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    To those who rise when the world expects them to fall—This is for every quiet triumph, every unexpected turn.And to the Ultimas among us,who rewrite the ending after all.
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Chapter 1
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“Today is the day that I will be finding myself a husband who would be devoted to me and our lives together,” Karisa stated, smiling as she looked at herself in the mirror. For the last couple of months, Karisa had tried to force her best friend, Samantha, to participate in the monthly Folk Festival held in their community.

Of course, Samantha refused wholeheartedly. However, lo and behold, she convinced her best friend to attend the Folk Festival that night.

“Perhaps she was getting so tired that I poked her every month. Oh well, it would be a good time for both of us. No guilt whatsoever,” Karisa said, patting her shoulder happily. 

It would be worth it, for I’m sick of living in this household, Karisa mused as she smoothed her bodice. She wore a simple milkmaid dress that showed off her best assets. Karisa grinned. She was excited as the time drew nearer, and her father, Mr. Papadopoulos, would not stop her from leaving.

This is it! This is the moment for me to find a way to run away. Karisa pondered before remembering why she stayed there for as long as she could remember.

“Isa! Are you not ready yet? It’s getting late. Your best friend is already here,” Karin, Karisa’s only sister, shouted for her from downstairs. Karisa closed her eyes, wishing that she could be strong enough not to let her abusive father separate them. 

Karisa looked outside the window, smiling faintly when she saw Samantha waving her hand. She waved back before shouldering the small bag she loved carrying. Karisa took a deep breath, left her bedroom and went downstairs. There, she grinned at frowning Karin. Karisa ruffled her sister’s hair as Karin scoffed.

“Stop it! You always mess up my hair for no reason, Isa. Also, for the record, I don’t know why you’re so excited to go to the festival. All I know about that place is it’s too crowded and too much sweat from people around you,” Karin said logically, looking at Karisa with blank eyes.

Karisa shook her head when she noticed Karin was reading the book on the sofa in the living room. Their father was nowhere to be found. 

Thank god for that. Perhaps Karin would have some alone time for once in this house, Karisa mused as she wore her sandals.

“Also, aren’t you afraid of the local legend that was told to us when we were kids, Isa?” Karin asked softly. When Karisa arched her eyebrow, Karin rolled her eyes.

“You know this legend. About the exiled Greeks during Alexander the Great’s reign. The special Greeks that the Moon Goddess had blessed?” Karin whispered as Karisa shook her head. She was still amazed by her younger sister, who believed in the local folklore. Karisa patted Karin’s shoulder.

“Not to be worried, Ari. You know I can handle anything. Besides, I would love to meet one of their descendants if the legend is true,” Karisa replied, which irritated Karin even more.

“I’m serious, Isa. You couldn’t forgo the warning that the elders had told,” Karin warned her again. Karisa sighed softly.

“I know you are, Ari, but you must understand that I want to meet them sincerely. Isn’t that exciting? What if I met one of them by chance, and I happened to be one of their mates?” Karisa said, smiling wistfully. Hearing her statement, Karin rolled her eyes.

“You’ve always been the wishy-washy sister. If anything happens, I will not be responsible for it,” Karin warned. Karisa shook her head and blew a kiss to her sister.

“I’m off to the festival. You remember what to tell Father if he asks where I go, right?” Karisa asked for the last time, quietly regarding her sister. Karin closed her eyes before sighing. She closed the book that she was reading.

“Yes. I’m not 12 years old, you know. Plus, I think you should go right now before I throw this book at you,” Karin said, aiming the said book at Karisa. Karisa smiled cheekily at her sister as she opened the front door. A chilly night breeze greeted her cheeks as Karisa waved her hand at Karin.

“I know you love me, Ari, and I love you too. By the way, don’t wait for me. I might be late tonight. Unlock the back door, okay?” Karisa reminded her sister one last time. Then, she was off with her best friend when Karin waved her hand dismissively. Karisa left Karin alone as her sister continued to read her current book. 

As Karisa walked towards Samantha, she wondered about Karin’s future husband. She considered who would be strong enough to tame her wild sister and stay through it all. However, Karisa forewent that thought as she thought about her fate. 

That night, her mission was clear—to snatch her future husband. Karisa walked through the gate, greeting her best friend, who had been waiting. She hugged Samantha, dressed in a flowy dress, as Karisa apologised for being late. She knew Samantha must be chilly as she waited more than 10 minutes for Karisa.

