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Chapter 1 - The Incident at Aisle Nine
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I'm carefully arranging boxes of Captain Crisp cereal into the company-mandated pyramid formation when that familiar tingle starts crawling up my spine like an army of microscopic ants. Not now, I think, glancing at my watch. I've got seventeen minutes to finish this display before Ms. Patel conducts her hourly floor check, and the SuperMart Employee Handbook (Revised Edition 2023, Section 4.7, Paragraph 2) clearly states that incomplete displays are grounds for a Performance Improvement Initiative. Which is corporate-speak for "we'll make you attend a four-hour training on how to stack boxes without crying."

The tingle intensifies. I've come to recognize this particular sensation over the past few months—like someone's running a weak electric current through my vertebrae. My "superpower," if you could call it that. Not flight or super strength or even something moderately useful like the ability to find parking spaces in crowded lots. No, I get the fantastic ability to predict incredibly mundane disasters approximately forty-five seconds before they happen.

"Kyle, status report on Aisle 7." Ms. Patel's voice crackles through my walkie-talkie, causing me to bobble a cereal box. She pronounces "status report" like she's commanding a nuclear submarine rather than checking on breakfast foods.

"Almost finished with the Captain Crisp display, Ms. Patel," I respond, pressing the talk button with my elbow since both hands are occupied with cardboard cartoon captains grinning maniacally at me. "Just need to place the final tier."

"Proceed with efficiency," she replies. "I'll be conducting a visual verification momentarily."

The walkie-talkie clicks off. I sigh. In the superhero movies, nobody ever has to stack cereal while their Spider-sense is tingling. Peter Parker never had to fill out incident reports in triplicate when his premonitions came true.

The weird part about my "gift" is that it's always right but never useful. Two days ago, I knew exactly fifteen seconds before it happened that my roommate would burn his toast. Last week, I stepped aside just in time to avoid a pigeon dropping that splattered on the sidewalk where I'd been standing. The time before that, I correctly anticipated that the convenience store would be out of my favorite energy drink.

Earth-shattering stuff, clearly.

I place another row of Captain Crisp on the top tier of the display. The boxes tower seven feet high now, a monument to processed grain and refined sugar. SuperMart corporate sends us these exact floor plans that we're supposed to follow to the letter—diagrams that seem designed by people who've never heard of gravity or customer traffic patterns.

The cereal tower sways slightly as I adjust a box. The tingle in my spine sharpens, becoming more like a warning klaxon than a tickle. Something's wrong. I step back and examine the display with narrowed eyes. The foundation isn't level—the night crew must have left a box out of the bottom row, and the whole thing is slightly off-kilter as a result. One good bump and the entire structure would—

"Kyle Mercer!" Ms. Patel's voice makes me jump. She's standing at the end of the aisle, clipboard clutched to her chest like a shield, her SuperMart blazer so crisp it could probably stand up on its own if she took it off. "I see you've nearly completed the Captain Crisp promotional display. I'll need to verify adherence to corporate specifications."

She begins walking toward me just as I notice the fatal flaw in the display's architecture. The bottom row has a gap—not just the one I spotted, but three missing boxes. The entire pyramid is balanced on a wobbly foundation, like a skyscraper built on Jell-O. And Ms. Patel is heading straight for it, her sensible shoes clicking on the linoleum.

The tingling becomes a full-body alarm. "Ms. Patel, wait—" I start to say, but she's already raising her hand.

"I'll need to see your Display Certification Checklist," she says, extending her hand toward the precariously balanced tower. Her sleeve brushes against a box, and I watch in high-definition slow-motion as the entire structure begins to shift.

"LOOK OUT!" I lunge forward, my body moving before my brain fully processes what I'm doing. I collide with Ms. Patel, knocking her sideways just as the cereal apocalypse begins.

It starts with a single box sliding out of place—Captain Crisp himself seems to be leaping from his cardboard prison in a desperate bid for freedom. Then, like dominoes designed by a sadistic physics professor, the entire display collapses.

The air fills with the sound of cardboard hitting cardboard, a surprisingly thunderous noise for something so light. Boxes rain down in a breakfast blizzard. One catches me on the shoulder, another bounces off my head. The boxes tumble and slide and skitter across the floor, spinning like rectangular tops before coming to rest in every direction.

When the cereal storm subsides, I'm sprawled on the floor with Ms. Patel, who appears to be in a state of shock rarely seen outside of natural disaster zones. Her clipboard has somehow embedded itself in a box of Fruity O's from the neighboring display.

"Are you okay?" I ask, scrambling to my feet and offering her a hand up.

Ms. Patel ignores my outstretched hand and rises with the mechanical dignity of someone who refuses to acknowledge that they've just been saved from being buried alive in breakfast cereal. She brushes non-existent dust from her blazer, retrieves her clipboard with surgical precision, and then turns to me with an expression that could freeze lava.

"Mr. Mercer," she says, her voice as level as a spirit measure, "that was your third unauthorized vocalization this month."

I blink at her. "Unauthorized... vocalization?"

"Section 2.3 of the SuperMart Employee Guidelines clearly prohibits shouting on the sales floor unless there is an active fire or armed robbery in progress." She makes a note on her clipboard. "I see no evidence of either condition."

"But the display was about to collapse on you," I protest, gesturing at the cereal carnage surrounding us. A box of Captain Crisp has burst open, and little brown squares are scattered across the floor like shrapnel.

