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A young woman struggled, gasping for a breath of air. With her lungs burning, it felt like she was sixty feet underwater...but how could that be? Her mind raced, trying to reach the surface...Imagining that she was close, she opened her mouth, anticipating a vital breath but there wasn't any air. Now choking on the metallic vile goop she'd swallowed, she spluttered and spit out the disgusting taste. 

Before the woman sank back into oblivion again, she recalled a tiny fragmented memory but she had no way of knowing if it was accurate. She thought she recalled a tall ruggedly handsome man standing beside her. He was holding her hand and his blue eyes sadly looked into hers...like she was important to him or maybe he loved her.

"They will call me forward and execute me in front of my crew. When the bullets begin to fly, get down on the ground and let the other bodies cover yours. Don't scream, don't move, and stay down. This is my final attempt to protect you, Claudia," the man gently warned.

She wondered if her name was Claudia.

Like a wisp of smoke, the fleeting memory was gone. Once again, she sank back into the mound of bloody mush and lost consciousness. 

***
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Meanwhile, Mick Buford passed by the wharf with Barley, his Golden Retriever, by his side. An early morning jogger, Mick stopped to catch his breath and stretch.

Mick had two routes that he jogged each week. He ran this particular one on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and the other one on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. On Sunday, Mick helped his wife get their four-year-old twins and new baby dressed and ready to attend the ten-thirty morning mass. 

This route was a mile longer than the other one, and since he had only just started incorporating it into his routine, his body hadn't quite caught up to the extra endurance required. He needed the break. 

At age forty-four, Mick was at the midway point of the run and he worried that he was also at the midway point of his lifespan. Imagining that he could feel old age creeping up on him, he tried to combat the feeling with more exercise.

While Mick stretched, Barley had other ideas. Still very playful and curious, the five-year-old retriever ran off to do what he was bred to do. He retrieved.

The eager dog chased a peculiar scent. Mick continued to stretch and catch his breath; he wasn't concerned about his dog. Barley was well trained to always come back. 

When Barley returned, he brought a trophy with him. He had found something very interesting and wanted Mick to see it. When Barley laid it at Mick's feet, he barked once to get his owner's attention and then ran off again. It wasn't long until Barley came back with another piece of the mystery.

Mick was busy mentally rehearsing his day and he wasn't paying much attention to his dog. However, when Barley barked a second time, Mick finally looked at the prizes his dog had retrieved. Bile rose in Mick's throat and he promptly threw up. 

Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, Mick reached for his phone and then hesitated. He knew if he made that call, the police would expect him to stay and give a statement. He couldn't do that this morning. He was already running behind in his carefully planned day.

Mick wrestled with a citizen's obligation for several long moments. When he was certain of what to say and how to handle the call, he finally pushed the three little numbers that would summon help, 9-1-1.

"I'm at the wharf, warehouse number 39 and my dog just found some human body parts. I can't wait here for you to send the police but this is my contact information." Mick's carefully prepared speech to the dispatcher rolled off his tongue as easily as giving a presentation to a new client. He added his phone number and office address and said, "Yes, of course I know I'm supposed to wait but I can't. I have other obligations, both family and work. You can reach me later in the day to get my statement. Goodbye."

Mick left the dock area and resumed his run but he was deeply disturbed by what he had seen. Part of him wanted to turn back, to follow Barley inside the building where he had found the forearm and foot; however, he also considered that curiosity often killed the cat. He reminded himself that he wasn't a cat person. He was a dog person.

In the end, Mick decided chopped-off body parts had to indicate some kind of mob hit and he couldn't risk getting involved in it. He was better off not knowing. Like Barley, shaking water from his thick fur after a swim, Mick shook off the guilt and bounded on with his day.
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Chapter 2
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Barley's paws digging in the pile of body parts earlier had a ripple effect. It caused the six-inch mound to shift and slide. Some of the human remains covering the woman also slid away, and now that she had more air, she began to revive again.

Gulping a breath of stale air, the woman realized that she was in serious trouble. Not only was she dazed with a splitting headache, but she didn't know where she was or how she got there. 

Nothing came to her.

She tried to recall the last thing or the last moment she remembered. However, with the terrible pain in her head and an annoyingly loud ringing in her ears, it was impossible to concentrate.

