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Evershift Haven: Cozy Monster Romance Vol. 1 (Books 1–4)

STEP THROUGH THE ENCHANTED barrier and discover a town where monsters and humans fall head-over-fangs in love.

In Pumpkin Spice & Orc’s Delight, a grumpy orc meets his match in a barista with a bold streak. Howl & Harvest brings autumn magic and a small-town werewolf determined to win a reluctant heart. Winter sparkles in Winter Wishes & Elven Kisses, where an elven craftsman and a spirited newcomer find love under the mistletoe, and in A Snowstorm & A Stonehorn, sparks fly when a storm strands an ice-queen heroine with the town’s fiercest horned guardian.

Full of warmth, holiday magic, and laugh-out-loud moments, this first omnibus brings together four enchanting romances that prove happily-ever-afters are alive and well in Evershift Haven.
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PUMPKIN SPICE & ORC’S DELIGHT
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I’M JUST A STRESSED-out attorney in a pink Volkswagen, stranded in a magical town I didn’t believe could exist—and falling hard for my orc mechanic, who’s all muscle, zero bodysuit.

I’m on my way from Chicago to Seattle for a legal conference, having decided to drive myself because I need more fun in my life, according to my sister, when I pass through a strange, shimmering barrier. My pink Volkswagen dies right after, and I have to walk to the closest town—Evershift Haven. I’m stunned to see how all-out these folks go for Halloween to appeal to the tourists. I’m even more surprised by just how hot the orc mechanic promising to fix my car within a week is, but I imagine he’s a pasty geek under all that makeup and muscled bodysuit. Right?

About that. Evershift Haven isn’t some gimmicky tourist town. Turns out, magic is real, and when their resident witch gets distracted, the barrier between their world and ours sometimes drops long enough for a lonely attorney who hates her job to slip through and discover magic awaits. And Throk isn’t some pasty geek. All those green muscles and drool-worthy body belong to him, my orc mechanic.

I’m stuck in a place I never imagined could exist and having the time of my life. When it’s time to go back to the real world? I don’t want to think about that right now...

This is the first book in a series about a magical town that shifts itself to celebrate seasons, holidays, and whatever random thing takes its fancy. It’s lighthearted, humorous, and meant to make you feel as cozy as wearing a sweater while sipping pumpkin spice latte. The story is sweet, but there’s definitely a pinch of sexy.
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Chapter 1
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I GRIP THE STEERING wheel tighter as my car speeds down the endless stretch of highway. The monotonous landscape blurs past my window, a sea of green and brown punctuated by the occasional billboard or gas station. My gaze flicks to the GPS on my dashboard, its robotic voice guiding me toward Seattle.

“Why did I think driving was a good idea, Suzette?” I ask myself, shifting in the seat of my bright pink Volkswagen Bug, complete with lady eyelashes on the eyes—a gift from my sister, Candice. The leather creaks beneath me, reminding me how long I’ve been sitting. My tailbone aches, and I roll my shoulders, trying to work out the stiffness.

As I pass another mile marker, I remember why I thought I’d take a mini-vacay. It’s been over a year since I’ve taken any real time off. When was the last time I did something just for me, not for the firm or my clients?

I shake my head, refocusing on the road. The legal conference in Seattle is important, but maybe this impromptu road trip is too. A chance to clear my head, to breathe outside the suffocating walls of my Chicago office, and get in some miles with the car I love but have kept mostly in the parking garage during my four-year tenure with the firm after moving to Chicago.

The sun dips lower on the Montana horizon, and I blink, momentarily dazzled by the beauty. I notice something odd ahead. A shimmer in the air, like heat rising from hot asphalt, but more substantial and...sparkly?

My car passes through it before I can react. For a split second, the world seems to ripple around me. Static crackles through the radio, and goosebumps prickle along my arms.

“What the—” I start to say, but I stop talking when the car jerks violently. The engine sputters and dies, leaving me coasting to a stop on the shoulder of the road.

I sit there for a moment, stunned. The sudden silence is deafening after hours of road noise. I turn the key in the ignition three times. Nothing. Not even a sputter.

“Come on, Vivi.” I smack the steering wheel in frustration. I pop the hood and climb out, already knowing if the car needs more than an oil change, I’m out of luck.

I shiver as the early October wind cuts through my flannel shirt as I lift the hood. Tendrils of steam rise from the engine, carrying the acrid scent of burnt rubber. I wave my hand, dispersing the vapor, but I might as well be looking at an alien artifact. Corporate law didn’t prepare me for automotive emergencies. Dad made sure I could change a tire and my own oil, but I never had much interest in learning things beyond that.

I pull out my phone, ready to call for help, but the screen remains stubbornly blank. No signal. Perfect.

With a sigh, I look up and down the road. It stretches emptily in both directions with no other vehicles in sight, but wait—there, just visible in the fading light, is a sign. I squint, making out the words: “Welcome to Evershift Haven.”

I glance back at my useless car, then to the sign, weighing my options. The smart thing would be to wait for another car to pass by, but how long might that take? And something about that shimmering barrier I passed through nags at me. What if no one else comes along?

Decision made, I grab my purse and jacket from the car. I make sure it’s locked—more out of habit than any real concern—and start walking toward the sign. The gravel crunches beneath my feet, and a cool breeze rustles through the trees lining the road.

With some walking, I step into Evershift Haven, and my jaw drops. The town square before me is a riot of color and activity, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Cobblestone streets wind between quaint buildings that look like they’ve stepped out of a fairy tale, complete with gingerbread trim and windows that glow with warm, inviting light.

My first thought is that I’ve stumbled onto a movie set. Elaborate Halloween decorations adorn every surface, from intricately carved jack-o’-lanterns grinning from windowsills to garlands of autumn leaves and twinkling lights strung between lamp posts. The air is thick with the scent of cinnamon, pumpkin spice, and something else—a hint of ozone, like the air after a thunderstorm.

“Excuse me,” says a melodious voice. I turn to see a woman who resembles a tree, with hair that seems to be made from leaves. Her makeup is flawless, giving her skin an almost iridescent sheen. “You look a bit lost. Can I help you find your way?”

