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Chapter One 
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Nothing says midwestern Thanksgiving like a green jello mold. Liv Hermes placed the plate with the shiny, vibrating mound on the table. Lumps of pineapple, horseradish and diced cucumbers swam in a murky sea of lime jello. The long, heavy table, filled elbow to elbow with her family, utilized all the leaves but still overflowed onto a separate card table for kids, crammed into the corner. A collective groan rose. 

The Lake House had plenty of room for everyone at the big table in the dining room. So why was the entire family crammed into her sibling's bursting house here in Minnesota?  Not to mention Liv was sleeping on the floor.  At the Lake House, everyone would have had accommodations, at least a couch. She longed to stretch her aching back and hear the pops of each vertebra as it released. 

Liv frowned. She was the oldest of the four siblings and stood at the head of the big table, vibrating jello on a plate before her. On her right was James, who she got along best with in the family. The only one she got along with. The rest of her siblings were in somewhat of a truce with her, at best. Not open combat, but more of a cold war where barbs were thrust under their breath, but no punches were exchanged. When they were younger, there'd been some punches thrown and hair pulled but they were too mature for that now. 

“Come on, it’s tradition!” Said Liv. It represented the way their family used to be under their parents' watchful eye.

“Can we skip the jello next year? It’s the grossest and no one eats it,” one of the kids said. 

“You mean you aren’t looking forward to the red version at Christmas?” Asked the child’s mother. 

“It doesn’t taste bad,” said Liv. “And it’s part of the Thanksgiving and Christmas traditions of the Hermes family.” No one would have uttered a peep if her mother presented the jello. Liv felt like an outsider in her own family. 

“Let’s vote,” said James. 

“We will not be here for Christmas, but I’d vote ‘no’ if we were staying,” said one of the wives.  “Our family is going to Acapulco!” She presented the announcement like it was a gift. 

A cheer came from the table except for Liv, who ground her teeth.

“We were going to meet at the Lake House. All of us,” she said. “That was the plan.”

Her sister said, “I vote for Acapulco.”

“There’s room in our rental. Everyone can come,” said Philip. His wife sent him a look which he entirely missed. “We rented a house for a week. Cost us a mint. If everyone wants to come and split it, that’d be great.”

“Is that a per person split or per family?” James asked.

“Per family,” said the wife. They had three children and James had two children.

“Let’s do it. We’ve got money from dad’s and mom’s estate.  Here we come, Acapulco!” Said her sister.

“The whole idea of me having the Lake House as my inheritance was that we use it for family events,” said Liv. “I don’t have the money to just run off for a couple of weeks.” Her two brothers and sister had agreed to split the money left when their mother and father died and she would keep the immense Lake House for family gatherings. No one wanted to sell the memories the Lake House held, plus they wanted the money more than the memories. To Liv, everything good was tied to the house in her own idealized version of history. 

“Acapulco! Acapulco!” The kids chanted. Hard to argue with the frigid temps frosting the windows outside. Flakes swirled and blew apart like the pieces of her family. 

Philip’s wife got out a sheet of paper and a calculator to figure the cost per family for the Acapulco trip. “Everyone pays for their own airfare.” She smirked.

"Because you already locked in a great fare for her family," said Liv's sister. 

Liv watched the green jello shake as different people moved to sit down at the table. 

“Are you in, Liv?” Asked James. 

"When is she ever part of this family?" Asked her sister.

Liv sucked in a breath and her bravado crumbled. She towered over the family whether they stood or were seated. She was tall and thin, while everyone else in the Hermes clan had dark hair and eyes and was short and heavyset. What really set her apart was the bright, pale hair. James called it Lutheran Blonde. Liv wore it long and it hung in a straight sheath of white past her shoulders.

“I think I’ll pass. If I was going to go somewhere, it wouldn’t be Acapulco.”

“Where would it be?” Asked James. 

“I don’t know,” she said, after a long pause. Had anyone ever asked her what she wanted before?

“They have great sunscreen now, if you’re worried about burning,” he said. Liv’s skin was paper white, unlike her olive-skinned siblings.

Where would she go if she could go anywhere? Her mind was blank and unwilling to speculate.

