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Chapter 1: 






Dr. Winters had sent Kelly to an office building on the edge of Portland. It wasn’t downtown with the upscale medical offices, but in an industrial area that smelled of rain and diesel. Rent was low here, and people minded their own business.

Kelly parked her Honda across the street and waited, watching the building for five minutes. Luna sat in her carrier on the passenger seat, blue eyes locked on the building. Kelly could sense Luna’s unease. The cat didn’t like this place.

Neither did Kelly.

Her phone buzzed. James.

"We're in position," the text read. "Margaret has eyes on the back exit. I'm covering the side door. Elena's a block away in her car. You're not going in there alone."

Kelly sent a quick thumbs up and put her phone away. The plan was simple. She would meet Dr. Winters while The Network watched from outside. If anything went wrong, if this was a Syndicate trap, they would get her out.

At least, that was the plan.

Kelly picked up Luna's carrier. "Ready?"

Luna meowed, low and uncertain.

"Yeah," Kelly said. "Me too."

The building had six floors. The lobby directory showed Dr. Winters on the third floor, suite 312. Kelly took the stairs instead of the elevator. She used to avoid elevators when she was broke and worried about getting stuck. Now, her worries were different.

The third-floor hallway was empty. Fluorescent lights buzzed above, giving everything an unreal, washed-out look. Suite 312 was at the end of the hall, its door slightly open.

Kelly's hand moved to her phone, fingers hovering over James's number.

Then a voice called from inside. "Ms. Donald? Please, come in. I promise you're safe here."

A woman’s voice answered. It was warm and educated, with a slight southern accent that softened her words. She didn’t sound threatening at all.

Kelly pushed the door open.

The office was small and cluttered. Books filled every wall, stacked in tall piles. There were medical journals, psychology books, and even some old mythology texts. A desk in the center was covered with papers and folders. Behind it sat a woman in her late fifties, her brown hair streaked with gray and styled smartly. She wore reading glasses on a chain and an old cardigan.

She looked more like a grandmother than someone who worked for The Syndicate.

"Dr. Winters?" Kelly asked.

"Linda. Please, call me Linda." The woman stood and gestured to a chair across from her desk. "And this must be Luna. May I?"

Kelly set the carrier down but didn't open it yet. "You said you had information. Something that changes everything."

"I do. But first, I need to show you something." Linda walked to one of the bookcases and pulled out a thick leather journal. The cover was worn smooth, the pages yellowed with age. "This belonged to my great-grandmother. She died in 1943, and for most of my life, I thought she was just eccentric. Talked to her cat like it was a person. Claimed the cat showed her things in her dreams."

Kelly's chest tightened. "She was bonded."

"Yes. To a cat named Bastet." Linda opened the journal, revealing pages filled with careful handwriting. "My great-grandmother documented everything. The dreams. The people she helped. And most importantly, the others."

"Others?"

"Other bonded pairs. She found twelve of them over her lifetime. Kept records of their names, their locations, their cats. She was building something, Ms. Donald. A network, though she didn't call it that. A way to protect dream walkers from those who would use them or destroy them."

Kelly released Luna from the carrier. The cat immediately jumped onto the desk and sniffed at the journal, her tail swishing back and forth.

"Your great-grandmother," Kelly said slowly. "What happened to her?"

Linda's face darkened. "She was murdered. In her own home. The police called it a robbery gone wrong, but nothing was taken. Except Bastet. The cat vanished the same night. She was never found."

Suddenly, the room felt colder. Kelly pulled her jacket closer around herself.

"I spent years researching my great-grandmother's death," Linda continued. "I became a psychiatrist because of her. I specialized in dreams, in the psychology of bonding. And about five years ago, I started finding the others."

"What others?"

"The descendants. Children and grandchildren of the people in this journal. Some of them were bonded. Some of them knew about the gift. And some of them..." Linda paused, choosing her words carefully. "Some of them were part of the organization that killed my great-grandmother."

"The Syndicate."

"Is that what you call them? The name changes, but the purpose stays the same. They've been hunting dream walkers for over a century. Maybe longer. My research suggests it goes back to the 1800s, possibly earlier."

Luna let out a loud, sharp meow that made both women flinch. The cat’s blue eyes stayed fixed on the journal, and through their bond, Kelly sensed something she almost never felt from Luna.

Fear.

"What do they want?" Kelly asked. "Why hunt us?"

Linda closed the journal and set it down gently. "That's what I've been trying to figure out. At first, I thought it was about control. Dream walkers have access to people's subconscious. That's power. The kind of power governments and corporations would pay a fortune for."

"But?"

"But it's more than that. The Syndicate isn't trying to use dream walkers. They're trying to erase them. Every bonded pair they find, they separate. Permanently. The cats are taken, the humans are left broken, and the bond is destroyed."

Kelly thought about Elena. About how Elena still grieved for Nephthys after thirty years. About the empty space inside her that never quite healed.

"Why?" Kelly whispered.

"Because we're a threat." Linda leaned forward, her eyes intense behind her reading glasses. "Not to them, specifically. To something bigger. Something they protect."