I blink, trying to process the elaborate costume. “I... my car broke down on the highway. Is there a mechanic in town?”

She nods. “Oh, you’ll want ‘Throk’s Mystical Motors.’ It’s just down Whimsical Way, past ‘The Enchanted Espresso.’ You can’t miss it—it’s the building with the floating wrenches out front.”

I nod, not quite processing her words. Floating wrenches? These people really go all out with their decorations. “Thank you, Miss...?”

“Willow,” she says with a bright smile. “Willow Whisperwind. I teach yoga at Fae Fitness. You should stop by for a class while you’re in town.”

“Right, thanks,” I say, still overwhelmed. As I start down the street she indicated, I admire the attention to detail. Every shop seems to be in on the act, with names like “The Whimsical Wardrobe” and “Beastly Bites.” The signs are hand-painted works of art, swinging gently in the breeze.

People bustle past me, all in elaborate costumes. There’s a man with blue skin and gills painted on his neck, carrying a trident. A group of children run by, their laughter tinkling like bells, wearing outfits that make them look like tiny woodland creatures. One even has a tail that seems to swish on its own.

I shake my head, impressed by the commitment to the illusion. It’s only early October, but clearly, this town takes its Halloween celebrations seriously. The special effects must cost a fortune.

As I walk, I notice more details that add to the magical atmosphere. The streetlamps flicker to life as the sun sets, but instead of a normal glow, they emit a soft, multicolored light that dances and shifts. The effect is mesmerizing, casting ever-changing shadows that seem to move with a life of their own.

The smell of coffee draws me toward a cozy-looking café. The sign above the door reads “The Enchanted Espresso” in swirling, glowing script. Through the window, cups float through the air, gently descending to tables where patrons sit. One of the patrons appears to have rabbit ears poking out of her hair, while another has skin that sparkles like it’s dusted with glitter.

I push open the door, and a little bell tinkles overhead. The interior is warm and inviting, with plush armchairs and tables that look like they’re made from polished tree stumps. The wallpaper catches my eye. It seems to be shifting and changing, the patterns swirling and reforming as I watch.

“Welcome to ‘The Enchanted Espresso,’” calls out a cheerful voice. I turn to see a woman behind the counter, her hair a wild mane of curls that seem to defy gravity. She’s wearing a pointed hat and a dress that shimmers with constellations. “What can I brew up for you today? Our special is the Metamorphosis Mocha—guaranteed to bring out your wild side.”

I approach the counter, still taking in the incredible decor. “Just a regular coffee, please. Black.”

The barista—her nametag reads “Bella”—looks a bit disappointed. “Are you sure? Not even a sprinkle of our Pixie Dust sweetener?”

I shake my head. “No, thank you. Just regular coffee.”

As Bella prepares my drink, I ask, “So, does the whole town get into the Halloween spirit this early?”

Bella looks at me quizzically. “Halloween? Oh, you must be new here. Evershift Haven is always like this. We’re a town that celebrates magic all year round, and the town shifts with the holidays and seasons.”

I nod, playing along. “Right, of course. It’s very impressive.”

Bella beams. “Isn’t it? Oh, here’s your coffee. That’ll be three gold pieces.”

I blink. “Gold pieces?”

She laughs. “I’m just teasing. Four dollars, please.”

I hand over the money, relieved to be dealing with something normal. As I take my coffee, I notice the cup seems unusually warm, almost vibrating in my hand. The liquid inside swirls with tiny golden flecks that catch the light.

“Enjoy your stay in Evershift Haven,” she says with a wink. “And don’t be afraid to embrace a little magic while you’re here.”

I nod, still bewildered, and make my way back out onto the street. The sun has fully set now, and the town seems to have come even more alive. The twinkling lights in the trees pulse gently, almost like a heartbeat. In the distance, I hear what sounds like a clock chiming, but the melody is unlike anything I’ve ever heard before. It’s ethereal and haunting.

As I sip my coffee—which tastes richer and more complex than any coffee I’ve had before—I continue my search for the mechanic. The street signs are no help. They seem to change every time I look at them. One moment I’m on “Whimsical Way,” and the next, it’s “Enchantment Avenue.”

I pass by a storefront with a window full of books. The sign above reads “Evershift Library” in letters that appear to be formed from living vines. Through the window, I see books floating off shelves and pages turning on their own. An elderly man with long, pointed ears is gesturing animatedly to a group of children as the air around him shimmers and an image appears—a dragon, seemingly made of mist and starlight, that coils around the room.

I shake my head, impressed by the holographic technology. This town must have some serious funding to pull off effects like these.

As I turn a corner, I finally spot what must be the mechanic’s shop. Wrenches float in front of the building. They spin lazily in the air, catching the light from the multicolored streetlamps. The sign reads “Throk’s Mystical Motors” in letters that look like they’re made of gears and pistons, constantly shifting and realigning.

I push open the door and discover the interior is a marvel of organized chaos. Tools line the walls, but they’re unlike any tools I’ve ever seen. Some pulse with an inner light, while others hover slightly above their hooks. In one corner, a car is suspended in mid-air, surrounded by a faint blue glow.

“Be right with you,” says a gravelly voice from somewhere in the back.

I wait, taking in more details. A calendar on the wall shows unfamiliar months—”Frostfall” and “Bloomrise” among them. The clock above it has thirteen hours and hands that move in what seems to be random directions.

Heavy footsteps approach from the back of the shop, and I gasp as a towering figure emerges from behind a partially disassembled hovering motorcycle. He’s massive, easily seven feet tall, with broad shoulders that barely fit through the doorway. His skin is a deep forest green, covered in intricate darker green markings that swirl across his exposed arms and neck. Small tusks protrude slightly from his lower lip, and his amber eyes seem to glow in the shop’s dim lighting.

