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To my husband. Of all the university summer Spanish classes,
 I’m so grateful you walked into mine.









CHAPTER ONE


Holly surveyed the acres of blossoming apple trees, the early morning sun gilding the soft new bark and tender buds, and knew without a doubt that her family’s apple farm was doomed.


“Isn’t it beautiful?” Stacy sighed beside her. Even though the grass was damp with early morning dew, Stacy wore four-inch black stilettos with an A-line skirt and a cream blouse. She was the picture of a professional boss lady, and if Holly didn’t want to slap the smug right out of her rival’s voice, she might have been impressed with Stacy’s extraordinary level of put-togetherness.


Holly glanced down at her chunky hiking boots, ripped jeans, and the navy plaid shirt that was unbuttoned over a tank top stained with coffee. Their respective attire perfectly reflected the success levels of each of their apple farms. The Apple Dream was raking in the dough, and Wicked Good Apples was … not.


“Yes, charming,” Holly said through gritted teeth. “Is this what you wanted to show me?” She didn’t know why she’d taken the requested meeting except that she’d had a masochistic desire to see the orchard that was putting them out of business.


“Only part of it. Follow me.” Stacy beckoned Holly toward The Apple Dream’s rustic barn, its frame the only thing rustic about it. The red paint was fresh, the trim crisp, the doors sanded smooth. Holly’s family barn was, well, a barn. Weathered, falling apart, mice-ridden.


Stacy navigated the uneven ground with unfaltering perfection, and Holly was impressed while also hoping a teeny tiny bit that her nemesis would face-plant. She didn’t.


Once inside the barn, Holly did her very best to suppress her awestruck expression. She’d never seen the inside of The Apple Dream, apart from the photos on their website which she may or may not have stalked a few times, and it was even cleaner and more efficient than it appeared online. A massive stainless steel cider mill took up the entire far wall, and squatting beside it was a gleaming tank that held the finished cider that would be shipped to grocery stores across the state of Maine. There were old-fashioned apple barrels with cute chalkboard signs denoting the apple type; sleek aerial photos of the orchards framed on the walls; and a cozy couch setup where, in the fall, guests could mingle and sip cider from paper cups.


Holly tried hard not to compare The Apple Dream’s customer experience to that of Wicked Good Apples, where last fall a customer had stepped on Prickles, Holly’s hedgehog, and had threatened to sue after a dramatic meltdown.


“We produce over a thousand gallons of cider a day,” Stacy chirped. She brushed a springy black curl over her shoulder, her cheeks glowing with pride even as she briefly pressed her fingers to her temple as if she had the start of a headache. “We have one of the biggest operations in the state. Oh, did I tell you that I—I mean we—just secured a contract to stock over a hundred New Hampshire grocery stores this fall?”


Holly bared her teeth. “That’s great!”


Stacy beckoned Holly toward a closed door at the back of the barn that had a tiny “Private” sign affixed to it. Holly stepped into a modern-day office that had all the right touches of hipster style, and vowed that when she got home she was buying a new set of pens to do the budget books with. Maybe even gel pens.


Stacy perched on the edge of the desk and crossed her arms over her chest. Her nails were manicured with tiny apples. “Listen, Holly, I know our orchards have had a friendly rivalry in the past, and in the spirit of putting that behind us, I’ll admit that your family’s secret cider recipe is unmatched. The truth is we’d love to have that recipe—and the old Gala orchard at the back of your property. That’s why I asked you here today. I wanted to show you what your orchards could be a part of.”


She sounded like a college recruiter. “Just look at what your orchards could ASPIRE to be!”


Holly had half thought Stacy had invited her to The Apple Dream just to rub her successes in Holly’s face. Holly’s apple orchard was going under—had been going under for a while—and everyone knew it. Holly’s family strived for an unremarkable break-even model, but in the past four years they’d slowly sunk into the red. Some of that might have been Holly’s fault. As the eldest sister in the family and the general manager of Wicked Good Apples, she was adamant they keep their operations on a small scale. Not only was it necessary for their business model, but there were other, far scarier reasons they needed to blend in. Maybe she’d been a little too adamant, though, because if Wicked Good Apples didn’t pull a profit this fall, they’d have to close. But being bought out by her lifelong rival? That was worse. Way worse.


Holly’s eyes dropped to a cider glass on the desk printed with The Apple Dream’s name and logo. Stacy had spent all morning humble-bragging about her cider contracts, but Holly knew that Wicked Good Apples’ family recipe was better. Her great-great-grandmother had planted the orchards by hand to spite a town councilman, and the orchards had been passed down through the generations along with the secret cider recipe. There was no way Holly was giving it up.


Actually, Holly couldn’t give up the recipe. There was a special ingredient no one else had.


“We’re prepared to make a generous offer,” Stacy continued, and she gave Holly a sad smile. “We know your business prospects are bleak, but we aren’t going to take advantage of that.” Stacy pressed one slender hand over her heart. “Our family wants to do right by yours.”


Holly swallowed down her nausea and shoved her fists into her back pockets. She always felt vaguely sick around Stacy. She told herself it was because she was allergic to perfectionism, but the truth was she and Stacy had a far more complicated history.


Stacy reached behind her for a folded square of cream stationary and held it out. Holly reluctantly took it. Frig, even their stationary was a class act. When she opened the note, her jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me?”


“That’s for the orchards and the recipe. We don’t want the house, but we aren’t going to kick you off the land either. You and your aunts and sisters can continue living there. For now.”


Holly counted the zeros six times and then folded the paper and handed it back. “I’ll have to consult with my family.”


