A giant shape steps into view—broad shoulders, greenish skin, and tusks jutting slightly from his lower lip. This is not a man in a costume. The green skin extends up his neck, blending seamlessly with a stubble-like texture near the edges of his jaw. Muscles ripple beneath a sleeveless work shirt. There’s no zipper or hidden seam. He towers a solid foot above me. Everything about him screams orc, and that word shouldn’t even exist outside of fantasy.

He narrows one eye, scanning me as he sets down a massive spanner that’s floating at his elbow. The moment he releases it, the tool hovers upright, waiting for instructions. “You’re the guy with the broken van.”

I nod. “Yeah. Declan Stewart.”

“Throk Ironheart.” He nods once, then turns. “I towed it in this morning but haven’t had a chance to look at it yet. Follow me.”

He leads me through the workshop. Spare parts lie in neat clusters, with each cluster labeled as Engine Components, Hex Removers, Tire Enchantments, and the like. I scramble to categorize what I’m seeing. The air hums with an otherworldly energy that sets my nerves on edge.

We step around a half-dismantled motorcycle that seems to gently rock on invisible currents. Throk lifts a palm. “Your van is around the corner.” He strides outside, ducking under a large overhead beam. I follow.

My van rests on a small platform near the edge of the lot. Throk approaches, sets a hand on the hood, and closes his eyes for a moment. Nothing about that gesture is normal. It’s almost like he’s talking to the engine. He pulls back, scowl deepening. “Yeah. That thing’s not working until the festival’s over.”

My gut twists. “Festival’s over? That’s days away. I can’t wait that long.”

He shrugs, large shoulders rolling with casual finality. “The enchantment that snagged your van is strong. Thanks to Grizelda’s pregnancy, town magic is in overdrive. Your best bet is to wait it out. I might do some patchwork, but it’ll fry again if you drive too soon.”

My fists clench at my sides. “There has to be something you can do.”

He slides a rag from his back pocket, wiping a smear of oil off his forearm. “Not unless you want me to completely rebuild your engine with enchanted parts. That can cause more trouble once you leave Evershift Haven. Most folks don’t prefer a magically altered vehicle in the human world. Trust me on that.”

My chest feels tight. This is ridiculous. I gesture at the hood. “Surely, you can patch it enough to move.”

He glances at my scowl, then snorts. “I get it. You’re upset. Problem is, it’ll break again as soon as you hit the barrier on your way out if you rush things.” The lantern at my shoulder flickers. Throk eyes it with a grin. “That thing mark you as a festival favorite?”

I grit my teeth. “Apparently.”

He raises a brow. “Tough luck. They don’t let go easily. You’re stuck with that orb until it’s satisfied, or the final night closes it down.” He snaps his fingers. “Oh, that reminds me. Grizelda gave me this. Something about your leftover flowers.”

He ducks into the garage, rummage around a cluttered workbench until he emerges with a small pink misting bottle. The contents shimmer when he holds it up. “She said the flowers in your van were starting to wilt. This stuff is supposed to keep them fresh.”

That detail drags my mind back to the reason I was even on the road, to deliver Valentine’s bouquets. Fortunately, I’d already dropped off the roses for a big wedding happening yesterday. Thank goodness, because she had been a true bridezilla, and she wouldn’t have understood me being a no-show, especially if I tried telling her I was held hostage in a magical town.

He opens the back doors to reveal a few remaining bouquets and presses the spray nozzle. A soft pink mist drifts onto the drooping petals. The effect is instantaneous. The petals straighten, vibrant color floods back, and the stems look firmer. I stare, words catching in my throat. There aren’t many orders remaining, and I’ll never get them delivered today, Valentine’s Day, but it’s still amazing to see the spray’s effects.

He grunts in approval. “Works like a charm. You want some more, ask Grizelda. She might charge you. Might not, depending on her mood.”

I approach, hands spread. “That’s...actual magic.”

He hands me the bottle. “She told me to use it all if you plan on trying to salvage those flowers for your delivery. Keep spraying them until we can fix your van. They’ll last.”

I test one spritz on a single bud that’s almost dead. It practically blooms in front of my eyes. No illusions. The color intensifies from pale pink to hot fuchsia. I step back, mouth dry. This defies any scientific explanation I know. I whisper a thanks. He nods and wanders to a rolling toolbox that’s stenciled with runes. A floating wrench zips over his head.

My voice cracks when I speak again. “Is Grizelda far from here? I’d like to see if she’ll sell me more.”

He jabs a thumb over his shoulder. “‘Enchanted Emporium’ is two blocks past ‘The Enchanted Espresso.’ She’s probably there. Don’t let her spook you.”

A swirl of confusion rattles me, but I manage to keep my expression steady. “Thanks for your help.”

He waves the rag. “Just doing my job. Plan on seeing me in a few days for the van, but I’ll let you know if something changes.” He vanishes behind the workshop’s parted metal doors. 

