Cursed to Love You
The Ashfords of Stillwater
Anna Kailey
Heir to the cursed Ashford orchard, Caleb Ashford has a voice he can't use and a future he can't protect. When a mysterious blight threatens his family's legacy, the only hope is the daughter of his father's rival—Willow Hartley, a brilliant horticulturist with a chip on her shoulder and a secret of her own.
But the curse that has silenced Ashford firstborns for generations tightens its hold with every forbidden word he utters. And as the clock ticks toward the harvest moon, Willow unearths a truth that could unravel both their families—and prove that some curses begin with a lie.
In a small town where everyone knows their history, Caleb and Willow must navigate a passion that scorns convention and a curse that threatens to destroy everything they love. With the blight spreading and the festival approaching, a grand gesture may be the only way forward—but is it enough when the greatest sacrifice is still to come?

Chapter 1
The morning sun bled through the gnarled branches of the Whispering Oak, casting long shadows over the orchard rows. I knelt in the damp grass, my fingers tracing the rough bark of an old apple tree, when I saw it—a slick, black lesion, like a wound that had festered overnight. My stomach clenched. I rubbed the back of my neck, a habit I couldn't shake when something felt wrong, and leaned closer. The bark was sticky, almost greasy under my touch, and a faint, sweet smell rose from it, like rotting fruit left too long in the sun.
"What the hell is this?" I muttered to myself.
I stood, brushing my hands on my jeans, and walked the row, checking each tree with a growing sense of dread. The lesions were everywhere—on the trunks, on the lower branches, spreading like a slow, dark tide. Some trees looked healthy from a distance, but up close, the blight was unmistakable. It was a disease I'd never seen before, not in any textbook, not in any orchard I'd ever worked.
I pulled out my phone, snapped a few photos, and called Ivy Lawson. She was the only botanist I trusted, even if she had a tendency to talk in circles.
"Caleb?" Her voice crackled through the speaker. "You sound like you've seen a ghost."
"Worse," I said. "Something's killing my trees. I need you to take a look."
There was a pause, then Ivy let out a long breath. "Send me the photos. I'll see what I can do."
I sent them, then waited, pacing the row while the sun climbed higher. The orchard was quiet, save for the rustle of leaves and the distant hum of a tractor from Mason's side of the property. I hated this—the helplessness, the way the land could turn against you without warning.
My phone buzzed. Ivy's name lit up the screen.
"Caleb, I've been studying this blight for months," she said, her voice tight. "It's spreading through orchards across the county, but it's worse in yours. There's a specific strain that's resistant to every fungicide we've tried."
"So what do I do?" I asked, my throat dry.
"You need someone who specializes in disease-resistant rootstock. There's a woman—Willow Hartley. She's a horticulturist, brilliant, but she's not easy to work with. She's up at the state university now, but she grew up here. Her family owns the orchard on the other side of the creek."
I stiffened. Willow Hartley. The name was like a splinter I couldn't dig out. We'd known each other as kids, but we'd never been friends. Her father, Owen, and my father had been rivals for as long as I could remember, and Willow had inherited that animosity. She'd left Stillwater years ago, and I'd heard she'd made a name for herself in the academic world. But I also knew she'd never come back unless she had to.
"She's not exactly on speaking terms with anyone in this town," I said.
"She's the only one who can save your orchard, Caleb. If you want to keep your family's legacy alive, you'll find a way to convince her."
Ivy's words hung in the air. I looked at the black lesions on the bark, spreading like a slow death, and knew I had no choice. I had to swallow my pride and ask for help from the one person who had every reason to say no.
I thanked Ivy and hung up, then stood there, staring at the blight, feeling the weight of the curse pressing down on my chest. I couldn't speak my true feelings to anyone, not even to the trees. But I could act. I could save the orchard, even if it meant reaching out to the enemy.
I pulled out my phone again, found the number for the Hartley farm, and dialed. It rang three times before a gruff voice answered.
"Hartley residence."
"Owen," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "It's Caleb Ashford. I need to talk to Willow."
There was a long silence, then Owen let out a harsh laugh. "Willow's not here. She's in town, actually, but she won't talk to you. She's only here to settle her grandmother's estate, and then she's gone."
"I need her help," I said, my jaw tight. "The orchard's dying. There's a blight, and she's the only one who knows how to stop it."
Another pause. I could hear Owen's breathing, heavy and slow. When he spoke again, his voice was lower, almost bitter. "The Ashfords always take what they want. But Willow's not a child anymore. She'll make her own decision. If you want to find her, she's staying at her grandmother's house on Elm Street. But don't expect a warm welcome."
He hung up before I could say another word.
I stood there, phone in hand, the silence of the orchard pressing in around me. The blight was spreading, I could feel it, a slow rot that would consume everything if I didn't act fast. I had to go to her. I had to swallow my pride and beg.
But I knew that even if she agreed to help, the curse would still be there, coiled around my throat, waiting for the moment I dared to speak my heart. I rubbed the back of my neck again, then turned and headed back toward the house.
