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The latest storm was female.


Birka had swept in from the Atlantic like the Viking shield maiden she was named after, sharpened sword at the ready to attack the northern isles of Scotland.


Orkney, used to high winds and seas, was weathering the late April storm, just as the archipelago had done over the centuries, its low houses and sheltered towns built to survive the worst that the weather might throw at it. 


Towards daybreak, as the wind began to diminish in strength, a few folk ventured out to check that their barns, housing the wintering kye, still had their roofs, and the sheep in the fields hadn’t been blown away.


Geordie Findlater was one of them. His farm, being on the western side of the Orkney mainland, often took the brunt of the cross-Atlantic weather, with the fields closest to the Yesnaby cliffs soaked by salt spray.


Having satisfied himself that his barn and cattle were unharmed, Geordie now headed for a knot of sheep huddled in the shelter of a dyke. At that moment the clouds parted and the dawn light lit up the frothing sea beyond the cliffs . . . and something else.


Geordie, brushing the driving rain from his eyes, tried to focus on what he thought might be the outline of a ship.


As the moon peeked out again, he saw that he was right. What looked like an unlit cargo ship was being driven towards the cliff face. Geordie decided to try and get closer. Already on his knees, he dropped to a crawl and managed to get near enough to the cliff edge to see it properly.


Taking out his mobile, he did his best to capture some shots, thinking all the time that if anyone was still aboard that ship, they were in serious trouble.


Mission accomplished, he began his retreat only to be confronted by what all fishermen knew as the seventh wave. He noted the outsize wave as it came rushing towards him, felt the ground beneath him shudder as it crashed against the cliff face, deluging him in its spray, and knew what would happen next.


Grabbing at the nearest rock, Geordie hung grimly on as the sucking backflow threatened to drag him with it.


Eventually released, he got to his feet and, with the wind now thankfully at his back, headed for the lights of the farmhouse. Throwing open the door, he staggered into the warmth of the kitchen, where Bella, his wife, cried out in relief.


‘I was about to come and look for you, Geordie. What is it?’ she said, seeing his expression. ‘What’s wrong?’


Still choked by wind and water, Geordie handed her the mobile. ‘Look,’ he managed.


Bella stared at the fuzzy photograph unblinkingly for a moment before her face registered what she was seeing.


‘Take off your wet things, Geordie, and sit by the range. I’ll make you a hot drink after I call the coastguard.’
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Rhona surveyed her cleared plate with satisfaction. Not much of a cook herself, she usually settled for a takeaway after work, especially if she’d been at a crime scene.


Once at a locus, she could be there for up to twelve hours, meticulously processing the victim and their immediate surroundings. That didn’t stop her getting hungry, of course, plus her forensic assistant Chrissy McInsh was famous for the size of her appetite. There had been plenty of times when a ‘starving’ Chrissy had felt the need to send a uniform off to the nearest chippy while still working a scene.


If Rhona arrived home hungry from a long day at the lab, she went straight for the menu cards in the kitchen and ordered whatever would arrive the quickest.


Not tonight, however.


Tonight she’d come home to the scent of slow-cooked venison in red wine with mushrooms, garlic, onions, carrots and potatoes prepared by the man opposite . . . Sean Maguire, the dark-haired, blue-eyed saxophonist who, although they weren’t actually living together, did on occasion both feed and bed her.


This evening the sex had come first.


Sean indicated her almost empty wine glass, offering to top it up. Rhona nodded as another blast of rain hit the kitchen window.


‘Jeez,’ Sean said, ‘that’s one serious wind.’


According to the radio update, Glasgow wasn’t in the direct line of the storm sweeping in from the Atlantic, although the forecaster did mention the great gale of ’68 when many of the tenement buildings, similar to Rhona’s, had had their roofs torn off by the strength of the wind.


On this occasion it seemed the worst of the storm was hitting Orkney, where gusts of over ninety miles an hour had been recorded. At this point, Rhona wondered how Magnus’s house, Seaview, was faring, built as it was on the shores of Scapa Flow.


‘Has Magnus gone home for the Easter break?’ Sean said, reading her thoughts.


‘He usually does.’ A professor of criminal psychology at Strathclyde University, Magnus Pirie liked to return to his native island whenever he got the chance. ‘I’ll maybe check on him later,’ she said. ‘Make sure he’s not blown away.’


As Sean began to clear the table and stack the dishwasher, Rhona intervened. ‘I’ll do that. You’d better get ready for the jazz club – although judging by the weather, you may not have much of a crowd tonight.’


‘The diehards always turn out, come hell or high water,’ Sean reminded her.


‘You’re going to get soaked,’ she warned. ‘Maybe you should try for an Uber?’


‘No worries. I’ve got dry clothes at the club.’ Sean glanced at the window as another blast of wind and rain rattled the glass. ‘Though if it carries on like this, I might bunk down in the back office afterwards.’


Rhona tried not to look too pleased by that, although she had been planning to suggest he go home to his own flat tonight anyway.


Sean was observing her, a small smile playing on his lips. ‘You’re done with me for tonight, I take it?’


Rhona smiled her answer.


‘Then I’ll be gone.’


She followed him into the hall and watched as he dressed for the weather. He gave her a hug and reminded her to call him.


‘Of course,’ Rhona promised, though not saying exactly when that might be.


He opened the door to the shriek of the wind in the stairwell.


‘The garden door hasn’t been shut properly,’ Rhona said.


‘I’ll bolt it as I go out,’ Sean promised.


She watched as his tall figure headed down the stairs, perturbed that she was glad to have the flat to herself again. But hadn’t it always been like this? Even from that first night, when they’d met at DI Bill Wilson’s fiftieth birthday party at the jazz club, and she’d taken Sean home with her.


There had been a few times since then when their on-off relationship had appeared to be at an end, but then the positives would persuade them back together again. She was pretty sure Sean didn’t spend much time fretting about where he stood with her. She, on the other hand, probably analysed it too much.


As the shriek stopped, signalling that the back door had been shut and bolted, Rhona headed inside and, fetching her wine, took it and her phone through to the sitting room, where the gas fire was dancing in the draught from the chimney.


Sitting on the couch, feet up, Tom the cat on her knee, she pulled up Magnus’s number.


His voice, when he answered, was rich in its Orkney heritage. When in Glasgow he usually modified it, dropping the descriptive phrases so reminiscent of his native isles.


