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Chapter 1

Missing Great-grandpa
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Pulling gently on the reins, fourteen-year-old Finna brought Stormy to a halt. Adjusting the re-curve bow on her shoulder and pushing an escaping arrow back into the furry seal-skin holder across her back, she dismounted and gently patted her horse’s gleaming black neck. His nostrils flared as he snorted loudly and shook his head, knocking off the gnats that quickly and annoyingly attacked his face. Constantly twitching his ears, he bent his head and started nibbling on small, green grass-tufts that somehow found a way to grow in virtually no soil, but only in the grey moss, embedded in and among the lava rocks.

Selecting a large moss-covered rock to sit on, she gently whispered, “Hope I’m not disturbing any of you Hidden Folk.” Tilting her head, she listened, nodded, and patted down the moss before sitting down. Pushing back a strand of red-gold hair from her damp forehead, her green eyes followed the thick fog rolling down the side of snow-capped Mount Snæfell like enormous bales of white wool, easing into the ocean waves. With quickened interest, she watched as a pair of Orca whales breached, spouting up plumes of mist that disappeared into the fog. Looks lovely and peaceful, Finna thought, with some bitterness. I still can’t accept the police report that somehow, Great-grandpa lost his footing, fell into the ocean, and drowned. According to the report, they found his sketchpad, with drawings of numerous puffins and some strange-looking creatures. A couple of his drawing pencils and his walking stick with the silver-adorned handle were lying atop his neatly folded, black wool neck-scarf.

Gramps says that the ocean is good to us Icelanders, but I think that at times it sure can be our cold-hearted, merciless enemy, taking several of our family members to a watery grave. And now, Great-grandpa. She shuddered and clutched her arms tightly against her chest.

The fog had oozed down and obliterated the ocean from her view. Shaking off the gloomy thoughts, she wiped her eyes and whistled for Stormy who had wandered off.  Remounting, she headed back toward the farm. Her sure-footed horse stayed in the deep path carved centuries ago by her forefather’s horses. As they came closer to her home, the ground flattened out, and she urged Stormy to an easy canter.

Suddenly, Finna pulled on the reins. She leaned and squinted her eyes at the turf-covered farmhouse; sure enough, she was going to have to chase those sheep off the roof again, they were getting pesky. Urging Stormy to a gallop, they quickly came to the house. Jumping off her horse, she ran up the side of the house waving her arms and hollering. The sheep ambled off, giving her a “What’s the big deal?” look, as they nibbled their way down from the roof. Remounting, she rode around to the back of the house toward the paddock.  

“Whoa!” Finna suddenly exclaimed. Stormy’s powerful muscles rippled as she clenched her knees against his back; her horse pranced about, getting into his racing mood.   “Easy, boy, easy,” Finna murmured, as she settled herself for the run. Squinting her eyes and taking a deep breath, she hollered, “Okay, go!” Stormy shot forward at a flying pace toward the paddock-post she had prepared earlier.

Halfway there, she reached up with her right hand and lifted her re-curve bow from her shoulder. With her left hand, she fished out an arrow from the arrow quiver. Clinging and leaning precariously on the side of her horse, she aimed and shot the arrow at the raw potato she had placed on top of the post.

“Hold on boy!” Finna spoke sharply, digging her knees more firmly into his flanks. Fine, grey-black, pumice ash swirled into the air as Stormy came to a hoof-screeching stop. Her left hand brushed over her anti-gravity Automatic Arrow Retriever fastened to her belt and the arrow came flying back. Grabbing it, Finna slid it back into the quiver.   
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“You’re really getting good, Stormy,” she said huskily, stroking his neck as he trotted up to the post. Sliding off his back, she picked up the potato, which was neatly cut in half.  She turned the two pieces over in her hand and chuckled somewhat sadly. 

“Gramps would have been proud of us, Stormy.” The words were caught in her throat. She stifled a small sob and glanced back toward the ocean. Her horse whinnied, and then nuzzled her hand as she patted his velvet-soft, black nose. Sighing, she rested a moment against his shoulder. Her glistening eyes roamed away from the restless sea, across the lava-riddled countryside, and up toward Snæfell. 

It is hard to imagine Great-grandpa crawling around and exploring inside of that forbidden-looking mountain! She mused, as her mind went back to the wonderful stories she had heard from Great-grandpa about his amazing exploration.

The extinct volcano’s ice-capped, blue-black lava rock towered to the sky. Misty shreds of fog moved up and down and sideways on the sheer cliffs, like ghostly figures creeping in the ominous-looking cracks and crevasses. Oh, Gramps, what really happened to you? How I miss you and your incredible tales about that old volcano. Her vision blurred. Sighing deeply, Finna wiped her moist eyes with the back of her hand and tucked an escaped curl back into her ponytail. Shaking her head, she swatted at a fly teasing her lightly freckled nose.