The waves of sound were a jangling tambourine accompanied by a shrill off-key flute player, and the discordant noise caused vertigo. She tried to sit up but the effort caused a bout of nausea to wash over her. She feared she would pass out again.

Hoping to blot out the disturbance in her head, she clamped her hands over both ears. Since her ears were interconnected with her nose and throat, the action only caused more pain and disorientation. It also made her aware that both organs felt raw and tender to the touch so they must have been damaged by something.

"Where am I?" she hoarsely whispered. "What the hell is going on? How did I get here?"

Although the woman's senses weren't cooperating, she knew two things for sure - she was lying in a dark dank place and she was partially covered by a mound of something that shifted and moved around her like a living thing. 

Something wet and heavy covered the tops of her legs to her waist, and she felt paralyzed. Because of the dizziness and overwhelming nausea, the woman didn't think she could stand up even if she tried.

The pile of heavy stuff was cold and the liquid felt sticky. She shivered from the dampness that seeped into her bones. Feeling weighed down and too weak to move a muscle, she couldn't fight the powerful force that dragged her under its spell again. She simply gave in to the incredible need to escape this nightmare through unconsciousness. As the weight overtook her, she passed out once more.

***
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Sometime later, she roused again. This time, her eyes slowly began to adjust to the dim lighting. The shrill ringing in her ears was now a low buzzing hum much like a florescent light tube makes when it's about to burn out. With her hearing and sight coming back, the wounded woman looked around, hoping to find some clues that would explain her situation. Regardless, it was still too dark inside the building to see anything.

"How can I pinpoint my location?" She muttered, but her rough scratchy voice startled her. Unaware that she was using her recent training, and hoping the sound of her voice would encourage her, she kept going, "What are my senses telling me? I can't see much yet but what do I hear?"

She stopped to listen, and since she could hear seagulls squawking nearby and a foghorn in the distance, it was her best guess that she was near the wharf. She also sensed that the building was huge and concluded that she must be in a vacant warehouse near the docks.

"Where is the wharf and how in the world did I end up in a terrible place like this?" She groaned as once again, her memory failed her.

She tried to retrace the steps that led to this living nightmare. Unfortunately, she couldn't remember anything before waking up here. Even that felt more like a hallucination. With her mind a blank slate, she couldn't even remember her name! 

Still trusting that the sound of her voice would help, she croaked, "Focus, dammit! Use your senses. I heard the gulls and foghorn, now what do I smell?" 

The woman stopped to sniff the air and wrinkled her nose in disgust and pain. Both actions caused an icy stabbing sensation to streak up her forehead and into her brain. She gingerly touched her nose and knew it was broken. After the pain eased somewhat, her persistent and stubborn nature pushed her to ask again, "What do I smell, dammit?" 

Her nose felt stuffy. She assumed it was clogged up from dried blood when broken. On her first attempt, she couldn't smell anything. She closed her eyes to focus only on smelling any distinct odors. Then, the overpowering stench of rotting fish assaulted her and she regretted her bull-headed action. 

Although the building was still too dark to see anything, she was aware that death surrounded her. It was everywhere in the murky darkness, and once she opened her mind to it; the decaying scent crept into every pore, clinging to her. Shivering from the chills that ran up her spine, she wondered if she was also dead.

"Did I wake up in hell?" She croaked. 

Once again, she couldn't breathe. She recognized it as panic. She wanted to run, to get out of this horror chamber as quickly as possible but she was unable to move. Instead, she forced herself to keep going. She had to figure out as much as she could about her situation. 

"Get it together, dammit! What do I feel?" Her raspy voice demanded.

She reached out both of her hands, one to her right side and the other one to her left side while she felt around in the obscure shadows and the damp wet pile. She couldn't make out anything that would shed any light on this predicament. 

She picked up something that was strangely hard. It felt cold and clammy. Shuddering, she brought it closer to her face, hoping to see whatever it was but she couldn't even make out her own hand. Not knowing what else to do, she sat there for a while in abject misery and silence.

Suddenly, the sun rose higher in the sky, cutting a slender spotlight through a broken window behind her. Its ray of light was enough for her to make out some of the wet debris around her. She moved the cold object she held toward that bit of sunlight. 