Liv spent her days writing grants in a small office without a window. It used to be a closet but corporate made it an office instead of giving her a bump in pay. It was ideal work for an introvert who loved to generate paper in orderly sections and fill out blanks and be left alone. 

“Liv, are you in there?” Her sister snapped her fingers in front of Liv’s face. 

“Ewww, who went heavy on the horseradish in the jello?” Asked her other brother.

“I used mom’s old recipe!” Liv shouted at him. “Next time you make the jello.”

“No one even likes the stupid jello. No jello next year,” he decreed. “Who’s with me?”

Raucous yells filled the table. The youngsters took it up without even knowing what they were yelling about and banged their tiny little fists on the card table. The plates and silverware chattered with each hit.

Liv wanted to scream back, but the air wouldn’t come out of her lungs. She picked up the offending plate of jello. It slid from side to side on the plate. It was hard to balance and Liv hesitated, her intention unclear. Liv spent her whole morning in her sister in law’s kitchen, creating this masterpiece of lime and horseradish, for these ungrateful jerks.  

“To heck with this.” Liv heaved the plate of jello at the middle of the table. It bounced off the turkey intact and rolled down the table, knocking into tableware and bouncing onto the baby’s tray. There was a collective gasp as the baby opened and closed her mouth, gnawing on the green blob.

Dead silence. Then pandemonium as everyone tried to speak at once. The baby’s mother, pried the jello away from her child with one swift yank and swiped her finger through baby Jane’s outraged mouth.

Baby Jane grabbed a tiny handful of green goo off the front of her high chair and popped it in her mouth.

“She likes mom’s jello!” Liv yelled over the noise and left the room. Her long legs flew up the stairs to her room and she began to pack. 

She heard someone on the stairs. James, the peacemaker, she bet. Every family had one.

“Sis, are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” she said.

“You’re packing,” said James. 

“Yeah, I’m going back to the Lake House. The house that we all agreed I should take as part of my inheritance so you could get more cash. The house that we agreed we would meet at for holidays. The house that is crushing me with repairs already, big and small. And all I wanted was to have family gatherings there.” Liv began to cry. “That poor baby. Her mother is never going to forgive me.”

“Baby Jane loved the jello,” countered James. 

More steps on the stairs. “Here comes retribution and guilt,” said James. “Leave the tears on your cheeks.”

Filling the doorway, her other brother put a hand on each side of the door frame.  “Do you even care that baby Jane might have suffocated? I will never come to that stupid Lake House. You wanted it, you can rot in it.” His wrath showed in the way his heavy jowls shook as he pronounced his judgment. 

He looked for the door to slam but it opened the other way. So, instead he stomped down the stairs. 

James shook his head and imitated the jowls shaking. Liv smothered her giggles until James started laughing. Her belly hurt but it was good to laugh so hard with her brother.

“A pompous jerk, as usual,” said James.

“I really should apologize. Do I look like I’ve been laughing about a baby smothered in green jello?”

“No, but you can’t keep a straight face. You know you’ll laugh. Keep it short.”

“I’ll smooth it over and all will be well.”

James shook his head. “I don’t think things will ever be the same. Next you’ll be seeing Elves and fairies again.”

“Never again,” said Liv, her voice low. “You can engrave that on my tombstone. And in the mealtime, I never want that brought up again." The remark about her seeing fairies evoked a horrible misunderstanding that had pretty much wrecked her young life. Her family never forgave and never forgot. It was constantly brought up that she'd seen a fairy in the garden. 

“You’re a real jerk for bringing that up right now.”

“What are brothers for?”

Liv started unpacking. She would apologize and make this right. Family was important to her. Her mood sank as she descended each step back to the dining room. 

Liv stood at the doorway. Everyone turned to watch her. She took her seat at the head of table, opposite baby Jane who sported a change of clothing and wet hair. 

“I’m sorry I threw the jello.”

A soft chant started of “jello, jello.” It was quickly hushed by the parents. Everyone waited expectantly but that was all Liv had to offer.  

“I just thought we would be meeting more often at the Lake House. That was the whole reason for keeping it: so the family could gather there. I may as well sell it.” Liv played her trump card.

