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      "These are elf lands, all right."  Crouching, Asa Grímsdóttir brushed her fingers over the mossy rock at her feet.  "It's very plain to see."

      "Damn."  Ivar, the burly construction foreman, tugged at his thick red beard.  "I told the bosses we should bring in a psychic before we ever broke ground."

      "Now you've got a bunch of equipment that won't work right,” said Asa, “all thanks to those mischievous elves.”

      Ivar shook his head.  “How can something we never see cause so much trouble?”

      “They’re experts.  They’ve been doing it as long as humans have lived in Iceland.”  Asa's long blonde hair fluttered in the stiff breeze as she frowned at a nearby backhoe, which had been idle for days.  "And you're falling further behind schedule by the minute."

      "It's the Blue Lagoon all over again," said Ivar.  "So how do we fix it?"

      "The same way they fixed the Blue Lagoon project."  Asa got to her feet and straightened her wooly sweater, its gray-and-white design mirroring the cloudy July sky.  "We give the elves what they want, and they'll let us get on with it."

      "You make it sound easy."  Ivar, who was about Asa's age--somewhere in his thirties--and having a really bad week, gnawed on nicotine chewing gum.  "I guess you've had lots of dealings with these rascals, then."

      Asa grinned and nodded.  "I was born and raised in Iceland, wasn't I?  Just like you."

      She could see relief replacing skepticism on his face, and knew she was doing her job.  Convincing clients of her intimate rapport with the Hidden People was the heart of her business, after all.

      Though in truth, she'd never seen one in her life and wouldn't know what to do with it if she did.
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      "Want me to come with you?" asked Ivar.  "Maybe I could talk to them directly."

      "Sorry, no.  That's not how it works."  Asa shook her head and started off across the field of rippling igneous rock, the product of long-ago volcanic eruptions.  In the back pocket of her jeans, she carried a note pad and pencil, the tools of her trade.  She would use them to jot down the elves' demands--whatever she decided they would be.

      Ivar, persistent, followed her.  "Maybe they'll make an exception.  Lots of folks see elves and trolls, don't they?"

      "So they say."  Asa smiled and held up a hand, signaling him to stay back.  "Trust me, it's better if I go alone, Ivar.  Think of it as like a drug deal.  Nobody wants surprises, right?"

      "Okay, okay."  Ivar shook his shaggy head and stopped following.  "I'll go grab a skyr and wait for you to get back.  It's about time for a morning snack anyway."

      "Perfect."  Skyr is an Icelandic dairy product that's much like yogurt, though in reality it's a type of creamy cheese.  Locals and tourists alike went crazy for the stuff, and Ivar was addicted.  It was one thing he and Asa had in common...though the new, factory-made stuff was never quite as good as she remembered her grandma's homemade skyr being.  Sometimes, she thought she would just about kill for a taste of her grandma's skyr again.

      "Maybe I can go with you next time," said Ivar.

      "We'll see."

      Ivar raised an index finger as something occurred to him.  "You know, I think did see an elf once or twice."

      "Lucky you."  Asa waved goodbye and set out across the stony, boulder-strewn plain.  People told her the same thing all the time, that they'd seen elves or trolls or gnomes, and she didn't really believe them...but she always felt a little jealous, because she'd never seen one.

      Asa was no more in tune with the elves and trolls than she was with Iceland's mythical thirteen Yule Lads or Grýla, their ogress mother.  Still, she had her role to play in this dance, facilitating the interaction of the mundane and supernatural.

      It was up to her to set the terms for resolving the supposed conflict.  She was the one who would appease the elves, then assure the builders they could get back to work without further interference.  The massive Magic Baths project--the latest attraction to fuel Iceland's tourist boom--could get back on track, easing the worried minds of businessmen with loads of investment at stake.

      Then, voila!  A paycheck would land in her hands, the most magical part of the whole exercise as far as Asa could see.
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