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      “Promise me you’ll be careful, okay?” Serena pleaded as she hugged me tightly. I felt the worry emanating from her, constricting around my heart like a vise.

      “Of course,” I assured her, pulling back to look her in the eyes. “I’ve made it this far, haven’t I?”

      “True, but you also attracted a horde of goblins when you arrived here in Georgia.” She shuddered, remembering the nightmarish creatures that nearly overwhelmed us.

      “I won’t let my guard down,” I promised solemnly, my hand resting on the handlebars of my motorbike and my eyes filled with determination. “Besides, this time I have my magic to protect me.”

      “Speaking of which,” Serena said, her expression brightening somewhat, “I spoke to my friends Amelia and Jacob, who work as caretakers at a grand mansion in Rhode Island. They’d be happy for you to stay with them while you continue exploring your magical abilities. It’s a safe place, and they’re lovely people.”

      “Really?” I asked, touched by her thoughtfulness. “That sounds perfect. Thank you so much, Serena.”

      “Anything for you, Camille,” she replied warmly. The wind picked up, causing our hair to dance around our faces as we shared a smile.

      “Alright then,” I said, swinging my leg over the motorcycle and settling into the seat. “Rhode Island it is.”

      She gave me the address, then called, “Drive safe,” as I revved the engine, preparing to depart. With a wave, I pulled away from her, leaving behind the comforting embrace of the Georgian sun and her warm friendship.

      As I rode, thoughts of what awaited me in Rhode Island flitted through my mind like butterflies. Amelia and Jacob, complete strangers, willing to open their home to me; and the chance to delve deeper into the magic that flowed through my veins.

      The wind whipped my face as I accelerated, the road stretching out before me like a ribbon of freedom, beckoning me forward towards new adventures and experiences. The unknown had never seemed so thrilling or welcoming.

      Hours later, the sun dipped low on the horizon, casting an orange glow across the landscape as I continued my journey to Rhode Island. The hours and minutes blurred together into a cacophony of road noise, the ever-present hum of my motorcycle, and the ache in my body from sitting for too long. My muscles screamed for respite, reminding me that sixteen hours was far too long on a motorbike.

      “I think I better break it up,” I muttered to myself, shifting my weight to alleviate some of the discomfort. As if in response, the skies opened up, releasing a torrential downpour that soaked me to the bone within minutes. An ironic smile spread across my face, as I imagined the rain cleansing away my weariness. But that was all the signal I needed: I pulled up at the next roadside motel, a down-at-heel place that offered me little apart from respite from the rain. The bed was comfortable though, and after a good sleep I set off again.

      Like the day before, I felt an overwhelming sense of freedom pulsing through my veins as I carried on with my journey. So much so, I almost didn’t want the ride to end, even though my body screamed with the soreness of sitting so long and the rain continued to pelt down. But at last, as the sun was fading, I approached the address Serena had given me. Outside, I scratched my head, wondering if I had the right place.

      It was a grand mansion, and its stately architecture stood tall amidst the deluge, seemingly untouched by the storm. As I pulled up to the front entrance, the heavy oak doors swung open, revealing two figures standing in the warm light of the foyer.

      “Camille. Welcome,” called Amelia, her voice barely audible over the rain.

      “Serena told us you were quite the adventurer,” added Jacob, hurrying down the steps and extending his hand to help me off the bike. He was much taller than Amelia, broad-shouldered, and sporting a neatly-trimmed beard. His brown eyes exuded warmth and sincerity.

      “Thank you both for having me,” I said gratefully, my voice hoarse from the road. “I hope I’m not intruding.” I followed Jacob up the steps.

      “Of course not,” Amelia replied, her laughter like wind chimes in the night air. She was a petite woman with fiery red hair and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief and kindness. “You must be exhausted. And soaked.” She looked at Jacob, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “We’d best get her inside before she catches a cold.”

      “Right you are, my dear,” he agreed. “Let’s just lock up here and then we’ll get her motorcycle in the garage.” Together, they led me inside the mansion, their laughter and camaraderie a balm to my weary soul.

      As we crossed the threshold, I couldn’t help but marvel at the elegant opulence that surrounded me. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceilings, casting warm light upon the polished marble floors and rich tapestries adorning the walls. A grand staircase spiraled upwards, disappearing into the shadows above.

      “Wow,” I whispered, awestruck. “This place is incredible.”

      “Isn’t it?” Amelia grinned, beaming with pride. “Wait till you see the gardens. They’re absolutely magical.” She disappeared for a moment and when she came back she had a large bunch of keys in her hand. She ushered us back out, and locked the door behind us.

      “Now, let’s get you settled in and dry,” Jacob said. “We live in a cottage on the grounds,” he laughed. “Not in this grand place.”

      We stepped out of the mansion and into the cool night air, and I wheeled the motorcycle around toward a charming two-story cottage with a small garage beside it. Jacob pulled up the garage door and I put Giselle inside, next to their modest car. Then they led me around to the cottage, and with its warm, golden light spilling from the windows, it looked like something straight out of a fairy tale.