"Is that a forearm?" She screeched in disbelief.

Unable to believe what she was seeing, she quickly dropped the cold, clammy thing. All at once, she understood that the goop and everything else around her wasn't the smell of rotting fish after all. It was the scent of death and severed body parts...human body parts!

The woman's blood-curdling screams could be heard echoing throughout the empty warehouse as they bounced off the concrete walls and penetrated the wood and metal bay doors. The shrillness stabbed her ears, causing more nausea, and she fainted. 

Her limp lifeless body sank back into the massive mound of death and almost disappeared completely beneath it. 
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An early morning dockworker heard those piercing cries and phoned 9-1-1 to report it. Adding urgency to his call he declared, "Someone is being murdered out here!"

Mick Buford had already reported it but the police were slow to respond to information about a dog finding body parts when they had other active cases going on right then. It took the dockworker's additional call before the department took action and sent out a patrol car. 

Soon, two young officers arrived and got out, ready to investigate the warehouse. Noticing the nervous dockworker that had made the report standing nearby, the senior officer, Adam Stone asked, "Did you see anyone around here when you heard the screams?"

"I didn't see anything or anyone. I only heard someone screaming and called it in. I have to get to work. Can I go now? I left my number with the operator."

Officer Stone nodded.

One of the wide bay doors to the building was slightly ajar. The opening was large enough for a dog to squeeze through but not big enough for a man wearing his police gear to enter. When the officers pulled on the door to open it wider, its rusty hinges creaked, groaning loudly.

"It's the damn salt air; it causes everything to rust," the younger officer muttered.

"Yeah, well if that loud noise didn't scare away any intruders, nothing will," Adam hissed before announcing, "Police! We're coming in. Is anyone here?"

No one answered.

Other than the screeching seagulls diving around the wharf's edge, the officers couldn't hear anything. Adam motioned for Jake Weaver, his partner to follow protocol. They entered the warehouse with their flashlights out and on. Then, the two men crept inside in staggered formation and utter silence. 

Once inside the building, it was soon obvious that the warehouse was deserted. It didn't look like anyone had used it as a commercial business for a long time. Except for some scattered debris and a dark mound of something near the back wall, there wasn't anything else to see.

"This place has to be at least 50,000 square feet," Adam noted. "It's wide open space...there's no nooks and crannies to hide behind...no one is here."

"This is a waste of time," Jake muttered. "Whoever was in here is long gone. Let's get out of here. It stinks."

"No, come on," Adam motioned for Jake to follow him, "let's check out that shitpile over there."

"Let's don't," Jake gasped. "That's where the awful smell is coming from. What is it? Did they use this place to gut fish and leave the entrails to rot?" He coughed and then covered his nose and mouth with his free arm, hoping the sleeve would block out the horrible foul stench. 

It didn't. 

"That, my friend, is a shitload of death and it isn't the death of fish," Adam answered as they stood over the bloody mound. Then, when his flashlight reflected the contents, he pushed the call button on his shoulder radio and urged, "This is Officer Adam Stone and Officer Jake Weaver responding to the emergency call at the docks, warehouse 39. We need a crime scene unit out here with a supervisor, the medical examiner, and well hell, it's awful...the worst I've ever seen. You might as well send everyone."

Using his flashlight to search the immediate area, Adam noticed the darkened wall behind the pile of bodies. It was blood spatter and nearly as thick as the pile of remains on the floor. Whatever had gone down here...whatever happened was mortifying.

Meanwhile, Jake had moved to the far side of the pile and discovered a body that hadn't been chopped into small pieces. From the pattern of bullet holes, a triple tap, one in the head and two in the chest, the man had been executed. After Adam got off the radio, Jake motioned him over. 

"Look at this one, Adam. He's whole. I mean, he was executed, for sure, but he's not chopped up. What do you think that means?" Jake asked as he rolled the body over.

"Ah hell, Jake," Adam cursed, "you know better than to touch anything until after the crime scene unit gets here and finishes with their investigation."

"But I know him," Jake protested. "I wanted to make sure it was who I thought it was."

"How the hell do you know him?" Adam grunted, worried about the ass chewing he'd get once the detective in charge arrived.