"The Display Collapse Protocol, as outlined in Section 5.9, requires employees to first issue a calm verbal warning, then escort customers to a safe distance, and finally contact maintenance for cleanup." She flips to a different page on her clipboard. "At no point does it authorize physical contact with management personnel."

By now, several customers have gathered at the ends of the aisle, staring at the devastation like tourists at a demolition site. One of them is filming with his phone. Great. I'll probably be a meme by lunchtime: "Cereal Killer Strikes Again" or something equally clever.

"I had one of my feelings," I explain, knowing how ridiculous it sounds. "I knew it was going to fall."

Ms. Patel's expression doesn't change, but something flickers in her eyes. "Ah, yes. Your 'feelings.'" She says the word like it's a communicable disease. "This would be the same precognitive sensation that led you to evacuate Register six last Tuesday, claiming there would be a till malfunction?"

"The register drawer did jam ten seconds later," I point out.

"And the time you insisted we needed to move the shopping carts inside because, and I quote, 'something bad will happen to them'?"

"It hailed twenty minutes later. Three carts got dented."

Ms. Patel makes another note. "Mr. Mercer, while SuperMart values proactive problem-solving, we cannot operate a retail environment based on your... hunches." She surveys the cereal wreckage, her mouth tightening. "I will be documenting this as an inventory displacement incident. Please see that this is cleaned up immediately."

She turns to leave, then pauses. "And Mr. Mercer?"

"Yes?"

"Next time you feel compelled to tackle me to the ground, please remember that physical displays of heroism are strictly prohibited under our workplace conduct policy." She adjusts her name tag, which has gone slightly askew during her near-death-by-cereal experience. "The proper procedure would be to submit a Hazard Identification Form in triplicate."

With that, she strides away, leaving me standing in a sea of spilled cereal like the survivor of a very specific natural disaster.

"Dude, that was awesome," says Reggie, one of the teenage cashiers who has wandered over to witness my humiliation. "The way you just tackled her? Like in the movies?" He pantomimes my diving save with exaggerated movements.

"Get the broom and dustpan," I mutter. "And maybe the shop vac."

As Reggie disappears to find cleaning supplies, I kneel down and start gathering boxes. Some are salvageable; others look like they've been trampled by a herd of discount-seeking shoppers on Black Friday.

Old Gary, the janitor who's worked at SuperMart since the Dawn of Retail, shuffles over with his mop.

"Saw what happened," he says, leaning on his mop handle like it's a wizard's staff. "Got one of your feelings again, didn't you?"

I nod, not bothering to deny it. Gary is the only person at SuperMart who doesn't look at me like I'm running a low-grade fever when I mention my premonitions.

"My grandma had the same thing," he says, slowly swirling his mop through a patch of spilled cereal dust. "Could predict when milk would spoil three days before it happened. Saved our whole family from food poisoning during the summer of '68."

"That's... useful, I guess."

"Oh, it made her a legend at church potlucks." Gary nods sagely. "Course, nobody believed her at first. Thought she was just being picky until the Great Dairy Disaster at the Harvest Festival. Seven people are hospitalized. After that, everyone brought their milk to Grandma Dorothy for inspection."

I can't tell if he's messing with me or not.

"Anyway," Gary continues, "these gifts run in families sometimes. Anyone in your family ever predict totally meaningless things with perfect accuracy?"

"Not that I know of." I stacked three undamaged boxes and set them aside. "My mom can always tell when it's going to rain because her knee hurts, but I think that's just arthritis."

"Might be, might not be." Gary shrugs. "Point is, don't let Patel get you down. Some people just can't handle knowing what's coming. Makes 'em uncomfortable. They like their disasters to be surprises."

Reggie returns with the shop vac, and the cleanup begins in earnest. By the time we've restored Aisle 7 to something approaching order, my shift is nearly over. I clock out at 4:30, exhausted and smelling faintly of artificially flavored cereal dust.

As I head toward the employee exit, I pass Ms. Patel's office. Through the window in her door, I can see her at her desk, meticulously filling out forms. Probably documenting my latest infraction. Or maybe calculating exactly how many boxes of Captain Crisp will be deducted from my next paycheck.

For just a moment, I consider knocking on her door and trying to explain again. But what would I say? "Sorry, I saved you from a cereal avalanche using my mysterious and inconvenient superpower that only predicts trivial disasters."?

Instead, I push through the exit door into the afternoon sunlight, leaving SuperMart and its rigid protocols behind until tomorrow's shift. The tingle in my spine has faded completely, which means I'm free from imminent mundane catastrophes, at least for now.

The 4:45 bus to East Heights arrives with the mechanical wheeze of an asthmatic dragon. I board along with the usual afternoon crowd—office workers with loosened ties, students with oversized backpacks, and the scattered retail soldiers like myself, all of us wearing the thousand-yard stare that comes from smiling at strangers for minimum wage. I find a seat near the middle, next to a window smudged with the fingerprints of a hundred previous passengers, and settle in for the thirty-minute ride home. My spine still aches from my heroic cereal rescue, and my nostrils retain the faint scent of Captain Crisp—a smell that will probably haunt my dreams tonight, alongside visions of Ms. Patel's clipboard of doom.

The bus lurches forward, and we're off, joining the arterial flow of late afternoon traffic. I rest my forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching the city slide by in a series of urban vignettes: a dog walker juggling six different leashes; a street performer painted silver, frozen in mid-pose; two businessmen sharing an umbrella even though it isn't raining.

