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    To the wild-hearted girls who were never meant to be tamed,

And to the boys who loved them anyway.

May you always find your mark—even in the thickest woods.
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SYNOPSIS
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Amelia “Mary” Smith, the fiercely independent daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Hanson, defies every expectation of a noble lady. Trained by her father to wield a bow instead of curtseys, she finds her peace not in ballrooms, but in the quiet freedom of the forest, where no one expects her to behave, smile, or marry well.

When she sneaks off to camp in the woods near her academy at Hamptor, a chance encounter with a mysterious archer—who turns out to be William Flemington, the elusive Baron of Bath—sets off a spark neither of them can ignore. Mistaking Mary for a boy, William challenges her to an archery contest, only to be bested by the bold and cunning stranger. But before he can learn her true identity, Mary disappears, leaving only a stolen kiss and a lingering memory.

Three years later, Mary reenters society as the debutante daughter of a duke, now facing the pressures of marriage and propriety. But her heart—and her past—refuse to be tamed. When fate throws her once again into William’s path during a season of balls, house visits, and family expectations, sparks reignite. Yet secrets, mistaken identities, and societal constraints threaten to keep them apart.

As Mary wrestles with her desire for freedom and William fights to uncover the truth behind the woman who once bested him, both must decide if love is worth breaking all the rules they were born into.
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Chapter I
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A lady should act politely in the presence of a gentleman. That’s what the polite society would expect from a well-bred lady. But Amelia Smith, the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Hanson, will never see herself acting that way.

Why do you ask? Let’s just say that she would love to spend most of her time with her weapon of choice, a bow and arrows, which made her invincible since no lady would ever be taught to wield a bow.

But the Duke of Hanson was a man of vision. And he ensured that his only daughter would not be threatened by anyone, hence the weapon in her hands.

But not every threat came in the form of weapons, especially when it pierced the victim’s heart, slowly and surely, making it the most dangerous weapon of them all.

*****
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AMELIA, WHO WAS KNOWN as Mary to her friends and family, was wandering around the forest located near Hamptor, where the academy where she went was situated. She had been wondering what would happen if she went into the forest by herself.

And since it was almost her graduation day and the 4 years of her time at the academy were coming to an end, Mary decided to go there and explore, especially when she just bought her new bow from Avery in Fiktown as well as the custom-designed arrows that were lightweight and accurate.

I could never know who made these, Mary thought. She was smiling while gripping the first arrow and hooked it to the bow when she saw the rabbit. She pulled the string and aligned it with her eyes.

Steady, steady, she told herself as she was breathing in before breathing out. With that, she released the arrow as it struck the rabbit. It fell and died in an instant.

Mary sighed before she slung her bow onto her back. She went to the rabbit, which would be her dinner for that day, as she had decided to camp out for the weekend. No one will disturb her as long as she does not make any fire and alarm the academy.

Seriously, I think the academy needed to have very good security to make sure that its students were not wandering around, Mary mused before she took the rabbit and skinned it by the river. She made her camp not far away from the water source as she knew it was essential to her survival during the weekend.

Mary wiped her sweat with her sleeves as she looked at the sky. It looked like the thunderstorm was not coming, but the rain might be by the looks of things. She sighed before she carried her dinner and went to make a smokeless fire near her camp.

“This is the best camping trip I’ve ever had,” she mumbled to herself as she was making the smokeless pit and set the rabbit to cook. She was looking at the camp that she had set up in the tree before she went to take a bath in the river.

Shedding the cloak and her hunting gear at the camp, Mary was walking to the river in her traveling habits: a white linen shirt with black breeches and boots. At the riverbank, she shed the remaining clothes before she went skinny dipping in the river.

The cold water eased her muscles before Mary dove under the water. She was swimming around as she felt the water splashing against her naked skin. Then, she gasped for air as she rubbed the water droplets from her face.

The forest was serene and quiet as she closed her eyes. Mary could hear the bird, and she was looking at the sky. The sun was setting on the horizon before she waded to the riverbank and got out of the water. She put on her clothes before making her way back to the camp.

