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Chapter 1




Kelly pressed her forehead against the airplane window and watched Egypt appear below. The desert stretched forever, brown and gold under the afternoon sun. She'd never been this far from home before. Never thought she would be. 

Luna shifted in the carrier under the seat in front of her. Kelly reached down and slipped her fingers through the mesh. Luna's small paw pressed against her hand.

"Almost there," Kelly whispered.

The cat felt lighter than she should. For weeks, Luna had been fading, spending more time asleep each day. Her fur no longer shone. Occasionally, Kelly saw her staring into space, as if she could see something Kelly couldn’t.

It scared her. More than anything had scared her in her life.

The plane landed with a bump, making Kelly’s stomach lurch. People around her grabbed their bags and checked their phones, just going about their day. None of them knew they were next to someone who talked to a cat that walked through dreams.

Dr. Rachel Winters waited at baggage claim. She looked exactly like her photo—a tall woman with gray hair pulled back, wearing practical clothes and sturdy shoes. She was the kind of person who got things done.

"Kelly Donald?" She smiled and held out her hand.

Kelly shook it. "Thanks for meeting me."

"Of course. How was Luna during the flight?"

"Quiet. Too quiet."

Dr. Winters nodded like she understood. She probably did. She'd been studying dream walkers for thirty years. If anyone knew what Luna was going through, it was her.

They put Kelly’s single bag into an old Land Rover that looked worn out. Luna’s carrier rested on Kelly’s lap. Through the mesh, she could see the cat’s eyes, still that strange amber color that seemed to glow in certain light.

"The others are already at the site," Dr. Winters said as she pulled into traffic. Cairo traffic was nothing like Riverside. Cars honked and swerved, motorcycles zipped between lanes, and donkey carts moved along the side of the road. Kelly grabbed the door handle. "You get used to it. How much did you sleep on the plane?"

"Not much."

"You'll want to rest when we get there. The ritual can't happen until tomorrow night anyway. We need time to prepare."

Kelly watched the city blur past. Modern buildings mixed with old ones. Minarets rose between office towers. The smell of exhaust and spices drifted through the vents.

"You said there are six dream walkers?" Kelly asked.

"Six besides Luna. Well, seven if you count…" Dr. Winters stopped herself. "I'll explain when we arrive. It's complicated."

Everything about this was complicated. Three months ago, Kelly had been working at Riverside Animal Rescue, living a normal life. Then Luna had walked into her dreams and changed everything. Showed her things. Helped her help people.

But using Luna's gift was killing her. Every time Luna walked through someone's dreams, she got weaker. And Kelly had used that gift over and over, unable to stop herself from helping people who needed it.

Now Luna was dying. And this ritual was their last hope.

They drove for another hour, leaving the city behind. The buildings got smaller and older. Eventually they turned down a dirt road that led to what looked like an abandoned warehouse.

"This is it?" Kelly asked.

"Wait until you see inside."

Dr. Winters parked and helped Kelly with her bag. Two men stood guard at a rusted door. They nodded at Dr. Winters and stepped aside.

The warehouse was just a shell. In the center of the concrete floor was a steel door with a keypad. Dr. Winters typed in a code. The door swung open, revealing stone steps leading down.

"The temple is underneath," she said. "It's over three thousand years old. The warehouse was built to hide it."

Kelly carried Luna down the steps. The air grew cooler. Real torches flickered on the walls, just like in a movie. The stone walls were covered in hieroglyphics.

At the bottom, the stairs led to a large circular room. Six people sat around the edges, each with a cat carrier beside them. The cats were all different—orange, gray, tabby, tortoiseshell—but they all shared the same look in their eyes, that same strange glow.

"Everyone," Dr. Winters said, "this is Kelly Donald and Luna."

A thin man with glasses stood up. His cat, a gray tabby, pressed against the carrier mesh and made a small sound.

"I'm James," he said. "This is Osiris."

Kelly remembered him from The Network. He'd helped track The Syndicate's money. His cat had shown him patterns in financial data that a normal person wouldn't see.

One by one, the others introduced themselves: Margaret with Isis, Tom with Horus, Sarah with Sekhmet, and two people Kelly hadn’t met before, David with Thoth and Lisa with Anubis.

Each person looked exhausted, the kind of tired that comes from watching something you love slowly die.

"We're all here for the same reason," Margaret said. She was older, maybe sixty, with friendly eyes. "Our cats are fading."

"The ritual will strengthen them," Dr. Winters said. "But we need one more. The seventh key."

Kelly set Luna's carrier down. "You said there were seven dream walkers."

"There are. But the seventh one is different." Dr. Winters pulled out her phone and showed Kelly a photo. It was a white cat with mismatched eyes, one blue and one gold. "This is the key to making the ritual work."

The cat in the photo stared at the camera with an intensity that made Kelly's breath catch.

"Where is it?"

"Here. In Cairo. With my daughter."

Something in Dr. Winters' voice made Kelly look up. The older woman's face had gone tight.

"Your daughter has a dream walker?"

"She doesn’t know what it is. She thinks Nefertiti is just an unusual stray she found at her clinic." Dr. Winters sat down on one of the stone benches. "Amara and I haven’t spoken in five years. She thinks I’m obsessed with folklore and ancient myths. She doesn’t believe in dream walkers."

"Then how do we get the cat?"

Dr. Winters looked at Kelly for a long moment. "You're going to have to convince her."

Kelly's stomach sank. "Me? Why me?"

"Because I'm the last person she'll listen to. But you—you're close to her age. You're genuine. You understand what it's like to lose a parent."

Kelly flinched. Dr. Winters must have done her research. Kelly’s mother died when she was twelve, from cancer. Her father drank himself to death three years later. Kelly learned to take care of herself early.

"I don't know," Kelly said.

Luna made a small sound from her carrier. Kelly looked down. The cat's blue eyes stared up at her.

Please, Luna seemed to say. Please try.

"Okay," Kelly said. "I'll try."

Dr. Winters smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Thank you. We'll go tomorrow morning. For now, rest. All of you need your strength."

The others began setting up sleeping areas in alcoves off the main chamber. Kelly found a spot near the wall and rolled out her sleeping bag. She let Luna out of the carrier.

The cat climbed right into her lap. Kelly stroked her, feeling bones that shouldn’t be so easy to feel.

"We're going to fix this," she whispered. "I promise."

Luna purred. It was the first time she'd purred in days.

Around the chamber, the other dream walkers settled in with their cats and people. In the torchlight, all the cats’ eyes seemed to glow the same way. Seven cats bound to seven people. Seven lives depending on what happened in the next two days.

Kelly lay down with Luna curled against her chest. The cat’s heartbeat was steady and strong. That had to mean something. It had to mean there was still time.

She closed her eyes and let exhaustion pull her under.

When she dreamed, she walked through a desert under stars that blazed like fire. Luna walked beside her, bigger than a cat should be, almost lion-sized. They weren't alone. Six other cats walked with them, heading toward something Kelly couldn't see.

The seventh is waiting, Luna said in the dream. She doesn't know what she is yet. But you'll help her remember.

Kelly woke with tears on her face and her hand buried in Luna's fur.

Tomorrow, she'd find the seventh key. Tomorrow, everything would change.

She just hoped it would be enough.