My mind drifts back to the SuperMart catastrophe. I should feel good about saving Ms. Patel from being buried under an avalanche of artificially flavored breakfast food. Instead, I feel vaguely embarrassed, like I've been caught talking to myself in public. That's the thing about my "power"—it never comes with the satisfaction of proper heroism. Superman gets parades. Batman gets his own spotlight. I get written up for "excessive vocalization in the breakfast foods section."

The woman sitting across from me has a massive run in her pantyhose that's traveling upward with alarming speed, like a zipper being undone by invisible hands. I resist the urge to warn her. Some things, people would rather not know.

I've had this ability for about six months now. The first time it happened, I was at my apartment making coffee. The tingle hit me, and suddenly I knew—with absolute certainty—that my roommate was about to knock over his mug. Three seconds later, coffee spread across our kitchen counter like an invading army of caffeine. He blamed me for startling him. I couldn't explain that I'd known it was going to happen before it did without sounding like I'd lost my mind.

After that, the premonitions started coming more frequently. Always small things, never anything world-changing:

Two weeks ago, I knew my neighbor's car wouldn't start thirty seconds before she began frantically turning the key, her face a portrait of rising panic visible through her windshield. I offered her a jump start before she even tried calling AAA.

Last month, I predicted—down to the exact sauce packet—that the drive-thru worker would mess up my fast food order. When I opened the bag to find honey mustard instead of barbecue, the lack of surprise almost made up for the disappointment.

Three days ago, I saved a woman's shopping bag from splitting open in the parking lot by catching it from underneath the moment before it gave way. She looked at me like I was either psychic or a purse snatcher. I stammered something about "the seam looking weak" and hurried away.

The bus hits a pothole, jolting me back to the present. A toddler across the aisle giggles at the sudden bump, delighted by what adults consider an annoyance. He's clutching a plastic dinosaur—a T-Rex, I think, though my knowledge of prehistoric monsters is limited to what I've absorbed from movie franchises where scientists never learn from their mistakes.

"Raaaar!" the kid says, making the dinosaur dance in the air. His mother, a tired-looking woman with her hair pulled back in a messy bun, offers him a distracted smile while scrolling through her phone.

The bus turns a corner, and the dinosaur slips from the kid's grasp, clattering to the floor and sliding toward my feet. Without thinking, I lean over and pick it up.

"Here you go, buddy," I say, handing it back.

The kid beams at me, takes the toy, and promptly drops it again. This time it falls under my seat. I retrieve it once more, feeling like I've somehow been enlisted in an impromptu game of fetch.

"Thanks," the mother says, finally looking up from her phone. "He's in a dropping phase. Everything must touch the floor at least five times before it can be properly enjoyed."

"No problem," I reply, just as the child deliberately tosses the dinosaur down again. It slides under the seat of an elderly man across the aisle, who looks at it with the suspicion one might direct at an unexploded bomb.

I get up, navigate around a backpack someone has left in the aisle, and retrieve the dinosaur from beneath the old man's feet. He watches me with narrowed eyes, as if suspecting I might be running some elaborate dinosaur-based con game.

"Thanks," the toddler says as I hand back the toy.

"Maybe hold onto it a bit tighter this time?" I suggest.

The kid stares at me, his face solemn. Then, maintaining perfect eye contact, he drops the dinosaur again.

"He's asserting his independence," his mother explains as I bend to pick up the toy yet again. "The parenting books call it 'developing agency.' I call it 'driving mommy to consider a caffeine IV drip.'"

I smile politely and hand the dinosaur back, silently noting that my supernatural power apparently doesn't extend to predicting the behavior of toddlers. Perhaps some forces are too chaotic even for precognition.

"I have three more stops before we get off," the mother says, her voice dropping to a confidential whisper. "If you keep picking it up, he'll never stop. It's like feeding a stray cat. Suddenly you've got a commitment."

I nod and settle back into my seat, trying to look absorbed in my phone so the kid might target another passenger for his dropping game. But every few seconds, I feel his eyes on me, waiting, hoping.

The bus continues its route, stopping periodically to exchange passengers. An older woman with shopping bags replaces the businessman who sat in front of me. A teenager with headphones so large they look like satellite dishes takes the seat behind me. The urban landscape outside transitions from downtown storefronts to residential neighborhoods with increasing frequency of trees and decreasing density of neon signs.

I return to my thoughts, considering the strange turn my life has taken. When I was younger, I read comic books like everyone else, imagining what superpower I'd want if given the choice. Flight? Super strength? Telekinesis? Never once did I think, "You know what would be cool? Being able to predict that the vending machine will eat my dollar, but only seconds before it happens."

The movies never prepared me for this. In the Marvel universe, nobody has the power to know exactly when the milk in the break room fridge will expire. DC Comics never introduced a hero whose special ability is predicting which checkout line at the grocery store will move the slowest.

Yet here I am, cursed—or blessed, depending on your perspective—with the world's most underwhelming supernatural ability. An ability that, so far, has earned me nothing but strange looks, workplace reprimands, and the dubious honor of being that weird guy who warns you about things right before they happen.

Sometimes I wonder if I'm imagining it all. Maybe I'm just more observant than most people, noticing subtle cues that others miss. The slight wobble of a poorly constructed cereal display. The faint smell of milk is beginning to turn. The barely audible click of a shopping bag seam starting to give way.