She took the cooked rabbit and ate it. It was juicy, and the grease was running down her arms. Mary did not care for her, as she was not in the polite society. She was alone in the forest near Hamptor, and no one was walking in here, with the fear of bandits.

Even though the bandits were only found in the Fik Forest.

She tossed the carcass of the rabbit into the fire before she looked at the fire crackling in the pit. Mary took in the fresh air around her before she stood up and kicked the sand on the fire. She yawned as it was time for bed. She climbed into her makeshift hammock that she had made on the top of the tree before covering herself in the cloak and placing the gear near her.

It would be easy to access if something were coming for her.

Then, with a gentle breeze and the sway of the hammock, Mary fell asleep, dreaming about making a living in the forest for the rest of her life.

*****
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AFTER HE VISITED THE blacksmith, William and his grandmother ran into his grandmother in the townhouse in Fiktown. William Flemington, the Baron of Bath, the youngest son of the Flemington Family, was riding his mare toward one destination.

And that destination was Hamptor, where he worked at the academy as a faculty member to design and innovate for the greater good of the community.

William took the money that he made from his custom-designed arrows, which were sold for 35 crowns, to the mysterious woman who took archery classes at the academy. Will he be able to find her there? Was she even there right now?

So many questions were being asked, but no answers. William did not know what he was hoping for when he went back to the academy, which was supposed to be the Winter Solstice celebration right now.

When you’re the youngest, no one will let you out of their sight, he thought as he remembered that his grandmother, Lady Ashley Flemington, insisted that William reconsider his decision. But William had already made his decision, and he would not back down.

Not until the nagging feeling that burned inside him died. William knew who that mysterious woman was.

Yeah, considering that you’re a brooding male and did not talk to people, I think we all know how this is going to end, his dark mind said as William tried to shake that off. He will find her and ask her to pay the rest of his share.

“Bloody Avery, wanting to make this difficult for me,” he mumbled before he dismounted from his mare as William was looking at the forest that was looming before him. Actually, William did not make his way to the academy at all when he wanted to spend some time in the forest near Hamptor.

It will help him to focus, and he will definitely need some time away from civilization.

It did not occur to the others that William preferred no one’s company when he was brooding alone and wanting to think. That’s why the forest near Hamptor will be the perfect spot for him.

He tied the rein of his mare to the tree that he had occupied and built his sanctuary there. It never changed, as his invention was pure genius. William smirked at that before he went ahead and rested before dawn.

Tomorrow, there will be some hunting that he needs to do for his new invention, and William hates to waste more time than necessary to get things done. As he lay in his hammock, looking at the sky, William wondered if his grandmother would turn her attention to him anytime soon.

William was only ten and nine, but he was considered to be eligible for the marital market. But that will be another thing to worry about later on, as William closed his eyes and dreamed of his perfect world without people interfering with his life.

*****
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MARY WOKE UP BEFORE dawn as she was putting her hunting gear on her body. She needed to hunt for prey to break her fast, and right now, it would be the best time for her to do so. It was quiet, and the rabbits were plentiful when they sensed there was no danger.

Only their predator was not an animal. Not this time anyway.

Mary went down the tree that she had climbed as her camp and walked on the forest’s ground without making a sound. She was looking for rabbits before something moved behind her. She took an arrow and hooked it to the bow before she pulled the string.

Mary was looking at the rabbit that was sitting next to the cherub, eating its leaves. She smiled as she was taking her position and wanted to release the arrow. She took a deep breath and then—

Something took her prey from above.

Mary turned to look at who interrupted her meal before she released her arrow in that direction. It hit the tree before shadows were moving around the branches.

“Who’s there?” she asked before taking another arrow and hooking it to her bow. She was getting ready to take the other archer out before she felt the tip of the blade against her throat.

“Drop it,” the baritone voice whispered to her ear as she was gripping her weapons.

“I say drop it if you don’t want to get hurt, lad,” the voice added before anger was shimmering inside her.

A lad? What does he think I am? Do I look like a lad?

Mary thought she was obviously a woman since she had grown up from her lanky form, and her curves were showing. But apparently, when she was in the forest, she was not a lady at all.

She was mistaken for a lad by this stranger.