It was the polite thing to say, but she already knew their answers. Her sister, Winter, would curse Stacy out until one of their aunts exclaimed that ladies didn’t speak in such a way in her day, and Winter would remind her that she was by no means a lady. Holly’s youngest sister, Missy, would relay all the latest gossip about Stacy but wouldn’t actually commit to weighing in one way or another. As for Holly? She would rather live off potatoes and salt for a year than ever sell the orchards to Stacy, no matter how badly Wicked Good Apples was failing. Their mothers had been rivals long before Stacy and Holly had inherited the farms, and Holly had great respect for tradition.


Stacy gave her a cold smile. “You do that. But don’t take too long.”


The threat was implicit: the longer they took to decide, the lower the offer would go.


A curl of wind slithered over them, rifling Stacy’s perfect hair. Stacy narrowed her eyes, and Holly quickly buried the ember of anger that had flared to life at her rival’s words.


Not here. Anywhere but here.


Holly straightened her shoulders, and the errant breeze vanished. “I’ll see myself out.”


She exited the barn, her boot heels clomping across the waxed floorboards, and she didn’t let her posture slump until she reached her 2009 Kia. Once safely inside, she pressed her forehead to the steering wheel and took several deep breaths, calmly reciting all the reasons she was not going back inside and telling Stacy where she could shove her offer. The main reason was that Holly was already on thin legal ice after the hedgehog incident.


On the short drive home, Holly rehearsed what she would say to her family. They weren’t going to accept Stacy’s offer, but it might be a good time to remind them how important this season was to their future. She wasn’t convinced the others understood how dire their situation had become. Along with her family’s desire to appear unremarkable, there had been a strange and steady decline in customers over the past several years that had chipped away at their margins. Holly wasn’t sure what had changed, but what used to work didn’t anymore, and Wicked Good Apples was barreling toward foreclosure at an alarming rate.


The view along the winding country road helped lift Holly’s spirits. The winter had been long and bitter, and spring had been reluctant to emerge. It was May and it had finally, finally stopped raining. Everything was green and flowering and smelled like rain-washed lilacs and daffodils. The air was still a bit cool, but Holly didn’t care. It was better than the forty-degree April they’d had, and infinitely better than the single digits they’d suffered through all winter.


She turned left at the rusted metal mailbox with the word “Wicked” painted across the side and smothered a smile. The rest of the name had ostensibly worn off.


The driveway was rutted with potholes—just one more thing they had to rectify before they opened for the fall season. Massive maples with tender green buds arched over the dirt drive, forming a woven canopy of delicate branches patched with blue sky. When the maples were leafed out in bright reds and dark maroons in the fall, the driveway would find its way onto dozens of Instagram accounts.


Holly was in a much better mood when she rounded the bend of the long driveway. It was a breathtaking day, and even Stacy and her stupidly amazing stilettos couldn’t keep her down.


Then she saw the truck.


A shiny, forest-green pickup truck with all the latest bells and whistles was parked by the front door of the house. In discreet lettering on the side was the name “Grimm Productions.”


Oh hell no. Not today.


Holly had already sent two Grimm Productions goons packing a couple months ago. Didn’t Grimm understand the word no? No, she and her sisters did not want him filming his ghost-hunting TV show at their apple orchard. No, she and her sisters did not care that several internet fan sites had popped up claiming Wicked Good Apples was haunted. No, she and her sisters did not want to know how much money Grimm Productions was willing to throw at their dying apple orchard, because the answer was still no!


Holly jammed the Kia in park directly behind the pickup truck and marched toward the house, all of her anger at Stacy now directed toward Grimm Productions. She whipped her hand behind her, and a violent gust of wind slammed her car door shut with enough force that the visor fell open. Holly tried to remember the names of the two men who’d visited a couple months ago. Kevin and Mark, she thought. They’d both been so sure she’d fall over herself at the chance to be on TV that they’d been visibly shocked when she’d told them to get lost.


She almost felt bad for Kevin and Mark because they were about to have their asses handed to them. Today was not the day to be messing with Holly Celeste.


Holly threw open the door like a conquering invader and was horrified to hear laughter coming from the direction of the kitchen. Good God, was that Aunt Rose’s girlish giggle? What on earth was happening? They’d all agreed that exposure in the form of a national TV show would be far more detrimental than the money would be helpful.


Holly wended through the mismatched furniture, pausing only long enough to reach inside the hedgehog enclosure and run her hand along the grain of Prickles’s spines. The Celeste home was two hundred years old and as worn and drafty as one might expect from a farmhouse that had been built before modern insulation. Most of the furniture in the house was antique, which was unusual enough on its own, but when combined with the abnormal number of books the Celestes possessed, it made the house seem downright weird to most visitors. Every room had at least one full wall packed tightly with books, the spines ranging from hardcovers to cracked ninety-nine-cent paperbacks. It was a well-known fact that a Celeste never gave away a book. Holly’s great-great-grandmother had started the collection, and every Celeste had added to it since.


Holly pushed through the swinging door that separated the living room from the kitchen and froze in surprise, the door literally hitting her in the butt and bumping her forward a few inches.


Sitting around the kitchen table were her two sisters, who had the nerve to be glowing with happiness, and Aunt Rose and Aunt Daisy, who were blushing and tittering, respectively. Laid out on the antique walnut table was the good china, the kind Aunt Rose reserved for visitors on par with the Queen of England, steam curling from the tops of the teacups. The kitchen smelled of apple scones and apple jelly, and a block of cheddar cheese was lying on a small charcuterie board in the center of the table, a silver-handled knife sticking out of it.


