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​Chapter One: New Beginnings
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Becca Sterling was done with monsters.

She had fought a werewolf over a property line dispute. She had staked a vampire hunter in her wine cellar. She had just spent the last forty-eight hours fighting a Mesopotamian sea goddess who tried to turn the high school gymnasium into a calamari buffet.

All Becca wanted was to sit on her porch, drink her O-Negative stout, and kiss her fugitive-turned-hero boyfriend, Dan Miller.

But the universe, apparently, had an algorithm. And Becca’s algorithm was currently set to "Chaos."

"They’re glowing," Miller whispered, his hand tightening around his beer bottle. "Becca, why are the new neighbors glowing?"

Across the street, the moving truck—a blindingly white vehicle that looked less like a truck and more like a mobile Apple Store—had finished unloading.

Standing on the immaculate lawn of the former Kowalski residence was a family of four.

The father was tall, with teeth so white they served as a secondary light source. He wore linen pants that should have been wrinkled but were terrifyingly smooth.

The mother was petite, blonde, and holding a smartphone on a gimbal like it was a royal scepter.

The two children, a boy and a girl, stood perfectly still, smiling vacant, beatific smiles at the empty street.

"They look like a stock photo came to life," Becca murmured. "It’s unnatural. Even the vampires aren't that pale. That's not pale. That's... luminescence."

"Should we go say hi?" Miller asked. "I have a shotgun in the truck."

"No guns," Becca said, standing up. Her joints popped. She was still healing from the boiling water burns on her legs. "We are the Welcome Wagon. We are civilized. I am the School Board President, for god's sake."

"You're also technically dead," Miller reminded her.

"Details."

Becca walked down the porch steps. Franklin the Plant, currently digesting the Vice Principal in his whiskey barrel, let out a low, menacing hiss. His leaves curled inward, shielding his flowers from the light radiating across the street.

"Easy, Franklin," Becca patted a leaf. "Don't eat the new neighbors. Yet."

She and Miller crossed the street. The air grew warmer as they approached the Brights’ lawn. It smelled intensely of vanilla bean and freshly cut grass, completely overpowering the lingering scent of swamp water from Becca’s clothes.

The woman spotted them. She tapped her husband’s arm. They turned in unison.

"Hello!" the woman chirped. Her voice was auto-tuned. There was no other way to describe it. It had no edges. "You must be the locals! We were just livestreaming our arrival! Say hi to the followers!"

She shoved the phone in Becca’s face.

Becca flinched. Her vampire instinct screamed threat. She bared her fangs slightly before she could stop herself.

"Oh, love the dental work!" the woman exclaimed, reading the live chat on her screen. "Very edgy. Very 'Suburban Goth'. I’m Tiffany. This is Blake. And these are our blessings, Jaden and Kaylee."

"Blessings?" Miller asked. "You mean kids?"

"We call them blessings," Blake said. He had a handshake grip that felt like crushed velvet over steel. "We’re the Brights. We just moved from... well, everywhere. We’re digital nomads. But we felt called to Whispering Pines."

"Called by who?" Becca asked, squinting. The light coming off Tiffany’s skin was actually hurting her eyes. It was like staring into a ring light.

"The energy," Tiffany beamed. She panned her phone around, capturing the street. "This neighborhood has such potential. But it’s so... heavy. Can’t you feel the shadows? The stagnation?"

"We had a flood yesterday," Becca said defensively. "It’s a little damp. It happens."

"Oh, it’s not the water," Tiffany laughed. It was a tinkling sound, like wind chimes. "It’s the vibe. It’s very low-frequency. Very toxic. But don’t worry! That’s why we’re here."

She leaned in. Becca smelled oatmeal, honey, and judgment.

"We’re going to curate this street," Tiffany whispered. "We’re going to elevate the aesthetic."

"Elevate?" Becca took a step back. "Listen, Tiffany. This is a quiet neighborhood. We have... unique residents. We value privacy."

"Privacy is just hoarding your joy," Blake corrected her with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. His eyes, Becca noticed, had no pupils. They were just pools of solid gold. "We believe in transparency. Total. Radical. Transparency."

Becca looked at Miller. Miller looked at his boots. He looked ready to run back to the truck for the holy water.

"Well," Becca said, trying to summon her HOA President voice. "Welcome to Oakhaven. Trash pickup is Tuesday. Recycling is Wednesday. And no loud noises after 10 PM. We have gargoyles who are light sleepers."

Tiffany giggled. "Gargoyles! You are so funny. I love that commitment to the spooky theme. So retro."

She turned back to her phone.

"Okay, Bright-Siders! That’s the neighbor check-in! A little... fixer-upper energy over there, but we love a challenge! #NewHome #TransformationTuesday #FixHerUp."

Becca bristled. "Did she just hashtag me?"

"I think she did," Miller whispered.

"We have to unpack," Blake announced. He clapped his hands. "Jaden, Kaylee. Manifest the boxes."

