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Chapter 1




The safe house was a cabin two hours north of Portland, hidden in the woods near Mount Hood. It belonged to one of Margaret's cousins, someone who never asked questions or kept records. It was the ideal place to hide eleven people, seven cats, and enough evidence to take down a two-hundred-year-old secret group. 

Kelly stood on the porch, watching the sun rise over the trees. Luna sat next to her, tail curled around her paws, blue eyes catching the colors of the sky. Kelly could feel how tired the cat was. They had been on the run for three days, ever since the Chronicle Tonight interview—ever since Kelly revealed The Syndicate to everyone.

The world had responded with chaos.

Half the country believed dream walkers were real and needed protection. The other half thought Kelly was a con artist running a scam. Politicians called for investigations. Scientists wanted proof. And The Syndicate had declared war.

In three days, seven bonded pairs from Linda's list had been attacked. Three cats were missing. Two humans were hospitalized. And one woman in Denver had disappeared entirely, along with her cat.

Vincent Walsh wasn't hiding anymore. He was hunting.

"Coffee's ready," James called from inside the cabin. Kelly picked up Luna and went inside. The main room was crowded. Elena sat at the kitchen table with her laptop, watching the news. Margaret was on the phone with someone in Boston, arranging safe houses. Linda Winters stood by the fireplace, sorting files and looking exhausted. 

Russell Buckles sat in the corner with Maat in his lap, still shaken from what happened in Seattle. Two other bonded pairs had arrived late last night: Sarah Mathers from Eugene with her cat Sekhmet, and Donna Walsh from Sacramento. Donna had fought off three Syndicate agents and, without meaning to, given Vincent material for his 'dangerous dream walkers' story.

Everyone looked tired and scared, but also determined.

"We need to make decisions," Kelly said, setting Luna down and accepting a mug of coffee from James. "The Syndicate is moving faster than we anticipated. We can't keep reacting. We need a plan."

"Agreed," Linda said. She pulled out a map covered in red pins, marking The Syndicate's known operations. "I've reached forty-seven of the three hundred dream walkers on my list. Twenty-three want to organize. Fifteen want nothing to do with us. Nine aren't responding, so they're either hiding or already caught."

"What about the rest?" Elena asked.

"I'm still trying to reach them. But here's the problem: the more we organize in public, the easier it is for The Syndicate to find us. We're making ourselves targets."

"We were already targets," Margaret pointed out. "At least now we're fighting back."

Donna Walsh spoke up from her seat by the window. She was in her mid-forties, strong and direct, with a manner that hinted at a military past. "I want to be clear about something. When those three agents came for Set, I didn't just defend myself. I hurt them. Badly. One had a broken arm. Another had a concussion. Vincent Walsh is using that video to show we're violent. And he's not wrong."

"You were protecting your cat," Kelly said.

"I was. But that doesn't change how it looks to everyone watching." Donna's cat, Set, a large orange tabby, jumped into her lap and purred loudly. "If we're going to organize dream walkers, we need to be smart. No more public fights. No more giving The Syndicate reasons to attack us."

"Then what do we do?" James asked. "Roll over? Let them pick us off one by one?"

"No. We document everything. Every attack. Every separated pair. Every suspicious death. We build a case so airtight that even the government can't ignore it." Donna pulled out her phone and showed them a folder. "I've been recording everything since the Sacramento attack. Times. Dates. Physical descriptions of the agents. License plates. I have evidence, and I'm not the only one."

Linda's eyes lit up. "If we can get testimony from several bonded pairs, and real video evidence of Syndicate operations, we can force a congressional investigation. Make this too big to hide."

"Or we can paint even bigger targets on ourselves," Margaret muttered.

But Kelly was already thinking it through. "Linda's right. The Syndicate is powerful because they work in secret. The more we expose them, the weaker they get. We need to organize all twenty-three dream walkers who are willing. Have them document everything. And we need to go public again."

"Kelly, you barely made it out of Portland alive. Vincent Walsh knows your face. Your name. Where you live. Another public appearance and he'll…"

"And he'll what? Kill me on live television? That would prove everything I said about The Syndicate."

"Or you'll disappear and no one will ever know what happened."

The room fell silent. Luna meowed softly and pressed her head against Kelly's leg. Through the bond, Kelly felt the cat's worry. And underneath it, Nefertari's ancient presence. The priestess who'd lived three thousand years ago and whose consciousness still guided bonded cats.

Through Luna, Kelly sensed Nefertari's message: have courage, but also be wise. Rushing in without a plan was how the fifteen dream walkers in 1927 died, and how the twenty-three in Berlin were caught and destroyed.