But then I remember the certainty I feel in those moments—the electric tingle that travels up my spine, the absolute knowledge that crashes into my brain like a meteorite. It's not deduction or observation. It's something else. Something I can't explain, even to myself.

The toddler across the aisle has finally fallen asleep, his dinosaur clutched possessively to his chest. His mother catches my eye and gives me a tired smile that contains volumes of unspoken gratitude for the smallest moments of peace in her day.

"He'll wake up right before our stop," she says. "It's like he has a built-in alarm clock specifically designed to deny me smooth transitions."

I smile back, suddenly struck by a thought. Maybe I'm not the only one with a strange relationship to time and prediction. Maybe we all have our own versions of it. Parents who know exactly when their children will wake from naps. Baristas who can tell which customers will change their orders at the last second. Mechanics who can predict which cars will break down based on the sound of their engines.

The difference is that my predictions come with that peculiar physical sensation, that spine-tingling certainty that feels like it's being transmitted from somewhere else—like I'm briefly picking up a broadcast meant for someone with a much more impressive receiving antenna.

The bus slows as it approaches my stop. I pull the cord and gather my things, nodding a goodbye to the sleeping toddler and his mother. As I move toward the exit, I feel a familiar prickle at the base of my spine. It's faint, barely noticeable, but definitely there.

A premonition is coming. Something small, no doubt. Maybe the bus driver will miss the curb. Maybe someone will drop their phone as they disembark. Whatever it is, I'll know about it approximately thirty seconds before it happens, and then life will go on, one trivial prediction at a time.

As I step off the bus onto the sidewalk, I wonder what it would be like to predict something that actually matters. Something bigger than cereal avalanches and expired milk. Something that could make a real difference.

The bus pulls away with a puff of exhaust, and I turn toward my apartment building, the tingle in my spine growing stronger with each step. Whatever's coming, I'll be ready for it—armed with nothing but advance notice and a resigned sigh.

Such is the glamorous life of a man with the world's least impressive superpower.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 - Toast and Consequences
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I'm sitting on our threadbare couch when I feel it—that telltale tingle at the base of my spine that's become as familiar as my own heartbeat. My eyes flick automatically to Charlie's left foot as he shuffles between the kitchenette and our living room, coffee mug in hand. His shoelace dangles loosely, a disaster waiting to happen in exactly forty-seven seconds. I could warn him properly, but what's the point? Instead, I clear my throat and announce it with all the enthusiasm of someone reading a grocery receipt.

"Your left shoelace is going to come completely undone in forty-seven seconds."

Charlie doesn't even look up from his phone. "Mmm-hmm. That's nice, Kyle." He maneuvers around the coffee table with the precision of someone who's memorized every obstacle in our cluttered apartment. Apartment 3B isn't exactly spacious—more like a shoebox where someone tossed in furniture and hoped for the best. The living room serves as our dining room, study, and occasional laundry-folding arena. Right now, it smells like Charlie's unnecessarily expensive coffee beans and the lingering ghost of last night's microwave burritos.

"Forty-four seconds now," I add, watching him settle at our small kitchen table, which is less a dining surface and more a holding pen for unopened mail, coffee-ringed coasters, and Charlie's data science textbooks.

He takes a sip from his travel mug—the stainless steel one with "ACTUALLY, IT'S STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT" printed on it, a birthday gift from me that he appreciated far too earnestly. "Is this going to be like last Tuesday, when you predicted the exact time the hallway light bulb would burn out? Because I lost twenty minutes of study time changing that bulb."

"Forty seconds."

"Or like when you knew exactly when Mrs. Haberman's cat would start that weird yowling at 3:17 in the morning?" He squints at me over his mug. "Your power could at least tell us something useful, like lottery numbers."

"We've been over this," I sigh, watching the countdown in my head. "It doesn't work that way. Thirty-five seconds."

Charlie sets his mug down and finally glances at his shoe. "It's not even untied, Kyle."

"It will be."

He makes a show of examining his sneaker, twisting his foot awkwardly. "These are double-knit. I always double-knot."

"Thirty seconds." I pull out my phone, opening the stopwatch app with the practiced motion of someone who's done this countless times. "Want to time it?"

"Fine." Charlie pushes his glasses up his nose with his middle finger, which I choose to interpret as subconscious commentary on my ability. "But when nothing happens, you're refilling my coffee."

"Twenty-five seconds."

He huffs dramatically, then returns to scrolling through his phone, muttering something about "statistical anomalies" and "confirmation bias." I've known Charlie since our sophomore year of high school, when we bonded over a shared disinterest in pep rallies and an affinity for documentaries nobody else watched. He was the only person who didn't edge away slowly when I started predicting insignificant events with alarming accuracy. Instead, he pulled out a notebook.

"Twenty seconds."

Charlie's foot taps impatiently under the table. The shoelace in question wiggles with each tap, one end already working itself loose from his half-hearted double knot. There's a certain perverse satisfaction in watching the inevitable unfold, like seeing a glass teeter at the edge of a table. You know exactly what's going to happen, but you're still compelled to watch.

"Fifteen seconds."

"You know," Charlie says, setting his phone down, "this reminds me of that psychology paper on the perception of time and—"

"Ten seconds."

He rolls his eyes but glances down again at his shoe. I can see the first loop of his double knot has already come undone without him noticing. The second loop hangs on valiantly, a lone soldier in a lost war.