I had to find Willow Hartley.
The blight had spread overnight like a stain seeping through linen. I knelt in the row of young Gala trees, my fingers tracing the black lesions that crept up the bark, each one a tiny wound in the orchard's flesh. The air smelled of rot and damp earth, and even the birds had gone quiet, as if they knew better than to sing over dying things.
"It's worse than I thought, Ivy." I stood, brushing dirt from my knees, and faced the botanist who had been consulting for our family for years. She peered through her thick glasses, a pencil still tucked behind her ear, and frowned at the affected branch I held out to her.
"This isn't your average apple scab, Caleb." She took the branch, turning it over in her gloved hands. "The lesions are too deep. Too uniform. It's a virulent strain—something I haven't seen in this region before."
"Can you treat it?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer from the way her lips pressed into a thin line.
Ivy shook her head slowly. "Not with anything I have. Soil drenches, foliar sprays—they'll slow it, maybe, but not stop it. And you're weeks from harvest. If this takes hold across the whole orchard, you'll lose the crop."
"Then what do I do?" The words came out sharper than I intended. I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the familiar knot of frustration tighten there. "I can't lose this harvest, Ivy. The festival, the farm—everything depends on it."
She studied me for a long moment, then reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a business card. The paper was cream-colored, with elegant script that read: *Willow Hartley, Horticultural Consultant*. There was a phone number and an email address, but no logo, no affiliation. Just a name that made my stomach drop.
"Willow Hartley?" I stared at the card, not taking it. "As in Owen Hartley's daughter?"
"The same." Ivy's voice was gentle but firm. "She's become something of an expert in disease-resistant rootstocks. She did her graduate work on resistant apple varieties—spent three years studying blight-resistant cultivars in Washington. If anyone can save your orchard, it's her."
"She's also the one person in Stillwater who has every reason to tell me no." I finally took the card, turning it over in my fingers. The back was blank. "Her father and mine have been at odds for thirty years."
"I know. But this isn't about your fathers, Caleb. It's about the trees." Ivy tucked her gloves into her pocket and gave me a long, steady look. "Willow isn't her father. She's her own woman, and she's the best there is. If you want to save your harvest—and let's be honest, if you want to save this orchard—you need to call her."
I looked past her, down the long rows of trees that had been in my family for generations. The lesions were spreading, dark and insistent, and in the distance, I could see the gnarled branches of the Whispering Oak, standing sentinel over the orchard it had witnessed for a century. The curse had taken our words. Now something was taking our trees.
"She left town after that fight with her father," I said, more to myself than to Ivy. "She swore she'd never come back."
"People say a lot of things when they're hurt." Ivy's voice softened. "And people come back when they're needed. Call her, Caleb. The blight has a timeline, and it's moving faster than you think."
I pocketed the card, feeling its weight like a stone. "What's the deadline?"
"If you can get treatment started within the next two weeks, you might save the core of your harvest. After that?" She shook her head. "The whole orchard could be gone by the festival."
My throat tightened—not from the curse, but from the thought of losing everything. The festival was the town's heartbeat, and the orchard was ours. Without it, the Ashford name would be nothing but a memory.
"Thanks, Ivy." I tucked the card into my wallet, next to a photo of my mother that had been there for years. "I'll figure something out."
She nodded, then turned and walked back toward her truck, leaving me alone among the dying trees. I stood there for a long moment, the silence pressing in around me, and then I pulled out my phone and looked at the name on the screen. Willow Hartley. The girl who had left Stillwater with fire in her eyes, swearing she'd never return.
But the orchard was dying, and I was out of options. The curse had taken my voice when it came to love, but it couldn't take the farm. I took a deep breath and dialed the number before I could talk myself out of it.
The phone rang once, twice, three times, and then a voice answered—crisp, professional, and unmistakably hers.
"This is Willow."
I closed my eyes, the weight of the orchard pressing down on my shoulders. "Ms. Hartley? This is Caleb Ashford. I... I need your help."
Chapter 2
I opened the door and there she was, Willow Hartley, her hair pulled back in a practical braid, that same stubborn set to her jaw I remembered from high school. She carried a canvas tote over one shoulder and a clipboard in her hand. No greeting, no small talk. Just a sharp, assessing glance that made me feel like one of her specimens.
"Show me the trees," she said.
I led her down the row of Macouns. The blight had spread since Ivy's visit — the leaves were curling at the edges, brown spots blooming like bruises. Willow crouched by the base of the worst tree, tracing a gloved finger along a lesion on the bark. She snapped off a twig, peeled back the skin, and brought it to her nose.
"When did this start?"
"Three days ago. Maybe four. Ivy thought it was fire blight."
"It's not." She stood, brushing her knees. "It's a fungal infection — _Phytophthora_ with a twist, something I've only seen in textbooks. The spores are airborne. If you've got one infected tree, you've got the whole block exposed."
My stomach dropped. "How bad?"
