
    
      
        
          
        
      

    




Murder and Mistletoe

Silver Falls Book Two

Samantha Baca



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 by Samantha Baca.


[image: ]




All rights reserved. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, this book has been pirated, and you are stealing. Please delete it from your device and support the author by purchasing a legal copy. Scanning, uploading, and distributing this book via any means (including the internet) without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law. This book is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or business establishments is entirely coincidental. 

No AI was used in the creation of this book, and it may not be used to train any AI models. 

Cover Design: Jack’d Up Book Covers



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Silver Falls Duet

[image: ]




Snowed Inn For Christmas

Murder and Mistletoe



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One

Poppy


[image: ]




I grunted as I slammed the shovel into the ground, trying to break through the dirt as a bead of sweat dotted my brow. I looked around to make sure the woods were still as quiet as they were when I dragged the body out here a while ago. It was supposed to be quick and easy—dig a hole big enough to dump his wretched body into, visit my cousin so I had an alibi for being in Silver Falls, and then get the hell out of town. I somehow didn’t account for the ground being frozen with a nice layer of snow and ice covering most of it, or how fatigued my body would be after dragging his lifeless body out of the house and shoving him into the car. I was relying on caffeine and adrenaline to keep me going. 

I took a deep breath and lifted the shovel again, stopping when I heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps. Panic seized me as my eyes darted around the forest, trying to pinpoint the direction they were coming from. I didn’t have time to run without being caught, and I sure as hell didn’t have the luxury of just abandoning the body and pretending I was never there. My footsteps alone would be a good indication that someone was here and that the asshole didn’t just come out into the middle of the woods to die the brutal death he had been dealt. 

My hands trembled as I tried to focus enough to figure out what to do. The footsteps got louder, and I looked up just in time to lock eyes with the one person I never thought I would see again. 

“Poppy?” Patrick asked, stopping a good foot away from me as he took the earbud out of his ear and looked at me. “What are you doing out—” 

His words stopped abruptly as he looked from me to the shovel in my hand to the dead body on the ground in front of me.

Fuck. 
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I stepped closer, getting a better look at the man who was hardly recognizable due to the bruising on his face. I lifted my eyes and looked at Poppy, since she was my main concern at the moment.

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked, staring at her as she squirmed beneath my gaze.

“It’s not what it looks like,” she said, her cheeks flushing red with heat despite the cold air around us. 

“Really? Because it looks like you’re standing over a dead body and trying to dig up frozen dirt to bury it.”

“Okay,” she replied softly as she rocked back on her heels. “It’s exactly what it looks like.”

I shook my head, trying to clear the fog that threatened to take over. I hadn’t seen Poppy in at least ten years, maybe longer. She was never close with her family and didn’t come around often. I had met her a few times when Gage’s family had their reunion at the inn, but she always stayed to herself and was quick to leave as soon as she could. 

“Does Gage know you’re in town?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest.

She shook her head and looked away.

“Were you planning on telling him?”

“Yeah. I was going to go by and visit before I left.”

She looked away from me, and I could tell she was hiding something. 

“I’m guessing you didn’t come to town just to see him and say hi.”

“Nope.”

I nodded as all of the pieces started to fall into place. 

“What’s the deal with the dead guy?”

“He’s my husband.”

My eyebrows rose involuntarily at the news that she had gotten married. While Poppy didn’t keep in touch with her family, I was still surprised no one had mentioned her marriage. Perhaps they didn’t know... 

“It was a shotgun wedding in Vegas. We were drunk and stupid. He wanted me to be his free use toy. I wanted a divorce. It was our many differences in opinions that led us here.” She extended her hands in front of her while holding the shovel under her arm. 

“You killed him because he wouldn’t give you a divorce?”

“No.” Her features sobered as she stared down at him with nothing but rage and fury in her eyes. “I killed him because he was going to kill me.”

I noticed the bruises along her neck and the faint bruise on her cheek, which she had tried to cover with makeup. My blood boiled as I continued to stare, taking note of every possible injury on her. 

“He tried to kill you.” It wasn’t a question, just a fact that tasted sour on the tip of my tongue as I said it out loud.

“Several times. We got married six months ago, and my life has been a living hell ever since. I tried to leave so many times, and every time the punishment got worse. A few months ago, I ended up in the ICU because of how badly he hurt me.”

“Fuck, Poppy. Did you go to the police and tell them what he did?”

“How could I when he was the sheriff of the small town we lived in? No one would have believed me, Pat. I did what I had to do, and I don’t regret it. He won’t hurt another woman ever again, so I can live with what I did.”

I pressed my lips together and exhaled heavily through my nose. I looked around, making sure we were still by ourselves. There weren’t any cabins nearby, which I loved because it was always calm and quiet on my morning runs, unlike what I used to experience when I lived in New York. Minus today, when my morning run was interrupted by finding my best friend’s cousin trying to bury her dead husband. 