"Let's not go over this old fight again," said her brother. Protests murmured and eyes rolled. No one wanted to lose the house. Their whole lives had been lived there. 

“You all love the idea of the Lake House and gatherings but it’s a fantasy for you, like Santa Claus. Not real.”

A collective gasp startled her. She’d forgotten the children, most under ten, who still believed in St. Nick and his abundant gifts. 

The little ones burst into tears, one after another. The older children fought it with trembling lips but the pull of the other children’s tears made them cry too. 

“What is wrong with you?” Her brother Philip snapped. “You have no heart at all.”

Liv said, “Sorry” and left to finish packing her bags. No one came up the stairs to talk her out of it this time.
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Liv scrolled through the internet while sitting on the overstuffed blue couch. It faced the panoramic wall of glass windows that provided spectacular images of Lake Michigan in the throes of November. Angry black seas tipped with white against a pearl gray sky. Usually those images soothed Liv but today, they just reminded her of winter and high heating bills along with it. A brisk chilling wind made its way through the old windows and she pulled her sweater closer. The Thanksgiving parade marched past on the tv with the sound off. 

Her big reveal of the evening? Taking the house as her portion of the inheritance had been a bad bargain. No one wanted to dump it but the upkeep was going to slowly suffocate Liv like a beloved boa constrictor.  She considered selling it but discounted the idea almost immediately. She could never sell this house that her dad had built for the family so long ago. Too many memories in these walls. Walls that needed repainting, she noticed. 

Maybe rent it out? The thought of other people in her house was distasteful. And she'd seen some of the videos where people trashed the rentals. It would be heartbreaking.

Liv watched a video of an aurora on her meditation app. So relaxing the way it shimmered and moved across the sky. An ad popped up on her feed for glass dome hotels in Iceland.  How did the algorithm know? For every person scrolling right now, and there had to be millions, the internet sent ads that touched on something they were interested in. Kind of scary.

Those glass igloos were gorgeous against the white snow and inky sky as the aurora danced above. It would  never work; Liv was perpetually cold. She should go somewhere. Liv had some savings in her "fix the roof" fund. She knew she'd be bitter with envy that everyone was warming their toes in the sand while she huddled in front of the fire, waiting for the inevitable flood of photos. 

Another ad for Iceland popped up. Liv clicked it away before she could consider it. The mountains were amazing and the waterfalls. Wow. Work had been bugging her to take her three weeks of vacation. Maybe she would.

Was there anywhere she wanted to go? She didn't have her heart set on Iceland. She pulled on her wool socks and snuggled under a throw. Tropical spots would fry her pale skin. No fun to spend the whole time bathed in sunblock and coverups. Would anywhere make her family jealous and wait for her photos?

None of her family had been to Iceland whereas several had gone to Europe. Was her passport ready? Ireland might be fun but Liv didn't want to go anywhere there was the possibility she would be involved in violence. She didn't trust her luck. That left out whole swaths of the earth. Australia and New Zealand had magnificent scenery but also the top eleven venomous snakes and spiders. 

A random factoid came up in her scrolling: Iceland didn't have snakes. Was it true? All signs pointed to Iceland. Iceland, it was. Liv sighed.

Plan in place, she scrolled for a great flight price and whooped when she got it. Everyone apparently left Iceland when winter came. Accommodations were more difficult and she settled for joining onto a small tour group that already had rooms reserved in several youth hostels. Liv planned her itinerary around them and other points of interest near them. 

Next, she notified work. None of the schools she worked with were in session over the holidays so getting the info she needed for grants right now was always tough.

Should she rent the Lake House out? The money would help with replacing the money she used on the trip.

"Let's throw caution to the wind!" Liv found an agency to list it and filled out the online form. She took some pictures and sent them off, hoping it wasn't a scam. All of her stuff was pretty much in one room. Her parents had died in February and she blushed, thinking her stuff was still in boxes awaiting unpacking.  Should she get a camera to watch the people who might rent it? The cameras were reasonably priced but did she want to spend her vacation monitoring her home?

