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PROLOGUE

Every end has a beginning.

This one begins in a very singular room deep within a labyrinthine concrete edifice on a very singular island.  The logo of one of the nation's most elite intelligence agencies is prominently displayed in the room's entry foyer.  The room itself is largely cast in shadows, illuminated only by the blinking multicolored instrument lights of high-tech servers and communications gear lining the walls.  Low-slung padded seats are positioned in front of various workstations, but none of them are occupied.  Digital chronometers along the rear wall display the hour in various world-wide time zones, a hint as to the global reach of the activities coordinated here.

  The shadowy, black-clad figure of an intruder slips into sight.  Clearly familiar with their surroundings, the figure heads purposefully towards a particular console and drops into its operative's seat.  The trespasser retrieves a fist-sized transparent cube and places it atop a purpose-built mechanical cradle that elevates to meet it.  Like an oversized diamond set in an engagement ring, the glass-like cube is held prominently aloft by four perfectly fitting prongs.

In response, a panel mechanically unfolds from the workstation console, revealing a previously inaccessible set of controls.  The intruder assuredly punches in a command sequence on the newly exposed touchplates.  In the darkness, the intruder's eyes light up, reflecting back the contents of a monitor screen that has suddenly come to life.  Even knowing what to expect, those eyes widen at the series of highly classified files that flash by.

Abruptly the intruder is caught out by the sound of movement close at hand.  With well-conditioned reflexes, they dive from the operative's seat and whirl around to seek the source of their interruption.

Blocking the entryway is a tall, well-muscled figure holding a futuristic-looking rifle.  The newcomer has prematurely white hair and is wearing a zippered red shirt with blue-gray slacks and tan dress boots.

"You won't get away with this, Jenny!" the voice of Anton Korchek sternly barks.

Grabbing the now-activated cube from its mount, Jenny Zin triggers a hidden switch on the underside of the console.  A camouflaged hatch built into the floor springs open, and she dives feet-first down a sloping escape chute.  More hatches open for her as she glides down the rectangular conduit's length.

Moments later, she's deposited on a narrow platform perhaps a third of the way up a thirty-meter high concrete blockhouse.  Before her are spread out the airstrip, radomes, service buildings, and defensive batteries of Zin Island.  Beyond the artificially constructed landmass, the surface of the South China Sea sparkles in the sunlight.

Oblivious to her extraordinary surroundings, she seeks out a steel cable that extends from just overhead along the near-vertical blockhouse wall to an attachment point near ground level several hundred feet distant.  A metal-frame chair-lift is suspended from the cable.  She throws herself into it and snaps closed a metallized fabric restraint harness before flipping back a cover and yanking the bright red release lever.

Jenny feels herself thrown back as the freed chair-lift zip-lines down the lengthy cableway.  Designed as a last resort avenue of escape for her father in the event the blockhouse's powerful self-destruct charges are ever triggered, the chair-lift deposits her on the outskirts of a section of concrete apron designated as a helipad.

Instead of a helicopter, a sleek delta-shaped strike fighter waits on the pad.  Except for its excessive size, the unique hybrid vehicle closely resembles one of the PLAAF's latest generation of unmanned aerial vehicles.

As Jenny hurriedly unbuckles herself, a deep red beam of energy strikes the chair-lift, sending sparks flying.  A moment sooner and it would've sliced through her.  She glances over her shoulder to see Korchek now crouching on the platform at the bottom of the escape chute.  Another blast sears into the concrete under her feet.

"Game's over, Jenny!" her pursuer cries out.

But this is no game, and the careless moment expended in making his pointless boast gives Jenny the time she needs to reach the ladder extending from an open door in the bottom of the aircraft's fuselage.  Korchek takes another desperate shot, but before he can properly zero in, she's up the ladder.  Additional bolts are harmlessly scattered by the advanced combat aerial vehicle's impervious composite hull.

Alarm horns are now sounding and troops come pouring out of the blockhouse, but before further countermeasures can be taken, the CAV's VTOL thrusters fire and it rockets vertically upward.  Twenty feet off the ground, the landing gear has retracted and the main engines engage.  By the time pursuit pilots reach their strike fighters, Jenny Zin's aircraft has diminished to a receding dot above the horizon.

CHAPTER 1

Race Bannon stepped briskly along the wide, stone-finished corridors of the Residence occupying the topmost levels of the stepped Quest Headquarters pyramid.  Early evening sunlight streamed diagonally through the broad tinted window walls that dominated each face of the futuristic structure.  Outside, a panorama of the lower Florida Keys could be seen silhouetted against a golden sky.  He rounded a corner to come upon the entrance to the medium-sized, Spartanly furnished office from which the entirety of the Quest Institute was essentially managed.  A studious figure sat behind an oversized desk, silhouetted against the panoramic picture window behind him.  The blonde-haired figure looked up and smiled as he entered.

It still seemed surreal to see Jonny occupying what had for so long been Benton's desk.  These thirteen years later it was still hard not to picture Jonny as an outgoing eleven-year old engaged in some sort of outdoor adventure.  But in the intervening years, he had blown through his undergraduate studies and a doctorate, applying himself in the classroom and the laboratory with the same enthusiasm he'd shown throughout his childhood and adolescence.  In the year since their perilous encounters with the Synthetics in Chile and Malaysia, he had assumed ever-greater responsibility over the Institute as Benton eased into retirement.  Among the Institute staff, he had acquired the new moniker of "Dr. J", to avoid confusing the two Doctors Quest now sharing the helm.  Race however still referred to him as Jonny.

Currently Benton was attending a phenomenology conference in California, while Jonny was preparing for the Institute to present an analysis of the ecological impact of a newly-proposed offshore drilling initiative off the western coast of Canada.  Their findings would be part of a high-level international summit being held near Vancouver over the next two weeks.  Their client was an environmental lobby representing the island First Nation of Haida Gwaii, directly adjacent to the area of continental shelf being considered for exploitation.  It was an assignment well suited to Jonny's own academic specialization in oceanography, and he seemed to have matters well in hand for their departure the next day.

"Looking forward to Vancouver?" Race asked casually, before getting down to the business of their flight arrangements.

"You kidding?" Jonny smiled.  "I love Canada.  I still remember our adventure with the werewolf of the Quebec timberland when I was a kid, not to mention our trip to investigate the Ogopogo in British Columbia a few years back.  It'll be good to see that part of the world again.  Besides, it'll be refreshing to be in a country that actually practices tolerance and respect for diversity instead of immigrant-bashing as a national pastime."

Before Race could come up with a reply, a little-used communications link embedded in the desktop buzzed for attention.  Both Race and Jonny were taken aback at the red priority light designating an emergency comm from the Naval Air Station situated on Boca Chica Key, immediately adjacent to the smaller Quest Key.

Jonny hit the reply touchpad.

"Quest Institute," he acknowledged.

"Quest Institute," an intense but controlled voice announced, "this is NAS Flight Control.  We're tracking two unidentified objects inbound at Mach 1.8 coming east across the Gulf on a direct heading for Boca Chica Key.  Estimated time of arrival is six minutes.  Looks like they blew right over Mexico from the Pacific through a radar-blind corridor.  We're scrambling an intercept to challenge, but strongly suggest you assume defensive stations.  Their intentions are unknown, but we have to assume their target is either you or us.  Good luck, Quest Institute."

Even as the controller signed off, Jonny could make out raised voices and the blare of scramble horns over the connection.  Peering towards the south through the expansive window, Race could make out the distant shapes of two Navy F-35B's rising vertically on their VTOL thrusters before accelerating westward directly over the Quest HQ compound.

Jonny reached to key in the Institute's own alert system.  There were currently no visiting scientists on-site, but there were Institute staff and security personnel who should be taking shelter.  Before he could reach the control, IRIS, the Quest HQ AI system, beat him to it, presumably alerted by the Quest compound's own early warning detection array.

As a modulated pulse sounded throughout the complex, IRIS's synthesized feminine voice announced.  "Attention all personnel, this is an airborne incursion security protocol.  All personnel should report to your security shelter stations immediately.  Repeat, report to your security shelter stations immediately."

"C'mon," Race grabbed Jonny by the arm, his bodyguard mode kicking instantly into high gear.  "Let me get you down to the shelter."

"Hold on, Race," Jonny pushed back.  "Whoever they are, they're six minutes out.  We can be down the lift to the sub-level shelter in less than a minute.  Time enough to find out what's going on before we lock ourselves in."

Turning towards IRIS's holographic projection cube, he instructed, "IRIS, display visual and elaborate on inbound airborne threat."

A three-dimensional projection of IRIS's airborne scans immediately appeared over the desktop.  Outbound were the green tracks of the two Navy interceptors.  Inbound were two red unidentifieds."

"Analysis," Jonny requested, relying on the Quest system's superior discrimination capability.

"Anomalous readings on lead object," IRIS reported.  "Profile signature reads as Chinese PLAAF SkyHawk Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle, however mass signature is approximately three times reported SkyHawk specification."

"Too big for a standard fighter drone," Race interjected with his own Naval Aviation background.  "Has to be something special."

"Following object is a PLAAF CH-7 UCAV," IRIS resumed.

As he watched the red tracks continue their approach, Race noted that they were now engaging in a series of erratic maneuvers.

"They're dogfighting!" he surmised.

As if to confirm Race's supposition, twin missile tracks lanced from the pursuing CH-7, aimed at the evading lead craft.  The two missiles missed their mark and dropped ocean-ward off the display, their propellant spent.

"IRIS," Jonny instructed, "playback aircraft communications."

"To unidentified craft," the voice of the F-35B lead pilot came over the room's sound system, "you are in violation of United States airspace and are approaching a restricted military approach zone.  Break off immediately or your intentions will be considered hostile.  Repeat, break off now or you will be fired upon!"

"Jonny," Race implored, "we're out of time.  We need to get to the shelter!"

Reluctantly Jonny prepared to follow Race's lead, however before they reached the doorway, they were stopped by a burst of static followed by a loud voice as a multiband comm signal overpowered the airwaves.

"Dragon 1 to Quest Institute.  Dr. Quest, Jonny!  If you're listening, this is Jenny Zin!"

Race and Jonny looked at one another in astonishment.  Both were familiar with Dr. Zin's eldest daughter.

The voice continued, "My intentions are not hostile, however I'm being pursued by a hostile drone.  Please let me land peaceably.  There are lives at stake!"

Race looked at Jonny, suddenly looking very small back behind the large desk.  His immediate inclination was to take charge of the situation himself and protect the boy.  However this was the start a new dynamic between the two.  If he undercut Jonny now, there would be consequences to their working relationship going forward.

"You're in charge now," Race acceded.  "It's your call."

Despite the wide-eyed look on his face, Jonny did not hesitate.

"NAS flight," he interceded over the comm, "let the lead ship through.  Intercept the pursuing aircraft and turn them back."

For all the Quests' history with the defense establishment, Race questioned whether the military flight would take direction from their civilian neighbors.  However the F-35 leader's voice responded, "Your responsibility, Quest Institute.  God help us all if you're wrong."

By now, telephoto cameras on the pyramid's roof had engaged, replacing the schematic display.  Race and Jonny watched as the CH-7, now outgunned three to one, disengaged and began what would be a very long retreat back across the Gulf of Mexico.