      “Here we are,” Amelia announced as she unlocked the front door. “Your home away from home.”

      “Thank you so much for having me,” I said, my heart swelling with gratitude. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

      “Of course, dear,” Jacob chimed in, his voice warm and gentle. “Any friend of Serena’s is welcome here.”

      Once inside, Amelia led me to a cozy room upstairs. Soft lamplight filled the space, casting a warm glow on the plush rug and antique furnishings. A vase of fresh flowers sat on the windowsill, their delicate fragrance mingling with the scent of rain-soaked earth drifting through the open window.

      “Here are some towels,” Amelia said, gesturing toward a neatly folded pile on the bed. “Why don’t you get changed, and then join us downstairs for a late dinner?”

      “That sounds perfect,” I replied, aware that at the mention of food my stomach rumbled.

      After changing into warm, dry clothes, I met them in the kitchen, where they were preparing a steaming pot of soup. The aroma of tomato and toast infused the air, soothing my weary body.

      As we ate the delicious soup, they began sharing stories about the estate, their voices lilting with fondness and nostalgia. They’d worked there for a number of years, and they explained that the mansion had been built during the nineteen twenties by a wealthy family whose descendants still owned the property. The exterior boasted a stately Georgian design, while the interior featured an eclectic mix of architectural styles: from Gothic arches to Art Nouveau flourishes.

      “It’s eclectic,” they told me, “but as you could see, quite beautiful. We’ll show you more tomorrow, and of course the grounds of the estate.”

      Their roles as caretakers, they told me, involved maintaining the extensive grounds, which included a rose garden, an orchard, and a hedge maze. They also looked after the mansion during the family’s frequent trips abroad and they explained that they were away in Italy, so I wouldn’t see them around the place.

      The warmth of the cottage enveloped me like a comforting embrace, erasing the residual chill from my lengthy motorcycle journey. After dinner, I couldn’t help but let out a contented sigh as I sank into the plush armchair by the fire. The day had been exhausting, as had my adventures with the goblins in Georgia, and I couldn’t have imagined a more perfect place to rest and recuperate, while continuing to learn more about my magical powers in a safe space.

      “Thank you both so much for welcoming me into your home,” I said earnestly, turning to Amelia and Jacob who sat nearby. “I feel truly blessed to be here.”

      “Of course, Camille,” Amelia replied with a warm smile. “We’re just happy we could offer you a haven from your travels.”

      “Speaking of which,” Jacob interjected, “you should probably call your family and let them know you’ve arrived safely.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “It’s okay to use your phone?” Back then, no one had cellphones.

      “Of course. Use it whenever you like. You don’t have to ask.”

      I dialed my parents’ number first, knowing they would be anxiously awaiting news of my whereabouts.

      “Camille, it’s so good to hear your voice,” my mother exclaimed when she answered the call. “How was your journey?”

      “Long, but I made it in one piece,” I told her. “Serena sent me to stay with her friends Amelia and Jacob in Rhode Island. They live on this incredible estate. You wouldn’t believe how beautiful it is here.”

      “Sounds lovely, darling,” my father chimed in. I could imagine them huddling around the phone in our homely kitchen back in New Orleans. “Just promise us you’ll take some time to rest before you head off on your next adventure.”

      “I promise,” I replied with a smile. “I love you both.”

      “Love you too,” they echoed in unison before hanging up.

      Next, I called James, eager to share the excitement of my new surroundings with him. He answered on the first ring, his voice warm and soothing.

      “Camille. How are you? Is everything alright?” he asked, concern evident in his tone.

      “Everything’s better than alright,” I assured him. “I’ve made it to Rhode Island, and the place I’m staying is absolutely magical. Amelia and Jacob have been so kind and welcoming, I feel right at home.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear,” James replied, genuine happiness coloring his words. “I can’t wait to hear all about your adventures when you return.”

      “It will be awhile off,” I said softly, feeling a pang of longing deep within my chest. “I’m still not ready to return, James.”

      “Stay safe and take care of yourself, alright?” he said and then I hung up, feeling a pang at the sadness in his voice.

      As I hung up the phone and turned back to Amelia and Jacob, I felt a renewed sense of gratitude and contentment wash over me. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of belonging and camaraderie with them. Their easy-going nature and warm personalities created a welcoming atmosphere in the cottage, making me feel as if I’d known them for years instead of mere hours.

      “I’m almost ready for bed,” I told them. The warmth of the fire, and the hot soup was making me drowsy and after two days of sitting on a motorcycle in the rain, the idea of a long sleep-in was attractive, even though generally I was an early riser.

      “You go whenever you’re ready,” Amelia told me. “We’ll show you around tomorrow.” She leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially, “You know, we’ve heard about your magical abilities from Serena. If you’re interested
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