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Everything could be deceptive, even the sun.

The sun dripped gold onto the North Sea, scattering diamonds across the gentle waves. A mild breeze carried the scent of salt and a faint undercurrent of diesel. On the water, a bright red sports boat, barely more than a glorified inflatable, bounced along, piloted by a young man, Lucas, mid-twenties, with a sun-bleached mop of hair. Beside him, his girlfriend, Chloe, laughed, her voice thin in the wind.

"You said you knew how to handle this thing!" she called over the hum of the small outboard motor.

Lucas grinned, flexing his non-existent nautical muscles. "I watched a lot of YouTube videos! What could go wrong?"

Famous last words.

A sputtering cough broke the idyllic scene. The engine coughed again, then died, leaving them adrift. Lucas frantically pulled at the starter cord, each tug yielding nothing but frustrated clicks.

"Lucas?!" Chloe's laughter had vanished, replaced with a rising edge of panic.

"Just... a little hiccup," he mumbled, pulling again. Still nothing. He killed the ignition, then tried again. The engine remained stubbornly silent.

They drifted, the wind pushing them slowly but relentlessly towards the blurred line where the sky met the sea. In the distance, a forest of white blades churned against the pale blue - the WinFar Base offshore wind farm.

"We're... we're heading towards the windmills," Chloe said, pointing. "Maybe we can grab onto something?"

It was a desperate idea, born of desperation. But as luck, or perhaps ill-fate, would have it, they drifted directly towards one of the concrete bases supporting a towering turbine. With a clumsy lurch, they managed to snag a mooring line, tethering themselves to the colossal structure.

Relief washed over them, quickly replaced by a chilling realization. No signal on their phones. No radio on their boat. Just the endless expanse of the sea and the looming, silent giants of the wind farm.

"Well," Lucas said weakly, trying for a reassuring tone. "Someone will notice we're missing, right?"

Hope, fragile and thin, was all they had left.

A few minutes later, a splash of orange cut through the grey-blue of the water. A work vessel, emblazoned with the logo of Greenergy, a leading windfarm firm, approached. Two figures in orange overalls, Johan and Piet, were aboard, their faces grim as they approached the stricken windmill.

"Looks like someone's had a bit of a mishap," Piet muttered, sizing up the red sports boat.

Johan was already examining the base of the turbine, a frown creasing his weathered face. He ran a gloved hand over a section of exposed wiring.

"This isn't just a malfunction, Piet. Look at this." He pointed to a shattered housing containing what appeared to be a critical control module. "Clean break. Deliberate damage."

Piet joined him, squinting at the destruction. "Sabotage? You think?"

"I don't think, I know. Someone messed with the governor control. This will take time to fix." He glanced at the young couple, clearly annoyed. "Idiots probably bumped into it with their little boat."

"Maybe," Piet conceded. "But they're lucky we came along. We need to report this, though. And get these two back to shore."

Johan pulled out a satellite phone. "Head office, this is Greenergy work unit 7. We have a situation at turbine 42. Possible sabotage. And we've found some distressed recreational boaters clinging to the base. Requesting instructions."

The SGRS Zeebrugge station was a beige box of a building, indistinguishable from the surrounding port infrastructure. Inside, Elise De Smet, mid-thirties, with a sharp, focused gaze and the weariness of a seasoned intelligence officer, was wrestling with a malfunctioning printer.

"Come on," she muttered, slamming her hand on the top.

Her phone rang. It was Inspector Janssen of the local police.

"Elise, we have a situation out at WinFar Base. Two kids drifted into the wind farm, apparently. Greenergy crew found them, but they're reporting damage to turbine 42. Looks like sabotage."

Elise's annoyance flared. "Sabotage? What kind of damage?"

"They say a control module was destroyed. Honestly, Elise, I'm swamped with petty theft and drunk tourists. This is critical infrastructure. This is your department."

"Inspector, with all due respect, it could just be a mechanical failure," Elise countered, knowing it was a weak argument.