‘Describe the wind for me,’ she said after his welcome greeting.


‘Well, here in Orphir we might call it a skreevar. Across on Hoy it would likely be called a katrizper. The UK weather forecasters are referring to it as Birka, which is, as you know, the name of a female Viking. So not a bad choice.’


‘What’s Scapa Flow like?’ Rhona said.


‘Pretty angry,’ Magnus said. ‘Throwing her wrath at the back o’ the hoose as we speak. How’s my favourite city faring?’


Through the sitting-room window, Rhona could just make out the thrashing trees of Kelvingrove Park via the nearby street lights. ‘You know Glasgow. Nothing much daunts her.’


‘So no flying roof tiles as yet?’


‘Not around here anyway.’


They chatted for a few minutes more before Rhona said her goodbyes and offered her hope that Magnus might get some sleep despite the wind.


‘I doubt Birka’s shrieking will allow for that,’ Magnus said with a laugh, ‘although a whisky nightcap might help.’


Sleep proved elusive in Glasgow too as the howling wind, peppered by the distant shriek of sirens, no doubt answering emergency calls, kept Rhona on red alert.


Eventually she did doze off with Tom stretched out alongside, the cat having no issue with the Viking maiden’s assault on Glasgow, or indeed on Scotland for that matter.
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Inspector Erling Flett picked up the drilling mobile and, rising, headed for the kitchen before answering, not wanting his partner, Rory, to be disturbed. They’d had little enough sleep, what with the wind howling round the cottage all night.


Erling, being Orcadian, was used to the constant winds of the islands, but last night the storm that had battered his low-lying croft house had surprised even him in its ferocity. High on the Scorradale Road, his home faced any onslaught coming across Scapa Flow from the south and the east.


‘What’s up, Constable?’ he said, recognizing PC Ivan Tulloch’s voice.


‘Looks like we have a stray ship on the rocks up by Yesnaby. I’ve sent over the photo Geordie Findlater took at first light this morning. The coastguard’s been alerted, sir.’


Erling brought up the image, which had obviously been taken amidst the storm. Through the early light and the falling rain, he could just make out what looked like a battered cargo ship tossing about just a short distance from the famous cliff face.


‘Any crew on board?’


‘Coastguard says there was no Mayday call. They suspect it might be a ghost ship brought here from the Atlantic by the storm.’


Abandoned vessels, known as ghost ships, were plentiful at sea and often ended up on Atlantic-facing coastlines, the most recent having been washed up on the west coast of Ireland. They were also a devil to deal with, especially if there was fuel still in their tanks.


PC Tulloch continued, ‘They haven’t managed to get near it as yet, sir, although the wind’s forecast to drop by the afternoon.’


‘Okay, I’ll head over there.’


‘What’s up?’ Rory had entered as the call ended, encircling Erling in his arms.


‘The storm’s brought a ship ashore up by Yesnaby.’


‘God,’ Rory said, studying the photograph. ‘Who was brave enough to take that?’


‘Farmer Geordie Findlater went out to check that his sheep hadn’t blown away and spotted it.’


‘It looks abandoned. No lights on anyway. I take it the coastguard knows?’


Erling nodded. ‘No Mayday signal, so they think it’s likely to have been abandoned somewhere mid-Atlantic and driven here by the storm.’


‘What about the fuel tanks?’ Rory said worriedly.


‘My first thought too.’


If the ship was holed below the waterline and there was still diesel in the tanks, they could have an ecological disaster on their hands.


‘I was due back on Flotta,’ Rory said, ‘but I could stay here in case I’m needed.’


They would definitely have to check out the ship’s hull for any damage, and that would require a professional diver, which was Rory’s job at the oil terminal. Erling was pleased he’d offered to stay, without being asked. He kissed him as a thank you.


‘You want food before you head out?’ Rory offered.


‘Coffee and a bannock to take away would be great,’ Erling said as he went to get dressed.


‘Did you get the name of the ship?’ Rory called after him.


‘MV Orlova.’


‘Sounds Russian,’ Rory said as he set up the coffee machine and extracted cheese from the fridge to load up the bannock.


Minutes later, Erling was heading up the steps to the road and his car. Outwith the shelter of the cottage, the wind was still strong enough to nearly take his car door off as he attempted to get inside.


Pulling away from the cottage, he was presented by a fine view of Scapa Flow, still raging after the battering it had had overnight.


Erling could only imagine what the sea off Yesnaby would be like.
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The wind had lifted a few tiles, but they were easily replaced. As for the hen house? Where it had ended up, Ava Clouston had no idea. Although she’d taken the precaution of shutting the hens in the big barn along with the wintering kye, so they wouldn’t be blown away too.


Nevertheless, she’d spent most of the night awake and peering out of the window, just to check that the barn was still intact. Having lived in London for years now, she’d forgotten just how much damage the wind up here could do, and Storm Birka had apparently been the worst to hit Orkney for a while.


Heading for the byre, she said a silent thank you to her farming neighbour, Tommy Flett, who’d advised her not to let the cattle out to graze before the first of May, despite the recent bout of good spring weather and the lush green grass that awaited them.


Her heart was heavy as she trudged through the mud, not because of the storm, but because the storm had only served to amplify the decision she must take, and soon. The funeral had been nearly two months ago and she still hadn’t worked out what to do with the family farm. Pain gripped her again as she recalled the terrible call that had brought her rushing home to Orkney. Her much-loved parents, both dead in a freak car accident.


Orkney rarely faced ice and snow. Wind was its main winter enemy and yet on that particular night her parents’ car had hit black ice coming home from Kirkwall, which had taken them into the path of a lorry.


According to the police, their deaths had been instant, so no chance for either Ava or her teenage brother, Dougie, to say goodbye. Dougie had called her in London, his voice breaking, and of course she’d caught the first plane north to Inverness, then across to Kirkwall.


Escaping the busy city to alight in Kirkwall had always been such a pleasurable experience until that day. In fact, Ava doubted whether it would ever be pleasurable again.


Much as she loved Orkney, she had chosen not to live and work there after graduation. She’d pursued her dream of becoming an investigative journalist and succeeded. Although based in London, her work took her all over the world, sometimes into scary and threatening situations. It didn’t stop her loving it.


