







“Finn, it’s getting late.”

“I don’t feel tired at all.”

“We need our energy for climbing back down tomorrow,” he said.

“Since we’re coming back up here anyway, I’ve decided to stay.”

“Stay? Oops!” A chunk of ice flew from beneath my ax and hit Uncle Stoppard in the chest.

“Wear your goggles,” I said.

“Finn, don’t you think—?”

CLANG!

I stopped chipping, breathless. “That was metal,” I said.

Uncle Stoppard stared at me. “Yes, it was,” he said slowly. “Metal, not snow.” He pulled out his own walking ax and joined me. The ice and snow flew from beneath our axes as if it were attached by twin snow-blowers. The field between the ridges grew deep purple.

“Look at it!” I cried.

“I don’t believe it,” said Uncle Stoppard.

At the center of our minor excavation, a rough circle in the ice and snow, lay an ancient iron ring, as big as a doughnut. The doughnut was attached to a door.
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1
Thor’s Mountain


Ping, ping.Uncle Stoppard tightened his seat belt. He turned to me and said, “That’s the five-thousand-foot signal.”

Through the plane window I saw a vast field of greenish-blue water. We were descending over the Atlantic Ocean. I squashed my face against the clear plastic and stretched my eyeballs to get a glimpse of our destination. A brown shore of jagged jigsaw pieces was rushing toward us. Farther away the sun was rising over dark, sharp-edged mountains. Volcano country.

“You should put that away,” said Uncle Stoppard. “If we have a bumpy landing, those papers will fly all over the cabin.”

He was referring to my journal. Ever since we took off from the Minneapolis airport, six hours ago, I had held the journal on my lap. It was my dad’s idea. Like father, like Finn, says Uncle Stop.

Last year I had discovered my dad’s journal in Uncle Stoppard’s storage room in the basement. It had been sitting down there for the past eight years, ever since Mom and Dad had dropped me off with Uncle Stop before they flew to Iceland, hunting forthe Haunted City of Tquuli. You say ittoo-cool-ee.Maybe you read about my parents’ expedition; it was written up inPeepholemagazine. Legends say that Tquuli is the site of a lost Viking colony hidden somewhere in the mountains of Iceland. On the slope of one of those mountains, the Thorsfell, my parents’ footprints ended abruptly in a field of new snow. Just ended! When I first started living with Uncle Stoppard, I would think about those footprints and my parents all the time. Now I only think about them every day.

My parents went searching for Tquuli because they were archeologists. I mean,arearcheologists. I mean, both. Both are both. They’re considered legally dead since they’ve been missing so long, but they’re still alive. Don’t ask me how I know, I just know.

Dad kept a detailed record in his journal of the archeological digs he and my mom worked on around the world. I thought it would be a good idea to keep my own record of everything that happens to me and Uncle Stoppard in Iceland. So far my journal has maps of Iceland, articles from newspapers about mountain climbing, copied sections of library books on footprints, fingerprints, and physical evidence. ThePeepholemagazine article about the Zwake-Tquuli expedition is taped to the front three pages. I practically have it memorized. The most important (and weirdest) paragraphs come near the end of article:





Two weeks after radio contact had failed for the fifth time, a second expedition was launched. Its mission was to discover not Tquuli,but the missing Zwake party, and time was of the essence. Winter had arrived in the north Atlantic, dropping the temperatures well below zero. Expert trackers from Reykjavik and Myvatn retraced Anna and Leon Zwake’s route up the sloping side of Thor’s Mountain. Luckily, no rain or snow had fallen since the Americans had last radioed their friends from the famous volcano cone. . . .






A black-and-white photo shows the extinct volcano Thorsfell, Thor’s Mountain: a massive black triangle with snow covering the upper half. Thor was the ancient god of thunder and lightning. In the comics he has long blond hair and looks like a member of the World Wrestling Federation. The ancient Icelanders thought Thor lived inside the mountain since the volcano flashed and rumbled like a thunderstorm. A caption below the photo says:Thorsfell, the Fujiyama of the Vikings.Fujiyama is a famous mountain in Japan. I guess the two mountains look alike.

