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Chapter 1: The Awakening






Kelly woke with Luna's claws digging into her shoulder.

It wasn't the gentle pressure Luna used when she wanted breakfast. This was panic, sharp and desperate, the kind of grip that meant run.

Kelly sat up quickly, her heart racing before she was even fully awake. Luna's silver fur stood on end, making her look twice her normal size. Her blue eyes were wide, pupils so large they nearly covered the color.

"What's wrong?" Kelly whispered.

But Luna wasn't looking at her. The cat stared at the corner of the bedroom, where nothing existed except shadows and Kelly's dresser.

Except that wasn't quite true.

Now that she was awake enough to notice, Kelly felt it too. There was a presence, like someone standing just out of sight, waiting for her to turn her head so they could move.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. Then again. And again.

She grabbed it with shaking hands. Three texts, all from James.

Osiris is freaking out.

Something's in my apartment.

Tell me you feel it too.

Kelly typed quickly. "We feel it. Luna's terrified."

Her phone rang before she could set it down. James sounded breathless. "Margaret called. Isis is doing the same thing. And Dr. Coffey just texted—Sekhmet won't stop growling."

"All of them?" Kelly looked at Luna, who hadn't moved. Still staring. Still rigid with fear. "James, what did we do?"

"The ritual," he said quietly. "We opened something."

Kelly felt a knot in her throat. The ritual to save the dream walkers had worked. Luna and the others were healthy again, their lives extended. But Dr. Coffey had warned them that ancient magic always came with a price.

They just hadn't known what that price would be.

"I'm calling everyone," James said. "Elena's house. One hour."

He hung up before Kelly could respond.

Kelly swung her legs out of bed, moving slowly so she wouldn't startle Luna. The cat finally looked away from the corner and turned her wide blue eyes to Kelly. When their eyes met, Kelly felt the familiar rush of connection, a bond deeper than words.

Luna pushed an image into Kelly's mind. Not words. Dream walkers didn't think in language. But Kelly understood it perfectly.

Seven cats sitting in a circle. The ritual room. The moment when they'd all entered the deep dream realm together, seeking the power to heal themselves.

And then another image. Something standing in the doorway of that dream realm. Watching them. Following them home.

"Oh God," Kelly breathed. "What did we let in?"

The drive to Elena's house took fifteen minutes that felt like hours.

Kelly kept checking her rearview mirror, expecting to see something behind her. But the streets were empty and looked normal. The March morning was cold and overcast, just like any other early spring day.

Everything looked fine.

Everything felt wrong.

Luna sat in the passenger seat, her carrier left in the back. She had refused to get in, and Kelly couldn't force her. The cat pressed against the door, staring out the window with an intensity that made Kelly's skin crawl. What was she looking for?

Or what was she looking at that Kelly couldn't see?

Elena's house already had three cars in the driveway when Kelly pulled up. She grabbed Luna and hurried inside, not bothering to knock. Elena had given her a key months ago, after everything with Victoria Cross and The Syndicate.

The living room was crowded.

James stood by the fireplace, Osiris in his arms. The tabby cat's green eyes were alert, scanning the room like he expected an attack. Margaret sat on the couch with Isis, the black cat, curled so tightly in her lap she looked like a shadow. Dr. Coffey paced near the window, Sekhmet draped over her shoulders. The tortoiseshell's tail lashed back and forth.

Elena sat in her armchair, looking older than Kelly had ever seen. She was eighty-three but usually had the energy of someone much younger. Today, though, she looked tired and worried.

"Where's Amara?" Kelly asked, setting Luna down. The silver cat immediately went to the other dream walkers, touching noses with Osiris and Isis.

"On her way," Dr. Coffey said. "She's bringing Nefertiti."

The white kitten. The seventh dream walker. The one who'd given up her immense power during the ritual so the others could survive.

Kelly sank into a chair. "Has anyone figured out what's happening?"

"They're scared," Margaret said softly. She stroked Isis, who pressed into her touch. "I've never seen Isis like this. She's always so calm."

"Osiris too," James added. "He woke me up at three in the morning, yowling. I thought he was hurt."

Dr. Coffey stopped pacing. "Sekhmet won't let me put her down. And she keeps looking at empty spaces like something's there." She paused. "I think something is there. We just can't see it."