Coming back here to run the family farm seemed much more daunting and, frankly, much less enjoyable. That thought alone was torturing her. Then there was Dougie to consider. Only seventeen, he was in no position to run the farm on his own, no matter how much he wanted to.


For Dougie, grief at the death of his beloved parents had now been replaced by anger that his sister should even contemplate selling the farm, his birthright, instead of staying here to run it with him.


Her troubled thoughts beat at her, much like the buffeting wind, as she made her way to the byre. Straight ahead she could see the boathouse, where no doubt Dougie had gone to nurse his wrath after their latest confrontation, brought on by the storm. She had lost her cool, pointing out to him how unprepared they were to deal with both the finances of the farm and the physical work it required. Plus how was she going to earn a living here, doing what she did?


Thinking about the words she’d uttered in the midst of the storm, panicked as she had been, she knew they were still inexcusable. Dougie had had every right to take refuge with his beloved dog, Finn, and his boat, the Fear Not.


Dougie was fearless in a way that only the young can be. Hence the name of the boat he’d learned to sail on Scapa Flow as soon as their parents had permitted it. John Rae, the intrepid Victorian Orcadian adventurer, had always been his idol and it had been sailing Scapa Flow where the explorer had tested himself as a young man, before he’d set sail for Canada as a ship’s surgeon.


Entering the byre, Ava felt the warmth envelop her. The moos that greeted her showed no fear of what had happened overnight. A series of big eyes turned her way and their breath blossomed in the air. Ava suddenly remembered her childhood and how much she’d loved being in here with the cows.


The hens she’d secured in the stall next to the door came hurrying towards her, squawking their excitement at the food Ava now scattered. She would have to rebuild the hen house, of course, but in the meantime they could stay here, since the kye would shortly be released to graze on the new grass.


At that moment her mobile rang.


‘Ava Clouston?’


‘Yes?’


‘The Orcadian newspaper here. We wondered if you would be interested in covering a story for us? A Russian cargo ship has foundered off Yesnaby. It’s believed to be a ghost ship, probably abandoned mid-Atlantic. The coastguard and police are on site already. Is that something you’d be interested in?’


‘Of course,’ Ava said, her heart lifting. ‘Do we know the ship’s name?’


‘The MV Orlova.’
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Rhona rose with the dawn, having had little to no sleep.


After setting up the coffee machine, she headed for the kitchen window to view the damage. In the neighbouring convent garden, she was pleased to see the statue of the Virgin Mary still upright, although the well-kept lawn that normally surrounded her had now been replaced by a moat. As for her own back garden, it looked as though a giant had decided to trample all over it, while scattering branches from the surrounding trees.


Taking her coffee through to the sitting-room window, she found much the same level of destruction below in Kelvingrove Park. Broken branches littered the grass and pathways, while those that hadn’t come down had been stripped of their spring leaves.


Only the Gothic towers of Glasgow University on the neighbouring hill and the red sandstone Kelvingrove Art Gallery below looked unmarked by the storm.


Glasgow was battered but unbroken, just as she’d suggested it would be to Magnus. She only hoped that Orkney had managed the same.


Showered and dressed, Rhona made her way downstairs. Despite both front and back doors to the stairwell being shut, the wind had still managed to infiltrate enough to deposit a layer of wet leaves and dirt from the street outside.


Opening the heavy front door was a job in itself, as the invading wind tried to wrestle it from her hands. Once outside, Rhona swiftly made her way down the wide staircase that led into the park. 


Here the shelter of the surrounding trees provided some cover, although folk heading for work against the wind were still struggling.


Her last lap was the steep path that led up the hill to the university. As Rhona emerged from the trees, the wind caught her again, propelling her into the famous cloisters, where it now proceeded to batter her from various directions until she escaped into a quiet, sheltered, grassy quadrant where all was still.


Reaching her lab, she found Chrissy already there.


‘My God. What. A. Night,’ Chrissy said, waving a welcome breakfast bag at Rhona. ‘Let’s get the coffee on and we can share experiences.’


Minutes later, they were tucking into black pudding rolls and coffee, with Chrissy weaving her tale of lying alongside her young son, wee Michael, to protect him, in case the wind blew their roof off.


‘Mum had me up to high doh, telling me all about the great storm of sixty-eight when chimney pots crashed through the tenement roofs killing folk in their beds.’ She made an ‘oooh’ face. ‘I pointed out that I didn’t live in a tenement, but she reminded me that you do.’


‘The same thought did cross my mind, especially after the weather forecaster reminded us about that storm,’ Rhona said. ‘Was wee Michael frightened?’


‘He slept right through it, unlike his mother.’ Chrissy pulled a face. ‘I never used to be frightened of, well, anything. See what becoming a mum does to you?’


At that point Rhona’s mobile rang. Noting DI Wilson’s name on the screen, she set it to loudspeaker.


‘Morning, Bill. You survived the storm, I take it?’


‘Spent most of the night waiting for the roof to take off. It didn’t, although some of the guttering came down. Hope I haven’t disturbed your breakfast?’


‘We’re almost done,’ Rhona said, although Chrissy was just about to take a big bite out of her second black pudding roll.


‘Good, because I need you both down at—’ He gave them an address in Govan. ‘A possible self-immolation in the early hours, helped on by the wind. D’you need a lift?’


‘We’ll bring the forensic van,’ Rhona said. ‘See you shortly.’


‘Self-immolation,’ repeated Chrissy, looking thoughtfully at her roll.


Perhaps with the news of their impending task, a well-fired black pudding roll no longer seemed so appetizing, Rhona thought.


She was wrong, of course.


‘Let’s get going,’ Chrissy said as she popped the roll back in its paper bag. ‘I’ll finish this on the way.’


The locus was sheltered in part by the surrounding tenements. Despite this, the wind, though lessened, still swirled in gusts. Rhona stood for a moment taking in the location. The ground was dry. She recalled that the rain had ceased to beat at her bedroom window around midnight and the major sound after that had been the howling of the wind.


Checking the forecast this morning, she’d seen the rain would return probably by lunchtime, when hopefully the SOCOs would have combed the locus.


A tent, protecting the victim, had already been secured in a corner, a few metres from the back entrance.


There was no garden here, just gravel and a line of bins against a fence. As soon as they’d emerged from the close, where metal treads had already been set out, the smell had hit them.