“Give me the shovel,” I said, stepping closer and extending my hand to take it.

“What?” she asked, her eyes widening in disbelief.

“The shovel, Poppy. Hand it to me. We don’t have much time.”

“Pat, you don’t have to do this. I don’t want to get you caught up in my mess.”

“It’s a little too late for that. The quicker we can get him in the ground, the better.”

She handed me the shovel, and I ignored the spark of electricity that ran through me as our gazes locked again. I’d always been attracted to Poppy, not that I would ever do anything about it. Hell, even if I wanted to, Gage had always made it clear that she was off limits—much like my younger sister, whom he was now dating. But now wasn’t the time to worry about any of that as the sun continued to rise, casting a warm glow in the sky above us. 

I took a deep breath and let it out, hoping this wouldn’t be something I would later regret. 
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“Get in the truck,” Patrick said as he tossed the shovel into the bed. 

“That’s not necessary. I can walk back to the inn.”

After Patrick found out that I had driven Dale’s car, he suggested that we put Dale back in the driver’s seat and push the car into the river to make it look like he lost control and died that way. I knew that if they did an autopsy, it would show blunt force trauma to the head instead, but I didn’t have time to worry about all of that. Hopefully, it would be days, if not weeks, before the car surfaced and anyone found his body. 

He had been a good sport and didn’t complain about the physical work, while I struggled not to compliment him on his killer body when he took his hoodie off and tossed it to the side when he got too hot. We were there for a reason, and that reason did not include checking out my cousin’s best friend.

“The last thing you need is your footprints leading from the grave to the inn. Get in the truck, and I’ll drive you into town. We’ll make it look like I picked you up from the airport or something.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because you need an alibi. It’s already daylight, so you can’t sneak around without someone noticing you and asking questions. Has anyone in town seen you yet?”

“No,” I answered quickly with a shake of my head. “I got in super early this morning and came directly here.”

“Well, at least we don’t have to worry about the car,” he said as he looked off in the distance, where we had pushed it into the river. “Good thinking with wearing gloves and not touching anything. Even if it’s his car, you don’t want your fingerprints to be the ones they pull first.”

“Thanks. I guess old habits die hard,” I replied softly, feeling his eyes as he studied me. It wasn’t a surprise that I spent a lot of my teen years and early twenties getting into trouble. It was one of the reasons my family didn’t want me around. I brought more trouble than it was worth, and they got tired of cleaning up my messes. If they could only see me now and the mess I had gotten myself into. 

“You’re not the same reckless teenager with a bad attitude that you used to be,” he said sternly, giving me a look. 

“Really? Cause this doesn’t seem like something a mature, responsible adult would get themselves into.” I pointed out the window to where the car was, hopefully sinking in the river. 

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?” I lifted my hands in front of me. “Speak the truth? I fucked up, Pat. Big time. Anyone can see that, and now you’re caught up in the mess I created.”

“I’m not caught up in anything, Poppy. You didn’t fuck up—your husband did the second he laid his hands on you. He deserved what happened to him.”

“How can you say that so easily?” I asked as I stared at him, wondering what had made him so cold and calloused. 

“Any man who puts his hands on a woman doesn’t deserve to take another fucking breath. Do I make myself clear on where I stand on this?” He pinned me with a look that sent a shiver down my spine. 

I nodded and looked out the window as he put the truck in drive and started going slowly in circles.

“What are you doing?”

“Erasing our footsteps and making it less obvious that any dirt was dug up. This will look like someone went off-roading and got turned around. If we’re lucky, the car will float far away from here, so no one will bother looking in this area to begin with. But I’d rather not leave that to chance and don’t want anyone to question the fresh shovel marks.”

“Do you think that will work?”

“It’s the best option we have right now.”

I let out a long, slow exhale and leaned against the seat, noticing how everything around me smelled like him. 

********

[image: ]


Thirty minutes later, Patrick was pulling into the diner on Main Street and helping me out of the truck.

“I know you want to put on a show and give me an alibi, but you don’t have to do all of this,” I whispered through clenched teeth as his hands wrapped around my waist while he helped me out of the truck. My whole body trembled as my teeth chattered, but the warmth of his hands on me sent heat straight through me. 

“I’m not putting on a show. I’m taking you to breakfast.”

“But you don’t have to. I can seriously walk to the inn, say hi to Gage, and get the hell out of here.” I forced a smile at an older woman as she walked past us on the sidewalk while we stood by his truck. 

A gust of cold air whipped past us, making me shiver harder than before. When I packed Dale into the car and left last night, it was unexpected. There hadn’t been time to grab anything that I might have needed—like a winter jacket. I had a hoodie and leggings on, which was practically the same as wearing a bikini, given how warm they kept me. I remembered it being cold in Silver Falls this time of year, but never this cold.

