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      The unseasonable rain pounded against the windows of the occult shop. The summer humidity and poor weather meant few customers would bother to venture out. Rylee leaned against the countertop of the empty shop as her day dragged on. She effectively lived at her uncle’s shop these days. At the age of twenty, she spent most of her days restocking crystals and informing occult enthusiasts and beginners about herbs’ nuances.

      She was a short thing, something her handful of friends and remaining family loved to remind her of. At only five-foot-two, she didn’t have much in the way of physical presence. She kept her brown hair long, probably in an attempt to make up for her lack of height.

      Rylee didn’t have many friends. Otherwise, she would be dodging the weather with them at a theater or college party. She also didn’t have much family; her parents died in a car accident nearly five years ago. After their deaths, she moved in with her uncle and helped with the shop. Even now that she had her own place, he still helped her out now and then.

      Her uncle liked to brag about her abilities. She was a powerful medium that held the best séances in town. Or so the sign said. Rylee didn’t love the advertising, but she couldn’t deny that she had a strong connection with the spirit world. She could talk to them without trying; they would reach out to her, and she could help them move on if needed. She was also a moderately gifted empath and able to feel others’ emotions, although that was easier with ghosts.

      A lot of people had powers. It was so common that her own abilities seemed mundane compared to some of the others around her. Some people, like her, could talk to the dead. Some were more than mediums; they were Reapers and could control the dead. Others had powers that didn’t relate to the dead at all.

      And then there were the ones, like her uncle, without any powers. Sometimes she thought he was jealous, and that’s why he kept her chained to the family shop.

      The phone rang, stealing Rylee away from her thoughts. “A Daily Dose of Crystal, Rylee speaking, how can we fill your obscure needs?” Rylee had mastered her mystical customer service voice.

      The customer, on the other end, mumbled something about crystals and their current stock. Rylee answered before giving them a polite but brief goodbye.

      Stretching her legs, Rylee wandered to the incense section, making sure they were well stocked and neat. She had to do something to pass the time. Her uncle insisted on keeping the store open until 9 p.m., regardless of how many customers came in. He didn’t care since he was not the one stuck in the store alone.

      She wasn’t really alone. The spirits around the shop touched at the edges of her mind. Most were pleasant. Others were not. This was unusual. Even if she could sense them now and then, they were rarely able to reach out as they were.

      The day finally came to a close. Rylee locked up for the night before heading home. The rain had stopped, but a strange chill had settled in around her. She walked the three short blocks to her apartment. She lived nearby to help her uncle as needed. She may not always enjoy it, but the shop was hers as much as his and she did appreciate the legacy.

      “Rylee!”

      The voice was clear, ringing whispered and distant all at once. Rylee looked around but couldn’t find anyone nearby. She was alone on the doorstep of her apartment. There were spirits around but none so present they could talk to her like that. She felt a slight chill and hurried inside, locking the door behind her.

      Rylee was exhausted and found herself on autopilot as she got ready for bed. Curling up, she drifted off to sleep. Her dreams were filled with spirits and violence. She saw bodies dripping with blood and mysterious forms stalking unaware victims. She woke many times in a cold sweat and fearful.

      Even after a fitful night’s sleep, Rylee still had to help her uncle at the store. A Daily Dose of Crystal had been in their family for generations; it was their legacy. She was not about to be the reason it closed.

      Plus, she thought with some pride, not many mediums can help souls like I can.

      She got dressed and grabbed her bag. The shop would be busier today; Saturdays always went by much faster, and the weather improved.

      As Rylee locked her apartment, she felt a strange sensation run up her spine. She figured a window was open somewhere and shrugged it off. Still, when she got outside, she noticed that the chill in the air from the night before had not lifted, and it gave her an uneasy feeling. Something strange was going on around this town. She tried to push those thoughts out of her mind as she arrived at her family shop and got ready to open up.

      Even though her uncle was supposed to be there before her, he was always late. Sometimes, he wouldn’t show up until two hours after she opened, leaving her and Ava, the part-time clerk, to fend for themselves. Today was no different. Rylee went through her typical routine of opening the till and saying a prayer over the crystals before Ava came in to help her restock.

      Ava was younger than Rylee, although she didn’t look it with her height. Ava had pale skin and straight blond hair to the middle of her back. She had a good work ethic that was hard to find in teenagers these days. It helped that she looked up to Rylee for reasons that even Rylee couldn’t fathom. The clock struck nine, and Ava unlocked the doors. They had a few regulars first thing in the morning that needed to stock up on various ingredients for their potions and remedies or replenish their incenses.

      Ava and Rylee were in a good flow when Rylee saw her Uncle Tarsizio. His rather unkempt appearance always stood out; his greying hair was never combed, and his shirt seemed comically large on his slender frame. Rylee nodded to him as he entered before returning her attention to the customers and their crystal-related questions.

      “You might want onyx or quartz. They’re good all-around crystals,” she explained as the customer listened intently.

      She explained what the dark blue crystal, known as azurite, did when she heard her name called again in the same distant ringing tone. This time she was sure; spirits were calling to her. She brushed it off since azurite was known to increase psychic abilities. That must be the only reason the spirits had been so loud in her head. She showed the customers a few more crystals, and each one chose a few to take home with them.

      “Did you hear about that poor boy a couple nights ago?” a customer said in a hushed tone to her companion.

      “What? No? What happened?” the companion asked, lowering her voice to match.

      Rylee froze from the other side of the shelves. She felt their eagerness for gossip and their fear even through the shelves. She pretended to stock the shelves with more tarot decks. That was the good thing about working in a store like this; she was invisible.

