
  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Tapioca Press]
        

      

      Copyright © 2025 by Nola Li Barr

      All rights reserved. Published by Tapioca Press.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      
        
        Edited by Corina Douglas, Burning Legacies Publishing

        Cover design by Artscandare Book Cover Design

      

      

      
        
        ISBN 978-1-956919-72-1 (paperback)

      

      

      www.nolalibarr.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More From Nola

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Paranormal Romance

      

      

      
        
        Oneiros Pack

        Cinder’s Mate (Cinder and Phillip)

        Pirate’s Mate (Jess and Brent)

      

      

      
        
        McCullough Pack (English)

        McCullough Pack (French)

        Rescued by the Wolf (Alia and Theodore)

        Saved by the Wolf (Jill and Luc)

        Loved by the Wolf (Becca and Brandon)

        Adored by the Wolf (Millie and Jacob)

        Protected by the Wolf (Lira and Bruno)

        Admired by the Wolf (Sandy and Thomas)

        Healed by the Wolf (Jasmine and Dredge)

        Freed by the Wolf (Ray and Stewart)

        Hunted by the Wolf (Penelope and Daniel)

        Cherished by the Wolf (Miti and Denis)

      

      

      
        
        Contemporary Romance

      

      

      
        
        Skyline Mansion Series

        The Truths We Inherit

        The Paths We Follow

        The Stories We Share

        The Traditions We Make

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Characters

      

    

    
      
        1. Cinder

      

      
        2. Phillip

      

      
        3. Sybil

      

      
        4. Cinder

      

      
        5. Phillip

      

      
        6. Cinder

      

      
        7. Phillip

      

      
        8. Cinder

      

      
        9. Phillip

      

      
        10. Cinder

      

      
        11. Cinder

      

      
        12. Phillip

      

      
        13. Sybil

      

      
        14. Phillip

      

      
        15. Cinder

      

      
        16. Phillip

      

      
        17. Cinder

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        More From Nola

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Oneiros Pack

      

      

      
        
        Alister - Alpha of the Oneiros Pack

      

        

      
        Phillip - Alister’s oldest

      

        

      
        Drew  - Alister’s second oldest

      

        

      
        Brent - Alister’s youngest

      

      

      
        
        Cinder’s Family

      

      

      
        
        Diane - Cinder’s stepmother

      

        

      
        Sasha - Diane’s oldest, 3 years younger than Cinder

      

        

      
        Jess - Diane’s youngest, Sasha’s twin

      

      

      
        
        Creators of Dreams

      

      

      
        
        Sybil - oldest

      

        

      
        Lani - second oldest

      

        

      
        Liliput - youngest

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Cinder

          

        

      

    

    
      “Once upon a time, the world did not have nightmares…”

      Reading that line had my thoughts wandering, because that line wasn’t true now. The world was changing. News of disturbing dreams were being reported on the national news, and I’d seen people standing outside their homes, looking lost and desperate for help. Thankfully, that wasn’t the case in Erebus. Our small town of a hundred was always quiet and serene. But I did have a dream last night. An unusual one too.

      A wolf as big as a horse had approached, a familiarity about his eyes. He’d kneeled before me, as if he was waiting for me to respond to his silent question.

      The clock struck midnight, pulling me from my thoughts, and I looked down at my book, still in my hands. Grimms’ Fairy Tales. It was a favorite book of mine I read regularly. I hadn’t realized it’d gotten so late! I put a bookmark into the tale of “Cinderella,” closed the book, and stuffed it onto the shelf right next to my bed. Then I looked around my room, hoping to hear the sound I so wanted to hear, but the town outside was quiet. Not even the sound of Mrs. Jensen’s water sprinklers were on.

      The third-floor attic was mine. I had claimed it as soon as my father had shown me the house. It was tiny, providing a six-foot clearance from the door to the bed. Father had renovated it to my liking, letting me choose the color of the walls and the fabric of the carpet. He’d even allowed me to build an extravagant, built-in bookcase that spanned two walls, and I’d filled it with the stories he had read to me, as well as those we had written together.

      Those stories were my biggest treasures, and I was relieved my stepmother and stepsisters had no interest in visiting me up here. The attic was beneath them. As far as they were concerned, it was a place to store forgotten things, which, in their opinion, was the best place for me to be: forgotten—until they needed me.

      Father’s face flashed through my mind, and I closed my eyes at the hurt the memory dredged up. He was the one person who had loved me unconditionally, and he’d been taken from us all far too soon. 

      The sound of growling broke the silence. I scooted over to the window, placed a hand on the glass, and pushed it open. Snow flurries immediately drifted inside, but among their white flakes I could see Phillip standing right below my window, with his brother, Brent, by his side.