Time to make her To-Do lists. Northern Lights, Christmas in Reykjavik, the Blue Lagoon, whale watching, driving the Ring Road.  Looking at the list of activities, Liv could easily fill three weeks. 

Work flew by and Liv smiled every day as she completed mundane tasks like stopping her mail and hiring someone to shovel in case of snow. She had talked to James several times but he hadn't mentioned Acapulco so she had avoided mentioning Iceland. 

Liv was at the airport with her two small bags, when she summoned the courage to call James. 

"I'm going to Iceland for the holidays."

"Iceland? I couldn't even find that on a map. I thought you couldn't afford to go anywhere." The accusation in his voice made Liv's heart ache just a little. James sounded like the rest of her family.

"I took it out of the roof fund. Plus I rented out the Lake House through an agency to make some money. I'm at the airport right now, waiting to board."

"The airport? Was this an impulsive move or did you plan it? The Acapulco thing didn't work out for us anyway. I was going to call you to see if you wanted company for a couple of weeks at the Lake House since we aren't going anywhere. I'm sorry for not letting you know earlier, I just assumed you would be there." 

"Oh," Liv deflated and her shoulders dropped. "I'm sorry I won't be there. What happened?"

"There was a fight over whether baby Jane counted as a share. It got really nasty with the wives." 

"Let me guess, They didn't think she should count since she didn't need a seat on the flight."

"Got it in one."

"At least the jello didn't cause any permanent damage," said Liv.

"Ha, don't think you're out of the woods yet, sis. It was brought up during the fight."

"The jello? You've got to be kidding. That was almost three weeks ago!"

"And it will never be forgotten: the jello and the outing of Santa. You've scarred children for life." 

"I was hoping the Battle of Acapulco would supplant me as the Bad Angel of Christmas."

"Philip's family is still going. Now she's bitching about how expensive it will be to rent the whole house when they only have two adults and three kids. Serves her right."

"Wasn't she kind of mad when Philip first brought up the idea?"

"Yeah, that's what is so crazy. First, she didn't want anyone along and now, it's vital when she realized how much money she could save. She's certifiable. When they find out you went on a trip by yourself without consulting them, they're going to be pissed, especially the wives. There's supposed to be a category one tropical storm slash hurricane the week they are there. Wouldn't it serve them right?"

"That's an evil thought," but Liv smiled into the phone.

"Who are these people living in our house?"

"Now it's 'Our House'?  I don't know who they are, only that the management group has vetted them and taken a deposit." Her flight was called over the speaker and Liv's breath caught. It was really happening. "Listen, they called my flight. I have to go."

"Text me when you get there," said James

"No, it might be expensive. I'll email. Love you. Sorry for traumatizing your kids."

"I think they already forgot. No lasting trauma. No harm done to our household. Just the shattered dreams of parents trying to keep up the magic a little longer. I'm sure they would have heard the news at daycare anyway."

"I'm sorry it had to be me." 

"You were already in the well anyway for throwing the jello at the baby."

"I did not throw the jello at the baby. It just happened."

"I've retold that story at least eight times at work. It's already a classic and your aim gets better each time."
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Liv's muscles were tightly coiled as she found her seat in the spacious plane. What was she thinking, going to Iceland? The Lake House needed work and the money she used for this stupid revenge trip could have and should have been used to fix the roof. She would have driven home now except that a family had rented the Lake House. She could have had a cozy Lake House Christmas with James and his family except for this impetuous mistake.

She ate the snacks she packed before the plane even took off. She popped the calming gummy, closed her eyes and stepped quickly into strange, vivid dreams. Witches chased her, throwing spells to prove there was really magic. Fairies with sharp teeth grappled with her, tearing at her clothes.  She re-lived when she'd seen a Fairy in their garden and ran to tell her mother and father. She was six and her credibility wasn't the greatest, but she stuck to her belief that she'd seen a Fairy for the next four years. She'd lived through the vicious teasing and daily taunting of her family as well as schoolmates and teachers. Had she really seen one or had she dreamed it? To this day, it wasn't clear in her mind. The chemical odor of the plane stung her nostrils.  