"Okay," Kelly said slowly. "No more public appearances. Not yet. First, we organize. We coordinate with the twenty-three willing dream walkers. We document everything. And we find proof that The Syndicate has government funding."

"That last part will be almost impossible," Linda said. "If The Syndicate is funded by black ops budgets, the money will be hidden under many layers of classified documents and fake companies."

"Then we find someone who knows where the bodies are buried. Someone who used to work for The Syndicate and wants out."

"A whistleblower," James said.

"Exactly."

Sarah Mathers—a quiet woman in her late twenties with nervous energy—spoke for the first time. "I might know someone. My neighbor in Eugene. She used to work for a government contractor. Defense stuff. Classified. She quit six months ago and moved across the country. Changed her name. When I mentioned dream walkers to her after your TV interview, she got really weird. Said I needed to be careful. That there were people who'd do anything to keep certain secrets buried."

Kelly leaned forward. "Do you think she knows about The Syndicate?"

"I don't know. But she reacted like someone who'd seen things she wasn't supposed to see."

"Can you contact her?"

"I can try. But she's paranoid. Doesn't use social media. Changes her phone number every few months. I only have her last number because she gave it to me right before she left Eugene."

"Try," Kelly said. "If she knows anything about Syndicate funding, she could be the key to exposing them."

They spent the next hour dividing up tasks. James would organize the twenty-three willing dream walkers and help them document Syndicate activities. Margaret would use her contacts to find safe houses and resources. Elena would keep an eye on the news and manage how the public saw them. Linda would keep researching the Syndicate's history, looking for patterns and weaknesses.

And Kelly would focus on finding the whistleblower.

By noon, Sarah had made contact with her former neighbor. The woman's name was Patricia Morgan, and she agreed to meet. But only in person. Only in a public place. And only if Sarah came alone.

"I'll go with her," Kelly said immediately.

"She said alone," Sarah repeated.

"Then I'll stay hidden. But you're not walking into a potential trap without backup."

Sarah looked like she wanted to argue, but Sekhmet—her cat, a sleek gray with yellow eyes—meowed sharply. Through whatever bond they shared, some message passed between them. Sarah nodded reluctantly.

"Okay. But if this goes bad…"

"It won't," Kelly said with more confidence than she felt.

They left the safe house at 2 PM. The meeting was set for 4 PM at a coffee shop in Bend, Oregon. Two hours south. Kelly drove while Sarah sat in the passenger seat, Sekhmet in her carrier in the back.

Luna stayed at the cabin with James. Kelly hated leaving her, but this meeting needed to be low-key. Bringing a silver cat with glowing blue eyes would draw too much attention.

The drive was quiet. Sarah stared out the window, lost in thought. Finally, she spoke.

"I've been bonded with Sekhmet for three years. Before that, I didn't believe in anything I couldn't see or measure. I was a lab technician. Science was everything. Then Sekhmet showed up at my apartment one night, walked in like she owned the place, and everything changed."

"How did you know she was a dream walker?" Kelly asked.

"The first dream came that same night. I saw a man standing on a bridge. He was going to jump. Sekhmet showed me where the bridge was, what he looked like, even what he was thinking. The next morning, I drove there. Found him. Talked him down."

Sarah's voice was soft but steady. "I saved his life because of a cat. How do you explain that to people? How do you make them understand that something impossible is real?"

"You don't," Kelly said. "You just show them. Over and over until they can't deny it anymore."

"Is that what you're doing? With The Network?"

"That's what I'm trying to do. I don't know if it'll work. But I have to try."

They got to Bend at three-thirty. The coffee shop, The Daily Grind, was a small local place with outdoor tables and bad parking. Kelly parked half a block away, close enough to watch the entrance.

"I'll be right here," Kelly said. "If anything feels wrong, text me. I'll be inside in thirty seconds."

Sarah nodded and got out of the car. She walked to the coffee shop, Sekhmet's carrier in hand, and disappeared inside.

Kelly waited. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen.

Her phone buzzed. Text from Sarah: "She's here. Wants to talk to you too."

Kelly felt one of those stomach drops. This could be a trap. Patricia Morgan could be working for The Syndicate. Could be setting them up.

But they needed information. Needed allies. And sometimes that meant taking risks.

Kelly got out of the car and walked to the coffee shop. Inside, Sarah sat at a corner table with a woman in her fifties. Patricia Morgan had graying blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and an alert, watchful look that hinted at a military or intelligence background. She wore jeans and a plain t-shirt, nothing unusual. But her eyes followed Kelly as soon as she walked in the door.

Kelly sat down. "Ms. Morgan."