"Rudy, my cousin works for Narcotics. He lets me look at the major mob players' files just in case I see any of them when we patrol. I memorize their names and faces and I call him if I see anything. This is Pavel Volkov, a high-ranking member of the Bratva, the Russian mob. He's a brigadier."

"I'm not stupid. I know what the Bratva is," Adam irritably replied but since Jake had already tampered with the scene and nothing could be done about it now, he grew more interested and asked, "You're sure it's him?"

"I'm sure," Jake confirmed.

"Then this pile of mush must be his associates, what we would call his crew," Adam concluded as he used his nightstick to push at the edge of the pile.

"Who's touching things now?" Jake snorted. He briefly laughed about Adam's double standards until he noticed the pile begin to shift, running up to and around the dead body he had moved. "Oh fuck, Adam. We won't be able to put that body back the way we found it!"

Adam's one poke, combined with Barley's snuffling around the mound earlier, started an avalanche that sent everything sliding to one side. Then, just as Adam's radio crackled with static, something else moved in the very center of the fleshly goop.

A young woman sat up. 

Drenched in blood, she was the most ghastly sight the two officers had ever seen. It looked as if death itself reared its terrifying head. 

At first, Adam thought the shifting pile had simply lifted her dead body to the top of the mound. Then, she coughed and wheezed, gasping for air.
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"Jesus! Fucking hell!" Adam croaked. "Jake get away from there. Good lord, do you see her?"

"I see her!" Jake's shaky voice replied as the radio began to crackle again.

"Officer Stone, did you say to send everyone for a simple noise complaint?" the disbelieving response finally came through loud and clear from dispatch, verifying Adam's earlier instructions.

"Oh, good Lord! What the hell is taking so long?" Adam's trembling voice yelled back. "Yes! I said to send everyone. We have a live one! Send everyone! Now! Send an ambulance too! She's alive!"

"Ten-four," Dispatch calmly responded. The female voice was seemingly dispassionate and undisturbed by the officer's urgency.

Adam reached to take the woman's hand, hoping to pull her out of the slippery bloody pile. Her hand was too slick with blood and he couldn't hold onto it. Much like a mudslide, her body slithered along with the now churning moving mass of severed arms, legs, and feet.

The sea of human blood, organs, and hacked-off body parts was the most sickening sight either Adam or Jake had ever witnessed. Moreover, the bloody woman in the middle of such a disturbing scene put a surreal spin on the entire thing. They struggled to keep from throwing up while they tried to come up with a plan to help her. 

"Her hands are as slick as snot and now so are mine," Adam thought aloud. "I'll use my shirt to wipe mine and then she can use it to dry hers too." He tugged off his shirt, wiped the blood from his hands, and then told the woman what to do. 

Adam held onto one sleeve and tossed the shirt toward her. She grabbed the other sleeve, refusing to let go of her lifeline, and held on for dear life. It wasn't the instructions he'd given her but it worked. Using the shirt as a pulley, Adam was able to drag her out of the horrible heap.

She couldn't stand up and crumpled onto the floor not far from the mass of death and very near the man who had been executed. The woman glanced at the dead man's face, and although she thought she might know him, she couldn't remember anything for sure.

"What happened here?" Adam asked once she was free and sitting a foot or so away from the killings and bloodshed. She didn't answer so he asked different questions, "What's your name? Can you tell me anything about this massacre?" 

"I don't remember anything," she hoarsely croaked.

"You don't even know your name?" Jake's voice rose higher in pitch from disbelief.

"I don't remember anything, not even my name," she repeated, and then her eyes rolled back in her head and she passed out again. 

Adam barely had time to catch her limp body, keeping her from falling back into the cesspool. The woman looked so lifeless; he feared she might be dead. He quickly checked for a pulse and listened for breath sounds.

"Thankfully, she's still alive," Adam informed his partner. "Help me move her further away from this mountain of death."

Together, Adam and Jake dragged her further away. Trying to make her as comfortable as possible, Adam turned his shirt inside out and used it to cushion her head.

While the woman was still passed out, he used a biometric identifying system to take her thumbprint. However, without an arrest record or any criminal activity, federal employment, or military service, no information came back on her, not even her name. She simply wasn't in the system and they didn't know any more about her than they had in the beginning.
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