It wasn’t the cozy domestic scene of entertainment that stopped Holly in her tracks, but the man lounging at the table beside Aunt Rose. He lifted his head as she entered, and Holly’s heart leaped into her throat. It seemed Kevin and Mark had taken her hint after all, because sitting in her kitchen was none other than the Grimm Reality TV show star himself, Connor Grimm.









CHAPTER TWO


“There she is!” Aunt Rose exclaimed, beckoning Holly into the room. Morning sunlight glinted off the dozens of rings on her wrinkled fingers, and her green eyes were twinkling just enough to put Holly on alert. “This is Wicked Good Apples’ manager and my sweet-tempered niece, Holly Celeste.”


Connor Grimm stood to greet her, forcing her to look upward to maintain eye contact. She’d seen him on TV before, but in real life he was even larger than he appeared on screen. There were dozens of fan pages devoted to Connor: he was the most famous supernatural hunter to exist in modern times. He and his brother, Erikson, produced the hit primetime TV show, Grimm Reality, where they traveled across the United States seeking out tales and experiences of the supernatural. Holly had researched them after the goons had visited; she’d even watched the show, finding it unremarkable and at times downright ludicrous.


It didn’t seem to matter the gender or the age of the viewer; Connor was popular with them all. His dark hair was cut short and often rumpled in a sleepy, sexy way, as if he’d just rolled out of bed. He had cool gray eyes that could be cajoling one moment and cold and harsh the next. When he was after a story, he was ruthless; he knew exactly what to say and what to do to crack the tale wide open, and he wielded his power of persuasion like a weapon.


Holly’s gaze ran over his jaw, which was solid and shaded with a day’s growth of beard. When he flashed her his legendary grin, she reflexively scowled. She’d seen the ghost-hunter memes created by his lovestruck viewers and how they practically fainted over the same disarming smile he was giving her now. On the show he wore a white polo for every episode, but today he was dressed in a simple gray T-shirt and jeans, his skin tanned from the sun. Holly wondered if he’d just flown in from filming in the south. She remembered seeing an ad online for an upcoming episode about the rougarou in Louisiana.


“It seems you’re just the woman I need,” Connor said. His voice was smooth and deep, but his eyes didn’t match the warm tone or the casual smile, and Holly was instantly on guard.


“What do you want?”


The corner of Connor’s eyebrow lifted. “Straight to business. That’s the kind of person I like to work with.”


“I—we—have no interest in working with you. I told your two other employees that when they visited a few months ago. You’ve wasted your time coming out here. Wicked Good Apples isn’t haunted, and it never has been. I’ll see you out.”


“Holly!” Aunt Daisy admonished. Like her twin, Aunt Rose, she wore enough jewelry to stock a pawnshop, but unlike Aunt Rose, her green eyes were unfocused and slightly clouded from vision loss. “Mr. Grimm came all this way to speak to us personally. The least we can do is hear him out.”


Missy flipped her curly red hair behind her shoulder and gave Connor a blazing white smile. “Yes, it’s the least we can do.”


Holly glared at her youngest sister. Missy was a serial dater, and she wouldn’t care what Connor wanted so long as it meant the chance to flirt with the supernatural hunter.


Holly crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Fine. Speak.”


Connor gestured to an antique chair. “Would you like to sit?”


It galled her that he was playing host in her house. “No, I wouldn’t like to sit, if you know what the word no means.”


“Oh my God,” Winter hissed, “sit down, you pain in the ass.” She grimaced at Connor. “Usually I’m the jerk, not her. I promise.”


Connor’s slate-gray eyes were unreadable as he sank into his seat, and Holly reluctantly pulled out the chair at the head of the table, not because it was a power move, but because it was the most accessible spot. The smell of the sharp cheddar cheese made her stomach sour, so she shoved the board away from her.


“As I was telling your family,” Connor said smoothly, as if she hadn’t just insulted him in front of the entire table, “I understand your reservations about having a filming company in your personal space, but we do our best to minimize our presence, and we always leave the grounds and buildings exactly as we found them.”


Holly let her boredom show.


Amusement surfaced in Connor’s eyes before he directed his attention to her sisters. “Filming typically takes a few weeks unless the location is worth a deeper dive, and then it might span several episodes, but we wouldn’t know that until we began. At the very worst, we’d still be out of your hair before apple season begins.”


“You sound dreamy,” Missy sighed. Then she sat up straight, alarmed. “I mean it sounds dreamy.”


“It sounds inconvenient,” Holly said. She tapped her fingernails against the top of the table. Unlike Stacy, they did not have tiny perfect apples painted on them. Instead, they were short and unvarnished—the nails of a woman who was routinely up to her elbows in apples. “We’d be tripping over you and your cameramen for weeks.”


Winter nodded in agreement. She was Missy’s twin, and although they had identical curly red hair, hazel eyes, and spritely builds, they were completely opposite people. Where Missy was easygoing and bubbly, Winter was so stubborn and fierce that Holly was convinced she’d been an Amazon warrior in another life. “Holly’s right, it does sound inconvenient. What would be the benefit to us?”


“We pay generously for all of our filming locations, but maybe the greatest benefit is the massive media exposure. When the episode airs, your farm will be flooded with business. People will come from all over the country to visit, and if you’re inclined to, you can leverage that publicity. We’ve had locations open B&Bs, haunted tours, and more.”


Missy perked up. She was in charge of publicity for the farm, even though their unique situation mostly kept her hands tied. Holly knew her sister would love the chance to break their apple farm out to a wider customer base.