“Sorry, Sam. I talked with my sister and thought Ari needed to come with us. She needs to get out of the house and socialise. I mean, she hadn’t been out since last week,” Karisa said, linking her arm with Samantha’s. Samantha smiled softly as her eyes shone with concern for Karin.

“Oh my, she should have come with us,” Samantha replied. Karisa shrugged and sighed softly.

“Well, I don’t want to bother her because I knew once Ari made up her mind, she would not budge. Plus, she had a book that she wanted to finish tonight,” Karisa stated as they started to walk towards the town square. It was where the Folk Festival was held monthly. Karisa’s heart beat faster as she looked around. 

The Folk Festival has been the main tourist attraction in Paphos, Cyprus. It was the only time in the month when the locals and tourists came together and mingled. Moreover, it was a sacred festival for their tight community that believed in the legend of the special, exiled Greeks who the Moon Goddess had blessed.

It was a good time for Karisa to unwind and not think about her abusive father, her nonchalant younger sister, and the impending doom of her engagement to their neighbour, Pascal Zmeyev.

“Why don’t you ask her to come with us? I know you can be persuasive that way,” Samantha stated when Karisa laughed at her statement.

“Oh no. Not this imbecile. Ari would rather be in a cave rather than be in a crowd. Plus, she had already told me about the cons of this festival. I don’t think that plays in her favour. She’s weird that way,” Karisa said, smiling politely at the locals who waved at them. Samantha nodded silently.

“I know her type. She sounds like my brother to the tea,” Samantha replied politely as she waved her hand at her manager, Fenix Karagiannis, of the local café where she worked. Karisa blinked her eyes before turning to face Samantha. She put her hands on her hips.

“Wait, hold your horses. Do you have a brother, Sam? How come I only know this, and here I thought we were best friends? Best friends share every detail of their lives, Sam,” Karisa said sulkily, looking at her best friend. However, Samantha only smiled serenely as if it wasn’t her fault for not sharing that detailed part of her life with Karisa.

“Well, you never ask about it, Isa. So, I don’t think it would be appropriate for me to talk about Ian when no one cares,” Samantha said logically as she laughed. Karisa scowled.

“Whatever, Sam. It’s your business anyway. Let’s not let that little secret darken our mood when we could enjoy this,” Karisa said, waving her hands happily at the crowd. 

The festival was running chaotically as people were shoving each other to go places. There were screaming children and people running. To the outsiders, it was chaos. However, for Karisa, it felt like home.

Somehow.

“Come on, Sam. Let’s get some iced coffee. I’m suddenly thirsty,” Karisa said, dragging Samantha by the hand. They weaved through the crowd until they got to the beverage vendor.

After Karisa got her iced coffee and Samantha got her Frappuccino, they walked around the festival. Karisa was taking it all in as this might be the first and the last time she could come here before her future would be taken from her.

No sappy thoughts. Just happy ones. You’ve earned this. No need to be guilty about it, Karisa scolded herself as she sipped her iced coffee. Then, she turned to Samantha, whose eyes were wary among the crowd.

“I cannot believe it, Sam! This festival is much livelier than I first thought. Oh, who am I kidding? This is my first time here; of course, it exceeds my expectations,” Karisa said, giggling all the way. 

They stopped at every vendor as Karisa wanted to explore the festival. Samantha just chuckled at her reaction. However, Karisa furrowed her eyebrows as she didn’t understand what amused her best friend.

As they were chatting and giggling, Karisa saw someone approaching them from her peripheral view. Samantha was still oblivious to his presence. Karisa stared at the stranger. He had black hair, and his eyes were such a peculiar sight.

His iris, they were burning garnets. When Karisa blinked, his eyes appeared burnish brown like Samantha’s. 

I guess this is the brother Sam forgot to mention before, Karisa mused as she nudged Samantha by the elbow. Her best friend turned and saw her brother. Samantha froze before feigning nonchalantly when the stranger stood in front of them.

“Ugh, not now, Ian,” Samantha whispered. Karisa arched her eyebrow.

“Who’s that?” she asked. Samantha sighed softly.

“My brother, Sebastian. Whatever you do, do not speak to him. He’s weird,” Samantha warned her. Karisa giggled quietly.

“Sam? What are you doing here? I thought you didn’t come to this type of festival,” her brother asked Samantha when her best friend looked at him. His masculine voice stirred something inside her. Karisa controlled her breathing.

What the hell is wrong with you? You never had this kind of reaction with men before. Remember those lumberjacks? Yeah, not once, Karisa scolded herself. Karisa felt someone staring at her face while she was having a little pep talk with herself. She looked up and was shocked to find Samantha’s brother was staring.