"Maybe. But if it's not, we're talking about potential national security implications. I'm forwarding the Greenergy report. Check your e-mail. You handle it." Janssen hung up with a decisive click.

Elise sighed, grabbing the digital file. As she read, her expression hardened. The damage was too precise, too targeted to be accidental.

A voice cut in from behind. "So, what is it now, Elise? Another tourist mishap?" It was Captain Lejeune, Chief of SGRS Zeebrugge, a man whose primary concern was maintaining the status quo.

"Report of sabotage, Captain. Turbine 42."

Lejeune snorted. "Sabotage? Don't jump to conclusions. We need to coordinate with ADIV. They oversee critical infrastructure protection. Send a summary over to Major Van Haeren. And CC VSSE. Hybrid threats, you know. Always best to cover all bases."

"Sir, shouldn't we dispatch a team to assess the damage firsthand?"

"Slow down, Elise. We can't afford to overreact. I want a full risk assessment, a threat analysis, and a budget impact statement before you are authorized to go near a boat. Paperwork first, action later. That's how things work around here."

Elise clenched her jaw, fighting down the frustration. The endless bureaucracy, the constant inter-agency squabbling... it was a systemic problem. It was slowing them down.

"Understood, Sir."

She began typing, meticulously crafting a summary that would satisfy both ADIV and VSSE, knowing it would buy precious time, time that might be vital in uncovering who – and why – had targeted a Belgian wind farm.

The North Sea air tasted different up here, sharper, colder, laced with the metallic tang of the turbines. Elise, bundled in a navy blue waterproof jacket, stood on the deck of a Greenergy maintenance vessel, the rhythmic thump of the engines a constant hum beneath her feet. Turbine 42 loomed above, a white giant against the grey sky.

She insisted on a firsthand inspection alongside the required paperwork. Intuition, honed by years in security, told her this was more than a simple mishap.

Johan, the Greenergy engineer, was waiting for her, looking exasperated. "Took your time getting here, didn't it?"

Elise ignored the jab. "Show me exactly what you found."

Johan led her to the base of the turbine, pointing to the exposed cavity where the governor control module had been. The damage was clear – a deliberate fracture of the housing, the internal components shattered.

"Clean break. Not consistent with impact, or a natural failure. Looks like someone used a precision tool," Johan explained, running a finger across the jagged edge. "And it's inside the housing. Someone had to open this up, disable the safety mechanisms, then destroy the module."

Elise knelt, examining the surrounding area. No obvious tool marks on the concrete. No discarded materials. The sea had likely washed away any surface evidence. She pulled out her camera, systematically photographing the damage from multiple angles, capturing details the naked eye might miss. She took close-ups of the fracture, the wiring, the mounting points.

"Was anything else disturbed? Any other components tampered with?"

"Not that we've found. The rest of the system appears intact. They didn't try to disable the entire turbine, just this one control," Piet, the second engineer, chimed in. "It's precise. Targeted."

Elise ran her hand along the smooth concrete base, searching for anything out of the ordinary. She noticed a faint scuff mark, almost invisible against the weathered surface, near where the red sports boat had been tethered. She photographed it, noting its location.

"Did Greenergy crew secure the sports boat as evidence?"

"No. The police released it. The owners were shaken up, just a couple on a day trip," Johan replied dismissively. "We were more concerned with getting the turbine back online."

Elise frowned. A mistake, perhaps. A crucial piece of potential evidence lost.

She spent another hour meticulously documenting the scene, her mind racing. The level of technical knowledge required for this sabotage was significant. Someone knew what they were doing. Someone understood the intricacies of wind turbine control systems.

Back on the vessel, she uploaded the photos to her secure device, preparing to return to Zeebrugge. The wind seemed to be picking up, and a sense of urgency gnawed at her.