"I don't understand."

"Neither do I. Not completely. But I've found patterns. The Syndicate doesn't just hunt dream walkers. They hunt anyone with gifts that can't be explained by conventional science. Psychics. Mediums. People who can see or hear or sense things that shouldn't be possible. And they've been doing it for generations."

Kelly's phone buzzed. Another text from James: "Everything okay? You've been in there for 20 minutes."

She typed back: "Fine. Need more time."

But she wasn’t sure that was true. Everything Linda said matched what The Network had found. Still, Kelly felt there was something Linda was holding back.

Luna jumped down from the desk and walked to the door, then back to Kelly. The message was clear: time to go.

"You said you wanted to show me something," Kelly said. "Something that changes everything. Is this it? Your great-grandmother's journal?"

"No." Linda opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out a folder. "This is."

Inside the folder were photographs. Old ones, black and white, the edges curled with age. They showed a group of people standing outside a large stone building. Kelly counted fifteen people, maybe twenty. And in front of each one sat a cat.

"This was taken in 1927," Linda said. "In Boston. It's the only known photograph of a dream walker gathering. My great-grandmother is there, fourth from the left with Bastet."

Kelly looked closely at the photograph. The people seemed ordinary and working class—men in caps and suspenders, women in plain dresses. Nothing about them looked special or gifted.

But the cats were different. Each one stared straight at the camera, their eyes reflecting a strange light, almost as if they were glowing.

"Three months after this photograph was taken," Linda said quietly, "twelve of these people were dead. Their cats were gone. The ones who survived went into hiding and never spoke about dream walkers again."

Kelly set the photograph down, her hands shaking. "The Syndicate."

"Yes. They've been hunting us for over a century, and they're getting better at it. More organized. More ruthless. Which brings me to why I contacted you."

"I'm listening."

"I've spent five years building a database. Every dream walker death I can verify. Every suspicious cat disappearance. Every person who had the gift and lost it. And I've found something."

Linda pulled out a map of the United States. Red pins dotted it like a disease spreading across the country. Portland had three pins. Seattle had five. San Francisco had seven. The east coast looked like someone had dumped a bucket of red paint on it.

"Each pin represents a confirmed or suspected Syndicate operation," Linda explained. "And look at the pattern. They're not random. They're systematic. Starting with the coasts and moving inland. Portland got hit three years ago. Your friend Elena's cat, Nephthys. That was them."

Kelly felt sick. "How many?"

"In the last ten years? At least fifty confirmed deaths. Probably more. And that's just the ones I can document. How many bonded pairs never got recorded? How many people lost their cats and thought it was just bad luck?"

Luna jumped onto Kelly’s lap and pressed her head against Kelly’s chest. She purred loudly, almost as if she was trying to comfort Kelly through their bond.

"So what do we do?" Kelly asked. "We can't fight an organization that's been doing this for a century."

"No," Linda agreed. "But we can expose them. That's why I need your help. You've been building a network. You have bonded pairs who trust you. I have the research and the historical documentation. Together, we can shine a light on The Syndicate. Make them operate in the open instead of the shadows."

It all sounded reasonable, but Kelly’s instincts told her something was wrong.

"Why me?" Kelly asked. "Why reach out now?"

Linda was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, "Because you rescued someone last month. A bonded pair in Seattle. The man's name was Russell Kendricks. His cat was named Maat."

Kelly's blood ran cold. She hadn't told anyone outside The Network about Russell. That operation had been quiet. Careful. James had handled most of the logistics.

"How do you know about Russell?" Kelly asked slowly.

"Because The Syndicate knows about him too. And they know you were involved. You're on their radar now, Ms. Donald. You and everyone in your network. Which means you have two choices: hide and hope they don't find you. Or fight back."

Kelly stood up, Luna still cradled in her arms. "I need to think about this."

"Of course. Take the folder. Study the photographs and the documentation. Talk to your people. But don't take too long. The Syndicate is escalating. Three more bonded pairs have gone missing in the last month. One of them was in Vancouver. That's less than three hundred miles from here."

Kelly took the folder, her hands still shaking. "How do I contact you?"

"You don't. I'll contact you." Linda handed her a business card. It had a phone number, nothing else. "When you're ready to fight back, call that number. Leave a message. I'll find you."

Kelly nodded and walked to the door. Luna squirmed, so Kelly set her down. The cat went straight to the door and scratched, eager to leave.

"Ms. Donald," Linda called. "One more thing."

Kelly turned.

"Be careful who you trust. The Syndicate has been at this for a long time. They're very good at infiltration. Someone in your network might not be who they say they are."

The words felt like a warning. Kelly didn’t answer. She left, Luna trotting beside her and the folder held tightly in her hand.

In the hallway, she pulled out her phone and texted James: "Coming out. We need to meet. Now."

She walked down the stairs, each step heavier than the one before. Linda was right about one thing.

The war for the dream walkers wasn't just beginning.

It had been going on for over a century.

And Kelly had just been drafted.








