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TROY PENDLETON


Chapter 1: You’re Dead to Me 

 It was a cool
fall night in the normally quiet town of Prestonsburg,
Kentucky. Lily May, a town first lady and wife of Steve May,
the owner of Bank of Prestonsburg, woke terrified in the back
seat of a car, face down against the cold leather.

“You brought this on yourself,
Lily. I tried to tell you but noooo, you wouldn’t listen,” a voice
said to her.

“I know that voice,” she thought
as she tried to shake off the fog of unconsciousness.

Warm blood ran down her neck from
what felt like a large wound on the back of her head. The
pain from it throbbed with every heartbeat. Her shoulders ached
from the stress of her hands being tied behind her. She struggled
to move her legs, which were bound together around her calves.
Simply turning over would not be easy.

“I don’t know why you didn’t
listen to me? Did you think I was going to let you go?” the voice
asked.

This time she was conscious enough
to know who the voice belonged to.

“Oh no! I’m going to die if I
can’t get out of this car!” She thought has heart rate jump and her
breathe became heavy.

A look of utter terror came across
her face and all she could do was reflect on how dumb it was to
stay late grading papers at school, by herself. If only she had
left when everyone else had before it got dark.

Unsure about what time it was, she
knew she left the school around 11:00 pm. She had lost track of
time grading papers and wanted to get it all done, so she
worked until everything was complete. Lily was a 6th-grade teacher
and loved her job, but tonight that love got her in
trouble. She had decided to go to a little house she
and Steve kept in town, which was only about a half-mile
or so. It was a cool night but the air was clean and brisk so
walking sounded like a good idea at the time. She left the school
and started on foot south toward the house. Normally it was a
pleasant walk, but tonight was different. Shortly after leaving
school, she began to feel uneasy and the last thing she remembered
was a feeling that someone was watching her.

Flashing back to reality, Lily was
terrified but knew she had to get away. As her abductor’s deafening
rant continued, she slowed her breathing and began to control her
emotions.

“Focus, Lily! You have to get
free,” she said to herself.

She started to wiggle her legs
around and worked the rope down to her ankles. Lily kicked the
rope, now dangling around her feet, which freed her legs. Now she
had to do something about her hands. Lucky for Lily,
she studied gymnastics as a girl and was very
limber. Though it was extremely painful, she was able to tuck
her legs in tight enough to loop her arms over them.

“AAAHHH!” she wanted to yell as
she stretched her arms over her legs but could only scream with her
facial expressions.

Now with her hands in front of
her, she was finally able to look and see where she was. She slow
rose just high enough to see out the car window.

“We’re still in town? He must be
driving around in circles,” she said to herself before the voice
spoke again.

“Here we go…this is what I was
looking for,” the voice said as they turned left on Front Street
and then on to the bridge. 

This particular bridge headed out
of town to a pretty remote area, which was saying something for
Prestonsburg. Lily knew if she didn’t get away quickly it was going
to be over for her. She quietly reached up and unlocked the
door.

“It’s now or never,” she thought
as the car picked up speed.

If she could just get back to the
first house north of the bridge. She pulled the door handle
and jumped from the car. As the car continued to pick up speed, her
body soared through the air for only a few seconds before crashing
to the concrete. Lily could feel the pieces of chipped concrete and
gravel ripping and tearing her skin as she rolled and
slid down the road, but ignored the pain. Once
stopped, she jumped up to her feet and hobbled back toward
town as fast as she could. Each step caused excruciating pain and
she could tell the fall had fractured some of her bones.

“If I can only make it to the end
of the bridge,” she said to herself.

Within seconds of her getting to
her feet, the car came to a screeching halt and the driver’s side
door flew open. The extremely angry driver lunged out of the car
and ran after her.

“HELP ME! SOMEBODY HELP ME!” Lily
yelled, but her screams were drowned out by the noise of the
running water under the bridge.

Her abductor soon caught up with
her and was furious that she had jumped from the car. Suddenly she
felt her hair clutched as her head was yanked backward. Lilly came
crashing to the ground, breaking her tailbone. As she screamed
in pain and horror, her abductor picked her up and covered her
mouth, looking around to make sure no one heard her. With the
realization that this had to end, Lily was pulled, with brute
force, over to the side of the bridge and bent over the rail face
first.

As she stared at the moonlight
shining off the rippling water below, the abductor pushed into her,
pressing against her broken tail bone, sending even more pain
through her. Just when Lily was about to pass out from the pain,
she could hear a whisper in her ear.

“You thought you could just leave
me and get away with it? If I can’t have you, no one
will. You’re now dead to me,” the cruel voice said, as a knife
blade came up from behind her and cut her throat nearly ear to
ear.