The next paragraphs still spook me when I read them:






. . . On the third day of the expedition, the Icelandic trackers found the Zwake camp. Tents were empty, but there was no sign of panic or trouble. Sleeping bags were neatly laid out. Food sat abandoned on cold, tin dinner plates. A man’s pipe was found tipped on its side, resting on a small camping table, as if it shortly expected its owner to return. No sign of the American archeologists anywhere.

Except for a pair of footprints in the snow.

The footprints, the only ones found at the site, are believed to have belonged to the Zwakes since they begin at their tent. The prints then leave the site, heading up the steep slope in a straight line. As the prints approach the base of a flat, smooth cliff wall, known locally as Thor’s Navel, they vanish. There are no other prints nearby, nor any disturbances in the smooth, month-old snow. The trackers said it looked as if the Zwakes had been lifted up into the air.

No explanation exists for the bizarre disappearance of Anna and Leon Zwake. Or for the disappearance of the other four members of their party. The Zwake Tquuli Expedition will be listed in future history books along with the unknown fates of Amelia Earhart, D. B. Cooper, and the crew of theMarie Celeste.







Lifted up into the air.Helicopters? UFOs? In a few days I’d be standing and staring at Thor’s Navel with my own eyes. Not a photo, but the real deal. I could check out for myself what had happened on that snowy slope, solve the riddle of my parents’ bizarre disappearance.

Minneapolis is one of the few places in the world that has nonstop flights to Iceland. Our flight was on time and smooth, and every seat was full. I’ve decided that my favorite spot on the plane is the rest room. It’s like sitting in your own private space capsule with a sink and toilet paper. When you flush, your ears pop. I had to check out all three of them.

The attendants were great, too.They brought me andUncle Stoppard all the free pop we wanted. Before they served dinner, they handed us tiny hot towels rolled up tight like eggrolls. I used mine to wipe the smudges off the little plastic window next to my seat.

“The towels are for your face,” Uncle Stoppard whispered.

“I already washed my face three times,” I whispered back.

After writing in my journal about the rest rooms, the windows, and the boring magazines, I nodded off for a few hours, half thinking, half dreaming.Peepholehad featured photos of the four scientists who worked (and disappeared) with my parents. Their black-andwhite faces bobbed in my brain like the ice cubes in my soda-pop glass. I could hear their clinking Icelandic names: Gunnar Gunnarson, Helga Johansdottir, Hallur Bjorklund, Hrolf Magnusson. Johansdottir sounded like “John’s daughter.” Minnesota was crammed full of Johnsons and Andersons and Carlsons. No Carlsdaughters.

Uncle Stoppard spent an hour up in the cockpit. American airlines don’t allow passengers into the cockpit, but Icelandic planes do, so Uncle Stoppard finally got to ask a real live pilot some questions he had about flying. He’s working on a new mystery— that’s what Uncle Stoppard does, writes mysteries— calledDead Air.The whole story takes place inside an airplane during its flight. His villain stuffs a dead body into a carry-on bag and shoves it into an overhead compartment. Throughout our flight, I noticed Uncle Stoppard’s cucumber-green eyes darting up at the compartments above our seats. Whenever he did, I would say, “How tall are you again, Uncle Stoppard? Six one, six two?”

“Don’t worry, Finn. I’m not going to climb inside them.”

He’d better make his dead body a short one.

An elderly woman wearing a fuzzy pink sweater and a cowboy hat left her seat, tapped Uncle Stoppard’s shoulder, and asked for his autograph. She happened to be carrying a paperback edition of his best-selling thriller,Into My Grave.

“Is this your charming son?” she asked.

“Uh, no, this is my nephew,” said Uncle Stoppard.

Why don’t people who buy booksreadthem? My name is right there on the inside back cover of her book. You can’t miss it. Uncle Stoppard’s photo (which I took in our apartment) accompanies my name in the blurb. It reads:








Stoppard Sterling is the author of five previous mysteries, includingCold Feet, Cold on the Carpet, Cold Shoulders, Cold Cuts,andSneezing and Coffin. Mr. Sterling is a two-time winner of the Minnesota Book Award for Best Mystery, and received the Ruby Raven award forInto My Gravefor World’s Greatest Mystery Novel. He lives in Minneapolis where he is a part-time runner and full-time uncle to his nephew, Finnegan Zwake.