I forgot how to breathe for a second. This has to be the most elaborate costume I’ve ever seen. The attention to detail is incredible, from the pointed ears adorned with multiple hoop piercings to the long black hair tied back in a messy bun. Even his beard looks real, neatly trimmed and peppered with what appear to be tiny braids.

He wipes his hands on a grease-stained rag as he approaches, a friendly smile revealing more of those impressive tusks. “Welcome to Mystical Motors. I’m Throk Ironheart. What can I do for you?”

His voice is deep and rumbling, with an accent I can’t quite place. I swallow hard, trying to regain my composure. “Hi, I’m Suzette. My car broke down on the highway just outside of town. I was hoping you could take a look at it?”

He nods. “Of course. Where exactly did it happen?” I describe the location, and his brow gathers slightly. “Ah, near the town border. That can be tricky sometimes. The barrier doesn’t always play nicely with human technology, especially if Grizelda is distracted.”

I blink, unsure how to respond to that. He must be really committed to this fantasy roleplay thing.

“Let me grab my toolkit, and we’ll head out there.” He turns to retrieve a battered metal box from a nearby workbench. As he bends over, I admire the way his muscles ripple beneath his formfitting T-shirt. It has to be some kind of bodysuit, right? No one is actually built like that.

I wonder what he looks like underneath all that elaborate makeup and prosthetics. With his height, he could easily be a professional wrestler or athlete, but then I imagine him as a pale, skinny guy hunched over a computer, obsessively perfecting every detail of this costume for hours on end. The mental image is so at odds with the imposing figure before me that I have to stifle a giggle.

Throk turns back to me, toolkit in hand. “Something amusing?”

I shake my head quickly. “No, sorry. Just admiring your costume. It’s really impressive.”

He tilts his head, confusion evident in his expression. “Costume? This is just how I look.”

I nod, playing along. “Right, of course. My mistake.”

He leads me outside to a rugged-looking jeep parked beside the shop. The vehicle seems to hover a few inches off the ground, wheels conspicuously absent. I blink hard. The special effects in this town are starting to mess with my head.

We drive toward where I left my car as he asks questions about what happened. I describe the shimmering barrier I passed through, and the way my car suddenly died. He listens intently, occasionally nodding.

“Sounds like a classic case of magical interference,” he says when we pull up behind my stranded vehicle. “The barrier between your world and ours can sometimes short out non-enchanted technology.”

I laugh nervously. “Right, magical interference. Of course.”

He gives me an odd look but doesn’t comment. He pops the hood of my car and leans in, his massive frame dwarfing the engine compartment. I can’t resist staring at his back, marveling at the seamless blend between the green “skin” and his clothing. How long must it take to apply all that makeup?

After a few minutes of tinkering, accompanied by muttered words in a language I don’t recognize, he straightens up. “The good news is, I can fix it. The bad news, is I’ll need to order some special parts. It’ll take about a week to get everything sorted out.”

My heart sinks. “A week? I have a conference in Seattle in three days.”

His expression is sympathetic. “I’m sorry, but that’s the fastest I can do. Mundane parts won’t work with the residual magic from the barrier. We’ll need to get some components from the ‘Enchanted Emporium,’ and Grizelda can be...particular about rush orders.”

I let out a ragged breath. “This is insane. Look, I appreciate the commitment to...whatever this is, but I really need my car fixed. Isn’t there a regular mechanic in the next town over?”

Throk’s brow furrows, and for a moment, I swear his ears twitch. “Suzette, I’m not sure you understand. This isn’t a game or a costume. Evershift Haven is a magical town, hidden from the human world. The reason your car won’t start is because it’s been affected by real magic.”

I stare at him, waiting for the punchline. When it doesn’t come, I laugh nervously. “Okay, you got me. This is all very impressive, but I need to get to Seattle, so if you could just point me toward a real mechanic—”

He scowls. “I assure you, this is a real magical problem. The barrier between our worlds—”

I hold up a hand, cutting him off. “Look, I get it. It’s fine for the tourists, but I just need my car fixed. Can we drop the act and talk about this seriously?”

His shoulders slump slightly, and he lets out a heavy sigh. The tusks protruding from his lower lip catch the fading light as he speaks. “I understand this is difficult to accept, but I promise you, I’m being entirely serious.”

I cross my arms, frustration mounting. “Seriously? You expect me to believe this town is actually magical? That you’re really some kind of...orc mechanic?”

He nods. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to stave off the headache I feel building. “Okay, fine. Let’s say, for argument’s sake, this is all real. How long will it actually take to fix my car?”

Throk’s expression softens slightly. “As I said before, it’ll take about a week to get the necessary parts and perform the repairs. I’m truly sorry, but there’s no faster way to do it properly.”

I glance at my watch, then back at my stranded car. The reality of my situation starts to sink in. “A week? But my conference... What am I supposed to do for a whole week?”

Throk scratches his beard thoughtfully, the small braids woven into it swaying lightly. “There’s a lovely bed and breakfast in town. ‘The Moonlit Inn.’ The owners, Etienne and Crystal, are wonderful hosts. They could set you up with a room while we work on your car.”

I let out a long breath. A week in this bizarre town? With all these people in elaborate costumes, pretending to be magical creatures? It sounds like a nightmare, but what choice do I have?

“Fine,” I say with resignation. “I guess I don’t have much choice. Can you please give me a ride back to town?”

Throk nods, flashing a small mile. “Of course. I’ll drop you off at the inn myself.”

After getting my bag, which is mostly work wear, we climb back into his strange, wheel-less jeep, and I marvel at the dedication these people have to their charade. The vehicle hums to life without a key, and we begin to glide smoothly back toward town.

The trip is mostly silent, with Throk occasionally pointing out landmarks. “That’s the Whispering Woods,” he says, gesturing to a dense forest, where the trees seem to sway despite the lack of wind. “And over there is Luminous Lagoon. It’s beautiful at night when the water glows.”

I nod politely, still convinced this is all an elaborate show for tourists. When we enter the town proper, the lights seem even more vibrant than before. The streets are busy with people in fantastical costumes, going about their evening as if it’s perfectly normal to have wings or horns or blue skin.