“When was the last time you ate?” he asked, standing in front of me with his legs spread and arms folded over his chest as he waited for the answer, blocking me in so I couldn’t get past him.

I closed my eyes, trying to force the memories of last night out of my brain.

“You don’t say no to me,” Dale snarled, slapping me across the face, the pain of it leaving an immediate sting. “You will do as I say, when I say it.”

“No.” I jutted my chin out and stared him down, making sure he knew I had enough. We had just finished dinner, and I was still cleaning up when he came in and demanded sex. 

“No? No? I’ll teach you some fucking manners.” He raised his fist and slammed it toward my face, but I jumped out of the way, forcing him to lose his balance and stumble into the wall. The smell of whiskey permeated the air as he growled and cursed me under his breath as he stared at his hand that had scraped the wall.

I knew that I had to act now or I wouldn’t have a chance later. I grabbed the frying pan from the counter that I hadn’t put away and clenched the handle tightly in my fist. As soon as he turned to face me, I swung full force, a sickening thud as the pan collided with his cheekbone. 

His face turned red as he held a hand to the spot that I hit.

“You stupid bitch. You’re going to pay for that.”

I swung again, knowing that I had to make it count. 

But he was stronger and faster than I was, stopping the pan before it could hit him. He pulled the pan out of my grip and tossed it to the floor before storming toward me with fire raging in his eyes. His hand shot out, grabbing my throat as he slammed me against the wall, pinning me in place with his body. 

I felt a rush of air escape as I tried to stay conscious. His grip on my throat got tighter as I clawed at his skin to try to get free. I was able to move just slightly, giving me the opportunity to hit him where it counted.

I brought my knee up hard and fast, watching as his face morphed into pain as he let go of me and bent over. There was no doubt in my mind that he would kill me tonight. He’d already made that clear. 

While he was bent over, I grabbed the cast-iron pan from the stove and whacked him on the back of the head. His body fell forward from the impact, but I didn’t trust that it was a fatal blow. I rolled him over and hit him again, this time aiming for the side of the head. Once I was sure he was knocked out, I pressed the pan down hard against his throat with all of the strength I had until a few minutes had passed. 

I stepped back and stared at his lifeless body on the floor as nausea washed over me.

I just killed my husband.

“Poppy?” Patrick asked, his brows furrowed as he stared at me. 

“I’m sorry, I totally missed that. What did you say?”

“I asked when the last time you ate was. But given that you’re suddenly as pale as a ghost, I’m going to say you need to eat.” He nodded toward the diner and stepped onto the sidewalk, waiting for me to follow. “I’m not asking, Poppy.”

I tilted my head to the side and studied his features as I stood in front of him. He was taller than I remembered as I lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the sun as I stared up at him.

“You’re not the boss of me,” I said, pulling my shoulders back. “You can’t just demand that I go inside and eat.”

He chuckled and worked his jaw back and forth before moving so quickly that I didn’t have time to process what was happening until I was pressed against his truck while his body towered over mine. He leaned down and pushed my hair out of the way as he whispered in my ear. 

“I may not be the boss of you, but as long as you refuse to take care of yourself, I will step in and make sure it gets done. Do I make myself clear?” 

His breath was hot against my neck, sending tingles across my skin and creating a slight ache between my thighs. I knew Patrick would never cross any boundaries that I set, but I couldn’t help but feel a thrill at how turned on I was by his commanding attitude. It was also so incredibly strange how different it felt to have him in my space compared to how it felt when Dale would get too close. I hadn’t seen Patrick in years, yet I felt safer with him than I had ever felt with anyone. 

I sucked in a breath and held it as I made the stupid mistake of looking up and into his emerald green eyes. 

“Now, Poppy.” He licked his lips, his eyes locked on mine, never wavering as he extended his hand and pulled me off the truck.

My legs felt wobbly as I made my way into the diner, ignoring the heat that continued to blossom inside the longer his hand stayed planted on my lower back. 
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We sat in a booth toward the back of the diner with me facing the entrance so I could keep an eye on anyone coming in or out. While Poppy had spent a lot of time in Silver Falls growing up, it had been years since she’d been back, and I didn’t want her to feel overwhelmed if anyone came up to talk to her. At least I could use my grumpy exterior to ward off most people. I wanted her to see Gage and decide whether she was staying in Silver Falls before I let the nosy bodies of Silver Falls get close to her. 

It was busy at the diner, so it took our waitress a few minutes to get to us. She hurried over, grabbing the pencil from behind her ear as she whipped out her notepad and stood at the end of the table.