See? Finnegan Zwake. The last words. Uncle Stoppard says the last words in a sentence are always the most important.

I’m surprised people who meet us think I’m Uncle Stop’s charming son. To look at us, you wouldn’t think we were related. He’s tall and muscular, I’m short and slender. He has green eyes, red hair, and along nose (Uncle Stoppard calls itaquiline). I have light brown hair, pale skin, and freckles. Uncle Stoppard tells me I have amochachinomop,javaeyes, and atriple lattecomplexion withnutmegsprinkles. Uncle Stoppard likes using big words. He also drinks a lot of coffee.

Our plane made its final approach to the runway. I looked out the window, trying to guess which one of those distant mountains was Thorsfell. Were the footprints still there? Had snow or wind over the last eight years eroded them from sight? I’ll be able to find them even if no one else can see them. I know I will.

Good thing I listened to Uncle Stoppard and tucked my journal under the seat in front of me. The landing gear struck the runway with a bump, just as he had predicted. At that same moment, though, Uncle Stoppard decided to take a breath mint. The mints burst out of their box, and out of Uncle Stop’s hands, like a wintergreen supernova. A few of them disappeared straight up hisaquilineregion. For the next few minutes I was busy picking mints off angry and startled passengers while Uncle Stoppard made weird snorting sounds into his handkerchief.

Inside the Reykjavik airport Uncle Stoppard continued to breathe out breath mints as we gathered our luggage off a conveyor belt and headed for the main doors. Luckily, our expedition supplies had been shipped ahead last month, right before school ended for the summer, and were stored at our hotel. We only had a few bags to carry through the lobby.

Before we reached the doors, however, a tall man in a blue suit approached us. “Mr. Stoppard Sterling?” he asked.

Great, I thought. Another fan wanting an autograph, slowing us down.

Uncle Stoppard adjusted his shoulder bag. “Yes,” he said. “May I help you?”

The tall man noticed my purple sweatshirt. “Ah, Minnesota Vikings,” he said, chuckling. “If you like real Vikings, you’ve come to the right place.”

The man looked like a big-time actor in Hollywood. You know, one who plays either the good guy or the president. His thick, caramel-brown hair was the same color as his suntan. He had crinkles around his eyes, a nose like Uncle Stoppard’s (but not nearly as minty fresh), and lots of perfect white teeth.

He had a strong handshake, too.

“I’m Ruben Roobick,” said the man.

“Of Roobick’s Cubes?” I said.

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve heard of me.” Who hasn’t heard of the famous Ruben Roobick? The Ice Cube King. His blue Roobick’s Cubes, sold in grocery stores all over America, are the best ice cubes in the world. Even pop that loses its fizz tastes better when a couple of the famous blue cubes are dropped in a glass. Our refrigerator back home has a blue Roobick’s package sitting in the freezer.

“Pleased to meet you,” said Uncle Stoppard.

Roobick’s Cubes sponsors mountain-climbing expeditions all over the world, looking for new brands of ice for their customers. A few articles on Mr. R. and his climbing adventures were stuffed somewhere in my journal. That’s probably why he was in Iceland.

“I’ve read all your books, Stoppard. May I call youStoppard? But I must confess,” said Mr. Roobick with a wink, “that I always figure out who the killer is before your detective does. My wife says I should write my own mystery. Maybe you can give me some tips during the next few weeks.”

Uncle Stoppard looked puzzled. “Uh, next few weeks?” he said.

The Ice Cube King grinned. “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other during the next two weeks. I understand you’re joining my little expedition to Thor’s Mountain.”