We pull up in front of a Victorian-style mansion, its windows glowing with warm, inviting light. The sign out front reads “Moonlit Inn” in elegant, swirling script that shimmers and changes color as I watch.

He helps me with my bag, carrying it effortlessly up the steps to the inn’s front door. We approach, and the door swings open on its own, revealing a tall, impossibly handsome man with pale skin and slicked-back black hair.

“Ah, Throk. What a pleasant surprise,” says the man, his voice smooth and cultured with a faint hint of perhaps a French accent. He sees me, and a charming smile spreads across his face. “And who might this lovely guest be?”

Throk introduces us. “Etienne, this is Suzette. She ran into some car trouble at the town border. Suzette, this is Etienne St. John, one of the owners of ‘Moonlit Inn.’”

Etienne bows slightly, his movements graceful and fluid. “A pleasure to meet you, Suzette. Welcome to our humble establishment. I do hope you’ll find your stay with us enchanting.”

I force a smile, trying to match his politeness despite my increasing irritation with this whole situation. “Thank you. I might be staying for about a week while my car gets fixed.”

Etienne’s eyebrows rise slightly. “A week? How delightful. We so rarely get to truly know our guests. Crystal will be thrilled.”

As if on cue, a willowy woman with long auburn hair and violet eyes appears beside Etienne. Her skin seems to glow with an inner light, and she moves with the same otherworldly grace as her partner. “Did I hear we have a new guest?” she asks, her voice musical and light.

Etienne nods. “Indeed, my dear. This is Suzette. She’ll be staying with us for a week while Throk works his magic on her vehicle.”

Crystal beams. “Oh, how wonderful. We’ll make sure you have a magical stay, Suzette.”

I smile weakly, wondering what I’ve gotten myself into. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

Throk sets down my bag in the entryway. “I should be getting back to the shop. Suzette, I’ll keep you updated on the progress with your car. Don’t hesitate to stop by if you need anything.”

I nod, suddenly reluctant to see him go. Despite the ridiculousness of his costume and claims of magic, Throk has been the most normal part of this entire experience so far. As he turns to leave, I say, “Throk? Thanks for your help.”

He gives me a warm smile. “My pleasure. Enjoy your stay in Evershift Haven. Who knows? You might discover some magic of your own.”

With that, he’s gone, leaving me alone with the impossibly perfect innkeepers. Etienne picks up my bag with ease, while Crystal links her arm through mine.

“Come, dear,” she says, leading me toward the stairs. “Let’s get you settled in. I have a feeling you’re going to love room Thirteen. It has the most marvelous view of the Celestial Clock Tower.”

Crystal chatters away while we climb, pointing out various features of the inn. “The paintings? Oh, they’re all originals. Some of them are quite mischievous, always switching places when no one’s looking, and that suit of armor? It likes to go for walks at night, but don’t worry, it’s quite friendly.”

I nod along, marveling at the level of detail in their act. The wallpaper seems to shift and change when we pass, flowers blooming and vines curling in our wake. The carpet beneath our feet is impossibly plush, and I swear it’s adjusting to cradle each step perfectly.

We reach the third floor, and she leads me down a hallway lined with doors of various shapes and sizes. Some are tall and narrow while others are short and wide. One appears to be made entirely of shimmering water, while another looks like it’s crafted from living vines constantly growing and then pruning itself.

“Here we are,” she says, stopping in front of a perfectly ordinary-looking door with the number “13” in gleaming gold. “Your home away from home.”

She pushes open the door, and I step inside, my jaw dropping despite myself. The room is far larger than it should be given the size of the building. A massive four-poster bed dominates one wall, draped in shimmering fabrics that changes color as I watch. The far wall is entirely glass, offering a breathtaking view of the town and, true to Crystal’s word, an ornate clock tower that gleams in the moonlight.

“The wardrobe is over there.” Crystal gestures to an imposing piece of furniture that looks like it stepped out of a fairy tale. “The bathroom has all the usual amenities, plus a few magical extras. Oh, and the desk will provide any writing materials or books you might want—just ask it nicely.”

I turn to her, overwhelmed. “This is incredible.”

She waves a hand dismissively. “Thank you. You’re our guest, and we want you to be comfortable.”

“I’m sure I will be.” I wonder how much this is going to put on my credit card, and that reminds me to make sure I give them my personal, not business, card when I register. I can’t expect the firm to foot the bill for my impromptu layover due to Vivi’s faulty wiring, or whatever is wrong it the car.

“You must be tired after your long day. Why don’t you get some rest? Food is served whenever you’re hungry. The dining room has a way of knowing.”

With that cryptic statement, she glides out of the room, leaving me alone in this impossible space. I sit heavily on the edge of the bed, my mind spinning. The mattress seems to mold perfectly to my body, offering just the right amount of support.

I shake my head, trying to clear it. This is all so elaborate and convincing, but it can’t be real. Magic isn’t real. There has to be a rational explanation for all of this.

I ponder this, glancing at the clock tower visible through the window. The hands are moving in ways that defy logic, spinning backward and forward before sometimes stopping altogether, and yet, somehow, I know exactly what time it is.

I flop back on the bed, staring up at the canopy. How am I going to survive a week in this madhouse? Candi is the gamer in our family, and the one into LARPing and conventions. I’m more mundane.

As my eyelids close, weariness finally catching up with me, I wonder what if there’s more to Evershift Haven than meets the eye? What if, against all logic and reason, magic really is real? With these unsettling thoughts swirling in my mind, I slip into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 2
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I OPEN MY EYES TO AN unfamiliar ceiling, momentarily disoriented. The events of yesterday flood back—my car breaking down, the strange town of Evershift Haven, and the even stranger inhabitants. 

Sitting up, I reach for my phone on the nightstand. The screen shows no service, which is odd considering I had a signal yesterday. I try connecting to the inn’s Wi-Fi, but it refuses to work. With a sigh, I get out of bed and dress quickly in yesterday’s clothes, making a mental note to find a place to buy some essentials later. 