Calm down, heart. This is your best friend’s brother, Sebastian. Show some respect, Karisa mused as she smiled at him. Something shifted in his eyes. His eyes glowed for a moment. 

Karisa blinked, and that moment was gone. Then, Sebastian gritted his teeth. Karisa smiled triumphantly, realising how much she could get under Sebastian’s skin. Karisa heard Samantha take a deep breath beside her.

“Hi! I don’t think we ever met before. I’m Karisa,” Karisa said, smiling sweetly and holding her hand for a handshake. Sebastian clenched his jaws before he nodded curtly at her, ignoring her outstretched hand.

Rude, Karisa mused, but she kept her posture. She didn’t want Sebastian to ruin their moods with his black hoodie and pants. He could die for all Karisa cared; still, she didn’t care.

“Sebastian,”

“Oh! So, you’re Sam’s brother.” Karisa said excitedly as she clapped her hand.

“I’ve heard a lot about you from her. I won’t lie to you, but Sam promised that she would come with me to this festival. I thought you didn’t come to this kind of festival,” Karisa added as she batted her lashes. 

Sebastian scoffed at her, posing his brooding mood upon Karisa. However, she ignored him as Karisa smiled sweetly at him. Then, Sebastian turned to look at her best friend.

“You told her about me?” Sebastian said, narrowing his eyes on Karisa. She knew it was a question for Samantha, but her best friend just shrugged. Seeing the anger boiling to the surface, Karisa stepped between Samantha and Sebastian, chuckling softly.

Being hypervigilant about someone’s mood, Karisa had learned from a young age that she needed to defuse any situation if it could lead to bloodshed.

In this case, Sebastian would be angry at Samantha because of Karisa, and she didn’t want that on her mind. She already had too much on her plate.

“It’s not like she was willing to talk. I made her talk,” I said as I smiled at Sebastian, hoping to melt some of the anger away. He frowned at me before I ignored his frown directed at me.

“It’s not like she was willing to talk about you at all, Sebastian. I made her talk. So, if you want to be mad at someone, that someone is me,” Karisa said, looping her arm with Samantha’s as she was smiling at Sebastian.

Then, from the corner of her eyes, Karisa saw her betrothed, Pascal Zmeyev. Considering that she needed to keep a good relationship with him or her father would kill her, Karisa smiled.

“Oh! I think I saw my neighbour there. I might have to say hi to him right away, for my father would kill me if I didn’t greet him like the good neighbour we are,” Karisa said, smiling as she glanced at Samantha and Sebastian.

“Pascal!” Karisa shouted, alerting Pascal of her presence. He turned and smiled. Pascal waved his hand when Sebastian scoffed behind Karisa. Samantha coughed, hiding her laughter when Sebastian glared at Karisa.

Karisa waved her hand to say goodbye. Sebastian was pissed at the mention of the unknown neighbour as he detained Karisa from walking away.

“Him? He’s a man? Your neighbour is a man?” Sebastian asked, growling under his breath. However, Karisa only smiled at him, oblivious to his mood swings.

“Oh, it’s no one, Sebastian. Just my intended.” Karisa said, chuckling nervously as she fidgeted with her fingers. Then, she sighed as Sebastian glared at her face.

“My father has been hinting at my childhood friend to take my hand in marriage when I come of age. But I’m only 21 years old. I have so many things to be done before I can settle down with a man as my husband who I will devote my life for. It was too early for me to tie the knot,” Karisa added, smiling weakly as Sebastian stepped closer.

“I better go. Don’t want my intention to be angry later if my father said that I went to the festival but didn’t say hi to him. I see you around then, Sam. Sebastian,” Karisa said sweetly, nodding her head and walking away.
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Chapter 2
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‘Well, isn’t she a beauty, milord?’ his wolf, Serbia, asked softly through their mind link. Sebastian scowled, staring at the interaction between his sister, Samantha and her human best friend, Karisa. 

Sebastian could not deny it to himself. Karisa was a vision of beauty, her fiery red hair shimmering in the moonlight. Serbia's purring in his mind only intensified his feelings. Sebastian's scowl deepened as he found himself drawn to her infectious laughter.

‘What a beautiful sound she makes, milord. Perhaps we should get to know her better if you would,’ Serbia suggested, his tone filled with longing. Sebastian closed his eyes, battling his growing attraction for her. Yet, when she laughed again, Sebastian felt his resolve weakening, his lips twitching into a reluctant smile.
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