The interrogation room was small, sterile, illuminated by a harsh fluorescent light. Lucas and Chloe sat opposite Elise, looking pale and exhausted. Lucas kept fidgeting, Chloe clung to his hand.

"So, let me reiterate," Elise said, her voice neutral. "You were enjoying a boat trip when the engine failed. You drifted towards the wind farm and managed to tie up to turbine 42. Is that correct?"

"Yes," Lucas said quickly, avoiding her gaze. "That's exactly what happened. It was terrifying."

"And you didn't notice anything unusual at the time? Any strange noises, anyone near the base of the turbine, anything at all?"

"No. Nothing," Chloe said, her voice barely a whisper. "We were just trying to stay afloat."

"The engineers at Greenergy reported significant damage to the turbine's control module. A deliberate act of sabotage." Elise paused, observing their reactions. Lucas shifted uncomfortably.

"Sabotage? We didn't do anything!" he protested. "We just drifted there! We were hoping someone would rescue us!"

"Did you, at any point, attempt to climb onto the turbine base?"

"No!" they said in unison.

"Did you tamper with any of the equipment?"

"Absolutely not!" Lucas insisted, his voice rising slightly.

Elise presented a series of photos – close-ups of the shattered control module, the scuff mark on the base. "These engineers believe the damage was done intentionally. Perhaps you accidentally collided with the turbine while trying to secure yourselves?"

Lucas and Chloe exchanged panicked glances.

"Look, we're not engineers," Lucas said, desperation creeping into his voice. "We don't know anything about turbines! We just wanted to have a nice day on the water. The engine died, and we were lucky we didn't drown!"

Chloe started to cry. "Please, we didn't do anything wrong."

Elise continued the questioning for another twenty minutes, circling the same points, probing for inconsistencies. But Lucas and Chloe remained steadfast in their story. They were scared, inexperienced, and genuinely believed they were innocent.

She found no evidence to contradict their claims. No traces of tools, no forensic evidence linking them to the sabotage. The scuff mark could have been caused by anything.

Elise sighed, shutting off the recording device. "Alright. That will be all. You are free to go."

As they stumbled out of the room, Elise leaned back in her chair, frustration bubbling inside her. The case was stalled. Suspended. She had a damaged turbine, a credible report of sabotage, and two bewildered witnesses who insisted they were innocent.

It was a dead end.

She stared at the photos on her screen. The clean, precise fracture. The targeted destruction. It didn't fit. It didn't feel right. But without concrete evidence, there was nothing she could do.

For now.

Three days. Three days of chasing shadows, of sifting through data that yielded nothing but static. The initial forensic reports came back clean – no fingerprints, no tool marks that couldn't be explained by routine maintenance, no trace evidence linking anyone to the damage on Turbine 42. Lucas and Chloe were thoroughly vetted, their alibis checked and re-checked. They were, as they'd insisted, just a pair of hapless tourists.

Elise had hoped for something. A flicker of a lead, a forgotten connection, anything to break the deadlock. Instead, she was left with the nagging feeling of having stared into a void. She'd even run a deep dive on Greenergy's personnel, looking for disgruntled employees, financial irregularities, anything that might suggest an internal motive. Nothing. The company was a model of efficiency, a shining example of green energy success. Too perfect, perhaps.

The stale coffee tasted like ash in her mouth. She was staring at the blank screen of her computer, scrolling through endless reports, when the alert came through.

Greenergy. Turbine 39. Sabotage.

This time, the message was accompanied by a preliminary photo. Elise zoomed in, her stomach tightening. The damage was identical. The same precise fracture of the control module housing, the same meticulous dismantling of internal components. It wasn't a coincidence.

"Damn it," she muttered, slamming her fist on the desk.

Lejeune's head popped into her office. "Another one? The wind farm's falling apart, De Smet. Are you sure you're not imagining things?"

"I'm sure, Captain. Turbine 39. Identical damage to Turbine 42. This is escalating. It's not a random act of vandalism. It's a deliberate, coordinated attack."