Mature Liv knew there wasn't any magic in the world, no Fairies, Fae or Witches. Liv knew it in her heart and in the most secret parts of herself. She believed in facts, figures and charts, things she could count and verify. She had the soul of an accountant.

Liv woke when the plane bounced lightly onto the tarmac.  Her stomach clenched as the last residue of the gummy moved out of her system, leaving her groggy and disoriented. The airport was deserted, except for her fellow passengers and she hoisted her backpack and headed to the taxi area. She was scheduled to meet up with a tour to go to the hostel and then Glymur Waterfall after that.  Hostels were booked for the three night sightseeing tour so she just had to get to the meeting in the morning of the tour and get on the van.

For her first travel experience in a long time, Liv thought a woman-only tour would work the best for her. Maybe she would make a friend or two, although the introvert inside mocked her. She'd be lucky if she talked to anyone. She grabbed the shuttle van along with others who were going to the hostel.  Some of them had to be her tour group and she watched them with interest. 

An older couple holding hands took the front but the rest were women. Women mostly older than she was, some with white hair.  They looked like they could be lively, if prodded. She wasn't much of a prodder though. They spoke quietly among themselves and had definitely read the tour book about dressing warmly. They resembled the Amish with their long skirts, capes and sturdy shoes. One lady had a muff which went out of fashion in the 30s. Liv thought she would keep an eye out for one on the trip. 

It was almost an hour ride through the darkness to the hostel. Liv could smell the water of the fjord on her left and occasionally glimpse it when the moon allowed. On the right was a mostly flat land with hillocks covered in moss and small bushes. Everything had a smattering of snow on it, Not the huge winter landscape she'd been warned about.  To someone from Wisconsin, this was nothing.

The van jolted to a stop and Liv piled out with the group. She grabbed her key from the front desk clerk and escaped to her room. Liv took a single which was more expensive than rooming with someone but she wasn't quite up to bunking with a stranger right now. There was a nice desk, a bed and a long couch with storage.  

Traveling made her feel like a sheen of soot covered her. The bathroom was a community one and Liv took her bag and showered quickly. The less time naked, the better. Liv stifled a huge yawn and plugged in her phone. Their tour started at nine tomorrow morning. The breakfast bar was included with her stay and she resolved not to miss it. A polite knock tapped on her door.

"Who is it?" She asked through the door. 

"Minerva. You don't know me but the hostel is out of space. Can I stay in this room just for tonight?"

"Hold on." Liv called the front desk and heard a recorded message that the inn was full.

She cracked open the door and saw a short woman with dark red hair and wild eyebrows that reached out from her face like tentacles. She wore the black dress and sturdy shoes of everyone else in her group.  "Are you part of the tour group tomorrow?" Liv asked.

"Yes, our whole group is going on the tour."

"Well, come on in. I'm tagging along with that group too. The single woman crew, right?"

"Yes, that's us, except we had some cancellations at the last minute and added an older couple to make the trip more reasonable. They seem pretty harmless. Thanks for taking me in. I was going to sleep on the floor of one of the other's rooms but it is so damned cold."

Liv's feet were so frigid they stuck to the floor. "What kind of group are you?"

"Oh, just like-minded women traveling together." She slid off her dark long skirt and overcloak and laid them on the spare chair. Minerva dug into the thick white comforter that laid on the couch. Liv noticed the abundance of dark hair on Minerva's legs. Taking women's lib a bit too far, in her opinion.  Who was she to talk? She hadn't even brought a shaver with her. Space was an expensive item on an international trip. Plus, her hair on her legs, as everywhere, was thin and almost white. She didn't need to shave most of the time. Her lack of love life certainly didn't warrant it. 

"You almost look like Amish or nuns. You're all dressed in dark long skirts and the long black cape kind of thing and the sturdy dark shoes."

Minerva laughed. "I guess we do. We aren't Amish and definitely not nuns!" Still chuckling, Minerva pulled the heavy comforter over her head and went to sleep. 

Liv's alarm went off the next morning and she yawned, cracking her jaw. Minerva's wild dark hair lay spread across her pillow but it was all that was visible of her. Liv grabbed her clothes which she had laid out and her bathroom kit and opened the door as quietly as she could. At least Minerva hadn't snored. 