Moving the unused saddle out of the way, Finna palmed a currycomb and started grooming Stormy. Patting her horse again, she murmured into his right ear. 

"There you go boy. Your black coat is as slinky-shiny as the Orca whales in the ocean." Her horse still had most of his thick and soft winter coat. She ran her fingers through his long silver-white mane that contrasted so beautifully against his black body, and then moved the long strands that covered his face, gently clearing his beautiful large, brown eyes.

“Finna?” She turned as she heard her twin brother call.

"I'm back here with Stormy," she hollered back. Leading her horse through the gate, she watched Erik, who was older by five minutes, exuberantly wave a sheet of paper in the air as he came leaping down the rickety, back-door steps, with his long legs taking two steps at a time. His fiery-red hair stuck out in all directions from under a black knit cap, while his long, black and white-striped wool scarf flopped and flew behind him.   Finna laughed at her brother, who was so much like her but it was hard for many people to believe they were twins.  Erik towered over her, taller by nine inches, his fiery-red hair a darker version of her golden-red, but she had the more outgoing personality of the two. 

Finna and Erik both loved science, especially geology, but Erik really excelled at it.  He collected rocks of all kinds, but was fascinated by fossils and the creatures that were long since extinct.  Finna preferred to be outside riding Stormy and practicing with her bow and arrow when Erik was often inside, playing a game of chess or studying.  There were times, though, when something caught his attention and he got excited about a project.  He would become so energized it would affect everyone around him.  This was one of those times.

Again, she heard Erik yell at the top of his voice, "Hey, Finna!" 

He jumped over old Goldie, who was stretched out in the lane, sunning herself in the cool Icelandic sun. Perking up her ears, the dog quickly scrambled out of the way. Mightily, she shook her thick, yellow-haired body before hunkering down in a safe spot close to Stormy.

“Hey, Finna,” Erik yelled excitedly. “Guess what? Great-grandpa Hannes left all of his maps, books, and papers to the two of us!” Puffing, Erik took a deep breath as he reached the paddock. With a wide grin, her brother shook the paper within an inch of her nose.

“Are you joking?” Finna dropped her brush by one of Stormy’s hoofs, startling the horse. Snorting, he shook his head and scampered away with Goldie close at his heels.  Finna could not believe it.  They had begged their mother to let them dig through the papers and she always refused.  The papers were part of the family history and not a pile of magazines on the library shelf for them to rifle through she had told them.

As Finna bent down to pick up the brush, her long ponytail fell across her face. Rising and tossing her head back, she stared at her brother, her eyes wide with excitement. Then, frowning, she exclaimed, “You’re not kidding me, are you, Erik?” 

“No, really, I wouldn’t kid you about something this important!” he answered indignantly. “Our family lawyer, Egill, was here and told Mother that Great-grandpa wrote his will after Dad drowned at sea. Then he gave me this!” Erik waved the paper again. 

Finna caught it as it flew out of his hand and fluttered toward the ground. 

Glancing at the writing, Finna yelped. “This really is a will...this is awesome, Erik! Now we can go through all of his old papers and maps, and maybe prove that Great-grandpa Hannes was telling the truth about traveling down into Snæfell with that German scientist and his nephew. It sure would be nice to find proof that he wasn’t just a crazy old man telling a tall tale, like some people believed!” Finna wrinkled her nose.

“Well, his story was hard to believe, and he didn't try to prove it. Always said he couldn’t remember where he’d hidden the secret papers.” Erik’s blue-green eyes darkened. “I’m going to run over to Kalli’s and tell him about this. He will be as excited as we are. He always liked Great-grandpa and, unlike other folks, kind of believed his story about his incredible journey.”  Rocking back and forth on his toes and heels, Erik chuckled.

Finna handed back the will. “Wait, I’m coming with you,” she said. 

Erik rolled up the paper and stuck it in his back pocket. He picked up his sister's saddle and hung it up while she put away the bridle and brush. Together, they raced across the moss-covered burned-lava field, toward the farm where Kalli and his uncle, Jón, a college biology professor, had a homestead. Their friend spotted them coming and came loping toward them.

“Hey, what’s up? You two look like you’re ready to burst.” His eyes crinkled at the corners as he laughed. His smiling mouth showed large, white teeth. His brown hair curled in tight ringlets that embarrassed him, so he constantly chopped them off, causing his hair to look as though he had stuck his finger in an electric socket.

“Great-grandpa left a will...” Erik started, waving the paper about.