Blood poured from her neck like a
water fountain and the pain was unbearable but screaming was no
longer an option for her. The hand was removed from her mouth as
the abductor stepped back and pushed her over the bridge railing.
She fell, tumbling head over heels off the bridge until she felt
the sharp pain of the rocks breaking her bones and the cold water
against her skin. The cut in her neck, which sliced open her
Carotid artery, was pouring blood and her life was slipping
away. Lily laid there for only a few minutes, but it seemed like
forever as her life flashed before her eyes. The battered and
broken-hearted woman began to cry as she recalled everything she
was leaving behind. She’d never have children or the joy of growing
old with someone she loved. She won’t get to tell her friends how
much she loved them and will miss them. Her life was over, and she
knew it.

“I wish...I wish I had one more
day to tell people I love them,” she thought but was finding it
hard to focus.

With every blink of her eyes, it
got harder to open them back up. Her breath got shallow, and
she tried to swallow but was unable.

“How could this happen to me?
Lord, don’t let my murder be unsolved. Avenge me father…avenge me,”
she prayed as her mind drifted away.

Finally, her sight went, her
breathing stopped and the beautiful Lily May laid dead all
alone in the dark.







Chapter 2: Rise And
Shine 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! The
alarm blasted out from the nightstand as Sheriff Carter Link
reached from under the covers with his long muscular arm and
repeatedly smacked it, looking for the off button.

“UGH!” he grumbled while
yawning, stretching, and sitting up in the bed. “I stayed up way
too late last night. No one should ever have to get out of bed at
6:00 am.”

Flipping the covers off his legs, Carter
slid them off the bed and onto the floor and sat on the edge of the
bed.

“It still feels kind of odd
waking up in this room,” Carter thought to himself as he looked
around at a room that used to be his mother and
father’s.

His mind began wandered over everything that
had happened in the last year. For the first time in his life, he
was starting to put his past behind him. Shortly after finding
Nessa’s body and discovering that his mother had killed her, Carter
realized that his life was not moving forward. Sure, he had
accomplished a lot as a deputy and Sheriff, but his personal life
was null. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been on a date,
and his only real interactions with people were at work. It was
time for a change, and that change would start with a long-legged
blonde. He and Kelly stayed in touch and he decided the next time
she called he was going to ask her out. It wasn’t but a couple of
days after, on a Wednesday afternoon, that she called. After their
normal chit-chat, he worked up the courage and did it.

“Hey…um…What do you think
about getting dinner sometime?” He asked her clumsily.

“Are you asking me on a
date, Carter?” Kelly responded.

“Yeah…yeah, I
am.”

“Well, it’s about time. I
was about to give up.”

“You were expecting me to
ask you out?”

“Why do you think I call
every few days Carter?”

“I thought…” he started to
say but was cut off by Kelly.

“It doesn’t matter. You
finally asked, that’s all I wanted. You do know that I’m not going
to Billy Ray’s on our first date, right?”

“Well, I hadn’t really
thought that far ahead yet.”

“Good, I have just the
place. You take off early on Friday and pick me up here at my place
at 6:00 pm, Ok?” she told him, frankly.

“Sounds good,” Carter
replied with an ear-to-ear grin on his face.

“OK, I have a ton to do to
get ready so I will just talk to you then…bye,” she told him in a
rushed fluttered tone.

“OK, bye Kelly,” he replied
as he pressed the red button on his cell phone. “Now who’s
nervous?” He said to himself as he laughed.

The two have been together, as much as a
couple living two hours apart could be, ever since. About two
months ago, Carter asked Kelly to marry him. She said yes, of
course, and the two are set to have a fall wedding. When Tom,
Carter’s dad, found out, he insisted that they take the family
home. Tom decided it was time for a change in his life as well.
Carter was reluctant at first, but he came around. He packed up his
stuff into his dad’s old 1974, 4x4 Dodge pickup and hauled it out
to the farm. Since his lease was not up, Tom packed all his stuff
up and moved into Carter’s apartment in town, which he had grown to
enjoy. The two of them have been working hard to get the old
farmhouse cleaned and repaired. There was a lot to do after Tom’s
years of drunken neglect.

Tom Link hadn’t had a drink since the day he
found out about Carter’s mom. He finally stopped blaming himself
for not finding Nessa and cleaned up. A few months later Carter put
Tom back in a uniform, assigning him as a courthouse Deputy and Tom
had been loving life ever since. Though he wasn’t Sheriff, he felt
that for the first time in a long time he was making a difference.
Shortly after he took the job, a man tried to rush the judge with a
knife he had smuggled in, but he was met with a sober and in shape
Deputy Tom Link who laid him out with one punch.