‘Why,’ Chrissy said, ‘does it always smell like fried chicken?’


Rhona didn’t agree entirely, although everyone picked up the scent slightly differently. It was certainly easier to recognize the smell than to describe it, because charred flesh simply smelt like nothing else. In fact, it could be so thick and powerful that it was almost a taste.


Those on the front line of fighting fires said you never really got the smell of burning flesh out of your nose entirely. No matter how long you lived.


Rhona was inclined to agree.


Aware that however strong the smell was out here, it would hit them like a wall when they entered the tent, Rhona checked with Chrissy that she was ready.


Chrissy secured her mask and indicated that she was.


Once inside, Rhona closed the flap. They would be pretty well undisturbed now, unless they chose otherwise. She could sense Chrissy’s concentration, knowing that first impressions of a scene were vital. Context was everything. Before them was the evidence of when and how the victim had died. It was up to them to find and secure that evidence.


The body was covered in part by a singed blanket, which had been thrown over the victim to try to douse the flames. According to Bill, the good Samaritan was an elderly man in the nearby ground-floor flat, who’d been watching the storm play out via his living-room window. He said he’d spied a woman on fire and went out with the blanket. He managed to put out the flames, but couldn’t save her.


The victim was lying on her right-hand side. Protruding from under the blanket was some singed hair and a portion of her legs and feet. She was barefoot and there was no sign of her shoes.


As Rhona became more accustomed to the smell of burnt flesh, she’d already picked up another scent.


Petrol.


Using an accelerant was a common aspect of self-immolation. Petrol was best, although surgical spirit might also be used. Folk sometimes poured the liquid over their head, which wasn’t pleasant because it burned the eyes. If this had been the case, the face and the front of the hair would be badly scorched.


Alternatively, they might pour it into their lap instead. In that case, the fire would be concentrated on the chest and stomach. Once lit, however, victims often changed their minds and tried to put it out. In such a scenario, the palms of the hands and underarms would be affected, but not the backs, which might mean they couldn’t retrieve fingerprints to help identify the victim.


Rhona began taking her own series of photographs. Once a crime scene was disturbed they could never recreate it. So everything they captured now was important.


‘Ready?’ she said, when finished.


On Chrissy’s nod, Rhona caught the corner of the blanket and slowly peeled it back, hearing Chrissy’s intake of breath as the victim was revealed.


It was a youngish woman. What was left of her hair indicated it was light-coloured and of shoulder length. She was petite and slim, her shoe size, Rhona thought, a four or five.


From the pattern of burning, it looked like the petrol had been poured over her head.


Fire burned upwards and, in this case, it had had time to destroy much of her face. But the blanket had saved other parts of her body from deep burns, including the main torso and the thighs. Rhona checked out the hands, to find no burns to the palms.


‘So she didn’t try to put the fire out,’ Chrissy said.


‘Or she didn’t start it.’


People often held the mistaken belief that fire would destroy everything. Including how someone had died. It didn’t. Just because it looked like a self-immolation didn’t mean it was one.


Her clothing appeared to contain natural fibres, which had added another layer of protection to the skin. Natural fibres didn’t shrink or burn easily, whereas synthetics shrank and bits dropped off, damaging the skin beneath.


‘What’s that?’ Chrissy pointed at something protruding from below the body.


Moving to hunker down there, Rhona carefully extracted the item, which turned out to be a handbag. It appeared unmarked, suggesting it was leather and not a plastic equivalent.


Rhona opened it. ‘There’s a mobile.’ She took it out and switched it off, to protect it from online interference, and placed it in a Faraday bag.


Next out was a wallet. It, too, was leather and, flipping it open, the plastic cards inside appeared undamaged.


‘Do we have a possible name?’ Chrissy said.


‘Olivia Newton Richardson.’ Rhona dropped the wallet into another bag.


‘So no shoes, yet she brought her handbag?’ Chrissy said.


‘No jewellery, either,’ Rhona remarked.


‘What about tattoos?’ Chrissy said.


‘Nothing visible as yet, and I don’t plan to remove the clothing here. We’ll wait until the PM.’


‘She liked nail varnish,’ Chrissy said. ‘Both hands and feet are painted. So why no jewellery? There’s a mark on the wrist, though. Both wrists, in fact.’


Rhona checked for herself, then, without commenting, crouched for a closer look at the ankles.


‘What is it?’ Chrissy said.


‘I think these might be plastic cable tie marks,’ Rhona said. Which if true meant the victim had been bound hand and foot prior to being set on fire.
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McNab had risen before his alarm went off. Not because he’d wanted to, but because his mobile had refused to be ignored. The boss had made no apologies regarding the early morning call. DI Wilson had just told him where to go and that his partner, DS Clark, would be outside his building in fifteen minutes.


Sniffing his oxters, he’d decided a shower would be required, despite the scarcity of time afforded him. Sadly, breakfast wasn’t on the cards (mainly because the fridge was empty), although strong coffee was a possibility.


Hurrying down the stairs, he’d emerged onto a street that looked like a football horde had stampeded down it, along with a wind that he could only describe as penetrating.


Hence he was waiting, freshly bathed with coffee consumed, when Janice drew up alongside him.


‘You survived the storm, I see?’ Janice said as he climbed into the car.


McNab adopted a blank look.


‘You slept through it!’


‘I’m a sound sleeper. Was it bad then?’ he said, feigning innocence.


Janice gave a grunt that signified she wasn’t interested in pandering to McNab’s attempts at humour, then said, ‘You know where we’re headed?’


‘Govan. Somebody set themselves on fire in the back court.’


Janice had shot him a look at that point. ‘I take it you’re okay with the smell of burnt flesh in the morning?’


‘I would be if I’d eaten,’ McNab tried. ‘On an empty stomach, maybe not so much.’


‘Tough luck, then,’ she retorted. ‘We’re not stopping.’


McNab was almost glad of that when they eventually exited the vehicle outside the required address to be greeted by that exact smell.


‘It’s a lot worse, I hear, where Dr MacLeod’s working,’ Janice informed him.


‘Rhona’s here too?’ McNab said. ‘Do they suspect it wasn’t a suicide?’


‘Maybe they’re hoping she’ll decide that,’ Janice said in her inimitable fashion, chapping on a ground-floor door. ‘We’re to speak with the guy who called it in. A Mr Jimmy Donaldson.’