“And what about you? You should drop your blade as well. I don’t want to be harmed when I am completely defenseless,” she argued before the voice chuckled.

“Very well,” it said before it withdrew the blade, and Mary turned to look at the stranger. It was a male, not much older than her, with blonde hair and turbulent eyes. His eyes could not settle on one color as he shifted in the dim sunlight.

The dawn was coming.

“So? What are you waiting for?” he said as he gestured to her weapons. Mary put the arrow in the quiver before slinging her bow behind her. The stranger smiled before he looked at the prey.

“Looks like this rabbit belongs to me,” he said as he took the rabbit. Mary frowned before crossing her arms.

“That was supposed to be mine, if you did not interrupt me, sir,” she said as she knew her manners and etiquette. Even the other person did not deserve it.

“Are you sure? Because from what I viewed—”

“Why don’t we have a contest then? To see which one of us had the best target?” Mary said bluntly as the stranger was arching his eyebrow at her.

“And why would I do that?”

“To prove that you’re not taking the easy way out to hunt your food?” she said as the stranger smirked.

“Ah, to be a lad and blame someone else for your clumsiness,” he said before Mary gritted her teeth.

“I am not a—”

“Very well,” the stranger said as he was putting the rabbit aside before dusting his hands. Mary blinked her eyes at him before she stepped closer.

“You agree?” she asked before the man nodded.

“It would seem that you need a lesson, lad. And I am willing to share my expertise with you,” he said before he was making his way to the tree that he jumped from, to take his gear, Mary presumed.

“I told you, I am not—”

“Shall we?” he said before he slung his bow and quiver onto his back as his hazel eyes looked at her. Mary sighed before hugging her cloak closer to her body to preserve the warmth in the chilly morning.

“Let’s go,” she said, following the stranger into the forest, not knowing if it was safe to trust him or not. But what other choices did she have for the stranger, clearly thinking that Mary was a lad? Perhaps it will be good to teach a lesson to this arrogant ass as well.
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Chapter II
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William listened to the footsteps behind him as he led them to the target training that he set up whenever he took his students to train for archery classes that he sometimes taught. However, he never saw this lad.

Was it because of the cap that concealed his face or the fact that he was hiding something from him? William couldn’t decide.

And so, without thinking, he took his challenge and agreed to say that the winner would have the best accuracy in archery. Even for that lad, he would not have a chance against him, the perfect archer from the academy.

“So, tell me why you are here in the forest early in the morning?” he asked as he was trying to break the ice between them. The lad was quiet as he walked behind him. Then, he sighed.

“I was looking for my breakfast that you so conveniently took from me,” he said, grunting as William shook his head.

“I told you, I did not take your prey.”

“We’ll see what you say when I beat you later, old man,” he said before William stopped and turned to look at him. He blinked his eyes.

“I am not old,” he said as the lad rolled his eyes, which were shining like amethyst in this dim light. Huh...perhaps his eyes were the color of pale blue that reflected like violet in the forest.

“Are we there yet?” he asked before William chuckled.

“A little further,” he said before the lad harrumphed.

“If I don’t know any better, old man, you are trying to murder me away from civilization,” the lad said before William turned and put his hands on his hips.

“Look, I am not much older than you, and don’t call me ‘old man’. My name is William,” he said before the lad was looking at him, brooding in the dim light.

“Well?” William asked before the lad was arching his eyebrow.

“Well, what?”

“Will you tell me your name then?” he asked impatiently before the lad was smirking at him. William did not know if he was having a strange feeling for this boy or if the annoyance was about to resurface.

“I will let you know if you’re worthy of my name or not later, old man,” he said before stepping forward. William gritted his teeth.

“I told you not to—”

“Is this it?” the lad said before they stared at the target practice that was 1 mile away from them. The lad was tilting his head as William was looking smugly at him.

“I told you. It will take the best of the best to get this right,” William said as he was removing his quiver and bow before hooking one arrow and getting ready to hit the target.

“It’s that far,” the lad replied before he shed his cloak, and William noticed that he had a quiver and a bow as well.

A custom-made bow.

“Nice bow you have there,” he said as the lad turned to look at him. His eyes were questioning him as if to accept that as a compliment or something else.