My bag is filled with a pair of pajamas I was too tired to put on last night and business attire that I don’t want to wear all week. I’m wearing one of my only two casual outfits, and the other is in a plastic bag in my trunk, since I wore it yesterday and had planned to get laundry service at the hotel I never reached last night.

I head downstairs, hoping to find a landline to make calls. The lobby is empty, save for a sleek black cat lounging on the front desk. Its yellow eyes track my movements as I approach.

“Good morning,” I say, feeling slightly foolish for addressing a cat. “I don’t suppose you know where I can find a phone?”

The cat yawns, revealing sharp teeth, then hops off the desk. It pads over to an ornate side table, where an old-fashioned rotary phone sits. The cat looks at me expectantly.

“Right. Thanks,” I mutter, picking up the receiver. To my surprise, there’s a dial tone. I punch in Candice’s number from memory, praying she’ll pick up.

After several rings, my sister’s cheerful voice comes through. “Hello?”

“Candice, it’s me,” I say, glad to hear a familiar voice.

“Suz? Where are you calling from? The number didn’t show up on my caller ID.”

I laugh nervously. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. My car broke down in this weird little town called Evershift Haven. I’m stuck here for a week while they order parts.”

“Oh, no. Are you okay? Do you need me to come get you?”

“No, no, I’m fine. Just confused. This place is really strange, Candi. Everyone’s acting like they’re magical creatures or something. I think it might be some kind of tourist trap, but it’s intense.”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line. “Evershift Haven, you said?”

“Yeah, have you heard of it?”

Another pause. “No, and an Internet search turns up no results, but it sounds interesting. Are you sure you’re okay there?”

I glance around the empty lobby, seeing the cat, who’s still watching me intently. “I think so. The people seem nice enough, just eccentric. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

“Okay, keep me updated, and, Suz? Try to have some fun, okay? You work too hard.”

I roll my eyes but can’t help smiling. “I’ll try. Love you, sis.”

“Love you too. Be safe.”

As I hang up, the cat has moved closer, its tail swishing back and forth. “I don’t suppose you know Erik Thompson’s direct line at Hartwell, Pierce, and Associates?” I ask with a hint of silliness.

To my shock, the cat meows and bats at the phone with its paw. The rotary dial spins on its own, clicking into place for each number. When it stops, I hesitantly pick up the receiver again.

A gruff voice answers. “Erik Thompson.”

I swallow hard, trying to process what just happened with the phone. “Er, hi, Erik. It’s Suzette Winters.”

“Winters? Aren’t you supposed to be at the conference in Seattle?” His tone is already accusatory, and I feel my shoulders tense.

“That’s why I’m calling. My car broke down on the way there. I’m stuck in a small town for repairs. I won’t be able to make it.”

There’s a heavy sigh on the other end. “Winters, this conference was crucial. The networking alone could have brought in several new high-profile clients.”

I bite my tongue, resisting the urge to point out I’m not the only lawyer at the firm capable of networking. “I understand, Erik. I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I’ll make it up to the firm when I return.”

“See that you do, and I expect you to work remotely while you’re stranded in...where did you say you were?”

“Evershift Haven,” I say, my jaw clenching. Speaking to the senior partner always reminds me how much I hate my job.

There’s a pause. “Never heard of it. Regardless, I want daily progress reports on the Henderson case. No excuses.”

“Of course,” I say, my free hand curling into a fist as I resist the urge to ask about the Henderson case. I’ve never heard of it, so it’s probably been assigned to one of his hundred underlings, and he has no idea who I actually am. “Is there anything else?”

“Just get back here as soon as possible. We can’t afford to have our associates gallivanting around small towns when there’s work to be done.”

The line goes dead before I can respond. I slam down the receiver, annoyance boiling over. “Insufferable, micromanaging...” I mutter a string of colorful expletives under my breath.

The cat meows sympathetically, rubbing against my leg. I reach down to scratch behind its ears. “Thanks for the help with the phone,” I say. “Though I’m not sure how you did that.”

“Whiskers is an empath,” says Etienne from behind me. “He’s also quite talented with numbers.”

I blink, trying to formulate a response that doesn’t make me sound crazy...or imply my host is. “Right. Of course. Whiskers the...phone-dialing, empathic cat.”

Etienne smiles, revealing perfectly white teeth that seem just a bit too sharp. “I hope your calls went well? You seemed distressed at the end there.”

“Just work stuff. Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Ah, the trials of the mortal workforce,” says Etienne with a knowing nod. “Perhaps a bit of breakfast would help? There’s a lovely spread in the dining room.”

My stomach growls at the mention of food, reminding me I haven’t eaten since yesterday afternoon. “That sounds great, actually. Thank you.”

Etienne gestures for me to follow him, and I do, with Whiskers trotting along beside us. The dining room is a grand space with high ceilings and large windows overlooking a lush garden. A long table set with an array of dishes instantly makes my mouth water.

Crystal appears from a side door, carrying a steaming pot of what smells like the most delicious coffee I’ve ever encountered. “Good morning, Suzette. I hope you slept well?”

“I did, thank you.” I take a seat at the table. “This all looks amazing.”

She beams at me as she pours coffee into a delicate china cup. “I’m so glad. Please, help yourself to anything you’d like. We have traditional fare as well as some local specialties.”

I eye the spread before me. Alongside familiar items like scrambled eggs and toast, there are dishes I don’t recognize. A bowl of what looks like oatmeal shimmers with an iridescent sheen. Another plate holds what appear to be perfectly normal bacon strips, but they’re slowly changing color as I watch.

Deciding to play it safe, I reach for the eggs and toast. As I eat, Etienne and Crystal move about the room, seeming to float rather than walk. Whiskers hops up onto the chair next to me, watching me with those unnerving yellow eyes.

“So, Suzette,” says Crystal, refilling my coffee cup without me asking, “What are your plans for the day? Evershift Haven has so much to offer.”

I swallow a bite of toast. “I should probably check in with Throk about my car, and I need to pick up some clothes and toiletries since I didn’t pack for an extended stay.”

