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“I	am	handy	with	the	ax,”	she	said.	Halfborn	crossed	his	arms.	“Lord	Heimdall,	you	mean…the	wedding	I	just	swore	not	to	go	through	with?”	“Yes,”	he	confirmed.	“Or	a	person	who’s	been	hollowed	out,	waiting	for	something	to	make	his	life	meaningful.”	Alex	frowned.	No	giants	eclipsed	the	sun	or	destroyed	the	forest	with	their	untied	shoelaces.	He
prefers	no	more	than	three	passengers,	so	I	figured	I	would	fly	and	carry	Hearthstone.	I	twisted	the	dwarf	to	face	me.	I	believe	you.	And	in	all	the	cases	and	niches,	where	artifacts	and	minerals	were	once	displayed,	piles	of	Andvari’s	treasure	glittered,	making	the	whole	room	look	like	a	jewelry	warehouse	after	a	tornado.	Think	outside	the	box.	Now
maybe	we	can	actually	get	this	fire	started?”	She	didn’t	call	me	Maggie	or	Beantown.	Yes,	I’m	female	today.	“I’m	her	male	relative.”	I	had	a	moment	of	reality-flipping	vertigo	as	I	realized	that,	yes,	indeed,	Alex	Fierro	was	presently	a	he.	“Frankly,	I	don’t	think	of	us	as	gods,	either.	I’m	sure	I	got	it	right.	“Yes,	this	will	look	lovely	with	my	formal	attire.
“You	come	from…somewhere	like	this?”	I	asked.	“Well,	now.	No,	lead	with	your	left	foot,	you	silly	elf.	You	okay?	“Why	that	weapon?”	I	asked.	Like	what	you	did	for	Amir,	except	my	dad’s	motives	weren’t	as	good.”	“I	didn’t	do	anything	for	Amir.”	Alex	walked	over	to	me	and	crossed	her	arms.	He	signed:	Payment—palm	up,	brushing	one	finger	toward
his	dad	like	he	was	flicking	a	coin	at	him.	Inge	rushed	into	the	bathroom	with	a	stack	of	towels	and	some	fresh	clothes.	Tiny	glared	at	us.	None	of	that	happened.	“Oh,	you	know.	I’m	not	an	ambassador.	“You’re	the	other	child	of	Loki,”	he	said.	I	realized	with	bladder-twisting	certainty	that	it	wasn’t	a	mountain.	At	the	far	end	of	lanes	one	and	three,
slots	opened	in	the	floor	and	flat	wooden	figures	shot	up,	each	painted	with	the	likeness	of	Thor,	with	his	wild	red	hair	and	flowing	beard,	and	his	face	scrunched	up	the	way	he	looked	mid-fart.	The	bowling	alley	shrank	from	colossal	to	merely	huge.	“That	was	so	sweet.”	A	tear	as	white	as	plant	sap	slid	down	his	cheek.	He	clawed	at	the	handrail	to	pull
himself	up,	but	his	legs	didn’t	seem	to	be	working.	“Look,	while	I	was	hanging	out	with	Hearthstone	in	the	safe	house,	I	got	bored.	To	Helheim	with	what	people	think.”	I	watched	the	flames	break	down	another	piece	of	wood;	a	swarm	of	orange	sparks	rose	from	the	pit.	Amir’s	more	flexible	than	Barry,	who	forgot	about	you	guys	as	soon	as	we	landed.
After	about	an	hour,	we	spotted	our	destination.	The	letters	flashed	one	at	a	time,	then	all	together,	then	with	sparkles	around	the	edges—just	so	you	didn’t	miss	the	only	neon	sign	on	the	biggest	cliff	in	Jotunheim.	“‘With	Thor’s	hammer	in	his	possession’?	His	hair	was	white-blond	and	fuzzy	like	ram’s	wool.	“You	mean	like	every	other	day	in	my	life.”
“Then	your	experience	should	come	in	handy,”	Sam	said.	He	set	down	a	heaping	platter	of	lamb	kebab,	dolma,	falafel,	kibbeh,	and	other	heavenly	yummies,	and	I	remembered	my	priorities.	But	there	is	something	strange.	Or	do	you	mean	that	fire	giant	in	Muspellheim?	“Giants	fight	among	each	other	just	like	humans,”	Sam	said.	“Don’t	get	any	ideas,
lover	boy.	A	trail	of	hoofprints	continued	under	the	tree	branch	and	into	the	woods	as	far	as	I	could	see.	Her	face	was	flushed,	and	she	was	anxiously	pulling	tufts	from	the	end	of	her	tail.	You	know	what	we	need	to	do.”	Sam	shook	her	head.	It’s	an	honor	I	only	need	once.”	I	didn’t	like	the	sound	of	that.	Bad	news…I	found	the	bag.”	He	pointed	to	a
nearby	mountain:	a	sheer	dark	cliff	that	rose	five	hundred	feet	to	a	wide	plateau	at	the	summit.	A	lot.”	This	time	I	recognized	the	warning	tone	in	her	voice.	Nine	flower	bouquets.	But	since	you	have	paid	the	wergild	so	quickly,	we’ll	have	to	make	tonight	count.	They’re	not	getting	anywhere	with	their	argument,	and	I’m	bored.”	Halfborn’s	definition	of
boredom	was	I	am	not	killing	anyone	at	the	moment,	nor	am	I	watching	someone	get	killed	in	an	interesting	way.	I	wonder…”	He	put	his	ear	to	the	leather	as	if	listening.	He	would’ve	jumped	sixty	feet	if	I	hadn’t	been	holding	on	to	him.	“We	only	have	a	minute	or	so.	My	thoughts	on	the	subject	were	starting	to	get	muddled,	as	though	my	head	was	full
of	river	sludge.	Samirah	beamed.	Not	a	branch,	then…more	like	a	huge	cable.	When	I’m	he,	I’m	he.	“What	are	we	supposed	do,	then?”	“Bring	me	meals	and	water,”	Blitz	said.	He	looked	better	today,	after	spending	a	night	in	the	tanning	bed.	That’s	not	right.	Only…bigger.”	“So	how	do	we	do	this?”	Alex	asked.	Hearthstone	tipped	over	the	canvas	sack
and	walked	around	the	rug,	hosing	it	down	with	a	torrent	of	wealth.	That’s	fantastic!	It’s	just	Heimdall	inviting	us	up.”	“Up,	like—up?”	Amir	inched	away	from	the	Citgo	sign.	It	hadn’t	even	occurred	to	me	that	Amir	needed	healing.	“I	have	made	my	vow,”	Sam	announced.	You’d	think	we	could’ve	just	followed	his	footprints,	but	it	was	difficult	to	tell
them	apart	from	the	natural	valleys	and	canyons.	He	might	never	fully	recover.	I	looked	at	my	friends.	I	insisted	Alex	get	a	few	hours	of	shut-eye.	Blitzen	frowned	at	Hearth.	We	want	to	see	what	you	champions	of	the	mortal	realms	can	do!	Will	you	outdrink	us?	I	didn’t	have	the	words.	Tethered	to	posts	outside	were	colossal	riding	animals:	horses,
rams,	yaks,	and,	yes,	donkeys—each	roughly	the	size	of	Kilimanjaro.	I	hoped	he	didn’t	plan	on	having	kids	someday.	Maybe	he	was	thinking	how	badly	he	and	Alex	would	clash	sitting	next	to	each	other	on	the	horse.	We	love	sewers.	On	the	horizon	rose	the	skyline	of	another	city:	gleaming	walls,	golden	gates,	and	behind	them,	the	spires	and	domes	of
the	gods’	palaces.	“I	like	this	guy.”	Amir	blinked,	apparently	unsure	what	to	do	with	the	compliment.	She’d	brought	supplies,	too,	so	in	no	time	we	had	set	up	a	nice	level	spot	with	a	couple	of	pup	tents	and	a	stone-ringed	fire	pit.	Hearth	propped	Blitzen	under	the	showerhead.	She	ran	the	metal	wire	across	the	soles	of	her	boots,	scraping	off	icy	mud.
“Magnus	Chase!”	he	called	out.	The	cold	fury	in	his	eyes	reminded	me	of	his	father,	Mr.	Alderman,	and	that	was	not	a	similarity	I	enjoyed	seeing.	I	could	finish	crafting	it.”	Alex	and	I	both	stared	at	him.	Fafnir	was	a	dwarf.	Maybe	I’d	smack	him	in	the	face	with	a	bag	of	kibbeh,	though	that	would	be	a	waste	of	good	kibbeh.	It’s	minuscule!”	“Like	you!”
another	giant	catcalled.	Her	expression	suggested	she	wanted	to	kill	everyone	wearing	a	bowling	shirt	and	perhaps	several	people	who	were	not.	“Oh,	come	on,”	I	said.	“The	Rainbow	Bridge	doesn’t	always	anchor	here,	but	most	of	the	time—”	“Guys,”	Amir	interrupted.	“Don’t	worry	about	me,	you	crazy	elf!	Just—”	He	spit	out	water.	I	realized	who	she
reminded	me	of—her	restless	energy,	her	petite	size	and	choppy	haircut,	her	flannel	shirt	and	jeans	and	boots,	her	disregard	for	what	other	people	thought	of	her,	even	her	laugh—on	those	rare	occasions	she	laughed.	A	moment	before	we	would’ve	hit	the	wall,	Stanley	went	airborne.	“Well,	it’s	getting	late.	“Heimdall,”	I	asked,	“can	you	see	Thrym?
“Okay,”	I	said.	And	the	giants	kept	challenging	us	to	rigged	feats	of	skill.”	Illusions,	Hearthstone	signed,	circling	his	palms	at	us	simultaneously	to	represent	two	shifting	images.	“How	do	you	even	know	those	people?	I	guess	he	didn’t	expect	to	see	us	soaked	in	sweat,	covered	in	grass	and	twigs,	our	slime-caked	shoes	leaving	slug	trails	across	his
white	marble	floor.	Although…”	He	gave	her	a	grin	so	sheepish	it	smelled	like	Heimdall.	The	giant	leaned	over,	blocking	out	the	gray	light.	Stitched	into	the	bag’s	side	were	several	new	lines	of	glowing	red	runic	script.	I	will	never	understand	these	betrothed	teenagers	nowadays.	“So,	Magnus,	did	you	manage	to	heal	your	dwarf?”	“Uh,	yeah.	He	half
nodded,	half	shrugged.	Solid-gold	board	games.”	“Hmm.”	Alderman	continued	his	inspection,	making	sure	that	the	entire	rug	was	covered.	“Those	people	you	mentioned?”	Blitzen	held	up	his	bath-towel	creation—a	sort	of	terrycloth	burka	with	sunglasses	taped	over	the	eyeholes.	The	bag	would	always	feel	empty	and	light.	Sam,	Hearthstone,	Blitz,
Alex,	and	I	sat	together	on	a	wraparound	plastic	bench,	picking	through	our	food	for	the	most	edible	bits	and	nervously	surveying	the	crowd.	“How	could	they	know	I	would	be	here?	“I	suppose	it’s	possible.	“By	killing	our	goat?”	“And	infiltrating	Valhalla?”	Sam	added.	“No	need	to	be	rude.”	“Just	being	honest.”	Alex	chewed	on	a	piece	of	lamb.	“We’re
supposed	to	impress	them	in	a	bunch	of	contests?	As	for	how,	I	am	Alderman	of	House	Alderman.	Page	14	Meanwhile,	Alex,	Sam,	and	I	sat	at	a	table	in	the	darkened	food	court,	listening	to	the	clanging	of	pots	and	fryer	cages	echo	through	the	vast	space	like	metallic	bird	cries.	Watching	him	reminded	me	of	how	we’d	tied	up	Fenris	Wolf…which	was	a
memory	I	didn’t	really	care	to	have.	Too	easy,	he	signed.	We	dug	in.	“Your	horn	is	a	phone?”	Amir	asked.	Otherwise	things	might	have	been	awkward.)	“I	will	not	even	pretend	to	marry	this	giant,	Thrym.	How	do	we	carry	it?”	Andvari	scoffed.	“What	do	you	think?”	“Tell	him,	Mr.	Elf!”	said	Andvari.	“Like	Hi,	Bag.	I	wondered	what	Jack	would	think	of
that	sword,	whether	it	was	a	hot	lady	or	a	professional	linebacker	or	maybe	both.	I	didn’t	see	how	one	dwarf,	no	matter	how	talented,	could	solve	this	mountain	of	a	problem	with	a	few	clever	style	choices.	He	definitely	would’ve	made	the	list	for	10	Most	Attractive	Murderers	of	Jotunheim.	The	less	I	knew	about	my	father’s	sewing	victories,	the	better.
“You	killed	me	one	time.	“Sam,	running	restaurants	is	complicated.	“That’s	Sam’s	wedding	invitation,”	Alex	said.	His	irises	were	rings	of	pure	alabaster.	The	gesture	was	so	obvious	even	Andvari	understood	it.	There	you	go.”	I	climbed	to	the	top	of	the	stairwell,	wondering	where	in	Midgard	I	had	ended	up.	The	bag	collapsed	so	fast	I	got	nauseated
from	the	change	in	perspective.	When	the	last	of	the	gold	was	out,	Hearthstone	stepped	back	and	threw	down	the	empty	bag.	I’m	not	sure	how	I	knew,	other	than	the	fact	that	he	had	told	me	so.	I	dropped	him.	But	my	saliva	glands	went	into	overdrive	when	I	saw	the	sheer	volume	of	gold—bracelets,	necklaces,	coins,	daggers,	rings,	cups,	Monopoly
tokens.	Anyone	who	can	take	so	many	selfies	with	a	sword	and	a	ram’s	horn…”	He	shook	his	head.	“The	older	you	are,	the	harder	it	is	to	accept	that	the	world	might	not	be	the	way	you	thought	it	was.	Sam	gave	Alex	a	warning	look.	I	liked	that.	“Even	I	could	see	that.	He	sat	in	a	tall	leather	chair	on	a	dais	overlooking	the	lanes	like	he	was	the	referee
or	the	MC.	“Uh,	yeah,”	I	said.	“I	wish	I	could’ve	seen	the	look	on	my	dad’s	face	when	he	found	out.	“Oh.”	“It’s	the	best	spot,	guys,”	Jack	insisted.	If	Hearth	hadn’t	cracked	the	glass	with	a	rune…”	Had	to	watch	everything	we	said,	Hearth	signed.	I	handed	Sam	the	Skofnung	Sword.	“Like	climbing	into	the	sky	on	a	burning	rainbow?”	“It’s	okay,	man,”	I
said,	though	I	realized	my	definition	of	okay	had	become	flexible	over	the	last	few	months.	“Look	in	my	eyes.	Inge	looked	stunned	and	hurt,	but	then	she	glanced	at	the	water	spirits	surrounding	the	crowd	below.	“I’m	a	goner!”	Blitz	croaked.	Show	Amir	you’re	an	einherji.	“I	was	wondering	who	to	blame	for	that.”	“It’s	a	selfie	sword,	actually.”	Heimdall
wedged	his	face	between	Sam	and	Amir.	“Will	you…try	to	show	them	the	Nine	Worlds,	as	you	did	for	me?”	“She	can’t,”	Alex	said.	“Don’t	make	me	unleash	my	sword’s	playlist.”	Andvari	writhed	even	more.	Be	safe.	He	had	that	bird-of-prey	gaze,	like	he	was	about	to	swoop	down	and	grab	a	rodent—or	perhaps	a	small	human—for	dinner.	Maybe	she’d
fielded	dumb	questions	from	people,	like:	Oh,	you	make	pottery?	I	lurched	into	the	stall	to	hold	him	up.	The	nixies	rushed	after	us,	but	the	hail	made	them	sluggish,	slamming	into	them	and	forming	icy	froth	until	they	looked	like	slushies	escaped	from	their	Big	Gulp	cups.	“What	do	you	make	of	this?”	The	four	of	us	gathered	around	the	screen.	“How
much	blood	are	we	talking	about?”	“Just	a	little.”	She	hesitated,	maybe	wondering	if	she	should	bust	out	her	garrote	and	substitute	the	blood	of	a	dwarf	and	an	einherji.	Oh,	he	is	so	ugly!	I	pity	the	person	who	marries	him.”	“Great,”	Sam	muttered.	“Not	everyone	here	thinks	Loki	needs	to	be	stopped.	“I	can	fix	that.”	She	swatted	away	my	hand.	In	the
afternoon,	things	got	more	exciting.	“Did	you	leave	the	property	to	acquire	this?	Maybe	I	could	blow	Gjallar	and	get	the	gods	up	here.	Inconsiderate	brain.	They	said	he	corrupted	me,	put	ideas	in	my	head,	blah,	blah,	blah.”	“And	your	parents	didn’t	just…conveniently	forget	Loki,	like	Sam’s	grandparents	did?”	“I	wish.	“I	can	return	the	bag	to	its
normal	size!	But	first,	I	want	assurances	from	your	king	that	we	have	guest	rights—the	three	of	us,	and	our	two	friends	on	the	table.”	Utgard-Loki	chuckled.	From	a	distance,	it	was	even	more	impressive.	“Yes,	of	course!	Ladies	and	jotunmen,	let	us	begin	the	entertainment!”	He	leered	down	at	us.	“Yep,”	Alex	said.	The	giants	settled	down.	All	of	them.”
The	dwarf	squinted	with	concentration.	“My	family	had	a	lot	of	things,	just	not	the	things	that	mattered…like	a	son	and	heir,	for	instance.	I’m	not	sure	how	he	heard	my	pipsqueak	voice	through	all	the	chaos,	but	he	nodded	in	acknowledgment.	Elves,	I	discovered,	should	never	wear	shorts.	“Ooh,	what	are	you	seeing?”	He	gazed	past	us	into	the	void.
His	hooves	touched	the	ground	again,	and	we	were	charging	through	a	forested	ravine,	mountains	looming	on	either	side.	I	suspect…we	could	tell	them	anything	about	where	we	were	tonight,	couldn’t	we?	How	do	you	top	a	trip	across	the	Bifrost?”	Sam	gave	him	a	faint	smile.	“Joan	Jett.”	“Just	shut	up,	both	of	you,”	I	grumbled.	Don’t	expect	any
kindness	from	me	during	the	contests.	It	only	helped	a	little.	While	Jack	and	Blitz	talked	strategy,	Alex	and	I	made	camp.	Sam	translated	for	Alex’s	sake.	For	decades,	he	had	been	living	off	resentment,	blaming	Hearthstone	for	Andiron’s	death.	“Alex,	Magnus,	I’ll	meet	you	in	the	morning?”	“The	statue	in	the	park,”	I	said.	I	brought	out	our	secret	last
bit	of	treasure.	If	it’s	deeper	than	that—”	“Right,”	Sam	jumped	in.	“We	have	to	get	there!”	I	shouted.	“You	should	watch	where	you	are	going!”	He	tucked	in	his	right	foot.	Lots	of	death.	When	we	walked	in,	Mr.	Alderman	turned	toward	us,	his	face	a	mask	of	cold	anger.	Inge	tried	to	speak.	Andvari’s	ring	drove	him	crazy.	Solving	Problems	with
Extreme	Fashion	AT	THIS	POINT,	most	people	would	have	thrown	themselves	down	on	the	ground	and	given	up	hope.	All	that	gold	seemed	to	have	the	same	effect	on	him	as	waving	a	cup	of	coffee	under	his	nose.	Believe	me,	D.I.C.E.	has	tried.”	“Dice?”	I	asked.	I	imagined	trying	to	pick	up	an	elephant	and	not	realizing	it	was	an	elephant.	With	a
marriage	alliance	to	Loki	and	the	hammer	of	Thor	in	his	possession,	Thrym	would	become	Thane	of	Thanes.”	Sam’s	eyes	narrowed.	“Put	them	down	now,”	I	said,	“if	they’re	really	not	captives.”	“As	you	wish!”	Utgard-Loki	set	Sam	and	Hearth	on	the	table,	where	they	stood	about	as	tall	as	the	giant’s	mead	cup.	I	get	to	decide	what’s	best	for	each	piece.
“Look,	Your	Feathery	Majesty,	you	could’ve	just	sent	us	this	important	information	in	a	text	or	a	phone	call	days	ago.	Page	25	H-A,	H-A,	Hearth	signed.	Hearthstone	wasn’t	in	much	better	shape.	“Can	I	ask…?”	Blitzen	cleared	his	throat.	“Water	spirits.	Hearthstone	didn’t	look	rattled.	I	almost	thought	we	would	make	it	to	the	woods	when	a	voice	behind
us	shouted,	“Stop!”	Fifty	yards	away,	our	old	friends	Officers	Wildflower	and	Sunspot	had	drawn	their	firearms	and	were	preparing	to	shoot	us	for	loitering,	trespassing,	or	running	away	without	permission.	Then	he	began	to	grin.	“Hold	on	to	that.	He	motioned	at	me	to	give	up	the	ring.	(Of	course	he	had	one	of	those	in	his	kit	bag.	To	the	left,	twenty
or	thirty	Statue-of-Liberty-size	giants	lined	the	bar,	sitting	on	stools	that	would	have	made	fine	high-rise	condominiums.	I	couldn’t	spot	him.	Looking	at	Alex	and	Sam	sitting	across	from	each	other,	I	couldn’t	imagine	two	people	more	different.	Page	2	I	was	losing	patience	with	the	old	slime-bucket,	but	I	did	my	best	to	translate	Hearth’s	message.	“As
for	your	friends,	they’re	not	captives.	I	can’t	hear	you.	“Alex,	I	can’t	ask	you	to	go.”	“You’re	not	asking,”	Alex	said,	“I’m	telling.	You	best	us	in	competition.	“No!	Well,	yes.	The	whiteboards	had	been	removed,	leaving	bright	white	shadows	on	only	slightly	less	white	walls.	Our	friendly	elfish	police	officers	gave	him	a	parting	gift.”	Blitz	pulled	off	his
Frank	Sinatra	hat	and	punched	right	through	it.	We	walked	right	under	them	without	even	having	to	crouch.	Alex	threw	another	tree	branch	into	the	fire.	“The	thanes	don’t	like	mortals	mixing	with	the	honored	dead.	Ready	with	the	ring.	We	weren’t	even	aware	until	the	giants	told	us	later—after	we’d	tried	for	hours	and	missed	dinner.	“The	usual
deal?”	the	dwarf	asked.	One	of	them…well,	you	know	Hearthstone’s	personal	rune,	right?	“I	think	technically	it’s	a	phablet,”	Heimdall	said.	“Well,	now!”	Utgard-Loki	looked	delighted.	Her	fingers	seemed	to	fumble	when	she	took	a	few	sticks	from	the	box.	“I	thought	you	were	dead.	There’s	only	one	way	in,	and	the	entrance	tunnel	keeps	shifting
around,	opening	in	a	different	place	every	day.	I	can	hear	frost	giants	belching	in	their	castles	in	Jotunheim.	Inside	was	the	largest,	most	crowded	bowling	alley	I’d	ever	seen.	I	have	arranged	a	little	party	for	tonight.	“Or	at	least	it	might	be	two	days	from	now.	“Hilarious!”	Alex	volunteered.	Believe	what	I	promised.”	“I	do,”	he	said.	“I’m	kidding.
Alderman	himself	circulated	through	the	crowd	at	double-speed,	tossing	gold	coins	to	his	guests,	accosting	them	with	jewelry,	and	muttering,	“Can	you	believe	all	this	treasure?	The	picture	of	Bridal	Veil	Falls	might	just	be	a	random	photo.	When	he	finally	met	my	eyes,	I	signed:	I’m	sorry	about	your	dad.	“So	how	do	you	know	what’s	an	illusion	and
what’s	real?”	“Most	importantly…”	Alex	held	up	a	tortilla	chip	soggy	with	orange	goo.	He	would’ve	cracked	under	the	strain.	He	was	also	severely	cross-eyed.	“What	way?”	Clearly	I	had	missed	a	conversation	between	the	two	of	them,	but	neither	looked	anxious	to	fill	me	in.	“Trying	to	do	my	prayers	with	Hearthstone	keeping	guard?	Clasped	around
his	forearm	was	a	thane’s	gold	ring	studded	with	bloodstones.	Alderman	wove	through	the	room,	distributing	golden	trinkets,	and	the	crowd	moved	away	from	him	like	cats	avoiding	an	out-of-control	Roomba.	Annoying	fact	about	traveling	between	worlds:	you	often	pop	up	exactly	where	you	need	to	be,	whether	you	want	to	be	there	or	not.	Good-bye,
limbs!	Good-bye,	head!	She	surprised	me	with	a	sour	laugh.	While	they	tried	to	recover	their	dignity,	we	plunged	into	the	woods.	Alex	yelled,	“Who	are	you?	“I—I	suppose	you	did	say	something	like	that.”	He	cupped	his	ear	and	listened.	Why	do	you	smell	like	pond	scum?	My	pulse	was	going	so	fast	you	could’ve	heard	that	sucker	through	a	brick	wall.