As the lead craft continued its approach, Race could now see that it was indeed some oversized version of China's advanced SkyHawk UCAV.  For a military craft, its color scheme was an unlikely deep violet shade bordering on black.

As it made its final approach towards the Quest airstrip on the far side of the headquarters complex, the vehicle neatly split into pieces, sections of fuselage and wing careening towards the Gulf below.  However the center mass maintained its controlled trajectory.  Though it had been years, Race instantly recognized the distinctive outline of one of Dr. Zin's most fearsome creations, the Dragon Battlesuit.  Designed specifically to operate in synergy with his eldest daughter, Jenny, the suit had been a high-tech personal weapons system decades ahead of its time.  This version looked even more predatory and advanced.  Race and Jonny watched the camera feeds as the 20-foot mecha fired shoulder-mounted thrusters and eased to an upright landing on the runway.

CHAPTER 2

Five minutes later, Jonny and Race emerged from the enormous aircraft hanger to the rear of the Quest pyramid.  Jonny was unarmed, but Race had hurriedly strapped on a low-slung web belt and now wore his custom Kimber .45 holstered at his hip.  Four Quest security personnel in full tactical armor and carrying heavy weapons followed a discreet distance behind the pair.  Jenny, in the Dragon Battlesuit, had remained in place where she had landed, presumably trying to appear as non-threatening as one could arriving in a heavily armed, multi-ton war machine.  As the pair approached, there was a hiss of air and the head mechanism and front plates of the Battlesuit folded neatly backwards, like the petals of some metallic flower, to reveal Jenny Zin in a form-fitting padded alcove.  Grabbing a handhold, she swung herself out of the high-tech cockpit, stepped down onto a recessed step on the mech's leg, and then dropped neatly to the ground in one fluid, athletic maneuver.  Perhaps for dramatic effect, she shook out her long chestnut hair as she stood tall on the tarmac in a wide-footed stance, hands on hips.  She was wearing a high-tech looking black bodysuit with sinewy, bright green piping and strategic cutouts about the midsection, presumably some sort of advanced flight suit specifically tailored to piloting the Dragon Battlesuit.

She took a step towards the approaching pair.  When the trailing Security forces raised their weapons a notch, she raised her arms in a half-hearted gesture of surrender and flashed a disarming smile.

"Easy, boys," she purred, "we're all on the same side here."

Race was the first to come back, "Pardon if we take that with a grain of salt coming from Dr. Zin's firstborn."

"You saw the pursuit drone chasing me," Jenny offered.  "I really am here of my own accord.  I've no doubt the CCP will go to just about any length to stop me from what I'm here to accomplish, and my father won't be far behind them in wanting to silence me."

"And just what do you have to say that the Chinese Communist Party would be that determined to keep quiet?" Race asked.

"Let's find out," Jonny asserted.  "Would you care to step inside?" he waved at the Quest HQ pyramid.

Jenny followed their lead without hesitation as they guided her through the immense hanger doors, across the spacious floor, and then through a high-tech security scanner that fronted the broad access corridor leading from the hanger back to the pyramid.

Race's eyes widened at what appeared onscreen as she stepped through the scanner's square arch.  He saw no recognizable weapons, but an interconnected series of embedded electronic nodes and electrode leads surrounded and in places penetrated her skull and upper spinal column.  The technology appeared a generation beyond any sort of medical implants Race had ever seen in his experience with the Quests.

"You're looking at the firmware with which I interface with the Dragon," Jenny offered.  "With this tech, the suit becomes a virtual extension of my own body."

"Quite an advantage in combat," Jonny offered admiringly.

"Precisely," she returned.  "Consider it a sign of my good faith that I'm allowing you to scan it."

Jonny thought for a moment before stepping around Race and keying in a delete sequence on the scanner console.  "And consider this a sign of our good faith."

Race waved the guards off and the three continued down the passage and through the pyramid to the VIP guest level immediately below the Quest Residence itself.  They arrived at a large, well-appointed conference lounge intended for visiting scientists.

Before Jonny or Race could begin interrogating her, Jenny took the initiative, looking squarely at Jonny.

"You and I are supposed to be mortal enemies, to carry on the blood rivalry that our fathers began.  At least that's what I've been taught for much of my life.  I'm sure you have too."

"Not really," Jonny came back, meeting her gaze.  "Let's just say that I was brought up to aspire to a very different sort of world than the one your father's sought to bring about through his various machinations over the years."

Race watched the interaction between the two young people with interest.  Thinking back to his Intelligence 1 briefs on the Zin Dynasty, Jenny Zin would have to be thirty now, four years older than her twin half-sisters and six years older than Jonny.

"I'm glad to hear you say that," Jenny replied to Jonny's statement.  "I don't think you and I can ever truly be friends or allies, but at least for today I'm not here as your enemy.  I know you're aware that the Zin lineage traces back to Genghis Khan, not exactly a modest heritage for anyone to live up to, particularly amid the political intrigue of modern China.  You're quite right that my father's overwhelming ambition is nothing less than to reshape the world.  And yes, I was pushed from an early age to share that ambition.  Let's just say that I've arrived at a place where my worldview doesn't align with my father's either.  I have a very great deal to atone for, and, it would seem, not much time to do it in.  Further, I'm afraid I can't do what needs to be done without the help of Team Quest."

"You want our help?" Jonny asked skeptically, not losing sight of just who he was talking to.

"I haven't given you much but platitudes, have I?" Jenny offered.  Let me tell you a story about myself as a sixteen-year old girl.  Then you can decide whether you want to help me or not."

Jenny Zin's eyes fluttered open as she awoke from a fitful half-sleep.  She was positioned half-upright in an adjustable hospital bed; pillows propped to either side preventing her from sagging sideways.  She remembered asking to have the bed raised and trying to pull herself awake for a bit, but just one day after open heart surgery she was only lucid for brief periods before fatigue overtook her again.  Beside the after-effect of four hours of deep anaesthesia, it had been explained to her, her bodily reserves were diverted towards repairing the trauma of having her chest cavity cut wide open.

The first thing she saw through the louvered blinds of her fifteenth-floor window was a sunlit panorama of endless rows of near identical towers rising from a stark, grassy steppe.  At their base, broad avenues formed an intricate network.  The pristine cityscape extending across the countryside was a masterwork of modern urban design.  The one glaring discordant feature was that this impressive tableau was almost devoid of traffic or pedestrians.

Turning her head, Jenny saw clear plastic tubes extending from her arm to an IV stand by her bedside.  Beyond that, a monitor was suspended from the ceiling.  On it, a series of undulating graphs traced out her vital signs.  A blood pressure of 125/70 was spelled out in enormous numerals.  Below that, a much smaller crawl line informed that it was 14:30 hours of 12 June 2005.

An elegant floral arrangement in a crystal vase rested on a table along with a small plush-toy panda that brought a smile to her face.

Beneath the window, she happily recognized her father dozing in a chair, dressed in an open jacket and ascot, the sunlight glinting off his bald pate.

Hearing her stir, Dr. Zin came awake as well.  He rose from his chair and came to her side.

"You're awake, daughter."

"Hello, Father," she smiled up at him, her voice hoarse.  "I'm still here."

"Of course you're still here," her father reassured.  "The doctors are saying the transplant procedure was a complete success.  Your new heart is a near-perfect tissue match and you're showing absolutely no signs of rejection.  Everything's going to be just fine."

"That's good," she smiled, at peace as she drifted back to sleep, her father's hand holding hers.

Near the same time the following day, Jenny sat upright on the edge of her bed, her feet dangling over the side.  She still had leads connecting her chest to the bedside monitor, but the IV was gone and a half-eaten tray of broth, rice, and tea sat on her tray table.  Father was there, studying the view out the window, still wearing the same now-rumpled jacket and ascot.

Her mind clearer now, she could better appreciate the surreal tableau of endless towers and deserted thoroughfares beyond the tinted pane.  Her vantage extended from the fifteenth floor of the newly-completed People's Hospital in the Kangbashi District of the City of Ordos, Inner Mongolia.  The hospital, like the surrounding development, was nearly devoid of people, part of what Westerners, and some residents, were now calling one of China's Ghost Cities.  Not really a Ghost City, but 20,000 residents in a multi-billion yuan development designed for a population of 300,000 was ghostly enough.  Still, a largely uninhabited urban center provided a convenient base of operations for her father's various machinations, both for and outside the CCP, to proceed unobserved.

"What do you see out there, Father?" she asked.

Zin pointed off into the distance.  "You see the first tower on the left of that furthest cluster of apartments?"

Jenny's eyes followed in the direction he was pointing.  "Yes, I see it."

"Fifty years ago, that's where our family's plot of land sat," he volunteered.  "We didn't own it, of course, but it was assigned for us to work and live off of as our portion of the local collective.  I was born in a shanty home on that plot.  As a boy, my grandfather, Tsin Wei, used to tell stories of how Genghis Khan passed through this region on his path to conquer Mongolia, and how the Tsin clan were descendents of his bloodline.  Truth be told, no doubt many of the original inhabitants of this region could make the same claim.  But Tsin Wei was a proud patriarch, and demanded that his family take their heritage seriously.  My own father was a soldier and fought bravely in the patriotic struggle to liberate Korea from the Westerners.  Colonel Tsin Li returned home as a Party member and served the cause well in representing this region of Ordos."

Zin's face grew darker.  "Then things changed.  Before the end of Chairman Mao's Cultural Revolution, Tsin Li fell out of favor and was imprisoned for a time.  By then I'd been called up to serve my time in the People's Liberation Army.  With the Tsin name in disfavor, while others rose through the ranks, I spent my entire tour as a menial sentry in a mud-soaked rural outpost among the Uighurs in Xinjiang.

"But in 1976 the Chairman passed away, and with him died the rabid, self-consuming fanaticism of the Cultural Revolution.  Two years later, Deng Xiaoping became Paramount Leader and the People's Republic began its re-emergence as a global power.  Our family name was restored and my father returned to Ordos to resume his place among the minor Party officials who had stood silent as he was taken away.  He maintained a proud face and everyone carried on as if nothing had happened, but he never forgot those three years spent in a re-education camp at the brutal hands of Mao's Red Guard."

Again Zin gestured towards the towers outside.  "By the time plans for this city were laid out as part of the 16th Party Congress's Tenth Five-Year Plan, Tsin Li had long since surpassed his old rural Party comrades and was a high-level administrator for the regional government.

"Look out there.  Empty streets, empty buildings, but mark my words, in five or six years Kangbashi New City will be teeming with young families.  But they won't be the families of the residents who were displaced from their communal plots to build it.  They'll be the sons and daughters of Beijing Party bureaucrats and SOE junior executives, who can afford to buy into this 'Ghost City'.

"Using his position, Tsin Li was able to build a fortune on the land transfers and rezoning that laid the groundwork for construction, enough to establish the modern Zin Dynasty as a force to be reckoned with within the CCP."

Meanwhile, I was sent to university, where I excelled.  Grandfather lived to see me achieve the high honor of being one of the first Chinese youth to be sent to study engineering in the West."

Jenny continued to listen with rapt attention.  It was exceedingly rare that her father ever conversed about his own early days growing up through the turbulent years of the Cultural Revolution and its aftermath.