The children didn't pick up the boxes. They stared at the back of the truck. Their eyes glowed brighter.

The boxes floated.

Becca watched, jaw dropping, as a dozen heavy cardboard boxes levitated out of the truck and glided smoothly through the front door of the house.

"Telekinesis?" Becca hissed to Miller. "Since when do influencers have telekinesis?"

"Maybe it's a filter?" Miller suggested weakly.

"That is not a filter, Dan! That is a sofa floating at eye level!"

The Brights waved—a synchronized, stiff-fingered wave—and walked into their new home. The door shut.

The glowing stopped, but the street remained unnaturally warm.

Becca and Miller walked back across the street to 404 Hemlock.

Valeriana was waiting for them on Becca’s porch. The Countess was wrapped in a heavy velvet cloak, wearing sunglasses despite it being night. She was shaking.

"You spoke to them," Valeriana accused. Her voice trembled.

"We said hello," Becca said. "They're... intense. Who are they, Valeriana? You said they were 'Influencers', but that boy just moved a refrigerator with his mind."

Valeriana took a sip of wine straight from the bottle.

"They are not just influencers, Rebecca," Valeriana whispered. "They are the Luminari. The Shining Ones. The Fae of the High Court."

Becca blinked. "Fairies? Like... Tinkerbell?"

"Do not insult them!" Valeriana hissed, looking fearfully at the white house. "They are ancient. They feed on attention. They feed on adoration. And they burn away anything that isn't 'perfect'."

"They said they wanted to 'curate' the street," Becca recalled.

"Exactly," Valeriana gripped Becca’s arm. Her nails dug into the fabric of Becca’s blazer. "They do not coexist, Sterling. They replace. They will look at us—the vampires, the wolves, the ghouls—and they will see flaws. They will see dirt."

Valeriana lowered her glasses, revealing eyes wide with terror.

"And they will scrub us out."

Becca looked across the street. The Brights' house was glowing from the inside, casting long, harsh shadows across the lawn.

"They want a turf war?" Becca asked, feeling the Alpha rise in her chest—not hot and angry like with Marina, but cold and protective. "They want to curate my town?"

She reached down and patted Franklin the Plant. Franklin snapped at a firefly, devouring it instantly.

"Let them try," Becca growled. "I have 4,000 followers on the PTA Facebook page. And I bite."

Miller put his arm around her. "I liked the fish better," he muttered.

"Me too," Becca agreed. "At least the fish didn't judge my outfit."

She opened her front door.

"Come on. We need to call a war council. And tell Bob to wear sunglasses. It’s going to be a bright year."
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The sun did not rise over Whispering Pines the next morning. It was aggressively summoned.

Becca woke up at 7:00 AM, shielding her eyes against a beam of light so intense she thought a police helicopter was hovering outside her window. She groaned, rolling over and burying her face in a pillow that still smelled faintly of swamp water.

"Miller," she mumbled. "Did you leave the high beams on?"

Miller, asleep beside her, grunted. "Not me. It's the neighbors. They're... glowing again."

Becca dragged herself out of bed. She went to the window and cracked the blackout shutter.

Across the street, the Bright residence was vibrating with luminosity. It wasn't just the white paint; the house itself seemed to be wrapped in a permanent, high-exposure Instagram filter. The grass was a green that didn't exist in nature. The petunias stood at rigid attention.

And there, in the driveway, stood Blake Bright.

He was washing his car (a white Tesla, naturally). But he wasn't using a hose. He was simply moving his hands in slow, rhythmic circles, and the dirt was vanishing. Not washing away—vanishing. As if he was deleting the grime from existence.

"He's editing reality," Becca whispered, horrified. "He's Photoshopping his car in real-time."

She went downstairs to the kitchen. She needed coffee. She needed blood. She needed to know why her front lawn suddenly looked like a majestic wasteland compared to the perfection across the street.

She opened the front door to get the paper.

There was a basket on the porch.

It was woven from sustainable bamboo and tied with a ribbon made of organic hemp. A card printed on recycled paper sat on top, written in a font that screamed passive-aggressive calligraphy.

To Becca, the card read. For your restoration journey. We noticed your aura is a little... cluttered. Love and Light, The Brights.

Becca carried the basket into the kitchen. Miller was pouring coffee, wearing his boxers and his new fedora (he refused to take it off).

"What is it?" Miller asked.

"A declaration of war," Becca said.

She unpacked the basket.

Item 1: A bottle of 'Aura-Cleansing Mist' (smelled like bleach and superiority). Item 2: A pamphlet titled So You Live in a Haunted House: A Guide to Letting Go. Item 3: A beige paint swatch labeled 'Alabaster Dream' – Suggested for Exterior Trim.

"They want me to paint my house beige," Becca said, her voice trembling with rage. "They want to paint the Victorian Gothic trim... beige."