“Thanks, I designed it,” he replied before he took one arrow, a wooden arrow that William would never choose to shoot at a distance. He smirked.

“Are you sure you want to use that one? It might not hit the target,” he said before the lad was arching his eyebrow at him.

“You might be surprised,” he said as he was allowing William to make the first move. He shook his head before he pulled the string of his bow. He aligned it with his mouth as he was looking at the target, which was 1 mile away.

William took a deep breath as he steadied his heart and breathing. He closed his eyes, listening to the wind and forest before he opened them and released his breath, as well as the arrow, which went flying.

It swerved against the wind and hit the target. Not close to the bull’s eye, but close enough to its ring. William smiled triumphantly before he turned to look at the lad. He was looking at the arrow that hooked at the target before William smirked.

“I told you, impossible,” he said before the lad was hooking his wooden arrow. William smirked as the arrow that he used was the one that he designed himself. There was no way that someone like this novice of a lad could possibly—

The wooden arrow hit the bull’s eye.

William was blinking his eyes as he looked at the arrow. The lad was smiling wickedly as he turned to look at William before the wind, which was breezing, was stronger than before. He lifted the lad’s cap, and William stared at it.

The glossy mane was flying across the wind as William looked at the lad. No, not a lad. A lassie. A woman who was wearing white linen and black breeches. Her face was radiant in the sunlight that penetrated the forest before her wicked smile was plastered to her lips.

“I told you once, but you wouldn’t listen,” her voice changed as William blinked his eyes.

“I am not a lad, and my name is Mary. You better remember that, William,” she said before she took her cloak and dragged it over her shoulders. Then, she took the rabbit that William had hit before walking away from him.

“And yes, you deserved to know my name since your arrogant ass will not comprehend that you just got beat by a woman, William,” Mary said before she walked away from the target practice.

William was numbed to his core before he snapped. He turned to look at the woman who had just left, only to see that he was alone in the forest with the memory of the woman who had finally, finally, beaten him at his own game.

William went to take the cap that hit her mane before he was struck by the faint scent of fresh air and rose.

Roses, his favorite flower, now.

William gripped the hat as he turned to look at the forest, smirking at himself while his heart beat fast.

“Mary, huh? Well, I’ll be damned,” he said before Lord William Flemington, Baron of Bath, was laughing by himself and at his foolishness as well as overconfidence that he could never be defeated.

Only to learn to never underestimate anyone, male or female.

*****
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MARY WAS RUNNING ACROSS the forest, gripping her bow and quiver, as well as her breakfast. Her heart was beating fast as she was smiling like an idiot. 

William, William, William...

Her heart was chanting that name as she was looking for her camp. She needed to get out of here, or William would come looking for her. It was best that she never enclosed her true identity to William.

Because if she did, she would make the mistake of her life.

She will be leaving Hamptor, and when it was her last weekend here, she just found someone who can match her in archery. It was the best feeling ever as she looked at the blue skies. Mary was giddy before she climbed her tree and packed up.

She put everything in her satchel as she did not want to leave any trace that could lead back to her. Her mother would not like it, and her father...

Well, it was his idea that Mary picked up a bow and arrows.

Mary jumped from the tree and looked around. She was alone, and no sound could be heard for one mile.

“Safe for now,” she said as she drew her hood and walked back to the entrance of the forest. She did not know how William came into the forest, but from her experience, no one came as she did. She went to the entrance near Red Mount before walking into Hamptor.

It was the safest way for everyone, afraid that the Dragons would come out from the Red Mount.

What a bunch of fairytales.

Everyone knew that Dragons did not exist in Caga. Or so they were led to believe, for the practice of Pagan was forbidden, and the only true faith was the Holy religion. Mary was not a fan, but she could live by it.

This time, she will have to go back to her old life, which consisted of polite society and gentlemen, as well as a marriage prospect, for she was ten and eight now. It will be a couple of years before she can spend her time in spinsterhood like she planned to do.

“If only someone like him could be my husband,” she mumbled as Mary was making her way to the academy, thinking of William as her potential suitor. But what can he do? He was not a peer of the realm, and Papa would never settle for less. He was a duke, and he hoped that Mary would pay within the same rank.