Zin continued, "It was at CalTech that I met your mother, Michelle.  She was at the top of her engineering class at a time when women in America didn't become engineers.  To be truthful, I think that's part of what persuaded her to return to China with me.

"My only regret from those days is that I allowed the Party to pressure me into Anglicising our family name from Tsin to Zin, in hopes of my receiving greater name recognition in Western technical publications.

"Over the years, your mother and I accomplished a great deal together in advancing China's burgeoning cybernetics technology.  Our greatest accomplishment however was having you the year I turned thirty.  Then four months later, Tiananmen Square took place, a bloody page in our nation's history that we have, of necessity, gone to extraordinary lengths to expunge from public awareness.  Throughout that period, prospects became very tenuous for foreign nationals in China, and your mother was more outspoken than most.  We were eventually forced to the realization that our only alternative was for me to stay and for her to return to the safety of the United States.  Watching your mother leave was one of the most painful experiences of my life, but it was the only way I knew to protect her from what I knew was coming here.

"Then, six months after moving back to California, she was killed in a senseless accident by a drunk driver who got off with two years' probation."

Zin's fists clenched tightly as he relayed this last occurrence.

"I'm telling you all of this for a reason," her father turned from the window to face her.  "I know how much strength of will you're capable of.  In that respect, you're very much like your mother.  The doctors are saying that you'll be ready to start rehab in the next day or so.  I'm told the typical cardiac transplant patient takes a week or more to get to that state.

"You truly are the Daughter of the Dragon, an heiress of the legacy of Genghis Khan and of the Zin Dynasty.  I truly believe that one day you'll change the face of this world.  Just never lose sight of the overriding lesson my life has taught me.  It may be the destiny of the House of Zin to serve and to lead the CCP in securing China's place as the reigning global superpower of the next century.  But it's just as true that these are men who serve their own self-interest as much as or more than they serve the socialist aspirations of China and its people.  No matter how high you rise, you'll always be one fateful day away from becoming a disposable threat to people like that.  In everything you do, always be prepared for that day."

CHAPTER 3

Race hung on every word of Jenny Zin's account.  Many of the biographical details she related were laid out in Dr. Kuo Zin's Intelligence 1 dossier, but he'd never heard them weaved into such a coherent narrative before.  It was an invaluable insight into the mindset of the Quests' most enduring adversary.

"So you had a heart transplant when you were sixteen," Jonny latched onto her role in the narrative.

"And probably will need another one in the next year or two," Jenny stated flatly, looking him in the eye.  "You see, there's a downside to being the descendent of Genghis Khan.  There's a rare genetic anomaly that runs in the Zin bloodline, leading to premature organ failure.  The Twins were fortunate enough to have been bypassed by this particular inheritance.  Like my father, I wasn't so lucky."

"Your father?" Race asked, recalling Zin's rapidly advancing decrepitude and dependence on an oxygen concentrator during their last encounter.

Jenny explained, "My father's had half a dozen organ replacements over the last decade, including both kidneys, his liver, and much of his lungs.  He's struggling with coronary insufficiency and pleural degeneration, requiring him to utilize oxygen as you've described.  If he were an ordinary man, without ongoing organ replacements, he'd be exceedingly lucky to survive another five years.  But because he's Kuo Zin, he'll continue to cheat death at the expense of however many involuntary donors it takes."

"My god," Jonny shook his head.  "I knew he was evil, but I never imagined this.  It's horrific."

Jenny smiled wryly.  "It's easy to dismiss what another man will do to protect his life when you'll never be in his shoes.  Which brings me back to my own story.  Immediately after my transplant, I was just grateful to be alive, and never really questioned where the healthy new heart beating in my chest came from.  I just took it for granted that some poor accident victim's misfortune had been my fortuitous salvation.

"But then I discovered that the Zin genetic predisposition towards early organ failure was also associated with an exceedingly rare tissue type.  When Father received his first kidney, I took him at his word that fate and timing had favored us once more.  I continued to sleep untroubled.  But then, when the number of transplants multiplied, I realized that something more was going on.  Organs of our particular genotype don't simply happen to come available with that kind of regularity.

"That's when I began asking questions about my own donor heart.  When Father was less than forthcoming, I set out to find the answers on my own.  Despite my father's wishes, I'm a Zin too.  I know how to squeeze people.  In the end, there were very few doctors or hospital administrators who were prepared to outright forbid me access to what they knew.

"What I didn't realize at that time was that once I received the answers I was so doggedly seeking, that my life would have to follow a very different path.  I'd uncovered a dark secret the outside world was just beginning to piece together.

"What I found out was that this was something much, much bigger than just me and my father.  According to official Chinese sources, nation-wide the People's Republic of China performs some 16,000 organ transplants annually.  In fact, I discovered the real number of transplants going on in the PRC is anywhere between 60,000 and 100,000, depending on which classified database you reference.  You look at the scale of transplant logistics, from numbers of hospital programs and individual transplant surgeons to level of government funding to wait times to locate a donor match; none of it adds up.  Once you start digging for the real numbers, by every quantifiable measure, the size of the PRC's organ transplantation system outscales the rate at which donor organs naturally become available by a wide margin."

"You're saying there has to be another source from which these organs are coming besides natural deaths or voluntary donors," Race surmised.

"There is another source," Jenny retorted firmly.  "Falun Gong, Tibetans, now Uighurs, any group that the CCP sees as a potential threat to their continued authority is kept on a very short leash within China.  Members of any of these groups can undergo intensive surveillance, harassment, or arbitrary detainment at any time.  Thousands are in fact being held in prisons, re-education camps, or mental facilities on any given day.  There, blood and tissue samples are regularly collected under a variety of pretences, samples that can be registered in the ZaoYan Matrix."

"The what?" Race and Jonny interrupted simultaneously.

Jenny smiled as if addressing children.  "In Chinese mythology, there exist the Fu Lu Shou, or Three Star Gods.  One of these is Shou Xing, the Star God of Longevity, who pre-ordains every person's lifespan and records them in his book.  Once recorded, the digits can never be eradicated.  One day, a young boy named Zao Yan won the favor of Shou Xing by bringing him a gift of food in his forest.  It turns out that poor Zao Yan was ordained to die at the young age of 19.  Even Shou Xing couldn't purge the numbers from his ledger, but he could and did switch them around.  And so Zao Yan cheated his ordained longevity and passed as a contented old man of 91.  I'm sure you can see where this is going."

The two listeners nodded their understanding.

Jenny continued, "There exists an extremely classified database of potential donor matches accessible only to a select few within the PRC medical establishment.  When the need arises for a particular organ of a particular tissue type, a suitable donor can be located from that database and the required organ can be explanted on demand.  That database is the ZaoYan Matrix."

"So we're clear," Jonny stated flatly, "by 'explanted on demand' you mean that someone is rounded up and killed specifically for the purpose of taking their organs."

"So we're clear," Jenny replied equally flatly, "yes."

Race volunteered, "I remember back in the early 2000's, running across Falun Gong practitioners in some of the cities we passed through handing out leaflets accusing China of harvesting organs from arrested Falun Gong.  The accusations never seemed to gain much traction with mainstream media or government investigators and just sort of faded from public view.  I think most people assumed the whole thing was some sort of lurid urban myth spread by cultists to gain attention."

"That's certainly the narrative the CCP would like the world to believe," Jenny explained.  "In fact, various benign Chi Gong schools of meditation exercises go back centuries in China.  Up until 1999, Party-backed media were promoting Falun Gong routines as a healthy lifestyle practice.  Then one day the Party woke up to just how widespread and influential the practice of Falun Gong had become among urban Chinese, and suddenly they were a potential threat to power.  That year, then President Jiang Zemin ordered a nationwide crackdown and widespread detention of the group's practitioners."

She looked at Race.  "You think it's a coincidence that a year after the crackdown began, transplant numbers in China suddenly skyrocketed?"

"I guess they found their source for more donor organs," Jonny completed Jenny's argument for her.

"Let me play devil's advocate here," Race put in.  "You're basically talking medically-sanctioned genocide being carried out by public hospitals across China.  If the evidence is out there in plain sight, why isn't the rest of the world up in arms over this?"

"The evidence is circumstantial," Jenny made her case.  "A panel of hospital logistics professionals backed by a staff of statisticians can look at all the data on procedures performed versus predicted donor rates and see that the numbers don't remotely match up.  But that doesn't carry the weight of somehow catching a single doctor, bloody scalpel in hand, stealing the organs out of a state prisoner."

"I think I'm going to be sick," Jonny commented.

"But that's not the only reason," Jenny pressed her point, ignoring her audience's obvious discomfiture.  "If this were discovered going on in some banana republic, you'd have UN troops dispatched within a week.  But this is China.  Not the Maoist China that shaped both our fathers' worldviews, but modern China, the world's second largest economy, well on its way to becoming the first largest.  Do you really think anyone with a stake in the game wants to acknowledge that a six trillion dollar potential consumer import market belongs to a genocidal outlaw state?  That doesn't look very good in the context of global trade agreements or corporate annual reports, does it?  The truth of the matter is, a mountain of technical evidence is out there, has been out there for thirteen years.  If the powers that be really cared, action would've been taken a long time ago."

"I don't think I like where this argument is going," Jonny offered uncomfortably.

"I told you we wouldn't be friends," was Jenny's matter-of-fact reply.

"She's right," Race conceded.  "The only way anyone's ever going to force the world's hand is for someone to come up with a smoking gun, or maybe a smoking scalpel, that can be played on the evening news."

"I have something better than a smoking scalpel," Jenny finally arrived at her point.  "That's why I'm here.  And that's why the CCP, and my father, will do anything in their power to stop me."

She pulled an object from her pocket and held it out for inspection.  It was a clear, crystalline cube perhaps three inches on a side.  As he looked closely, Race could make out an incredibly intricate three-dimensional circuit pattern within the cube.  Incredibly, as he watched, the network of miniaturized pathways and connections seemed to continually rewrite itself, forming new microcircuits as others dissolved.

"I've never seen technology like this," Jonny expressed his amazement.  "What does it do?"

Jenny explained, "The ZaoYan Matrix isn't secreted in some underground bunker under Beijing.  It's all around us everywhere you look, encoded and continually updated within the firmware of smartphones, tablets, network server motherboards, and a thousand other pieces of cyber-electronics, the majority of which come straight out of China.  But it's invisible and undetectable to anyone without one of these.  This little cube is the ShouXing Key.  Its function is to sequence bits of data exchanged via 5G wi -fi to and from any nearby smart devices in order to access the organ match database."

"Could we tap into this ZaoYan Matrix if we had one of these?" Race asked.

"You'd still need a compatible terminal capable of establishing a command interface with the Key.  That you would only find secured in a Chinese transplant hospital or military command center.  However as fate would have it, this Key was my father's invention.  I can access it with my implanted Battlesuit control systems.

"Let me show you," she offered.  "I told you I have a rare tissue type and will one day need another heart transplant.  Supposing I needed that transplant today, where might I find a suitable donor?"

She concentrated silently for several moments before a holographic projection appeared eminating from the crystal cube.  They saw the image of a heavily dressed, dark-skinned man walking down a sidewalk.  The man had features that to Race appeared to be a mix of Oriental and Middle Eastern.  Holographic lines of Mandarin text scrolled in front of the figure.