Sitting	at	Blitzen’s	feet	was	a	regular-size	bowling	bag.	Fly	around	the	roof.	You	heard	about	that?”	“Sam	filled	us	in.”	He	started	to	make	a	cat’s	cradle	with	his	wire,	somehow	managing	not	to	cut	off	his	own	fingers	in	the	process.	That	shoelace	felt	plenty	real.”	The	giant	stretched.	They’ve	been	waiting	for	you.”	The	happy	couple	was	still	arguing—
Sam	making	imploring	gestures	with	her	upraised	palms,	Amir	tugging	at	his	hair	as	if	he	wanted	to	pull	his	brain	out.	What	I	care	about	is	not	the	hammer.	He’s	warned	the	other	armies	it	would	be	rude	to	start	the	war	without	him.	It’s	usually	called	the	Urnes	snakes,	named	after	some	place	in	Norway.	It	has	no	name.”	“A	name,”	Alex	said.	I
wanted	to	believe	we’d	left	that	crazy	place	behind	for	good—no	more	trigger-happy	cops,	manicured	estates,	or	eye-stabbing	sunlight.	“Uh…sorry.	A	lot	of	folks	in	the	Norse	cosmos	had	warned	me	that	names	had	power.	“Hello,	little	ones!”	The	giant’s	voice	was	deep	enough	to	liquefy	soft	substances—like	my	eyeballs,	for	instance.	I	didn’t	want
Hearth	or	Blitz	to	leave,	but	neither	of	them	was	in	any	shape	to	face	more	danger	tonight,	and	I	wasn’t	sure	what	I	would	find	up	on	the	roof.	I	had	a	feeling	that	someday	Hearthstone	would	have	to	retrieve	that	missing	letter	of	his	cosmic	alphabet,	whether	he	wanted	to	or	not.	Alex	agreed	to	make	one	stop	with	me	before	we	rendezvoused	with	the
others.	Let	me	set	up	my	selfie	sword	again.”	“Perhaps,”	Amir	suggested,	“if	you	simply	looked	without	using	your	phone?”	Heimdall	stared	at	our	mortal	friend.	Would	you	like	a	golden	choo	choo	train?	Imagine	an	hour	of	nonstop	sprinting.”	“Yeah,	I	don’t	really	work	out,	so—”	Blitzen	cleared	his	throat.	“Surely	there’s	another	way	to	find	your	goat-
killer.	I	doubted	they	would’ve	helped,	though.	I	hope	you	have	pain	and	suffering	and	win	two	lotteries!”	With	that	vile	curse,	he	jumped	back	into	his	pond	and	disappeared.	“What’s	the	plan?”	“I’m	working	on	it.”	Finally,	Utgard-Loki	made	a	cut	it	gesture	with	his	finger	across	his	throat.	Having	two	children	of	Loki	at	the	wedding,	both	of	whom
could	be	controlled	by	Loki’s	slightest	whim…that	was	not	my	definition	of	a	joyous	occasion.	“Come	on!”	Together	we	hauled	Hearthstone	toward	Pees-in-Well’s	old	lair	and	jumped	into	the	space	between	the	worlds.	“Okay,”	I	said,	“so	why	did	you	bring	him	here?”	“Because,”	Sam	started,	like	she’d	already	explained	this	twenty	times	tonight,	“the
easiest	supernatural	thing	for	mortals	to	see	is	the	Bifrost	Bridge.	I	hated	even	more	these	glamorous	elves	ogling	me	like	I	was	a	delectable	chocolate	fountain	that	had	just	opened	for	business.	Once	we	had	a	good	blaze	going,	we	tried	to	figure	out	the	best	way	to	repurpose	Fadlan’s	Falafel	over	an	open	flame.	“Kid,	how	about	we	meet	tomorrow
morning	at	the	old	rendezvous	point?”	I	couldn’t	help	but	smile	at	the	memories	of	the	good	old	days,	hanging	out	with	Hearth	and	Blitz,	wondering	where	our	next	meal	would	come	from	and	when	we	would	next	get	mugged.	Hearth	pulled	it	and	the	bag	snapped	closed,	shrinking	to	the	size	of	a	backpack.	I	packed	a	duffel	with	camping	supplies	and
leftover	falafel.	(I	know	he	asked	me	to	remind	him	not	to	give	me	any	more	falafel,	but	I	had	decided	to	interpret	that	request	as	temporary	insanity.)	Amir	shook	his	head.	I’ve	never	liked	being	the	center	of	attention.	“Ah,	Magnus?	Amir’s	expression	was	wistful,	as	if	remembering	a	good	experience	from	childhood	that	couldn’t	be	recaptured.	“Gods,
apparently!	The	Nine	Worlds!	Proof	that	our	whole	life	is	a	lie!”	“Amir,	our	life	isn’t	a	lie.”	Sam’s	voice	quivered.	Worst-case	scenario,	the	experience	would	leave	permanent	scars.	But	did	you	seriously	make	the	password	password?”	“DON’T!”	Blitz	threw	the	bowling	bag	like	a	grenade	into	the	woods.	Now	let’s	see…”	He	fiddled	with	his	massive
ram’s	horn	as	if	looking	for	a	button.	“Sam,	you	can’t	do	this!	It’s	too	dangerous.”	“I	won’t.”	She	balled	her	fists.	Don’t	come	back.	Blitzen’s	wound	had	closed	nicely,	leaving	just	a	small	white	scar,	but	he	bemoaned	the	damage	to	his	suit—the	sword	slash	in	the	vest,	the	heavy	bloodstains.	“Um,	I’m	not	sure	yet.”	Blitzen	grunted.	“Also,	that	stuff
Utgard-Loki	told	us	about	trying	to	help?	I’d	told	her	he	was	strong	enough	to	handle	the	truth.	“They	just	brought	you	that	treasure,	you	daft	elf.	The	building	itself	could	have	housed	most	of	downtown	Boston.	“You	know	very	little	of	leading,	Magnus	Chase.	“Oh,	did	they	hurt	you,	baby?”	Tiny	kissed	the	ball	and	hugged	it	to	his	chest.	What’s	he
like?”	“You’ll	see.”	Halfborn	smirked.	I	just	sort	of…listen	to	what	the	clay	wants.	“Most	of	the	time,	I	just	use	it	for	photos	and	texting	and	whatnot.”	“That’s	not	scary	at	all,”	Alex	said.	“We’re	on	the	clock	here,	dwarf!”	“I	know	that.”	Blitz	spoke	calmly,	like	he	was	addressing	a	Nidavellir	kindergarten	class.	The	only	thing	more	disturbing	than	a
severed	god’s	head	in	your	bubble	bath?	Finally,	she	sighed	and	rolled	up	her	flannel	sleeve.	“Stop	stepping	on	my	toes,”	Blitz	grumbled.	“Andvari,”	I	said,	“if	your	name	means	Careful	One,	why	are	you	so	easy	to	rob?”	“I	know!”	he	sobbed.	“No,	no,	I	got	it.”	Alex	Fierro	sidled	up	next	to	me.	His	hair,	if	anything,	seemed	a	little	longer,	still	green	with
black	roots,	now	combed	to	one	side	in	the	shape	of	a	wave.	“My	dad	was	the	same.	With	Andvari	still	dangling	from	my	hand,	I	walked	to	the	boulder	and	flipped	it	over	with	my	foot.	Father	will	be	waiting.	You?”	My	mouth	must’ve	been	hanging	open,	because	she	rolled	her	eyes	at	me	like,	You	dork.	In	the	pocket	of	my	jeans,	Andvari’s	ring	was	so
light	I	could	barely	feel	it.	Cross	your	fingers	that	Sam	and	Hearth	show	up	in	the	meantime.	“Hmph.	His	blade	sliced	through	the	air,	opening	a	rift	into	absolute	darkness.	“We’ve	made	them	quite	comfortable	while	we	waited	for	you	to	arrive.	They	love	to	humiliate	their	guests	by	making	them	feel	weak	and	puny.”	Page	26	“It’s	working,”	Blitz
muttered.	“So	why	is	he	called	Loki?”	He	looked	at	Sam.	What’s	his	name?	In	the	back	of	the	room,	about	as	far	away	as,	oh,	Boston	is	from	New	Hampshire,	still	more	giants	gathered	at	the	bowling	lanes	in	groups	of	four	or	five	with	matching	Day-Glo	outfits	and	suede	bowling	shoes.	Doubtful.	His	eyes	glittered	with	amusement	and	malice.	“I	was	in
a	rush!”	Blitzen	huffed.	My	vision	swam.	The	top	of	the	cable	wound	into	the	trees	and	disappeared	into	the	clouds.	“There	are	miniature	dogs	and	steam	trains,”	he	noted.	We	think	Mjolnir	is	hidden	underground,	so—”	“Well,	that	would	explain	it!	I	can	only	see	through	solid	rock	for,	like,	a	mile	at	most.	The	gods	will	die	anyway.	“Where’s	the	gold?”
I	demanded.	“Easy?”	“Hearth	and	I	have	been	here	for	a	day	trying	to	stay	alive.	I	suspected	that	if	I	tried,	I’d	hop	six	inches	and	make	a	fool	out	of	myself,	which	would	no	doubt	be	very	entertaining	to	Halfborn	and	Alex.	“What’s	he	doing?”	“Drinking,”	Heimdall	said.	“Say	what	now?”	Alex	laughed.	I	never	would	have	asked	you	to	do	that.	And	my
hearing!	I	was	listening	to	you	guys	argue	on	that	rooftop	from	all	the	way	up	here.	“The	ring	brings	out	the	worst	in	people,	kid.	“Come,	come,	my	friends.	I’ll	just—”	“A	first	aid	kit	isn’t	going	to	do	it.	Gunmetal	gray	clouds	hung	low	and	heavy.	Utgard-Loki	and	his	people	are	infamous	for	their	powers	of	illusion.”	I	glanced	around,	wondering	how	big
the	giants	actually	were	and	what	they	looked	like	without	magic.	Behind	that,	even	larger	and	more	awe-inspiring,	was	an	inflatable	Godzilla,	like	you	might	see	advertising	a	sale	at	a	car	dealership.	Gods	only	know	what	kind	of	bacteria	was	on	Tiny’s	shoestring,	and	you	donating	blood	to	Blitz’s	arts	and	crafts	project	didn’t	help.”	“No,	I	don’t	want
—”	She	faltered.	Then	I	realized	he	was	telling	me	to	get	down,	which	is	hard	to	do	when	you’re	the	last	in	a	line	of	three	people	on	horseback.	Probably	one	in	the	basement	of	this	building.	I	figured	that	meant	the	palace	was	about	seven	billion	miles	away.	I	translated.	I	figured	physical	contact	was	my	biggest	advantage.	Out	of	the	corner	of	my
eye,	I	saw	emergency	lights	flashing	as	police	cars	and	ambulances	pulled	into	the	main	drive.	Jack	helped.’”	“I	wrote	that!”	Jack	said	proudly.	I	can	heal.	Yeah,	okay.	Mallory	Keen	told	me	the	story,	something	about	Loki	turning	into	a	beautiful	mare	so	he	could	lure	a	giant’s	stallion	away.	It	could	have	been	just	a	pretty	nature	picture	from
anywhere,	but	it	looked	familiar.	My	larger	kin	might	take	you	for	trespassers	or	termites	or	something!	Really,	I	would	stay	away.”	I	had	a	terrible	vision	of	Sam	and	Hearthstone	flying	into	the	bowling	alley	and	getting	caught	in	the	world’s	largest	bug	zapper.	I	asked	for	a	place	to	sleep…He	shuddered.	It	seemed	a	little	early	in	the	morning	for
mead,	but	for	all	I	knew	these	guys	had	been	partying	since	1999.	Outrace	us?	“Where	is	the	palace?”	“Just	over	yonder.”	Tiny	waved	to	his	left,	causing	a	new	low-pressure	front.	It	whispered	to	me,	telling	me	to	keep	it	and	get	filthy	rich.	We	should	go,	Hearth	signed.	I	mean,	once	you’ve	seen	Thor	passed	out	on	the	floor,	or	Odin	in	his	bathrobe,
yelling	at	Frigg	because	she	used	his	toothbrush…it’s	hard	to	see	much	divinity	in	my	family.	Unlikely.”	Alex	wrapped	her	garrote	around	her	hand,	though	I	didn’t	see	what	good	it	would	do	unless	she	intended	to	give	the	giants	a	good	flossing.	He	rocked	back	and	forth	with	the	dwarf	in	his	arms.	This	is	my	specialty.”	I	wanted	to	argue	that	bowling
bags	were	about	as	far	from	fashion	as	Boston	was	from	China.	They	laughed	and	insulted	each	other	and	threw	back	mugs	of	mead	that	each	could	have	watered	all	the	crops	in	California	for	a	year.	“Magnus,	you	have	an	uncle	who’s	involved	in	all	this?”	I	didn’t	want	to	get	into	it.	The	good	old	days	really	sucked,	but	they’d	sucked	in	a	less
complicated	way	than	the	crazy	new	days.	He	placed	it	on	his	finger	and	held	it	out	to	admire	it	like	someone	newly	engaged.	Some	of	the	jotuns—especially	those	in	gray	shirts	like	Tiny’s—looked	like	they	wanted	to	kill	us,	guest	rights	or	no,	but	I	took	comfort	in	knowing	we	had	a	doomsday	option.	As	much	as	I	wanted	to	hate	my	uncle,	I	couldn’t
help	feeling	sorry	for	him.	“I	can’t	believe	it.”	Alex	grinned.	Andvari	watched	wistfully	as	my	sword	played	paddleball,	flipping	the	ring	from	one	side	of	his	blade	to	the	other.	If	worse	came	to	worst,	we	could	always	shout	password	and	destroy	the	entire	building	in	an	avalanche	of	fine	dwarven-embroidered	leather.	Around	their	waists	hung	an
assortment	of	knives,	axes,	and	spiked	clubs.	“You	are	in	charge	of	Doomsday.	“Aha!”	Heimdall	must	have	found	the	right	button.	A	twelve-point	buck	leaped	out	of	nowhere	and	almost	ran	over	Blitzen.	Hmm,	I	should	probably	make	that	my	profile	picture.”	“You	know	what?”	Alex	stretched.	Unless	we	get	it	back	soon—”	“Yes.”	Heimdall	licked	his
lips.	What	then?”	“We	go	to	Jotunheim,”	Sam	said.	“Last	night,	after	we	phrased	the	request	very	carefully,	they	finally	gave	us	sleeping	bags,	but	we	had	to	‘prove	our	strength’	by	spreading	them	out	ourselves.	“Ta-da!	My	best	invention	yet!”	“You	invented	the	selfie	stick,”	Alex	said.	The	inflatable	Godzilla	was	gone	(the	daily	rental	for	something
like	that	must	have	been	exorbitant),	but	the	neon	sign	still	blazed:	UTGARD	LANES.	And	crud…there	it	was.	“Whatever	you	think	is	going	on,	just	remember	it’s	a	ruse.	“You’re	like	the	eight-legged	horse,”	I	realized.	Hearthstone	paused	and	raised	his	arms.	Despite	everything	Alderman	had	done	to	him,	Hearthstone	still	wanted	to	help	his	father…
he	was	making	one	last	effort	to	pull	his	dad	out	of	a	hole	much	deeper	than	Andvari’s.	You	think	Jack	could	cut	our	friends	out	of	the	giant’s	hand?”	“Before	Utgard-Loki	crushes	them?	TINY’S	TURKEY	BOWLERS	was	etched	across	the	brown	leather	in	black	letters	so	faded	they	looked	like	random	fault	lines.	I	got	the	feeling	that	if	Heimdall	killed
you,	it	would	only	be	because	he	got	clumsy	and	tripped.	“You	noticed	that,	right?”	Amir	looked	lost.	“Shouldn’t	we	get	going?”	Sam	nodded.	Only	family	and	giants	are	invited,	and…Who	is	Randolph?”	I	felt	as	if	somebody	had	turned	up	the	thermostat	on	the	Bifrost.	“Yes,	fine.	He	glanced	at	the	sun,	which	was	already	past	its	zenith.	Yeah,	sure.”	I
was	having	trouble	breathing,	too,	but	it	wasn’t	because	of	the	house.	I’d	seen	some	crazy	stuff—talking	swords,	knitting	zombies,	the	world’s	wealthiest	freshwater	grouper.	“Those	are	security	nøkks.”	“What?”	I	asked.	Safe.	I	didn’t	want	to	give	Amir	an	aneurysm.	“Tiny,”	I	said.	If	you	can’t	even	navigate	around	our	shoestrings,	you	might	get
accidentally	crushed.”	“We’ll	do	fine!”	Alex	said—again,	with	a	lot	more	confidence	than	I	could’ve	mustered.	Oh,	yes.	Andvari	had	mentioned	that	name.	“No	need	to	fear,”	Blitz	muttered	to	himself.	“There’s	no	way,”	I	said.	“You	fools	don’t	want	my	gold!	Don’t	you	know	what	happens	to	people	who	take	it?”	“They	get	rich?”	I	guessed.	Now	that	I	can
see	everything…”	He	waved	a	plastic	fork	at	the	ceiling.	Their	pale	eyes,	fair	hair,	and	expensive	jewelry	gleamed	in	the	evening	sunlight	streaming	through	the	windows.	I	hadn’t	eaten	much	since	yesterday	except	for	leftover	falafel	and	chocolate.	I	can	definitely	hear	you.	At	each	bowling	lane,	giants	sat	grouped	by	team—throwing	food,	cracking
jokes,	and	boasting	about	their	pin-destroying	prowess.	“Those	are…consistent.”	“I	don’t	like	my	shirt	in	this	picture.”	He	showed	us	a	shot	of	elfish	police	beating	a	hulder	with	nightsticks,	Heimdall	grinning	in	front,	wearing	a	blue	striped	polo.	Sam	frowned.	The	temperature	plunged.	The	flow	of	blood	stopped	instantly.	“No	offense,	kid,	but	I	have	a
strong	desire	to	murder	your	uncle	with	extreme	prejudice.”	“No	offense	taken,”	I	said.	It	sounded	vaguely	familiar,	but	I	couldn’t	place	it.	“I	can’t	read	those	gestures!”	He	waved	his	grubby	hands,	accidentally	signing	donkey	waiter	pancake	in	ASL.	The	only	reason	he’s	in	one	piece,	mentally,	is	because	of	you.”	I	felt	like	I	was	back	on	the	Bifrost
Bridge,	superheated	colors	burning	through	me.	Wouldn’t	you	agree?”	Alex’s	face	mottled	red,	but	she	said	nothing.	I—I	don’t	think	the	giants	are	scared	of	Thrym,	but	from	what	I’m	overhearing,	they’re	terrified	of	his	sister.”	I	remembered	my	dream:	the	harsh	voice	of	the	giantess	who	had	swatted	my	pickle	jar	off	the	bar.	“Come	on,	check	out
some	of	these	other	shots.”	He	gathered	the	four	of	us	around	his	phablet	and	started	flipping	through	his	photo	stream,	though	I	was	pretty	distracted	by	how	much	Heimdall	smelled	like	wet	sheep.	As	for	what	happened?	It’s	a	rare	sword	that	can	remove	caked-on	pond	scum,	shave	off	calluses,	trim	gnarly	toenails,	and	leave	a	pair	of	dwarf	feet
shiny	clean	without	1)	killing	said	dwarf,	2)	cutting	off	the	flailing	feet	of	said	dwarf,	or	3)	cutting	off	the	legs	of	the	einherji	who	is	holding	said	dwarf…and	all	the	while	singing	“Can’t	Feel	My	Face.”	Jack	is	truly	special.	Alex	and	I	kept	watch,	but	nothing	much	happened.	I	didn’t	really	want	to,	but	I	felt	obliged	to	break	into	Randolph’s	Back	Bay
mansion	and	check	in	on	my	murderous,	traitorous	uncle.	Will	it	bring	Andiron	back	to	me?”	Personally,	I	would’ve	punched	the	old	dude	in	the	face,	but	Hearthstone	stepped	toward	his	father.	“As	long	as	you	don’t	ask	me	to	represent	every	gender-fluid	person	for	you,	okay?	Yeah,	I	backstitched.”	I	wasn’t	feeling	so	confident.	Probably	weighs	as
much	as	an	aircraft	carrier.”	“Does	it	matter?”	I	asked.	“See?”	I	tried	for	a	confident	smile,	though	it	probably	looked	like	I	was	having	a	stroke.	Because	I	did	not	give	you	permission—”	“Nope,”	I	said.	He	signed:	One	person	stole	gold,	no	consequences.	No	problem.”	She	must	have	liked	that	answer.	I	could	use	some	rest,	too.”	“Right.”	I	felt	bad
bringing	up	our	to-do	list.	And	then…Loki	got	pregnant.	Blitz’s	eyes	sparkled.	“Nothing.”	She	was	wearing	her	school	uniform,	which	I	thought	was	pretty	optimistic,	like,	I’ll	just	zip	over	to	Jotunheim	and	be	back	in	time	for	third-period	Government.	Sam	shook	her	head	in	disgust.	“He	means	between	worlds!”	Blitzen	said.	“You	did	great,	man,”	I
said.	Not	a	dwarf’s	bag.”	“Ah,	but	it	could	be.	We	appeared	to	be	in	an	emergency	stairwell—exposed	brick	walls,	industrial	green	handrail,	fire	extinguishers,	and	illuminated	EXIT	signs.	Then	this	bag	will	either	shrink	to	an	easy	carrying	size,	or—well,	I’m	sure	it	will	shrink.”	“Rewind	to	the	or,”	Alex	said.	He	asked,	“Payment?	He	did	not	say	Good
job,	son!	Or	Oh,	boy,	I’m	richer!	Or	Did	you	rob	the	Elfish	Treasury	Department?	“I	can	look	like	whatever	or	whoever	I	want.	Somehow,	I’d	lost	my	sunglasses	from	Alfheim.	“Allah	may	have	ninety-nine	names,	but	Heimdall	isn’t	one	of	them.”	Alex	grinned.	“Buddy!”	Blitz	rushed	to	his	side.	“Magnus,	you	always	get	the	easy	stuff.”	I	almost	choked	on
a	peanut.	For	a	few	tense	moments,	Hearthstone,	Alderman,	and	I	stood	around	the	rug	and	stared	at	each	other.	Can	you	have	handiwork	if	you	don’t	have	hands?	I	was	not	welcome	to	ask	for	more	details.	“Using	one	rune	is	like	the	hardest	workout	you’ve	ever	done.	He	murdered	his	father,	took	his	gold.	Even	if	Jack	managed	to	fly	up	the	giant’s
nose,	I	doubted	his	blade	would	do	much	more	than	cause	a	sneeze.	“I’m	messing	with	you.”	“Ah.”	Amir	did	not	seem	to	relax.	“Lord	Heimdall.”	Alex	looked	at	her	like,	Lord?	If	not,	we’ll	just	find	the	nearest	sewer.”	Yes,	Hearth	signed.	The	giants	now	averaged	about	seven	feet	tall.	Once	we	were	sure	he’d	fully	un-petrified,	Hearth	shut	off	the	water.
“Sam	and	Hearth	might	be	in	there,	so	we	play	by	the	rules.	“Any	relation	to	us?”	Sam	shook	her	head.	Take	it	off.	“Yes,	there	he	is,	just	at	the	edge	of	my	vision,	under	a	mile	or	so	of	rock.	We’re	a	little	busy	getting	ready	for	the	bowling	tournament	tomorrow.	YOU’RE	RIGHT,	his	squeaky	voice	would	announce.	Maybe	he’d	reached	the	end	of	his
summoning	time	and	vanished.	“I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	to	me,	any	of	the	other	eight	would	be	preferable	right	about	now!”	We	staggered	into	the	clearing	where	the	old	well	had	been.	“My	son	is	asking	me	to	take	off	my	new	ring.”	He	held	up	his	hand	and	wiggled	his	finger,	letting	the	gold	band	catch	the	light.	Fortunately,	Heimdall	just	patted
Amir’s	shoulder.	Maybe	he’ll	be	in	a	good	mood	and	we	can	make	him	see	sense.”	Page	5	Hearthstone	grunted.	I	wish…”	He	tilted	head,	listening	to	the	distant	murmurings	of	the	universe.	His	hiking	boots	were	foothills.	“Long,	tragic	story,	kid.	“It’s	done.”	He	sighed	miserably.	Security	nixies	moved	through	the	crowd,	changing	shape	from	animal-
like	to	human-like	to	solid	wave,	enveloping	the	elves	one	by	one	and	leaving	them	passed	out	on	the	floor	in	elegant	wet	lumps.	Maybe	it	was	her	head	injury	talking.	“No,	I	didn’t!”	“Jack,	I	think	this	dwarf	wants	a	full	Brazilian	waxing.”	“No!”	Andvari	wailed.	“Yeah,”	I	said.	I	thought	about	something	Halfborn	Gunderson	had	once	told	me	about	wolf
packs:	each	wolf	pushes	the	limits	within	its	pack.	Let’s	make	a	magic	bowling	bag.”	Meat	S’mores	Roasting	on	an	Open	Fire	NOTHING	BEATS	camping	out	in	a	dreary	Jotunheim	forest	while	your	friend	stitches	runes	on	a	giant	bowling	bag!	“All	day?”	Alex	complained	when	Blitz	estimated	his	time	until	completion.	“I’m	trying	to	problem-solve.