If only William were a peer of the realm, perhaps she would marry him, Mary mused before making her way into the dormitory where she was staying for one more week until her graduation day.

And then, it was back to Fiktown.

*****
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WILLIAM WAS SEARCHING around the forest on his mare as he was circling the forest more than three times.

“She must have left a clue somewhere,” William mumbled as he was trying to look for the female named Mary and the location of her camp, at the very least. William has come back and forth to the forest for almost a week now.

Today was the last day of graduation, which will take place at the academy in a few hours.

He did not have time to uncover the secret identity of who this Mary was that had beaten him and taught him a lesson. William will never be overconfident again.

He looked at the sky as the sun was on the horizon. William sighed as it was time for him to get back to the academy and settle into his role as a faculty member there. He needed to be at the graduation ceremony of the younger generations. Mostly his age, but William has been a faculty member for more than two years now, since he was ten and seven.

“Alright, let’s go, Shadow,” William said to his mare before they made their way back to the academy, hoping to catch one last glimpse of the female who had captured him in a trap.

A trap that William seemed not to notice until it was played on numerous occasions later in his life.
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Chapter III
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In the academy, the maids or servants were not allowed, hence Mary had been doing her own chores for as long as she could remember when she came to Hamptor. And right now, it will be the last time she will not be assisted in dressing herself.

Mary shed the clothes that she wore in the morning as she needed to make sure that she would be prepped and ready for the graduation ceremony that would be held in a few hours. She had filled the copper bathtub with its own plumbing system, thanks to one of the Aces from the academy who invented it.

Mary put some rose essential oil that she got from her mother while she was in Fiktown. And this time, it will be the last time she will be using this scented oil at the academy. She had chosen what kind of evening gown she would wear for her graduation ceremony.

It was a lavender evening gown with a bertha collar that would accentuate her small waist and big bump. If that’s what she needed to present herself in the polite society, Mary knew she would burn it to the ground.

Oh well, it’s only for one night, she thought as she removed her robe and got into the bathtub. She sighed as her sore muscles ached, and Mary wanted to wash the grime and dirt that she collected while she was attending the herbal farm that she managed during her years at the academy.

It would seem that Mary has an affiliation with plants. That should help her out while she is in the woods or forest.

Mary took a rag and lathered it with soap before washing her body. The dirt made the water murky, leaving her skin fresh and clean. Mary sighed before she rinsed the soap off and got out of the tub.

She wrapped herself in a fluffy towel and drained the copper bathtub. It was ingenious, really, so that no maid should be required to do the work for her. Mary left the bathing chambers as she went to look at the lavender evening gown that she would be wearing.

She touched the fabrics, which were laced with satin and silk. It was expensive, something that would be expected of a daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Hanson. Still, Mary would rather stay anonymous while she attended the academy.

“Well, it cannot be helped then,” she said before she removed the towel and started to get dressed. She put on her chemise before she tied her petticoat. Then, Mary put on the corset and laced it up, but not too tightly, so that she could breathe in them.

Then, she put on the bodice of the gown as well as the outer petticoat, which made up the skirts of the dress. Later, Mary was sitting in front of the mirror and did her makeup with paint. It was natural-looking and not too heavy, for she did not want to sweat during the ceremony.

Then, she put her hair up in an intricate coronet and loose ringlets around her head before putting on the diamond necklace that her mother insisted that she wear. Mary sighed as she put on the earrings as well to go with the necklace. Lastly, she put on her lavender silk slippers and stood up as she looked at herself.

“I look like a clown,” she said as the soft fabrics and jewels made her look like a lady. The lady that she should be if she ever entered the polite society for the marital market. But Mary did not dream for those.

She dreamed of running free and hunting in the forest without a care in the world.

Mary shook her head before she took the silk shawl that went well with her evening gown and went out of her chambers to the Great Hall, where the ceremony would be held.

“It’s time to shine,” she mumbled before closing the door of her chambers.

*****
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“THIS SUCK,” WILLIAM mumbled as he was doing his cravat without the help of a valet. You might think that he would get used to it, but whenever he visited his family in Fiktown, a valet would help him to get ready.