The knock was followed by an extended silence. McNab was about to knock again when they heard shuffling footsteps, before a voice called out, ‘Who is it?’


McNab held his warrant card in front of the spyhole. ‘Detective Sergeant McNab and Detective Sergeant Clark. We’d like to talk to you about the fire, Mr Donaldson.’ After which they heard numerous locks and bolts being released.


The door was slowly opened to finally allow them a view of Jimmy Donaldson. He was short, thin and elderly, although still sporting a full head of grey hair, tinged with ginger.


‘Aye, come away in then, detectives.’


They followed him through a long narrow hall and into a room that looked out on the back court. Sitting on the window ledge was a big black cat, which immediately arched its back and hissed at them.


‘Shoo, Lucifer!’


The old man flung his arms about, and eventually Lucifer decided to vacate his prize spot and exit, long tail standing rigidly upright.


‘Lucifer’s my protection. Woe betide anyone who manages to break in here. Lucifer would spring right at his face and claw his eyes out.’


McNab believed him.


‘Sorry about the smell. I’ve got the windows shut tight. Oh, that poor lassie.’


He looked so distressed at the memory of why they were here that Janice urged him to sit down.


‘Thanks,’ he said as she helped him into a seat.


Not for the first time, McNab thought it was handy having Janice around. Her glance now told him to say nothing until the old man gathered himself. McNab kept his mouth shut as requested.


‘Would you like me to make you a mug of tea, Mr Donaldson?’ Janice offered.


‘Call me Jimmy, hen. That’s kind, but I’m fine.’


‘D’you feel up to telling us what happened, Jimmy?’ McNab came in.


Jimmy nodded. ‘Aye, son. If you think it’ll help.’


They waited as he took another look out of the window. McNab wondered if his thoughts had wandered off, but then he turned back to face them.


‘I sat up because of the wind. I remember the storm of sixty-eight. Folk killed in their beds when the tenement roofs fell in. So I stayed in here at that window.’ He shook his head, remembering. ‘It was pitch black and blowing a hoolie. The noise of the wind swirling round the back court, screeching through the close. I pulled a blanket round me. The one I keep on the back of the sofa, for when I cannae afford to keep the electric fire on.’ He stopped to brush a tear away.


‘It’s okay, Jimmy, just take your time. DS McNab and I can wait.’


Jimmy gave her a wan smile in thanks, then took a deep breath. ‘That’s when I saw her standing there, hair whipping her face. A second later, there was a whoosh and she was on fire. Jesus, the lassie was on fire. All those locks and bolts, then the bloody wind wouldn’t let me open the door to the back court. I eventually got to her, but by then she was on the ground with her head a mass of flames. I doused the fire, but it was too bloody late.’ He shook his head. ‘My dad used to talk about the Clydebank bombings during the war, the terrible smell of folk burning. He said it never went away. I didn’t believe him.’


McNab rose. ‘I’m going to make you a cup of tea, Jimmy. Sugar and milk?’


‘Aye, son. Do that. Two sugars. And have one yourselves.’


McNab left the door open so he could hear anything that was said, filled the kettle and switched it on. The wee kitchen was tidy. Fresh milk in the fridge. A packet of Scottish Blend teabags. Even a jar of instant coffee. Better than his place, he noted.


He swithered whether he should make tea or coffee for Janice, then decided tea would be more chummy. He settled for a double spoonful of instant black coffee for himself. In the kitchen the smell was weaker, but until they removed the body, it wouldn’t go away, and even then . . .


He couldn’t see a tray anywhere, so he carried through the teas, then went back for his coffee. By the time he returned, Jimmy had a little more colour in his cheeks.


‘So, Jimmy, had you seen the lassie before last night?’ McNab said.


‘Naw, son. But then I don’t see the folk going up and down the stairs. I sit in here most of the time when I’m not in the kitchen. My bedroom’s at the front, but I keep the curtains shut in there.’


‘You don’t know any of your neighbours?’ Janice tried.


‘The flats up this close change hands a lot. Landlords ship folk in and out again, if they don’t pay. There aren’t any families. Kids used to play out the back all the time. Not any more.’


‘Did you see anyone else out there last night?’ McNab said. ‘Or hear anybody in the close?’


‘You couldn’t hear a damn thing, son, except for that screeching gale. Did you no hear it yersel?’


‘My colleague’s a sound sleeper,’ Janice said.


Jimmy shook his head, apparently finding the idea that anyone could have slept through that racket unbelievable.


At that point Lucifer strode back in and gave them both a menacing look before jumping up onto Jimmy’s knee. As the old man clapped him, the cat arched his back and purred, although he still held them in his evil gaze.


‘We’d better be going.’ Janice nodded at McNab.


They rose together.


Janice took McNab’s mug. ‘I’ll rinse these through, Jimmy. We’ll maybe come back and see you again if that’s okay?’


‘Aye, that’ll be fine,’ Jimmy said. ‘I’ll have to get a new blanket,’ he added, as though he’d just thought of it. ‘This room doesn’t get much sunshine being at the back.’


‘I’ll bring you one,’ McNab found himself saying.


‘Thank you, son. That’s mighty good of you.’


Janice gave him a big-eyed look as the door closed behind them.


‘What?’ McNab said. ‘We can’t bring the old boy a blanket? Plus we’ll need to speak to him again anyway. We haven’t got everything yet.’


‘True enough,’ Janice conceded.


McNab indicated he planned to suit up and look in on Rhona. ‘Are you going to interview anyone else upstairs?’


‘A couple of uniforms are on it. I’m going to check. See if they’ve got anything.’ 


Minutes later, suited and masked, McNab headed out. A couple of SOCOs were combing the rough ground that served as the back court. He checked with them first, but they had little to report, apart from a fair number of discarded cigarette ends. It looked like a no-smoking policy had been implemented in one or more of the rented flats.


McNab’s announcement that he wished to come into the tent was initially met by silence, then a quiet acknowledgement from Chrissy.


Outside the tent, the smell had been strong despite the still blustery nature of the wind. Once inside, the suffocating nature of the stench was almost overwhelming. McNab had seen and smelt the dead more often than he cared to think about, but this was special and, he could foresee, long-lasting.