"Call me Patricia. Or Pat. Ms. Morgan sounds too formal for what we're about to discuss."

"Which is?"

Patricia took out a flash drive and placed it on the table. "Proof. Everything you said about The Syndicate on TV is true. And it's even worse than you think."

Kelly stared at the flash drive. "How do you know?"

"Because I worked for them. For twelve years. I was an analyst. My job was to track bonded pairs. Find them. Document them. Report their locations to field agents."

Kelly felt her blood run cold. "You helped them hunt dream walkers."

"Yes. I did. And I'm not proud of it." Patricia's hands shook a little. "When I started, they told me I was protecting national security. They said bonded pairs were threats and separating them kept order. I believed them. For twelve years, I believed them."

"What changed?"

"I tracked a woman in Phoenix. Single mother. Two kids. Bonded to a cat named Hathor. She wasn't hurting anyone. Wasn't even using her gifts publicly. She was just... living her life. Helping people in her dreams. Making the world a little better."

Patricia's voice broke. "I reported her. Three weeks later, I saw her name in an obituary. They said it was suicide. The cat was gone. The kids went to foster care. That's when I realized what I had done. I wasn't protecting people. I was destroying them."

Sarah reached across the table and took Patricia's hand. "You quit."

"I quit. Changed my name. Moved. Tried to disappear. But I kept the files. Everything I'd worked on for twelve years. Names. Locations. Syndicate operations. Funding sources. All of it." She pushed the flash drive toward Kelly. "This is my penance. Use it. Expose them. Make sure what I did means something."

Kelly picked up the flash drive, her hands trembling. "How do I know this is real? That you're not still working for them?"

Patricia met her eyes. "You don't. You have to trust me. Or don't. But if you look at what's on that drive, you'll see the truth. And you'll understand why The Syndicate will kill to keep it secret."

Kelly pocketed the flash drive. "What's on here?"

"Everything. Financial records showing government funding. Names of politicians who know about The Syndicate and protect them. Documentation of every separated bonded pair for the last twenty years. And most important: proof that The Syndicate isn't just hunting dream walkers. They're experimenting on them."

Suddenly, the coffee shop felt cramped and exposed. Kelly glanced around, half expecting Vincent Walsh to walk in.

"Experimenting how?" Sarah asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"The cats that get separated don't all end up in loving homes. Some are sent to research labs—black sites—where scientists study the bond, try to understand it, copy it, and turn it into a weapon."

Kelly felt sick. "You're saying The Syndicate is trying to create artificial dream walkers."

"I'm saying they already have. Three years ago, Project Oracle bonded a military volunteer with a cat that had been modified and enhanced. The bond was different—stronger. The volunteer could enter dreams at will, control them, and change them."

"What happened to them?"

Patricia's face grew serious. "The volunteer went insane and killed four people before they stopped him. The cat disappeared. The Syndicate covered up the whole project so well that, officially, it never happened."

"But you have proof."

"On that drive. Video footage. Lab reports. Everything."

Kelly stood up. "We need to leave. Right now. If what you're saying is true, this flash drive makes all of us targets."

"We were already targets," Patricia said quietly. "Now we just have ammunition."

They left the coffee shop together, Kelly's mind racing. Project Oracle. Artificial dream walkers. Experiments on cats. If this was true, if Patricia's information was real, it changed everything.

They were halfway to the car when Kelly's phone rang. James.

"Kelly, we have a problem. The cabin's been compromised. Someone's watching us. We're evacuating now."

Kelly's blood ran cold. "How many?"

"At least three vehicles. Black SUVs. They're not even trying to stay hidden anymore."

"Get everyone out. Use the emergency protocols. We'll meet at the secondary location."

Kelly hung up and looked at Sarah and Patricia. "The Syndicate found our safe house. We need to move. Now."

They ran to the car, Kelly's heart pounding. Everything was falling apart. They had only three days to organize, and Vincent Walsh had already found them.

Kelly thought about the timing. Patricia Morgan appearing just hours before The Syndicate found their location. A whistleblower with perfect information showing up exactly when they needed her.

It all seemed too convenient.

"Sarah," Kelly said as she started the car. "Call Sekhmet. Right now. Ask her about Patricia."

Sarah looked confused but opened Sekhmet's carrier. The gray cat immediately jumped into her lap, yellow eyes fixed on Patricia Morgan in the back seat.

Through the bond, Sarah asked the question. And through the bond, Sekhmet answered.

Sarah's face went white. "She's Syndicate. Patricia is Syndicate."

Patricia pulled out a gun.

"I'm sorry," she said, and she sounded like she meant it. "But Vincent Walsh sends his regards."