"What you're seeing is live," Jenny explained.  "This man's name is Aruzhan Gulnar.  He's thirty-two years old, in good health, and an identical tissue match to mine.  He's Uighur, so his legal status is whatever authorities choose to make it.  The image you're seeing is coming from a facial recognition surveillance system in the city of Ürümqi in Xinjiang province.  If I were a transplant hospital director with the proper authorization, I could have this man taken into custody, dissected alive, and his organs delivered anywhere in China without my ever setting foot outside this room."

"Nobody should have that kind of power," Race snarled in disgust.

"It may come as a surprise to you," Jenny said softly, "but I agree."

"If you've had this," Jonny asked, "why come to us?  Why not just take this to the United Nations or to the US Government?"

"With China's veto power," Jenny came back, "my testimony and any evidence I might come forward with would never see the light of day in the UN.  As for your government, the state of your national politics right now is too far off the rails to even guess how this would be received.  At this particular moment in time, you're my best alternative."

"Ten days from tonight, the President of the PRC is going to touch down in Vancouver, where he and Canada's Prime Minister are going to sign the largest energy development agreement ever to take place between East and West.  The eyes of the world are going to be on that meeting, and you have unrestricted access.  I intend to crash that meeting and expose to the world what I've just shown you."

"You are aware," Jonny pointed out, "that the Quest Institute is opposed to the agreement on environmental grounds and is working to try to see that it doesn't take place."

"You are aware," Jenny returned, "that your presence, along with that of your Haida clients, is solely to project the appearance of Aboriginal consultation and that this accord is already a done deal."

"We're fighting an uphill battle," Jonny conceded, "but hopefully the evidence we present will at least inject some additional measure of environmental responsibility into the final agreement that gets ratified."

"If you help me," Jenny quickly offered, "I may be able to help you as well."

Just as quickly, she qualified, "Don't get me wrong.  I'm a daughter of the Zin Dynasty and I always will be, so don't expect me to put on a white cowboy hat.  But in this instance, I think our goals are aligned."

"Just how do you propose to help us?" Race asked skeptically.

I don't know the full story behind your offshore development agreement.  I do know that within the State Council, it hasn't been strategized entirely through the normal administrative departments that would typically spearhead a resource accord of this nature.  There's been a very heavy, and very secretive, military hand at work through all of the CCP's preparations for the Vancouver summit.  It could be that this particular accord is simply too big and too vital to overall national energy policy to be kept entirely within the civilian sphere.  However you're all too well versed in geopolitics not to know that my government often pursues additional ulterior aims in conjunction with their stated intentions.  It wouldn't surprise me if we find more than we expected going on when we get to Canada."

"All right then," Jonny came to a decision, "temporary truce.  You can come along with us to Vancouver.  We'll do all we can to keep you safe until you reveal your evidence to the world, but in the meantime, we have a critical assignment of our own to carry out.  There's a vast ecosystem at stake here, and I intend to do what I can to preserve it.  If you're prepared to help in that struggle, so much the better."

CHAPTER 4

Late afternoon of the following day, Race at the controls, Questar 2 touched down at Vancouver YVR Airport.  He and Jonny had been planning to travel to Canada by commercial flight, but with Jenny accompanying them, an apparent target of the PRC, it was decided they'd be better off to limit their public exposure.  A quick call to Benton and it had been decided to utilize Questar 1's smaller support aircraft.  Still, Jonny had taken the opportunity to stow an equipment payload of deep dive equipment that might prove invaluable should they decide to investigate the proposed offshore development range themselves.

Race taxied the compact multi-role jet to a designated berth at the far end of International Arrivals.  From there they were escorted across the tarmac and into Customs.  With their Intelligence 1 clearances, Race and Jonny were passed through unquestioned, Race's concealed sidearm and all.  However it had taken a call to Phil Corvin at I1 Headquarters in Maryland to get Jenny cleared into Canada under their escort.

Emerging from Customs, they were greeted by their contacts for the Haida Nation environmentalist group that had retained them.  The first was a stocky, dark-skinned man of perhaps forty, with brush cut black hair beginning to gray at the temples.  He had broad features more closely approximating an Eskimo than what Race would have considered a stereotypical native North American.  Presumably this reflected the fact that the Haida were descended from the Koryak of what was now Russia's Kamchatka Peninsula.  His companion was a woman of similar age with dark brown hair and crow's feet around her penetrating dark eyes.

Jonny introduced the newcomers to Jenny.

"This is Mark Ellison of the Haida Nation Environmental Taskforce and his associate, Dawn Britton.  Pardon if I don't embarrass myself by trying to pronounce your Haida names correctly.  I'd like you both to meet Jenny Zin, who'll be accompanying us on this visit."

Race caught a momentary glance exchanged between the Haida pair.  The two were by now familiar enough with the Quests' history to be familiar with the name Zin.  However they both offered Jenny a warm and courteous handshake.

Introductions exchanged, they made their way to Mark's car.  They pulled out of the parkade and along the manicured boulevard leading away from the airport.  As Jonny made small talk with their hosts, Race watched their passing surroundings through the window.  As was his invariable routine for any assignment that took them away from Quest Key, he had thoroughly researched their destination to be aware of any developments since their last visit.

They crossed over from Sea Island, upon which the airport was situated, onto Lulu Island.  Their actual destination was the City of Richmond, which constituted one of the independently governed municipalities within the Metro Vancouver region.  From their vantage, the North Shore mountains formed a line to the north, rising beyond the City of Vancouver proper and the upscale municipality of West Vancouver beyond that, across the mouth of the Burrard Inlet.  Their destination however sat far closer to sea level, the entire community of Richmond being built on the delta of the Fraser River, flowing from the east.

As they crossed a bridge over one of the branches of the forked Fraser outlet flowing into the Strait of Georgia offshore, Race picked out a large arched sporting arena with the five multicolored rings of the Olympic Games symbol displayed on one face.  He recalled reading that this had been the Skating Oval from Vancouver's hosting of the 2010 Winter Olympics.  Now the structure was a civic recreational center.  Surrounding it was a cluster of upscale concrete and glass condominium towers.

They continued on into the City of Richmond itself, passing more condos and then a shopping mall that appeared to be under redevelopment.  Construction cranes were everywhere, hoisting massive wooden forms, the concrete slabs and columns of even more residences being poured level by level.

"Hey Race," Jonny thoughtlessly commented, momentarily forgetting Jenny's presence, "are you sure you landed in the right country?"

Race knew to what Jonny was referring.  The overwhelming majority of passers-by surrounding them were ethnic Chinese, with only a scattering of Occidentals.  With persons of Chinese heritage comprising some 53% of the population city-wide, it was not without cause that Richmond held the claim of being "North America's Most Asian City."

"You said you admired Canada for its multiculturalism," Race reminded him.

If Jenny took offense at the politically incorrect exchange, she gave no outward sign.

"This is where we're going," Mark directed their attention ahead.

In front of them rose a cluster of towers taller and more grandiose than any they'd previously passed.  The structures were architecturally similar, clearly part of a single development.  An exterior façade of interlocking hexagonal frames gave each of the sleek towers the appearance of a gigantic honeycomb.  As they drew closer, Race noted that the high-rises rose from a single monolithic base structure that comprised several city blocks in each direction.

"Welcome to Borealis," Mark offered as they pulled through a wide concrete entry into the base structure.

Before the city outside disappeared from sight, Race caught sight of a fair-sized group of protestors waving signs as they stood chanting behind a row of wooden barricades.  A small contingent of Royal Canadian Mounted Police in modern gray and black duty uniforms held them at bay.

"Looks like we're not the only ones opposed to drilling," Jonny noted, reading some of the signs.

"Fossil fuel development is a very contentious issue in Canada," Mark offered.  "We're very much a resource economy with numerous communities dependent on the energy sector for their livelihoods, but we also have a very proactive environmentalist movement, especially here on the West Coast."

Immediately inside the entry, a chevron-striped security gate blocked their progress. As they waited, Race realized they were being scanned by a high-tech sensor array that reminded him of the security scanners controlling entry onto Quest Key.

Mark took advantage of the delay to continue, "Up until a year ago, this area formed the municipality's Garden City Lands, the largest undeveloped parcel within central Richmond.  For years it was tied up with Native claims to the area.  Then an offshore, read Chinese, investment group stepped in with an astronomical offer that nobody could refuse.  Not unlike the situation we're now facing off the coast.  Borealis is hosting the SCODA Summit and is accommodating most of the participants."

The scan completed, an automated voice repeated Mark's introduction.  "Welcome to Borealis, Mr. Ellison.  Please follow the right hand service road to the mezzanine level and proceed to the convention center at the base of Tower One.  Your vehicle will be parked by Valet Services when you arrive there."

The gate lifted and Mark proceeded up a concrete-lined ramp to emerge onto a landscaped roof deck that formed the topside of the base structure.  The enormous panorama looked more like the manicured grounds surrounding a classical Asian palace than the roof of a modern service building.  There were lawns, gardens, pathways, and water features arranged in an aesthetic tiered array.

"A lot of effort went into realizing the fung shui for this development," was Jenny's admiring comment.

The paved vehicle lane they followed led only a short distance to a large covered portico before dipping back into the base structure below.  They pulled up to the entryway and stepped out.  A bellboy loaded their suitcases onto a dolly before a valet drove their car off to the parkade below.

Glass doors opened automatically as they approached.

"Wow," was Race's first reaction upon entering the vast lobby.  With the Quests, he'd travelled the world, staying in lodgings ranging from palaces to shanties and everything in between, however he'd never seen anything quite on the level of Borealis.

The first thing that caught their eye was a holographic representation of the entire development projected across the central area of the lobby floor so that patrons could walk right through the insubstantial towers, each the height of a man.  As they watched fascinated, experienced guests verbalized questions or made hand gestures directed at specific areas of the three-dimensional display.  In response to each inquiry, various floor plans and directional indicators appeared.  An attractive Oriental hostess stood by to assist those less adept at manipulating the interactive display.

Race looked about.  The patrons milling about were multiethnic, presumably representing the make-up of the summit taking place.  The staff were largely Chinese, most of them young and exceptionally attractive.  Some appeared to be the usual mix of receptionists, bellboys, and floor managers typical of any convention center lobby.  In addition, a number of men in identical black business suits hovered about, seemingly attending to hotel duties.  However their size, number, and closely attentive demeanor left Race with no doubt that they constituted an impressive security contingent.  

Following the bellboy, they were led to a long reception counter where they were checked in.  They were then escorted into a glass-walled elevator and up to a series of adjacent guest rooms on an upper floor.  The rooms were as impressive as the rest of Borealis, with luxury furnishings and bed linens, indirect lighting, and faux marble bath suites.

After a brief break to get settled into their own rooms and attend to business, the group congregated in Mark Ellison's suite.  Before anyone said a word, Race removed a small electronic device from his pocket, turned it on, and placed it on a tabletop.

Mark volunteered, "I asked Mr. Bannon to take whatever precautions he could against electronic surveillance.  I have no definitive cause to believe we're being bugged, but Borealis was financed and developed by a global-scale investment consortium based out of Mainland China.  Chinese developers don't typically rise that far without strong ties to Beijing.  I won't go so far as to say that we're in enemy territory here, but I also don't have any illusions as to whose side the powers behind Borealis are on in this fight."

