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        Paroled to Midgard for a crime I did not commit, my punishment was to send transdimensional beings back to their home world. Now the game has changed. I am Loki of Midgard and these are my adventures.
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      Smooth, dark coffee, a few pumps of English toffee and caramel syrups, with enough creamer to make it sweet and milky white-brown, fills my mouth and slides down my throat. It’s an aromatic sensation of taste when blended into just the right recipe. I’m pretty sure that coffee is exclusive to Midgard and that is exactly why so many transdimensional beings come here.

      As I bob my stirring stick around in the liquid and watch the white creamer swirl together with the coffee, I wonder if I have discovered why Odin liked to venture to Midgard and walk among the humans disguised as a homeless man. No one would think twice about giving an old man a cup o’ joe to warm the bones.

      Now, in this day and age, coffee has been elevated to an art form. Rising from the mundane, the brewing of coffee currently has an elegance suited to it that is more to my style.

      I set my cup down on the table, which looks to be marble but is really just a molded plastic covering over wood, and let my fingers linger on the warmth of the cardboard cup while enjoying the sensation of the hot liquid inside me.

      I can’t help but to wonder how many humans actually enjoy the curl of senses from such simple delicacies, from the distinctive scent of coffee, to the taste, to the way it entices the tongue to dance. Oh, I know there are humans who don’t like coffee, which leaves more for me. But I personally enjoy this bit of zeal. It’s a quick explosion within me, like a little sunburst. It reminds me of the days of hanging out in the Asgardian sun, where it turned my naturally white hair a brilliant red-gold and my pale skin would darken to about the color of this creamy coffee.

      Maybe my enjoyment is partially nostalgic.

      I look out the window of the coffee shop and admire how the soft morning light strikes the trees. It will be hot soon, spring giving way to summer as if someone had flipped a switch. I’ll have to take refuge later. But for now, I can enjoy the day as it grows balmy. It’s hard being a child of ice who likes the warmth. I think of poor Fenrir, who is probably still at home splayed out in the kitchen on the cool textured tile.

      Oh, to have nothing to worry about and laze about my days.

      I watch as another car drives by outside the window. More humans scurrying to get to work. No lingering there either.

      My real question is: where is Jason?

      Does my personal assistant know that he is not allowed to be late? We have this meeting every morning, at this time. The location might change, but coffee is always involved. This coffee shop just happens to be my current setting of choice. Not only is the ambiance pleasing, but the barista is all about serving up a sexy coffee.

      My phone rings at my side and I answer it directly. “Where are you?”

      “At my desk, in the Oracle’s office,” Bronwyn returns snidely. “Where else did you expect me to be?”

      I can’t help the vexation that hits me. “I thought you were my assistant calling me to tell me why he’s late.”

      “The realms don’t bow to you, Loki. Get over yourself.”

      An icy tingle ripples through me. “I never requested bowing, my dear Bronwyn. I’d rather have worlds kneel before me.” I pause before continuing. “It’s easier on the backs of my devotees.”

      I hear Bronwyn make a little sound, almost like a chortle that she’s withholding because she’d rather not admit to me that she finds me humorous.

      I could press and make her confess that she adores me, but I’m not in the mood for it. “I take it that you have a case for me,” I say, gently letting her off the hook.

      “Just something the Oracle wants you to look into,” she answers.

      A check-it-out case. Easy, and probably perfectly boring. I need to change Jason’s incoming call ringtone to something different so I’ll never again answer Bronwyn on these simple calls. These can go straight to voice mail.

      As even more luck would have it, I see Jason round the corner outside and yank the door open. I’m stuck where I can’t even glare my displeasure at him because he won’t know if I’m angry at him or who I’m talking to. Worse, I have to keep my face placid for the moment and even manage a faint smile.

      I notice Jason carrying his briefcase. Having drawn my curiosity, maybe whatever he carries inside is more interesting than whatever Bronwyn is prattling on about.

      “Are you listening to me?” Bronwyn asks, as if sensing that I’m not listening.

      “No, I surely haven’t been,” I answer flatly. “Was I supposed to? You lost me at something the Oracle wanted me to check out.”

      “Seriously, Loki!”

      “Completely.”

      Jason’s eyes widen as he sits down. He had heard Bronwyn shout at me through the phone and my flat reply. He smiles. “Bronwyn?” he mouths.

      I roll my eyes as I nod.

      Now Jason does chuckle, but he looks down at the unfolded paper napkin he flaps across his lap as if hiding his amusement. I’m tempted to reach across and freeze his coffee just to let him know how displeased I am at his lateness, but I decide against it.

      Why don’t I do it? The question drifts through my mind and lets me ponder the answer for a moment.

      “Loki?”

      “Sorry, Bronwyn, still wasn’t listening. My assistant finally decided to arrive and I was distracted by him.”

      Jason gives me the same crunched-up face look which I imagine Bronwyn probably has on her face right now. Two birds, one stone. I am on a roll today.

      "Third times a charm, right, Loki?"

      "Go ahead. I'm listening this time. Scout’s honor."

      "I'm not quite sure what that means, but if you're really not paying attention this time, Loki, I am going to come and box your head in."

      "I don't doubt it. Now, go quick before you bore me and I quit listening again."