Holly shook her head slightly. National media exposure was the last thing they wanted. Besides, Holly wasn’t entirely convinced of Connor’s motives. Why was he so focused on their little apple farm in the middle of rural Maine? Hell, there was a haunted movie theater just two towns over that had made it onto a Top Ten Haunted Spots in the US list. Why not go there?


“We want to be known for our apples, not for ghosts,” she said.


Aunt Rose took a scone from the plate with a trembling hand and buttered it. “What exactly are you looking for here, Mr. Grimm?”


Connor tore his cold gaze from Holly, his eyes warming when they landed on Aunt Rose. “There are entire websites devoted to this apple farm. Did you know that? My brother and I have scoured them, and we’ve interviewed at least a dozen visitors who all claim to have seen odd things happen here.”


“Odd things? Like what?” Holly pressed.


“Completely dry ground when it has been pouring for days straight.”


She rolled her eyes. “We have a good drainage system.”


“The opposite too. There was a drought a few years back, and your farm was the only one to produce apples.”


“Luck.”


“The apple tree disease never touched this place.”


“We’re remote.”


Connor leaned back and rested his arm over the top of the empty chair beside him. A tattoo peeked out from beneath his sleeve, but not enough that Holly could see what it was. “The most popular story, however, is about a man who haunts the orchards at night, moaning of witchcraft and devilry.”


Holly’s heart blipped, and she was very careful not to look at anyone else in the room but Connor. “I’m sorry you’ve come all this way, Mr. Grimm, because that is the most ridiculous list of nonsense I’ve ever heard.”


“Call me Connor.”


“Connor,” Missy purred.


Holly stood. Her job wasn’t only to keep the orchard business on its feet, but as the oldest sibling, it was also her duty to protect the family, and Connor Grimm was bad news. “We’re not interested.”


Connor finally took the hint and stood. He thanked her aunts and sisters for their time, complimented them on their apple jam, and followed Holly through the house. She felt his eyes on her back as she led him to the front door. The moment it closed behind them, he spun so that he was standing between her and the driveway. Without the table between them he was even taller than she’d realized, and she could smell pine and warm spice on him—probably from his cologne.


“You’re making a mistake,” he said, his voice low enough that he couldn’t be heard inside. “I know how much trouble your orchards are in.”


Holly leaned one hip against the peeling white paint of the porch railing and tried to forget she had a huge coffee stain down the front of her tank top. “You’ve been misinformed. We’re doing very well.”


Connor’s insightful gray gaze searched her face. “You’re nine months from foreclosure. You need this deal just as much as I want it.”


His arrogance chafed her. “Actually, we just received a very generous offer for the orchards today. We don’t need a damned thing from you.”


“Why do you dislike me so much?” He took a half step closer and pressed his hand to the door. “The minute you walked in and saw me, you closed off. Most people would be thrilled to have Grimm Productions knocking on their front door.”


He was right about her attitude. The moment she’d seen him, she’d known he meant trouble for the Celeste family. Winter was the real seer in the family, but sometimes Holly got feelings about people too, and everything inside of her was screaming that if they let him in, Connor Grimm wouldn’t stop until he’d laid bare every one of her family’s secrets. Until he’d made them vulnerable to the scrutiny of the world.


“Then most people are idiots,” she snapped. “The supernatural isn’t real, and these orchards aren’t haunted. This place has been in my family for two hundred years, and you want to know something? We make damned good apple cider, and we sell damned fine apples.” Holly pushed away from the railing and stepped forward; he wasn’t the only one who could command space. Unfortunately, now she was so close she could feel the heat from his body, and she had to look even farther upward to meet his steady gaze. “My great-great-grandmother started this place with pride, and I’m not going to let you turn it into some phony circus for cheap entertainment. This farm means everything to me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to protect it.”


At the last sentence a glint entered his eye, as if she’d just given away a vital piece of information. He lowered his head and said quietly, “Then I’ll leave you my card, because I’m the only offer that’s going to keep this place afloat in exchange for nothing but a few measly weeks of filming. When you change your mind, give me a call. I’ll be in town until the end of the weekend.”


She glanced at the white card he held between two tanned fingers, but didn’t move to take it.


He reached forward and tucked the card into the blue plaid pocket of her shirt. “Don’t make me wait too long, Holly. There are mysteries here to solve, and you have an apple orchard to save.”


“Don’t hold your breath, you overconfident spook chaser!” she shouted at his departing back.


Her anger flared further when he only laughed.









CHAPTER THREE


Connor Grimm had met his share of prickly people in his line of work, but he’d rarely met a woman so adept at telling him to go fuck himself with nothing but a look. The moment Holly Celeste had entered the kitchen, he’d known she was the lynchpin of the family and the one he’d have to convince if he wanted a shot at Wicked Good Apples, and God he really wanted a shot at it. For four years he’d read of the strange goings-on at the farm with mild interest, but it was the photograph a viewer had sent him that had fanned that spark of interest into a raging inferno. The email address had been a throwaway, but the three separate experts Connor had paid to analyze the photograph had all agreed that the picture was genuine.


He tapped his jeans pocket where he carried a folded copy of the photograph: Aunt Daisy, the thin leather gloves she’d been wearing this morning absent, hovering her hands over a barrel of apples while inky smoke leaked from her palms. Behind her was the weathered Wicked Good Apples barn, its outdoor floodlight casting a cone of light over the older women while an eyelash moon dangled in the background. Rationally, he knew the photo was probably a trick of the light, or a setup. Hell, it was possible the aunt had staged the scene herself. And yet Connor’s instincts were whispering that there was something a little off about the Celeste family—something beyond a ghost haunting their property—and his instincts were almost never wrong. The Celeste women were keeping secrets. Every cell in his storyteller blood was buzzing with suspicion, and the investigator inside him was practically itching to be let loose.