The room went quiet.

Elena broke the silence. "During the ritual," she said carefully, "you entered the deep dream realm. All seven cats and all of you. That door hasn't been opened in three thousand years."

"We had to," Kelly said. "They were dying."

"I know." Elena's voice was gentle. "I'm not saying you did anything wrong. I'm saying you did something that hasn't been done since the original priestesses walked the Earth. And when you open a door that's been sealed for three millennia..." She trailed off.

"Something might come through," James finished.

Elena nodded.

Luna left the other cats and jumped into Kelly's lap. As soon as they touched, Kelly felt the bond come alive. Images filled her mind, not from Luna's memories but from her senses. The cat could see things Kelly couldn't.

Shadows that moved wrong. Spaces where the air felt thick. Presences that watched from corners and doorways.

And beneath it all, a hunger. Something that wanted desperately to exist again in the physical world.

Kelly's eyes snapped open. "They're already here," she whispered. "We're not waiting for something to come through. It already did."

The front door opened.

Everyone jumped. But it was just Amara, carrying Nefertiti in a small carrier. The young woman looked exhausted, dark circles under her eyes.

"Sorry I'm late," she said. "Nefertiti wouldn't let me sleep. She kept..." Amara stopped, noticing the tension in the room. "What's wrong?"

"Everything," Kelly said.

They gathered around Elena's dining table, the seven cats arranged on the surface between them. The animals sat in a rough circle, occasionally touching noses or tails, communicating in ways humans couldn't fully understand.

Dr. Coffey had her laptop open, showing research she'd done overnight. "I translated more of the temple texts," she said. "There's a section I missed before. About The Merged."

"The what?" Margaret asked.

"Humans who bonded with dream walkers thousands of years ago," Dr. Coffey explained. "But instead of living normal lives, they chose to enter the dream realm permanently. They gave up their physical bodies to exist purely as consciousness."

Kelly's stomach turned. "Why would anyone do that?"

"Immortality," Elena said quietly. "In the dream realm, they couldn't die. Couldn't age. Couldn't feel pain or loss." She looked at each of them. "But they also couldn't touch anything real. Couldn't taste food or feel sunshine. Couldn't have children or families or lives. Over centuries, they forgot what it meant to be human."

James leaned forward. "You're saying these people, The Merged, they're still out there? Still alive?"

"Not alive," Dr. Coffey corrected. "Existing. There's a difference." She turned her laptop so everyone could see the translation. "The texts say they became dangerous. Lost touch with reality. Started believing the dream realm was the true world and our physical realm was the illusion."

"What does that have to do with us?" Amara asked. She held Nefertiti close, the white kitten barely bigger than her hand.

Dr. Coffey's face was grim. "When you performed the ritual, you opened a door into the deep dream realm. The place where The Merged exist. For the first time in three thousand years, that door was unlocked."

"And they want to come back," Kelly finished. Her hands trembled. "That's what Luna's been sensing. They're trying to get into our world."

"Not just our world," Elena said. "Our bodies."

The room went cold.

"The Merged need vessels," Elena continued. "Physical forms they can inhabit. And what better vessels than people who are already bonded with dream walkers?" She looked at each bonded pair. "You're exactly what they need. A connection to both realms."

Margaret's face had gone pale. "They want to possess us?"

"They don't see it as possession," Dr. Coffey said. "To them, they're just reclaiming what they gave up. They think they have more right to exist in the physical world than we do because they're older. They were here first."

Kelly felt sick. She looked at Luna, whose blue eyes stared back with ancient knowledge. The cat knew. She'd always known.

"Can they do it?" James asked. His voice was steady, but Kelly saw his hands shaking. "Can they actually take over our bodies?"

Elena and Dr. Coffey exchanged a look.

"We don't know," Elena admitted. "But they're trying. That's what you're all sensing. The Merged are testing your bonds, looking for weaknesses. Trying to find a way in."

Isis suddenly hissed, her back arching. All seven cats reacted at once, their attention snapping to the same point in empty air.

Kelly felt it too. A presence, stronger now. Closer.

Something was in the room with them.

"They're listening," Amara whispered. "Aren't they?"

No one answered.

They didn't have to.