"No one's going to overhear us with this little baby switched on," Race assured them.

"Right then," Mark continued.  "I'm glad to have you and your teammates here with us, Dr. J.  As of today, we have eight days of hearings ahead before the Prime Minister and the President of the PRC arrive to sign the Sino-Canadian Offshore Development Accord.  We all know that Ottawa and Beijing are both firmly behind this agreement.  Most of the negotiations in the days ahead are just going to be jockeying to determine how the spoils of development will be divided up.  Preliminary set-up of sub-surface facilities is going ahead full speed in the Queen Charlotte Sound right now.  Unless we can come up with something unprecedented to throw a monkey wrench into the works, full-scale oil and gas extraction and overseas export will commence before this year is out.  As far as the people of Haida Gwaii are concerned, we'll be living one accident away from an end to our traditional way of life and to the delicate marine ecosystem of the Queen Charlotte Basin, upon which coastal First Nations depend.

"That's not to say that we can depend on the support of all our First Nations brothers.  There are several coastal bands who see potential economic benefit from the Accord, and the politicians will be doing everything they can to try make sure that the public see this pro-development group as the voice of Canadian First Nations."

"Just where do we stand with the evidence you and I've discussed over the phone?" Jonny asked.

Mark looked troubled.  "I didn't want to get into this over the phone, but there's more going on out here than you've been led to believe.  New resource projects are always a hot-button issue in Canada, and there's always a certain share of hotheads on either side who're ready to take matters into their own hands.  But this has been something different.  Over the last few months, there have been a suspicious number of accidents occurring among those who either by chance or intentionally have gotten too close to activities in the waters off Haida Gwaii.  Three months ago, a native fishing trawler went down in calm waters with no mayday and no survivors.  What little wreckage was recovered suggested the boat was caught up in some sort of explosion.  And three people have gone missing from the shoreline of the southern Queen Charlottes.

"Then four weeks ago, a fish kill occurred off of Kunghit Island.  Close to two hundred sockeye washed ashore.  Every time there's a die-off among wild salmon, the first thing people start pointing fingers at is sea lice from coastal salmon farms.  But fish can also be killed by an outgassing from sub-sea gas wells like the test wells the Chinese are drilling right now.  We had samples collected and shipped off to a lab in Vancouver.  I got a call last night that preliminary results showed no sea lice or other marine pathogens.  I was hoping to have documented results to hand over when you arrived.  Then I got another call this morning that there'd been an overnight break-in at the lab.  Police were saying it looked like a routine burglary.  It happens.  The lab's on the outskirts of East Van, not the best area of town.  But every shred of evidence from the fish kill investigation has turned up missing."

"That is suspicious," Race voiced his concern.

Mark went on,  "There's more.  The Chinese already have a Sub-Surface Construction Ship operating within the Sound, dropping off modules.  Fisheries and Oceans has issued an advisory that fishermen should avoid the area, but we've periodically shot long range telephotos off of native trawlers sailing past.  We have a few contacts back east who've worked around rigs and are pretty knowledgeable when it comes to offshore drilling operations.  They're telling us that some of the modules coming off that SSCS look like recognizable components for a sub-sea gas compression station, but they're drawing a complete blank as to the rest."

"That gives us a couple of leads to work on," Jonny nodded his approval.

"For now," Mark looked at his watch, "everybody go get dressed up for dinner.  Enjoy the hospitality tonight.  It should be a good first chance to size up the opposition.  Tomorrow we get down to work in earnest."

CHAPTER 5

An hour later, the group reconvened in the lobby.  Race and Jonny had both put on a suit and tie for what was scheduled to be a formal reception.  Jonny was a bit more avant-garde in a black dress shirt and gray silk tie.  Race had stuck to a more classic white shirt and black tie that projected the desired bodyguard/agent image.  It was Jenny who took the prize though in a chic women's pantsuit and jacket combo.  Before their late morning takeoff, she had hurriedly ordered several basic wardrobe items to be delivered from a retailer in Key West.

Before they could make their way to the dining hall, Race noted an air of nervous excitement among the lobby staff, beyond even what would be expected for an event of this importance.  An Oriental news team, apparently representing a local Mandarin media outlet, waited by the entryway, camera crew at the ready.

Then two McLaren 720S's raced loudly into the portico beyond the glass, the second screeching to a stop just inches behind the braking lead vehicle.  The two sleek supercars were identical except that the lead car was silver-gray with semi-gloss black detailing and the colors were reversed on the second.  Before the occupants could emerge, Race had a sudden chill premonition as to the significance of the twin vehicles with their dark color schemes.

Gull-wing doors swung upward and Anaya Zin gracefully emerged, wearing nylons and heels and a sleek short-skirted evening dress whose colors matched those of her vehicle.  Melana glided out of the second McLaren wearing a near-identical coordinating outfit.  The twosome's straight black hair was worn longer than the last time Race had encountered them.

"The Zin Twins!" Jonny exclaimed.  "What are they doing here?"

"Did you know about this?" Race turned towards Jenny.

"I can't say that I'm surprised," she answered unfazed, "My father financed this development."

"How did we not know this?" Jonny asked Race, a trace of accusation in his voice.

Mark stepped in, "Many of the big Asian property owners in British Columbia have their identities sheltered behind front companies.  Until recently, the laws regarding disclosure were pretty lax in this province, one of the reasons Vancouver's been such a magnet for moving vast sums of personal wealth out of China."

"It always pays to have an insurance policy in case the bottom ever falls out back home," Jenny backed his assertion.

"And you don't see a problem with waltzing right into the lion's den?"  Jonny confronted her.  "Just when were you going to share this little morsel of intel with us, teammate?"

"The last thing either my father or the Twins would want is to bring the scrutiny of the Canadian authorities down on this place.  This is probably one of the safest places we could be.  I know my presence with your team is a lot to take in.  I didn't want to make this situation even more difficult for you."

As the cameras rolled, the Twins marched proudly into the lobby, smiling like royalty greeting their subjects.  Four of Borealis' black-suited security contingent fell into step behind them.  Both women turned to look directly at Jenny and the Quest team as they passed, their smiles momentarily replaced with a look of menace.

"Shall we go inside?" Mark suggested.

They found the dining hall and were directed to marked places at one of the tables at the far outskirts of Summit participants.  As opponents of the majority agenda, Race took the subtle slight in stride.  Once the room filled up, an army of servers began delivering plates to the tables.  The elegant cuisine served up was Asian but geared to suit Western palates, pan-seared scallops, steamed rice, and a stir-fried vegetable medley in a clear sauce.  In keeping with the trans-Pacific mix of the attendees, both chopsticks and cutlery were provided at each place setting.  Everyone at the Quest table used their chopsticks with practiced ease.

The main course was followed up by small ramekins of crème brulée with a choice of teas or coffee.

 Once the meal was completed and the tables efficiently cleared, Anaya Zin made her way to the podium at the head of the room.

"Ladies and gentlemen," she began, "on behalf of the Dynasty Group, I'd like to welcome each of you to Borealis, our newest and most ambitious planned community within the Western Hemisphere.  If I might introduce myself, I'm Anaya Zin, Executive Director of Overseas Operations.  With me is my sister Melana, who is currently Acting Chairman for the Borealis Project Group."

She gestured to Melana, who took a step forward and briefly bowed her head in acknowledgment of the audience.

Anaya continued, "The Dynasty Group is deeply honored to be hosting as important an event as the Sino-Canadian Offshore Development Accord Summit.  Melana and I will be personally overseeing Borealis' contribution to this event.  I think you'll quickly find that Borealis lives up to its reputation as the West Coast's premier convention destination.  If there's anything at all we can do to make your stay more productive or more enjoyable, our Client Services Office is available 24/7, or feel free to approach Melana or myself directly.  I expect that your time here will be the beginning of a mutually beneficial long-term business partnership with many of you."

She wound up, "With the successful adoption of the Accord, i.e. SCODA, less than two weeks from tonight, you have the opportunity to cement a lasting partnership that will significantly enrich your nation while fuelling opportunity for a growing segment of the PRC's population to achieve a middle class or better standard of living.

"With that, I'll hand the podium over to a man who needs no introduction, Ray Bowman, Deputy Premier of the Province of Alberta and Chairman of this summit."

The gentleman who took her place at the podium was probably in his mid-fifties, Race estimated, leading-man handsome with a square jaw and wavy black hair.  When he smiled, he revealed the whitest teeth Race had ever seen.

"Good evening, everyone," Bowman began.  "First off, I'd like to thank Anaya, Melana, and the entire Dynasty Group for your incredible hospitality.  We are indeed blessed to be able to conduct this vital work within such extraordinary surroundings as the Borealis development.  I'd like to echo Ms. Zin's sentiment that this is a unique opportunity to embark on a mutually advantageous partnership not just for our two nations but for all of us personally."

"Laying it on a little thick," Jonny whispered in Race's ear.

Bowman continued, "I'm not going to keep everyone up tonight by making a long speech.  We all know the importance to our respective nations of why we're here.  Tomorrow we'll be conducting an overview session at nine AM sharp, before breaking into our separate task groups.  I look forward to seeing you then."

With that, the evening's formalities ended.  Many of the delegates took time to mingle as they slowly made their way out.  None however approached Mark or the HNET group.  After a few awkward minutes, they made their departure and headed for their rooms for the night.

Riding up in the glass-walled elevator, they saw the development for the first time after dark.  Behind the honeycomb façade of Borealis' towers, sinuously curved light strips wound their way upward, glowing with ever-changing swirls of blue, green, and occasionally violet light, obviously carrying on the project's auroral theme.  Over the years, the Quests had been enormously successful, Race reflected.  In many ways, their increasingly gadget-filled, affluent lifestyle reflected that success.  But the very nature of their globe-spanning scientific work kept them grounded, dealing with a diverse cross-section of people, cultures, and standards of living.  Borealis was something else, a rarefied environment specifically designed for an elite demographic set apart from the ordinary persons surrounding them.

CHAPTER 6

Nine o'clock the next morning, after enjoying a continental breakfast on their own dime, Race, Jonny, and their party again occupied assigned seats, this time in an auditorium with several tables set up about the stage area.  Many of the same faces from the previous night were in attendance, now more informally dressed in slacks and open dress shirts with the occasional tie.  Around the perimeter, RCMP officers in red serge dress jackets, blue jodhpurs, and riding boots stood by the doors, presumably in the event that any environmental activists might have gained access to Borealis in order to disrupt the proceedings.  Jonny whispered a comment to Race about Sgt. Preston adventures he had enjoyed as a boy on Palm Key.  Except for state occasions or funerals, it was rare to see modern Mounties in their traditional dress uniforms.

Race noted an array of ceiling-mounted closed circuit cameras covering the auditorium from various angles.

"The entire Summit's being recorded," Mark explained.  "This is an official proceeding for very high stakes.  Anything said over the next two weeks could eventually end up in a courtroom if some newly-elected government down the line has second thoughts about what we're doing here."