“Bubba, your life just went
from bad to worse,” Tom, with his pistol drawn and a grin on his
face, told the man as he laid on the ground.

“You won’t have any more
problems with me sir,” the man, knowing he didn’t want anymore,
said as he put his hands up in the air.

The Judge was so impressed with Tom he
requested him as Deputy for all his days behind the bench. Tom’s
drunken reputation was now behind him, in most people’s eyes, and
he was once again a respected lawman.

Snapping back to reality, Carter got up,
headed for the bathroom, and jumped in the shower. Today he could
finally put the past to bed. Yesterday he attended his mother’s
sentencing, and that case was finally behind him. As the water ran
over his face, he thought about everything that had to be done
before the wedding and how quiet it had been here in Floyd County.
The only exception had been one night a couple of months ago, when
they had a deadly shootout with some drug smugglers. The smugglers
were all killed during exchange but the incident seemed isolated
and Carter was sure it wasn’t a sign of trouble coming their way.
Life was good in Prestonsburg and he hoped it would stay that way,
at least until he got back from his honeymoon. Until then he had to
finish the house, build the custom archway that she wanted, go cake
tasting, order a tux, and decide on the best man. His life was
plenty busy enough right now without something crazy happening.
After his usual quick scrub down, he got out of the shower, put on
his jeans, brown button-up, badge, and gun. He walked out of the
bedroom, down the hallway, being careful not to step on any of the
tools or other debris from the remodeling, and down the steps. He
picked up his list of things he needed to do off the table and
grabbed his Stetson hat off the wall hook, as he headed out the
door, placing it firmly on his head. Out in the driveway sat his
brand-new SUV cruiser. It was the top of the line and loaded to the
max. It was kind of the county's way of thanking him for saving
Jasmine and solving Nessa’s case. The people here loved their
Sheriff and they wanted to make sure he knew it. Standing there
looking at his beautiful new ride, he smiled and then opened the
door. He got behind the wheel and turned the key. The SUV started
without issue and sounded like a finely tuned race car.

“Man, I love this truck,”
Carter said as he listened to the high-performance Interceptor
motor. “Time to go to work,” he thought as he put it into gear and
drove down the long driveway.

While driving on the narrow Abbott Creek
road, where his home was, his phone rang. Carter looked over at the
radio screen and it said, “Call from Kelly.”

“Good Morning Beautiful,”
he said, after pressing the talk button on the steering
wheel.

Kelly laughed and replied, “That never gets
old. I can’t wait until I can hear it in person every morning.”

Carter smiled as Kelly started to ramble on
about everything she was going to be doing today. Her boss had
agreed to her time off to get married as long as she finished
everything she had on her plate, so she had been working hard to
wrap everything up.

She had three open stories. One of which was
a string of murders in Miami, Florida, where she was now. Several
years ago, known criminals had started disappearing. Then a few
weeks back, some of the bodies turned up stuffed into garbage bags.
The other was a piece about corruption in the Kentucky Derby. It
was a kind of cut and dry story about a man doping his horse and
officials looking the other way. Lastly, she did a story about a
man named Allen Prime, who was kind of a friend of Carter’s and a
private detective. Prime does mostly bail jumpers but was once a
cop and had a lot of good stories to tell her. He had recently
solved a kidnapping and was now a big story nationwide.

She would also be heading down to
Prestonsburg tomorrow sometime and wanted to make sure that Carter
would be home when she got there.

“Honey, I promise I will be
home by the time you get here,” Carter told her.

“OK, good. I better go
bye...I love you, can’t wait to see you tonight.”

“Bye beautiful, I love you
too,” Carter replied as he again pressed the phone button on the
steering wheel and hung up the phone.

As he got off the phone, it dawned on Carter
that while he and his dad had been working hard to fix things up,
they had made a complete mess in the house. That would have to be
cleaned up before she got there. No matter how much of a tough guy
you are, no man wants to make his woman mad.

“I’ll head back at lunch
and do a quick clean-up,” he said to himself as he drove on down
the road to his normal breakfast spot.

Carter arrived at Billy Ray’s at his normal
time and walked in, to his usual greetings of “Good Morning
Sheriff” by everyone that he saw. Over at the bar sat Josh and Tom
having their breakfast. Carter sat down next to them.

“Good morning, gentlemen,”
he said.

“Good morning, Sheriff,”
they replied.

It was still a little odd for Carter to see
his father in a uniform again, but it was a nice thing to get used
to seeing.

“How was the night shift,
Josh?” Carter asked.

“Long and slow, had one
little loser we had to throw in the drunk tank, but other than
that, nothing noteworthy,” Josh replied.