Lejeune's face remained impassive. "Coordinated? That's a strong word. Perhaps it's just a copycat. Someone saw the news about Turbine 42 and decided to have a go themselves."

"With the same level of technical expertise? The same precision? That's highly unlikely. This is someone who knows these turbines, knows their vulnerabilities."

"We still have no evidence to support that theory," Lejeune countered, his voice laced with bureaucratic caution. "We need to let ADIV take the lead. This is their domain."

Elise suppressed a groan. ADIV – the Agency for Defence and Infrastructure – were notorious for their slow response times and their obsession with procedure. By the time they launched a full-scale investigation, whoever was behind this could be long gone.

"Captain, with all due respect, we're dealing with critical infrastructure. Every hour this goes on, the risk increases. We need to act now."

"I'll discuss it with Van Haeren. But don't expect miracles. They have their procedures, cost-benefit analysis, a risk matrix, and probably a consultant's report before he even authorizes a patrol boat."

Elise knew this dance. She'd been through it countless times. The system was designed to smother initiative, to prioritize paperwork over action.

"Fine," she said, forcing herself to remain calm. "But I'm going back to WinFar Base. I need to see this for myself."

Lejeune sighed. "Very well. But keep it concise. And remember, no rogue operations. You operate within established parameters."

Elise nodded, already mentally ignoring his instructions. Parameters were for those who lacked imagination.

The sea was a churning grey, the wind howling around the Greenergy vessel as it approached Turbine 39. The scene was eerily similar to her previous visit. The towering white structure, the exposed control module, the grim faces of the engineers. Johan, looking even more exasperated than before, was waiting for her.

"You again," he said, without a trace of warmth. "Starting to think you enjoy watching us fix the messes."

"Just trying to understand what's going on, Johan," Elise replied, ignoring his hostility. "Was there anything unusual reported near this turbine before the damage was discovered?"

"Nothing. Routine checks. No unauthorized vessels, no strange activity. It's like they just appeared, did their work, and vanished."

Elise walked around the base of the turbine, her gaze sweeping across the concrete. She found nothing new, no overlooked clue. But the sheer repetition of the damage, the cold, calculating precision, sent a shiver down her spine.

This wasn't about crippling a wind farm. It was about sending a message. A cold, deliberate demonstration of power.

She pictured the perpetrator, hunched over the control module, meticulously dismantling it. Not a crazed vandal, not an impulsive act of protest. A professional. A technician. Someone who understood the delicate balance of the system, someone who knew exactly what to break to cause maximum disruption.

"It's like a surgeon," she murmured, more to herself than to Johan. "Clean, precise, clinical. They're not just destroying equipment, they're performing an operation."

Johan raised an eyebrow. "A surgeon? You think this is some kind of twisted art project?"

"No. I think it's a warning. A demonstration of capability. Someone is testing us. Seeing how long it takes us to react."

She thought of the scuff mark on Turbine 42, the faint impression left by the red sports boat. It felt insignificant now, a red herring. The real operation wasn't happening on the surface. It was happening beneath it, hidden in the complex network of cables and circuits that powered the wind farm.

Elise swiveled in her chair, the glow of the monitor reflecting in her tired eyes. The coffee had done little to dispel the fog of frustration. She needed a break in the case, a thread to pull that wouldn't unravel into more dead ends. She reached for her encrypted phone, her thumb hovering over the contact for "M.O."

Mathew Orborne. Lejeune knew she had an asset. A shadowy source who occasionally delivered critical intel. He hadn't pressed for details, hadn't asked where the information came from. It worked, and as far as Lejeune was concerned, that was all that mattered.

Results were the currency of a supervising position, not meticulous accounting of methods.

She sent a message: "Need a look at vessel traffic around WinFar Base, past week. Focus on anomalies."

The reply was swift. "On it. Give me specifics."

Elise provided the timeframe and location, adding, "Turbine sabotage. Looking for anything that doesn't fit."