      I admired how the glow from the streetlights sharpened Phillip’s chiseled face and defined the muscles in his arms. He walked through the town every weekend, and every weekend I waited to catch a glimpse of him before going to bed. If only he’d look up and see me.

      Tonight, he was staring back the way he’d come, and I could see something was troubling him, as his forehead was creased with worry. Brent didn’t look any better.

      “It couldn’t have been a nightmare,” Brent said.

      Phillip shook his head. “No, what went through me felt just like Father said it would—it left a lasting chill.” He rubbed his left side, right by his ribs.

      What does he mean? Please don’t let Erebus be infected with nightmares too.

      “The barrier is still closed, and nightmares are controlled by Sybil and her sisters,” Brent replied. “They’ve never failed humans before. There’s got to be another explanation.”

      The sound of growling came again, and I realized it was coming from Phillip. The sound was so primal it sent a shiver down my spine.

      I’d known Phillip Oneiros for fifteen years but only had one direct interaction with him in all that time. He was ten when he and his father came to welcome us into town, whereas I’d just turned six, and I’d had a crush on him ever since.

      The Oneiros family were the oldest family in town, but they kept to themselves in the woods. Only Phillip made regular visits into town during the week. He ran an event at the library once a week where five-year-olds could come and read stories. His family were big advocates of creative endeavors, and as a group, the children would come up with their own story and act it out at the town’s annual Christmas event. It warmed my heart to know Phillip and his family cared so much for the kids in town.

      He also came through town every Saturday and Sunday at midnight without fail, and not for the first time, I wondered why he did so. Being too shy to ask him directly, I’d come up with many theories as to why—from looking for hidden treasure, to saving a girl from her life in the attic.

      A squeal of joy knocked me out of my thoughts. It was followed by the sound of excited chatter as two thirteen-year-old twin boys and their younger sister came running down the street toward Phillip and Brent.

      “Whatever are you three doing up this late?” asked Phillip with a soft laugh.

      “We drank some coffee tonight,” said Dean, the youngest twin.

      “It was disgusting,” Thomas added, grimacing.

      Phillip raised a brow. “I’m guessing your parents think you’re sound asleep in your beds?”

      Dean nodded. “Mom fell asleep while reading a story to Lottie, so Lottie insisted we come out to meet you.”

      “Hey! You wanted to see him too,” Lottie pouted, but the effect was ruined when a big yawn escaped.

      I laughed—only to duck down when their heads turned my way. I’d watched Dean, Thomas, and Lottie from my window grow up over the years. I often caught them sneaking out to see Phillip a few times a year. It was no surprise to see them tonight.

      When Dean started talking again, I released a breath and slowly peeked out the window again. When they didn’t look up, I resumed my prior position and continued to watch them.

      “We heard a rumor,” Dean said.

      “And what rumor would that be?” Phillip asked, hooking his thumb into his pants and looking at them expectantly.

      “We heard you’re holding a literary ball,” Lottie said. “A place where we can all share stories and dress up and⁠—”

      “Stay up for as long as we want,” Thomas cut in, his eyes gleaming.

      Lottie gave Thomas a piercing glare, and I could see she was angry he’d cut her off. But then she turned back to Phillip and asked, “Is it true?”

      Phillip looked from one to the other, and I swore the three kids held their breath as they waited for his response. “Can you three keep a secret?” he finally asked them.

      They all nodded so hard I was afraid their heads would roll off.

      “Good, because it’s true,” he announced with a smile. “I was going to post it up at the library tomorrow.”

      “We’ll be there!” they chimed.

      “Can I be one of the greeters at the door?” Lottie said.

      Phillip laughed. “Yes, you can, Lottie.”

      She squealed with joy, and I couldn’t help but smile at how thoughtful Phillip was.

      He waved his hand at the three of them. “Now, I think it’s time for you to all get back to bed.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Brent said. “It was good to see the three of you, though.”

      The children stared at Brent as if he was a stranger, which, to them, he probably was, given he’d never come out to visit the kids in town. It was always Phillip. Charismatic and caring, he was what every girl wanted in a boyfriend, what every mother wanted in a son, and what every town wanted in a leader. He was the whole package. 

      Phillip broke the awkward silence by exclaiming, “Alright, on to bed with you lot. You need your sleep.”

      “Yes sir!” they chorused.

      As they ran off, I went back to watching Phillip. As soon as the kids disappeared around the corner, I saw a brooding look come over his face again. I had the sudden urge to tell him everything would be okay, but I would never have the courage to do that, and five minutes later, Phillip and Brent vanished from sight.