"Yikes!" Liv found another dark clad woman outside her door, just about to knock. 

"Sorry, I'm here to wake Minerva. I'm Gale," she said. She was taller than Minerva and not as thin. A solid, middle aged brick of a woman with steel gray hair, cut short like a helmet. She wore glasses with sparkles on the sides.

Not knowing what else to do, Liv held out her hand. Gale frowned, her lips pursed tightly.

"Go ahead and wake her. I have my key," Liv gritted her teeth, slightly offended that her hand had been refused but went on to take her shower and wash it from her mind. When she came out, Minerva was gone and the couch was remade as if she had never been there. Liv checked her room safe and closet and was pleased her instincts about the woman had been correct. Nothing was missing. She headed down to the breakfast buffet.

Minerva waved to her from her table of darklings and Liv smiled and waved back. Ravens was a more accurate description of what they looked like. They were certainly solemn as they picked at their food. Liv went through the breakfast line and by the time she was through, Minerva had cleared a space for her to sit with them. 

"This is ..."

"I'm Liv Hermes. I'm part of your tour group."

"Liv graciously allowed me to bunk in her spare bed last night. We had a tour member cancel so we're pleased you could jump in and help us defray the costs. Here's a copy of our itinerary."

"Thanks for the itinerary,  I have a copy." Liv accepted one anyway to make sure they matched.  

"Today we're going to the Glymur Waterfall. It's the second tallest in Iceland. It used to be the highest but recently another higher waterfall was found off a glacier, so it fell to number two," said Minerva. "It's remote and no one visits it anymore, even though they can't get to the one on the glacier."

Liv smiled at the excitement in Minerva's voice. She was much more interested in the Northern Lights and the access to the hot springs. She wouldn't mind seeing a dormant volcanic rift or some mountains.  A small, sturdy shuttle pulled up during breakfast. Liv got in line near the end with Minerva clinging to her side. 

When they sat down together, Liv started scribbling furiously.

"What are you writing?" Asked Minerva. 

"Trying to remember everyone's name from breakfast," Liv said.

"Gale is the tall one. Not as tall as you but tall in our group. Banya wasn't sitting with us. Bea was on your right."

Liv scribbled a rough description of each. Bea was easy because she was the oldest and seemed in charge. Gale was taller but Banya, she couldn't place.  She hoped she could sort them out by the end of the trip. Minerva had red hair and wild eyebrows. The two elderly people got on the bus. They looked very similar to each other.

"Do you know the couple's name?" Asked Liv, wanting to complete her roster.

"No, I don't recall. Like you, they are filling out the tour to keep the price down."

Liv would make a point to meet them as soon as they got to the waterfall. 

"Have you heard of Wicca?" Minerva leaned her head together with Liv as they sat together in the small van. It was a eight-seater plus the driver. When all their luggage had been piled in the back, the van was stuffed. 

"Is that witches and stuff?"

"More like having a deep relationship with mother nature. We're all Wiccan from the same coven. Wicca is a pagan, earth-centered practice. We're Esbats, which means our goddess works through the cycles of the Moon." Minerva actually held her breath waiting for a response from Liv.

"Well, that's cool that you all travel together," was the best, most supportive thing she could come up with. Magic in all its manifestations was a taboo topic for Liv.

"This is our first, you know, major trip. We're going to do a sacred ceremony at the Glymur. It's an intensely serious thing. I'd invite you but it's very, you know, private and sacred. We go out into the plateau overlooking the river and...."

"No problem," Liv held up her hands. She didn't want to be privy to any sort of fake magic stuff. "I am going to go on the lower Waterfall Trail. I just hope it's passable in the winter. The guide book advises against it but it doesn't look like there's been much snow here." Liv frowned.

"There should be no problem with either trail right now. Did you wear hiking boots?" Asked Bea.

"Yes and I'm from Wisconsin. We get anywhere from 50 to 100 inches." 