Within the hour, another message arrived. "Something interesting. Cargo ship 'MV Zephyr 7.' Worth a look."

Elise pulled up the AIS data for the MV Zephyr 7. A Panama-flagged freighter, relatively small, specializing in short-haul cargo between Belgium and the UK. The vessel had been in the area during both sabotages, lingering near the wind farm for several hours before moving on. Suspicious, but not conclusive. Plenty of legitimate shipping traffic passed through those waters.

She enlarged the timestamp on the AIS track. Then, accessing a restricted database through channels Mathew had provided – a perk of having him on retainer – she checked the vessel's official maintenance records.

Her breath hitched.

"No way," she muttered, staring at the screen.

According to the records, the MV Zephyr 7 had been in drydock in Dover for repairs since three days before the first sabotage. A major engine overhaul. The ship hadn't been operational.

She messaged Mathew: "MV Zephyr 7 in drydock since before incident one. Confirmed."

"That's not right," came the reply, immediate and sharp. "Checked multiple sources. Should be impossible for her to have been at WinFar Base."

Elise leaned back in her chair, a cold certainty settling in. This wasn't just a coincidence. It was a carefully constructed deception.

"They're spoofing," she said aloud, the realization dawning on her. "Someone is using the MV Zephyr 7's AIS identity to mask another vessel. A ghost ship."

Lejeune would dismiss it as conjecture. ADIV would demand further proof, weeks of bureaucratic red tape. But Elise knew instinctively that this was the key. Someone had gone to the trouble of creating a false AIS trail, making it appear as if the MV Zephyr 7 was present when it wasn't.

"Mathew, I need everything you can find on AIS spoofing activity in the North Sea over the last month," she typed. "Equipment purchases, unusual signal patterns, anything that suggests someone is capable of this. And dig deeper on the MV Zephyr 7. Who owns her? Who chartered her last?"

"Working on it," Mathew replied. "This isn't amateur hour. Whoever is doing this knows what they're doing."

Elise knew he was right. This wasn't a simple act of deception. It was a sophisticated operation, requiring specialized equipment and a deep understanding of maritime technology.

She pulled up a map of the WinFar wind farm, her finger tracing the locations of Turbines 42 and 39. The MV Zephyr 7's reported anchor position during the incidents formed a rough triangle with the two sabotaged turbines.

"They're using the wind farm as cover," she murmured. "The turbines create a blind spot for radar, a chaotic signal environment. Perfect for masking a small vessel."

She zoomed in on the area, studying the seabed contours, the shipping lanes, the possible approach vectors. She needed to understand how someone could get close enough to the turbines undetected.

A thought struck her. The scuff mark on Turbine 42. It had bothered her since the beginning. It didn't match the impact of the red sports boat. What if it wasn't caused by a boat at all?

"Mathew," she messaged, "Check the MV Zephyr 7's documented dimensions. Specifically, the height of its superstructure. And compare it to the height of the mooring lines on Turbine 42."

The response came back quickly. "No match. Superstructure exceeded the height as the mooring lines. Not likely to leave a scuff mark."

A rush of anticipation swept over her. It was a long shot, a tenuous connection. But it was the first solid lead she'd had in days.

Someone had used the MV Zephyr 7's AIS identity to create a phantom vessel, a ghost in the machine. And that ghost had left a subtle trace at the scene of the crime.

The game had changed. It wasn't just about sabotage anymore. It was about uncovering a hidden operation, a network of deception that stretched far beyond the wind farm. And Elise De Smet was determined to expose it, relying on her network of unconventional allies – like the enigmatic Mathew Orborne – to get the job done.
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Chapter 2: Passing the Buck
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The numbers swam before Elise's eyes. Nine. Nine more turbines crippled. WinFar Base, offline. A substantial chunk of Belgium's renewable energy capacity suddenly gone dark. The official Greenergy report landed with a thud on her desk, a grim testament to calculated destruction. The financial losses were already astronomical, but the potential impact on the power grid, that was the real worry.