      “Oh, he was barely in his twenties. Found with his throat slit and dumped in an alley. Had a note on him, but the police refused to say what was in it. As they always do. It was probably meant for them, the corrupt pigs.”

      “Another gang death, then?”

      “Are there any other types lately? That’s the ninth one this week!”

      Rylee didn’t need to hear the rest of it. She already knew that the local gangs increased their violence. That was evident by the influx of spirits. Still, hearing about such a young death was sad, even if it was all too common.

      Rival gangs liked to bring Powered People into their ranks. Lots of them died in fights over territory or even fights over other Powered individuals. Others would sometimes drag children in. Rylee counted herself lucky that her powers weren’t on their radar. Being a medium was cool, but it didn’t make her valuable to the city’s violent-prone parts.

      Rylee moved on with her day. The after-lunch rush was when everyone seemed to have a million questions for her. She was being pulled in every direction, and her head was starting to hurt. She felt the spirits calling to her even louder even though she was nowhere near the crystals. She felt a pounding pressure in her head. She could tell something was going on, and she needed to escape the noise of the shop floor to figure out what it was. The shop quieted down a bit, and it seemed like her Uncle Tarsizio and Ava had it under control for now, and Ava would be heading home soon. Rylee slipped into the back room and then behind the secret door that she didn’t think even her uncle knew was there.

      Once in the dimly lit back room, Rylee pulled her own crystals from her bag and lit some frankincense incense. She arranged a few candles in a circle around her and burned them in order. She centered herself in the ring of fire as the fragrance filled the room. Focusing her energy, she called out to the spirits of the world beyond her own.

      “Welcome, spirits,” she said. The candles on the floor flickered. “You seem eager to speak to me today.”

      She felt the spirits arriving and answering her call. There were more than she expected. The incense smoke filled her nose and grounded her against their clamoring voices. They were able to manifest with her link. Vague shadows and ghostly forms appeared at the edge of the candlelight.

      “What’s causing this unusual chill in town? And why are there so many of you?” she asked.

      She was bombarded with dozens of voices at once, each offering different answers, and some shouting names she didn’t recognize. Others tried to get her attention by touching her, but the incense and crystals kept them from doing so.

      Most mediums that Rylee knew could communicate with spirits. Still, she didn’t know anyone else who could help them cross over to the other side. That was something only Rylee seemed to have. It made her more popular with the local spirits; they seemed to know and were drawn to her as a result. It didn’t help that she could also feel what they were feeling. Spirits were often simple and held onto the last memory or emotion they felt—the room filled with a thick, mournful fear that pressed into Rylee’s heart and throat.

      Many of the spirits around her were stuck between her reality and the beyond. They needed help crossing over, as she had done before. Swallowing that fear, Rylee promised that she would help them in any way she could.

      As they were all trying to talk to her at once, she noticed that most of these spirits looked familiar. With some horror, she recognized them from her nightmares. Upon closer inspection, they also matched descriptions of local gang members.

      What’s going on? Rylee wondered, trying to communicate with all of the spirits around her. This was not normal.

      “Tell me, spirits, why are you here?” Rylee asked. A handful of spirits wasn’t unusual. This was dozens.

      One of the spirits responded, “We want to know who is killing us!”

      “Show us your best work, girl,” another said, pushing his way to the front. “I want to see you perform!”

      Rylee was slightly taken aback. She was no detective. She didn’t know how to find out who was killing them. “I’ll do my best. What do you remember?”

      “Shouldn’t you know that little girl?” the spirit asked back spitefully.

      Okay then, they are not going to make this easy, Rylee thought.

      She centered herself and began to get visions of what happened in the past 72 hours. Some of these spirits had been stabbed, choked, or shot; it was like someone had a hit list and was simply checking them off of it. It wasn’t just one person. It seemed that there was a whole group of people working off of this one list, working for someone who controlled everything.

      Those who didn’t hold on to their deaths’ exact image were filled with rage and hate. Impressions of deep loathing filled her, making her muscles tense. She clenched her jaw to keep their feelings from overriding her own.

      “I see that there is one person who wanted all of you dead, I cannot quite figure out who he is, but he is powerful,” Rylee said as her visions came to a close. She lit some more incense and breathed the scent in deeply. “You are all from different gangs and organizations; who could be trying to shut you all down?”

      “B.G.,” one of the ghosts in the back said quietly.

      “What was that?” Rylee asked, tuning in to this young man.

      “Some big name on the street. New guy. Has all the gangs on edge now,” the young man explained. “We started calling him Mr. Bad Guy since we don’t know his real name. Everyone calls him Mr. B.G. or B.G. for short now.

      Rylee closed her eyes. She could see a figure shrouded in darkness. That could have been him. “I see someone but am not sure if it’s the man you are describing.”

      That angered the spirits around her. Gang members weren’t known for their patience and understanding natures. They pushed at the edge of the light, and the flames on the candles flickered with their efforts.

      That’s enough, Rylee decided, blowing out the candles, severing the connection. The spirits started to dissipate, but one more spirit came through before she could close her link to the spirit realm.

      “Rylee!” he said urgently.

      His voice was familiar. Was this the one she heard before? “How do you know my name?” Rylee was a little concerned at his intensity.

      “I have a message for you,” he replied. “My name is Ewan. Make everyone leave! I don’t want them to hear!”

      Rylee felt something was different about this spirit. She knew that she had a deep connection with the spirit world, even more so than many other mediums she knew. Still, even that didn’t come close to the level of connection she felt with this spirit.

      “You said your name was Ewan?” Rylee asked cautiously.

      “Yeah, nice to
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