"Wow. We've got to make the most of our five hours of sunlight, right?" Said Minerva to no one in particular. Liv thought the advertised sunlight thing was overrated. It was gloomy and overcast. A thin covering of snow topped the hillocks and filled the crevices making for a checkerboard effect. The whole world seemed black and white, with green mosses peaking through here and there. 

The van driver introduced himself as Galen and gave a running commentary on the intercom as they drove through the desolate country. Occasionally an Icelandic pony raised its head to monitor their progress. Steam escaped from the ground everywhere she looked.  The thin tendrils filtered through the ground and disappeared into the gray sky.

"This barely counts as our quotient of sunlight," said Minerva.

"I think this might be as good as we get. I read there are gnats or mites that can swarm and make it hard to breathe," said Gale.

"Gale, right? They wouldn't be alive in the winter, would they?" Asked Liv.

"This isn't much of a winter," said Gale.

"What do you do, back home?" Asked Liv.

"I live in England. I'm a lab tech for a water testing company. We try to keep our personal life separate from our spiritual life."

"How do you guys get together?" Liv was fascinated.

"We have an online private chat room where we meet on a regular basis and do our rituals. Each meeting has an agenda and runs according to  Robert's Rules."

"Robert's Rules?"

"It's a parliamentary procedure. All very proper."

"I love your accent," said Liv.

"We can pick out you Americans from the first word," said Gale.

"Or our shoes, right?" 

"If they wear gym shoes, right. Your boots look quality," Gale said.

"They are comfortable. I thought we'd be doing a lot of walking," said Liv. 

The van turned into a side road. The ground was tan to dark gray where it showed through the snow. The gravel parking lot sloped down and two trailheads were visible at the edge. 

The van driver pulled a sweater on and announced, "It's going to be a lot cooler on the plateau trail, those who are going that way should dress accordingly. It's also cold on the canyon waterfall trail." Which, by elimination, meant it was cold everywhere but on the bus, Liv thought.

The four Esbats huddled together around a map. Liv stood alone with her stuffed green backpack. The two elderly people were together off to the side.

"We four are going up the plateau trail. We are going to perform a ritual and we would appreciate some privacy," Bea said. Minerva carried a small backpack and the other two stood with them. 

"You aren't going with them?" The van driver asked her.

"No, I'm not part of their group," said Liv.

"We'll be fine. We have studied the map," said Gale. 

"Ho ho, this area is tricky. The map might not do you any good if the Elves don't like you. It's a true story about this waterfall, you know," said Galen.

"Pfft!" Bea waved her hand at him dismissively. "We'll stay on the path. Are there wild animals here?"

"No, worse, angry Elves. If they don't want you on their waterfall, they'll move the trail or confuse you so you can't find your way. The walk to the Falls on the right is generally safe. No one ever got hurt there unless they did something stupid." Galen looked at Liv. "Stay on the trail and don't do anything stupid."

"What about people who come here without a guide? There must be hundreds of them every year," said Bea.

"Not so many since it is now the second highest waterfall.  Plus, the Elves and Forest folk were acting up a few years back. It's better to just avoid Glymur right now, believe me. It's off the Ring Road so less publicized." At their blank looks, he added, "The Ring Road is the road that goes around the whole of the island. Most take the lower path. The high path? Some of them come back and some of them don't." He shrugged. 

"We'll take full responsibility for ourselves," Bea told him.

The van driver threw up his hands and said, "It's very dangerous in winter. I won't wait for you."

"You won't have to," she retorted.

The Esbats moved off following Bea. Their trail was open for about a hundred feet but then quickly disappeared around a bend. Liv and the van driver watched the landscape swallow them.

"I hope the waterfall Elves like them. The women are pagan, so the chances are decent. You can go on by yourself to the lower Waterfall Trail. No Elves there, usually. Turn around before the first bridge and come back. You'll see that there's a cord across the river but no log. I advise you that it is dangerous, not just because of the slippery ground. I'm going to wait here three hours, no longer. The weather looks like it might change and I want to be drinking hot cocoa by then."