"Five."

Charlie lifts his mug again.

"Four."

He takes a long sip.

"Three."

The remaining knot slips another millimeter.

"Two."

Charlie shifts in his chair, preparing to stand.

"One."

The knot gives way entirely, the lace slithering apart like a magician's trick rope.

"Zero."

Charlie stands just as his shoelace unravels completely. His foot catches on the excess length, throwing him off balance. He lurches forward, arms windmilling, coffee mug tilted at precisely the angle necessary to launch its contents into a perfect caffeinated arc. Time seems to slow as the dark liquid sails through our cramped living space in a spectacular display of fluid dynamics.

The coffee splashes across our collection of houseplants—the only things Charlie maintains with religious dedication. Six succulents, three spider plants, and one particularly dramatic fern receive an unexpected hot beverage baptism.

"NO!" Charlie shouts, lunging toward the botanical casualties with the desperation of a parent whose child just fell into a pool. His foot, still entangled in the treacherous shoelace, betrays him again. He stumbles, knocking into the small side table where we keep our keys and spare change. The ceramic dish containing said items goes airborne, coins raining down like metallic confetti.

I watch this ballet of chaos unfold with the calm detachment of someone who saw it coming forty-seven seconds ago. The travel mug clatters against the hardwood floor, spinning in an impressive circle before settling. A penny rolls under the couch, where it will likely remain until our next move.

Charlie stands frozen in horror, staring at his dripping plants. "I knew this was coming!" he exclaims, which is a bold-faced lie. He absolutely did not know, despite my explicit warning.

"Told you so," I mutter, the two most unsatisfying words in the English language. I rise from the couch to grab a roll of paper towels from the kitchenette. "For what it's worth, the plants will be fine. The coffee already cooled to exactly 127 degrees Fahrenheit during your sip, so it won't burn the leaves."

"That's not—how do you—" Charlie splutters, then abandons the sentence to lurch toward the plants, gathering fallen soil with cupped hands. "These are my babies, Kyle."

"Your 'babies' will survive. Though that fern was already on its last legs." I toss him the paper towels. "Not your fault. You overwatered it on Tuesday."

He glares at me while mopping coffee from the leaves of a particularly robust spider plant. "You couldn't have prevented this?"

"By saying something like, 'your shoelace is going to come undone in forty-seven seconds'?" I raise an eyebrow. "Oh, wait, I did."

"You could have been more emphatic!"

"Last time I was emphatic about a prediction, you said I was, and I quote, 'unnecessarily dramatic about mundane coincidences.'"

Charlie sighs, picking up his now-empty mug. "I'd kill for that software update where your power actually predicts useful things."

"Trust me, I've been checking for that update for years." I help him clean up, gathering scattered coins and wiping coffee droplets from the floor. The tingle in my spine has faded, as it always does after a prediction comes true. "It's like having the world's most accurate weather app, but it only tells you if there's going to be a single cloud in the sky at 4:17 PM."

"But it's still fascinating from a probabilistic standpoint," Charlie says, his scientific curiosity apparently undampened by coffee-soaked plants. "The statistical improbability of predicting such specific events with 100% accuracy—"

"Spare me the math lecture," I interrupt, though not unkindly. After four years of rooming with a data science grad student, I've developed an immunity to terms like "statistical anomaly" and "confidence interval."

Charlie ties his shoelace properly this time, double-knotting with exaggerated care. "You have to admit, it's weird that your power only predicts completely inconsequential events. It's like the universe is playing a cosmic joke."

"Story of my life." I collapse back onto the couch. "Blessed with supernatural foresight, cursed to only see things nobody cares about."

Charlie's eyes light up in a way I've learned to dread. It's the same look he gets when he's about to suggest a new experiment involving my "gift," as he insists on calling it.

"We should document this systematically," he says, already reaching for his laptop. "Create a controlled environment to test the parameters of your predictive ability."

I groan. "Not this again."

"Think about it! Maybe there's a pattern to what you can predict. Maybe we can hack your power somehow, find a loophole."

"There's no loophole, Charlie. I've tried. Remember the stock market attempt?"

He winces. "Okay, so predicting exactly when your computer would crash before you could complete the trade wasn't ideal."

"Or the time I tried to predict something important about that job interview, but all I got was that the interviewer would sneeze exactly three times during my answers?"

"Still, there must be some practical application." Charlie has that gleam in his eye that usually precedes days of me being his personal supernatural guinea pig. "Maybe we're just not thinking creatively enough."

I feel another tingling at the base of my spine, the tuning fork sensation that signals another prediction forming. "The lightbulb in the bathroom is going to flicker fourteen times in exactly six minutes, and then stop flickering permanently."

Charlie stares at me. "See? That's what I'm talking about! Utterly, completely useless!"

I shrug, resigned to my fate as the oracle of the inconsequential. "At least we'll know it's not going to be an ongoing problem."

Charlie grabs his notebook. "That's it. We're conducting a proper investigation. The Great Prediction Experiment begins now."

I don't need my power to predict that the rest of my day has just been scheduled for me. The universe's cosmic joke continues, and apparently, I'm still the punchline.