“We’ll	rest	here	a	minute.	Still…Alex	had	become	homeless	around	the	same	time	my	mom	died,	the	same	time	I’d	ended	up	on	the	streets.	“Why?	And	Magnus	Chase,	son	of	Frey!”	The	crowd	turned	and	looked	up	at	us,	emitting	a	fair	number	of	oohs	and	ahhs.	“Loki’s	not	your	father,	is	he?	Being	versatile.	“I’m	fine,	Dr.	House,	but	thanks	for	the
diagnosis.”	She	turned	unsteadily,	scanning	the	forest.	His	guests	laughed	nervously	as	he	threw	treasure	at	them.	“Or	it	could	be	a	point	of	entry	for	some	wedding	crashers.”	We	Have	a	Tiny	Problem	RENDEZVOUS	SPOT:	the	George	Washington	statue	in	the	Public	Garden.	She	was	wearing	pink-and-green	flannel	today	over	regular	blue	jeans.	Bad
news.”	Hearthstone	caught	Inge’s	arm.	I	stroked	Stanley’s	muzzle,	wishing	I	had	a	carrot	for	him.	And	while	you’re	at	it…”	I	didn’t	want	to	leave	Inge	alone	in	the	same	room	with	Mr.	Crazy	Ring,	but	I	was	getting	nauseated	watching	Alderman	flirt	with	his	fortune.	Just	stay	safe	for	me,	please,	until	we	get	back.	Sam	looked	dazed.	Blitzen	shook	his
head	in	amazement.	In	Godzilla’s	hands	was	a	cardboard	sign	that	read:	’SUP,	MAGNUS.	“Pretty	good.”	I	tried	not	to	let	my	eyes	pop	out	of	their	sockets.	He’s	getting	worse.”	Hearthstone	signed:	The	ring	is	affecting	him.	“This	thing	taints	whoever	owns	it.	He	signed	with	one	hand,	pointing	in	different	directions.	“What’d	you	do	to	my	bag?”	he
cried.	Then	I	looked	downstairs.	“Did	your	folks	know	you	were	a	child	of	Loki?”	“Oh,	Loki	made	sure	of	that.	After	a	bit	of	awkward	maneuvering	(and	probably	several	butt	calls	to	the	apocalypse),	he	held	out	the	sword	in	triumph,	the	phablet	now	hooked	on	the	point.	“Focus	on	me,”	I	ordered.	She	was	burning	up	with	fever.	The	bartender	dropped
me	in	a	full	beer	mug.	My	face	itched	like	a	hand-shaped	burn	mark	was	forming	across	my	cheek.	Let	its	powers	be	yours.”	He	glowered	at	me.	Now	I	get	to	pay	you	back	for	all	those	falafel	plates	you	spotted	me	when	I	was	homeless.	She	was	literally	trying	to	reconfigure	her	boyfriend’s	mind.	The	maroon	upholstered	double	doors	were	studded
with	brass	tacks	each	as	big	as	your	average	three-bedroom	house.	His	slacks	were	brown	polyester.	“Uh,	Blitz?”	I	said.	“Kill	the	violins!”	“Oh.	That	would	be	a	pleasure.”	Jack	flew	into	action.	“Thank	you,”	Amir	agreed.	I	wished	I’d	had	the	good	sense	to	cover	myself	in	bath	towels	like	Blitzen.	I	decided	this	wasn’t	the	time	to	bring	up	my	cousin
Annabeth	and	the	Greek	gods.	He’s	your	mom.”	Alex	just	stared	at	me.	“The	curse	of	Fafnir,”	I	said.	What’s	he	up	to?”	The	god	squinted	and	looked	deeper	into	the	void.	He’d	had	a	lot	of	practice,	sure,	but	the	old	elf	was	intolerable.	Being	outside	felt	like	running	through	a	hurricane	of	baseballs,	but	it	was	better	than	dying	surrounded	by	nøkk
fiddlers.	Utgard	Lanes!	Would	you	be	heading	that	way?”	“Uh,	yeah!”	I	said.	Alex	slipped	his	garrote	from	his	belt	loops.	“Is	it	safe?”	Halfborn	tilted	his	head.	First	I	thought	Blitz	had	spotted	an	actual	duck.	“No,”	Mr.	Alderman	decided.	His	sister,	Thrynga—oh,	her	voice	is	like	oars	scraping	on	ice!	She’s	berating	him	for	being	a	fool.	And	don’t	think	it
will	solve	your	problems,	either.	“Can’t	breathe	here!”	Hearth,	of	course,	couldn’t	hear	him	and	didn’t	seem	to	care.	“Oh,	right,”	Sam	said.	Curse	of	F-A-F-N-I-R,	he	signed.	“I	could	make	us	some	dinner.”	“You	don’t	have	to,	man,”	I	said,	which	I	thought	was	pretty	noble	considering	how	much	I	loved	his	family’s	falafel	recipe.	That’s	not	surprising.
Over	at	the	bowling	bag,	Blitz	and	Jack	kept	working	on	their	entry	in	the	Great	Jotunheim	Sew-Off.	It’s	impossible.”	“Please	don’t	call	me	Maggie,”	I	said.	I	never	wanted	to	see	another	rocket-powered	granny-walker	as	long	as	I	lived.	He	pointed	to	the	top	of	rug,	at	the	nape	of	its	neck,	where	the	fur	was	thickest.	Then	I	met	up	with	Alex	Fierro	in	the
lobby	and	we	headed	out	to	Midgard.	Before	I	could	chicken	out,	I	blurted,	“Did	Loki	ask	you	to	come	with	us?”	She	locked	eyes	with	me.	Whatever	Alderman	had	inside	him,	I	doubted	it	was	a	fuzzy	kitten.	Sixty	feet…tough,	but	doable.	“Shut	up,	Hugo!”	Tiny	yelled.	“Well,	Tiny,	it	seems	like	they	did	what	you	asked.	She	and	her.”	“But	you	didn’t	just
—”	“Change	gender	by	force	of	will?	Andvari’s	ring	simply	moved	in	to	fill	the	void	with	a	whole	bunch	of	crazy.	“Don’t	you	start	with	the	sarcasm,”	Blitz	said.	“This	is	tournament	day!	We	have	special	guests!	Let’s	not	quibble.	Andvari	went	still.	Sigurd?	At	least	I	think	that’s	what	she	said.	This	is	the	man	who	stabbed	me	in	the	gut.”	I	didn’t	need	the
reminder.	“Ugh,”	Sam	agreed.	Sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	roof,	looking	very	bored,	were	Halfborn	Gunderson	and	Alex	Fierro.	“Sam?”	Amir	yelled.	If	we	know	that	in	advance,	we	might	be	able	to	use	the	info.”	How?	I	change	a	lot.	“Hmm,	I’ll	need	better	tools.”	“Yeah,”	Alex	said.	Follow	me,	Hearthstone	ordered.	“Just	two	or	three?”	Alex	asked.	When
did	you	finally	leave	home?”	“Two	years	ago,	more	or	less.	“You’re	fine.	“The	old	rendezvous	point	it	is.”	I	hugged	them	both.	Where	is	it?”	“Um,	probably	in	the	pile	somewhere.	But	the	urge	to	see	Hearthstone	free	of	his	father,	reunited	with	Blitzen,	and	out	of	this	toxic	house…that	was	stronger.	She	tipped	over	a	saltshaker	and	wrote	letters	in	the
white	grains—whether	Norse	or	Arabic,	I	couldn’t	tell.	It	probably	wasn’t	a	threat,	but	since	meeting	Ratatosk	I	took	no	chances.	He	tripped!	That	was	hilarious!	I	wish	I’d	Vined	that.”	I	tried	to	follow	Heimdall’s	gaze,	but	I	saw	nothing	but	empty	space	and	stars.	“And	you	can	stop	staring.”	“I	wasn’t…”	I	caught	myself.	Magnus,	how	about	you,	Alex,
and	Blitz	take	our	horse	friend?”	Blitzen	shifted	uneasily	in	his	navy	three-piece	suit.	I	clamped	my	hands	to	the	sides	of	my	head	just	as	the	nøkks	began	to	play.	I’m	staying	right	here.”	“Why?”	Alex	asked.	Then	he	made	my	least	favorite	name	sign:	index	finger	and	thumb	pinched	together	at	the	side	of	his	head,	a	combination	of	the	letter	L	and	the
sign	for	devil,	which	fit	our	friend	Loki	just	fine.	“Once	fabric	turns	to	granite	and	back	again,	well,	the	discoloration	is	permanent.”	I	didn’t	bother	pointing	out	that	at	least	he	was	alive.	I	noticed	this	because	Blitz	had	recently	given	me	a	drastic	haircut	and	my	exposed	neck	was	cold.	“You	own	the	wilderness	behind	the	backyard,	right?”	“Yes,	he
does!”	Inge	said.	So	I	tried	his	spell	on	the	stupidest,	most	innocuous	thing	I	could	think	of.	“Nine	Mothers	of	Me!”	Alex	Fierro	sat	up,	suddenly	interested.	Are	you	kidding	me?	On	the	chain	around	my	neck,	Jack’s	pendant	buzzed	with	tension.	He	looked	at	me	like	I	was	a	moron.	“Inshallah,	I	will	keep	it	and	marry	Amir	Fadlan	in	accordance	with	the
teachings	of	the	Quran	and	the	Prophet	Muhammad,	peace	be	upon	him.”	I	wondered	if	the	Bifrost	Bridge	would	collapse	under	the	heavy-duty	Muslim	sacred	vow	Sam	was	laying	down,	but	nothing	seemed	different	except	for	Amir,	who	looked	like	he’d	been	hit	between	the	eyes	with	a	phablet.	Do	something	unexpected.	The	floor	vibrated,	shaking
me	up	and	down	like	a	wind-up	hoppy	toy.	SMACK!	I	found	myself	flat	on	my	back	in	the	snow.	The	teacher	always	promised	to	go	easier	on	the	first	volunteer	or	give	extra	credit.	And…what	were	you	and	Sam	talking	about	last	night—some	plan?”	She	curled	her	garrote	around	her	hands.	“It’s	all	right,	Amir.	Above	the	fireplace	mantel,	across	the
foot	of	Andiron’s	portrait,	hung	a	golden	banner	with	red	letters:	WELCOME,	MAGNUS	CHASE,	SON	OF	FREY,	SPONSORED	BY	HOUSE	ALDERMAN!	And	under	that	in	smaller	print:	HEARTHSTONE	HAS	BEEN	BROUGHT	BACK.	“Thanks,	Magnus.	“Easy	two-minute	walk.”	I	tried	to	translate	that	from	Giantese.	I’ll	need	to	weave	thread	from	special
filaments—something	with	power,	resilience,	and	magical	growth	properties.	“I	love	the	outdoors.	Sam	took	a	deep	breath	and	faced	the	crowd.	I	must	have	every	piece	of	treasure	weighed	and	counted.	As	for	Hearth,	I	knew	how	much	he	hated	having	his	hands	pinned	down.	I’m	chaperoning	the	chaperone.	Easier	now,	he	signed.	“The	thing	about
clay,”	she	said,	“it	can	turn	into	any	shape.	Jack	was	very	careful	about	backstitching	the	runes	where	I	told	him	to.”	“I	was	supposed	to	backstitch?”	Jack	glowed	yellow.	Either	way,	how	could	he	look	at	Samirah	in	the	same	way	again?	Pictures	of	all	the	Nine	Worlds,	all	selfies.	The	crowd	stirred	restlessly,	not	sure	what	to	make	of	this.	Heimdall
leaned	on	his	sword.	Thankfully,	the	Skofnung	Sword	and	Stone	were	still	strapped	across	Sam’s	back.	“There’s	a	real	thin	portal	between	the	worlds	right	on	top	of	that	cairn.	Before	I	can	give	you	a	solution,	you	must	understand	the	problem.	Nothing	to	see	here.	“No,	indeed!”	his	voice	boomed.	Arguing	would’ve	been	pointless.	“We’re	in	Midgard,”
he	announced.	“No,	I	didn’t!”	Jack	complained.	I	liked	the	guppies	in	Andvari’s	pond	more.	There	is	one	more	thing	you	could	do	for	us,	Amir,	buddy.”	“Of	course.	“You	should	go	on	over.	“Just	trust	me.	“Maybe	you’ll	find	out,	Magnus.	Utgard-Loki	finally	admitted	they	were	made	from	curled	shavings	of	titanium.	Maybe	they’d	started	to	trust	each
other.	“Samirah,	would	you	like	to	begin?”	“No	wonder	you	guys	look	so	bad.	“No,	I	mean…”	I	stopped,	realizing	she	was	teasing	me.	Therefore,	I	was	not	anxious	to	alleviate	it.	He	leaned	against	the	wall,	steadying	himself	so	he	could	use	both	hands	for	signing.	“Is	Blitzen	okay?”	“He’s	better.”	I	told	her	what	had	happened,	though	she	seemed
distracted.	“See	you	there.”	She	nodded.	“I’m	going	with	you,”	Alex	said.	Sam	and	Amir	were	having	a	hushed	argument	at	the	base	of	a	huge	illuminated	billboard.	I	decided	maybe	this	wasn’t	the	time,	especially	with	Fierro’s	garrote	so	close	to	my	neck.	Then,	in	two	steps,	Tiny	disappeared	over	the	horizon.	“Now,	why	would	he	ask	that?	A	wave	of
murderous	resentment	washed	over	me.	“One	magic	ring,”	he	announced,	“complete	with	curse.”	“There	is	no	way,”	I	said,	“that	I	am	picking	that	up.”	“Got	it!”	Jack	dove	in	and	made	like	a	spatula,	scooping	the	ring	out	of	the	mud	with	the	flat	of	his	blade.	Ring	is	dangerous.	“All	right!	All	right!”	Andvari	shrieked.	I	was	beginning	to	think	you
wouldn’t	make	it!”	The	way	he	phrased	that	made	it	seem	like	this	was	a	hostage	exchange.	Then	the	games	must	begin.”	“The	games,”	Sam	said.	“It’s	a	bit…hectic	out	there.”	Then	she	left,	closing	the	door	behind	her.	She	lashed	out	with	her	garrote,	holding	one	end	like	a	whip.	Still,	the	outfit	was	a	little	disturbing.	The	mead	was	flat	and	tasted	of
Sweet’N	Low.	Blitzen	crawled	into	a	pup	tent	and	collapsed	from	exhaustion.	“Well,	tonight,	I	have	to	have	a	conversation	with	Jid	and	Bibi	to	explain	why	I’ve	been	out	so	late.”	Amir	nodded.	His	tanning	bed	is	all	set	up.”	“But…how	will	you	get	there?”	Blitz	shrugged.	I	turned	to	Alex.	Then	Valhalla’s	dining	hall,	fuzzy	and	indistinct,	with	Heimdall’s
total	eclipse	of	a	nose	in	perfect	focus.	But	the	details…”	She	made	a	poof	gesture	with	her	fingertips.	He	tossed	it	from	the	top	of	the	stairs	and	it	exploded	in	midair,	making	a	giant	glowing	H-shape	above	the	heads	of	the	elves:	Outside,	the	sky	darkened.	Trying	to	be	me	as	best	I	can.”	That	sounded	fair.	You	mean,	even	if	I	went	through	with	this
wedding—which	I	won’t—Thrym	wouldn’t	give	back	Mjolnir?”	“Oh,	wedding	gifts	will	be	exchanged!	But	perhaps	not	in	the	way	you	imagine.”	Utgard-Loki	reached	over	and	flicked	the	pommel	of	the	Skofnung	Sword,	still	slung	across	Sam’s	back.	“Sorry,	Andvari.”	Jack	laughed.	“Where	have	you	two	been?	His	eyes	narrowed.	“There’s	a	first	aid	kit	in
my	bag.	“Okay,	now	listen,”	I	said.	It	started	out	as	my	clay-cutter.”	“Clay-cutter.	“Did	I?	This	won’t	be	the	last	time	you	have	to	come	home.	“Yeah,	I	remember.”	“The	what?”	Alex	asked.	I	don’t	think	he	liked	shotgun	and	horse	being	used	in	the	same	sentence.	It	was	hard	to	judge	the	scale,	since	the	shot	had	been	taken	from	inter-dimensional	space,
but	at	the	top	of	a	cliff	sat	a	massive	warehouse-looking	building.	The	hotel’s	marble	facade	dissolved	into	a	bank	of	fog	and	Stanley	did	a	three-sixty	barrel	roll	right	through	it,	somehow	managing	not	to	lose	us.	He—he	opened	their	eyes	permanently,	I	guess	you	could	say.	I	was	pretty	sure	I’d	lose	hope	when	I	saw	that	vast	fortress.	In	other	words,
the	day	after	tomorrow.	“You	heard	him?	If	she	succeeded,	she	might	open	up	his	perception.	Dozens	of	hulder	servants	moved	through	the	crowd,	offering	drinks	and	hors	d’oeuvres.	I	am	deaf.	Most	importantly,	we	were	a	block	from	the	Transportation	Building	food	court,	where	the	Fadlans	had	a	restaurant.	I	can	do	two,	maybe	three	runes	in	a	row
before	I	collapse.	Alex	smiled	with	what	I	hoped	was	amusement	and	not	homicidal	glee.	Rather	than	walking	across	a	slick,	solid	surface,	I	felt	like	we	were	wading	through	a	waist-high	field	of	wheat…if	that	wheat	were	made	of	highly	radioactive	light.	And	why	haven’t	you	ever	heard	of	Velcro	straps?”	I’m	not	sure	where	she	found	the	courage	to
speak.	“Blitz,”	I	said,	“I	like	your	optimism.	Clasped	in	his	fingers	like	G.I.	Joe	figures	were	Samirah	and	Hearthstone.	Blitzen	turned	to	me.	Something	about	rainbows.	He	wore	his	usual	rose	high-tops	with	skinny	green	jeans	and	a	pink	long-sleeved	T-shirt.	But	also	key	to	treasure.	Andvari’s	moss	green	eyes	darkened.	My	hands	were	hardly	glowing
at	all.	Everyone	flinched	except	Hearthstone.	I	am	not	convinced	he	has	the	potential	to	pay	it	off.”	I	almost	screamed,	Hearthstone	has	been	paying	his	entire	life!	I	wanted	to	pour	Andvari’s	treasure	straight	down	Alderman’s	throat	and	see	if	that	convinced	him	of	his	son’s	potential.	Utgard-Loki	stood	tall,	grinning	at	his	subjects	as	if	this	was	all
good	fun.	They	aren’t	gods.	Those	twisting	snakes	on	her	neck	were	completely	innocent.	Or,	if	you	have	a	pair	of	scissors—”	“The	debt	is	not	paid!”	Mr.	Alderman	insisted.	I	imagine	Thrym	will	wait	until	the	wedding	is	finished.	Once	he	passed,	they	muttered	to	one	another,	perhaps	wondering	how	soon	they	could	flee	the	party	without	seeming
impolite.	She	twisted	her	shoulders,	trying	to	break	free.	“You	might	want	to	take	your	time	in	here,”	Inge	warned	us,	glancing	nervously	behind	her.	Gods?	He	may	have	added	a	few	colorful	modifiers	to	his	no.	“They	can	retrieve	those	items	simply	by	calling	them	back	to	hand.	Hi,	I	was	that	lady	you	had	a	fling	with.	Blitzen	gave	her	the	Skofnung
Stone.	He	craved	the	comfort	of	deep-frying	chickpea	patties,	and	really,	who	was	I	to	argue?	“What	was	that?”	he	demanded.	Hearthstone	gestured	please—hand	flat	against	the	chest,	making	a	circle.	“The	ones	who	offered	to	raise	our	seat	to	table	height	and	then	tried	to	smash	us	against	the	ceiling	in	it.”	Sam	nodded.	Page	11	“Do	you	need	some
help?”	I	asked.	He	is	coming	this	way…No,	hold	on.	“You	are	mine!	You	cannot	escape!”	We	did	our	best	to	herd	everyone	into	the	yard.	I	didn’t	think	he	could	possibly	hear	me	any	more	than	I	could	hear	ants	having	an	argument,	but	he	grinned	and	nodded.	“I	swear	upon	the	Bifrost	and	all	the	Nine	Worlds	that	I	will	never	marry	anyone	except	this
man,	Amir	Fadlan.”	(Thankfully,	she	pointed	in	the	correct	direction	and	did	not	implicate	me.	Yes,	Thank	You	ANOTHER	VIKING	pro	tip:	If	Heimdall	offers	to	drop	you	somewhere,	say	NO!	Heimdall’s	idea	of	sending	us	back	to	Midgard	was	making	the	Bifrost	dissolve	around	our	feet	and	literally	dropping	us	through	infinity.	Such	a	lovely	ring.	“You
promised	guest	rights.	“Keep	watch,	especially	at	night,	so	I	don’t	get	eaten	by	trolls.	“They’re	too	old.	T.J.	told	me	you	were	you	at	the	bottom	of	a	river	for	a	thousand	years.”	“I	was,	but	I’ve	been	studying	up!”	Alex	snickered.	“Afraid	I	just	slowed	them	down,	though.	Thankfully,	Hearthstone	was	not	affected.	He	would	always	have	a	nagging	doubt
that	something	was	off,	not	quite	right.	“I	don’t	know,	man.	The	plastic	fork	fell	out	of	Amir’s	hand.	Most	importantly,	it	would	be	any	size	you	wanted.”	I	looked	at	Mount	Bowling	Bag.	Maybe	the	hideous	bowling	outfits	were	mirages	meant	to	disorient	us.	“What	happened?”	“Whoa,	Hearth.”	I	made	him	sit	down	and	examined	the	wound.	With	a
tremendous	BOOM!,	every	window	and	glass	door	in	the	house	shattered.	Hearthstone’s	strength	was	nearly	gone.	Page	19	I	remembered	how	guest	rights	worked	from	our	last	time	in	Jotunheim.	His	dark	gray	bowling	shirt	blended	in	with	the	sky,	and	his	fluffy	white	beard	looked	like	a	bank	of	snow	clouds.	Above	me,	pine	branches	swayed	in	fuzzy
Technicolor.	“Really,	you	don’t	have	to	prove	anything	to	me.	And	by	most	people,	I	mean	me.	“Obviously.”	I	remembered	my	dream	of	Loki	in	Alex’s	apartment:	It’s	such	a	simple	request.	His	horse	only	has	four	legs.	“All	better.”	Thanks,	Hearth	signed.	As	soon	as	the	running	water	cascaded	over	Blitz’s	head,	his	form	began	to	soften.	Then	we’re	all
dead.”	Alex	scanned	the	crowd	as	if	trying	to	decide	which	moron	to	garrote	first.	If	she	failed…best	case,	Amir	might	eventually	forget	it	all.	I’m	not	complaining.	“How	are	you	still	conscious?”	The	first	time	Hearth	used	ehwaz,	the	transportation	runestone,	he’d	collapsed	and	giggled	about	washing	machines	for	half	an	hour.	Walk	in.	Hearthstone,
Blitzen,	and	Samirah	were	already	there,	along	with	another	old	friend	who	happened	to	be	an	eight-legged	horse.	You	want	to	know	if	I’m	working	for	him.”	Those	questions	had	been	lurking	in	the	back	of	my	mind,	but	I	didn’t	understand	how	Alex	could	know	that.	Maybe	I’d	given	Alex	a	look	inside	my	head.	“What	did	we	just	get	ourselves	into?”
“Well,	good	news,”	Blitzen	said.	“Let’s	go!”	I	yelled	to	the	crowd.	He	was	trying	to	impress	me,	show	me	how	much	he	could	do	for	me.	“Look	happy.	I’m	not	a	teacher	or	a	poster	child.	“Except	we	couldn’t	move	it,	because	the	cat	was	actually	a	thirteen-thousand-pound	African	bush	elephant.	But	I	also	couldn’t	stand	the	idea	of	leaving	four	hundred
people	at	the	mercy	of	Mr.	Alderman	and	his	liquid	nixie	thugs.	I’ll	try	not	to,	anyway.	His	grinning	face	was	darkly	tanned,	which	might	have	been	the	result	of	standing	on	a	radioactive	bridge	for	thousands	of	years.	“We	know	about	the	giants,	Lord	Heimdall.	“You	don’t	have	to	get	it.	Their	pants	promptly	fell	around	their	ankles.	At	the	bar,	giants
turned	to	look	at	us.	Alex	ran	his	hand	through	his	shock	of	green	hair.	Alex	promised	to	keep	watch.	“That’ll	just	take	a	minor	adjustment.”	I	shifted	the	treasure	so	the	hair	was	covered.	“You	make	me	nervous	when	you	smile	like	that.”	“This	bag	was	never	finished.	His	iron-shod	boots	looked	like	they’d	been	made	from	recycled	World	War	II
destroyers.	Hearth	asked.	“You’re	lucky	you	didn’t	harm	Elvis,	little	dwarf.”	“I	have	no	interest	in	harming	Elvis.”	Blitzen	swiped	the	now-empty	bag	out	of	Tiny’s	hands.	He	signed,	Ring	is	cursed.	No	item	is	fully	crafted	until	it	has	a	name.”	“Yeah,	but,	Blitz,”	I	said,	“this	is	a	giant’s	bag.	Blitzen	let	out	a	good	dwarvish	belly	laugh.	Samirah	gave	me	a
pained	I-will-kill-you-later	smile.	I	didn’t	even	know.”	“Odin’s	ravens,”	Halfborn	said,	as	if	that	was	a	perfectly	logical	explanation.	Amir	had	said	what	we’d	all	been	thinking,	which	was	a	pretty	brave	thing	to	do	his	first	time	in	Norse	outer	space,	but	I	was	afraid	Heimdall	might	decide	to	use	his	sword	for	something	other	than	wide-angle	shots.	That
seemed	like	a	very	bad	place	to	store	stringed	instruments,	but	the	nixies	raised	the	wooden	violins	to	their	watery	chins.	You	fear	that	alliance?”	Utgard-Loki	went	into	acting	mode	again,	shouting	for	his	audience:	“Bah!	These	are	the	mightiest	corn	dogs	in	Jotunheim!	None	are	their	equal!”	He	took	a	savage	bite,	then	threw	the	empty	stick	over	his
shoulder.	Fortunately	for	Randolph	and	my	leftovers,	he	wasn’t	home.	No	more	wailing	or	crying.	She	offered	it	to	Alderman	with	a	curtsey.	Some	schmuck	gets	ahold	of	it.	We	need	to	find	Heimdall	anyway,	right?	I	promise.”	She	rose	into	the	air	and	disappeared	in	a	golden	flash.	Wouldn’t	that	be	less	confusing	than	switching	back	and	forth	with	the
pronouns?”	“Less	confusing	for	who?	“How	do	we	combat	something	like	that?”	I	asked.	Where’s	your	sense	of	recklessness?	I	had	time	to	admire	his	scraggly	gray	man	bun	and	read	the	giant	yellow	words	embroidered	across	the	back	of	his	shirt:	TINY’S	TURKEY	BOWLERS.	That	seems	like	plenty	to	cover	your	wergild	rug.”	Hearth	shook	his	head.
