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1. Mauricie
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Cathy and Caroline walked on the path in silence, like robots. Their pallor drew the attention of Mathilde who felt that the ranger they had just left had something to do with it. She tried to learn more about what happened, but the teenage girls were evasive and replied that this guy had scared them with his dismal laugh and Machiavellian gaze.

Mathilde felt that they were not telling her everything, but noticing the deep discomfort that had settled in their eyes, she decided to leave them be for the moment. Besides, she too had found this man quite destabilizing, so how could she not understand the effect on young girls their age, especially after the trauma of the kidnapping that they had just suffered recently!

She took the precaution of asking them if they preferred to turn back, but Cathy and Caroline, after a brief exchange of glances, offered to continue the walk. Either way, the shock was now over and even if they feared the return of the individual, they did not want to arouse the suspicions of their companion. In addition, on the trailhead sign it was indicated that the hike covered 500 meters, so this would not last...

Cathy began to find the distance longer than the one announced and wondered if it was not a subterfuge of the ogre... In fact was it even possible that he was here in Canada? Or was it just a coincidence?

She was impatiently waiting for the end of the walk to be able to discuss it with Caroline.

To lighten up the mood, Mathilde tried to point out to the girls the beauty of the undergrowth by drawing their attention to the magnificent ferns, the rocks covered with moss and the tree trunks trimmed with vegetation that soon awakened the imagination of the two teenage girls. The tension began to dissipate as they let their fantasies carry them to the elven cities. They "talked" to each other without saying a word, and realized that they understood each other rather easily.

— Here is the lake and, I believe, the end of the walk, announced Mathilde who had passed them for a few minutes.[image: image]

— Oh, it’s so beautiful! Cathy exclaimed, running towards the wooden pontoon that she had seen to take a photograph.

— Pass me your camera, I'll photograph you both if you want!

The girls hugged and posed for the photo. Caroline whispered in her friend's ear that they needed to quickly discuss what had just happened. Cathy nodded, looking for a way to slip away so they could speak quietly.

— Mathilde, it's a nice picnic spot, right here on the beach, isn't it? she asked.

— Yes, it is a very nice location, but it’s still early girls. Are you already that hungry?

— Well... I'm starting to feel hungry, replied Caroline imagining that her friend had thought of a plan.

— Me too, added Cathy. Can we eat here?

— Why not?

— So, can we let you get things ready while we take some pictures of the undergrowth? she said, as if she had nothing else in mind.

— Yes, go ahead but don’t go too far... I didn’t really like that ranger either, so it is better to be careful!

— No worries! We won't lose sight of you, because just thinking about this guy gives us goosebumps, right Caroline?

— Ah yes, just thinking about his horrific gaze, makes my back freeze, she corrected herself, quickly enough to avoid the mistake that she had almost done.

The girls moved a few meters away and took advantage of a rock to take shelter, while keeping an eye on Mathilde as promised. They had no desire to relive the same misfortune at Lençois, in Brazil. They were both aware of how fortunate they had been to escape with their friends from the ogre's hands. And this miracle was probably not going to repeat itself a second time!

— It’s a good thing you stopped in time earlier, said Cathy relieved. I feared you were going to talk about his missing fingertips...

— Do you think it was... him? asked Caroline, breathless.

— I think it’s very likely... Did you see his gaze? I recognized his sarcasm and then, I did feel like I smelled something like petroleum, didn't you?

— Yes! I assumed that it was my imagination that was playing tricks on me, but if you too have perceived this smell, then it’s clear that it was him... But how did he manage to learn that we were in Canada?

— This is exactly the question I was asking myself! And also, why does he follow us, exactly?! I thought he had kidnapped us to get fresh meat as he said... But there are many other teenagers in Brazil... Why go to Canada, and precisely in this park?

— It's too coincidental, you're right Cathy! He must have something else in mind! But how do we find out what he's looking for?

— I had thought for a moment that, as Gwenola had told us, there must be a conflict between the ogres and the elves and probably Landy was his target, but currently my theory no longer stands! It’s the two of us that are his prey, Caroline! It’s as if he is in hunting mode!

— All the more reason to watch out! Are we coming back next to Mathilde? I know it is not at all logical, but her presence reassures me and I have the impression that as long as we are with her, nothing will happen to us.

— I'm not so sure. She has no magic power... Besides, did you even see the strength of this ogre while we were in his cave? She wouldn't stand a chance... Not to mention the fact that he is armed if you noticed. Frankly, with or without Mathilde... It’s all the same!

— I would still be more reassured if we weren’t alone... Looks like Mathilde is waving at us now.

The picnic went off without any incident. The girls seemed to be less worried. Mathilde understood that they needed some time alone, and encouraged them to take a walk around while she was doing a little reading. She offered to stay an hour longer before going home so the three of them could make dinner before Charles arrived.

Caroline immediately suggested to Cathy that they should return to the same rock so as not to stray too far and risk an unwanted encounter. This was what they did since fear still floated in the air, despite the lunch break which seemed to have made them forget the morning incident, but only for a moment. Cathy understood that her friend was panicked and did not want to worsen her condition. Especially since she was not very reassured either... She would have loved to be able to speak to Gwenola. She was sure the elf could have given them some good advice. She thought of her very hard, while clutching her necklace and clover-shaped medallion in her hand. She hoped she could hear her and come as she had done in the past. Caroline immediately realized what she was doing and put her hand instinctively in her hair to touch her hair clip that had become a magical one recently.

Nothing happened and the girls' disappointment clouded their faces. However, Cathy felt that her friend was on the verge of tears and decided to cheer her up by ignoring her own worry.