Once again, Deputy Premier Bowman addressed the gathering.  "Good morning everyone.  As I mentioned last night, this morning's session is going to be an overview of our agenda for the next week.  As you know, the world is expecting an Accord to be announced at that time, so we're working under a deadline.  The overwhelming bulk of SCODA has already been formulated by the various interest groups represented here, but there are still sticking points, both technical and political, that we're gathered here to hammer out.

"So to begin with, let's go around the room.  I'd like the lead representative for each delegation to introduce yourselves and describe your group's progress to date in implementing the preliminary exploration agreement now in place.  In addition, I'd like you to clearly spell out any unresolved concerns of your constituents in going forward.

"Marty," Bowman turned to a stout, silver-haired man at the table closest to his.

"Thank you, Mr. Chairman," the indicated speaker rose.  "I'm Martin Geller, BC Minister of Energy and Resources here representing the Province of British Columbia.

"As most of you are aware, the issue of potential oil and gas exploration and development of Canada's Pacific continental shelf dates back to the early 1980's.  From that time, interest has focused on the Queen Charlotte Sound off the West Coast between the islands of Haida Gwaii to the north and Vancouver Island to the south.  By 1988, geological surveys had yielded a preliminary estimate of as much as 9.8 billion barrels of oil and 43.4 trillion cubic feet of natural gas under the Queen Charlotte Basin, enough to support a large-scale offshore development industry.  However, the western continental shelf is also a thriving marine ecosystem supporting commercial and native fisheries as well as endangered whale populations.  From the outset, the question of proceeding with development has been a contest of enormous economic versus environmental issues."

Jonny listened intently as Geller continued, "Then in 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil spill off the Alaskan coast swung public opinion overwhelmingly in favor of the environmentalists, putting an end to any possibility of resuming exploration.  Despite periodic feelers put out by the petrochemical lobby and pro-business political parties, 'hands off' has remained the status quo for nearly three decades.  Within the last two years, a major Western oil company that had held exploration rights within the Sound relinquished those rights, seeing no hope that permitting would ever go forward."

Geller paused a moment before continuing, "Then sixteen months ago, China launched its Gaofen-3 satellite from the SRX Research launch site in Malaysia, and everything changed.  Utilizing China's latest 5G capability, Gaofen Mission Control was able to gather and collate several thousand microgravitational Earth density scans to generate a detailed 3D map of the strata beneath the Queen Charlotte Basin.  All of a sudden, what would've taken months to years of environmentally destructive seismic soundings was a fete accompli.  China was not only able to verify the 1988 estimates, they were able to map out specific oil and gas pockets with high precision.  Armed with this information, China's National Energy Resource Development Corporation, CNERDC, approached both the federal and BC governments with a proposal to purchase development and extraction rights over a fifty-year period, with twenty-seven percent of proceeds going to Canadian stakeholders.  To put it plainly, this was an offer Canada simply couldn't refuse."

Geller turned to face Chairman Bowman.  "As for BC's concerns, dating back to 1981, the Government of Canada and the Province of British Columbia have laid competing jurisdictional claims to the Queen Charlotte Sound.  The following year, the Supreme Court, we would assert without due grounds, ruled in favor of the federal government.  As long as development was off the table, neither side was interested in continuing to litigate the matter.  However, under present circumstances, BC is seeking an additional ten percent of Canadian revenues over the provincial allotment being mandated by Ottawa.  Otherwise, the Province is prepared to file further grounds for a re-examination of the jurisdictional issue."

Mark leaned over to whisper to Jonny.  "This is pretty much what the next two weeks are going to be about.  For most of the parties here, the Accord is a done deal.  But everyone's still making a last push for a bigger slice of the pie."

Next up came the Chinese delegation.  "My name is Zhang Yin.  I represent the China National Energy Resource Development Corporation or CNERDC if you wish.  First off, I bring you greetings and well wishes from the Government of the People's Republic of China.  China is pleased to be entering into a partnership with Canada which stands to bring increased prosperity to both our countries."

Race thought back to countries Team Quest had visited in sub-Saharan Africa, countries where similar assurances of mutual prosperity in exchange for Chinese access had been offered.  The reality had too often turned out to be far different from the promises made.

Zhang Yin continued,  "As was agreed upon in Beijing eight months ago, we are proceeding to drill limited test wellheads as a proof of concept for the advanced sub-sea technology behind SCODA.  To that end, we have brought in the Sub-Surface Construction Ship Tianzhu to begin assembly on one production line of what will ultimately be a multi-line sub-surface gas compression station.

"As you are aware, it's been China's proposal that the Queen Charlotte development should utilize cutting-edge oil and gas extraction technology devised by the PRC, making it the most technologically advanced offshore production site in the world.  All extraction facilities, including oil and gas wellheads and the compression station are to be constructed exclusively on the seabed.  From there, crude oil and natural gas will be offloaded directly into an as yet unconstructed fleet of nuclear-powered submarine supertankers.  Not only will this system provide greater operational efficiency than conventional offshore platforms, but it will allow production to go forward virtually invisible to the surrounding coastal communities and to interests opposed to it."

Race and Jonny both shook their heads in dismay.

"The centerpiece of our proposal," Zhang Yin went on, "will be to construct an artificial island on the western extremity of the continental shelf roughly equidistant between Haida Gwaii and the northern tip of Vancouver Island.  This island will serve as a base station for crews operating and maintaining the sub-surface facilities.  Using China's proven island-building capability, Prosperity Island, as we're calling it, will be equipped with an airstrip, housing, and a production control center.  This will allow for more efficient crew rotations than if our crew members have to arrive through YVR and be shuttled up."

Zhang Yin turned to face Bowman.  "Prosperity Island will also serve as a rapid response spill containment center in the extremely unlikely event of an accident.  Of course we will also be prepared to offer assistance in the event of any sort of spill by other nationals such as tanker traffic out of Vancouver or down the West Coast from Alaska."

Mark again offered his own aside to Jonny.  "Gotta hand it to 'em, they know how to play their audience.  That's a huge carrot for China to dangle.  An adequate spill containment capability for the West Coast would be a budget-buster for either BC or the Feds.  Prosperity Island lets them both off the hook."

Dana Leland, the Government of Canada representative, followed Zhang Yin, spending several minutes going over the projected economics of the Accord.  There were smiles from most of the tables at the staggering figures being rattled off.

Environmental battles often boiled down to money, Race reflected, but seldom if ever had Team Quest gone up against economic interests of this scale.

"Next," Bowman gestured, "we'll hear from Mark Ellison representing the Haida Nation Environmental Taskforce.  HNET is here on behalf of several environmental groups opposed to SCODA."

Jonny flashed a thumbs up as Mark rose to speak.  "Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  The indigenous people of Haida Gwaii, what you used to call the Queen Charlotte Islands, have lived on those islands and navigated those waters for some 14,000 years.  By comparison, the first European explorers reached the Queen Charlotte Archipelago exactly 245 years ago in 1774.  Through those centuries, it's been a cornerstone of Haida culture and tradition to acknowledge that the natural world all around us nourishes and sustains our community, both physically and spiritually.  We in turn have a solemn duty to protect that great circle of life with which we are blessed.

"Before the arrival of the Europeans, the Haida Nation numbered some thirty thousand.  After two and a half centuries of smallpox, Indian wars, and residential schools, there are just over 500 Canadians who claimed Haida ancestry on the last census.  There are now just twenty-four of us left who are still fluent in the Haida language, all of them over seventy years of age.  Yet here we few are, left to defend our islands and our traditional way of life against the most overwhelming threat they have ever faced.  That's an enormous responsibility."

Mark looked around the tables at the various delegations.  "But this isn't just our fight any more.  Climate change and loss of biodiversity are accelerating at a rate unprecedented in human history, threatening peoples the world over.  If SCODA goes ahead, fossil fuels extracted from the Queen Charlotte Basin over the next half century will add an additional 220 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide to the greenhouse gas burden being placed on our global climate.

"As for the West Coast specifically, in 1989 the supertanker Exxon Valdez ran aground off the Alaskan coast, resulting in a spill of 10.8 million gallons of crude oil over 1300 miles of shoreline.  Over one hundred thousand seabirds were immediately killed along with an inestimable number of salmon and herring.  Traces of oil can still be found in pockets of shoreline today, some thirty years later.

"The submarine supertanker concept being proposed by the PRC is an absolutely unproven technology, never put into service anywhere in the world.  A similar design was proposed by a US shipbuilder and floated in the media back in 1982 as a means to export oil and gas from the Alaskan North Slope under the Arctic ice cap to the East Coast and Europe.  Even before the Exxon Valdez, the idea was recognized as irresponsible.  With a fleet of Chinese nuclear subs continually shuttling in and out of the Queen Charlotte Basin for the next fifty years, if just one major accident were to occur 900 feet underwater, there isn't a spill response technology in existence to deal with such an event.  The wide-scale ecological devastation from such an accident would be catastrophic.

"There's also the risk of a spill coming directly from a blow-out of one of the sub-surface oil wellheads to be sunk.  Even an outgassing from one of the natural gas wellheads or the sub-surface compression station, while not as lingering or widespread, would be even more lethal to marine life in the immediate vicinity." 

Mark directed his next comments directly at the PRC delegation, "Potential catastrophes notwithstanding, HNET believes significant ecological damage is already taking place due to the sub-sea test wellheads and facilities being installed by CNERDC.  You've already received our brief regarding a fish kill reported four weeks ago off the Haida island of Kunghit, not far from one of the prototype natural gas wells already drilled.  I'd expected to have evidence in hand today to back HNET's assertion that the kill was the result of an outgassing from that wellhead.  Unfortunately our investigation has been hampered by, shall we say, an atypical string of mishaps around Haida Gwaii and now here in Vancouver.  Last night, our evidence went missing in a suspicious break-in to the lab where our specimens were being analyzed."

"Objection," Zhang Yin vocally interrupted, "Mr. Ellison seems to be inferring that his group's efforts were in some way sabotaged by our production crew.  Such allegations are baseless and insulting."

Chairman Bowman measured his response carefully, "Mr. Ellison, you and those you represent are more than welcome to voice your environmental concerns to this forum.  However I must warn you, this Summit will proceed in an atmosphere of mutual respect for all our members.  There's no place here for sensational unproven allegations.  If you have accusations to make against any of our delegations, you had better be prepared to back them up with hard evidence."

Race's eyes narrowed slightly as he listened.  Ellison was sharp and presented the information he had in hand in good faith, but for politicians like Bowman, spinning the truth was as natural as breathing.  Demanding due process was a perfectly reasonable expectation in this setting, but the Chairman had also used the opportunity to take them down a notch.  Glancing over at Jonny, he could see that the young Quest was thinking the same thing.

Before Ellison could recover, Bowman hurriedly moved on to the final delegation.