“You	said	a	figure	in	black	clothes,	with	a	metal	helmet,	and	a	faceplate	like	a	snarling	wolf?”	“That’s	him,”	I	said.	A	banner	across	the	back	wall	read:	UTGARD	BOWLING	ULTIMATE	TOURNAMENT!	WELCOME,	U.B.U.T.	CONTESTANTS!!	One	of	the	giants	threw	a	ball.	You	swore	you’d	never	come	back	here,	and	for	good	reason!”	I	also	swore	to
protect	you,	Hearth	signed.	Blitzen	likes	ducks.	That	seemed	the	best	way	to	drain	the	power	from	them.	I’m	not	supposed	to	reveal	my	powers	to	a	mortal,	so	if	I	try	to	do	it	on	purpose,	my	powers	won’t	work.	I	tried	to	imagine	them	safe	by	the	fire	in	Utgard-Loki’s	home,	sharing	stories	and	eating	well.	“I	think	that	haircut	improved	your
brainpower.”	I	resisted	the	urge	to	pat	my	hacked	locks.	Of	course	I	fear	an	alliance.	“Blitzen,	son	of	Freya,	use	your	head.	Some	of	the	stuff	I’ve	learned…”	I	stopped.	“So…what	now?	The	perspective	of	the	world	seemed	to	shift,	so	we	were	looking	at	the	Citgo	sign	from	a	forty-five-degree	angle	rather	than	a	perpendicular	one.	She	shrugged,
arranging	twigs	for	kindling.	“Oh,	not	that	again.	“Well,	we	can’t	dispel	the	illusion	outright,”	Blitz	murmured.	“Can	you	see	him?”	Heimdall	shook	his	head.	“Hmph.”	Heimdall	scowled.	He’s	just	going	to	the	firing	range.	Keep	it	safe.”	Page	8	“We	will,”	Blitz	promised.	But	we	have	to	take	it	just	in	case.	Utgard-Loki	leaned	over	the	railing	behind	our
table,	peering	down	at	us,	a	corn	dog	in	his	hand.	That	coincidence	didn’t	sit	well	with	me.	“Now	honor	your	part	of	the	deal!”	Andvari	demanded.	“Yes,”	he	said	through	gritted	teeth.	Elves	screamed	and	ran	for	the	exits,	but	the	glass	doors	were	shut	fast.	That’s	when	the	tournament	begins!”	He	got	to	his	feet	and	turned	to	leave.	So	far	we’d	found	a
hot	lady	sword	and	a	blue	rock,	barely	managed	not	to	get	ourselves	killed,	and	driven	Hearthstone’s	father	criminally	insane.	“Ears!”	Blitz	warned.	First,	I’m	Muslim.	It	will	not	happen.”	Page	13	Alex	Fierro	rose,	his	mouth	set	in	a	frown.	But	I	didn’t	want	to	seem	negative.	“I	can	hear	corn	growing	five	hundred	miles	away.	“Hey!”	Blitz	complained.
“Behold,	my	son	and	his	companions!	The	dwarf—at	least	I	assume	that’s	the	dwarf	under	those	towels.	More	like,	I	dunno…Johnny	Rotten?	Samirah	and	Hearthstone	were	still	missing.	It	was	too	painful	to	look	at.	The	afternoon	light	faded	quickly.	Go	look!”	Andvari	quickly	pulled	a	ring	off	his	finger	and	slipped	it	into	his	diaper.	“It	doesn’t	seem
possible…food	tastes	the	same.	“His	name	means	Loki	of	the	Outlands.	That’s	no	fun!	Let’s	take	this	party	down	a	few	notches,	eh?”	The	giants	grumbled	and	muttered,	but	nobody	seemed	anxious	to	contradict	the	king.	Every	time	I	lose	my	ring,	it	bounces	around	the	Nine	Worlds	for	a	while.	Blitzen	yelped.	I	wondered	what	would’ve	happened	to
Sam	and	Hearth	if	we’d	failed	to	show	up	with	the	bag.	More	fumbling	as	Heimdall	retrieved	his	phone	from	the	tip	of	his	sword	and	inspected	the	picture.	“To	marry	Sam	and	Thrym?	I	kind	of	like	it	better	when	it	can’t	be	drawn.”	“Ah.	Hold	on.”	Alex’s	face	scrunched	up	in	intense	concentration.	Why	he	wants	to	live	in	a	cave	decorated	like	a	bar,	I
have	no	idea.	I	didn’t	usually	care	about	money.	My	sword	rocketed	toward	the	cops	and	sliced	off	their	utility	belts.	I’m	not	about	that.	“Hold	on,”	Alex	said.	With	the	Skofnung	Stone	in	one	hand,	he	hauled	Blitzen	upright	by	the	scarf	harness	and	lugged	him	into	the	bathroom.	I	checked	in	across	the	hall	with	T.J.—who	handed	me	the	Skofnung
Sword	and	promised	to	remain	on	standby	in	case	I	needed	cavalry	reinforcements	or	help	charging	enemy	fortifications.	Like	my	moms	used	to	say—”	“Moms,	plural?”	Amir	asked.	My	keys	work	in	the	same	locks.	In	the	doorway,	Inge	jumped	up	and	down,	clapping	with	excitement,	heedless	of	the	fact	that	she	hadn’t	paid	her	master	for	the
privilege.	“You’ve	got	it	wrong,”	Alex	said.	“And	I	do	see	what	you	mean	about	the	Norse	deities.	“That	design,	the	two	entwined	snakes?	“You	mean	the	guy	in	Cincinnati	with	the	gun?	“Lord	Heimdall,	you’re	the	guardian	of	the	sacred	marriage	bed,	aren’t	you?	Or	maybe	Uncle	Randolph	wasn’t	completely	under	Loki’s	control.	The	largest	giant	I’d
ever	seen	was	sitting	next	to	us.	We	trudged	up	a	winding	trail	that	was	perfect	for	colossal	donkeys,	but	not	so	much	for	small	mortals.	Maybe	Mr.	Alderman	doesn’t	have	that	much	evil	inside	him.	“But	there	must	be	something	else.	“The	thing	is,	we	kind	of	know	who	took	it.	The	important	thing	is,	we	must	convince	Mr.	Alderman	to	give	up	that
ring	before	it’s	too	late.	Utgard-Loki	is	crafty.	Giant	hailstones	slammed	into	the	windows,	cracking	the	glass,	causing	the	whole	house	to	tremble.	He	sighed.	Sam	keeps	reminding	me	about	it,	but	it’s	getting	fuzzier.	The	Powerball	lottery	winners?”	“The	who?”	“Oh,	come	on!	You’ve	heard	the	stories.	“It’s	a	paradox,	Magnus.	Yet	they	both	wore
exactly	the	same	expression:	sour	resignation	that	they	shared	the	god	of	trickery	as	their	pop.	No	one	suggested	a	game	of	Monopoly.	The	guy’s	world	had	just	been	cracked	open.	My	chief	talents	were	running	away	and	eating	falafel,	but	after	a	heavy	meal	of	hot	dogs	and	chemically	engineered	nachos,	I	doubted	I	could	win	a	gold	medal	in	either
of	those	categories.	“So,	this	sorcerer	giant…”	“Utgard-Loki,”	I	said.	There	had	to	be	more.	About	par	for	the	course.	“The	thing	is,	this	underground	fortress-bar	of	theirs…I’ve	seen	how	it	works.	“Exactly.	“I’ll	also	require	some	magic	ingredients,”	he	said.	His	grizzled	man	bun	had	unraveled.	Must	be	a	catch.	Sure!”	“Actually,”	Sam	said,	“we’re
looking	for	Thor’s	hammer.”	All	the	excitement	went	out	of	Heimdall’s	alabaster	eyes.	You’d	have	to	make	it	over	the	threshold	of	the	fortress	to	claim	guest	privileges.	It	doesn’t	work	that	way.”	She	ran	her	fingers	across	Randolph’s	desk.	“Now,”	the	king	continued,	“join	the	feast.	I	wondered	if	my	healing	touch	had	backfired	somehow.	“This	isn’t
good.”	He	was	wearing	his	bath-towel	burka	to	protect	himself	from	the	Alfheim	light.	I’m	making	it	mine.	“It	makes	me	uncomfortable,	too.	He	signed,	Calm.	A	cold	heavy	feeling	settled	in	my	gut.	“What	else	might	happen?”	Blitzen	shrugged.	The	rug	is	covered.	“Did	I	miss	something?”	Hearthstone	shot	him	an	irritated	look,	but	he	didn’t	have	time
to	explain.	“They	let	me	crash	there	when	things	were	bad	at	home.”	From	her	pack,	she	dug	out	a	box	of	wooden	matches.	That	was	usually	the	sort	of	thing	I	would	notice.	I	wanted	to	return	it	to	Andvari	so	we	didn’t	have	to	deal	with	the	curse.	The	dirge	was	so	sad	and	dissonant	my	knees	wobbled.	Sometimes	it	turns	up	behind	a	waterfall,	he’d
said.	Hearth	held	it	up	for	me	to	see—a	gajillion	dollars’	worth	of	gold	in	a	superconvenient	carry-on	size.	“Have	you	put	on	weight?	I	had	to	resist	the	urge	to	check	on	it	every	few	seconds.	Stanley	wasn’t	quite	so	understated.	You’re	really	a—a—”	“An	Aesir?”	Heimdall	said.	By	explaining	her	life	to	Amir,	she	was	doing	more	than	just	being	honest.
“Probably,	if	Heimdall	invited	them.	Just,	you	know,	a	little	respect.”	“For	the	girl	with	the	very	sharp	wire?	He	wore	a	padded	cloth	tunic	and	woolly	leggings,	all	beige	so	he	picked	up	the	colors	of	the	Bifrost.	We	need	that.	I	didn’t	know	what	to	do	with	the	look	of	approval	Alex	was	giving	me,	or	the	idea	that	I	might	have	healed	Amir’s	mind	without
even	knowing	it.	I	woke	as	the	sky	was	turning	from	black	to	charcoal.	No	hammer.	There	was	nothing	confusing	about	the	smile	she	gave	me.	“Who	is	this	Big	Boy	who	communicates	through	inflatable	Godzillas?”	“I	know	this	one!”	Heimdall	said	cheerfully.	Guarded	the	treasure	in	a	cave.	Snow-covered	pines	towered	above	us.	Too	many	people	to
meet,	too	many	dangerous	worlds	to	visit.	+10	GAJILLION	GOLD	FOR	STEALING	A	GAJILLION	GOLD.	Once	we	stopped	screaming	(or	it	may	have	been	just	me	again;	don’t	judge),	we	found	ourselves	at	the	corner	of	Charles	and	Boylston,	standing	in	front	of	the	Edgar	Allan	Poe	statue.	Samirah	and	Hearthstone	hurried	over	to	join	us.	“Heimdall,	I
know	it’s	a	drag,	but	do	you	think	you	could	take	another	look	for	us?	All	right.”	Blitz	glanced	at	me.	A	single	blue	hair	sprouted	from	the	treasure	like	a	stubborn	weed.	Any	mundane	excuse,	and	they	would	believe	it	more	readily	than	the	truth.”	Page	15	Alex	elbowed	him.	Pleasing	my	dad	and	my	grandparents	and	your	grandparents	is	complicated.
“Three	throws	each!”	Utgard-Loki	announced.	He	couldn’t	communicate,	couldn’t	do	magic.	Sam	managed	to	keep	her	voice	level.	I	only	hoped	Sam	was	better	at	avoiding	obstacles	than	Stanley	was.	It	dawned	on	me	that,	over	the	last	day	and	a	half,	they	had	become	friends…in	the	sort	of	trash-talking,	murdering-each-other	way	hallmates	bonded
on	floor	nineteen.	“Honored	guests,	with	what	amazing	skills	will	you	impress	us?”	All	the	giants	turned	toward	us,	obviously	anxious	to	hear	what	manner	of	embarrassing	failure	we	would	choose.	I	hated	it	at	school,	and	later	in	Valhalla.	You	meant	to	steal	my	treasure,	but	I’ve	caught	you	gold-handed!	Security	nøkks,	subdue	these	thieves!	No	one
leaves	here	alive!”	Page	6	Etiquette	tip:	If	you’re	looking	for	the	right	time	to	leave	a	party,	when	the	host	yells,	“No	one	leaves	here	alive,”	that’s	your	cue.	Meanwhile,	his	sword	rested	at	a	precarious	angle	in	the	crook	of	his	arm,	the	six-foot-long	blade	leaning	toward	us.	“You	guys	will	have	to	pitch	in.	I	told	Thor	I	couldn’t	see	anything.	There’s	me
with	Beyoncé,	but	no	hammer.	Can	you	do	that?”	A	bead	of	sweat	trickled	down	the	side	of	his	face.	Anything.”	“How	about	a	doggie	bag	for	this	falafel?”	We	Visit	My	Favorite	Mausoleum	THE	NEXT	MORNING,	I	woke	in	my	own	bed	in	Valhalla,	unrefreshed	and	definitely	not	ready	to	go.	I	bet	you	know	the	story	of	Fafnir,	eh?	“I	mean,	no	offense,	but
that	doesn’t	sound	like	a	lot.”	“It	is,”	I	said.	When	Blitzen	saw	his,	I	thought	he	was	going	to	go	into	anaphylactic	shock.	“So	can	I	ask…?”	I	waved	my	hands	vaguely.	Her	eyes	kept	drifting	back	to	Amir,	who	was	still	trying	to	pull	out	his	brain.	“Did	you	wash	it	on	regular	cycle?	He’d	put	on	a	Bruins	T-shirt	and	jeans,	maybe	to	blend	in	with	the
mortals,	though	the	battle-ax	strapped	across	his	back	was	sort	of	a	giveaway.	They	suspect	Thor’s	hammer	is	missing.	The	colors	made	my	eyes	throb	like	twin	hearts.	“And	now	he	wants	you	to	come	visit	his	bowling	alley.”	“You	know	the	really	messed-up	part?	However,	I	was	pretty	sure	he	wasn’t	grinning	in	delight.	He	looked	about	ten	years	old,
his	pudgy	belly	stuffed	in	a	Where’s	Waldo	striped	shirt,	yellow	suspenders	holding	up	his	schoolboy	knickers.	We’re	not	staying	past	this	party.”	Hearthstone	signed:	Father,	the	ring.	This	just	means	that	giants	have	good	taste	in	music.	We	need	all	the	advice	we	can	get.	“You	told	me	Taylor	Swift’s	songs	were	dwarf	music…does	this	mean	that
Prince	was	a	giant?”	“Eh?”	Blitzen	kept	his	eyes	locked	on	Hearthstone,	who	was	still	trapped	and	struggling	in	Utgard-Loki’s	fist.	Amazing,	isn’t	it?	I	pressed	my	hand	to	my	waist,	making	sure	the	Skofnung	Stone	was	still	secure,	then	I	ran	after	Hearth.	“Big	Boy,”	I	said.	“I	haven’t	actually	seen	you	as	a	Valkyrie.	His	cold	gray	face	darkened	into
warm	brown	flesh.	“I	mean,	your	dad’s	wife…I	mean,	your	stepmother…”	“It’s	confusing,	huh?”	Alex	tossed	another	stick	into	the	fire.	Alex	pointed	with	his	chin	to	Sam	and	Amir.	“Oh,	so	much	fun.	“You	hit	hard	for	an	argr.”	“What	have	I	told	you	about	that	term?”	Alex	said.	“He’s	not	my	favorite	giant.”	I	glanced	around	the	floor,	making	sure	there



were	no	talking	pigeons	nearby.	She	pecked	Hearthstone	on	the	cheek.	Alex	frowned.	You	don’t	know	how	much	that	helps.	I	nodded,	though	I	wondered	how	strained	Mr.	Alderman’s	sanity	had	already	been.	Don’t	make	me	kill	you	again.”	Halfborn	rolled	his	eyes.	“Oh,	nothing.	“I’m	tempted	to	help	you.”	And	yet	I	remembered	Randolph’s	horrified
cry	when	he’d	stabbed	Blitzen,	and	the	way	he’d	followed	Loki	like	an	abused	dog.	“Eh?”	Alderman’s	gaze	was	fixed	on	the	treasure.	And	Magnus,	let	me	borrow	your	sword.”	I	summoned	Jack,	who	was	happy	to	help.	Thunder	boomed	as	it	rolled	down	the	lane.	The	full	suckage	of	our	last	thirty-something	hours	in	Alfheim	started	to	sink	in.	Alex
yanked	it	toward	her.	“Oh,	me?	And	we	didn’t	want	that.	How	about	you	compete	against	Little	Billy	instead?”	From	a	knot	of	giants	at	the	far	end	of	the	alley,	a	curly-haired	kid	giant	stood.	“And	possessing	an	innocent	flight	instructor?”	“All	to	dissuade	you	bungling	mortals	from	falling	into	Loki’s	trap.	Cut	violins.	Of	course	it’s	not	a	good	idea,	but
it’s	the	only	way.”	“What	idea?”	I	asked.	Page	16	“Look,	some	people	prefer	they,”	Alex	said.	I	sat	in	the	snow	and	stared	up	at	the	towering	cliffs	of	Mount	Bowling	Bag.	Her	different-colored	eyes	seemed	to	pull	my	thoughts	in	two	directions	at	once.	“It’s	got	to	be	an	illusion,”	he	muttered	to	us.	Or	you	die	trying.”	Little	Billy	Totally	Deserved	It	THE
BOWLING	alley	breakfast	of	champions:	peanuts,	lukewarm	hot	dogs,	and	stale	corn	chips	drizzled	in	orange	goop	that	bore	no	resemblance	to	cheese.	“No	giant	here	wants	to	help	you	except	me,”	he	said	under	his	breath.	“Yes,	sir!	Preparations	are	coming	along.	He	leaned	on	me	as	we	ran,	but	I’d	had	a	lot	of	practice	carrying	him.	That	ugly	toad
Thrym	and	his	sister,	Thrynga,	would	love	to	lead	Jotunheim	into	war.	But	there	was	something	strange	about	its	texture.	The	where	column	still	said:	WE’LL	GET	BACK	TO	YOU.	Tiny	chuckled.	It	was	another	weird	similarity	between	her	and	my	mom,	and	maybe	the	reason	why	Alex	had	an	open	atrium	in	the	middle	of	her	hotel	suite	just	like	mine.	It
didn’t	taper	to	a	point,	but	instead	curved	down	to	the	ground,	where	it	snaked	across	the	snow.	“They	have	kept	their	part	of	their	bargain.	By	the	time	all	three	of	us	had	gotten	up,	eaten,	and	broken	camp,	the	sky	was	a	thick	blanket	of	dirty	gray.	Once	he	has	his	bride	and	his	bride-price,	he’ll	summon	the	hammer…if	he	feels	like	keeping	his	part
of	the	bargain,	that	is.”	Amir	looked	more	nauseated	than	I’d	felt	aboard	the	Cessna	Citation.	As	a	‘favor’	before	we	got	dinner,	we	were	supposed	to	pick	up	Utgard-Loki’s	cat	and	put	it	outside.”	I	glanced	around,	but	I	saw	no	cat.	It’s	some	messed-up	stuff,	but	it’s	real.”	Amir	bit	his	lip.	I	wanted	him	to	say	that	the	debt	was	paid.	“Magnus,	good.”	The
light	of	the	Citgo	sign	washed	over	her,	turning	her	hijab	the	color	of	tree	bark.	And	by	the	way,	if	you	ever	spy	on	me	in	your	dreams	again—”	“Guys!”	Blitzen	yelled	from	Mount	Bowling	Bag.	What	is	wrong	with	my	elf?	“Y-yes,”	she	said.	“Besides,”	Tiny	continued,	“if	you	can’t	make	it	to	Utgard	Lanes	yourself,	you	really	shouldn’t	be	there!	Most
giants	are	not	as	easygoing	as	I	am.	“The	Rainbow	Bridge	to	Asgard.”	“Yes.”	I	looked	up	at	the	Citgo	sign,	New	England’s	largest	illuminated	billboard,	which	had	been	advertising	gasoline	over	Kenmore	Square	for	about	a	century.	Just	above	us,	the	nearest	metal	door	was	stenciled	with	the	words	FLOOR	6.	“Yep,	I’m	one	of	Odin’s	sons!	But	between
us,	Amir,	I	think	Samirah	is	right.”	He	leaned	in	so	the	people	in	the	cornfields	five	hundred	miles	away	couldn’t	hear	him.	For	now,	can	you	please	avoid	saying…you	know,	that	word?”	He	proceeded	to	say	that	word.	“If	you	don’t	prove	yourself	worthy,	you’ll	never	leave	this	bowling	alley	alive.”	“What?”	Blitzen	hissed.	Nothing	inside	the	head.”	I
touched	her	brow.	If	you	made	it	inside	the	house	and	claimed	you	were	a	guest,	supposedly	the	host	couldn’t	kill	you.	“Utgard-Loki,	let	our	friends	go!”	I	thought	that	was	pretty	brave	of	me,	considering	we	were	facing	a	heavily	armed,	badly-dressed	Statue	of	Liberty	convention.	A	nasty-looking	cut	zigzagged	across	her	forehead	like	a	squiggly	red
mouth.	The	elf	stretched	out	his	hands,	probably	testing	our	surroundings	for	magic	the	way	I	could	sense	eels	and	guppies.	I	was	glad	to	see	the	horse	again,	but	I	had	a	bad	feeling	we	were	about	to	take	part	in	the	sequel—Cliff	Hurtling	II:	The	Rise	of	Big	Boy.	They	will	always	outnumber	me.	From	Hearth’s	bedroom	came	the	sound	of	spilling	coins,
like	a	dozen	slot	machines	paying	out,	punctuated	by	the	occasional	crazy	laugh.	“Is	it	Presley?”	“No.”	“Is	it	Graceland?”	“No.”	“Friends,	friends!”	Utgard-Loki	walked	toward	us	with	his	arms	extended.	The	best	way	to	do	that	without	dying	is	to	enchant	this	bag.	“I	can	reset	the	p—the	word	of	command	later	on,	but	that	would	take	more	thread	and
more	time.	I’m	still	your	chaperone.”	“No!	I	only	meant…I	would	never—”	“Relax,”	Alex	said.	“But,	oh,	somewhere	in	here	I’ve	got	this	amazing	photo	of	Asgard,	with	me	making	this	angry	face	and	pretending	to	eat	Odin’s	palace!”	“Heimdall,”	Samirah	interrupted,	“those	are	really	interesting,	but	we	were	hoping	for	your	help.”	“Hmm?	They	can
definitely	shift	their	front	doors	around.	And	please	don’t	ask	me	how	I	know	which	I	am	on	which	day.”	That	had,	in	fact,	been	my	next	question.	It	was	a	brown	leather	bowling	bag.	“When	I	talked	to	my	grandparents	this	morning,	the	conversation	they’d	had	with	Loki	was	already	fading	from	their	memory.	I	say,	Hey,	look	at	me	fly!	and	suddenly	I
can’t	fly.”	“That	doesn’t	make	any	sense,”	I	said.	“Amir,	I	can’t	wait	to	show	you.	And	yet…this	stuff	is	real.	I	don’t	think	I	could	read	much	from	you	while	just	fixing	an	infected	cut.	Provide	entertainment,	give	us	a	great	show,	prove	that	you’re	worthy.	I	pulled	out	my	pendant	and	summoned	Jack.	By	that	point,	I	definitely	had	a	tell-tale	heart.	The
ring	just	sat	there,	looking	very	much	like	a	gold	ring,	albeit	one	that	had	recently	fallen	from	a	thousand-year-old	dwarf’s	moss	diaper.	I’ll	tell	you	what	you	need	to	know	to	thwart	him,	but	you’ll	have	to	play	along.	“Scared?”	The	berserker	laughed.	The	far	end	wrapped	around	the	boulder	and	held	fast.	He	did	not	look	quite	so	easygoing	now.	“Hey,
Lord	Selfie,”	he	said,	“what	about	the	goat-killer?	The	fryer	fries	at	the	same	temperature.	“I	mean…good	job	and	all.	Four	people	I	knew	already	stood	on	the	rooftop,	though	I	had	no	idea	why.	He	took	a	sharp	inhale,	then	began	to	breathe	more	easily.	Now	that	I’d	met	Mr.	Alderman,	I	was	starting	to	realize	that	no	matter	how	bad	your	family	is,	it
could	always	be	worse.	“Hmm,”	said	Heimdall.	“Pay	the	wergild	or	stay	in	my	debt—both	of	you.”	Hearthstone	bowed	his	head	in	defeat.	“Thank	goodness!	Elvis!”	He	pulled	out	his	bowling	ball	and	examined	it	for	damage.	My	father?	Don’t	you	see?	“I	want	to	support	you.”	“You	are,”	Sam	assured	him.	“You	are	still	a	mystery	wrapped	in	a	question
mark	wrapped	in	flannel.”	She	exhaled,	making	a	sound	between	a	laugh	and	a	sigh	of	relief.	I	glanced	at	his	hands	to	make	sure	he	wasn’t	wearing	a	new	cursed	ring.	‘Look	harder!	Look	harder!’	I’m	telling	you,	it’s	nowhere.	I	kind	of	wanted	to	keep	it.	“No	amount	of	lemon	juice	will	get	these	out,”	he	said.	Utgard-Loki	snapped	his	fingers.	Down	in
the	living	room,	an	older	elf	shouted,	“Alderman,	what	is	the	meaning	of	this?”	“The	meaning,	Lord	Mayor?”	Alderman	grinned	with	an	intensity	that	was	not	at	all	sane.	Blitzen	tugged	off	his	bath-towel	burka.	“How	did	your	mortal	mom	react?”	I	asked.	“It	just	grazed	his	ribs.	The	way	Hearth	did	it	made	it	look	like	an	insult.	But	after	that,	they	die!