Now that Connor and Erikson’s show was a success and they had the money and freedom to choose their own sites, Wicked Good Apples had gone straight to the top of their filming wish list. Connor had led the Celeste women to believe the ghost was his main focus, and he fully intended to investigate the haunting, but there were a dozen other locations he could have chosen if that were his only interest. Along with the photograph, there were the oddities he’d listed in the Celeste kitchen, and a dozen other strange happenings rumored to have taken place at Wicked Good Apples that he hadn’t mentioned. In his experience, that much chatter meant something paranormal—and he had plans to take Grimm Reality to the next level by exposing whatever it was. His show was a huge hit, but Connor wasn’t the kind of person to be content with good when better was still out there. They’d investigated paranormal happenings on their show in the past, but they’d never been able to prove anything. He intended to change that, and it all hinged on the cooperation of Wicked Good Apples.


Connor turned onto Main Street and tapped the brakes so a woman with three pugs on leashes could cross the road. Usually, people who were hesitant to let him film at their house or business were simply worried about appearing foolish on national TV, but he didn’t think that was the reason behind Holly’s reservations. She’d been hostile from the moment she’d met him, so either she disliked him personally, or there was something about Grimm Productions filming on her property that put her on guard. Her desire to send him packing only added fuel to his theories.


He rolled into the cracked driveway of the motel and stopped outside the tiny gray shack with green shutters that he’d rented for the weekend. The porch light didn’t work, and the white plastic chairs that sat out front were spotted with black mold. The interior wasn’t any better: papered with trippy green wallpaper, carpeted with matted orange shag, and sporting a 1970s polyester bedspread, its only virtue was that the sheets were clean.


Connor sat in his truck for a moment, the door open as he thumbed through his phone, scrolling for any mention of Holly Celeste on the internet. He’d done his research into the finances of the farm, but he hadn’t been able to zero in on who was truly in charge, not until the kitchen door had burst open and a woman with dark hair pulled into a sloppy bun had appeared, a coffee stain down the front of her tank top. Holly’s flashing hazel eyes had told him exactly who it was he needed to sweet-talk.


Then she’d opened her mouth, and he’d known there’d be no sweet-talking someone with that kind of spine.


He’d found her antagonism perversely refreshing. He was recognizable enough now that most people were fake with him, but Holly had made it clear she didn’t give a damn about how famous he was. In the past, women had gone to enormous lengths to meet him, but he knew Holly Celeste would never be one of them. She may have had a soft, curvy body that made his mouth go a little dry the moment he’d seen her, but he was pretty sure her will—and her dislike of him—were made of steel.


Connor glanced at the time on his phone. He was counting down the hours until she called. The moment Holly had told him she’d do anything for the apple farm, he’d known she wasn’t going to take the offer she’d bragged about. Whatever her reservations about Grimm Productions, she couldn’t afford to pass up the chance to keep the orchards open in exchange for a few weeks of filming. If she loved Wicked Good Apples as much as he thought she did, all of her skepticism about ghosts, her apparent grudge against him, and any worry about secrets were going to have to take the back burner.


His phone rang in his hand, and he grinned as he hit the answer button. It was an unknown number. “That was fast, Celeste. I thought you’d hold out longer.”


Silence.


“Holly?”


“This isn’t Holly.”


No, it wasn’t. The voice was raspy, like the caller was on oxygen or trying to conceal his true voice.


“Who is this?” Connor demanded. He didn’t bother asking how they’d reached his personal number. He had a system set up where his secretary forwarded him calls that he might find interesting.


“A concerned citizen.” The voice paused dramatically, and in the background Connor heard a cat mewl. “Leave the Celeste family alone. Some secrets are better left buried.”


Connor’s skin prickled as his temper heated. He hadn’t pegged Holly for someone who’d hire out her dirty work. If she thought a threatening phone call would scare him off, then she’d sorely misjudged his character. Connor had been voted Most Stubborn Ass one year in high school. He lived for stuff like this.


“What do you know about the Celeste secrets?” he asked. A sleek car tooted hello as it pulled into the parking space beside him. He gave an absent wave to his assistant, Charlotte, who was behind the wheel. He’d already booked her the motel cabin beside his.


“More than most.”


“Did Holly put you up to this? What’s she hiding?”


The man cackled, but the grating laughter turned into a long fit of coughing before he finally said, “She’s wicked, that one. They all are. If you don’t leave, bad luck will get you.”


“Is that a threat?”


A pause, then: “It’s a promise.”


Well, he’d set the guy up for that one. Before Connor could ask anything else, the line went dead. He texted the number to Charlotte so she could send it along to their private detective, but he suspected it would turn up as a burner number unless the caller was completely ignorant about how technology worked.


Connor tucked the phone into his back pocket and slammed the truck door behind him as he exited. Charlotte’s rear end was sticking out of her car as she fished in the back for her carry-on. As soon as she pulled it out, Connor took it from her and carried it to her motel door. Today Charlotte was wearing orange tights, a purple skirt, a hot-pink halter top underneath a neon sweater, and black lipstick. She’d twisted her dark hair into pigtails that brushed against her collar. At this point in their careers, Charlotte Hernandez was almost as recognizable as he was.


“Good flight?” he asked as he unlocked the door and handed her the key.


“Long flight.” Her voice was high and squeaky, and she looked half the age she really was. “I don’t know why you had me come out here if they haven’t even agreed yet.”


“They will.” Connor followed her inside and flipped on the light switch.


Charlotte gasped. “Oh my God, it’s hideous! This is the best you could do?”