      I sighed as I turned away from the window and crawled under the covers. As I wrapped the comforter tight around my body, I closed my eyes and begged sleep to come quickly. I would have to address the demands from my ‘family’ at the crack of dawn.
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      I felt my mate’s presence as I walked through town; but, as it was with every visit, I still couldn’t find her. She always felt just out of reach, as if there—but not. I’d been patient, hoping she’d reveal herself, but lately, after years of no sign of her, I was starting to wonder if I was a dud wolf shifter with only a ghost for a mate.

      Our pack had protected Erebus for as long as I could remember. Unbeknownst to the townsfolk, a thin veil separated our world from the dream world. It was through this veil that the Creators of Dreams—three women known as Sybil, Lani, and Liliput—sent the dreams they made for humans. With dreams came the possibility of nightmares, but as long as the veil wasn’t punctured, nightmares could not come through.

      I was proud of our family for excelling in our duty, but the recent news and the chill I just felt had me worried. Neighboring towns were reporting dreams of terror, which was baffling, because we had seen no signs of any nightmares in Erebus. But if nightmares were here, then that meant Sybil’s prophecy was real.

      My wolf jumped in to say, Sybil’s prophecy requires us to find our mate. If you let me out, I can find her.

      No. You know we cannot reveal our wolves. The townsfolk will think we are nightmares come to life. My voice was firm because we’d been over this too many times already.

      That’s a risk I’m willing to take, he growled back.

      I shook my head. If the kids knew what we really are, they wouldn’t be so quick to see me. Our secret must remain in place. The townsfolk must know us as only humans.

      My wolf changed tact then and sent me the memory of that random laugh we’d heard while walking through town. Tell me that laugh did not pique your interest, he said.

      I sighed. Of course, it did. But we have other matters to worry about right now. I sent him the memory of the chill I’d felt while walking through town. He instantly went quiet, which told me he was worried about that feeling as well.

      Tonight was the first time I’d felt that chill. I remembered smelling smoke, too, as if from a burning pyre. Our brother, Drew, was also acting weird, along with our wolves, who had all been unusually quiet lately. Everything felt off. I knew something was happening; I just didn’t know what.

      Brent nudged me in the side. “Is your wolf antsy from what happened on our walk through town?”

      I shook my head. “More worried about the laughter we heard.”

      He considered this, then asked, “And you can still feel your mate?”

      I nodded. My brothers knew the situation was driving me crazy. They knew I could feel my mate’s presence, but no matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t seem to find her.

      “Drew hasn’t been himself for the last couple of weeks,” Brent said.

      Drew was the most carefree and trusting of us all. Yet, lately, he’d been avoiding us and acting suspicious, glaring at us accusingly as if we’d done something wrong.

      Either that or he has something to hide, my wolf said.

      I huffed, dismissing the thought. Drew knows he can trust his family.

      We reached the forest, and Brent shifted into his white wolf, then spoke into my mind. Maybe Father’s edict that you have to find your mate soon has set him on edge. He knows he’s next in line after you.

      Maybe, I said to my younger brother, while shifting into my wolf.

      But I didn’t think that was the case. Our family were the protectors of dreams. We’d been in this role for generations, longer than anyone could remember, and in order to keep this lineage going, we had to find our mate. The problem was I couldn’t find my mate.

      We were all in our twenties, and the pack was getting worried, because this was the longest our family had ever gone without their alpha’s children finding a mate. For some reason, my mate was elusive. I couldn’t just pluck her out of thin air, though, the way Father yelled at me today, you’d think I could conjure her on the spot. I growled with frustration.

      Father was putting together the literacy ball this weekend to help me find my mate. He knew the townsfolk wouldn’t be able to resist a ball. Every eligible girl would want to come, and he believed my mate would be one of them. Father had told me seeing her in person would spark our connection.

      I had literally fought him tooth and nail to get out of this, because the last thing I wanted to do was to get dressed up and meet my mate in front of a sea of doting females. Somehow, I knew my mate wouldn’t like that; she’d like our first meeting to be private. But Father was forcing the issue, which meant the ball was going ahead.

      However, after this afternoon’s events, I’d changed my thoughts about attending. Sybil and Lani had paid us a visit today, and we all knew the Creators of Dreams didn’t just pop in for visits. The fact they came in person did not bode well. They’d been locked up in Father’s office all afternoon and well into the evening, and when they finally came out, it wasn’t hard to miss how Father’s face was etched with worry. The look he gave me when he passed me in the hall told me I would have my mate by the end of the ball.

      With that belief in mind, I ran after Brent, hoping a run would clear my head.
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