"I'm Chief Ishkode," a tall, dark-skinned indigenous Canadian introduced himself.  "I'm here representing the Western Canadian First Nations Business Alliance, an association of several native bands.  With due respect to Mr. Ellison and to the Haida Nation, I'd like to point out that HNET does not represent all of the First Nations of coastal British Columbia.  It's almost a truism that non-natives expect indigenous Canadians to be environmentally conscious due to our heritage and traditional beliefs.  But we also recognize the potential economic benefit to be derived from a megaproject such as SCODA.  We believe that a fair portion of that benefit should accrue to the various First Nations who were the original inhabitants of the West Coast and who plied the waters off that coast.  Under normal circumstances for a petrochemical development project such as this, we'd be seeking an agreement that a set portion of the workers hired on be from First Nations.  We are however aware that China has insisted from the outset that CNERDC, their state-owned enterprise, will be furnishing their own workforce.  This being the case, we're seeking direct compensation for the exploitation of our territories in lieu of offers of employment.  If need be, we are prepared to enter into what would be a protracted litigation in order to enforce our claims.  We are confident that no one here wants to go down that course and that a fair settlement can be reached within the context of this Summit."

"Of course," Bowman nodded assent.

All parties introduced, the meeting moved on to more technical matters of assigning specific tasks and scheduling various votes to be cast on details of the Accord.  This took up the rest of the morning and continued after lunch into mid-afternoon before the delegations went their separate ways.

Before they were done, Mark excused himself and stepped outside to take what he said was an important call.  When he returned, he directed that everyone should head upstairs to their rooms.

CHAPTER 7

When they arrived at their suites, Mark made a pointed gesture at the jamming device Race had previously set out.

Understanding, Race reassured him, "It's still on.  Nobody can overhear us in here."

"You're not going to believe this," Mark blurted excitedly.  "The call I just took, it was from Lee Kam, the owner of the lab that was broken into.  He's hiding out in Chinatown.  He says he has our results on a flash drive, laboratory proof that the Haida fish kill was caused by gas toxicity.  But there are people looking for him.  Apparently the same pair who hit the lab trashed his apartment as well.  He was somehow warned off by a neighbor just before he stumbled right into them.  Now they're canvassing Chinatown trying to track him down.  He's scared to death to step out onto the street by daylight.  He says he's holed up in some upstairs SRO over a shop, but he wouldn't say where over the phone."

"What's an SRO?" Jonny asked.

"Single room occupancy," Mark offered, "a dirt-cheap rental room where itinerants live in down-and-out neighborhoods like Vancouver's Downtown Eastside.  Anyways, he wants me, us, to meet him at the Tao Gift Shop on Pender between Carrall and Columbia.  We're to come at midnight and get him to safety."

"Sounds sketchy," was Race's observation.  "Why didn't he call the police?"

"Immigrants from countries like China don't always trust the police," Mark explained.  "Sometimes they're right not to.  Considering what's at stake, this may be one of those times."

"All right," Race agreed, "but you're not going.  I'll bring him in myself.  If it is a trap or we run into trouble, I'll be better off on my own.  I don't suppose this Lee Kam would recognize me."

"Actually, he would," Mark brightened.  "I told him the illustrious Team Quest would be reviewing his results.  He was curious, so he read your bios online."

"Good, that'll make things easier," Race nodded.

"Do you want me to come with you?" Jonny asked.

"No, you stay here with Jenny.  She's at least as big a target as our Mr. Kam."

"I can handle myself," Jenny assured him.

"I'm sure you can," Race acknowledged, "but we're on your sisters' turf here.  I don't want to give them the chance to catch you unprotected.  There's safety in numbers."

"All right then," she acquiesced, "good luck, Mr. Bannon."

Just before 11 PM, Race left Borealis alone in Mark Ellison's car.  He took a meandering route from Richmond into Vancouver, eventually ending up heading north on Main into the city center.  He was grateful now that he'd thoroughly reviewed the city's layout and neighborhoods back on Quest Key.

He detected no sign of being followed as he neared the Chinatown district.  Still, out of an abundance of caution, he bypassed the turnoff onto Pender and proceeded another block before turning left onto Hastings.  Cruising slowly along the thoroughfare, he glanced about at his surroundings.  This stretch was the heart of Vancouver's notorious Downtown Eastside.  Canada's poorest neighborhood was a community of last resort for Vancouver's most marginal residents.  Here the down-and-out rented out squalid SRO's managed by a handful of wealthy IndoCanadian slumlords.

Even at this late hour, legions of runaways, hardcore drug users, and the mentally ill were camped out on the litter-strewn sidewalks, their worldly possessions stuffed into backpacks and shopping carts.  It was a neighborhood more well-off Vancouverites shunned.  Still, Race suspected there was more to fear from the drug dealers, pimps, and slumlords who preyed upon the DTES's downtrodden residents than from those residents themselves.  With Vancouver now a major gateway for illegal fentanyl moving into North America from China, this area's residents were in fact the ones in greatest peril.

Race continued onward a few more blocks before circling back to approach Chinatown from the west.  He drove back along Pender past rows of older office and apartment buildings.  Many of the glass-fronted commercial spaces at street level were papered over with For Rent signs prominently displayed.  At this late hour, the street was largely devoid of traffic.

As he passed Abbott Street, the Millennium Gate loomed over the roadway ahead, marking the entrance to Chinatown.  Its four massive concrete pillars supported three tiers of terra cotta-tiled decorative roofs over cross members inlaid with intricate illustrated panels.  Two sculpted lions stood sentinel at the base of the outer pylons.

Race passed under the gate and pulled the car over to the side of the deserted street.  It wouldn't have been his choice to leave the car, but Lee Kam's relayed instructions had been to approach their appointed rendezvous on foot.  He didn't dare frighten the spooked lab owner into bolting by disobeying.

Stepping out of the car, he surveyed his surroundings.  Red-painted, lantern-style street lamps shone circles of light along the shadowy thoroughfare.  Turn of the century brick heritage buildings lined both sides.  Ornate cast iron railings fronted recessed upper-level balconies, within which hung Chinese paper lanterns.  At street level, curved overhead awnings glowed red and yellow, illuminated by bare fluorescent tube fixtures running within them.  Dual Cantonese and English screened signage advertised an assortment of herbalists, apparel stores, tea shops, and restaurants.

More Cantonese neon signage glowed within the glass storefronts.  At this hour however, all were protected behind retractable steel cage security barriers.  Due to its proximity to Hastings a block over, this avenue became a no-man's-land after dark.

Race reached inside his leather jacket to feel the reassuring outlines of his shoulder-holstered 9mm ZroDelta Genesis Z9.  The modular high-tech sidearm was his latest concealed-carry handgun of choice.

He recalled his reading on the district.  This was a Chinatown out of another era, founded in the latter half of the 1800's by imported Chinese laborers who used this area of Vancouver as an enclave between itinerant jobs in the West Coast's harsh mines, logging camps, and canneries.  In the 1880's, they were instrumental in the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway.  By the turn of the twentieth century, Chinatown was an established community within Vancouver.  The heritage buildings surrounding him had been home to various Chinese civic societies and associations of that period.

By the 1930's, Chinatown had gained greater prominence and respectability as a cultural and entertainment district, but was then forsaken by a new wave of Chinese immigrants fleeing from Hong Kong before its handoff to China in 1997.  These new arrivals had chosen to settle in Richmond instead.  The most recent wave of Mandarin-speaking arrivals from the Chinese Mainland had followed this trend, opting for Richmond's upscale condo towers and ultramodern Asian shopping malls.  Many of the well-off offspring of these later arrivals had never set foot here and probably never would.  Its glory fading, Chinatown had become a relic of a past from which the world had moved on.

Race made his way along the empty sidewalk with a measured but purposeful stride, all the while paying close attention to his surroundings.  Here and there, lights glowed behind louvered blinds, and the faint sounds of voices or television could be heard from the apartments above.  At one point, a raccoon emerged from a narrow alleyway and brazenly crossed the street ahead of him, no doubt foraging for garbage behind the various Oriental eateries lining Pender.

Near the end of the block, he spotted the Tao Gift Shop and cut across the street towards it.  Behind the drawn security gate, a red neon sign illuminated shelves full of statuettes and assorted glassware, but there was no one to be seen within or around the shop.

Had something gone wrong?  Had Lee Kam's pursuers caught up with him before Race's arrival?  He considered his next move.  He didn't want to be left standing out here in the open, but if Kam was merely delayed, abandoning their rendezvous could have fatal consequences.

Fortunately, he was not forced to make a choice.  From off to one side of the storefront, an unmarked recessed door swung inward.  Race assumed this was a separate entrance servicing the suites above.  A young man stuck his head out and nervously checked up and down the street before acknowledging Race.

"Race Bannon?" he asked in a lowered voice.

"Lee Kam, I presume?" was Race's response.

"Thank god," Kam exclaimed.  "You're going to get me out of here?"

"That's the idea," Race answered, trying to sound reassuring.  "You've got the flash drive that's caused so much excitement?"

Kam patted his jacket pocket.  "It's right here."

"Then let's not stand around here any longer than we have to."

Race took Kam by the arm and guided him back in the direction the car was parked.

Before they had taken half a dozen steps, a high-pitched whirring sound separated itself from the jumble of background city noise.  Race futilely looked in both directions along the street, trying to determine its source.  A sudden sinking feeling in his gut, he turned his head upward just in time to see a dark hovering shape emerge from above the rooftop overhead.  It took a moment to interpret the black outline silhouetted against the night sky.

Four short horizontally projecting struts formed a compact x-shape.  At the end of each strut was what appeared to be a small turbofan mounted inside a cylindrical housing.  Hanging from the center of the "x" was a matte-black sphere the size of a beachball.  The whole apparatus measured perhaps eight feet across.  The single feature that defined it in Race's mind was what appeared to be a single glowing red eye peering from the sphere.

The strange hovering mechanism could only be some sort of smaller flying cousin to Dr. Zin's spider-like Robot Spy.  If there was any possible doubt as to the device's malevolence, it was quickly discounted.  There was a soft thud like that of an air rifle being discharged.  Something whizzed by Race's face and embedded itself into a wooden doorframe.  Some sort of dart, he surmised.

"Run!" he shouted, shoving Kam forward.

The two bolted under a shop awning as the black drone swooped outward and downward, seeking a clear angle for another shot.  There was a second thump and a spiderweb of cracks radiated from a tiny hole in a nearby window.

Race tugged Kam sideways, pulling him into an alleyway that ran perpendicular to the street.  They dashed along the darkened corridor, Kam knocking over a metal garbage can that clattered loudly.  Tiny running lights and that terrible red eye could be seen behind them as the drone throttled back to steer itself into the narrow alley.

A volley of darts whizzed by as they emerged into a larger laneway running between Pender and Hastings.  A motley street person stumbled into their way only to take one of the darts full in the chest before Race could push him out of the line of fire.  His eyes bulged and he momentarily clutched at his throat before crumpling to the ground.   The unfortunate bystander writhed on the concrete for a few more seconds before going rigidly still.

Some sort of fast-acting neurotoxin, Race surmised.

Criss-crossing overhead power lines slowed the drone's progress.  Race was quick to exploit the momentary reprieve.  Pulling out his Z9, he whipped around and took up a double-handed firing stance.  Sighting on the looming red eye, he squeezed off half a dozen shots in rapid succession.

The aerial drone proved to be far less impervious than its larger arachnid cousin.  The volley splintered the red eye and tore through the circuitry behind it.  The drone tumbled end over end before clattering to the ground.

They bolted from the laneway onto Carrall Street.  Race pivoted southward, back toward where the car was parked.