“We’re in the middle of Nowhere, Maine, so yeah, it’s the best I could do. I’ve rented the whole place. We’ll be filming by next week.”


Charlotte arched a perfectly waxed brow and gestured to the luggage rack. Connor lifted the heavy suitcase and set it on top. “You seem awfully sure for someone who was called an ‘overconfident spook chaser’ today.”


Connor grinned. “I take it you spoke to Erikson.”


“He’s worried. He thinks you’re obsessed with this place.” Charlotte’s eyes scanned the peeling wallpaper and the two-cup coffeemaker by the sink. Connor hadn’t even known coffeemakers could be so small. “God knows why. This town is small, all the people dress the same, and there aren’t any vegan restaurants.”


“I’m not obsessed.” Connor stuck his hands in his pockets and gave her his most innocent look.


“Nuh-uh—I know that look. You’re mega obsessed.”


“I’m slightly interested, and getting more interested by the minute. I just got a phone call warning me off the Celeste family.”


Charlotte chomped on a piece of gum, and Connor could smell the juicy grape flavor from where he stood. “Well, that’s something. Usually the threats come later.”


“I’m on to a story, Charlotte. Strange things have been happening in that apple orchard for years, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”


“On national TV.”


“Naturally.”


She sighed and began to unzip her suitcase. “Your instincts haven’t failed you yet. If you say there’s something here, there is, even though I still believe that photo is a hoax. You really think that chick will come around? What was her name?”


“Holly.”


“Yeah, Holly. Erikson said she sounded like a real hard-ass.” She laughed again when she caught his expression. “I know that wolfish smile too. The challenge just makes it more fun for you, doesn’t it?”


Connor backed to the door and said, “It would be boring if it was too easy, now wouldn’t it? Settle in and I’ll check on you for dinner. There’s a diner about fifteen minutes away that serves salad.”


“Why does everyone think vegans only eat salads?” she shouted after him.









CHAPTER FOUR


Three days later


Holly stood outside the motel room door with her hands in her pockets. It was raining, and not the soft romantic kind, but the torrential downpour kind. Her navy raincoat was pulled over her head, and water dripped from the hood to splash on the tops of her yellow duck rain boots. And still she couldn’t force her legs to move another inch.


I am going to grow roots and die here, she thought, because there was no possible way she could make herself knock on Connor Grimm’s door.


After two straight days of arguments, Holly had been outvoted by the two sets of twins. They’d been as dismissive of Stacy’s offer to buy the orchard as she’d expected, but they’d been surprisingly open to Connor’s.


“Did you see the money he’s offering us?” Missy had squealed, thrusting the paper with the Grimm logo on it at Holly for the fifth time. “It’s enough to keep us afloat for three years. And think of all the things we could do with our new status! I’m picturing haunted midnight apple pickings and spooky Halloween barn weddings. This is it, Holly. We have to grow with the times, and this is our shot.”


“How can you even consider it?” Holly had argued. “You know how important it is that we remain out of the spotlight, how important our break-even model is.”


“Yeah, except we’re not breaking even now, are we? We’re about to lose our house, Holly.”


That was true, but still she’d said, “Now, more than ever, we need to keep a low profile.” How were they unable to see what Connor was underneath? He wasn’t just some handsome ghost hunter with a big ego; he was the real deal. This was a man who dug in and went after what he wanted with pigheaded stubbornness—she’d seen him do it on past shows. She didn’t trust that he was there for a simple ghost haunting. He would sniff and poke around, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d exposed their family secrets for the entire world to see. He would paint a target on their backs after the aunts had sacrificed everything to keep Holly and her sisters hidden. “We have to find another way.”


“There is no other way, Holly. If there were, I know you would have thought of it already. I’m tired of playing it safe.” Missy had hugged the offer to her chest. “It’s one thing to be broke, it’s another to be broke and boring. It’s been four years, and nothing has happened.”


Yet, Holly had thought. Four years ago, the aunts had no longer been able to conceal how powerful Holly and her sisters had become. Since then, she and her sisters had done all they could to fade into a rural existence, but a TV show would, at best, put them squarely in the public’s eye and alert the others to their presence.


At worst, it would destroy their lives.


Aunt Rose and Aunt Daisy had been on Holly’s side until Winter had quietly said, “I think we should do it.”


That was when Holly knew she’d lost, because when it came to the future, Winter’s word was law. The aunts had agreed with Missy that there was no way around it. The Celestes needed the money or they were going to lose the orchards and the house, and after two hundred years, they simply couldn’t allow that to happen.


Once it was decided, Holly had tried to bribe Missy into delivering the news to Connor. Holly couldn’t bear to witness the smug arrogance on his face, and she knew Missy would jump at the chance. “Maybe he’ll be so grateful he’ll take you out to dinner!” she’d said, trying to sweeten the pot.


If Missy hadn’t had concert tickets, Holly knew her sister would have gladly taken her up on the suggestion. Even with her much coveted concert tickets she’d still almost gone.


With Missy out of the running, Holly had found Aunt Rose in the little glass-paned sunroom at the rear of the house. It had been converted into a cozy indoor greenhouse, complete with burgeoning shelves of thriving herbs and a long wooden table at the center, scattered with glass vials. Aunt Rose was working a stone mortar and pestle that had been in the Celeste family at least five hundred years, grinding what smelled like dried rosemary. Holly had made the case for Aunt Rose to deliver the news, but Aunt Rose had only chuckled and offered her a brave-of-heart potion.


“No,” Holly had said on a sigh, although she’d appreciated the gesture. A potion that would help her would only cost Aunt Rose in the long run.