Hence, the struggle that he now faced all by himself in his chambers at the academy.

“I told you to learn it, but you refuse it,” James, his older brother, was walking inside his chambers. William rolled his eyes at him as James stood in front of him and did his cravat for William.

“Thank you,” he said as James smirked at him.

“You’re welcome,”

“So, why are you here and not planning for your escape to Warydeval again?” William asked James as his brother shrugged.

“I don’t know. Perhaps I want to oversee the ceremony for once and live that nostalgia again,” James said as he leaned against the window. William shook his head.

“And here I thought you wanted to get lost in chasing skirts and gambling halls,” he said before James laughed.

“Don’t believe everything you hear, brother,” James said before he was dusting his black coat. James looked nice in black, whilst William was putting on his red jacket, indicating that he was from a different faculty than James.

While James was a master in foreign languages, William was a master in invention and weapons.

“So, shall we get going then?” James asked before William was nodding at him. They went out of the chambers before making their way to the Great Hall. William looked around and saw that every graduate was wearing their best gowns and suits. It was like walking to a ball or a house party.

“Well, this is exciting. I wonder if I can—”

“Don’t,” William said before James smirked at him.

“You don’t even know what I was going to say,” he said before William rolled his eyes again.

“I know how you think, James, and yes, I don’t want to hear you’re planning to chase skirts while we’re at the academy,” he said as he pulled James to take their place on the stage where the faculty of different sections from the academy will be sitting.

“I’ll see you later,” James said as he went to sit with his colleagues. William went ahead and sat with his colleagues as the master of the graduation rite cleared his throat and welcomed the graduates to take their seats so that the sacred ceremony would begin.

“Here we go again,” William mumbled as the string quartet began to play.

*****
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“WELCOME, GRADUATES, to the graduation ceremony,” the master of the rite was speaking as Mary was taking her seat next to her friend. She was trying to be calm and serene, but everyone was looking at her. They knew that Mary was usually modest in her dressing, but now...well, they thought she was walking out with someone.

“Did you see her?”

“I cannot believe that she would wear diamonds.”

“Who do you think she is? I thought she was not from a prestigious family.”

“I think she stole those.”

Mary tried to be indifferent before her friend, Veronica, took her seat next to Mary.

“I know that you want to overdo yourself for the graduation, but why do you have to go all the way like this, Mary? You know what people will say when you suddenly,” Veronica paused for dramatic effect.

“Dressed differently. People would talk, you know,” Veronica said as Mary chuckled.

“Well, what can I say? Everyone wanted to be a scandalmonger these days. I heard that someone theorized that I killed a Duchess to get all these,” Mary gestured to her clothes. Veronica snorted.

“If only they knew that you’re a future Duchess,” she mumbled before they giggled as the master of the rite was clearing his throat.

“And now, we will present the rite of passage to all of you,” he said as the first row of the graduates stood. Veronica and Mary were included.

“Here we go. Our future awaits,” Veronica whispered before they lined up to walk on the raised dais and received their rite of passage. The dean of each faculty will be presenting their pedigree with their emphasis during their years at the academy.

Mary will receive a pedigree from the herbal and healing faculty. Veronica will be receiving a pedigree from the faculty of foreign languages.

They walked up to the dais, curtsied to the dean, and took their respective pedigrees. The rite of passage was short as the graduates was fewer than 100 students. This was one of the flaws of the academy.

Only the wealthy will be able to attend them.

“Let’s go celebrate,” Veronica said as she was dragging Mary by the elbow.

“I don’t think—”

“Come on, you never explore the town of Hamptor. And we will be going to our respective towns two days from now. William you spend more time with me before we don’t see each other for the longest time?” Veronica said as she was blinking her eyes at Mary. She sighed before rubbing her temples.

“Fine. Just this once, and then you will leave me alone,” Mary said as Veronica shrieked before they went to walk into the town, where everything you wished to look for will be provided.
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Chapter IV
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After the last pedigree had been given away to the graduates, William and James were making their way to the Dining Hall of the academy for a light supper. William wished that he could get away and go to search in the forest, but it would seem that James was determined to stick with him for the rest of the night.
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