"Alabaster Dream," Miller corrected, reading the swatch. "It's slightly warmer than beige."

"It’s the color of boredom, Dan! It’s the color of a dentist’s waiting room!"

Becca slammed the swatch onto the counter. Her fangs descended.

"Call the Council," Becca ordered. "War Room. Ten minutes. Tell Bob to bring the Pack. Tell Julian to bring the bylaws."



The War Council

Twenty minutes later, the kitchen was full.

Valeriana sat at the head of the table, wearing sunglasses and a silk headscarf. She looked like a celebrity trying to avoid paparazzi. Julian the Treasurer was flipping through a massive binder of HOA regulations. Bob Henderson was there, but he looked... different.

Bob—usually a flannel-and-jeans kind of werewolf—was wearing a polo shirt. A pastel pink polo shirt. With the collar popped. And his hair, usually a chaotic wolf-mullet, was slicked back with gel.

"Bob," Becca said slowly. "What are you wearing?"

Bob looked down at his shirt. He blushed. "Oh. This? Blake gave it to me. He caught me getting the paper. Said my flannel was 'blocking my heart chakra'. It's actually really breathable, Becca. High thread count."

"Take it off," Valeriana hissed. "Burn it."

"It's a gift!" Bob argued. "They're nice people! Tiffany told me my shedding is just 'excess energy leaving the body'. She gave me a gluten-free scone."

"They are compromising the integrity of the Pack!" Valeriana slammed her fist on the table. "Do you not see? This is how the Fae work! They do not invade with armies. They invade with gifts. They give you something beautiful, and in exchange, they take your identity."

"They're Fae?" Julian looked up from his ledger. "High Court or Low Court?"

"Influencer Court," Valeriana spat. "The Luminari. They feed on admiration. They feed on likes. And to get them, they transform their environment into a perfect stage. Anything that is ugly, dark, or 'weird'..."

She pointed a manicured finger at Becca.

"...gets deleted."

"They can't delete us," Becca said. "We own our homes. We have deeds."

"They don't care about deeds," Valeriana said. "They care about The Vibe. If the neighborhood Vibe drops below a certain frequency, they will start... correcting us."

"Correcting?" Miller asked. "Like... violence?"

"Like magical gentrification," Valeriana shuddered. "One day, you are a terrifying werewolf. The next, you are a Golden Retriever named Buster who wears a bandana and has his own TikTok account."

Bob gasped, clutching his polo shirt. "I don't want to be Buster."

"Then we have to stop them," Becca said. "I am the HOA President. I set the rules. And the rules say: No magic in public areas. No levitating furniture. And absolutely no beige paint on historic facades."

"Good luck enforcing that," Julian muttered. "I tried to fine them for the moving truck blocking the fire lane. The ticket turned into a butterfly and flew away."

The doorbell rang.

It wasn't the heavy, mechanical ring of the old brass bell. It was a digital chime that seemed to come from everywhere at once. Ding-Ding-Sparkle!

"They changed my doorbell," Becca whispered. "How did they change my doorbell?"

She marched to the foyer. She ripped the door open.

Tiffany Bright stood on the porch. She was wearing a white yoga outfit that looked expensive enough to feed a family of four. She was holding her phone on a tripod.

"Hi, neighbor!" Tiffany beamed. "We're live!"

"Turn that off," Becca said, shielding her eyes from the ring light attached to the phone.

"Oh, don't be shy!" Tiffany laughed. "We're doing a 'Vibe Check' of the street! I wanted to introduce my followers to the... local character."

She panned the phone to Becca.

"Guys, this is Becca! She's the... unofficial mayor here. Look at that outfit! So brave. I love how she just wears whatever she finds on the floor. It's giving... 'Post-Apocalyptic Chic'."

Becca looked down. She was wearing Miller’s oversized t-shirt and sweatpants covered in dog hair.

"Listen, Tiffany," Becca stepped forward, blocking the camera. "We need to talk about the rules."

"Rules?" Tiffany blinked. Her eyelashes were impossibly long. "Oh, honey. We don't do rules. We do agreements. We do manifestations."

"Well, in this reality, we do fines," Becca said. "Your husband was washing his car with magic. That's a Class C violation of the Masquerade. And you changed my doorbell without a permit."

Tiffany’s smile didn't waver, but the air around her got hot. It smelled like burning sugar.

"We just wanted to elevate the entrance," Tiffany said, her voice tight. "Your old bell sounded so... angry. Low vibration. We raised the frequency."

"Change it back."

"I can't," Tiffany sighed. "Once you ascend, you can't go back down. That's just physics."

She glanced past Becca, into the hallway where the War Council was gathered.

She spotted Valeriana.

"Oh my gosh!" Tiffany squealed. "Is that a vampire? A real one?"

Valeriana stepped into the light, pulling her sunglasses down. "I am Countess Valeriana of the—"

"You look exhausted!" Tiffany interrupted. She zoomed the camera in on Valeriana
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