“He gave us his books and papers...” Finna’s squeaky voice interrupted.

“Whoa, wait a minute, slow down! Hannes gave you guys the stuff in his attic?”  Kalli plunked himself down on a large lava rock and stared bug-eyed at his friends.

“That’s what we’re trying to tell you!” She and Erik grinned from ear to ear.  

“You know what this means, Kalli.” Erik sat down beside his friend, unrolling the will. “We can now open the locked room and really search for the old maps!” Jumping to his feet, he rolled the papers back up and exclaimed, "We don't have to wait. We can go right now. Are you free to come?"

Kalli nodded. "I'm through with chores. I can't wait to see what we can find in there. I always wondered if there might be some truth to Old Hannes’ story." Pulling out his cell phone, he said, “I’d better call Uncle Sveinn and Aunt Þóra; they are helping out at the house today.” After telling the couple he had finished his work and was going with his friends, he turned to the twins and exclaimed, “All right, let’s go!”  

Racing back over the lava field to the twins’ house, they all dashed up the black volcanic-cinder road that led to the front and curved to the back toward the stable. The three galloped up the wood stairs that led to Great-grandpa’s attic room. Stopping at the top landing, Finna and Kalli waited as Erik grabbed an old key hanging on a rusty nail by the door and unlocked the room. This area had an aroma all of its own-musty papers, old leather, and tobacco. Even the salty, tangy smell of the ocean found its way into the attic room.

Erik and Kalli immediately started rummaging around, but Finna walked over to the two accordion cases placed up against a wall, dusting off and mouthing the names engraved on the silver nameplates. The first one read, Hannes Björnsson, Great-grandpa. The second was engraved with the name Erik Hannesson, Grandpa, who had a heart attack and passed just two years after her Dad drowned. Seeing the nameplates, she remembered her Father’s accordion that she kept in her room, marked in the same manner with his name, Árni Kristjánsson. 

Rubbing a finger over Grandpa’s nameplate, Finna glanced around the room and thought of the many hours all three men had played lively polka and folk songs and had taught her how to play the old-fashioned music on her smaller, 12-Base accordion. Now all three were dead. Gone. Finna’s throat constricted, and she swallowed hard.

“Wow,” Kalli’s exclamation broke her reverie. “How many books...?” 

Great-grandpa Hannes had books lined from the floor to the ceiling, wall to wall, heaped on a table, on top of his massive desk, on his sailor’s chest, and even stacked on the windowsill. They could not walk a straight line, but had to work their way around books and yellowing newspapers with curled edges that were piled on the floor in a haphazard manner. Great-grandpa knew a fantastic amount; he seemed to have books on everything anyone could possibly want to know.

All three excitedly started the search.  Finna and Erik had spent hours in this room with Great-grandpa, listening to stories of his adventures and learning everything he thought it was important for him to teach them.  He often showed them copies of ancient Viking texts, showing them how to read the runic characters.  He spent hours teaching Erik how to whittle and playing the accordion with Finna.  They both had so many good memories here.

Finna combed through the bookshelves, Kalli looked through the piles on the windowsill and Erik rummaged through the desk.  Their excitement turned to frustration quickly as they realized this was not going to be an easy task.

“We’ll never be able to find the maps,” Erik groaned, sweeping his hands out in despair. Yanking the cap off his head, he grabbed a handful of his red hair and groaned again. “There are thousands of books in here.”

Shaking his head and grimacing, Kalli nodded, as his eyes swept the cluttered attic.  Finna saw the dismayed looks on the boys’ faces as she plunked herself down into Great-grandpa’s rickety old chair. The sheepskin cushion made scratchy, crackly sounds as she squirmed to make herself comfortable. 

“Come on, you guys. If we divide the room among us, maybe it will be easier to hunt through these volumes.” She tried to sound positive.

Standing up, she took the crackly cushion out of the chair and turned it over. Slapping the fabric with her palm caused fine dust to float and dance in the feeble sunrays that peeked through dusty windowpanes. It feels like paper is stuffed in here, she thought, and then squeezed the cushion firmly with both hands. A small piece of yellowing paper slithered out that, to Finna, looked like a corner of an old map. Taking a closer look, she fell back into the chair, convulsed with laughter. 

“Great-grandpa...” she giggled, and could not say more. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she rocked side to side, shaking her head in uncontrollable mirth. 

Irritated, Erik glared at his sister. “What’s the matter with you?” 

“Yeah. What’s so funny?” Kalli grumbled.

“Sorry.” Finna giggled again while she strove to control her laughter. “It’s just...” she giggled again as the two boys looked at her, disgusted. “Gramps...” she took
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