2
Blood in the Ice



“Yourexpedition?” sputtered Uncle Stoppard.“He meansourexpedition,” said a blond, spikyhaired man walking up to join Mr. Roobick. No, it was a woman. A muscular woman, with a caramel suntan, dazzling blue eyes, broad shoulders, and a wispy blond mustache. She gripped Uncle Stoppard’s hand in a brisk handshake. “Glad to meet you, Stoppard,” she said. “I’m Kate Roobick.” She nodded her head toward the Ice Cube King. “This big lug’s wife.”

“And vice president of Roobick’s Cubes,” added her husband.

“And his climbing partner,” said Kate.

Ruben Roobick chuckled again. “This gal has saved my butt up in the Rockies more times than I care to count. Ever climb in Yosemite, Stoppard?”

“You—you’re both climbing Thor’s Mountain?” asked Uncle Stoppard.

“Not alone,” said Kate. She introduced the third member of their party. A tall, pretty woman with long red hair tied in a ponytail.

“Hi, Mr. Sterling, I love your books,” said the woman.“I’m Sarah O’Hara. Mrs. Roobick’s assistant.”

“The woman who savesmybutt,” said Kate.

Sarah turned to me. “You must be the famous Finnegan Zwake.”

My ears felt hot. “My parents were, I mean,arethe famous ones.”

Sarah nodded. “That’s why you’re going up the Thorsfell, right?”

“The Zwake Curse,” Roobick said. “Everyone’s read about it.”

“I don’t believe in curses,” I said.

“Good for you,” said Kate. “Neither do I. It’s a bunch of flimflam made up by busybody reporters and superstitious minds.”

“I don’t know what I believe,” Sarah said. “Iceland is a stranger country than I expected. The people here believe all kinds of things: giants, elves, ghosts . . .”

“I believe in hard work,” Roobick said. “How about you, Stoppard?”

Uncle Sterling still looked puzzled. “How did you know we were coming? And that we were climbing up Thor’s Mountain?”

“Thorsfell,” corrected Kate. “Get used to the Icelandic name.”

“We heard about you and young Zwake from the Hockey Puckeys,” Roobick said. He and his wife laughed.

“The what?” I asked.

Uncle Stoppard crinkled his cucumber eyes. “The Jokkipunki brothers. The fellows I hired to guide us up Thor’s, uh, the Thorsfell.”

“I believe their name is actually pronouncedyolky punky,” said Kate. “You know, like egg yolk.”

“Hockey Puckey is just our little joke,” said Roobick.

“Our littleyolk,” said Kate, then the two of them burst into laughter again.

“If Uncle Stoppard hired them,” I said, “how could they—?”

“We’re all going up the same mountain,” Kate said.“You’re looking for dead Vikings, we’re looking for new ice-cube flavors.”

“Safety in numbers,” Sarah agreed softly.

“We’re not looking for dead Vikings,” I said. “We’re looking for live archeologists. Two of them.”

“I thought there weresixmembers of the Zwake party,” Sarah said.

I hardly ever thought about those people with the clinky names who had worked with my parents. Should I? Their footprints did not end in a field of snow, but they had vanished all the same. Thor’s Navel. Four other archeologists. I wonder if any of them had kids.

“Expeditions do this all the time,” Roobick explained. “Join forces. Like the Americans and Russians in outer space.”

“And the Jokkipunki brothers make twice as much money for the same amount of work,” Stoppard said grimly.

Roobick boomed out a laugh, showing off his perfect white teeth. “Can’t blame them for wanting to make a buck,” he said. “It’s the American way. Besides, they didn’t want to say no to either of us.”

Kate nodded. “They’re killing two birds with one stone.”

Killing?

Uncle Stoppard and I found out that the Roobicks and Sarah O’Hara were staying at the same hotel in Reykjavik that we were. Mr. Roobick looked surprisedHe must have glanced at Uncle Stop’s jeans and sneaks and old bomber jacket and figured we weren’t Hotel Puffin material. Not all millionaires wear suits and ties.