Liv was shocked he openly discussed something like Elves. It made her want to slink and hide, anticipating an avalanche of ridicule.  It would have been that way back home.  She smiled and walked away. Liv approached the elderly pair. They wore nearly identical clothing: sturdy, well worn boots, dark pants tucked into them. The ensemble was topped by heavy sweaters with turtlenecks underneath. They each had a bottle of water clipped on their belt and a foldable hat. Only the colors of the sweaters differed.

"Are you guys going on the trail? I'm Liv by the way."

"We are the Volks, Jin and Jane. We'll go as far as the river with you," Jin said. They were thin and frail looking, with pale wisps of white hair that showed pink scalps. Liv worried about them on a serious trail. 

"I'm not sure it's safe to go farther," said Liv.

"Don't cross the river, the log isn't there right now," said Jane parroting the van driver's warning. 

Liv smiled. They were worried about her. They should be worried about a fall for themselves. She turned and took a deep breath and headed down the trail. The trail started out wide and relatively smooth. Her heart was pounding as she made the first turn and slid out of sight of the van driver. All that stuff about angry Elves unsettled her. The trail became rockier until Liv started questioning her choice. The path led sharply upward. What if she twisted an ankle? Her pace slowed when she realized she was leaving the Volks behind. She hurried back to check on them.

"Don't worry about us, dear. We'll just putter along. We're going to look at the river and then we'll wait for you," said Jin.

"We don't want to trespass where we're not wanted," said Jane. Jin patted her hand which was tucked into his elbow.

"Don't worry, my dear. We'll be fine," Jin reassured her.  

At least they had someone to go for help if one of them did fall. Liv felt better that they were going to wait for her. If one of them did fall, she could rescue them. The river was fast and narrow, bits of it covered with snow and ice. It might be tricky for an elder to continue on the trail. "I won't be gone long." Liv turned and climbed the narrow trail.

"Lovely," Liv breathed out. "Nothing sinister could live here. It's too gorgeous."

She'd been foolish to let the van driver spook her about the area. It was a special treat to be alone in this ancient place.  Gray green moss hugged the rocks that rose in towering cliffs, making them seem soft and welcoming. The water of the Botnsa River flowed strongly, even in December. Liv couldn't see the falls but the mountains and valleys spread before her. The sound of breaking glass came to her and she realized it was the unique sound of these falls echoing off the high, narrow canyon walls. 

The trail appeared to be a dead-end but as she got closer to the spot, the trail took an abrupt left turn into a cave. 

Liv hesitated but only for a moment. The cave wasn't dark although the low ceiling made her duck. She could see there were two exits but they were so close, either one would work. The cave was much cooler and damper inside the rock. Liv lost her footing in the wet gravel once but soon the cave opened up into a glorious view of the river again. The multiple openings alleviated her dread of closed spaces. 

The air and light made Liv realize she'd been holding tension in her shoulders and back. She rolled her shoulders and swung her arms from the waist. It was a little scary that the van driver, Galen, thought it was unsafe and she was by herself. Liv took a glance back at the cave, remembering the slippery rocks. This was probably as safe as it was to go, but something urged Liv on.  

The trail was steep as she traversed down to the river's edge. Someone had built wooden log steps into the trail and Liv was grateful for them. A large snowflake meandered past her face. The van driver had been worried about a change in the weather.

Up ahead on the trail was the bridge. An inch thick cable was strung across the river. There wasn't any log. Water burbled along at times covered by a thin layer of snow. It formed a delightful counterpoint to the sound of the falls farther up the river. 

Liv imagined the rocks under the water would be slick. Her boots would get wet. She looked down and frowned. The Volks had warned her not to cross the river. So had Galen, their van driver. Wet feet the rest of the day and possibly the trip? Who knew how fast her new boots would dry. Her boots were water proofed but Liv didn't put much stock in how long the chemical spray she'd used could hold out. The stream of water was too wide to jump and flowed pure and clear as it rushed along. Ice and a smattering of snow made it impossible to tell what was solid and what was merely slick rock. The gurgle as the water jumped over the rocks was amazing.  The van driver told her Glymur was dangerous in the winter but the four witches insisted this was crucial to their reason for the trip to Iceland. Something about a ceremony they  were performing.

Liv looked up at the cliffs on either side of the river to see if she could catch a glimpse of her tour mates but the
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