      "The local mall has reported suspicious activity recently. They think it has something to do with the new janitor."

      "They?"

      "The mall’s owners. It's a joint venture."

      "Beep, beep, beep, you have now been disconnected from Loki's security services. Please hang up and try your call again when it gets more interesting," I say. "I don't do malls."

      The look on Jason's face becomes horrified. He begins to shake his head.

      "They say it has to do with the new janitor." Bronwyn enunciates the words as she repeats them to me.

      "They?" I repeat.

      "Yeah, they. This mall is a joint venture between Odin and Daikokuten."

      Great! Another god with a hammer, and one who gives prosperity to people by striking them with it. To me, that doesn’t seem very fortunate. "This world is my turf. They can't come down here and try to take money from my people on my world. And if they think that any of my cell phone stores are going to pay rent to them –"

      "Loki, you been paying rent to them for a decade now."

      Well if that didn't just beat all! How had I not seen that coming? "Janitor? Fine. Loki, your most humble security guard, will check it out. Call me when the Oracle comes up with something entertaining."

      I drop my phone into its case and snap it shut. The magnetic click isn't quite loud enough to suit my irritation right now. Unfortunately, it'll have to do.

      "New case?" Jason asks.

      "A janitor, poltergeist activity. Completely boring, I assure you. He probably has a teenage kid who he’s been trying to spend some quality time with and things are now hanging around trying to disturb his life."

      "It still could be important. I mean, as a janitor, he'd probably really appreciate a little bit less negative energy in his life."

      "We'll take care of it," I concede. "Now, time for new business. What do you have for me?"

      Jason hesitates and I can tell by his contemplation that something is bugging him. He doesn’t ask. “New business.” He pulls out his phone and calls up his notes as I know he always does. “I’ve been watching the virtual reality headsets like you asked me to. I think these VR headsets are going to be hot.”

      “Really? People are going to want to wear bulky goggles on their faces?” I ask as if I can’t understand the concept. I really can’t.

      “Loki,” Jason says, leaning forward, “these headsets are going to be set up so you can use them to walk around places like the Smithsonian and the Louvre as though you were actually there.”

      “So people are just going to sit on their couch and have virtual vacations now?” I ask, still not understanding the concept.

      “It’s cool for school kids, and school districts that don’t have to pay for field trips anymore.”

      “As appalled as I am, you’re right, Jason. Get the devices, get them into the stores. Make it a go.”

      “Come on, Loki. You know you need your heart in it. Think of all the things people could do, all the places they could go. The Eiffel Tower, the pyramids in Egypt, inside the ruins of Petra.”

      Jason must have some idea of how extensively travelled I am. Not just on Midgard either. "I like the idea. We could even use that idea to inspire people to run through Central Park, or on nature trails, or go bike riding. I hear there's a great bike trail using old, unused train tracks in northern Idaho."

      Jason lights up with a smile. "Or go out on a sailboat."

      I know Jason is thinking of his ship, the Argonaut. "Add it to the list. This could even open up virtual shopping." Already the wheels are turning in my head as I see people moving around, eager to spend their money. "We need to start setting up virtual malls and test items. People need to be able to pick up the items, test them, check them out, use them. Oh, and there needs to be a big floaty Buy Now button. Let's get on that, Jason. I want people to be able to get their items via drone in 20 minutes or less."

      Jason makes a note on his phone. He pauses again, a deafening chasm to his curiosity. "Okay,” he continues finally, “next item. You are right, Loki, people aren't just going to want to sit around. So this next item is the interactive thing you’re looking for. There's a company that's making a 4x4 pad to go on the floor. It's got a gel covering on it and detects electromagnetic movements of a person's body. It glides along underneath your footsteps, predicting your movements, and continuously rolling out floor so that you can walk around. It's still very much in the experimental stage." Jason looks down at the screen as if wondering if he should start scratching out the next note.

      “I like it,” I say. “That will tie into the virtual shopping very well. Get onto it and make sure the two companies engage in talks with each other. We still need something that will get people out and about. In order to keep control of the cell phone market, we have to make sure people don’t become shut-ins lost to imaginary virtual worlds. They must stay mobile. Next item?”

      “That’s all I’ve got this week.” Jason picks up his cup and takes a drink.

      “Nothing interesting in the briefcase?”

      Jason tries to smile, but he can’t hid the rolling of his eyes. “No. Just papers I need for a meeting with your attorney later.”

      “Ah.” The noncommittal sound falls from me with a sense of disappointment. I lean back in the chair.

      I see that look of a question brewing in his eyes. I have let him percolate and he is about ready to spill. I wait.

      "Are we going?" Jason asks. "Aren't you ready to go get him? Isn't the game afoot?"

      I stay reclined, legs stretched out beneath the table, casually sipping my coffee as I ponder Jason's question. He's right. Shouldn't the game be afoot, or something like that?

      I realize that I have something akin to bitter grounds in the bottom of a cup coursing through me.

      Somehow, I had this feeling that Jason would understand my latest thoughts and I’m disappointed that he doesn’t. I set my cup down on the table. It issues that round, hollow, paper cardboard thunk that only latte coffee cups can produce. "I just don't feel it, Jason. Something's changed."
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