"Bad. If we don't quarantine these trees within forty-eight hours and treat the rest, it could kill every Ashford apple tree within a week. And if the wind picks up, it'll spread to my father's property too." She looked at me, and there was an unfamiliar edge in her voice — not quite satisfaction, not quite concern. "But you probably don't believe me. Given our families."
I remembered all the years of sniping between Hartleys and Ashfords — the festival trophies contested, the irrigation disputes, the way my grandfather warned me to never trust a Hartley. And here she was, telling me my whole harvest was about to die, and she expected a fight.
"I believe you," I said, and my throat tightened. The words came out rough, like I had to force them. I cleared my throat. "What do you need?"
Willow blinked, then turned back to the tree. "First, you cut down that one and the two next to it. Burn the wood, don't chip it. Then we spray the rest with a copper compound — need to order it. But this strain may already be resistant."
"So what else?"
"There's a biological control. A fungus that feeds on the blight. But it has to be applied within days, and it's expensive."
"How expensive?"
She named a figure that made my jaw clench. "I don't have that kind of cash just sitting in the orchard's ledger."
"Then you better hope the spores haven't reached the rest of the trees." She started walking to the next row, clipboard out, and I followed, anxiety coiling in my gut.
"I need your help, Willow. Not just advice — you're the only one who knows how to beat this."
She stopped, turned, and looked at me, her eyes unreadable. "I came because you asked. And because I'm not interested in watching a whole heritage orchard die, no matter what my father says. But I'm not doing it for free. A consultant fee — five hundred a day, plus expenses."
Five hundred a day. For someone who had to settle her grandmother's estate, I figured she needed the money. Or maybe she was just punishing me. I took a breath and realized my throat had loosened. "Fine. You've got a deal."
Willow held out her hand. I took it — her grip was cool and firm. "Then let's save your orchard, Ashford. Just don't expect me to be nice about it."
I bit back a grin despite the fear pressing on my chest. "Wouldn't dream of it."
The morning sun cut through the orchard, throwing long shadows across the rows of trees. I leaned against the worn fence post, watching Willow Hartley move through the sick rows. She was thorough, her gloved fingers tracing the lesions on the bark, her brow furrowed beneath the brim of her hat. Ivy had called her a genius. Right now, she looked more like a judge.
She straightened, pulling off her glove and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear—that small gesture I was already learning to read. She was thinking. Weighing something.
"It's worse than I thought," she said, her voice clipped and professional. "This isn't just your orchard, Caleb. If this spreads to the Hartley side—" She stopped, her jaw tightening. "But you know that. You know what my father thinks of your family."
I knew. Owen Hartley had spent twenty years blaming the Ashfords for every blight, every bad season, every misfortune that touched his land. He'd never forgiven us for the curse, for the way it had tangled our families together in tragedy. And now I was asking his daughter to save me.
"I'll pay you," I said, the words scraping out of me. "A consultant fee. Whatever you want."
She laughed—a short, sharp sound. "You think that's why I'd stay? Money?"
"I think you're a professional," I said, rubbing the back of my neck. "And I think you know what this blight will do if we don't stop it. Not just to my orchard—to everyone's. To the whole town."
Willow's eyes flickered. She looked at the sick trees, then at the healthy ones beyond, her expression softening for just a moment. Then she shook her head.
"I don't know if I can save them," she said quietly. "I've been studying this strain for months. It's fast. Resistant. It doesn't care about pedigree or history. It just takes."
"But you've seen it before."
"I've seen worse." She met my gaze, something sharp and almost mocking in her eyes. "You're asking me to work with an Ashford. Do you have any idea what that means to my father? What it would do to him if he found out?"
"I don't care about your father," I said, and my throat tightened so suddenly I nearly choked. The words came out ragged, uneven, like my voice was betraying me. "I care about—"
I stopped. Tried to swallow. The pressure in my throat was real, physical, a hand closing around my windpipe. I coughed, rubbing my neck, trying to clear it.
"Are you okay?" Willow asked, her tone flat.
"Fine," I managed, but my voice cracked on the word. I cleared my throat again, harder this time. "I care about this town. About the festival. About the families who depend on these orchards."
She studied me, her head tilted, a faint crease between her brows. "You're not usually at a loss for words, are you?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, you Ashfords always have something to say. Especially when you're trying to get something." She crossed her arms. "But right now, you look like you're swallowing glass."
I forced a laugh, but it came out strangled. The curse. I could feel it coiling around my tongue, a snake of silence, tightening every time I tried to speak the truth. I hadn't even said anything important—not really—and still it was there, suffocating me.
The orchard seemed to hum around us, the leaves rustling in a wind I couldn't feel. I looked at the Whispering Oak, its ancient branches reaching toward the sky, and I knew what it wanted. It wanted me to confess. To speak the words I couldn't say. But I didn't even know what those words were yet.
"I'll stay," Willow said abruptly, and I blinked, the world snapping back into focus.
"You will?"
"For the fee," she
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