Or…at	least	they	want	to	die.	I’ll	take	Hearth	to	Nidavellir	and	let	him	rest	at	my	place.	“I,	uh,	should	go	help	them,”	I	said.	Jack	squealed.	Hearth	stumbled,	a	red	stain	soaking	his	shirt.	That	was	the	song	blasting	from	the	overhead	speakers,	anyway.	“What	is	this	place?”	“It’s	where	Hearth’s	brother…you	know.”	Blitzen	seemed	to	shrink	under	his
mound	of	towels.	Anyway,	it’s	not	necessarily	a	symbol	of	Loki.”	She	laced	her	fingers	and	wiggled	them	around.	Or	maybe	they	were	just	admiring	its	fine	craftsmanship.	It	can’t	be	drawn	in	the	presence	of	women.	“They’re	nonbinary	or	mid-spectrum	or	whatever.	Something	about	his	wedding	being	a	stupid	idea	and	they	should	just	kill	the	bride	as
soon	as	she	arrives!”	Heimdall	paused,	maybe	remembering	that	Samirah	was	the	poor	girl	in	question.	I	said	a	silent	prayer	of	thanks	for	fearless	Valkyries.	But	there	at	the	bottom,	it	says:	‘EMPTYLEATHER,	a	bag	completed	by	Blitzen,	son	of	Freya.	I	hoped	she	didn’t	plan	on	piloting	airplanes	today,	because	she	looked	exhausted.	Tonight,	you’ll
need	a	good	meal,	lots	of	fluid,	and	sleep.”	“Dr.	Chase	has	spoken.”	Blitz	scowled	at	the	elf.	I	pressed	my	hand	to	the	wound.	Have	fun	exploring	inter-dimensional	space!”	Sam	grinned.	“Also	called	nixies,”	he	said.	For	the	benefit	of	his	followers,	he	shouted,	“Is	that	all	you	can	you	eat,	puny	mortals?	We’d	kept	them	waiting,	trapped	here	for	twenty-
four	hours,	probably	wondering	if	we	were	even	still	alive.	Fortunately,	Jotunheim	light	wasn’t	strong	enough	to	petrify	dwarves	or	he	would’ve	already	turned	to	stone.	I	had	to	text	everybody	on	my	contacts	list,	like,	False	alarm!	A	lot	of	gods	came	running	anyway.	Traps,	Hearthstone	signed.	We	could	ask	them	if	they’ve	seen—”	“No!”	we	all
screamed	at	once.	Stanley	allowed	us	to	climb	aboard—Blitzen	first,	Alex	in	the	middle,	and	me	in	the	back,	or	as	I	liked	to	think	of	it:	the	seat	from	which	you	will	fall	off	and	die	in	case	of	rapid	ascent.	She	punched	me	in	the	chest,	just	hard	enough	to	hurt.	Heimdall	sniffled.	People	started	using	the	snakes	to	represent	Loki,	and	Loki	was	fine	with
that.	Here’s	our	kid.	I	guessed	Greta	was	his	mother’s	name.	“That	was	fun!”	he	announced.	One	of	the	giant	generals…he’s	grumbling	because	they	have	to	wait	until	it	is	over	before	they	can	invade.	Because,	you	know,	that’s	what	family	is	for.	Inge,	make	sure	our	young	scoundrels	are	dressed	appropriately	for	the	party,	and	send	some	of	the	staff
to	help	me	with	this	gold.	How	cute!	I	used	to	like	Play-Doh	when	I	was	young!	“The	studio	was	the	only	consistent	place	for	me,”	she	said.	“You	did	all	that	for	me?	“That’s	a	very	small	ax	you	have,	Samirah	al-Abbas,	but	I’m	sure	you	throw	it	with	skill.	Blitzen	grunted.	Jack	flew	from	nøkk	to	nøkk,	chopping	up	their	violins	and	crushing	the	hopes	and
dreams	of	some	very	talented	nixie	musicians.	The	tree	branch/shoelace	we’d	smacked	into	slithered	through	the	pines,	uprooting	bushes,	snapping	branches,	and	scattering	terrified	woodland	creatures.	No	thanks.	The	hulder	scurried	off.	Waiting	another	two	years	to	marry	you	when	all	I	want	is	to	be	with	you—that	is	complicated.	The	party	has
started.	Ask	for	guest	rights.	“I’m	sure	it	will	be	lovely,	but	that	soon-to-be	sister-in-law	of	yours,	Thrynga,	is	going	on	and	on—‘No	Aesir,	no	Vanir.’	They	apparently	have	some	first-rate	security	in	place	for	screening	the	guests.”	“They	don’t	want	Thor	getting	in,”	Alex	guessed,	“and	stealing	back	his	hammer.”	“That	would	make	sense.”	Heimdall	kept
his	eyes	on	the	horizon.	I’m	starting	to	suffocate	in	this	place.”	“Yeah.	Let’s	go	do	something	else!”	I	understood	why	Amir	wanted	to	walk	away.	“You’ve	seen	me	as	a	Valkyrie,	and	you	haven’t	run	away	screaming.	Or	maybe	he’d	gotten	caught	up	in	the	joy	of	running	and	wouldn’t	realize	he’d	left	us	behind	for	another	twenty	miles.	The	security	code
is	Greta.”	Hearthstone	flinched.	Half	the	nixies	had	stationed	themselves	around	the	room	in	humanoid	form	and	were	pulling	out	solid	violins	and	bows	from…well,	somewhere	inside	their	liquid	selves.	I	hadn’t	realized	I	was	pushing,	but	I’d	just	gotten	a	first-rate	alpha-snapping.	“You	all	have	fun.	I	don’t	drink	alcohol.	Then	I	made	the	mistake	of
letting	Jack	return	to	pendant	form	and	I	collapsed	from	exhaustion,	feeling	like	I’d	spent	all	day	climbing	cliffs.	The	memory	caught	in	my	throat.	“You	must	have	camped	a	lot,”	I	noted.	“No	hammer.	He	rested	comfortably	on	my	chain	while	all	the	energy	he’d	expended	fighting	the	nixies	drained	out	of	my	soul.	Me	and	some	kids	at	my	pottery	studio
in	Brookline	Village,	we	used	to	go	up	to	the	mountains	just	to	get	away.”	She	packed	a	lot	of	emotion	in	those	last	two	words:	get	away.	“Unless	you	can	cover	that	last	hair	right	now,	with	more	gold,	I	am	going	to	charge	you	for	disappointing	me	and	wasting	my	time.	The	colors	in	it	were	more	vibrant	than	in	the	other	photos,	as	if	this	shot	had	been
taken	more	recently.	“And	after	tonight?	The	scene	from	the	zombies’	barrow	kept	replaying	in	my	mind:	Randolph	crying	as	he	drove	the	Skofnung	Sword	into	Blitzen’s	gut.	Your	father	is	asking	for	you,	but…”	Hearthstone	signed,	What’s	wrong?	“You’re	right.	“I	also	know	that	we’re	completely	exposed	here	in	the	middle	of	giant	territory	and	Sam
and	Hearth	are	missing,	which	is	killing	me.	“I	know	it	seems…strange,	but	gazing	directly	at	the	Nine	Worlds	might	give	you	a	fresh	perspective.”	The	god	looked	unconvinced.	The	horn	and	sword	looked	imposing,	though	they	were	both	so	large	they	kept	knocking	into	one	another.	All	the	doors	to	the	living	room	slammed	shut.	May	I	interest	you	in
a	dagger?”	In	his	white	tuxedo,	with	his	wild	eyes	and	brilliant	smile,	he	looked	like	a	diabolical	maître	d’	seating	parties	at	Chez	Mass	Murder.	My	mortal	parents	blamed	him	for	the	way	I	was,	for	being	fluid.	Heimdall	laughed.	“You	just	dropped	it	down	your	pants,”	I	said.	“You	nosing	around	in	my	business!	Samirah	told	me	that	when	you	heal
people—like	the	elf,	Hearthstone—you	get	inside	their	heads,	you	see	stuff.	Alex’s	forehead	had	stopped	bleeding,	but	the	skin	around	the	cut	had	turned	as	green	as	her	hair,	which	wasn’t	a	good	sign.	I	hadn’t	seen	him	this	excited	since	he	created	the	chain	mail	cummerbund.	“We	have	a	giant	to	interrogate.”	“You’re	traveling	to	another	world.”
Amir	shook	his	head	in	amazement.	Something	about	being	out	in	the	wilderness,	surrounded	by	nature,	seemed	to	make	the	healing	easier.	The	stained	glass	transom	window	cast	multicolored	light	across	her	face.	“Gods,	no.	Alex	came	in	a	little	late,	as	he	was	still	lying	down	making	light	angels.	“It’s	around	here	somewhere,”	Sam	assured	me.	And
not	just	any	billboard,	I	realized.	That	seemed	like	the	proper	thing	to	do	for	travelers	who’d	just	had	a	hit-and-run	with	your	shoestring.	He	raced	to	the	cairn.	I	looked	at	the	Jacuzzi-size	stash	of	gold.	“Yeah,”	Alex	demanded.	“They’re	fine.	“It	has	to	be	an	illusion,”	he	said.	“Well,	it’s	a	good	thing	you	woke	me	from	my	nap.	She	sat	down	hard,	her	face
suddenly	chalky.	I	wondered	if	that	was	the	name	of	his	team	or	maybe	his	business.	My	dad	was	already	married,	but	that	never	stopped	him.	“Oh,	cool!”	Alex	leaped	forward	and	also	disappeared.	“We’re	not	going	to	burn.”	Sam	glared	at	Halfborn.	Then	the	crowd	shifted.	“How	about	we	finish	up?	“Who	would	challenge	me	at	ax-throwing?”	The
giants	cheered	and	catcalled.	“P-peace	be	upon	him,”	he	stammered.	I	thought	about	the	smell	of	campfires	and	toasting	marshmallows,	Mom	and	I	telling	each	other	stories,	making	up	new	constellations	like	the	Twinkie	and	the	Wombat	and	laughing	ourselves	silly.	“That’s	the	irony.”	She	picked	up	a	letter	opener	and	turned	it	in	the	stained-glass
light.	I	was	afraid	that	if	I	held	on	to	Alex	she	might	cut	off	my	head	or	turn	into	a	giant	lizard	and	bite	me	or	something,	but	she	grabbed	my	wrists	and	put	them	around	her	waist.	Then	there	was	Loki,	who	kept	showing	up	at	random	times,	trying	to	parent	me.”	“Man,”	I	said.	“I	think	the,	uh,	previous	owner	liked	board	games.	Call	the	debt	paid.	Just
four	teenagers	hiking	up	a	nuclear	rainbow.	Blitz	tied	one	end	of	it	to	Jack’s	pommel,	and	Jack	flew	back	and	forth	across	the	side	of	the	bag,	diving	in	and	out	of	the	leather	like	a	dolphin,	leaving	a	shimmering	trail	of	stitches.	He	only	asked	if	you	and	I	had	patched	up	our	differences.	Tiny	should	have	been	easy	to	see,	but	from	our	vantage	point	on
the	floor,	there	were	just	too	many	other	enormous	obstacles	in	the	way.	He	spoke	with	cold	certainty,	like	a	hangman	explaining	the	mechanics	of	a	noose.	I	courageously	managed	to	eat.	“Repeat	after	me:	We	are	going	to	look	up	together.”	“We	are	g-going	to	look	up	together.”	“We	are	going	to	see	a	Rainbow	Bridge,”	I	said.	My	bones	felt	leaden.
We	learned	an	important	lesson:	one	cannot	make	s’mores	out	of	lamb	meat	and	chickpea	patties.	I	realized	it	was	my	own	heartbeat.	COME	VISIT!	GOT	INFO	4	U.	I	jimmied	the	back	door	as	usual—Randolph	had	not	gotten	the	message	about	upgrading	his	locks—then	Alex	and	I	wandered	through	the	mansion,	stealing	Randolph’s	various	stashes	of
chocolate	(because	that	was	a	necessity),	making	fun	of	his	fussy	draperies	and	knickknacks,	and	finally	ending	up	in	the	old	man’s	office.	“Crazy	fun!”	Heimdall	said.	“Ha,	ha,	ha!”	My	friends	tried	to	get	into	the	act.	Say…half	this	treasure.”	Hearthstone	turned	to	me—no	surprise	in	his	face,	just	glum	resignation.	He	was	about	ninety	feet	taller	than
the	last	time	I’d	seen	him,	but	I	recognized	him.	After	what	happened	to	Hreidmar,	Fafnir,	Regin,	and	all	those	lottery	winners…well,	there’s	an	endless	list	of	people	that	ring	has	destroyed.”	“Who	are	they?”	I	asked.	A	bleeding	granite	dwarf	in	your	shower.	Nothing	there	had	changed	since	my	last	visit.	“Amir,”	I	said,	“are	you	seeing	this?”	“I	don’t
believe	it,”	he	muttered,	in	a	tone	that	made	it	clear	he	saw.	Hearthstone	plopped	his	canvas	bag	on	the	floor	with	a	muffled	clatter.	“Who	wants	to	go	first?	“We’re	supposed	to	talk	to	the	god	Heimdall	and	get	directions	to	some	place	in	Jotunheim—”	“Ah,	kid?”	Blitzen’s	eye	twitched.	Towering	above	us	was	the	famous	Boston	Citgo	sign,	a	sixty-foot
square	of	LEDs	that	washed	the	rooftop	in	white,	orange,	and	blue.	I	chose	to	take	that	as	a	peace	offering.	After	we	fed	Blitz	some	lunch,	he	and	Jack	got	to	work	on	the	actual	stitching.	“Even	Beantown	is	better	than	that.”	Alex	looked	like	she	was	mentally	filing	away	that	information	for	later	use.	I	looked	at	the	top	of	the	stairwell,	where	a	sign	said
ROOF	ACCESS.	I	scanned	the	place	for	Tiny	in	his	gray	Turkey	Bowler	shirt.	You	weren’t	supposed	to	utter	them	unless	you	had	to.	They	didn’t	seem	capable	of	hurting	the	sword	any	more	than	Jack	could	hurt	them,	but	Jack	kept	them	occupied	long	enough	for	us	to	reach	the	bottom	of	the	stairs.	“Can	we	please	go	twenty-four	hours	without	one	of
us	getting	mortally	wounded?”	“Relax,”	I	said.	“And	no	more	running	into	stray	bullets,	you	hear	me?”	The	corner	of	Hearth’s	mouth	twitched.	Nothing	here	is	what	it	seems.	“You	won’t	escape	the	curse	either,	human.	Warmth	radiated	through	Hearthstone’s	side.	Every	day	he	calls	me,	texts	me,	sends	me	unsolicited	pictures	of	his	goats.	Sam	and
Hearthstone	didn’t	appear.	All	around	the	room,	more	elves	collapsed	in	fits	of	weeping—except	Mr.	Alderman,	who	seemed	immune.	Now,	suddenly,	Hearthstone	had	freed	himself	from	that	debt.	The	ring	dropped	out	the	leg	hole	of	his	diaper.	Be	my	anchor.”	“Happily.	We	tried	for	about	an	hour.	“This	isn’t	an	illusion.	I	know	you’re	confused	about
the	Nine	Worlds	and	whatnot.	“You	think	it	means	something	that	it	was	tucked	behind	this	photo?”	“Could	be	nothing,”	I	said.	The	entire	forest	trembled.	Too	late,	Hearthstone	signed.	“Has	anyone	ever	told	you	you’re	crazy?”	Alex	asked.	“Stanley?”	“No,	the	original	eight-legged	horse.	It	was	fully	dark	now,	though	I	wasn’t	sure	when	that	had
happened.	I	clapped	Amir’s	shoulder.	The	name	of	the	location	might	be	a	coincidence.	I	also	felt	guilty,	because	I’d	encouraged	Sam	to	be	honest	with	Amir.	And	it	wasn’t	even	a	fair	fight.	Without	the	camera,	everything	seems	so	three-D!”	Amir	watched	me	with	concern.	“Do	it,	Jack!”	I	yelled.	Radiance	surrounded	us,	fuzzy	and	hot.	“You’re	telling
me—”	“It	is	the	brightest	stationary	point	in	Boston,”	Sam	said.	His	horn	shrank	into	the	largest	smartphone	I’d	ever	seen,	its	screen	the	size	of	a	Sicilian	pizza	square,	its	case	made	of	shiny	ram’s	horn.	The	big	Viking	tombstone	thing	stood	in	the	corner,	its	figure	of	a	wolf	still	snarling	at	me.	What	are	the	targets?”	Utgard-Loki	snapped	his	fingers.
Must	have	misspoken.	If	you	try	anything,	I	should	warn	you,	the	bag	only	changes	sizes	with	the	word	of	command,	and	you’ll	never	guess	it	on	your	own!”	“What?”	Tiny	shrieked.	I	would	never	ask	that.”	Her	voice	had	turned	bitter,	as	if	rich-jerk	relatives	were	something	she	knew	about.	But	then	I	looked	at	the	whiteboards	around	the	room:	all	the
rules	and	menu	items,	all	the	expectations	that	Mr.	Alderman	expected	Hearthstone	not	to	meet.	But	please	don’t	take	it.	“Also,	you	owe	me	a	drink	for	dreaming	about	me.”	She	marched	toward	the	entrance.	You	know	your	runes.	“It	wasn’t	your	fault	or	hers.	The	Transportation	Building	was	closed	for	the	night,	but	Amir	had	the	keys.	“You	two
crazy	kids	still	need	an	escort	so	you	don’t	do	anything	irresponsible.”	“Irresponsible?”	Amir’s	voice	went	up	another	half	octave.	Hearth	shrugged,	though	I	detected	a	little	pride	in	his	expression.	“I	appreciate	it,	Sam,”	he	said.	The	giant	scratched	his	beard,	and	a	single	white	whisker	twirled	down	like	an	Apache	helicopter	and	crashed	nearby,
sending	up	a	mushroom	cloud	of	snow.	But	I	decided…why	does	Loki	get	to	take	over	that	cool	symbol?	“I	feel	very	fortunate	not	to	be	insane.”	“Alex	is	right,	though,”	Sam	said.	Mr.	Alderman	looked	stunned.	“Anyway,	we’re	looking	for	anything	that	might	tell	us	what’s	going	on	with	my	uncle.”	I	started	checking	the	bookshelves	as	if	I	had	a	clue
about	what	I	was	doing.	Tell	your	friend	this	ring	will	bring	you	nothing	but	trouble.”	Hearth	gazed	into	the	distance	as	if	reading	a	list	on	some	heavenly	whiteboard:	–10	GOLD	FOR	BRINGING	HOME	A	CURSED	RING.	“You	mentioned	a	ring,”	I	said.	“Sam,”	I	said,	“if	you’re	just	trying	to	show	him	proof	of	weirdness,	bust	out	your	blazing	spear.	Blitz
signed	to	Hearth.	My	eyes	fixed	on	the	only	framed	photo	without	Randolph	in	it:	a	shot	of	a	frozen	waterfall	in	the	wilderness,	sheets	of	ice	hanging	over	the	ledges	of	a	gray	cliff.	I	didn’t	want	Hearthstone	to	be	right	about	needing	the	ring,	too.	Violins!	I	wasn’t	sure	if	I’d	read	that	last	sign	correctly.	The	usual.”	The	poor	guy	didn’t	sound	like	he	was
casting	with	a	full	bag	of	runes.	Between	this	guy	and	hammerless	Thor,	it	was	no	wonder	the	safety	of	Asgard	depended	on	unprepared,	undertrained	people	like…well,	us.	That	way	everyone	will	know	you’re	a	friend.	“Magnus?”	he	said.	“You	were	both	out	of	your	minds	to	face	that	dwarf,”	Blitzen	said.	We’ll	have	to	serve	them	food	with	tweezers
and	fill	their	teeny	drinking	glasses	with	eyedroppers.	“It’s	just	like	a	dwarven	bar.	“Listen,	man.”	I	grabbed	his	shoulders.	I	managed	to	sit	up.	Nope.	I	was	merely	lifting	them	up	so	they	could	see	that	you’ve	arrived!	I’m	sure	they	are	delighted!”	Page	24	Sam	did	not	look	delighted.	Nothing	at	all.”	Andvari	did	the	shimmy-shimmy-shake.	No.	I	can’t
change	it	at	will.	“I’m	just	going	to	lie	down	over	here	and	not	kill	anybody	annoying,	okay?”	He	lay	on	his	back	on	the	Bifrost,	stuck	out	his	arms,	and	leisurely	waved	them	through	the	light,	making	rainbow	angels.	I	used	an	extra	belt	to	make	a	strap	for	the	Skofnung	Stone	and	tied	it	around	my	waist,	tucking	my	shirt	over	it	so	it	wouldn’t	be	too
obvious	if	Mr.	Alderman	got	a	case	of	takesy-backsies.	Under	our	feet,	the	bridge	made	a	low-pitched	rumble	like	the	recording	of	an	explosion	played	on	a	loop.	“Your	left,	Jack!	Drop	that	stitch!	Okay,	give	me	a	backstitch!	Bunny-punch	me	a	hole	on	the	end	there!”	Alex	nibbled	her	chocolate	bar.	Sure	enough,	poking	from	a	hole	in	the	hem	of	the
canvas	was	a	loop	of	string.	“The	ring	can	do	that?”	Blitzen	tugged	at	his	beard.	Once	the	giant	had	done	a	proper	double	knot,	the	earth	stopped	shaking.	“Yes,	yes!”	Mr.	Alderman	cackled	like	a	maniac.	“But	we	need	to	help	the	elves,”	I	said.	You’ve	only	delayed	a	much	more	dangerous	reckoning.”	The	change	in	Andvari’s	tone	unnerved	me	even
more	than	his	change	from	grouper	to	dwarf.	“I’m	going	to	speak	the	secret	word	of	command.	Why	am	I	not	dead?	“I…don’t	really	control	what	happens	when	I	heal.”	I	was	surprised	that	my	voice	still	worked.	He	galloped	toward	Arlington	Street,	jumped	the	park	fence,	and	charged	straight	toward	the	Taj	Hotel.	“Heads	up!”	“Don’t	you	dare—”	He
flipped	the	ring	at	me.	I	unfastened	the	Skofnung	Stone	from	my	belt	and	handed	it	to	Blitz.	But	of	course	it	wasn’t	a	mountain.	My	feet	ached.	With	a	deep	breath,	I	knelt	and	added	Andvari’s	ring	to	the	treasure,	covering	the	last	bit	of	fur.	Me,	I	was	trying	to	decide	if	Jack	had	the	power	to	kill	a	giant	this	big.	“Well,	now,”	Tiny	said,	“I	don’t	really
owe	you	any	favors,	do	I?	I	didn’t	want	to	give	up	the	ring.	His	black	jeans	and	jacket	were	freshly	cleaned,	and	he	had	his	familiar	candy-striped	scarf	around	his	neck.	“Giants.	Or	maybe	Sam’s	desperation	to	stop	Loki	had	simply	overridden	her	caution.	They	knew	they	were	supposed	to	be	angry	at	me.	I	caught	it	out	of	reflex.	“Billy	is	just	learning
to	throw,”	Utgard-Loki	said.	“You	entertain	us	with	impressive	feats.	His	bent	knees	were	mountain	peaks.	“Yes,	puny	one.	That’s	why	I	decided	to	throw	you	a	rainbow.”	Samirah	gulped.	I	thought	if	I	could	teach	Amir	to	see	the	Bifrost,	that	might	permanently	expand	his	senses.”	“The	Bifrost,”	I	said.	“You	are	all	officially	guests	in	my	bowling	alley!”
He	plucked	up	Sam	and	Hearth	and	set	them	on	the	floor.	I	drew	the	rune	sign	in	the	dirt:	“It	means	a	cup	waiting	to	be	filled,”	I	said.	A	lot	of	warriors	went	home	weeping,	we	shamed	their	stitching	and	darning	skills	so	bad.”	I	decided	not	to	ask.	It	always	looked	so	easy	on	Scooby-Doo.	“Who’s	ready	to	go	bowling?”	No	one	was	ready	to	go	bowling.
Instead,	I	imagined	a	bunch	of	giants	by	the	fire,	sharing	stories	about	the	tasty	mortals	they’d	eaten	the	night	before.	If	you	don’t	prove	your	worth	and	earn	the	respect	of	my	followers,	I’ll	be	ousted	and	one	of	these	morons	will	become	the	new	king.	“You	have	no	idea.	The	room	spun.	He	twiddled	his	thumbs,	his	two-toned	eyes	scanning	the	room.
Even	if	Thor	wanted	to	plan	an	assault,	he’d	have	no	idea	where	to	start	on	any	given	day.	The	bags	wouldn’t	budge.	Behind	us,	Inge	murmured,	“Oh,	dear.	See	for	yourself.”	He	flipped	through	more	shots.	Next	to	me,	Amir	pinched	the	bridge	of	his	nose.	No	one	would	dare	turn	down	my	invitation!”	Page	4	Behind	his	back,	Inge	gave	me	a	frantic	nod
and	drew	a	line	across	her	neck.	The	other	giants	like	to	tease	me,	because,	compared	to	most	at	Utgard-Loki’s	palace,	I	am	small.”	Blitzen	dusted	twigs	from	his	blue	jacket.	Place	it	on	the	pile.”	Father,	Hearthstone	signed.	“I	love	darkness,”	Blitzen	said.	This	light	was	intense	in	a	different	way.	Almost	mangled	to	death	in	ball-return	machine.
Without	ring,	treasure	will	never	be	enough.	“Now,	Samirah,	you	have	to	understand.	“I’ve	met	Heimdall	before.	And	polished!	It	will	look	wonderful	polished.	“You	really	believe	you	didn’t	do	anything?”	she	asked.	“It’s	not	a	tree.”	To	our	left,	a	dark,	looming	shape	I’d	taken	for	a	mountain	shifted	and	rumbled.	I	scowled	at	the	tree	branch	we’d	run
into.	Meanwhile,	Alderman	laughed	and	danced	around	the	room,	retrieving	his	gold	trinkets	from	his	fallen	guests.	“And	if	he	won’t	see	sense?”	“Then	we	run,”	Blitz	said.	“Gunshot.	You	crazy,	wonderful	idiots,	you	could’ve	gotten	yourselves	killed!	And	Hearth,	you	subjected	yourself	to	your	father?	“They’re	just	powerful	entities.”	“Whatever,”	I	said.