Etienne nods approvingly. “Excellent choices. Might I suggest the ‘Whimsical Wardrobe’ for your clothing needs? Madam Karvin has an uncanny ability to stock exactly what her customers require.”

“And don’t forget to stop by the ‘Enchanted Emporium’ for any other necessities,” says his wife. “Grizelda keeps a wonderfully eclectic inventory.”

I nod, making mental notes. Despite the strangeness of it all, I’m looking forward to exploring the town. Maybe Candice was right—I could use a little fun, even if it’s in this bizarre place.

As I finish my breakfast, a thought occurs to me. “Is there somewhere in town I could set up to do some work? I need to review some case files.”

Etienne and Crystal exchange a glance. “The Evershift Library might suit your needs,” he says. “It’s a quiet establishment, perfect for concentration, but human Internet can be spotty here. Too much—”

“Let me guess...magical interference?” I say with a smile, recalling Throk’s words yesterday.

“Precisely.”

“That might be why my phone isn’t working today.” Either that, or I’m in rural Montana, which probably has spotty cell service, but where’s the fun in the town saying that when they’re working so hard to create this illusion? I stand up. “I guess I’ll head out then. Thank you both for breakfast. It was delicious.”

Moments later, I step out of the “Moonlit Inn” and into the strange world of Evershift Haven. The air is crisp and clean, carrying the scent of flowers and something else I can’t quite place—a hint of spice or maybe ozone. It’s unlike anything I’ve smelled before.

As I adjust the strap of my purse, movement catches my eye. Through the inn’s front window, I spot a figure gliding across the lobby. It’s a woman in an old-fashioned maid’s uniform, her form slightly translucent. I gasp as she approaches the solid wall—and passes right through it.

I blink hard. When I look again, she’s gone.

“It’s just special effects,” I mutter to myself, shaking my head. “Some kind of hologram or projection. There’s got to be a logical explanation.”

Despite my attempts at rationalization, I’m not entirely convinced as I turn away from the inn, determined to focus on my errands for the day.

I spot a sign for the “Whimsical Wardrobe” and head in that direction. As I walk, I notice more oddities. A man reading a newspaper on a bench has horns sprouting from his forehead. A woman watering flowers outside her shop has skin that shimmers with an iridescent green hue.

“It’s all makeup and prosthetics,” I tell myself firmly. “Probably some kind of festival or tourist attraction.”

The bell above the “Whimsical Wardrobe’s” door chimes as I enter. The shop is larger inside than it appeared from the street, filled with racks of clothing in every color imaginable. Some of the fabrics seem to shift and change as I look at them.

“Welcome, dear.” I turn to see a tall, elegantly dressed woman approaching. Her hair is a vibrant purple, styled in an elaborate updo that defies gravity. “I’m Madam Karvin. How may I assist you today?”

“I, uh, need some clothes,” I say, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “I’m stuck in town for a week and didn’t pack enough.”

Madam Karvin smiles. “Marvelous. I have just the thing. Or rather, I will have just the thing.” She snaps her fingers, and several hangers float off the racks, drifting toward us.

I take an involuntary step back. “How are you doing that?”

She winks at me. “Magic, of course. Let’s see what we have here.”

The floating clothes arrange themselves in front of me. There’s a practical yet stylish pantsuit, several blouses, a pair of jeans, and a couple of dresses. All in my size, and all in colors I would typically choose for myself.

“These are perfect,” I say, reaching out to touch a silky blouse. “But how did you—”

“The ‘Wardrobe’ knows what you need,” says Madam Karvin enigmatically. “Why don’t you try them on? The fitting room is right over there.”

I gather the clothes and head to the fitting room she indicated. As I change, I’m impressed at how well everything fits. It’s as if they were tailored specifically for me.

When I emerge, Madam Karvin is waiting with a pair of comfortable yet stylish flats and a small selection of accessories. “To complete the look,” she says with a flourish.

I check the price tags, bracing myself for the cost of such personalized service. To my surprise, the prices are quite reasonable. “I’ll take it all.”

As Madam Karvin rings up my purchase, I glance around the shop again. A mannequin in the corner catches my attention. It seems to be moving slightly, adjusting its pose. “Did that mannequin just move?” I ask, unable to keep the disbelief out of my voice.

Madam Karvin looks over her shoulder. “Oh, that’s just Stitch. He likes to keep things interesting. Stitch, darling, say hello to our guest.”

The mannequin turns its head toward me and waves.

I wave back automatically, then shake my head. “I’m sorry, but how is this possible? Is it animatronics?”

Madam Karvin laughs, a tinkling sound like wind chimes. “Oh, my dear. You’re new to Evershift Haven, aren’t you? There’s no need for animatronics when you have magic.”

I open my mouth to argue, to insist magic isn’t real, but the words die on my tongue. How else can I explain everything I’ve seen since arriving in this town? “Right,” I say weakly. “Magic. Of course.”

Madam Karvin hands me my bags with a sympathetic smile. “It can be a lot to take in at first, but you’ll get used to it. Evershift Haven has a way of opening one’s mind to new possibilities.”

I thank her and leave the shop, my head spinning. The street outside seems even more fantastical now. A group of what appear to be fairies flits past, their wings catching the sunlight. A large, furry creature that could be a yeti is carefully arranging produce at a market stall.

I draw in a deep breath, trying to center myself. “Okay, Suzette. You’re a rational person. There has to be a logical explanation for all of this.”

Continuing my walk, I soon spot a shop with a sign that seems to be morphing before my eyes. One moment, it reads “Enchanted Emporium” in flowing script, and the next, it’s “Magical Miscellany” in bold block letters.

The shop’s interior is a riot of color and strange smells. Shelves stretch up to the ceiling, crammed with an assortment of items I can’t even begin to identify. Bottles of liquids in every hue imaginable line one wall, while another displays an array of crystals and gemstones.

“Hello, there,” says a cheerful voice. A woman with pale green skin emerges from behind a towering stack of books. Her wild mane of silver-streaked purple hair seems to move on its own, and her eyes sparkle with an otherworldly purple light. “Welcome to the ‘Enchanted Emporium.’ I’m Grizelda. What can I help you find today?”