Two hours later, our apartment has undergone the kind of transformation you'd expect if a mad scientist had a limited budget and an Amazon Prime account. Charlie has rearranged the living room into what he proudly calls "The Great Prediction Boogaloo of Apartment 3B," complete with a whiteboard borrowed from his department, three digital timers, and enough notebooks to stock a small stationery store. I'm sprawled on the couch, watching him adjust a webcam with the precision of someone diffusing a bomb, wondering if my power could at least predict when this ridiculous experiment will end.

"The camera needs to capture the exact moment of prediction verification," Charlie explains, though I haven't asked. He's wearing what I call his "science face"—brow furrowed, lips pressed into a thin line of concentration, glasses perpetually sliding down his nose. "We need visual confirmation for the dataset."

"Dataset," I repeat flatly. "For my ability to predict when the mail carrier will drop off our electric bill."

"Precisely!" Charlie doesn't register my sarcasm. He never does when he's in full scientific mode. "Documenting the temporal accuracy of your predictions is crucial for establishing a baseline parameter set."

Our living room now resembles the lair of a conspiracy theorist who's organized his delusions alphabetically. The coffee table has been pushed against the wall to make room for Charlie's "equipment," which consists primarily of his laptop, tablet, three different stopwatches, and a decibel meter I didn't even know we owned. The whiteboard is divided into neat columns: "Prediction," "Time Announced," "Event Description," "Actual Occurrence," and "Variance (seconds)."

"You realize this is pointless, right?" I say, shifting to make room for Schrödinger, our neighbor's cat who regularly visits through the fire escape window. "My predictions are always exact. There is no variance."

"That's an unverified assertion," Charlie replies, adjusting his glasses. "We need empirical evidence. Also, move Schrödinger—he's in frame."

I gently relocate the cat, who purrs with the indifference of a creature that has never once worried about predicting the future. "Tell me again why we're doing this instead of watching that documentary on deep-sea creatures you've been talking about all week?"

"Because you have a legitimate paranormal ability that defies current scientific understanding!" Charlie's voice rises with genuine excitement. "Do you realize how extraordinary that is? You're breaking fundamental laws of causality!"

"To predict that a bird will land on our windowsill in exactly six minutes and twelve seconds," I add dryly. "Very revolutionary."

"It's not about what you predict, it's about the fact that you can predict anything with absolute precision." Charlie taps his whiteboard marker against his palm. "Now, are you feeling any tingling? Any impending predictions we can document?"

As if on cue, the familiar vibration shivers up my spine. "The mail carrier will knock exactly three times, pause for 1.4 seconds, then knock twice more in exactly eight minutes and twenty-seven seconds."

Charlie's eyes widen as he scribbles this down, his handwriting morphing from its usual near-illegible scrawl into something approaching readable. "Excellent! And the precision to the decimal place—fascinating!" He sets all three timers. "How does that feel when you predict? The sensation?"

I've tried to explain this to him at least a dozen times, but he always asks again, as if hoping for new scientific insights. "Like a tuning fork at the base of my spine. A vibration that resonates upward until the prediction forms in my mind."

"And you can't control it? Can't direct it toward something specific?"

"For the millionth time, no. Trust me, if I could, I wouldn't waste it on mail carriers and shoelaces." I stretch out on the couch, dislodging a stack of Charlie's research papers. "I'd predict stock markets or lottery numbers or at least when the subway is actually going to arrive."

Charlie notes this down too, muttering about "control parameters" and "selective cognition." He glances at the timer. "Seven minutes until mail verification."

"Seven minutes and twelve seconds," I correct automatically.

He makes another note.

While we wait, Charlie arranges his various scientific instruments in a semicircle around where he's positioned himself cross-legged on the floor. He resembles a tech-obsessed monk preparing for digital enlightenment.

"Do you remember when I first told you about my power?" I ask, watching him fiddle with the settings on his tablet.

"Junior year, Mrs. Pendleton's history class," he answers without looking up. "You said the fire alarm would go off in exactly forty-two seconds, and when it did, I thought you'd triggered it somehow."

"You followed me around for three days trying to catch me in the act."

"Scientific skepticism is the foundation of inquiry," Charlie says primly.

"You looked through my backpack!"

"I was thorough." He adjusts his glasses again. "But then you predicted that pigeon flying into the cafeteria window, and the exact moment Principal Davis would slip on spilled milk. Too many variables for you to have orchestrated."

I remember how Charlie had cornered me after school, not with accusations but with a notebook full of observations and timestamps. Even at seventeen, he'd approached my supernatural ability like a research project.

"After all these years of documenting your predictions, I still can't figure out the pattern to what you can predict versus what you can't," he says, glancing at his timer. "Five minutes until mail verification."

"There is no pattern. It's random and useless." I sit up as another tingle works its way up my vertebrae. "The refrigerator is going to make three distinct clicking sounds, followed by a low hum that lasts exactly 4.3 seconds, in approximately two minutes and fifteen seconds."

Charlie practically lunges for his whiteboard, adding this new prediction with the enthusiasm of someone who's just discovered a new element. "This is perfect! Overlapping predictions! We can test multiple verification points simultaneously!"

He repositions one of his timers to face the refrigerator and turns up the volume on his decibel meter. Our apartment isn't large—you can see the refrigerator from almost anywhere in the living room—but Charlie approaches this with the gravity of a NASA engineer preparing for a lunar landing.

"You know what's really ridiculous about my power?" I say, watching him adjust the webcam angle. "It never predicts anything that would help me avoid embarrassment. Like last month, when I was on that date with the barista from Groundworks?"

"The one with the tattoos?" Charlie asks, still focused on his setup.