Chrissy nodded at him but said nothing, intent as she was on whatever Rhona was doing. McNab waited, aware that disturbing their concentration wouldn’t be welcomed.


Eventually Rhona leaned back on her haunches and observed him.


‘I’ve been talking to Jimmy on the ground floor,’ McNab said. ‘He flung the blanket over her.’


‘He was brave,’ Chrissy said. ‘Getting close enough to do that.’


‘Any idea who she is?’ McNab tried.


Rhona handed him the Faraday bag. ‘The mobile from the handbag that was under her body. I switched it off. Plus Chrissy has the bag with the wallet and cards in it.’


‘The credit card’s platinum,’ Chrissy said. ‘And we may have a partial from it.’


McNab read the name out. ‘Olivia Newton Richardson.’ He looked at them. ‘The name and the platinum card don’t scream local at me. So how did she set herself alight?’


‘Petrol, probably over her head, judging by the burn pattern.’


‘So we’re looking for a petrol can and a lighter?’ McNab said. ‘Both of which should be in the vicinity if she did it to herself?’


‘Exactly,’ Chrissy said.


‘The SOCOs outside haven’t found them yet. Anything else?’


Rhona nodded. ‘Her clothing is of good quality and mostly natural fibres. She was barefoot, yet had her handbag with her.’


‘She paints her nails, but didn’t have any jewellery,’ Chrissy said.


‘Also, if you come closer, you’ll see marks on her wrists and ankles,’ Rhona added.


McNab crouched beside her for a closer look, trying to stifle his rising nausea.


‘She’s been bound,’ he said, recognizing the distinctive marks.


‘The fire didn’t destroy them, thanks to your good Samaritan and his blanket,’ Rhona said.


McNab rose. If the victim had been bound before the fire, how did she get free? And where was she before she came out here?
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Watching as the farm buildings disappeared from her rear-view mirror, Ava gave an audible sigh of relief. For the next few hours, at least, she could think of herself as a reporter again, and not as a big sister and pseudo-farmer.


The wind had dropped in strength, but the sky, via her windscreen, was still a swift-moving collage of cloud, with intermittent flashes of blue and rays of sunshine.


When she’d left to go to university in Aberdeen, it was the big skies of Orkney she’d missed most. That and the closeness of the ever-shifting sea.


Eventually choosing London as her base, she’d sought a high-rise apartment so that she might be nearer to the sky. The constantly moving sea, however, could never be replaced. Even the Thames didn’t do that.


Dougie hadn’t returned from the boathouse before she was ready to leave, so she’d left him a note taped to the fridge. Had she left it on the kitchen table, the likelihood was he would never have noticed. The fridge, however, was always a go-to location for her teenage brother.


What if I wasn’t here to fill the fridge?


Ava chastised herself for that thought. Dougie was pretty self-sufficient. Probably more so than she had been at his age. He wouldn’t starve without her, that was for sure.


Being early in the tourist season, the road past the Loch of Stenness was currently devoid of the buses that ferried folk from the giant cruise liners that docked just outside Kirkwall to the key tourist sights of Orkney mainland. The loch itself was still choppy and white-tipped, despite its sheltered location.


Turning onto the Yesnaby road, she spotted the police and rescue vehicles parked up ahead. The neighbouring farm she knew belonged to Geordie Findlater, a friend of her father’s, who’d apparently reported the foundering ship to the coastguard.


According to the phone call from The Orcadian, Geordie had crawled to the edge of the cliffs in high winds to take a photograph. Knowing Geordie, that didn’t surprise her.


As she drew up alongside the other vehicles, Ava spotted another face she recognized. Of course Erling would be in charge of this, she thought. Surprisingly, he was now an inspector, when back in their teenage days in school together, he’d stated that he had no intention of remaining on Orkney. As for joining the police? His teenage self would have laughed at such a suggestion.


We don’t always end up where we thought we would, she mused as she approached him.


Spotting her, Erling finished his mobile conversation. ‘You’re here. Great. That was the coastguard. They’re going to try and bring a couple of divers round to take a look below the waterline and check the hull.’


‘You’re worried about the fuel tanks?’


‘Exactly. It’s not going to be easy, but the sooner we know whether we’re facing an oil spill or not, the better. We’re also hoping to get a couple of guys on board to take a look inside.’


‘So approaching on both fronts?’


Erling nodded.


The onshore wind was brisk as they got near to the cliff edge, but nothing like what Geordie must have faced the previous night. They were close enough now for Ava to get her first clear view of the stranded ship. She could just make out the name: MV Orlova, which sounded Russian.


As the search and rescue boat came into view, rising and falling in the swell, they also heard the unmistakable beat of the approaching coastguard helicopter. Despite being only an observer and not a participant, Ava’s heartbeat rose in both excitement and fear.


This was what being on the job again felt like, and she was grateful for it.


Erling stood a little away from her, his back to the wind, listening on the radio, she presumed to the rescue teams, above and below.


Ava watched as two divers positioned themselves on the edge of the boat before dropping backwards into the swell. A keen swimmer, but with very little diving experience, and only in warm Mediterranean waters, Ava could only imagine what falling into that dark choppiness felt like.


As they’d walked to the cliff face, Erling had revealed that one of the divers was his partner, Rory. ‘He’s an experienced oil rig diver, so this is no more difficult than that, or so he assures me.’


Despite his upbeat words, there was no doubt in Ava’s mind that Erling was concerned for him.


The hovering helicopter hung above the Orlova now, and they watched as the first man began his swaying descent. To Ava, it seemed most of those on the clifftop were collectively holding their breath as he drew closer to the pitching deck. Then he was down and giving those on the shore the thumbs up, and the detached cable was rising again.


‘One down, one more to go,’ Erling said, grim concentration on his face.


The second guy was close behind. He had the added advantage of someone on the deck to steady his arrival. Once he too was down, Erling’s radio crackled into life. He listened carefully before giving the go-ahead to whatever plan they’d decided on, and within seconds the two men had disappeared down into the bowels of the ship.


Now came the waiting.


Ava decided to go back to her car and dictate what she had so far into her mobile. A food van had arrived in the car park and was serving coffee. She joined the queue, exchanging a few words with folk, then carried her coffee back to the car. Once inside, she called Dougie. His mobile rang out for a while and she expected it to go to voicemail, but before it did, he answered.


‘Did you get my note?’ Ava said.


