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​​Chapter 1: Dead Lawns & New Neighbors
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The moving box labeled "SPELL COMPONENTS – FRAGILE" exploded the moment I set it on the kitchen counter.

Purple smoke billowed toward the ceiling while lavender petals and dried newt tails rained down on my new linoleum. The preservation charm had worn off somewhere between Portland and this retirement village in the middle of nowhere.

"Fantastic," I muttered. "Welcome home, Hazel."

Through the window, my new neighbor was already watching. She wore a purple caftan, her silver hair piled high in a gravity-defying style. When she caught me looking, she waved—the kind of wave that said she'd cataloged every mistake I'd made since arrival.

She was on my porch before I'd finished sweeping.

"Hazel Hartwell?" She swept past me into the foyer. "Dotty Moonshine. I brought cookies." She thrust a plate at me. The cookies levitated an inch above the porcelain.

I took the plate carefully. The cookies settled with a soft thump.

"Rosemary and honey. Good for memory and protection." Dotty peered into my living room. "You're not unpacked. HOA meeting tomorrow night. Seven sharp. Tilda doesn't tolerate lateness."

"Tilda?"

"HOA president. She's been in charge for twelve years." Dotty lowered her voice. "Between you and me, she's a bit much. The last person who ran against her ended up with permanent magical hiccups. Lasted six months."

Before I could respond, another woman appeared. Tall, angular, severe black bob, expensive pantsuit.

"Dotty, you're gossiping." The woman's voice could cut glass.

"I'm welcoming our new neighbor, Belle."

"Mm." Belle turned to me. "Belle Thornfield. HOA treasurer. You'll want to review the bylaws before tomorrow." She produced a thick binder from nowhere and handed it to me.

Three hundred pages.

"Just the first two sections are mandatory reading," Belle said. "Welcome to Mystic Greens. I'm sure you'll find our community very... regulated."

She left as abruptly as she'd arrived.

A third neighbor appeared—a man in his early sixties with a comfortable build and crinkled smile, carrying glowing tomatoes.

"Marv Hendricks. From across the street. Thought you might need fresh vegetables." He offered the basket. "The glow is from magical fertilizer. Mostly harmless."

After they left, I spent the afternoon unpacking. The house was nice—a tidy cottage with a small yard and porch. Mystic Greens promised safety, community, and quiet life after sixty-two years of noise.

But something felt off.

I was halfway through kitchen supplies when smoke appeared near the ceiling, expanding into a billowing cloud that smelled like expensive cologne and burning sage.

A poodle materialized on my counter.

Not just any poodle—a standard poodle with perfectly coiffed white fur, golden eyes, and profound disdain. He surveyed the kitchen and sneezed.

"You must be joking," the poodle said.

I stared. "You can talk."

"Of course I can talk. I'm a familiar." He sniffed at a glowing tomato and recoiled. "Good lord. What is that?"

"A tomato."

"That is an abomination."

I crossed my arms. "Who are you?"

"Ezra. Your familiar. Unfortunately." He sat primly. "I was assigned after my previous witch passed away."

"I didn't request a familiar."

"The Magical Familiar Registry doesn't allow unaccompanied witches in retirement communities. Liability issues." His tone suggested the arrangement was beneath him. "Dame Catriona was a witch of distinction. A seer of remarkable talent. We lived in a Victorian mansion with proper amenities. This is... not that."

"This is what I can afford."

"How unfortunate. For both of us."

I didn't like Ezra.

"I don't need a babysitter. I've practiced magic for forty years."

"When was the last time you successfully cast a spell?"

Three years. Maybe four. Not since Robert got sick.

"That's what I thought." Ezra hopped down gracefully. "The Registry sent me because your magical signature has been dormant. You're rusty, Ms. Hartwell. And rust attracts attention in magical communities."

Three sharp raps on the door interrupted us.

I opened it to find a woman who could only be Tilda Moonbeam.