— Don't worry Caro, you'll see that Gwenola will appear soon! I’m sure she will visit us eventually!

— How can you be sure? You say that just to make me forget what happened...

— No, I know for a fact that we can’t erase this awful memory. Not to mention that we are aware that we are his target. Have you already forgot that our friend hinted to us the last time when we saw her that we will have surprises during the holidays?

— Ah yes, now that you mention it, I remember now. What do you think she meant by that?

— Knowing her a little, it would not surprise me if she appeared out of thin air at a random time! replied Cathy, sketching a naughty little smile.

— It would be really awesome! I think she will be able to advise us what to do so as not to fall into the trap of this ogre... she said in a pensive tone.

— Don't worry, we’ll try to invoke her again tomorrow. You remember that she doesn't come every time we ask for her, but that she always appeared when we needed her.

— I didn't really see her in that monster’s cave, said Caroline incredulously.

— It’s because she didn’t know where we were... It’s not the same!

— And now she knows?

— Of course she knows! I told her before we left that we are going to Mauricie and I even gave her the address of our chalet.

— Ha, great. Anyway, I wonder what does this monster want from us? Why us specifically ? We are just two poor girls with little interest, so why is he following us?

— We will learn about it eventually... I admit that for the moment I have no idea, but this whole story seems very fishy to me. The only thing I hope is that Gwenola will come to help us and then that she will find a solution so that we can continue our magic lessons... I miss the elves’ school already!

— Don’t even mention it! I miss it too!!! How are we going to resist a WHOLE MONTH without seeing our friends and without the lessons?

— We have spell books at home... Well, I brought everything, you?

— Yes, you bet I did! But I would’ve liked to continue to learn and practice new spells...

— And what keeps us from doing so? We can train at the chalet. Either in our room for those who don't need a lot of space, or in the forest next to our chalet for the rest ...

— Ah, yes, it's a very good idea Cathy! replied Caroline enthusiastically.

The return home was less tense than in the afternoon and the girls even managed to crack a few jokes. Mathilde was reassured, but did not allow herself to be fooled by the displayed joy of her little girls. While preparing dinner that evening, she took advantage of their absence to tell Charles what had happened and to make him understand that something frightened the youngsters terribly, but that she had been unable to learn what it was.

During the meal, Charles in turn tried to extract information from the teenage girls, but apart from the fear that he detected in their eyes, he could not get more clues out of them. The silence was heavy all throughout the evening, and he realized that he absolutely had to know what they were hiding from him. He decided to take Cathy aside and invited her to the terrace under the pretext that he wanted to gaze at the stars with her. Caroline was left alone to help Mathilde clear the table.

He took a seat on the swing in front of the house and invited his daughter to sit by his side. Cathy snuggled in his arms. He tenderly stroked her hair and made her understand that she had to trust him and that she could tell him what was wrong. She cracked and admitted to him that she was afraid of this ranger since he looked too much like their kidnapper from Brazil. Looking concerned, Charles asked her if she was sure it was the same man. She hesitated, confirming that he had the same scary eyes and that certain intonations in his voice had reminded him of this guy. Her father then asked her if he was missing two knuckles with the tips of two fingers. Cathy immediately replied yes, realizing only the second after that he could not be aware of this detail since they had never spoken to anyone about this aspect.

Amazed, she questioned him and he decided to tell her about his investigation at the Lençois police in Brazil and the fact that he had been able to see the knuckles found on the spot. He told her that he had managed to extract some tissue and that he had done a DNA test. The result was more than surprising, since it did not belong to a human. Cathy simulated astonishment. She still didn’t feel ready to tell him everything she knew, or tell her about the elves’ existence. She was afraid of his reaction and realized that she hadn't even asked Gwenola if they should keep their existence confidential... At first glance, she thought so. Even if she wanted to indulge her father and share this secret that was starting to become too heavy to carry, she did not believe that it was the right time yet...

Charles preferred not to rush his daughter, even though he now knew that she hadn't told him everything. So be it. It would come when she would be ready. Marie, her mother, had taken so long before admitting her roots and her magical powers. He thought Cathy's little secrets had a link with his wife's special nature. Should he tell Cathy about her mother's elven origins? Had she inherited some of her abilities?
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2. The holidays are looking good!
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The discovery of another hike had been scheduled in the evening, after dinner, to fill the morning of the next day. Cathy and Caroline were a little disappointed, as they hoped to spend the day at the cottage trying to call Gwenola again. Their plan for studying spells also fell apart, but at night, before falling asleep, they had had time to console themselves. They decided to take advantage of the first opportunity that was going to show itself to invoke their elf friend. As for the magic training, they thought of suggesting to Mathilde to stay at home the next day to rest, on the pretext of some "homework" to do.

[image: image]Charles had well briefed their companion on the danger that awaited the girls without giving too many details. He asked her to call him urgently on his cell phone if this ranger crossed their path again.

Equipped for walking, the three set out for a longer and more difficult trail than the previous day. It was the "Randonnée des falaises" (Cliff’s Trail): a four-kilometer loop that Mathilde said would provide them with magnificent landscapes on Lake Wapizagonke.

The weather was promising: the sun managed to timidly weave its rays through the undergrowth, even richer than those encountered the previous day. Cathy and Caroline were quickly won over by the beauty of this universe that had something magical to it... They were drawn to all this green nature, so different from what they were used to contemplate in Brazil. They kept coming out of the path to admire an old trunk fallen to the ground and covered with a mini forest of moss, tiny red or blue berries, fine mushrooms like filaments...[image: image]

They were literally amazed by all this beauty and both secretly hoped to catch a glimpse of the wings of their favorite elf around a fern...
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