"Yeah. My power helpfully predicted that a bird would poop on the park bench we were about to sit on. Did it warn me that I had spinach in my teeth the entire time? Nope. Did it tell me she was going to mention she had a boyfriend right after I asked for a second date? Also, no."

Charlie makes a sympathetic noise while checking his first timer. "Three minutes until mail delivery verification."

"Or last year, when I had that job interview at the marketing firm? I got a prediction that the interviewer would check her watch exactly seven times during our conversation. Not that I was about to call her by the wrong name, which I did, twice."

"The arbitrary selectivity is fascinating," Charlie murmurs, typing something into his laptop.

Before I can respond, my spine tingles again. "The neighbor upstairs is going to walk from his bedroom to his kitchen in exactly ten steps, pause by his refrigerator for three seconds, then continue to his bathroom where he'll drop something metallic—probably his keys—which will make a distinctive clinking sound against the tile floor."

Charlie frantically adds this to his whiteboard, now managing three concurrent predictions. He looks like a one-man mission control center, eyes darting between timers and meters.

"How long until the neighbor prediction?" he asks, pen poised.

"One minute and thirty-seven seconds." I check my phone absently. "Overlapping with the refrigerator prediction by approximately forty-two seconds."

Charlie is practically vibrating with excitement. He's in his element—surrounded by data points, measurements, and the promise of verifiable phenomena. Meanwhile, I'm trying to ignore the growing pressure in my bladder because I know if I go to the bathroom now, I'll miss the verification of at least one prediction, and Charlie will make me repeat the entire experiment.

Our refrigerator suddenly emits three distinct clicks, followed by the promised 4.3-second hum.

"Timestamp!" Charlie shouts unnecessarily, stopping one of his timers. "Prediction accurate to within 0.2 seconds! That's well within standard measurement error!"

I roll my eyes. "There is no measurement error with my predictions, Charlie. Just your reaction time with the stopwatch."

He ignores this, cocking his head toward the ceiling. We both fall silent, listening. After precisely one minute and thirty-seven seconds from my prediction, we hear the upstairs neighbor's distinctive footsteps—ten of them, with a brief pause, followed by more steps and then a metallic clink.

"Confirmation on prediction three!" Charlie announces, as if narrating a nature documentary. "Subject demonstrates remarkable accuracy in multi-dimensional space-time predictions!"

I'm about to remind him that our neighbor follows this exact routine every day around this time, when both of us freeze at the sound of knocking on our apartment door.

Three knocks. A 1.4-second pause. Two more knocks.

Charlie stops his final timer with a flourish. "Triple verification! This is unprecedented!"

"It's really not," I mutter, hauling myself off the couch to answer the door. As predicted, it's the mail carrier with a handful of envelopes, most of which are bills we'll pretend not to see for at least three days.

"Thanks," I say, taking the mail. The carrier gives me a brief nod and continues down the hallway.

I return to find Charlie scribbling frantically on his whiteboard, updating columns and drawing connecting lines between data points like a detective in a crime drama.

"I'm seeing a pattern," he announces.

"There is no pattern."

"Your predictions occur in clusters and tend to focus on auditory stimuli when you're indoors."

I shrug, flipping through the mail. "That's just because there's more to hear than see in this apartment."

"We need more data." Charlie is already resetting his timers. "Let's test with deliberate stimuli."

What follows is an hour of increasingly ridiculous experiments. Charlie drops books at random intervals to see if I can predict them (I can't). He plays a game where he tries to decide whether to turn the TV on or off, hoping I'll predict his choice (I don't). He even attempts to create a random number generator using dice, asking if I can predict the outcome (absolutely not).

Throughout this scientific circus, however, I do make several other predictions:

- The exact moment when a car alarm would go off on the street below (2:47:13 PM)

- The precise second when Schrödinger would knock over a glass of water (3:02:59 PM)

- The exact number of times our elderly neighbor's dog would bark before falling silent (seven barks, starting at 3:17:22 PM)

Each prediction comes true with eerie precision, much to Charlie's delight and my continued resignation.

"This is remarkable," Charlie says, reviewing his notes spread across the floor like the world's most boring crime scene. "Your predictions are 100% accurate within the constraints of measurement precision. But..."

"But they're completely useless," I finish for him. "I told you."

"Not useless," Charlie corrects, ever the optimist. "Just... limited in immediate practical application."

"Name one way predicting that our neighbor's dog will bark exactly seven times that helps anyone."

Charlie taps his marker against the whiteboard thoughtfully. "Well, for someone with misophonia specifically triggered by dog barks, knowing exactly when the barking will stop could reduce anxiety."

I stare at him. "You're reaching."

"I'm theorizing," he counters. "There must be some evolutionary advantage or purpose to this ability. Nature doesn't typically develop traits without some survival benefit."

"Maybe the benefit is to the universe's sense of humor," I suggest, feeling another tingle forming. Before I can announce the next trivial prediction, my phone buzzes with a text.

"Pizza delivery?" Charlie asks, noticing my expression.

"How did you—"

"It's Friday. We always order pizza on Friday." He grins. "See? I have predictive powers, too."

I check my phone. "It's from the pizza place. They're saying our delivery is running late."

The familiar vibration climbs my spine. "The delivery person will arrive in exactly twelve minutes and forty-three seconds. They'll knock four times in quick succession, then immediately apologize for the delay before you even open the door."

