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    Dedication

This book is dedicated to my parents, Anastasia & Joe Joseph. Even though you are no longer here, your strength and love remain the fire in my spirit.
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❦ Chapter 1: The Pull of the Forbidden Fruit
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Their lips met for a breath—no longer. Not even long enough to call it a kiss. The moment trembled between them, hanging in the night air like a song unfinished. His hands remained around her waist, unsure whether to draw her close or push her back across the river that divided everything between them. 

Eleanor’s breath hitched. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” she whispered, though she made no move to retreat. 

Malik’s voice was husky, low. “Then why do you come here?” 

Because I can’t help it, her heart screamed. Because the world doesn’t feel right unless I see you. 

She pulled back slightly, just enough to look into his eyes—those deep, warm eyes that felt like truth. “Because I feel alive when I’m near you.” 

The night around them was thick with secrets. The river behind them whispered, and the old trees leaned in like conspirators. Eleanor’s white gown shimmered faintly under the moonlight, a stark contrast to Malik’s earth-toned clothes.

Here, in this hidden glen just beyond the Whitmore  estate, they were not judge’s daughter and stable hand. 

They were simply 

Eleanor and Malik. 

But time was no friend. Eleanor had to return soon before the house awoke, before her absence would be noticed. 

Malik stepped back, creating a space she instantly wanted to fill. “You 

should go.” 

Her eyes stung with the start of tears. “I don’t want to.” 

He said nothing. 

I hate the world we live in,” she added, her voice trembling. “I hate 

pretending.

I hate the whispers. I hate that we can’t be...” 

He reached out and touched her cheek, rough fingertips brushing away a tear. 

“Don’t say it.” 

“But I need to,” she breathed. “Because if I don’t say it now, I’ll lose the courage to feel it later.” 

The air buzzed. And then—a rustle in the woods. 

They froze. Both of them listening. 

Probably nothing, just a rabbit or the wind through the tall grass. But 

it was enough. 

Eleanor stepped back. “Tomorrow night?” 

A nod. “Same place.” 

She turned and ran through the fields, the hem of her gown catching on 

roots and twigs, heart pounding like thunder. 

Back in her room, she stood at the window, hand pressed to the glass. 

Across the field, beyond the trees, she knew he was still there. 

Watching. Hoping. As was she. 
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❦ CHAPTER 2: The Quiet Flame
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The sun rose gently over the Whitmore estate, casting golden light across 

the trimmed hedges and polished windows. Eleanor sat silently in the 

breakfast room, sipping her tea, face calm as porcelain. But inside, she 

was chaos. 

Aya had noticed. She always did. Aya, with her quiet presence and 

sharper-than-most eyes, had been Eleanor’s maid since girlhood. But more 

than that—Aya was her shadow, her shield, and her silent conscience. 

Aya approached with a fresh cup of tea. “Miss Eleanor, shall I pour?” 
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