It	was	camouflage,	I	realized—the	perfect	way	to	blend	into	a	rainbow.	Sometimes	it	turns	up	behind	a	waterfall,	or	in	a	Midgard	cave,	or	under	the	roots	of	a	tree.	Try	to	negotiate.”	“And	when	that	doesn’t	work,”	Blitz	said,	“we	improvise.”	Alex,	being	all	about	change	and	versatility,	said,	“I	hate	this	idea.”	Then	she	frowned	at	me.	My	men	will	turn
on	me	if	I	show	any	preferential	treatment.”	“So	you’re	not	much	of	a	king,	then,”	I	noted.	The	master	glared	at	her,	and	she	hastily	added,	“Because,	ah,	Mr.	Alderman	is	a	very	important	man.”	“Look,	sir,”	I	said,	“it’s	obvious	Hearthstone	succeeded.	“In	the	earth?”	“Exactly!”	Heimdall	looked	impressed	with	my	knowledge	of	earth	giants.	Meanwhile,
Hearthstone	fished	out	a	runestone.	The	king	turned	to	address	the	assembled	giants.	I	didn’t	want	to	give	him	the	satisfaction	of	helping	me.	Blood	flowed	from	his	wounded	gut	and	swirled	around	the	drain.	Einher…I	can’t	even	pronounce	that	word!”	Samirah	might	have	been	blushing.	Every	so	often	I	randomly	tossed	in	the	word	selfie	to	keep	the
god’s	interest.	Her	skin	cooled.	“But	he	should	be	a	good	match	for	you.”	Samirah	clenched	her	jaw.	“And	we	hope	Alderman	doesn’t—”	From	the	next	room,	Inge	called,	“Mr.	Hearthstone?”	Her	tone	verged	on	panic.	My	m—”	She	hesitated.	“We	need	to	see	the	king!”	I	was	hoping	Tiny	might	scoop	us	up	and	give	us	a	ride.	I	also	didn’t	have	a	good
answer	for	him,	but	Alex	intervened.	Well,	if	you	didn’t	know	what	you	were	looking	at,	he	was	simply	too	large	to	understand.	“Uh-uh,	lover	boy.	“I	want	to	be	with	you,	too.”	Her	voice	was	quiet	but	filled	with	conviction.	The	mattress	was	gone.	The	most	dangerous	thing	we	spotted	was	a	red	squirrel	in	a	branch	above	our	campfire.	Happily,	Samirah
did	not	impale	me	with	her	ax.	“On	the	bright	side,”	I	said,	“Utgard-Loki	didn’t	strike	me	as	a	big	fan	of	the	other	Loki.	“You	know…”	Amir	flexed	his	fingers	as	if	making	sure	they	were	still	there.	Samirah	gave	me	a	dry	smile.	I	cleared	my	throat.	“First	the	Skofnung	Stone,”	I	said.	Hearth	finished	bringing	Blitzen	up	to	speed	in	sign	language,
explaining	how	we’d	robbed	Andvari	and	been	threatened	with	multiple	Powerball	jackpots.	He	needed	to	do	something	familiar	to	steady	his	nerves.	Thankfully,	Alex	Fierro	changed	the	subject.	“Aha!”	Mr.	Alderman	cried	triumphantly.	“That	horrid,	ugly—”	Page	12	“He	wants	to	marry	Sam,”	Amir	said.	He	tied	his	shoe,	humming	as	he	worked,
looping	one	massive	cable	over	the	other,	the	laces	flailing	and	laying	waste	to	whole	swaths	of	forest.	I	started	thinking	up	new	projects.	No	more	Mr.	Alderman.	“Also…”	Blitz	scrutinized	Alex.	Surprisingly,	Alex	shut	up.	I’d	imagined	a	god	who	was	suave	and	cool—a	movie-star	type.	I	couldn’t	imagine	that	her	story	was	any	weirder	than	ours,	but
before	we	could	compare	notes,	Tiny	stumbled	toward	Blitzen.	I	scanned	the	wedding	invitation,	an	exact	duplicate	of	the	one	Sam	had	thrown	away.	I	had	never	brought	him	to	Randolph’s	house	before.	“Yes,	yes,	except	for	one	thing.	“Also,”	Heimdall	continued,	“Thrym	has	said…yes,	his	own	forces	won’t	join	the	invasion	until	after	the	wedding.
Blitzen	was	too	weak	to	move,	so	we	slid	him	into	a	sitting	position	right	there	in	the	shower.	Even	if	the	branch	had	been	properly	labeled	low	clearance,	Stanley	couldn’t	read.	His	bowling	shirt	was	made	of	eagle	feathers.	“Hey,	señor!”	called	Jack.	He	pressed	it	against	the	gushing	wound	and	Blitz	gasped.	“What	about	all	the	gold	in	the	pit?	“It’s—
it’s	probably	best	you	see	for	yourself.”	Nøkk,	Nøkk	ALDERMAN	KNEW	how	to	throw	a	party.	I’d	only	seen	Asgard	once	before,	from	the	inside,	looking	out	a	window	in	Valhalla.	My	stomach	churned	from	disorientation.	“Aww,	gross.”	Seeing	as	it	was	a	magic	ring,	I	half	expected	some	big	Lord	of	the	Rings	moment	when	it	landed	in	my	hand—cold
heavy	whispering,	swirling	gray	mist,	a	line	of	Nazgûl	doing	the	Watusi.	The	ring.	True,	with	the	exception	of	Hearthstone,	I	didn’t	think	much	of	the	elves	I’d	met.	But	how—?”	“Come	upstairs	and	we’ll	show	you.”	I	glanced	behind	Alderman,	where	Inge	stood	wide-eyed,	a	grin	slowly	spreading	across	her	face.	What	were	you	about	to	say?”	Alex
touched	her	forehead	and	winced.	“We’ve	got	to	get	out	of	here	now,”	Blitzen	said.	My	vision	cleared,	and	I	spotted	Alex	a	few	feet	away,	curled	up	and	groaning	in	a	pile	of	pine	needles.	Granted,	she	was	a	little	grumpy	after	being	smacked	down	by	a	giant	shoelace,	getting	cut	with	a	knife,	and	having	her	blood	drained	into	a	thermos	cap.	“I’ll	meet
you	back	in	Valhalla.	No	ring.”	“Jack,”	I	said,	“how	do	his	feet	look	to	you?”	“Real	bad,	señor.	(Not	my	favorite	gesture.)	The	music	shut	off	again.	In	the	end,	we’re	going	to	have	to	go	to	that	wedding	and	get	the	hammer.	My	fault	you	were	stabbed.	The	cold	wind	pushed	us	around.	“I—I	still	don’t	think	that’s	a	good	idea.”	Alex	threw	his	hands	in	the
air.	“And	now…”	Mr.	Alderman	snatched	the	cursed	ring	out	of	the	hoard.	Rain	hammered	against	the	plate	glass	windows,	drowning	out	the	sound	of	the	violins.	“But	does	it	make	french	fries?”	Alex	muttered	something	about	stupid	boys,	which	I’m	sure	had	nothing	to	do	with	me.	“Perfect!”	He	proudly	showed	us	the	shot,	as	if	we	hadn’t	been	there
when	it	was	taken	three	seconds	ago.	“So	you	used	to	live	in	this	big	mausoleum?”	“Thankfully,	no.	Also,	call	police.	“Same	with	Tiny	and	his	bowling	bag.	Take	the	gold	that’s	already	on	the	rug.	“Amir,	two	days	hence,	this	will	all	be	over.	Almost	twenty-four	hours	lost.	No,	Magnus.	“What’s	the	password?”	“Don’t!”	Blitzen	shrieked.	They	are
constantly	testing	where	they	stand	in	the	hierarchy—where	they	can	sleep,	how	much	they	can	eat	of	a	fresh	kill.	You	don’t	want	to	end	up	like	a	lottery	winner,	do	you?”	I	turned	to	Hearth.	“Can’t	you	just…you	know,	be	whatever	you	want?”	Her	darker	eye	twitched,	as	if	I’d	poked	a	sore	spot.	WE	DON’T	EXIST.	Alex	kicked	up	his	rose	high-tops	on
the	opposite	chair.	“You	might	as	well	ask.”	I	stirred.	Get	it?”	“If	I	say	no,	will	you	hurt	me?”	“No.”	“Then	no,	not	really.”	She	shrugged.	You	can	do	a	million	things—”	“None	of	which	are	meant	to	be	seen	by	mortals,”	she	said	bitterly.	“What?”	I	demanded.	Elvis	Has	Left	the	Bowling	Bag	“WE	CLAIM	guest	rights!”	I	yelled.	“We’ve	got	the	bag!”	I	said.
I	hoped	Heimdall	wasn’t	recording	the	conversation	to	put	on	Vine.	We	sat	together	on	the	bathroom	floor.	We	walked	for	so	long,	I	began	to	wonder	if	there	was	anything	at	the	other	end	of	the	rainbow.	And	I’m	not	contagious.”	“I	didn’t	say	anything—”	“Shut	up.”	“Shutting	up.”	She	smelled	of	clay,	like	the	pottery	studio	in	her	suite.	“Why	would
Loki	tell	you	that?	The	heat	seemed	to	swirl	a	millimeter	from	my	skin.	“So,”	I	wrapped	up,	“what	have	you	guys	been	up	to?”	Amir	barked	a	laugh.	“Very	well.	“There,	there.”	He	looked	up	at	me	and	silently	asked	several	thousand	questions	with	his	eyes,	including:	Why	are	the	three	of	us	taking	a	shower	together?	Go	now,	he	said.	“You	spare	my	life
and	take	everything	I	own?”	“The	usual	sounds	great,”	I	said.	“Wow,”	I	said.	It’ll	ruin	you.	That’s	a	dilemma.	I	vouch	for	them…in	a	very,	very	small	way.”	“There	you	have	it!”	Utgard-Loki	beamed.	Pull	the	drawstring	and	voila!	I	have	to	keep	the	stash	ready	for	quick	getaways	for	those	few	times	I	avoid	getting	robbed.”	Hearthstone	crouched	next	to
the	pit.	Yet	just	thinking	about	it	made	my	muscles	feel	wobbly.	Hearthstone	shook	his	head	weakly.	This	is	Alex	Fierro.	“Uh…’sup?”	Alex	skipped	a	piece	of	gravel	across	the	roof.	“Randolph	is	my	uncle,”	I	said.	Then	the	president	of	the	United	States	giving	a	State	of	the	Union	address	with	Heimdall	photo-bombing.	His	hair	needs	a	good	cut.	Just
like	he’d	warned	us,	compared	to	the	other	giants	in	the	room,	he	actually	did	look	tiny.	“But	I’m	keeping	Emptyleather	for	insurance!	You	can	have	it	back	when	we	leave	here	unharmed.	“Fine.”	The	dwarf	glared	at	me.	It’s	okay,	Hearthstone	signed	to	him.	You	carry	my	bowling	bag.	Is	that	called	shotgun	on	a	horse?”	Stanley	whinnied	and	stomped.
“He	told	me	not	to	come.”	A	strange	pulsing	sound	filled	in	my	ears.	I	realized	Stanley	was	going	to	run	right	under	it	at	full	speed.	“The	deal	is	done,”	I	said.	Sam	stomped	her	foot.	We	hiked	through	the	ravine,	trying	to	keep	to	the	direction	Tiny	had	indicated.	I	frowned	at	Blitzen.	“That’s	a	good	sign.”	We	sat	together	and	enjoyed	the	novelty	of	not
being	hunted,	wounded,	or	terrified.	The	assembled	giants	laughed.	“I	think	Hearth	might	need	a	little	more	quiet	time	before	we	meet	up	with	Samirah	and	go	racing	off	to	fight	giants.	All	I	had	was	chocolate	and	kibbeh,	and	I	didn’t	think	either	would	be	good	for	an	eight-legged	horse.	Look	like	we’re	just	joking	around.”	“What?”	“Good	one!”
shouted	the	giant	king.	“Right,	of	course,”	Heimdall	said.	“All	right,	dwarf.	This	makes	me	very	uncomfortable.”	“I	know,	man.”	I	could	tell	he	was	trying	to	listen,	but	I	felt	like	I	was	yelling	at	him	while	he	was	wearing	noise-canceling	headphones.	“What	are	you	thinking?”	I	asked.	We	were	all	exhausted,	but	we	were	also	hungry	and	buzzing	with
post-rainbow	adrenaline.	He	showed	us	a	majestic	picture	of	the	Taj	Mahal	with	Heimdall’s	face	looming	large	in	the	foreground.	Utgard-Loki	kept	smiling	at	me,	but	his	eyes	were	as	sharp	as	daggers.	He	clambered	down	the	stairs	as	the	storm	intensified.	Like,	what	is	this,	1993?”	“Hold	up	now,”	I	protested.	I	imagined	charging	up	this	bridge	with
an	invading	army	of	giants.	I	blow	it	twice,	then	it’s	Ragnarok,	baby!”	He	seemed	delighted	by	the	idea	that	he	could	signal	the	start	of	the	final	battle	that	destroyed	the	Nine	Worlds.	“I’m	not	careful!	I	get	robbed	all	the	time!	I	think	the	name	is	ironic.	Sam	bowed.	These	earth	giants,	they	can	bury	things—”	“Let	me	guess,”	I	said.	Because	of	that
ring	you	mentioned?”	“What	ring?	“Direct	frontal	assault?”	“Ha,	ha,”	I	said.	“Don’t	be	shy!”	Utgard-Loki	spread	his	arms.	“But	I’ve	got	dibs	on	the	front.	Dangerous.	He	snapped	his	fingers	for	attention	then	pointed	at	Jack:	Sword.	“But	these	mountain	jotuns…they’ll	try	to	twist	your	words	and	kill	you	with	kindness.”	“Like	those	sisters	we	met	in
January,”	I	said.	(Hey,	we	all	have	different	talents.)	Hearth	nodded.	Chaperone	says	no.”	Amir	looked	mortified.	The	giant	straightened	and	laughed.	Blitzen	raised	his	eyebrows.	“Can	I	pretend	this	is	really	a	burrito	from	Anna’s	Taqueria?”	“We	have	to	stay	sharp,”	Sam	warned.	I	guess	he	didn’t	like	the	place.	She	shrugged	helplessly,	as	if	she	could
not	describe	the	horrors	she	had	witnessed	at	Mr.	Alderman’s	mix-and-mingle.	My	brain	refused	to	get	out	of	my	head.	Nine	different	phone	calls.	You	go	ahead.	“I’m	not	fragile.	No	giant	is	that	big.”	“They	are	called	giants,”	I	noted.	He	would	see	the	Nine	Worlds	as	we	did.	Show	some	forgiveness,	and	we’ll	return	this	ring	to	its	previous	owner.”	Mr.
Alderman	laughed	bitterly.	But	still…”	I	met	Sam’s	eyes,	and	I	realized	why	she	was	so	worried.	“You	really	don’t.”	Getting	past	the	front	doors	was	no	problem.	“Yeah,	sorry	we’re	late,”	Alex	said.	Maybe	inspired	by	the	sewing	display,	Alex	unthreaded	her	garrote	from	her	belt	loops.	On	the	other	hand,	if	the	bag	expanded	to	continental	size,	I
wouldn’t	live	long	enough	to	care.	“The	snakes	signify	change	and	flexibility.	“What	happened?	Why	all	the	cloak-and-dagger	and	the	inflatable	Godzilla?”	Utgard-Loki	wrinkled	his	nose	at	her.	“You’re	a	fool,	then,	Mr.	Elf,”	he	growled.	I	frowned	at	Halfborn.	Instantly,	her	wound	closed.	I	just…”	He	let	out	a	sharp	exhale.	You’ve	only	delayed	a	much
more	dangerous	reckoning.	You	gave	him	the	resilience	to	stretch	his	mind	without	breaking.	“Where	are	we?”	“More	importantly,”	Blitz	said,	“where	are	the	others?”	Sam	and	Hearthstone	were	nowhere	to	be	seen.	“Why	do	you	ask?”	“The	Skofnung	Sword.	I	saw	that	scene	every	time	I	closed	my	eyes.	But	this?	“You’re	going	to	have	to	let	me	heal
that	head	wound.	Real-life	Heimdall	was	kind	of	a	disappointment.	“So	I’m	right?”	“Yes.”	She	tugged	at	her	glittery	pink	bootlaces.	He	brought	me	a	child	of	Frey	as	part	of	his	wergild	payment.	“Stop	that	right	now,”	Blitz	said.	Nine	months	later,	Loki	showed	up	at	my	dad’s	doorstep	with	a	little	baby	as	a	present.”	Page	22	I	tried	to	imagine	Loki	in
his	usual	dashing	form,	maybe	wearing	a	green	tuxedo,	ringing	the	doorbell	of	some	upscale	house	in	the	suburbs.	“In	that	case,	I’d	be	happy	to	scan	the	Nine	Worlds	again	and	find	this	Goat-Killer	person.	I	don’t	believe	in	anything.	I	didn’t	understand	how	Hearth	could	endure	his	father’s	insults.	I	can	tell	you	where	Thrym	is	easy	enough.	“Or	you
can	just	tell	me	to	shut	up	again.”	Alex	gave	me	a	sideways	smile.	“Sorry?”	“You	want	to	ask	me	about	Loki,”	Alex	prompted.	“I	now	understand	why	you	all	came	here.	“Why	is	it	raining?”	Hearthstone	hugged	him	fiercely,	crushing	Blitz’s	face	against	his	chest.	“A	pottery	studio?”	I	asked.	But	as	soon	as	I	succeeded,	another	hair	popped	up	from	the
spot	where	I’d	taken	the	gold.	“Oh,	a	few	technical	runes.”	Blitz’s	eyes	crinkled	with	satisfaction.	So,	unless	you	know	a	faster	way,	yes,	it	will	take	me	all	day.	“I	hate	to	agree	with	you,	Maggie,	but	yeah.	“No	more	torture!	I’ll	show	you	where	the	treasure	is!	It’s	right	under	that	rock!”	He	pointed	frantically	to	pretty	much	everything	until	his	finger
came	to	rest	at	a	boulder	near	the	edge	of	the	waterfall.	Big	Boy	raised	his	fist	as	if	offering	me	a	microphone.	The	sky	turned	black	and	full	of	stars	like	I	used	to	see	on	my	old	hiking	trips	with	my	mom.	“If	it’s	so	dangerous	for	you,	why	would	you	help	us	get	back	Mjolnir?”	“I	care	nothing	about	Thor’s	hammer	one	way	or	the	other!	The	Aesir	have
always	relied	too	much	on	the	fear	it	inspires.	She	wouldn’t	be	able	to	draw	the	sword	because	of	its	enchantments,	but	at	least	she	could	brain	people	with	the	stone	if	the	need	arose.	“You	heard	him,”	I	told	Jack.	Perthro?”	“The	empty	cup,”	I	said.	Which,	so	far,	you’ve	managed	to	do	anyway.”	He	turned	his	head	and	shouted	for	the	onlookers,	“Well
boasted,	little	mortal!	But	you	will	never	beat	the	giants!”	He	lowered	his	voice	again.	“I—I	don’t	know,	Magnus.	I	dreamed	of	nothing	except	dolphins	happily	leaping	through	a	sea	of	leather.	My	name	is	Alex.	Blitzen	gripped	the	staircase	with	his	gloved	hands.	Around	the	perimeter	of	the	room,	a	dozen	columns	of	water	erupted	from	the	floor	and
formed	vaguely	humanoid	shapes,	like	balloon	animals	filled	with	water…minus	the	balloons.	“My	friends,	if	we	entertain	these	guests	in	our	present	size,	we’ll	get	eye-strain	trying	to	avoid	stepping	on	them.	“I	didn’t	know	you’d	succeed,	and	I	didn’t	care.	The	bag	shrank	back	to	small	size.	“That’s	right!	Go	have	a	Jotun	Juice!”	Tiny	cradled	Elvis	and
headed	for	the	bar,	glowering	at	us	over	his	shoulder.	I	remembered	my	dream	of	Alex’s	suite,	Loki	turning	into	a	woman	with	red	hair.	Somehow—uh,	perhaps	with	magic?—Blitz	had	made	a	whole	pile	of	shimmering	red	yarn	from	my	hair,	Alex	Fierro’s	blood,	and	threads	from	his	own	vest.	I	made	this	GIF	of	them	charging	up	the	Bifrost	and	then
realizing	there	was	no	battle.	The	wire	lengthened	as	it	flew.	“I	could	not	text	you,	child	of	Loki,	for	several	reasons.	Samirah	wanted	to	bring	Amir	to	see	the	Citgo	sign.	Just	admit	it.”	Page	3	“I	will	be	the	judge!”	he	snarled.	I	remembered	what	Heimdall	had	said	about	the	fortress	of	Thrym,	how	its	entrance	was	always	changing,	so	it	would	be
impossible	to	predict	where	it	might	be	on	the	day	of	the	wedding.	“Then	there	was	the	cat.	He	was	used	to	getting	what	he	wanted.	“This	is	no	problem,”	I	insisted.	Try	to	keep	up!	But	if	you	do	fall	behind,	make	sure	you	reach	the	castle	by	tomorrow	morning.	He	signed,	Wergild	paid.	Tears	welled	in	my	eyes.	Just	then,	Amir	came	back	with	the	food.
I	was	tempted	to	throw	the	Phablet	of	Doomsday	off	the	Bifrost	Bridge.	They	have	pale	gangly	legs	that	are	not	at	all	elegant	or	graceful.	The	hammer	is	a	bluff,	an	illusion	of	overwhelming	force.	“It’s	just…more	complicated	than	you	realized.”	He	shook	his	head,	his	hair	now	sticking	up	like	an	angry	rooster’s	comb.	With	the	effort	of	somebody	lifting
three	hundred	pounds,	he	managed	to	meet	my	gaze.	And	believe	a	master	sorcerer”—the	giant	grinned—“even	the	best	illusions	have	their	limits.	“How	do	you	disarm	them?	The	giants	howled	with	glee.	“Hey,	that	rhymes,	too!”	“What	did	the	elf	say?”	Andvari	demanded.	We	have	to	stay	at	this	party	of	his	for	a	while,	right?	But	there	was	something
else—a	green	wedding	invitation.	“You	think	this	waterfall	is	the	way	into	Thrym’s	fortress?”	“Maybe,”	I	said.	Where	were	you?	“Forgiveness?	He	taught	me	an	enchantment	I	could	use	to	make	a	magical	weapon.	As	great	as	I	am	at	wielding	magic,	I	cannot	simply	force	my	will	upon	my	giants.	That’s	the	secret	of	his	wealth.	“He	told	you	that
someday	you	would	need	his	help.	That’s	sort	of	the	point.	“All	right,	yes,	my	magic	ring	is	in	my	pants.	The	giants	were	dressed	in	neon-colored	bowling	shirts	they	must	have	stolen	from	a	disco-era	Salvation	Army.	Sorry,	there’s	not	much	I	can	do	with	titanium	sleeping	bags	and	African	bush	elephants.”	Sam	leaned	across	the	table.	The	bowling	bag
shuddered.	“And	you	say	your	father	has	the	ring	now?”	Hearthstone	nodded.	“Hey,	guys!”	Jack	said.	“We’re	meeting	two	friends.”	“Hmm.”	Tiny	raised	his	forearm,	revealing	a	Mount	Rushmore–size	tattoo	of	Elvis	Presley.	“But	he	won’t,”	Sam	said.	It’s	not	ideal.	Which	means	we’ll	have	to	face	Loki	ourselves.”	“We?”	I	asked.	Even	sitting	down,	the
giant’s	gleaming	eyes	were	so	far	up	they	could	have	been	blimps	or	moons.	“Thrym	and	Thrynga	are	still	talking	about	the	guest	list.	“Utgard-Loki,”	I	said,	“we	need	information—”	“Not	now,	you	idiot.”	He	maintained	his	grin,	but	his	tone	was	a	desperate	snarl.	I	want	to	stop	Loki’s	plan.”	Blitzen	scratched	his	beard.	“You	saved	him,	Magnus,”	Alex
said.	Alex	rummaged	through	Randolph’s	desk	drawers.	“My	hand	will	never	feel	clean	again.”	Hearthstone	shouldered	his	expensive	new	backpack	like	Gajillionaire	Santa	Claus.	You	can’t	cheat	a	prophecy.	I	may	be	having	a	nervous	breakdown,	but	that’s	fine!	That’s	fine.	But	if	he’s	our	only	hope,	we’re	doomed.”	“Why?”	Amir	asked.	At	least	I	hoped
that’s	what	he	was	doing.	“Where	have	you—?”	His	isosceles	jaw	dropped.	Hmm.	“You,	sir,”	I	said,	“are	a	powerful	entity.”	He	almost	smiled.	Across	the	room,	looking	right	at	me,	was	a	giant	I	wanted	to	see	even	less	than	Tiny.	To	our	right	stood	an	arcade	where	more	giants	played	pinball	and	Ms.	Very	Large	Pac-Man.	Nevertheless,	I	approached
Sam	and	Amir.	Hearth	signed.	You	don’t	look	like	that	Nirvana	guy	anymore.	It	was	just	change,	flexibility.	“Aha!”	Mr.	Alderman	spotted	us	on	the	stairs	and	grinned	even	wider.	I	pictured	turkeys	the	size	of	cathedrals,	and	I	knew	they	would	be	haunting	my	nightmares	forever.	His	hands	were	so	filthy	I	wouldn’t	have	noticed	the	ring	at	all	if	he
hadn’t	tried	to	hide	it.	I	wanted	to	ask	Alex	about	the	dream	I’d	had	of	Loki	in	his	suite,	asking	Alex	for	a	simple	request	while	Alex	threw	pots	at	him.	I	was	just	grateful	there	were	no	mirrors	around	to	show	me	the	horrors	Blitz	had	worked	upon	my	head.	He	crouched	and	inspected	the	pile,	coin	by	coin,	dagger	by	dagger.	The	stallion	whinnied	and
nuzzled	me.	“Wow.”	“What	did	he	say?”	Alex	asked.	I	could	almost	feel	Alfheim	swaying	in	the	branches	of	the	World	Tree.	He’d	explained	to	us	that	his	usual	pith	helmet	netting	and	sunscreen	would	not	be	sufficient,	as	he	was	still	weak	from	petrification.	“Yep.”	Blitz	nodded	gravely.	My	mom	and	I	had	an	apartment	in	Allston…before	she	died.	I
hadn’t	realized	just	how	long	we’d	been	trekking	through	the	wilds	of	Mr.	Alderman’s	backyard.	Hold	him	steady.”	I	signed	to	Hearth:	Not	bad.	XOX	BIG	BOY	I	let	out	a	few	Norse	cuss	words.	My	strength	abandoned	me.	At	the	bar,	one	yelled,	“What	did	you	say?	When	I	was	a	kid,	trying	to	cook	nine	breakfasts-in-beds…oh,	man!	Anyway,	let’s	get	this
picture.”	He	corralled	Sam	and	Amir,	who	looked	stunned	to	have	the	grinning	face	of	a	god	wedged	between	them.	“Magnus	Chase,	we’ve	been	expecting	you!”	Utgard-Loki	grinned.	He	had	an	affair	with	this	voluptuous	redhead.	All	four	hundred	guests	have	RSVP’d.”	“Four	hundred?”	I	asked.	“I	hope	you	crazy	kids	make	a	go	of	it.	Straight	coal-
black	hair	swept	his	shoulders.	I	don’t	see	how	you	could	arrange	an	ambush	to	steal	the	hammer.”	He	frowned.	“You,	ah,	heard	us	arguing?”	Heimdall	smiled.	No,	he’s	okay.	Sam	and	Amir	were	too	busy	arguing	to	notice	me,	but	Halfborn	nodded	in	greeting.	And	If	You	Order	Now,	You	Also	Get	This	Cursed	Ring!	FATHER	WAS	waiting,	all	right.	But	I
don’t	want	to	see	a	big	ugly	giant	come	between	a	cute	couple	like	you	two.”	Heimdall	wagged	his	finger	between	me	and	Sam.	Is	that	what	you	want?”	Hearth	signed:	Magic	ring,	yes.	“How	do	we	prove	our	worth?”	Utgard-Loki’s	eyes	gleamed	in	a	way	I	definitely	didn’t	like.	When	I	realized	what	I	was	looking	at,	my	stomach	took	a	preemptive	drop
off	a	cliff,	but	I	didn’t	have	much	time	to	process	the	tattoo’s	significance.	Earth	giants	can	manipulate	solid	rock	even	better	than	dwarves	can.	If	they	want	you	to	use	they,	then	that’s	what	you	should	do.	“What	do	you	want	to	bet	there’s	a	bowling	ball	in	that	bag?	That	was	rude!”	I	helped	Alex	to	her	feet.	Let	us	feast	and	compete!	Start	the	music!