This is too much for one morning. I return to the street, lantern bouncing happily around my shoulder. A few passersby grin as they notice my frustration. Three or four murmur greetings, as though they see a new neighbor. I tighten my hand around the pink bottle. The only bright spot in this fiasco is the possibility that I might have found a way to keep flowers fresher longer if I can arrange some kind of delivery once I’m back in the real world.

My stomach grumbles when the sweet aroma of pastries and coffee drifts from the pastel café ahead. The swirl of fresh-baked pastries teases my senses, reminding me I haven’t eaten since a quick snack on the road. A sign out front advertises a Valentine’s-themed special called  “Hearts Aflame Latte.” Just in time for Valentine’s Day, but maybe that isn’t a holiday celebrated here. It’s probably for their festival instead.

I shove open the door. Warmth and the hum of conversation greet me. Floating cups drift by, gliding from behind the counter to waiting customers. I watch one sail past, carrying whipped cream dusted with red sprinkles. My mouth gapes a bit, then I clamp it shut.

A woman with a barista apron approaches. Her nametag reads “Bella.” She beams when she spots the lantern next to me. “Welcome. I’m Bella Brewster. You must be Declan. Word travels fast in Evershift Haven.”

I manage a nod, throat tight. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

She gestures to the chalkboard menu. “We have all the usual things, plus our special Hearts Aflame Latte, which causes an eruption of hearts.”

I rub the back of my neck. “Sure. I’ll take it.” My skepticism is waning, replaced by weary acceptance. This place is so weird that a latte that spawns hearts sounds almost normal.

Bella looks delighted and nods at the floating cups near the espresso machine. One drifts my way, empty. She flips a switch, and pink steam hisses from the machine then hums a soft melody, pours the steamed milk, and sprinkles tiny candy hearts on top. The cup floats in front of me, glowing slightly. 

My eyebrows shoot up. I reach out and grab it before it can bob away. 

She points to a table near the window. “Take a seat, if you like.”

I glimpse an empty chair in the corner and head that way, but someone stands from a nearby seat and steps into my path. It’s Vandria, the black-haired woman from the bookstore, who teased me mercilessly. She holds her own mug, which has steam curling upward in a swirl of pink. There’s a cautious smile on her lips. She lifts a hand in greeting without speaking, then gestures to her table.

My pulse kicks up a notch. She’s probably the last person I want to see—except the tug in my gut suggests otherwise. The memory of her fangs unsettles me, though her green eyes are bright, not menacing. She inclines her head, inviting me to sit. My stomach churns with conflicting emotions. I hesitate, then place my latte on the table and sink into the chair.

She folds her hands around her mug. “I owe you an apology.”

I stare at the swirl of foam on top of my latte. “For what?”

Her brow creases. “I pushed too hard earlier. You’re new here, and I turned it into a joke. I’m sorry if that overwhelmed you.”

I stare at the heart sprinkles dissolving into pink foam, creating a bubbling mass as the surface becomes agitated. “You’re right. I was overwhelmed.”

She watches me, expression gentler than before. “This place can be a lot. I should have let you breathe.”

I blow out a slow breath, uncertain how to respond as I watch my cup seem to form a volcano. “Uh... I appreciate the apology.” Is it going to spew?

Her posture relaxes. “Join me for a few minutes? Unless you plan to run out the door again.”

I’m not sure if she’s joking. I pick up my mug, which seems to have stabilized for the moment, taking a careful sip. The latte is sweet with a hint of spice. Suddenly, a cone forms as soon as I finish the first sip. 

In seconds, it flings out tiny pink hearts like a volcanic eruption. They remain, gossamer but seemingly durable as they swirl in the air around me, dancing near my shoulders. One drifts close enough for me to see it’s formed of shimmering light. I gasp softly, anticipating more eruptions when I take a longer drink, but this time, it only releases a small cloud of hearts.

She lifts her mug, covering a faint smile. “Bella’s monthly specials are always...theatrical.”

I glance at her, feeling oddly shy. She’s unnervingly beautiful, with the kind of ethereal look that suggests she isn’t fully human. She mentioned being Crystal’s daughter, but Crystal looks maybe ten years older than me. Vandria is maybe a few years younger than me. I search for a logical explanation. She might have excellent genes or a great cosmetic surgeon. Or she really might be a vampire, which is insane.

She glances around the shop, then lowers her voice. “You must have questions.”

I set the latte down. “Understatement of the year.”

Her smile reveals another flash of fang. Ask anything.”

I clear my throat. “Crystal looks a few years older than me, and I’m thirty. You look a bit younger than her and me, but you’re calling her your mother. That can’t be right.”

Her lips twitch. “Vampires don’t exactly age the same way humans do.”

My stomach knots. I lean back, crossing my arms. “You really believe you’re a vampire?”

She lifts her cup, sipping slowly, eyes glinting with a flash of red over the rim. “I don’t just believe it.”

A heavy silence hangs between us. The pink hearts continue drifting around my shoulders, making the scene look ridiculous. “I can’t explain your reflection in the mirror or your mother’s either. Vampires don’t have reflections.”

She laughs. “Old myths. Reality is quite different. Before you ask, we drink blood, but it’s not from sentient beings. It’s also fortified with a magical concoction to reduce the need for consumption as well, and we can still eat food.”