In the end, despite all of her wheedling to nominate someone else, it had been decided that Holly was the person who should negotiate the deal.


Holly hadn’t been able to make herself drive to the motel on Main Street until the afternoon, and by then the clouds had darkened overhead, perfectly reflecting her mood. The moment she’d stepped out of her vehicle it had begun to pour, but she’d been expecting that.


The wind ripped through the pine trees behind the motel and Holly shivered, but still she couldn’t move. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and after a few minutes of listening to the rain patter on her hood, she pulled it out and squinted at the text.




Winter: How long are you going to stand outside his door?





Holly scowled and shoved the phone back in her pocket. Sometimes Winter knew too much.


Five minutes passed. Then ten. Then twenty.


Finally the door opened, and Connor stood in the doorframe, the yellow glow of lamps backlighting his form. He was wearing jeans and a simple black T-shirt. His feet were bare, and his hair was mussed and damp from a recent shower. His flint-colored eyes met hers, and without any emotion on his face he said, “Come inside.”


Holly swallowed and followed him in. The motel room was sinfully ugly, and she couldn’t even think about how many people had slept in that bed over the decades without getting the heebie-jeebies.


She unbuttoned her raincoat but didn’t take it off. She’d changed out of her high school track T-shirt into a soft pink V-neck before realizing what she was doing, and had defiantly changed back. Strands of hair slipped from her usual bun, and she pushed them behind her ears. Every ounce of her rebelled at being here; even her tongue felt stuck to the roof of her mouth.


Connor gestured for her to take a seat at the small table, but she shook her head. “You’ve been out there a while,” he commented.


Holly opened her mouth and then closed it again. She couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t. She knew this was wrong; she knew it would end up badly. How could she jump into shark-infested waters with both feet? She loved their quiet little farm and their loyal base of customers who came to pick apples and buy cider every year. It was quaint and idyllic, and yes, it was run-down and their sales had been inexplicably dwindling, but it was comforting and steeped in history, and now she was expected to risk everything and turn it into some cheap spectacle.


It’s that or losing the farm completely, she reminded herself.


She took a moment to compose herself by glancing around the room. A black carry-on was propped against the wall, and a few T-shirts were draped over the back of the desk chair where a high-tech laptop was set up. There was not one, not two, but three cell phones scattered across the desktop. A half-empty bottle of water was on the night stand, and the air smelled of pine and warm spice. Other than those few signs of occupation, the room seemed fairly organized and sterile for having been lived in for three days.


“You could have called,” he said softly. He’d been watching her with those insightful eyes while she scanned the room. “It might have been easier.”


“Yes, well.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t do anything the easy way.”


He rubbed his jaw but didn’t say anything; he just waited patiently for her to speak.


Holly cleared her throat several more times. Finally she forced the words through her lips. “I suppose you know why I’m here. My family accepts your offer—with conditions.”


He arched a brow and crossed his arms over a chest that spoke to some decent time in the gym. The combination of those intelligent gray eyes with the five o’clock shadow was enough to give her an unexpected flash of desire.


Holly was both caught off guard and appalled. Get your shit together, hormones! She wouldn’t be interested in Connor Grimm if he were the last man in Maine.


“Your family accepts my offer, but not you?”


“I’m part of my family,” Holly said through clenched teeth. Technically the apple farm had passed to her when her mother had died, but in her mind it belonged equally to all of them. She finally hung the dripping raincoat on the hook by the door but didn’t walk in any farther. She didn’t plan on staying long.


“Did you change your mind after the man you hired failed to scare me off?” His eyes were sharp and hard, his easy stance not giving away any of the anger that she glimpsed in the press of his lips.


Holly frowned. “I didn’t hire anyone to scare you.”


“So the person who warned me away from the Celeste family had nothing to do with you?”


Holly blinked. Who could have done that and why? “Who was it?”


“He didn’t give me a name.”


She shrugged. “It wasn’t me.” Honestly, she didn’t care if Connor believed her or not; she wasn’t wasting her breath trying to worm her way into his good graces when she had no desire to be there.


Connor kept that hard stare on her for a moment longer before he reached for one of the cell phones, his biceps shifting beneath the tight sleeves of his T-shirt. Again, she glimpsed the bottom of a tattoo. Was it a ghost?


“What are your conditions?” He swiped his thumb over the screen, and she assumed he was opening a notes app.


Holly took a deep breath. “None of us appear on the show.”


Connor dropped his hand. “Come on, Holly. My show is a visual record of America’s stories, and they always sound better coming from the people who know them best. Is that something your whole family wants, or just you?”


Actually, Missy was dying to be on the show. “All of us,” she said firmly.


Connor scowled, but he typed the request in his phone. “Next?”


“One episode only.”


“No.” He shook his head. “I’m not rushing it. If the story deserves more than an episode, then it will get more.”


“One episode.”


“No.”


Holly shoved at the hair slipping from her bun. She’d suspected this would be a sticking point for him, so she’d come prepared. “Three max.”


“As many as necessary.”


“Connor, I swear I’ll walk right now if you don’t agree.”


He stared her down, his gray eyes unflinching. “Then walk.”


Holly turned on her heel and reached for her raincoat. She had one arm in the sleeve when his palm slid around the bare skin of her other arm. He’d been entirely silent on the carpet, like a big cat in the jungle. The light touch of his warm palm sent goose bumps racing over her chilled skin.


He jerked his hand away, as if he hadn’t meant to touch her and instantly regretted it. “Fine,” he growled from the vicinity of her ear. “Three episodes max.”