“Just some basic toiletries,” I say, trying not to stare at her hair. “Toothbrush, toothpaste, and that sort of thing.”

“Of course. Let’s see what we have.” She begins to rummage through drawers and cabinets, pulling out items and muttering to herself. I catch phrases like “No, no, too strong for a beginner” and “Ooh, this might be fun.”

Finally, she presents me with a small basket. “Here we are. A basic toiletry kit for the discerning visitor to Evershift Haven.”

I peer into the basket. There’s a toothbrush that seems to be made of some kind of iridescent material, a tube of toothpaste labeled “Minty Fresh Breath (Now With Fifty Percent Less Chance of Temporary Invisibility),” a bar of soap that’s gently pulsing with a soft blue light, and a bottle of shampoo that claims to “Bring Out Your Inner Glow (Literal Glowing May Occur).”

“Um,” I say, not quite sure how to respond. “Do you have anything a bit more normal?”

She looks puzzled. “Normal? Oh, you mean mundane. I’m sorry, dear, but we don’t get much call for that sort of thing here in Evershift Haven. These are all perfectly safe for human use. Err, mostly safe. Just don’t use the toothpaste more than twice a day, and you should be fine.”

I nod along, as if what she’s saying makes perfect sense. “Right. Of course. How much do I owe you?”

As she rings up my purchase, I notice a plant on the counter. Its leaves are a deep purple, and it seems to be humming? One of the leaves reaches out and gently strokes her arm.

“Oh, stop that, you flirt,” she says to the plant, patting its leaves affectionately. She turns back to me with a smile. “Sorry about that. Violet here gets a bit overly friendly sometimes.”

I hand over my credit card, half-expecting it not to work in this strange place despite working in the clothing store. Thankfully, the transaction goes through without a hitch.

“Is there anything else you need?” she asks as she hands me my receipt. “Love potion? Lucky charm? We’re having a sale on crystal balls—great for beginners.”

“No, thank you,” I say quickly. “This is plenty for now.”

As I turn to leave, she calls out, “Oh, and dear? A word of advice—try to keep an open mind. Evershift Haven has a way of surprising people, especially those who think they’ve got it all figured out.”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak, and hurry out of the shop. The street outside feels almost normal in comparison to the chaos of the Emporium.

I check my watch, realizing it’s already past noon. My stomach growls, reminding me I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I spot a cozy-looking café across the street and decide to grab a quick lunch before heading to the library to get some work done.

As I cross the street, a gust of wind blows through the square. To my amazement, the leaves swirling in the breeze seem to form patterns—for a moment, I swear I see them spell out “Welcome to Evershift Haven” before dispersing.

I shake my head, wondering if I’m starting to hallucinate from stress. “Get it together, Suzette,” I mutter to myself. “You’re a rational, level-headed lawyer. There has to be a logical explanation for all of this.”

As I reach for the café door, I wonder if maybe I need to start expanding my definition of what’s possible.
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Chapter 3
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AFTER LUNCH, I STROLL through Evershift Haven’s town square. The quaint cobblestone streets and Tudor-style buildings seem plucked from a storybook, yet there’s an undeniable vibrancy that pulses through the air. Shopkeepers bustle about, preparing their storefronts for what appears to be an upcoming festival.

I notice a familiar figure standing in the center of the square. Grizelda, the eccentric proprietor of the “Enchanted Emporium,” waves her arms in sweeping gestures. I blink, certain I’m imagining things. Colorful banners and strings of twinkling lights float in mid-air, positioning themselves along storefronts and across the square.

“No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “This isn’t possible.” I squeeze my eyelids shut, count to ten, and open them again. The decorations continue their aerial dance, guided by Grizelda’s movements.

“Okay, Suzette,” I whisper to myself. “You’re hallucinating. Maybe that coffee was laced with something. Or you hit your head when the car broke down. There’s a logical explanation for all of this.”

A group of children runs past, laughing and pointing at the flying decorations. One small boy with pointed ears—clearly part of an elaborate costume—claps his hands in delight as a banner swoops low over his head.

“Ms. Greenwarth,” he calls out. “Can you make the lights spell my name?”

Grizelda turns. “Of course, little Pip. Watch this.”

With a flick of her wrist, a strand of lights detaches itself from the main group. It twists and turns in the air, forming letters: P-I-P.

The boy—Pip—squeals with joy, jumping up and down. His friends crowd around him, begging Grizelda to spell their names too.

I back away. This is too much. Too real. The special effects, if that’s what they are, are far beyond anything I’ve ever seen, and everyone’s acting as if it’s completely normal. “I need to get out of here,” I say, turning to leave the square as I collide with a solid wall of muscle, stumbling backward. Strong hands catch me before I fall.

“Whoa there, Suzette. You okay?”

I look up into Throk’s eyes, noting his tusks protrude slightly when he frowns. Even in my panicked state, I notice how the sunlight catches the intricate darker green markings on his forest-green skin. “I... I...” I stammer, unable to form a coherent thought.

His frown deepens. He glances over my shoulder, then back at me. “Ah,” he says softly. “First time accepting you’re seeing real magic, huh?”

I laugh, a high-pitched, slightly hysterical sound. “Magic? There’s no such thing as magic. This is...some kind of elaborate hoax. Or I’m going insane. Yes, that must be it. I’ve finally cracked under the pressure of work and—”

“Suzette,” he interrupts gently. “Inhale and exhale.”

Despite myself, I comply. The autumn air fills my lungs, carrying the scent of apples and cinnamon.

“Good.” He nods. “I know this is a lot to take in, but I promise you’re not going crazy. Everything you’re seeing is real.”

I shake my head vehemently. “That’s impossible. Magic isn’t real. People can’t just float things in the air.”

He chuckles, and it’s a warm, rich sound that seems to vibrate through me. “In the human world, sure, but Evershift Haven isn’t part of the human world. It exists in a space between realities, where magic is as natural as breathing.”