I press my elbows against the table. “And you’re their daughter.”

She nods, gaze steady. “I am. I was born seventy years ago, and my mother is over two hundred. That’s normal for vampires, who can be born or turned.”

My spine stiffens. “That’s not normal.” Then I catch the flash of hurt in her eyes, and my tone softens. “Look, I’m sorry. That came out wrong.”

She runs her thumb along the edge of her mug. “It’s fine. We’re used to it.” She straightens. “You don’t have to believe right now. Just give yourself a chance to see this town for what it is.”

I breathe in coffee-scented air and shake my head. “This is still too much.”

She shifts her focus to the lantern, which floats near my right ear. “That thing likes you. People are starting to talk.”

Two older women at a nearby table glance over with impish grins. One jots something into a small notepad. The other stifles a chuckle, gaze flicking between me and Vandria. My skin prickles.

She squints at them. “They’re placing bets.”

My jaw tightens. “Bets on what?”

She tilts her chin, annoyance crossing her features. “How long until you accept the magic.” She forces a thin smile in their direction, then focuses on me again.

My stomach churns. “They’re treating me like a sideshow.”

She lifts a shoulder. “Small-town curiosity. They don’t mean harm.”

My gaze drops to the steaming latte. I swirl it, watching tiny hearts dissolve. “I’m not here for a magical matchmaking experiment.”

She looks away for a moment, gaze shifting to the window where a cluster of lanterns hovers in the distance. “You might not have a choice. Our barrier is stubborn. The festival is in full swing. The lantern does what it wants.”

My fingers drum the table. “Is the festival because of Valentine’s Day?”

She arches a brow, prompting me to tell her about our holiday. Vandria shakes her head. “No. It’s from a fae tradition, I think. Something about finding one’s mate before the spring equinox to ensure maximum fertility.” She grins. “I hear you’re stuck here for now.”

I nod. “The orc said probably not until the festival ends.”

She hesitates. “You might not want my advice, but...embrace the magic, at least a little. It might help you accept what’s happening here.”

I push up from my seat, ignoring the hearts that swirl around me. “I refuse. This is insane. I’m just trying to leave.” The frustration almost chokes me. “I can’t do this. It’s all so ridiculous.”

She shifts her weight. “I’m sorry.”

My jaw tightens. “It’s not your fault.”

She glances at the lantern. “I hope you find a way to cope with that thing. If you need me, my shop is open.”

My throat feels scratchy. “Thanks.”

With a nod, she rises and departs the café, crossing the street toward her bookstore. A swirl of confetti bursts above the clock tower at the center of town, signifying the official start of some midday event. People gather in small clusters, likely preparing for the festival’s big night. Children laugh, chasing after floating hearts. Musicians test their instruments near the fountain, each note sparking a tiny rainbow in the air.

I can’t keep scowling at everyone. The energy in Evershift Haven is so joyful, it’s impossible to stay angry forever. That irritates me even more. 
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Chapter 4—Vandria
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I PACE THE LENGTH OF my bookstore in a swirl of restless energy. The overhead lanterns twinkle with pastel hearts. Customers drift through the aisles, flipping pages and whispering idle gossip about the grumpy newcomer. More than one claims he’s skulking around town, refusing to take part in any festivities. Naturally, that piques my curiosity and tugs on my remaining guilt.

A pair of teen witches huddles at the front display, giggling behind their hands. They’re pointing at a local newspaper article that references “the disgruntled human florist.” The headline just appeared on the page, which fills itself in each time there’s a new story, so the reporter is moving quickly. 

I slip behind the counter, smooth my jacket sleeves, and tell the store’s animated quill to hold down the fort. Nobody seems to need urgent magical texts right now. I swing the door sign to “Back Soon” and head into the bustling midday sunshine.

Evershift Haven is in full festival mode. Heart-shaped leaves drift across the cobblestones, couples lounge in front of pop-up treat booths, and kids chase pastel illusions of floating candy hearts. The entire atmosphere buzzes with romance. Normally, I’d find it charming. This year, I’m scanning the crowds for one surly face with a personal lantern in tow.

It doesn’t take long. Right outside the Town Hall, I spot Declan leaning against a lamppost, arms crossed, and scowling at a paper in his hand. I think it’s the map I gave him. Judging by his scowl, he’s in no better mood than before. A few people pass by and glance at him, but no one dares approach.

I stride up, hooking my thumbs into my belt loops. “You hiding from the entire festival, or just the parts that involve fun?”

He looks up sharply, eyes flashing with a mix of annoyance and relief. “I’m not hiding. I’m...trying to figure out if there’s any exit that won’t loop me around again.” He rattles the map from my shop.

I arch a brow. “How’s that going?”

He huffs. “About as well as you’d expect. Every road leads back here.”

A breeze blows through, carrying the scent of cinnamon and chocolate from a nearby booth. I catch his gaze flicking to my fangs, half-hidden by my lips. I force a gentle smile, hoping to disarm him. “Word is, you’re in a bad mood.”
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