Holly faced him again. Even though he’d taken a step back, he was still much closer than he had been at the start of their negotiations. Despite the fact that she disliked almost everything about him, she was affected by the enormity of his presence. This was a man who could fill any room he occupied, and it wouldn’t matter if it were a tiny motel room or a grand ballroom.


She finished pulling on the raincoat but didn’t button it. “We want a disclaimer at the start of the episode that says it’s for entertainment only.”


“We already do that for legal purposes.” His eyes slid over her face and down to her T-shirt. “Edward Jones High School track. You were a runner?”


“Sprints, and I sucked at it.”


“Yeah, but at least you got a sweet T-shirt with a decade of wear out of it.”


“Is that a fashion insult?” she asked in outrage.


His grin was disarming and lopsided, and did weird things to her stomach. “I like that you’re wearing it. It’s wholesome.”


Holly didn’t know if she was offended or oddly complimented. “I suppose you’re used to women wearing designer labels, but around here we work, and we need clothes that we can work in.”


His gaze returned to her face and mouth, and she had the strangest feeling that he was thinking about something else entirely.


“Anyway,” Holly continued, “there’s one more request, and then we’ll be all squared. Actually, it’s not so much a request as a nonnegotiable demand.” She wiped her palms on the sides of her jeans. She wasn’t happy about this one, but it was the only way she could see to protect her family. If Connor Grimm was let loose, he might dig around where he didn’t belong. She didn’t give two hoots if he wanted to scamper after some supposed ghost in the apple orchards—apart from the exposure it would bring—but he absolutely could not be allowed to discover the secret she and her ancestors had kept hidden for centuries. The only way to ensure her family was safe was to keep him on a tight leash. Winter had refused the task, and Holly didn’t trust Missy not to get distracted by Connor’s annoyingly charming smile. That, unfortunately, left Holly as the sacrificial lamb. Feeling like a martyr she said, “I want an active partner role in your investigations.”


His eyebrow winged upward in obvious surprise. “You want to investigate the haunting with me?”


No, she wanted to keep a close eye on his every move and thwart him if he got too close to things that were none of his business. “Yes. I insist on it.” She’d known Connor would want to know why, so she’d practiced the next part in front of the mirror so that she would look earnest when she said it. “I’m the manager, and I want to have control of the narrative.”


Connor hesitated for a moment. “I usually investigate with my brother, but he can’t be on site this time. It’s an unusual request—”


“Demand,” she corrected.


Connor narrowed his eyes. “Demand, but it might benefit me to have your local expertise. Consider it done.” He held out his hand, and Holly hesitated. She didn’t want to seal the deal, but she had little other choice. She slid her hand into his, the rasp of his palm already familiar from the brief touch before, and his fingers closed around hers. Again, the heat of his body was in shocking contrast to the chill of hers. “You’re cold,” he said flatly, still holding onto her hand.


“I stood in the rain for twenty minutes trying to make myself come in.”


“Am I that scary?”


“You’re that smug.”


He gave a bark of laughter and released her. “We have a deal, Holly Celeste. When do I move in?”









CHAPTER FIVE


Holly snorted. “Yeah, right. Good one.”


“I’m dead serious. My crew will stay at the motel, but my assistant and I will need to be on the premises. I can’t be running back and forth into town all the time. It’s in the contract. Didn’t you read it?”


Holly’s jaw clenched. Her T-shirt was wet in patches, and her skin had been ice-cold each time he’d touched it. Connor was irritated to discover he was having a hard time focusing on the contract negotiations when all he wanted to do was warm her up a bit.


“You can’t live with us for weeks at a time!” Holly cried, her face pale. “No way! Get a trailer!”


Connor sighed. It would have been so much easier if she were eager to have answers, like some of his previous clients. One couple had even offered him their own bed, which he’d politely declined. Access to the Celeste house would have also meant easy access to the basement and the attic, to possible hidden records or other clues. A trailer was better than nothing—at least he could stay on the premises as late as he needed—but it wasn’t ideal.


“The house is huge,” he said with as much reason as he could inject in his voice. “Surely there is a spare room.”


Holly darted forward and snatched his hand, did a weird reverse shake, and pushed it away. “I take back my handshake. The deal is off.”


“You can’t take back a handshake. The hand has been shaken.”


“Oh, I can, and I have. It’s now unshaken.”


“That’s not a thing.”


“It’s a trailer or nothing, and you’re lucky I’m agreeing to that. It’s bad enough you’re going to be snooping around our property at all hours. You can’t be in our house too.”


“Fine,” Connor snapped, “but these negotiations are feeling very one-sided.”


She shrugged, entirely unconcerned. If he hadn’t wanted this gig so badly, he might have given up on her when she sent Kevin and Mark packing, but he did want this mystery, and damned if she wasn’t already using that against him.


When she’d demanded that she take part in the investigation, he’d been knocked off kilter for a moment, but when she’d explained that she wanted to control the narrative, it had made sense. She was so protective over the farm that, now that he thought about it, he would have been surprised if she hadn’t asked.


Sorry, demanded.


The agreement worked out perfectly for him. More time with Holly meant more opportunities to gently probe about the other odd happenings at Wicked Good Apples.


Someone rapped on the door, and a moment later Charlotte wedged her way into the room, forcing Holly forward so that she had to stand beside him. Connor caught a whiff of berries and mint in her dark hair. His last girlfriend had used salon-sanctioned shampoo that cost three hundred dollars a bottle, and wouldn’t touch anything without a designer label—Holly had been right about that. And yet Holly, who used Christmas shampoo in May and wore a ten-year-old high school T-shirt, was somehow more intriguing than his ex had ever been.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements











		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/9781408749142.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlelogo.jpg