She was barely five feet tall, but radiated authority. Her silver hair was styled in perfect waves, her purple suit immaculate, and her smile—

Her smile was wrong. Too white, too perfect, too bright. It glowed faintly and didn't move naturally when she spoke.

"Hazel Hartwell. Welcome to Mystic Greens. I'm Tilda Moonbeam, HOA president." Her voice was warm honey over cold steel. "I trust you've received your bylaws?"

"Belle gave me the binder, yes."

"Excellent. I personally greet all new residents within their first day. It sets the proper tone." Tilda glanced past me. "I see you have a familiar. Please ensure he's registered by Friday."

Ezra appeared at my feet. "I'm already registered, madam."

Tilda's smile tightened fractionally. "Of course."

She stepped off the porch, then paused, looking at my front yard. The hedge was overgrown and scraggly.

"Your hedge, Ms. Hartwell."

"What about it?"

"It exceeds the approved height by six inches. Section twelve, paragraph seven. All exterior hedges must be precisely three feet, plus or minus two inches." Tilda pulled out a sparkling wand. "You'll want to trim that before Tuesday."

"Tuesday? I just moved in."

"The rules apply to all residents equally. No exceptions." Her smile brightened painfully. "I'm sure you understand. It would be a shame if your first week resulted in... magical consequences."

The threat hung in the air like smoke.

Tilda walked away, heels clicking precisely on the sidewalk.

"Well," Ezra said. "This should be interesting."

I looked down at him. "What kind of place did I move into?"

"A retirement community with an HOA. What did you expect?"

I didn't have an answer.

I closed the door and leaned against it, staring at boxes, glowing tomatoes, and the snobby magical poodle in my kitchen.

Outside, the sun set over Mystic Greens, casting shadows across perfectly manicured lawns and precisely trimmed hedges.

Somewhere in this planned community, I had the distinct feeling that trouble was brewing.

The hedge could wait until morning.
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Chapter 2: Magical HOA Mayhem
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Tilda Moonbeam's smile could have powered a small city, and according to the glowing rune on her left incisor, it probably did.

I'd arrived at the community center at 6:55. Most seats were taken. The room was arranged like a town hall, with Tilda at the podium like a general addressing troops. A table beside her held refreshments—coffee, tea, and lavender cupcakes that smelled divine.

Dotty waved me to a saved seat in the third row. Belle sat in front, taking notes before the meeting had started.

At precisely seven o'clock, Tilda rapped her wand on the podium. The sound echoed like a gavel, and the room went silent.

"Good evening. I call this meeting to order." Tilda consulted a floating tablet. "First: approval of last month's minutes. All in favor?"

A scattered "aye."

"Opposed?" Silence. "Approved. Second: treasurer's report. Belle?"

Belle launched into detailed financial breakdowns. I tried to follow—two thousand on "aesthetic enchantments," fifteen hundred on "magical pest control."

"Are those normal?" I whispered to Dotty.

"The enchantments make flowers bloom year-round. Tilda insists."

Belle finished and sat. Tilda's smile brightened.

"Excellent work. Now, new business." She tapped her wand. "Several residents continue to engage in unapproved magical practices."

Unease rippled through the room.

"Section seven, subsection three: all exterior magical enhancements require written approval thirty days prior." Tilda's voice took on a lecture quality. "This includes animated lawn ornaments, modified plant growth, aesthetic glamours, and protective wards above level two."

Marv shifted two rows ahead.

"Some residents believe rules don't apply to them." Tilda's gaze lingered on Marv. "Mr. Hendricks, your tomatoes still exhibit unauthorized luminescence."

Marv stood. "They're just tomatoes, Tilda."

"They're in violation of regulation 7.3, subsection B. The enhancement must be removed by Friday, or you'll face a fine of two hundred dollars per day."

"Two hundred dollars? That's extortion!"

"That's the bylaw. Unless you'd like to challenge through proper channels?"

The way she said it made clear that challenging would be unpleasant.

Marv sat down, jaw tight.

"Other violations?" someone called.