‘Yeah.’


‘Not sure when I’ll be back.’


‘Okay.’


‘Will you see to the kye? We could maybe let them out into the fields when I get back.’


He muttered what Ava thought was an affirmative. Realizing she wasn’t going to get any more from him than that, she said her goodbyes.


Her heaviness of heart came back as she cut the call. What the hell was she going to do about Dougie and the farm? Sit around in Orkney waiting for the next ship to go aground for something interesting to report on? Or was it the Dounby Show next? She felt guilty at such a thought, which belittled her fellow reporters who chose not to traipse round the world looking for trouble spots.


‘Fuck it!’ she said, and not under her breath, as she began to record what had happened up to now.


Once she had the key points noted, she decided to try to find out what she could about the origins of the MV Orlova, which turned out to be more interesting than she’d first thought. So much so that she didn’t notice that the helicopter was landing on the clifftop.


Eventually the noise of its descent made her abandon her internet research, and she headed across to find Erling apparently about to be transferred to the ship.


‘What’s happened?’ Ava said, noting his serious expression. ‘Is it the hull?’


‘The hull looks sound, according to the divers.’


‘Are there folk aboard?’ Ava tried.


‘As far as we know there are no survivors.’ Erling looked decidedly grim.


As he headed for the helicopter, Ava caught sight of Geordie Findlater and went to see if he knew any more.


He did. ‘Word is there are bodies aboard, lass. How many, I don’t know.’
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Rhona could hear the SOCOs moving about outside, but here in the tent all was still.


She continued to write up her notes, determined to miss nothing. Soon they would take the victim to the mortuary for further examination and this exact scene could never be reconstructed in its entirety again.


The smell was still there, of course. It would linger in her nostrils for who knew how long. But here and now, the body’s smell wasn’t important. She thought only of the victim hidden within it. The how and the why of her being here in such circumstances, and what evidence they might capture which would help them tell the victim’s story.


What had been retrieved so far suggested that Olivia, if that was indeed her name, had not chosen this end willingly, rather that someone or something had driven her to it.


The incessant tugging at the tent by the wind had ended. Now it was only the softly insistent patter of rain on the roof. Rhona quietly thanked whatever deity had allowed the back court to be properly searched before the rain had taken over from the wind.


At that point she heard Chrissy’s voice and the tent flap being pulled back.


‘You’d better come and see this.’


Rhona followed her assistant into the close and up the stairwell. All the doors they passed on the way remained closed, although she suspected that whatever was happening out here was being closely followed by the occupants of the other flats.


The left-most door on the top landing stood open, and by its state it was obvious it had been forced. Rhona could hear McNab’s voice coming from inside. She followed Chrissy in, moving carefully from tread to metal tread, the presence of which already declared it to be a possible crime scene.


Rhona mentally prepared herself for what might come next. At the far end of the narrow hallway stood a still-suited and masked McNab guarding an open doorway. At her approach he stepped to one side to allow her entrance.


It was a bedroom and the smell of petrol came, she suspected, predominantly from the stained and rumpled bedding. The mattress sat in a metal frame, the top and bottom of which gave ample opportunity for attaching a captive’s wrists and ankles via cable ties.


Chrissy confirmed this by holding up a clear evidence bag with the apparent remains of the ties inside.


‘Any sign of the petrol can?’ Rhona said.


‘Not in here, or anywhere else in or outside the building.’


‘So how did she get free?’ Rhona said.


‘Some ties have ragged edges, and look’ – Chrissy pointed to one of the metal uprights where traces of the plastic had lodged – ‘it looks as though she may have managed to rub herself free and made her way outside?’


Rhona ran her eyes over the room again. To one side of the bed lay a pair of high heels which looked like the victim’s shoe size. ‘Did you find any underwear?’ She had decided not to remove the outer clothes before the autopsy, for fear of disturbing evidence on the charred body.


‘A black lacy thong,’ McNab said. ‘It’s been bagged.’


The picture being painted by everything they’d already discovered in the room wasn’t lost on anyone, least of all Rhona.


‘I’ll get a team in here and see what else we can find,’ Chrissy said, ‘while you finish up in the tent.’


‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ McNab said, indicating he was heading back to the station with DS Clark to report their findings to DI Wilson. ‘I’ll maybe catch up with you both later.’


The usual routine was for the team to meet up after work at the jazz club near the university where Sean played. The wind-down club as Sean occasionally called it.


Rhona gave a non-committal nod, her brain still full of what she was looking at.


Not so Chrissy. ‘I’ll definitely be heading there after all this,’ she declared. ‘With or without Dr MacLeod.’ She gave one of her grins which declared that fun might be had, even in the midst of adversity.


When McNab had departed, Chrissy said, ‘What are you thinking?’


‘Likely the same as you,’ Rhona said. ‘She was held in here, probably against her will . . .’


‘But not necessarily,’ Chrissy added. ‘Not initially anyway. We’ve seen the result of rough but consensual sex before.’


Rhona nodded. ‘But being doused in petrol hasn’t been a feature.’


‘Candle wax, yes. Petrol, no.’


‘Will you deal with this while I finish with the body? I’ll check back once the mortuary van’s been.’


‘Sure thing, boss.’


Back now in the tent, Rhona resumed her place beside the body and continued to make her notes, this time regarding what had been discovered in the top-floor flat and how it might relate to what had happened here.


It did appear, as Chrissy had suggested, that the victim had managed to break free, or else her captor had freed her. Whichever way it’d happened, she’d come down here, already doused in petrol, barefoot, and in the midst of the storm.


Perhaps she’d believed she’d escaped and that was why she had her handbag with her? Alternatively, her attacker had wished it to appear that way.


When the mortuary van finally arrived, Rhona said a silent goodbye. Emerging from the tent, she stood to one side as the body bag was carried out on its stretcher. At that point she noticed the figure of an elderly man at a ground-level window, a large black cat in his arms. Both were avidly watching the proceedings.


That, she realized, must be the good Samaritan who had tried to save the girl’s life.


If only the wind hadn’t been so strong that night. If only he had got out here sooner with the blanket.


Rhona could only imagine what was going through his mind as he watched them carry the girl away, although, she thought, it might be both of those things. What she did know was that none of his thoughts were of any comfort to him.


Heading into the close, she met Chrissy on her way down the stairs.