Charlie adds this to his whiteboard with the same enthusiasm he had for the first prediction. "Excellent! A prediction with multiple verification components!"

I sink deeper into the couch, watching him reset his timers yet again. Charlie's scientific fascination with my ability has always been a mix of endearing and exhausting. Part of me appreciates having someone who doesn't think I'm crazy or lying. Another part wishes he'd occasionally acknowledge the cosmic unfairness of being able to see the future but only in ways that never, ever matter.

"You know what the worst thing is?" I say as Charlie adjusts his webcam to capture the door. "Sometimes I get these... I don't know, feelings. Like maybe there's more to this power than predicting shoelaces and pizza deliveries. Like maybe it's supposed to be useful somehow, and I'm just missing something."

Charlie looks up from his calculations. "That's actually a testable hypothesis. Perhaps your predictions contain patterns or connections that aren't immediately obvious but could be extrapolated into meaningful data sets."

"Or maybe I'm just the universe's punchline," I mutter.

"Either way," Charlie says, his expression sincere behind his glasses, "it's statistically significant, Kyle. You're statistically significant."

Coming from Charlie, that's practically a Hallmark card. I smile despite myself.

"Twelve minutes until pizza verification," he announces, settling back into his researcher role. "Want to bet on whether they'll forget the extra garlic knots again?"

"They won't," I say, though this isn't a prediction, just experience. "But the delivery guy will have exactly seventeen cents in change when you give him a twenty for an eighteen-dollar order."

Charlie raises an eyebrow. "That's oddly specific. Is that a prediction?"

I shrug, feeling the familiar resignation that comes with my useless foresight. "Does it matter? Either way, we're getting pizza."

And in this moment, that feels like enough—predictions or no predictions, at least there's pizza. Maybe the universe isn't completely against me after all.
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Chapter 3 - The Coffee Test
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Kyle stands in the middle of Percolate, his spine tingling with the familiar vibration that precedes one of his predictions. Around him, the coffee shop hums with the self-important energy of people who take their caffeine very, very seriously. The air smells of single-origin beans and artistic pretension. He watches the barista—a twenty-something with arm tattoos depicting what appears to be Nietzsche riding a unicorn—and feels the words forming in his mind before they're spoken. Nineteen times. She's going to say "perfect" exactly nineteen times in the next hour. Great. Another life-altering prediction from Kyle Mercer, the most useless psychic in the world.

"You're getting one," Dani says, not even looking up from arranging her tools on the small reclaimed-wood table. Her entrepreneurial sixth sense is almost as reliable as Kyle's actual precognition. "I can tell by the way your shoulders just tensed. What is it this time?"

Kyle sighs, the sound of a man who has resigned himself to a life of forecasting trivial nonsense. "The barista. She's going to say 'perfect' nineteen times instead of 'thank you' when handing people their drinks."

Dani's eyes light up with the manic gleam of someone who sees opportunity where others see pointlessness. She clicks her stopwatch and makes a note in her leather-bound journal—the kind that costs more than Kyle's entire outfit.

"Nineteen times exactly? That's so specific!" She's practically vibrating with excitement. "This is gold, Kyle. Pure gold."

Percolate isn't just a coffee shop—it's a temple to hipster excess. Edison bulbs dangle from exposed ceiling pipes, casting just enough light to make everyone look slightly jaundiced but photogenic. The menu, written in chalk that somehow never smudges, lists drinks with names like "Contemplative Cortado" and "Existential Espresso," each one priced slightly above what any reasonable person would pay. The baristas move with the self-conscious precision of performance artists, making each pour a statement about their dedication to the craft.

In one corner, a man with a carefully curated beard types on a manual typewriter, the clacking keys providing what he clearly believes is a soundtrack to his genius. He pauses occasionally to sip his drink and stare meaningfully into the middle distance. Nearby, three women with identical haircuts discuss their collective kombucha brewery with the intensity of nuclear physicists approaching a breakthrough.

"I still don't understand why we're doing this," Kyle says, watching Dani arrange her stopwatch, notebook, and what appears to be a small digital recorder on the table. "We've established a hundred times over that my power is completely useless."

"Not useless—underutilized!" Dani corrects him, straightening a pen that's already perfectly aligned with the edge of her notebook.

But we need more data!" Dani insists, tapping her pen against her notebook. "The Department of Weird Stuff, the Institute for Paranormal Research... they all want hard evidence. They won't take you seriously until we can show them a quantifiable, documented pattern."

Kyle leans against the counter. "And what if the pattern is just that my life is a series of pointless, but precisely predictable, inconveniences?

The man-bun guy checks his watch and frowns. Kyle glances at the clock on the wall: 3:22 PM.

"Flat white for Devon. Perfect."

"Seven."

"What about that time you predicted the exact temperature your roommate would set the thermostat to after his date?" Dani asks.

"Seventy-three point five degrees," Kyle confirms. "He had to use a piece of tape to hold the dial in exactly the right spot. Took him twenty minutes."

"But why that temperature specifically?"

"No idea. That's the thing—I can predict with absolute certainty that someone's going to sneeze exactly four times during a meeting, but I can't predict anything actually important."

"Caramel macchiato for Riley. Perfect."

"Eight."

The minutes tick by, and Kyle continues his count as the barista delivers drink after drink with her signature "perfect." Dani documents each instance with the dedication of a biographer recording the words of a historical figure.

3:23 PM.
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