“Good, that’s the way I
like it around here, slow and easy.”

It was about then that Betty, the waitress,
noticed Carter had come in so she headed over to talk to him.

“Hello Handsome, you having
your usual?” she asked.

“Yeah, I believe I will
Betty,” Carter responded.

“You had better watch those
handsome comments, Betty. Carter here is about to be a married man
and his new wife may not take kindly to such advancements on her
man,” Tom told her with a big grin on his face.

Betty put both hands down on the counter and
looked into Tom’s face.

“I ain’t worried about no
skinny city girl,” she said with her country sass, before walking
away.

Tom and Josh cracked up laughing as Carter
yelled over to Betty.

“She’s from Lexington for
crying out loud, I would hardly call her a city girl.”

Carter looked over at his father with an
aggravated scowl on his face.

“Thanks, Dad,” Carter said
sarcastically. “You know we were trying to keep all this
private.”

“Son, this is a small town;
there ain’t no such thing as private,” Tom responded.

“Amen to that,” Josh
replied as he sipped his coffee.

Carter just looked down at the counter and
shook his head.

“You ok Carter? You seem a
little tense this morning?” Josh asked.

“Yeah, Josh, I’m good. I am
just so glad to have all the stuff with mom over with. She’s where
she should be, and things are good. Now, if we could just keep
things quiet around here until I get back from my honeymoon, that
would be perfect.”

“No doubt,” Josh
replied.

The three men sat there chatting and
enjoying their morning ritual in hopes that it would be just
another quiet day in Prestonsburg.

Josh left once his plate was empty, which
left Carter and Tom sitting there talking about everything they had
left to do out at the house. Walls to paint, doors to fix, windows
to replace, the list seemed endless. It's not long after that
Carter’s phone rang and he answered it.

“Hello.”

“Sheriff you better come
over to the South Front Street Bridge right away. We found a
body…it’s Lily May,” Deputy Rudy Oaks told him.

“Secure the scene Oaks, I’m
on my way.”

“What’s up son?” Tom
asked.

“So much for things being
quiet around here. They found a body over that South Front Street
Bridge,” He replied as he hung up the phone.

With a last sip of coffee and a toss of cash
on the counter, the two Link men got up and quickly left the
restaurant.







Chapter 3: Dead Flower

 Carter arrived
on the scene a few minutes later with Tom close
behind. A crowd had gathered already, so they had to weave their
way through them and under the police tape to get in.

“Come on folks, back up and
let us get in here,” Carter told the people.

“Who is that down there,
Sheriff?” someone from the crowd asked.

“We aren’t sure just yet,
you all go on home and we’ll make a statement as soon as there is
something to tell,” he replied, with a tone of
frustration.

Carter and Tom continued walking towards the
bridge and putting some distance between themselves and the
crowd.

“Everyone loves a good
drama show son, try not to let it bother you,” Tom told
Carter.

“I know dad, it’s just
frustrating.”

“I’ve been there, son. I
get it. Just remember they're scared when stuff like this occurs.
They need you to make them feel safe again.”

The two of them walked down the hill and
over to Lily’s body. Oaks was there taking pictures of everything
and collecting evidence while the other deputies tried guarding the
scene to keep people back.

“Oaks, what do you have for
me?” Carter asked the young officer.

“It’s a mess, Sheriff.
Someone hurt her really bad before dumping her here. Her throat was
darn near cut in half,” replied Oaks.

“What makes you say she was
dumped here and not killed here?” Carter questioned, already
knowing the answer.

“Well, looked to me like
she had a lot of broken bones so she was probably dropped off the
bridge but we’ll see when the medical examiner got here,” he
responded with a nervous tone, unsure of himself.

“Good job, Rudy. I’ll make
a detective out of you yet,” Carter told him while keeping a
stone-cut somber expression on his face.

“Thank you, Sheriff,” Oaks
replied as he continued his work.

Carter stepped away from Tom and Oaks to
survey the crime scene. He was extremely proud of Rudy and wanted
to smile big and show the young man some pride in him, but knew
this was neither the time nor place to do so. The crime scene
looked like a big city CSI team had been there. He had tagged
everything with numbered plastic measurement markers and was taking
pictures of anything that looked out of place or related to the
crime. Oaks had spent most of his free time, since the vanishing of
Jasmine Hope, studying evidence gathering, and he was showing a lot
of promise. He had also been like a little brother to Carter for
years and he made a promise years ago to Rudy’s mother, Ma Oaks,
that he would look out for him. Since then he had done everything
he could to be a good big brother to him. In a lot of ways, Rudy,
Ma Oaks, and Trevor were a good substitute family for Carter
through his youth and he
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