‘The SOCOs are going over the rest of the flat. The evidence from the bedroom is already in the van. Shall we head for the lab?’


The sky on the way back was an ominous grey, the wind now noticeable by its absence. Glasgow had been busily cleaning up the effects of Storm Birka, the flying litter and broken glass swept up and the waste bins returned to their rightful places.


Chrissy, always the talker, was noticeably quiet, which suited Rhona for the moment. Having departed the locus, it was obvious they had brought the smell with them as a reminder. It permeated the van and she could taste it on her lips.


By the studied look on her face, Chrissy was suffering from it too.


Watching the rain stream down the windscreen, Rhona was already imagining herself standing under the shower, the spray beating her head, her mouth turned upwards to be rinsed. That alone wouldn’t be enough to kill the smell that had invaded every part of her body, but it would help.
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The ship, the MV Orlova, was boarded today by Inspector Erling Flett, along with two of the coastguard search and rescue team. As this was happening, two experienced divers, familiar with North Sea conditions, examined the hull of the stranded ship.


Thankfully, it was found to be intact, with the fuel tanks undamaged by the storm and its aftermath.


As we understand it, the interior suggests it had been internally upgraded to allow its use for adventure cruises, possibly in colder latitudes.


Adventure cruising has become internationally popular of late. It often includes travel to more hostile locations with the possibility to take part in extreme sports.


Our sources tell us that there was a great deal of computer equipment on board the ship which allowed for sophisticated virtual gaming to take place.


Sadly, three bodies have also been located aboard, of two men and one woman who apparently died in suspicious circumstances.


Initial results on the history of MV Orlova suggest it may be a Russian ship abandoned off the Florida coast two years ago, when the registered owners were declared bankrupt. It appears to have been upgraded since then, but by whom?


What we do know is that the Orlova made its way east across the Atlantic Ocean, perhaps still manned or already abandoned, to be driven ashore on the cliffs at Yesnaby in Orkney.


The abandoned ships that litter our oceans are often referred to as ghost ships. A relatively common phenomenon, the most recent was the MV Alta, the derelict 77-metre freighter which was driven onto rocks at Ballyandreen in east Cork, Ireland, during Storm Dennis. It had been derelict since the US Coast Guard rescued the ten-man crew from the vessel in October 2018.


Intriguingly, the story of the MV Orlova is shrouded in more mist than the MV Alta. No one it seems lays claim to the ship either currently or in the recent past.


An initial search throws up a mixture of international companies which no longer exist, together with a number of shell companies around the world, although word is circulating online that the gaming ship has been advertised on the dark web. If that is true, then it suggests what was happening on board needs further investigation.


So, who currently owns the ghost ship MV Orlova? What was she being used for? Who are the three dead people aboard and how or why did they die?


As an investigative reporter who has pursued illegal activities around the world over the last ten years, I fully intend to try to answer these questions.


Once made secure, the MV Orlova will be towed into Scapa Flow, anchoring off Houton Pier, which will allow access for the major crime investigation team expected from Glasgow, assisted by Inspector Erling Flett from Kirkwall police station.


Maybe then we can discover who the victims are, and in what circumstances they lost their lives.


Ava Clouston, Investigative Reporter


Ava read over her article. She had been careful by simply stating that two men and one woman had been found dead in suspicious circumstances. She’d not given away any aspect of their deaths, which, as in any small close-knit community, had quickly become common knowledge. She had made no mention that one guy had been found in the computer room. Nor that the couple found in a mock arena may have been duelling with one another.


What the hell had been going on aboard that ship?


Ava pressed the send button with the same surge of excitement that always surfaced when she began another investigation.


The MV Orlova and its reincarnation from a cargo ship to a pleasure craft, apparently with high-class guest accommodation for up to eight, plus service personnel and crew, suggested a stay on board would not have come cheap.


So what had really been on offer via the Orlova and who was interested in sampling its pleasures? And how did that apparently lead to their deaths?


The story would appear in The Orcadian, of course, but by also sending it to her London editor, David Morris, it would reach numerous international news outlets and channels. David, a keen advocate of her investigative reports over the years, especially those from Afghanistan, would recognize the international interest this one from her home island would generate. A report no doubt would also go out on tonight’s BBC News. The world would soon know of the MV Orlova and be asking what had really happened on board the abandoned ship.


Ava rose from the kitchen table and went to refill her coffee cup. The trip to Yesnaby and the resultant article had taken up most of her day. Also, they hadn’t eaten as yet. Although she’d told Dougie they would set the kye free tonight, she decided that would have to wait now until the morning.


Dougie hadn’t emerged from his music-filled bedroom since she’d arrived home, but she’d been delighted to find that he’d put a casserole in the Aga for their evening meal. Something that smelt delicious.


Maybe it was a peace offering, Ava thought. Or maybe he planned to have the discussion they’d been avoiding since their fallout.


Ava baulked at the thought, mainly because today’s events had convinced her even more that she couldn’t give up her day job and stay on Orkney to run the farm. Not and keep her sanity. Such a thought made her feel even worse, as though she was not only letting Dougie down, she was betraying her much-loved parents too.


Grabbing her jacket, she headed for the barn.


Entering the warmth of the place, and hearing the lowing of the cattle, she found herself swaying again towards staying.


She had always thought that if anything went drastically wrong with her life and work, she could always come back here and be renewed, either temporarily or permanently. She’d imagined the farm, her real home, would be available to her forever. And it would have been, had her parents lived into old age, and Dougie had taken over as planned, married and had children of his own. Dougie would always have welcomed her home, whenever she might want to return.


And she was planning to take all that away from him, and from herself.


The weight of her grief at the loss of her parents bore down on her in that moment. They had been, she now realized, the rock on which she stood. That rock had gone, and if she let herself go, she would flounder, making Dougie even more of an orphan. 


Exiting the barn, she found a bright moonlit sky. The wind having dropped, the air was filled with the smell of new grass and all things growing. She breathed it in, saying a silent thank you for a moment of peace.


Looking out over the moonlit waters of Hoy Sound, she spotted the lights of the two newly commissioned tugs, named Thor and Odin, that had towed the ghost ship from Yesnaby. Behind them was the dark shadowy shape that was undoubtedly the MV Orlova, making its way to Houton Bay, where its secrets would hopefully be revealed.
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