“I’m so sorry about the wait. We’re a little busier than normal with the holidays,” she said, offering me a smile before looking at Poppy. “Hi! I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Terry.”

She extended her hand to Poppy, who took it nervously and attempted to smile back at her. 

“Poppy.”

“Nice to meet you. I swear, I don’t think I’ve seen Pat with anyone besides Gage and Julie. I’ve been wondering when he’d stop being so grumpy and make some friends,” Terry teased, nudging me with her elbow before rubbing a hand along her very pregnant, very swollen stomach. Terry was happily married and had been trying to play the town matchmaker since the day she found out I was single when I first came in, almost a year ago, when I first moved there.

“I have to be grumpy, it keeps people away from me,” I teased back, as I leaned against the plush fabric of the booth. 

“Well, apparently it didn’t work for Poppy. At least she doesn’t seem to think you’re too grumpy.”

“He hasn’t been grumpy with me, but maybe he just likes me more than the others,” Poppy said, grinning at me. She was up to something. I could tell by the devious smile playing at the corners of her lips. 

“Does that mean you two....” Terry pointed a finger between us as she raised her eyebrows and struggled to hold in a squeal.

I opened my mouth to say no and confirm that there wasn’t anything going on between Poppy and me, but she spoke up before I could stop her.

“Yep. We’re dating. Patrick is my boyfriend,” Poppy said proudly, smiling so big I worried it would hurt her cheeks. 

Fucking Poppy.

“Oh my gosh! Why didn’t you say anything?” Terry asked, smacking my arm with her notepad.

“I... Um... Well...”

“He didn’t say anything because we’ve been secretly dating,” Poppy answered for me, speaking behind her hand as if her voice wasn’t loud enough to share the secret she was attempting to hide. “He’s best friends with my cousin, Gage, who doesn’t know we’re dating.”

“What?!” Terry exclaimed, drawing the attention of several people at nearby tables. She grinned and scrunched her shoulders, waiting for them to lose interest before speaking again. “I can’t believe this! Why haven’t I seen you around before?”

“Oh, I live in Coyote Creek, which is about six hours away. We’ve been doing the whole long-distance thing for a few months now. I decided I was tired of being away from him, so I came into town to spend the holidays with him,” Poppy answered as she reached across the table and took my hand, lacing our fingers together. “I just can’t get enough of him.”

Terry leaned in and spoke behind her hand to Poppy.

“Lock him down while you can. I can’t lie and say he hasn’t been voted the hottest, most eligible bachelor in Silver Falls. Several women here have had their eye on him and have just been waiting for their chance.”

“Well, they’ll just have to get in line for the next bachelor because this one is taken.” 

Poppy grinned at me as we continued to hold hands while I processed what had just happened. 

“You better treat her good,” Terry warned. 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I replied, speaking only the truth. 

Terry took our order and then ran off to the kitchen, no doubt to spread the rumor that Silver Falls’ most eligible bachelor was now taken. 
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“Are you sure this is really necessary?” I asked as I followed Patrick through Silver Falls Express as he pushed a shopping cart down one aisle and stopped abruptly in the women’s clothing section. 

“Yes. It’s really necessary given that you didn’t bring anything with you besides the clothes on your back, Poppy.”

“I wasn’t planning on staying,” I said tightly, forcing a smile when two women looked at us. 

Their eyes lit up when they saw Patrick, and then that light diminished when they looked at me. Apparently, good news traveled fast in small towns. I only wish I had taken the time to clean up so I didn’t look like Patrick’s raggedy girlfriend.

“Well, you were the one who volunteered yourself to be my girlfriend who is staying through the holidays, so you’re going to have to live up to that. Your cousin is going to kill me as it is; I don’t want to add to it by having you running around wearing my clothes and smelling like me.”

“You act like that would be such a bad thing,” I muttered, picking at my cuticles to keep from giving dirty looks to the women who were still staring at us. 

Patrick looked at me and frowned before looking over to see the two women. 

“Six,” he said loudly, giving them a nod. They both frowned and tilted their head in confusion. “The record is six orgasms in one night, just in case that’s what you ladies were trying to figure out. Our goal is to hit seven tonight, so we’re stocking up on supplies so we don’t have to leave the cabin for a while.” He winked at them and then turned back to face me as my jaw dropped.

“You did not just do that,” I hissed, looking past him as they grabbed their shopping carts and stormed off. 

He shrugged and continued as if he weren’t bothered.

“Patrick!” I hissed again, struggling to keep up with him. I finally caught up and walked beside him as I smacked his arm. “You can’t go around doing that.”

He stopped and turned to face me, his body dangerously close to mine.

“Why not?” he asked, his fingers gently pushing my stomach until my back was against a pole. “You already told Terry that I was your boyfriend. I’m only living up to the part and making sure the people in Silver Falls believe it.”
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