Drinks	for	everyone!”	“Little	Red	Corvette”	blasted	over	the	speakers.	Her	color	returned	to	normal.	They	win	the	lottery	and	make	millions.	It’s	truly	fluid,	in	the	sense	that	I	don’t	control	it.	Page	17	“Stanley!”	I	said.	“I	love	this	plan.	I	told	you,	it’s	cursed.	But	they	always	end	up	broke,	divorced,	sick,	unhappy,	and/or	dead.	“You’re	going	to	ask	why	I
didn’t	come	to	live	with	him	instead	of	being	homeless?”	Alex	scoffed.	I	thought	about	the	hesitation	in	Alex’s	voice	when	she	talked	about	Loki	as	her	parent.	Utgard-Loki	patted	Tiny	on	the	back.	There	was	no	dust	on	the	shelf	where	the	frame	had	been.	“Thank	Allah,”	Sam	said,	smiling	brighter	than	I’d	ever	seen,	“most	merciful,	most
compassionate.”	Then	from	the	heavens	spoke	a	voice	both	squeaky	and	un-divine:	“HEY,	GUYS!	COME	ON	UP!”	Heimdall	Takes	a	Selfie	with	Literally	Everyone	AMIR	ALMOST	pulled	an	einherji	move.	“Dude,	I’m	an	atheist.	“Oh,	look	at	those	little	daggers!	They’re	adorable.”	Hearthstone’s	eyes	regained	their	alertness.	Blitzen	snatched	his	pith
helmet	out	of	the	snow.	That	is	nothing	compared	to	Magnus	Chase!	My	son	finally	did	something	right.	Priceless.”	Amir	blinked	repeatedly,	perhaps	because	Heimdall	was	a	moist	talker.	Valkyries?	I	tried	to	warn	him.	“I	will	not	listen	to	your	hand	gestures!”	“You	know	what	he’s	saying.”	I	held	up	the	ring.	I	suppose	I	should	get	going!”	“Hold	on,”	I
yelled.	I	almost	felt	sorry	for	the	untrustworthy	squirrels.	Most	of	the	giants	dispersed,	going	back	to	their	mead-swilling	or	their	bowling	or	their	Ms.	Not-Quite-So-Large	Pac-Man.	First	and	foremost,	because	your	father	has	ways	of	finding	things	out.	I	might	have	thought	he	was	drunk,	but	I’d	never	seen	him	consume	anything	stronger	than	Diet
Sergeant	Pepper	in	Nidavellir.	“But	you’re	a	shape-shifter,”	I	said.	“You	want	to	crash	at	Valhalla	for	the	night?”	I	asked.	When	your	hands	started	to	glow?”	“I…glowed?”	I	didn’t	have	any	recollection	of	calling	on	the	power	of	Frey.	“Whoa.”	I	scooted	over	to	her.	You	brought	me	into	the	afterlife.	“The	Dwarven	Infantry	Corps	of	Engineers.	But	if	I	can
finish	the	bowling	bag	by	naming	it,	stitching	a	little	stylish	embroidery	into	the	leather,	and	giving	it	a	command	word,	I	might	be	able	to	channel	its	magic.”	He	patted	his	pockets	until	he	found	his	sewing	kit.	“Not	in	Jotunheim,	but	Thrym	and	Thrynga	are	very	annoyed	about	him	being	on	the	list.	Thrym	is	saying,	‘Loki	insists.’	Thrynga	is	throwing
bottles.”	Heimdall	winced.	“What	are	you—?”	“My	eyesight	is	really	good,”	explained	the	god.	His	knees	buckled.	I	summoned	the	power	of	Frey,	and	Alex	let	out	a	gasp.	“Everybody	else	who	got	the	gold	after	him—they	went	crazy!	They	had	horrible	lives,	left	a	trail	of	dead	bodies!	Is	that	what	you	want?	Hail	swept	in,	pummeling	the	elves,	hulder,
and	nixies	alike.	Stanley	will	only	stay	summoned	for	a	few	minutes.	Blitzen	arched	his	eyebrow.	Then	I	was	on	the	streets.”	“But	your	family	had	money.”	“Randolph	did.”	I	picked	up	an	old	photo	of	him	with	Caroline,	Aubrey,	and	Emma.	The	water	creatures	lashed	out	at	Jack.	Or	maybe	he	was	just	excited	because	the	Skofnung	Sword	was	strapped
across	my	back.	“Loki	visited	me	one	day	at	the	studio.	I	picked	it	up.	I	wasn’t	sure	what	I	would	do	if	I	found	him.	From	the	top	of	the	staircase,	we	gazed	down	at	a	living	room	jammed	with	well-groomed	elves	in	elegant	white,	gold,	and	silver	outfits.	At	least	it	was	better	than	her	punching	me,	garroting	me,	or	turning	into	a	cheetah	and	mauling
me.	Instantly	it	grew	back	to	the	size	of	a	mountain,	causing	a	tidal	wave	of	crushed	trees	and	terrified	animals.	The	othala	runestone	still	sat	atop	the	cairn	where	Andiron	had	died.	Will	always	come	up	short.	I	brought	him	here	hoping	to	show	him	proof.”	“Proof	of	what?”	I	asked.	“I—I	think	so.	He	looked	like	a	miniature	version	of	Cousin	Itt	from
the	Addams	Family.	I	didn’t	find	any	secret	messages	or	levers	that	opened	hidden	rooms.	No	connection	to…our	dad.”	Not	since	the	Great	Alderman	Disaster	of	that	afternoon	had	the	word	dad	invoked	such	negative	feelings	in	a	conversation.	I	wasn’t	sure	what	the	value	of	gold	per	ounce	was	these	days,	but	I	estimated	I	was	looking	at	about	a
gajillion	dollars’	worth,	give	or	take	a	bazillion.	I	like	it.	It’s	a	miracle	that	Amir	managed	to	see	through	all	the	mist	and	the	glamour	without	going	insane.”	He	kept	his	eyes	on	me	a	moment	longer	than	seemed	necessary.	“Halfborn,	what	are	you	doing	here?”	The	berserker	grinned.	Mr.	Alderman	forgot	that	he	wasn’t	supposed	to	acknowledge	sign
language.	Do	not.	Were	you	on	that	flight?”	Sam	sighed.	It	is	a	mighty	weapon,	yes,	but	when	Ragnarok	comes,	Thor	will	be	outnumbered.	But	even	I	had	trouble	believing	that	the	Citgo	sign	was	the	gateway	to	Asgard.	It’s	a	bag.	Page	7	Somewhere	Over	the	Rainbow,	There’s	Some	Messed-Up	Stuff	Going	On	WE	TUMBLED	down	some	steps	to	a
concrete	landing.	Thank	goodness	for	Blitzen’s	magic	bowling	bag,	because	dragging	the	full-size	version	up	that	cliff	would	have	been	impossible	and	also	not	fun.	I	knew	he	was	in	shock	and	dealing	with	it	by	concentrating	on	things	he	understood	and	could	fix—such	as	his	wardrobe.	A	moment	later,	I	heard	the	shower	running.	The	pile	of	treasure
and	the	blue	fur	rug	had	vanished	as	if	the	wergild	had	never	happened.	Why	wouldn’t	he?)	Meanwhile,	Jack	flew	up	and	down	the	side	of	the	bowling	bag,	perforating	the	pattern	Blitz	wanted	him	to	sew.	He	let	us	in,	opened	Fadlan’s	Falafel,	and	prepped	the	kitchen	to	make	us	a	late	dinner/really	early	breakfast	of	amazingness.	“I’d	know	that	smell
anywhere.”	To	me,	the	stairwell	smelled	only	like	wet	elf,	dwarf,	and	Magnus,	but	I	took	Blitz’s	word	for	it.	But	it’s	fine!	Time-out	for	a	second,	guys.”	Heimdall	stepped	back	and	fumbled	with	his	phone	and	sword	some	more,	apparently	trying	to	attach	them	to	each	other.	That’ll	give	us	a	chance.	“What’s	up,	guys?”	The	four	of	us	stopped.	I	decided
not	to	dwell	on	that.	Also,	the	wedding	is	tomorrow,	said	my	brain.	Utgard-Loki	had	insisted	we	trade	our	regular	footwear	for	bowling	shoes—all	of	which	were	too	big	and	Day-Glo	orange	and	pink.	How	did	you	know	we’d	succeed?”	“Ha!”	The	crazy	light	in	Mr.	Alderman’s	eyes	did	not	calm	my	nerves.	I	wondered	if	it	was	a	good	sign	that	Samirah
had	shared	information	with	Alex.	“I	suppose,	but…”	The	matches	fell	out	of	her	hand.	Do	you	truly	not	see	Loki’s	goal?”	From	across	the	room,	one	of	the	giants	bellowed,	“Our	king,	what	of	the	contests?	“I	don’t	care	how	tricky	and	clever	your	giant	friend	is.	“Well…there’s	a	slight	chance	the	bag	could	expand	and	cover	most	of	this	continent.
“Andvari,”	I	said,	“if	I	move	that	boulder,	what	sort	of	traps	will	I	spring?”	“None!”	“What	if	I	move	it	using	your	head	as	a	lever,	then?”	“All	right,	it’s	booby-trapped!	Exploding	hexes!	Trip	wires	to	catapults!”	“I	knew	it,”	I	said.	The	wire	flew	back	to	Alex’s	hand.	I	wondered	if	I	could	get	Jack	to	chop	it	down	before	the	next	group	of	poor	schmucks
rode	through	here.	“I	love	you,	Sam.	Then	I	saw	the	large	tree	branch	hanging	directly	in	our	path.	Even	when	I	was	a	regular	mortal	student,	I	hated	going	first.	Above	us,	the	dark	clouds	began	to	break	up.	“His	mind	is	trying	to	compensate.	When	I’m	she,	I’m	she.	What	else	would	it	stand	for?	Heimdall	held	out	his	phablet,	but	his	arm	wasn’t	long
enough.	Get	out	of	my	head.	I	can—”	Behind	us,	a	shot	rang	out.	Anyway,	with	earth	giants	you	have	to	use	the	main	entrance.	It	will	not	be.	“What	is	it?”	“Uh…”	Heimdall’s	cheeks	were	turning	the	same	sheep-like	color	as	his	hair.	Blitzen,	Hearthstone,	Alex	is	our	newest	einherji.”	Blitzen	was	wearing	his	pith	helmet,	so	it	was	difficult	to	see	his
expression	through	the	gauze	netting.	They—they	appear	to	be	massing	on	the	borders	of	Midgard.”	I	wondered	what	other	threats	Heimdall	had	missed	while	he	was	photo-bombing	the	president.	I	ran	to	join	my	friends	in	the	bathroom.	Blitzen	staggered	around	looking	for	his	pith	helmet.	I’m	sensing	a	good	place	to	make	a	cut	just	up	ahead.”
“Make	a	cut?”	I	asked.	The	ring,	he	signed.	“Uh,	actually	it’s	those	two,”	I	corrected,	pointing	to	Amir.	Sitting	in	that	horrid	fortress	of	his.	(Actually,	I	may	have	done	most	of	the	digging	in.)	Amir	bit	off	the	corner	of	a	pita-bread	triangle.	From	the	top	of	the	sign,	a	burning	sheet	of	colors	arced	into	the	night	sky.	“What	does	it	say?”	Alex	asked.	“You
know,	when	I	arranged	those	flying	lessons	with	Barry,	I…I	thought	I	was	expanding	your	horizons.”	He	laughed	mirthlessly.	“A	few	months	ago,	he	showed	up	right	here.	“Amateurs!	The	canvas	lining	of	the	pit	is	a	big	magical	sack.	“You	said	you	were	from	Utgard-Loki’s	palace?”	“Hmm?	He	bared	his	teeth,	which	looked	like	they	hadn’t	been	flossed
since	zombies	inspired	the	Mayflower	Compact.	Utgard-Loki	sneered.	Behind	us,	the	cityscape	of	Boston	became	an	indistinct	blur.	“Nope,	I’m	not	on	the	guest	list	for	your	wedding	with	Thrym,	darn	it.”	Sam	looked	at	me	like,	Did	I	just	imagine	the	last	few	minutes?	Of	course!”	“Then	hear	my	sacred	vow,”	Sam	said.	No	one	yelled	“Yippee!”	and
jumped	in	the	pile	of	gold	(though	I’ll	admit	I	was	tempted).	“Ouch.”	Alex	winced.	They	need	a	pedicure.”	“Do	it.”	Jack	flew	into	action.	“What’s	going—ah,	nøkks?	What’s	yours?”	Blitzen	nodded.	While	we	ate,	we	told	Sam	and	Hearth	what	had	happened	to	us	in	the	woods.	Amir	spread	his	arms.	Her	matches	had	scattered	in	a	rune-like	pattern,	but	if
it	meant	anything,	I	couldn’t	read	it.	Mostly	we	ate	the	chocolate	from	Uncle	Randolph’s	house.	It	warmed	the	office	about	five	degrees.	“How	it	does	work?”	She	smirked.	Finally,	Inge	came	back,	the	blue-gray	whetstone	cupped	in	her	hands.	You	need	to	be	careful,	little	ones.	I	walked	over	to	my	fellow	einherjar.	“Hey,	are	you	female	today?”	The
question	slipped	out	before	I	had	a	chance	to	think	about	whether	it	was	weird,	whether	it	was	rude,	or	whether	it	would	get	me	decapitated.	But	I	couldn’t	forget	what	Andvari	had	told	us:	Soon	I	would	learn	the	price	of	stolen	gifts,	and	Hearthstone	was	fated	to	return	home	again.	The	hail	subsided.	Page	9	My	instinct	was	to	back	off	and	leave	them
alone,	but	I	got	the	feeling	Sam	and	Amir	were	only	being	this	open	with	each	other	because	they	had	three	chaperones.	I	realized	that	was	one	reason	I	felt	so	irritated	with	Mr.	Alderman.	Maybe	he’d	left	me	a	clue	worthy	of	Scooby-Doo.	“Come	take	a	look!”	You	Will	Never,	Ever	Guess	Blitzen’s	Password	JACK	HOVERED	proudly	next	to	his
handiwork.	I	know	you’re	a	Muslim	and	you	don’t	believe	in	a	bunch	of	gods.”	“They’re	not	gods,”	Sam	volunteered.	Heck,	I’ve	only	had	it	for	a	few	minutes	and	it’s	already	messing	with	my	mind.	“Inge,	bring	the	Skofnung	Stone	from	its	case.	Otherwise	they’ll	burn	to	ash	as	soon	as	they	set	foot	on	the	rainbow.”	“What?”	Amir	yelped.	I	was	glad	Jack
was	back	in	pendant	form,	because	I	would’ve	ordered	him	to	give	Mr.	Alderman	the	full	Brazilian	treatment.	“You’re	obviously	an	elf	of	learning.	Do	you	think…?”	Sam	got	to	her	feet.	“What	did	we	miss?”	Sam	stared	at	her	like,	If	I	told	you,	you	wouldn’t	believe	me.	“I	can	see	into	all	of	the	Nine	Worlds.	“He’s	the	most	dangerous,	powerful	giant
sorcerer	of	all	time!	His	real	name	is	Utgard-Loki.”	Falafel	Break?	Come	on!”	She	stepped	toward	the	Citgo	sign	and	vaporized	in	a	smear	of	multicolored	light.	“Like	I	told	you	before,	there’s	tons	of	entrances	to	Dwarf	World	underneath	Midgard.	“New	Hampshire.	“Maybe	we	should	wait	on	that	until	he’s	at	full	strength.”	It’s	okay,	Hearth	signed.
Jack,	we	did	it!”	They	gave	each	other	a	high	five—or	a	high	just-one,	since	Jack’s	blade	had	no	fingers.	“There’s	a	bowling	ball	inside,	but	the	bag	feels	completely	empty.	I	can’t	see	the	two	of	them	working	together.”	“They’re	both	giants,”	Alex	pointed	out.	“Magic	nuts	and	bolts,	terms	and	conditions,	the	end-user	agreement.	Now	you	must	as	well.”
Alex	leaned	away	from	the	king.	“So	you…?”	Alex	gave	me	an	exaggerated	at-your-service	bow.	Page	23	Stop	that,	I	told	my	brain.	“Now	he’s	belching.	“How	is	that	fantastic?”	Page	10	Halfborn	and	Alex	strolled	over	to	join	us.	Forget	Asgard.	“Didn’t	the	giants	give	you	guest	rights?”	“That	was	the	first	thing	we	asked	for,”	Sam	said.	“Okay,	buddy.”
Blitz	patted	him	weakly.	“With	Hearth,	I	had	to	use	a	lot	of	power.	They	brought	your	bag.”	Tiny	gestured	helplessly	to	his	new	extra-small	carry	case.	Inge!”	The	hulder	jumped.	Most	of	the	time,	I	identify	as	female,	but	sometimes	I	have	very	male	days.	“I	don’t	know	how	you’d	fare	at	Utgard	Lanes.	Oh,	you	want	a	picture	with	all	five	of	us?	But	even
if	your	uncle	knew	where	it	would	be	on	the	wedding	day,	why	would	he	share	that	information?	I	know	I	said	no	camera,	but…ah,	I’m	not	sure	how	to	describe	this.”	He	raised	his	phablet	and	snapped	a	picture.	As	we	approached,	he	waved	enthusiastically,	making	his	sword	and	horn	bang	into	one	another:	clink,	donk,	clink,	donk.	“Humor,”	I	noted.
He	nodded	toward	the	statue	of	George	Washington	on	his	charger	as	if	to	say,	Can	you	believe	this	dude?	Once	we	reached	the	top,	I	realized	just	how	big	Utgard	Lanes	really	was.	His	wardrobe	wasn’t	gender	specific.	“Just	kidding.	“I	cannot	believe	what	I’m	seeing.”	Heimdall	arched	his	fluffy	eyebrows.	“Gods,	that	is	depressing.”	“The	point	is,”
Blitz	said,	“I’ve	been	considering	a	perthro	bag—a	bag	that	can	never	be	filled.	In	the	meantime,	it	will	cause	death	and	misery	to	whoever	wears	it.	No	offense.”	“That’s	not	the	worst	of	it,”	Sam	said.	I	may	have	to	work	through	the	night	as	well.”	Alex	scowled,	but	arguing	with	Blitzen’s	logic	was	as	pointless	as	arguing	with	his	fashion	sense.	You
didn’t	come	from	the	direction	of	Valhalla.”	I	explained	about	our	excursion	to	Randolph’s,	and	the	photo	and	wedding	invitation	that	were	now	in	my	backpack.	You’re	the	king!”	“And	I’ve	used	every	last	bit	of	my	influence	and	credibility	trying	to	help	you!	Otherwise	you	wouldn’t	have	made	it	this	far	alive!”	“Help	us?”	I	said.	This	is	my	chance	to
make	it	count.	My	whole	body	was	shaking.	Hearthstone,	I	will	expect	you	and	your	guest—Hearthstone,	where	are	you	going?”	Apparently	Hearth	had	had	enough	of	his	father.	“What	can	I	do	to	help	you?”	Sam	put	her	hand	flat	on	the	table,	her	fingers	stretched	toward	Amir	like	an	air	version	of	holding	hands.	“I	know	that	place.”	“Bridal	Veil
Falls,”	I	said.	“The	ring	will	come	back	to	me	eventually.	I	was	born	of	nine	mothers.”	“How—?”	“Don’t	ask.	And	why	would	Magnus	Chase	threaten	to	leave…unless	these	scoundrels	are	planning	to	steal	my	treasure?”	Blitzen	scoffed.	“No,	kid.	“I	helped!”	“Good	job,	buddy,”	I	said.	Inge	stood	in	the	doorway,	her	bonnet	askew	on	her	head.
Hearthstone	fumbled	with	the	Skofnung	Stone.	Maybe	this	was	a	practical	joke.	What	can	I	buy	with	forgiveness?	“What	do	you	mean?”	I	told	her	about	my	dream:	her	throwing	pots	at	her	father	(mother),	Loki	saying:	It’s	such	a	simple	request.	I	know	that	sounds	stupid.”	“You’re	saying	this	to	a	guy	with	a	talking	sword.”	She	snorted.	Her	apology
surprised	me	more	than	anything	so	far	today.	Warning:	the	ring	is	cursed.	“Fine.	Who’s	your	friend?”	“Sorry.	Then	he	turned	into	an	eagle	and	dragged	me	across	the	rooftops	of	Boston.”	Alex	drummed	his	fingers	on	the	table.	A	giant	named	Thrym.”	“Thrym!”	Heimdall	looked	offended,	as	if	that	was	someone	he	would	never	deign	to	take	a	selfie
with.	Until	I	took	away	my	hand,	I	didn’t	realize	how	worried	I’d	been.	I	got	you	back	at	lunch.”	“Whatever.”	I	stared	at	the	two	of	them.	Jump	to	the	top	of	the	Citgo	sign.”	I	glanced	up.	Something	buzzed	past	by	my	ear	like	an	annoying	insect.	I	tried	to	tell	myself	it	wasn’t	the	Loki	part	of	her	revealing	itself.	Outwrestle	us?”	Samirah	stood.	I	must
earn	their	respect	every	day.	I	turned	it	around.	His	face	was	angular	and	handsome	in	a	cruel	sort	of	way.	His	mind	would	gloss	over	everything	that	had	happened.	You	two	are	just	too	cute.	BRING	UR	FRIENDS!	ONLY	WAY	2	BEAT	THRYM	+	GOOD	BOWLING.	“I	promise	I	won’t	kill	you.”	For	Alex,	that	was	a	pretty	big	concession,	but	Hearth	and
Blitz	didn’t	seem	to	know	what	to	make	of	her.	I	had	time	to	think,	Hey,	we’re	in	Jotunheim,	before	Blitzen	yelled,	“Duck!”	Page	18	The	next	millisecond	demonstrated	how	much	faster	I	could	think	than	react.	Of	course,	when	we’d	tried	that	before,	we	ended	up	slaughtering	an	entire	giant	family	after	they	attempted	to	squash	us	like	bugs,	but	it	had
all	been	done	with	the	utmost	courtesy.	“He’s	infamous	in	Nidavellir—even	craftier	and	greedier	than	Eitri	Junior!”	“Could	we	please	not	mention	him?”	I	pleaded.	As	for	our	intrepid	ride,	Stanley,	he	was	gone.	Anywhere	but	here.	“YES!”	Blitz	picked	it	up	and	peeked	inside.	Then	we’ll	have	to	treat	you	right.”	“Here	we	go,”	Blitzen	grumbled.	From
inside	his	terrycloth	hood,	Blitzen	let	out	a	muffled	yell.	“Hoo-hoo!	The	green-haired	gnat	is	feisty!	My	name	is	Tiny!”	Now	that	I	looked,	I	could	see	the	name	TINY	embroidered	on	his	bowling	shirt	like	the	distant	letters	of	the	Hollywood	sign.	Normally	I	would	name	Bjorn	Cleaveskull	as	our	champion	ax-thrower,	but	I	don’t	want	you	to	feel	too
outmatched.	As	I	thought,	though,	there’s	no	hammer	anywhere.	No,	no.	I’m	just”—she	mimicked	my	hand-waving—“me.	Speak	up!”	“I	said—”	The	bartender	turned	“1999”	back	on	and	drowned	me	out.	Mr.	Alderman’s	expression	was	one	of	the	best	rewards	I’d	ever	gotten,	right	up	there	with	dying	and	going	to	Valhalla.	We	have	toddlers	who	can
consume	more	nachos!”	He	pointed	his	corn-dog	royal	scepter	at	me	and	lowered	his	voice.	Maybe	with	Asgard	in	the	background?	Like	the	wire	you	run	through	a	slab	of	clay.”	“You	figured	that	out	all	on	your	own?”	“Ha,	ha.	The	first	time	I’d	met	Stanley,	we’d	hurtled	off	a	Jotunheim	cliff	together,	heading	for	a	giant’s	fortress.	“Let	me	get	out	my
sword.	We	did	our	best	to	get	ourselves	cleaned	up.	“And,	kid…thanks.”	They	staggered	down	the	stairwell	arm	in	arm,	leaning	on	each	other	for	support.	We	stumbled	out	of	the	bath	and	found	that	Hearth’s	bedroom	had	been	completely	stripped.	She	reminded	me	weirdly	of	my	mom.	Three	days	left	to	find	Thor’s	hammer.	I	could	look	at	them
without	craning	my	neck	or	peering	up	their	cavernous	nostrils.	Thrym’s	wedding.	The	cut	on	her	forehead	had	turned	a	darker	shade	of	green,	but	she	still	refused	to	let	me	heal	it.	I’m	guessing	most	clay-cutters	don’t	have	combat	applications?”	“Not	so	much.	Their	brains	aren’t	as	flexible.”	“Hey,”	I	said.	Forget	pots	of	gold	and	leprechauns.