One weird thing happened before we left the airport. As we walked outside to find a taxicab on the street, I noticed a kid staring at us. He looked like he was my age, maybe fourteen or fifteen, had freckles, red hair, and glasses. He wore an orange warm-up jacket and jeans, just like an American teenager. At first I thought he was staring at something behind me, then I realized it was me. His beady blue eyes burned a hole into my brain. He was studying me, memorizing me, as if my face was going to be the answer on a final exam. I opened my mouth to speak, then he spun around and disappeared into the terminal.

“Who was that boy?” asked Uncle Stoppard, plopping his suitcases at the curb.

“You saw him, too?” I said. “Do I have a breath mint sticking out of my nose or something?”

“Maybe he wanted an autograph from the famous Finnegan Zwake.”

Yeah, right. Whoever the strange kid in the orange jacket was, he was not a fan. His hard ice-blue eyes told me that much.

Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, reminded me of Lego buildings. Everything is sharp, flat, and square. The short buildings, only two or three stories, are painted snow white, mouse gray, or crayon brown. The streets are wiped clean. They probably use those hot little towels from their airplanes. Even the grass in the park looked like it was vacuumed each night. Swans floated on a park pond like white chunks of soap. The most colorful thing in the city is the sky, bigand bright and as blue as a gigantic Roobick’s Cube. Uncle Stoppard told me that Reykjavik has no air pollution. The clean, glowing air made the mountains east of the city look as if they were next door instead of a hundred miles away.

Our cab drove past the first tall building I’d seen, a tower of gray brick shaped like a rocket with a small white cross on top. A greenish-blue statue of a guy in boots stood on a block of stone. He wore a helmet and carried a monster ax.

“A famous fireman, huh?” I asked.

“That’s the man who discovered America,” our cab driver said proudly. “That’s Leifur Eiriksson.”

I think he meant Leif Ericsson. I wanted to tell the cab driver that according to my history teacher America was discovered by mammoth hunters from Mongolia, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. It was a cool statue. The ax—I had read something about an ax.

The Hotel Puffin had big metal puffins flanking the main doors. The lobby was decorated with hundreds of the stubby black birds with the orange beaks. A young guy at the front desk, in a puffinorange tie, told us the maids were still cleaning our room, so we parked ourselves on fuzzy orange sofas in the lobby. I pulled my journal out of my shoulder bag and flipped through the notes. Where had I seen the wordaxbefore?

Before Mom and Dad had flown to Iceland, they had done some research on the Haunted City of Tquuli. Dad wrote down a few notes, which I had copied from his journal into mine:






TQUULI or TQÚLÍ—legendary city of Viking dead

Graveyard? Burial for some Viking chieftain or princess?

Tales of warrior named Ogar Blueaxe forcing his men to carry a ship up the side of Thorsfell, burying it in a hidden city named Tquuli, hiding a treasure of Italian gold from his enemies

Did Ogar make up the story of theHaunted City to scare away potential thieves?

Thirteen men went up the Thorsfell, onlyOgar and his friend Skuld returned—


— did they kill the others to hide location of the treasure?
—or were they killed by ghosts of the
Haunted City?

Legends say that Ogar was renamed Redaxe after his return from Thorsfell.



Ogar might have killed eleven of his shipmates to keep them from blabbing where the treasure boat was buried. Eleven friends cold as ice. Now the blade of the blue ax was a permanent bloodred. People do a lot of stupid things to get rich. Answer questions on game shows. Live on a desert island with a bunch of loopy strangers. Kill people.

Would people kill for a treasure that hadn’t been seen in over ten centuries?

Sarah O’Hara sat across from me in the lobby. She was waiting for Mrs. Roobick to come back from the ladies’ room so they could go to breakfast. The Ice Cube King was telling Uncle Stoppard to join them at a nearby restaurant. My stomach growled.

Sarah was leafing through her own journal. Earliershe had asked me about the other archeologists who worked with my parents. Had my parents and their teammates discovered the boatload of gold left behind by Ogar Blueaxe? And had members of the Zwake party been permanently silenced in order to keep the treasure a secret? That was one explanation for the mass disappearance. Maybe one of the missing archeologists was enjoying his stolen wealth on some faraway Pacific island, slurping drinks on a remote beach where he would never be discovered or arrested.
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