Lejeune, predictably, had been less concerned with the 'what' and more with the 'how it looked'. Damage control, he'd called it. "Minimize the panic, Elise. Keep it contained. We don't need a public outcry over vulnerable infrastructure."

"Sir, nine turbines don't just fail simultaneously. This is a coordinated attack," Elise had countered, her voice tight.

"Coordinate with ADIV, I told you. Let them handle the big picture. You focus on gathering facts. And don't jump to conclusions." The usual refrain.

Now, staring at the cascading list of affected turbines, she felt the full weight of his dismissiveness. Facts. She had a phantom ship, a meticulously cleaned sabotage operation, and a growing conviction that they were looking at something far more sophisticated than disgruntled eco-terrorists. But facts, concrete, actionable facts, were proving frustratingly elusive.

She'd ripped through the AIS data again, obsessively scrubbing for any trace of the MV Zephyr 7 within the critical timeframe. Nothing. She'd double-checked, triple-checked. Confirmed with Dover shipyard records. The Zephyr 7 hadn't moved from drydock since before the first sabotage. It was still there, serious engine problems. The vessel hadn't been at WinFar Base. Ever.

That meant whoever was behind this had spoofed the AIS of Zephyr 7 expertly. Maybe they'd also spoofed another vessel, or vessels. They had a pattern, and they succeeded. The audacity of it was breathtaking.

The ocean was awash in AIS signals. Hundreds of vessels, cargo ships, fishing boats, pleasure craft, all broadcasting their positions, speeds, and identities. It was a digital blizzard, and she needed to find the ghost in the machine. A needle in a haystack the size of the North Sea.

"Damn it," she muttered, rubbing the bridge of her nose. She'd been at it for twelve hours, fueled by lukewarm coffee and sheer stubbornness. The digital charts on her screen felt like a mocking maze, a testament to the futility of her efforts. She was drowning in data, paralyzed by the sheer volume of information.

This wasn't a case she could solve alone. She needed someone to sift through the noise, to filter the signal from the static. Someone with the technical skills to analyze the AIS data, to identify anomalies, to trace the digital footprints of the real vessel used in the operation.

She hated asking for help. It smacked of weakness, of admitting defeat. But pride wouldn't keep the lights on in Belgium.

Reluctantly, she activated her intercom. "Brigitte, connect me to Captain Lejeune."

"Immediately, Elise."

Lejeune's face materialized on her screen, looking as perpetually annoyed as ever. "What is it now?"

"I need assistance," Elise said, keeping her tone neutral. "I need a dedicated analyst assigned to the WinFar Base investigation. Someone with expertise in maritime data analysis and AIS tracking."

Lejeune raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Assistance? I thought you were handling it."

"I am, Sir. But the scope of the investigation has expanded. We've confirmed the MV Zephyr 7 was in drydock during the incidents. Someone spoofed its AIS signal. We need to find out what exactly happened during the nine turbines were sabotaged. We're looking at a sophisticated operation, a significant amount of digital data to process. I can't effectively analyze it all on my own." She emphasized the spoofing, hoping to highlight the seriousness of the situation.

"Spoofing, you say? Still clinging to that theory?"

"It's not a theory, Sir. It's a verified fact. In the first two cases, Zephyr 7 wasn't present. Someone intentionally created a false trail. And if they did it once, they'll likely do it again." She let the weight of that word hang in the air.

Lejeune sighed, a sound like air escaping a punctured tire. "Fine. I'll put in a request with Personnel. But don't expect miracles. Everyone is stretched thin. It'll likely be someone fresh out of training, or a desk jockey looking for an excuse to escape paperwork."

"Anything would be helpful, Sir."

"I'll report back when I have confirmation. But Elise, I need to reiterate – no unauthorized actions. Stick to protocol. And let ADIV take the lead on the broader investigation."
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