Hearthstone	brushed	his	fingers	against	my	arm.	Sam	said,	“See	you	in	Jotunheim.”	She	grabbed	Hearthstone’s	arm	and	the	two	of	them	vanished	in	a	flash	of	golden	light.	“Yeah,	ha,	ha!”	Sam	said.	I	didn’t	figure	a	wire	with	dowel	handles	could	ever	be	a	weapon.”	“And	yet…”	Alex	pointed	to	a	nearby	boulder—a	rough	chunk	of	granite	about	the	size
of	a	piano.	Tunneling,	explosives,	blasts	of	godly	power—none	of	that	will	work.	The	old	stories	say	you	traveled	among	humankind	advising	couples,	blessing	their	offspring,	and	creating	the	various	classes	of	Viking	society?”	“I	did?”	Heimdall	glanced	at	his	phone	as	if	tempted	to	look	up	this	information.	“Woman,	today,”	Alex	corrected.	It	was	like
the	same	stupid	blue	hair	was	following	me	around,	defying	my	efforts.	Heimdall	might	just	cause	the	Bifrost	to	disappear	and	leave	us	floating	in	the	void.	That	mortal	wound	was	bound	to	happen,	but	now	you’ve	fixed	it,	so	we	can	stop	worrying	about	it!	Besides,	if	you	want	to	blame	someone,	blame	that	fool	Randolph.”	He	glanced	at	me.	“I	guess	it
worries	me,”	I	admitted.	There	is	a	difference.	“What	is	this	thing?”	I	asked.	Samirah	was	prohibited	from	touching	him	until	they	were	married,	but	there	was	nothing	quite	as	convincing	as	shaking	some	sense	into	a	friend.	In	general,	he	looked	like	that	goofy	guy	you	didn’t	want	to	sit	next	to	on	the	school	bus,	except	for	two	things:	his	unsheathed
sword,	which	was	almost	as	tall	as	he	was,	and	the	huge	curled	ram’s	horn	slung	over	his	left	shoulder.	Blitz	took	the	better	part	of	the	morning	spinning	his	magic	thread	on	his	collapsible	travel	spindle.	They	continue	to	push	until	the	alpha	wolf	snaps	at	them	and	reminds	them	of	their	place.	I	didn’t	want	to	be	proven	wrong.	Alderman	took	it	and
handed	it	to	his	son.	“I—I	love	you.”	She	vanished	in	a	puff	of	fresh	laundry-scented	smoke.	He	also	knew	how	to	throw	things	at	a	party.	I	kept	an	eye	on	it	until	it	leaped	to	another	tree.	“But	what	about	Hearthstone	and	me	disappearing	from	the	plane?”	I	turned	to	Amir.	Also”—he	shook	his	head	in	disgust—“their	fortresses	are	almost	impossible	to
break	into.	Samirah	drew	another	design	in	the	salt.	“Magnus…Amir	and	I	have	been	talking	on	and	off	since	you	left.	Stay	strong,	man.	Mr.	Alderman’s	face	got	paler.	I	grew	up	with	two	parents	who	resented	me	and	found	me	embarrassing.	Do	me	this	small	service,	and	I’ll	vouch	for	you	with	Utgard-Loki.	Airbrushed	across	the	surface	was	a	1970s
Elvis	Presley	in	his	white	rhinestone	jumpsuit.	“Will	you	look	at	that.”	Alex	didn’t	sound	particularly	impressed	by	the	cosmic	bridge	arcing	into	the	sky.	“Stupid	horse.	I	patted	frantically	at	my	waist,	but	the	Skofnung	Stone	was	still	lashed	there	securely,	undamaged.	Well,	okay,	I	was	still	pretty	terrified,	but	one	out	of	three	wasn’t	bad.	But	he
wouldn’t	be	stupid	enough	to	keep	the	hammer	in	his	fortress.”	“We	know.”	I	figured	we	were	close	to	the	end	of	Heimdall’s	attention	span,	but	I	told	him	about	Loki’s	nefarious	wedding	plans,	the	Skofnung	Sword	and	Stone,	the	deadline	of	three	more	days,	and	Goat-Killer,	who	might	or	might	not	be	on	our	side,	telling	us	to	find	Heimdall	and	ask	for
directions.	“And	I’m	trying	to	show	you.”	Being	in	the	middle	of	their	conversation,	I	felt	about	as	awkward	as	an	elf	in	swim	trunks.	“When	you	grabbed	Amir’s	shoulders?	I	was	hoping	to	make	a	prototype	first.	He	scowled	at	Blitzen.	So	embarrassing.	You	guys	look	very	different	when	you’re	not	in	the	camera	app.	I	swallowed.	Just…forehead	only.
The	top	half	of	the	boulder	slid	off	the	bottom	half	with	a	grinding	sound	like	a	lid	being	removed	from	a	porcelain	cookie	jar.	“Did	you	summon	him?”	I	asked	Hearthstone.	You	want	to	be	like	Fafnir?	Alderman’s	smile	eroded.	Jack	had	returned	to	pendant	form.	“He	can’t	really	be	that	big.”	Alex	touched	her	bloody	forehead.	The	curse	of	Andvari’s
ring	was	pretty	strong.	Getting	it	back	is	always	such	a	hassle.	Not	“returned.”	Been	brought	back.	“I	will	decide	what	is	manly,	unmanly,	womanly,	or	unwomanly	for	me.	Perhaps	you	have	a	point	about	a	fresh	perspective!	Let’s	see	what	we	can	find	in	the	Nine	Worlds!”	Godzilla	Sends	Me	an	Important	Message	HEIMDALL	GAZED	into	the	distance
and	immediately	stumbled	backward.	I	get	to	show	you	the	Nine	Worlds!”	Amir	took	a	deep	breath.	“Tell	you	what,	then.	“Bunny-punch?”	“I	have	no	idea,”	I	admitted.	Across	the	roof	stretched	glittery	neon	letters	almost	as	eye-catching	as	the	Citgo	sign:	UTGARD	LANES.	“Uh…Sam?”	I	figured	Alex	was	thinking	the	same	thing	I	was:	that	if	Loki	could
control	Sam’s	actions,	she	might	not	be	able	to	keep	this	vow.	“Yesterday	I	asked	for	a	drink?	“Like	the	ones	we’ve	been	playing	since	yesterday?”	Utgard-Loki’s	eyes	matched	his	eagle-feather	shirt.	LOL!	Gradually	the	darkness	grayed.	“You’re	still	weaker	than	I’d	like,”	I	said.	“Jack!”	I	yelled.	He	looked	genuinely	worried.	Maybe	he’ll	just…stay	an
unpleasant	elf	and	win	the	lottery.”	I	remembered	Hearth’s	father	cackling	as	he	kicked	his	guests,	dancing	around	as	his	nixies	attacked	the	crowd.	The	giant	grabbed	his	bowling	bag,	which	was	now	just	about	the	right	size	for	him.	In	fact,	could	I	get	a	selfie	with	you	before	we	talk	business?”	Amir	said,	“Uh—”	“Great!”	Heimdall	fumbled	with	his
horn	and	his	sword.	My	mother	was	a	cruel	woman.”	“So	this	hoard	keeps	getting	stolen,	but	you	keep	getting	it	back?	He	didn’t	seem	surprised.	As	he	walked	toward	us	he	kept	running	into	tables	and	tripping	over	bowling	bags,	much	to	the	amusement	of	the	other	giants.	Alex	closed	the	desk	drawer.	Dwarves	always	name	their	creations.	“Sorry,	I
had	to	look	away.	He	wore	the	same	expression	he’d	had	at	his	brother’s	cairn—as	if	he	was	reliving	a	tragedy	that	had	happened	long	ago	and	couldn’t	be	changed.	“So…does	it	work?”	“We’re	about	to	find	out!”	Blitzen	rubbed	his	hands	eagerly.	No,	wait.	Break	the	rules.”	“Oh,”	Alex	said.	In	the	firelight,	Alex’s	face	seemed	to	shift	and	jump.
Impossible.	“Not	to	fear!”	Blitzen	promised,	his	voice	demonstrating	what	fear	sounded	like.	I	stared	at	Hearth	as	he	flapped	his	shirt,	trying	to	dry	the	blood	on	it.	The	shadows	got	longer.	“They’re	talking	about…a	wedding.	But	I’m	afraid	you’re	saying	words	that	don’t	make	any	sense.”	“Please,	Heimdall,”	Sam	said.	“So	glad	you	could	make	it!”	The
music	died.	It	wasn’t	worth	the	extra	anxiety.	Pretty	soon	I’d	be	psychoanalyzing	myself	more	than	Otis	the	goat.	“How	is	that	even	funny?”	Hearth	signed:	Tell	about	the	cat.	“And	hey,	Jack,	nice	stitching.”	“Thanks,	señor!	I	love	your	sawed-off	haircut,	too.	Over	in	the	rainbow,	Alex	snorted.	My	liege	men	are	already	upset	that	I	invited	you	here.	And
standing	on	the	bridge	in	front	of	us,	his	legs	planted	wide,	was	a	tall	warrior	with	a	huge	sword.	She	needed	a	male	relative	as	a	chaperone.”	I	blinked.	“That’s	my	shoestring!”	How	could	I	not	notice	a	giant	that	big?	(Einherji	strength	is	also	a	good	talent.)	Under	the	rock,	a	canvas-lined	pit	was	filled	with…Wow.	This	boy	earned	his	punishment.
“Loki	took	your	gold	once,”	I	interpreted,	“and	he	didn’t	die	or	suffer.”	“Well,	yeah,	but	that’s	Loki!”	Andvari	said.	“Ow!”	Halfborn	complained.	He	started	to	sit	next	to	Sam,	but	Alex	snapped	his	fingers.	“Do	I	want	to	ask?”	“No,”	I	said.	That’s	who	we	need	to	find	right	now.”	“Ah,	yes.”	Heimdall	raised	his	sword	blade	over	his	eyes	like	a	visor,	nearly
decapitating	me	in	the	process.	They	remembered	that	you	and	I	had	been	arguing.	Instead	of	the	usual	bark	pattern,	it	consisted	of	crosshatched	gray	fiber.	“But	yes,	this	is	Gjallar,	the	Horn	and/or	Phablet	of	Doomsday!	I	blow	this	baby	once,	the	gods	know	there’s	trouble	in	Asgard	and	they	come	running.	“Yes,”	Amir	muttered.	But	if	you	don’t	get



some	healing…”	She	stared	at	the	bandage	on	the	spot	where	Blitzen	had	taken	blood	from	her	arm.	It	always	does.	Or,	you	know,	feelings.”	I	tried	to	imagine	Alex	living	in	a	mansion	like	this,	or	mingling	at	an	elegant	party	like	Mr.	Alderman’s	in	Alfheim.	Kingship	requires	the	right	combination	of	iron	and	mead,	fear	and	generosity.	You	promised
me	media	exposure,	Magnus	Chase.	“That	was	not	the	deal,	Alderman.	“You	try	it,	Magnus.	“We’ll	be	just	fine.”	“I’m	in,”	Alex	announced.	Also,	what	happened	to	your	hair?”	“Long	story,”	I	told	her.	“I	see	your	point,”	I	admitted.	I	release	you	from	my	family’s	service.	But	not	to	worry,	I	take	selfies	all	the	time.	Loki	made	sure	they	remembered.	I
wondered	if	his	ears	popped	when	he	got	that	high	in	the	stratosphere.	And	so	does	everyone	around	them!”	He	wiggled	his	slimy	fingers	like,	Woo,	woo,	threatening!	Hearthstone	was	listing	slightly	to	port,	but	he	managed	to	stay	on	his	feet.	“You’re	bleeding,”	I	said.	Who	knew	slicing	up	violins	and	cutting	the	pants	off	police	officers	took	so	much
effort?	I	slipped	the	ring	into	my	pants	pocket,	then	studied	the	circle	of	slime	residue	on	my	palm.	“Sorry.	That’s	the	least	crazy	thing	that	has	happened	to	me	this	week.”	Alex	snorted.	I’ve	gone	hiking	there.”	“Same.”	Under	different	circumstances,	we	might’ve	traded	hiking	stories.	Jack	flew	to	my	side.	“Humph.”	The	old	dwarf	rubbed	his	neck.
“How	did	you	have	time	to	set	that	up?	The	two	elves	stared	at	each	across	the	pile	of	gold.	“My	pronouns	are	he	and	him,”	Alex	confirmed.	He	ain’t	so	great.	Alex	burst	out	laughing.	We	were	halfway	across	the	lawn,	heading	for	the	wilderness,	when	I	heard	the	sirens.	“We’ve	got	a	demon-skin	rug	to	cover.”	Ah,	the	sound	of	golden	Monopoly	tokens
cascading	across	a	fur	rug…There	is	nothing	sweeter,	I	promise	you.	“By	all	means,	go	over	and	interrupt.	“Let	me	see	that	you’re	keeping	your	side	of	the	bargain.”	Alderman	grunted.	Tiny	mentioned	that	you	would	bring	his	bowling	bag	no	later	than	this	morning.	Amir	rubbed	his	chin.	In	the	fire	pit,	Alex’s	kindling	pyramid	fell	apart.	Eventually	he
turned	into	a	dragon.	And	yet…the	whole	universe	has	changed.”	“Not	everything	has	changed,”	Sam	promised.	“Master	Hearth,	the—the	guests	have	arrived.	We	figured,	since	they	were	her	supposed	bride-price,	she	should	have	the	right	to	carry	them.	“Oh,	sewing?”	His	blade	runes	glowed	with	excitement.	“This	reminds	me	of	the	Great	Icelandic
Sew-Off	of	886	C.E.!	Frey	and	I	destroyed	the	competition.	“Even	empty,	the	bag	is	too	big	to	move.”	Only	Blitzen	didn’t	look	defeated.	He	zipped	it	open	and	breathed	a	sigh	of	relief.	Soon	enough	you’ll	see	what	comes	of	stolen	gifts!”	The	hairs	on	my	arms	stood	up.	“The	whole	thing.	But	I	have	to	point	out	that	this	bag	is	roughly	the	size	of
Nantucket.”	“Yes,	yes.	“Right!”	Blitz	stepped	forward	and	raised	his	creation.	Sleipnir.	He	moved	to	sit	between	Alex	and	me.	“You	act	as	if	you	don’t	like	Loki—”	“I	don’t.”	“Then	why	his	symbol?”	Alex	cupped	her	hands	around	the	back	of	her	neck.	“It’s	true,”	he	said.	I’ll	show	you	to	your	table.”	“And	after	that?”	I	asked.	She	even	looked	relieved	to
see	me.	She	also	had	a	tiny	tattoo	I	hadn’t	noticed	before	on	the	nape	of	her	neck—the	curled	double	serpents	of	Loki.	“Why	I	put	his	symbol	on	my	pottery,	why	I	have	a	tattoo.	And	my	gender	hasn’t	changed,	thanks	for	asking.”	Alex	smacked	him,	which	would’ve	made	Mallory	Keen	proud.	“Well,	this	is	highly	unorthodox.	There’s	nothing	to	cut	with
these	guys.”	“Just	do	what	you	can!”	I	yelled.	Her	hiking	boots	were	boringly	practical,	except	the	laces	glittered	pink	metallic.	But	for	me,	personally,	I	don’t	want	to	use	the	same	pronouns	all	the	time,	because	that’s	not	me.	“Yes,	but	still…that	thing	can	warp	its	owner’s	mind	beyond	recognition.	Maybe	I’d	figure	out	a	way	to	free	him	from	Loki’s
clutches.	Mead	stains	speckled	his	gray	shirt.	“That	leather	is	probably	five	feet	thick.”	“Ah,”	Blitz	said,	“but	we	have	the	best	sewing	needle	in	the	world!”	Page	20	“Jack,”	I	guessed.	Now	he’s	drinking	again.	I	tried	to	control	my	breathing.	Its	side	rose	so	high	that	birds	wheeled	against	it	in	dismay.	He	paced	around	the	foot	of	the	bag,	running	his
fingers	across	the	leather,	muttering	to	himself	as	if	running	calculations.	It	was	hard	to	tell	with	the	lights.	I	scanned	the	shelves	one	last	time.	“My	stepmom	wasn’t	happy	about	it.	I’m	not	they.	This	is	a	fashion	accessory.	“I	give	this	to	you	freely,	Hearthstone,	to	do	with	as	you	please.	It	struck	me	that	please	was	just	a	more	relaxed,	less	angry
version	of	sorry.	“Foolish	of	me.”	“Amir,	that	was	the	kindest	gift—”	“It’s	all	right.	Blitzen	called	out	directions.	A	hungry	light	kindled	in	Mr.	Alderman’s	space-alien	eyes.	Maps	lay	on	the	desk.	“This	is	all	about	responsibility,	something	you	younger	folks	do	not	understand.”	“You	want	Hearthstone	to	fail,	don’t	you?”	Alderman	scowled.	It’s	a	pain	on
Mother’s	Day.	“We	should	find	Sam,”	I	said.	“Are	you	even	related	to	me?	For	instance,	the	hair	of	a	son	of	Frey!”	I	felt	like	he’d	smacked	me	in	the	face	with	a	shoestring.	“Nothing.”	“You	said	‘I	don’t	want—’”	“This!”	she	snapped.	“The	thing	with	the	toilets.”	Blitzen	tucked	his	feet	under	the	bench,	no	doubt	to	avoid	looking	at	his	hideous	shoes.	“No
bowling	bag	could	be	this	big.	“Now,	the	ring.”	I	was	out	of	reasons	to	delay,	but	it	was	still	difficult.	“Maybe	if	we	had	Hearthstone	here	he	could	do	some	rune	magic,	but—”	“Kid,	work	with	me,”	Blitz	said.	I	really	do.	I’ll	just…I’ll	take	your	word	for	it!”	He	let	out	a	nervous	laugh.	I	don’t	believe	a	word—”	“Hello,	guests!”	For	a	big	guy	in	a	feather
bowling	shirt,	the	giant	king	was	stealthy.	“Come	on!”	“Fools!”	Alderman	cried.	My	breath	turned	to	steam.	But	at	the	moment	my	mind	was	racing	in	a	different	direction.	“Why?”	I	coughed.	“Besides,	that	wouldn’t	be	nearly	as	funny.”	“I	can	hear	you,	Alex,”	the	god	warned.	Alex	studied	the	photo.	“But…”	“Tiny…”	the	king	said,	his	tone	hardening.
Why	would	they	steal	it	again?”	“So	you	admit	it!”	Alderman	clapped	his	hands.	“There!	Now	I’m	female.”	My	expression	must	have	been	priceless.	I	thought,	Well,	here	comes	the	wire.	Tricked	me	into	giving	him	my	falafel.	“Say	gamalost!”	Gjallar	flashed.	“Yeah.	The	mountain	of	leather	was	gone.	“I	don’t	see	him.	“You	sure	you	don’t	want	me	to—?”
“No,	no!	No	one	can	hold	the	mighty	phablet	Gjallar	except	me.	Alex,	however,	seemed	to	like	them.	The	gouge	in	his	skin	closed	up.	She	scowled	as	if	trying	to	detect	sarcasm.	“Um,	I	mean,	yes.	He—she	gave	birth	to	Sleipnir.”	I	glanced	at	Alex,	very	aware	of	the	garrote	now	lying	across	her	thigh.	The	three	of	us	lay	there	in	a	heap,	gasping	and
stunned.	Once,	I	butt-dialed	the	apocalypse?	She	could	have	announced	I’ll	invite	Loki	into	camp	and	kill	you	all	in	your	sleep!	HAHAHAHA!	and	I	still	would’ve	passed	out.	On	the	bright	side,	the	portions	were	giant-size.	“I	found	the	bag.	The	giants	had	a	good	laugh	about	that.”	I	shook	my	head.	“All	this	treasure	you	see,	my	friends?	“What?”
Alderman	snapped.	“We	have	to	work	with	what	we	have,	not	against	it.	He	doesn’t	get	to	own	the	symbol	for	change	any	more	than	he	owns	me.	I	still	had	nightmares	about	the	old	dwarf	who	had	challenged	Blitz	to	a	crafting	contest	last	January.	You	must	be	good	sports.	Sam	steepled	her	fingers	in	front	of	her	mouth.	And	now	this	boy	Magnus
Chase	will	be	my	permanent	houseguest!	We	will	start	a	line	for	photo	ops	at	the	bar—”	“Hold	up,”	I	said.	Otherwise	he	was	making	a	deposit	in	his	moss	diaper.	I	hadn’t	tried	my	healing	powers	since	Blitzen	had	been	stabbed,	and	I	guess	I	was	afraid	they	wouldn’t	work	anymore.	The	when	column	now	said:	TWO	DAYS	HENCE.	“We	are	going	to”—
his	voice	cracked—“see	a	Rainbow	Bridge.”	“And	our	brains	will	not	explode.”	“…not	explode.”	“One,	two,	three.”	We	looked.	As	if	the	elfish	marshal	service	had	apprehended	him	and	hauled	him	home	in	chains.	Lots	of	rings	in	that	pile.	Maybe	Fafnir	was	a	Powerball	lottery	winner?	To	his	credit,	he	didn’t	collapse,	curl	into	a	ball,	or	cry,	all	of	which
would	have	been	perfectly	acceptable	responses	to	finding	out	there	were	squeaky-voiced	beings	in	the	sky	who	would	invite	you	up	their	rainbow.	Elves	scattered	and	fled.	Medieval	weapons	and	trinkets	lined	the	shelves	along	with	leather-bound	books	and	photographs	of	Randolph	at	dig	sites	in	Scandinavia.	Second,	the	sides	were	so	slippery	I
couldn’t	get	out.	“Make	it	stop	or	we’ll	die	of	broken	hearts	in	a	matter	of	minutes!”	I	didn’t	think	he	was	being	metaphoric.	“Enjoy	your	demise,	amateurs.	The	way	Alex	spoke	so	approvingly	of	me…that	had	made	something	click.	On	a	massive	cliff	in	the	distance	rose	a	boxy	warehouse-type	structure.	“So	why	not	call	yourself,	like,	they	and	them?
“You	have	to	try,	okay?	Why	are	you	flirting	with	those	mortals?”	More	giants	laughed	and	wolf-whistled	at	us.	They	always	suffer.	“I	expect	him	to	fail.	If	we	don’t	use	it,	we	can	return	it.	My	teeth	ached.	He	signed:	You	still	have	family	in	woods?	“And,	judging	by	what	we	learned	from	Heimdall,	getting	the	hammer	back	from	Thrym	will	not	be	easy.
“No	worries.”	I	nudged	Blitzen.	“I	should	have	known.”	“This	is	bad,”	Sam	muttered.	Blitzen	used	his	mending	kit	to	stitch	together	bath	towels	for	extra	Alfheim	sun	protection,	while	Hearthstone	and	I	took	turns	filling	him	in	on	what	had	been	happening.	Or	a	blond	Joan	Jett?”	Alex	cracked	up.	I	don’t	want	that!”	I	looked	away,	my	hands	turning
numb.	Page	21	“I	didn’t	learn	a	thing,”	I	promised	Alex.	Me,	I	preferred	to	wear	names	out	like	hand-me-down	clothes.	Apparently	Thrym	has	promised	them	some	good	news	after	the	ceremony,	something	that	will	make	their	invasion	much	easier.”	“An	alliance	with	Loki?”	I	guessed,	though	something	about	that	didn’t	seem	quite	right.	He	was
almost	dead.	But	my	actual	gender?	“What	do	you	mean?”	He	grinned	evilly.	“I’ve	disarmed	all	the	traps.”	I	glanced	at	Hearthstone.	He	might	be	the	right	person	to	figure	out	a	way	to	foil	Dad’s	plans.”	“Fight	Loki	with	Loki,”	I	said.	But	our	best	chance	of	finding	them	and	getting	the	information	we	need	is	by	reaching	Utgard-Loki’s	palace.	Take
them!”	“No,	the	super-magic	one.	“The	bag	needs	to	change	sizes,	which	means	I’ll	need	to	dye	the	thread	with	the	blood	of	a	shape-shifter.”	Alex’s	smile	melted.	In	the	grimy	windows	glowed	neon	ads	for	Jotun	Juice,	Big	Small	Ale,	and	Mega	Mead.	No	words	came	out.	“Behold	Emptyleather,	soon	to	be	famous	among	bowling	bags,	completed	by
Blitzen	of	Freya!	And	Jack	helped!”	Our	old	friend	Tiny	muscled	his	way	through	the	crowd.	I	supposed	Halfborn	Gunderson	was	right:	without	Heimdall’s	blessing,	we	would	have	been	vaporized	the	moment	we	set	foot	on	the	Bifrost.	A	lot	of	them.	He	kept	cackling	and	skipping	around,	occasionally	kicking	his	VIP	guests	in	the	face.	At	least	we
didn’t	have	to	wear	matching	team	shirts.	I	planned	on	arranging	parties	every	night	while	you	stayed	here,	Magnus,	preferably	forever.	We’ve	almost	died	six	times.”	Hearth	held	up	seven	fingers.	He	paced	in	the	living	room,	sipping	golden	juice	from	a	silver	goblet	while	Inge	stood	nearby	waiting	for	a	spill	to	happen.	His	expression	turned	more
and	more	sour.	“You	couldn’t	give	us	a	lift,	maybe?”	I	tried	not	to	sound	too	pitiful.	I	caught	Hearthstone	as	he	stumbled.	“No,	I—I	want	to.”	I	understood	what	he	meant.	“Yeah?”	“Remind	me	not	to	give	you	any	more	falafel.”	Together	we	stepped	into	the	orange	glow.	And	Samirah’s.	From	what	I	gather,	Loki	shape-shifted	into	the	sort	of	woman	my
dad	liked.
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