Tilda consulted her tablet. "Mrs. Kowalski has an unregistered weather charm. Mr. Abernathy's garden gnomes exceed the limit of six. And someone has been practicing transfiguration after ten PM, violating our noise ordinance."

"Transfiguration isn't noise," someone muttered.

"Magical disturbance. Section twenty-three."

I leaned toward Dotty. "Is she always like this?"

"This is her being reasonable."

Tilda moved on—new fines for late HOA dues, whether the pool should allow familiars. The debate grew heated when someone pointed out that half the residents had familiars and the other half had allergies.

"Before we adjourn," Tilda said, smile widening, "unapproved magic use will no longer be tolerated. Effective immediately, any violation will result in an automatic five-hundred-dollar fine."

The room erupted.

"Five hundred dollars?"

"That's ridiculous!"

Tilda rapped sharply. "The board voted on this last week. It passed unanimously."

"Because you're the only one who votes," someone shouted.

Belle stood. "The board consists of three members: myself, Tilda, and Arthur Pembroke, who's been on sabbatical. In his absence, two members constitute a majority. It's in the bylaws."

"Convenient," Marv muttered.

"Convenient for Tilda, maybe." Belle's voice had an edge I hadn't heard before. "Some of us just do the work we're asked to do, whether we agree with it or not."

Tilda's smile tightened. "Belle has been an exemplary treasurer for eight years. Her dedication is appreciated."

"Is it?" Belle sat down sharply.

The new fine structure would ensure compliance and maintain high standards, Tilda continued. She'd worked too hard to let Mystic Greens fall into disrepair.

"Disrepair?" An older man stood. "My ward stones are older than most people here. They're tradition, not disrepair."

"They're also unregistered, Mr. Walsh. Submit proper paperwork by Friday."

Mr. Walsh sat down huffing.

The meeting dragged on—community garden allocation, summoning spell prohibitions near mailboxes. I took mental notes.

Finally, Tilda moved to adjourn. "Final questions?"

Dotty raised her hand.

"Yes?"

"I was reviewing last quarter's expenses. The aesthetic enchantments budget has increased significantly. Could you provide detail about where those funds are going?"

Tilda's smile didn't waver, but something flickered in her eyes. "The itemized breakdown is in the treasurer's report Belle distributed."

"I read it. It lists 'various enchantments' as a line item. I was hoping for specifics."

Belle shifted uncomfortably.

"The specifics are complex magical expenditures requiring specialized vendors," Tilda said. "If you have concerns, submit a formal inquiry through proper channels."

"I did. Three weeks ago. No response."

The temperature seemed to drop.

"I'll look into that. Now, if there are no other questions—"

"I have one." Belle stood again. "About the new fine structure. The bylaws require thirty-day notice before fee increases. You announced this as immediate."

Tilda's jaw tightened. "Emergency measures can be implemented with board approval."

"Arthur's not here to approve anything."

"Two votes constitute a majority."

The women stared at each other. The air practically crackled.

"I'll take your concerns under advisement," Tilda said finally. "This meeting is adjourned."

She rapped her wand. The tablet vanished.

Residents gathered things and filed out, though many stayed for coffee and gossip. Dotty grabbed my arm.

"Stay. Mingle. Establish yourself as friendly."

I followed her to the refreshment table.

Marv was there, dumping sugar in his coffee. "That was Tilda being Tilda. New rules, higher fines, more control. And we take it because nobody wants the headache of running against her."

"Why not?"

"She's been president twelve years. She knows every loophole, every way to make your life miserable." He sipped and grimaced. "Plus Belle does all the financial work. Between them, they've turned this HOA into a dictatorship."

"Belle doesn't seem happy about it."

"Belle's practical. She follows rules. But even she has limits." Marv glanced where Belle and Tilda stood near the podium, talking in low voices. "First time I've seen Belle push back in a meeting."

Dotty appeared with cupcakes. "Try these. Clara made them—she runs the magical bakery on Willow Lane."

I took one. The lavender
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