I open my mouth to argue, but no words come out. How can I argue with what I’m seeing? With what everyone around me seems to accept as normal?

“Come on,” he says, gently guiding me toward a nearby bench. “Let’s sit down for a minute. I’ll try to explain.”

We settle onto the bench, and I notice absently that it’s unusually comfortable for a park bench. Almost as if it’s conforming to my body. “Okay,” I say, taking another deep breath. “Explain.”

He settles onto the bench beside me, his massive frame dwarfing mine. He takes a deep breath and stares at me. “Evershift Haven exists in a pocket dimension. It’s a refuge for magical creatures and humans who’ve discovered their own latent magical abilities. The town’s protected by a powerful enchantment that keeps it hidden from the outside world—unless Grizelda, our town witch, is distracted. Then the barrier sometimes falters for a few seconds—which is how you slipped through.”

I shake my head, struggling to process his words. “Impossible. Magic isn’t real.”

One side of his mouth curls upward in amusement. “I understand your skepticism. It’s a lot to take in, but I can prove it to you.” He leans closer, and I fight the urge to sway toward him. “Watch this,” he says.

To my astonishment, Throk’s small tusks begin to retract into his mouth. Within seconds, they’ve disappeared completely, leaving him with a perfectly normal—if unusually handsome—human smile. His skin becomes bronzed brown instead of green, and he looks like a huge wrestler or athlete, reminding me of my first impression of him.

My jaw drops. “How did you do that?”

Throk grins, his tusks slowly re-emerging as his skin returns to its former green shade. “Magic. It’s a glamour spell most of us learn to help blend in if we need to venture into the human world, but here in Evershift, we can be our true selves.”

I reach out hesitantly, my fingers hovering near his face. “May I?”

He nods, and I gently touch the smooth green skin of his cheek, tracing the path to where his tusk emerges. It’s solid, warm, and undeniably real.

“This is incredible, but why hide a whole town?”

He becomes serious. “For protection. Throughout history, magical beings have been persecuted by humans who didn’t understand us. Evershift Haven was created as a safe place where we could live freely, without fear.”

I think about the witch trials, the folklore of monsters and demons. Had there been truth to those stories all along? All of them usually had unpleasant endings for the so-called monsters. “Everyone here is magical?”

Throk nods. “In one way or another. Some, like me, are magical creatures. Others are humans, who’ve discovered their own innate magical abilities.”

My mind races with questions. “And the town itself? The decorations that were floating earlier?”

“Grizelda. She’s one of our most powerful witches. She helps maintain the town’s magical barriers and often lends a hand with festival preparations.”

I glance around the square, seeing it with a new perspective. The vibrant colors, the impossible architecture, and the subtle shimmer in the air all suddenly make sense.

“What about my car?” I ask. “You said magical interference caused it to break down?”

Throk nods. “The barrier around Evershift can sometimes disrupt technology. It’s a side effect of the protection spell. I’ll be able to fix it, but it’ll take some specialized parts.”

I slouch back on the bench, overwhelmed. “This is a lot to process.”

He places a warm hand on my shoulder. “I know. Take your time. You’re safe here. No one will harm you.”

His touch is reassuring. Despite the fantastical nature of everything he’s told me, I believe him. “So, what happens now?” I ask.

“That’s up to you. You’re welcome to stay in Evershift while I repair your car. Explore the town and meet the residents. Or if you prefer, we can arrange for you to leave immediately but with a dead car that will never function again in your world, since it requires magical parts. We have ways of ensuring you won’t remember what you’ve seen here.”

The thought of forgetting all this—the magic, the wonder, and the gentle orc sitting beside me—constricts my chest. “No,” I say firmly. “I want to remember. I want to learn more.”

His face lights up with a brilliant smile. “I was hoping you’d say that. There’s so much to show you.” He stands, offering me his hand. “Would you like a proper tour of Evershift Haven?”

I take his hand, gaping at how small mine looks engulfed in his green palm. “I’d love that.”

We walk through the square, with  me noticing details I’d missed before. A group of what I now realize are fairies flit between flower baskets, their wings shimmering in the sunlight. A stately woman with pointed ears—an elf?—nods graciously when we pass. “This is incredible. How have I never heard about any of this before?”

Throk chuckles. “The human world is very good at explaining away things it doesn’t understand, and we work hard to keep our existence a secret.”

We approach “The Enchanted Espresso.” “Want to stop for a coffee?” he asks. “Bella’s Metamorphosis Mocha is famous throughout the magical realm.”

I hesitate, remembering my earlier skepticism. “Is it safe?”

He grins. “Perfectly. Though I should warn you, it might give you rabbit ears for an hour or two.”

I arch a brow. “You’re joking?”

“Only one way to find out.” He grins, holding open the door for me.

Bella beams at us from behind the counter when we enter. “Throk. And Suzette, right? Back for another try?”

I nod, still a bit overwhelmed. “I think I’m ready for that Metamorphosis Mocha now.”

Bella claps her hands gleefully. “Excellent. One Metamorphosis Mocha coming right up, and for you, Throk? The usual?”

“Please.”

I watch in fascination as Bella works. She hums a melody under her breath, and the coffee beans grind themselves. Milk pours from the steamer without anyone touching it, and when she waves her hand over the finished drinks, they glow briefly before settling into swirling, iridescent patterns.

“Here you are,” she says, sliding the mugs across the counter. “Enjoy.”

I take a cautious sip of my mocha. The flavor explodes on my tongue—rich chocolate, hints of cinnamon and nutmeg, and something I can’t quite identify. A warm tingle spreads through my body. “Oh, wow. This is amazing.”

Throk grins, sipping his own drink—a deep forest green concoction that smells faintly of pine. “Just wait. The real fun’s about to start.”

As if on cue, there’s a strange sensation on top of my head. I reach up, gasping when I feel two soft, velvety ears sprouting from my scalp and rush to the mirror hanging on the café wall. Sure enough, two adorable white rabbit ears now poke up through my hair.
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