A pair of halogen high beams suddenly flashed in their faces from a car parked perhaps thirty feet ahead of them.  Twin muzzle flashes belched from beneath the blinding headlights as a burst of machine gun fire chewed into a brick wall to their right.  Before the driver could bring the car around to center them in its fixed line of fire, they were past it.

Race briefly registered the sleek lines of a black McLaren 720S.  He didn't have time to make out the driver, but had no doubt as to who was behind the wheel.  Melana Zin had come to dispatch Lee Kam herself.

Race squeezed Mark's door key fob as they neared his parked car.  He yanked open the driver's-side door and dropped into the vehicle.  It took Lee Kam a few seconds more to make his way around to the passenger's side.  Within that brief span, a second identical drone whipped out from around the Millennium Gate and zeroed in on Kam.  A lightning-like bolt of electricity flashed from the spherical body, striking both Kam and the car door.  The lab tech tumbled into the passenger seat.

Race turned the key and gunned the car out onto the street.  To his left, he could see the black McLaren had made a 180-degree turn and was racing in their direction along Carrall.  It made a screeching turn onto Pender and onto their tail.  Its machine guns blazed once more as the car pivoted, stitching a line of holes into the heritage facades along its arc.

Race floored the accelerator, knowing that if those guns found their mark, they'd be cut to pieces.  His hope was to get off of the empty side streets of Chinatown and onto a more heavily trafficked thoroughfare.  Sirens could now be heard converging from several directions.  There was undoubtedly a heavy police presence around the DTES.  Presumably these were nearby patrol cars responding to the sound of automatic weapons fire.

Reaching Main, Race whipped the car into a tight turn, sliding sideways into a narrow gap in the traffic flow.  The driver he'd cut off let out a string of shouted expletives.  Race ignored him.  The risky maneuver had accomplished what he'd intended, putting traffic between them and the pursuing 720S.

As the flashing lights of patrol cars approached, he saw the McLaren turn off and disappear down a side street behind them, breaking off its pursuit.

Race continued out of the immediate area before turning off himself to check on Kam.  The young man was winded and wild eyed, but did not appear to be in medical distress.  Apparently the car door had taken up much of the electrical charge that had been meant for him.  After several more questions, Race was confident that Kam was unharmed and capable of making the drive back to Borealis.

Several of the business-suited Borealis security guards watched them with undisguised hostility as they strode across the conference center lobby half an hour later, but none made any move to challenge them.  It seemed Jenny had been right that the Zin Twins were not prepared to institute violence within their own sanctuary.

Jonny and Mark greeted them warmly when they reached their block of upper-level suites.  Even Jenny acknowledged their return, though with greater reserve.  After they relayed their encounter in Chinatown and Jonny gave Kam a more thorough once-over, Mark raised the question on everyone's mind.

"You've got the flash drive with you?" he asked.

Kam gave a grinning thumbs up and pulled the drive from his jacket pocket, passing it over to Jonny.  Jonny pulled his tablet from its carrying case sitting on the dresser.  He plugged Kam's drive into the USB port and waited for the Quest tablet's advanced malware detection software to scan it.

"Nuts!" he snapped when the result flashed onscreen.  "There's nothing here.  This drive's been fried."

"After all that?" Race slapped the bedside table next to him.  "Guess we didn't get away free and clear after all.  That jolt from the drone must've wiped the drive."

Mark shook his head.  "Without hard evidence to back us up, we've got nothing.  It's just our word against CNERDC's.  The deck's already stacked against us.  Nobody in that room wants to hear that the Chinese' operations are already messing with the marine ecology out there.  Now they won't have to.  We're right back to square one."

"Could you collect more fish samples?" Jenny asked Mark and Dawn.

Kam answered for them, "The fish kill was four weeks ago.  The samples I was working with were put on ice less than forty-eight hours after the incident.  Anything washed ashore that long ago would be biodegraded by now, picked apart by gulls and other carrion-eaters."

"Hey guys," Lee Kam interjected.  "I'm just a lab geek.  Getting shot at by foreign agents and killer drones is a little outside my job description.  I just want to know if I'm going to have to be looking over my shoulder from now on."

Jenny tried unsuccessfully to cover an unsympathetic chuckle.  "If a mosquito starts buzzing around you, chances are you're going to take a swat at it, right?"

Kam nodded yes.

"But if it flies off, you don't waste your effort trying to track it down.  I know my sisters. Once they realize you came back empty handed, you'll vanish off their radar.  Spend the night here.  Tomorrow, if it'll give you peace of mind, go stay with an out of town friend for a week or two.  Then come back here, forget tonight ever happened, and carry on with your life.  Be glad you're not a big enough player to bring the wrath of the Zin Twins down on you."     

Jonny stepped in, "All right then.  Unless there's another outgassing and fish kill within the next few days, that avenue of inquiry is a dead end.  If it's evidence we need, then we need to go up to Haida Gwaii ourselves.  At the very least, we can collect seawater samples and check for dissolved gas content.  But at this point, I think our best shot is to stake out the Tianzhu's offshore operations and see just exactly what they are doing."

Race turned to Jenny, "You told us you had reason to believe something is going on around the Queen Charlottes besides oil and gas exploration.  Just how sure are you of that assertion?"

"I'm sure," she replied confidently, looking him in the eyes.

"I don't doubt you," Jonny responded.  "I don't think your sister Melana would be going after Lee and Race with guns blazing in the middle of downtown Vancouver just to bury the evidence of some relatively minor offshore production incident.  There has to be something more going on out there that she's willing to go to that length to keep under wraps.

"If we can get hi-res telephotos of just what it is they're dropping off that Chinese construction ship, we can pass them on to Intelligence 1 for analysis."

"Will your Intelligence 1 get involved in what's essentially an international commercial agreement?" Mark asked.

"They will if they think there's some deeper ulterior agenda at work," Race assured him.  Glancing over at Jenny, he elaborated.  "No offence, but I1 aren't exactly Zin fans.  The mere fact that your sisters are involved will be enough of a red flag to bring them onboard."

"If we fly out in Questar 2," Race noted, "we're bound to draw attention as to what we're up to.  The same holds true if we charter a flight."

"I can arrange air transportation to Haida Gwaii," Mark offered.  "Once there, we'll be among friends and allies.  We won't have any problem getting the use of a boat down to the lower islands or anything else we might need.  The drawback is that it'll take us the better part of two days to get to where we're going.

"The first thing we need to do though is check the forecast for the next few days.  The weather around Haida Gwaii can be severe and is notoriously unpredictable.  If we get up there in rough seas or a spell of marine fog, we won't be observing anything."

"Well, considering our options and our timeframe," Jonny observed, "let's hope we catch a break."

CHAPTER 8

Race, Jonny, and their companions were up at dawn the next morning.  Fortuitously, the weather forecast for the next several days called for clear skies and calm seas.  They took a cab from Borealis out to the float plane terminal at the south end of YVR, overlooking a branch of the Fraser River's forked mouth.  The terminal was a wood batten building that shared a small ticket counter and departure lounge with a boisterous restaurant catering to airport personnel and Richmond residents alike.

Checked in, they took the opportunity to sit down and order breakfast.  Over coffee and varied selections of chorizo hash, western omelettes, and salmon bennies, they watched a continual stream of small float planes come and go from the dock outside.

Dawn explained, "Besides the coastal ferries, these commuter flights provide much of the transportation up and down the BC Mainland coast and out to the offshore islands."

Broaching an unanswered question, Jonny turned to Jenny and asked, "Of all the people you could've turned to, why did you come to us for help?"

"Because I know how far the CCP will go to silence me if their backs are against the wall," she answered.  "You're about the only ones who've managed to hold your own against all my father and sisters' machinations over the last twelve years.  If anyone can keep me alive over the next six days, it's you."

As they finished up, their bill settled, a loudspeaker announced, "Flight 011 to Sandspit, Haida Gwaii will be touching down momentarily.  Passengers please report to the departure gate."

"That's us," Mark cued them and they stood as a group to leave.

Presenting their tickets, they were checked through a dockside door and proceeded down an outdoor ramp to the head of the pier.  From there, they watched a de Havilland DHC-3 Otter splash down on twin pontoons and taxi to its moorings.  Once the aircraft was tied off, ground crew opened the doors and assisted arriving passengers down onto the pier.  There they were reunited with their stowed luggage.  The pilot and co-pilot, each in white uniform shirt and tie and wearing aviator sunglasses, followed the passengers up into the riverside terminal.  Another dockhand stepped in to drag a long retractable fuel hose from its dockside pump to the plane's fuel port.

Less than ten minutes later, the flight crew returned to resume their positions in the cockpit.  A host waved Race, Jonny, and crew forward along the pier.  They climbed aboard the Otter as their checked luggage was stowed in a small cargo compartment to the rear.  Dawn motioned for Jenny to join her in the rearmost pair of seats.  Jonny and Mark followed.  Race sat by himself immediately behind the pilots' seats.

He watched intently as the pilot and co-pilot went through their pre-flight checks.

Noting Race's interest, the pilot observed, "You look like a man who knows his way around a cockpit."

"Everything from jets to biplanes," Race grinned, "but I've never been checked out on one of these babies."

The pilot patted the console affectionately.  "The DHC-3's been around for over half a century, one of the best aircraft ever to come off the drawing board.  They've been continually updated over the years, but this basic airframe has been the backbone of the coastal air fleet since the 1950's."

"Flight 011, you are cleared for takeoff," the tower voice came over the cabin speaker, drawing the pilot's attention back to the controls.

"Everybody fastened in?" he called over his shoulder.

When no one raised an objection, he eased the throttle and taxied away from the pier out into the Fraser.  Once in deeper water, the sound of the nose-mounted prop engine suddenly multiplied and the plane bounced roughly over the rolling waves.  Their motion smoothed as the plane pulled upward into the sky.  Sea Island and the whole of YVR dropped away behind them.  As they turned northward, all of Metro Vancouver was spread out to their right, extending across the Lower Mainland to the coastal mountains rising quickly beyond.  Despite the temperate weather at sea level, snow could be seen capping the highest peaks.

The aircraft headed out over the Straight of Georgia and began charting a course that carried it between the Mainland coast to the east and the 460-kilometer length of Vancouver Island to the west.

It was difficult to impossible to carry on any protracted conversation over the engine noise, but as the Strait of Georgia gave way to the Johnstone Strait, the pilot called out, "Dr. Quest, you might want to take a look out your starboard window."

As he spoke, he banked the plane so everyone could get a look at the open water below.  Off to the right, an irregular series of wakes could be seen.  Every now and then, a sleek black and white mass would break the surface before diving back under.

"It's a pod of orcas," Dawn called out excitedly, pointing to direct Jenny's attention.  Jonny watched with a silent smile of satisfaction.

"Magnificent, aren't they?" Mark commented.  "There're only an estimated four hundred left on the West Coast.  That's what we're fighting for."

As the northern end of Vancouver Island slipped behind them, the pilot announced, "We're coming over the Queen Charlotte Sound now.  If you look off to port, you can see where the continental shelf drops off into the Pacific.

Following the pilot's direction, Race made out where the water darkened and the pattern of currents shifted.  Shortly thereafter, they made out the tiny outline of a large ship held stationary against the powerful current.

"That's the Tianzhu," Mark pointed.  "She's equipped with pivoting thrusters to keep her fixed."

"Do you want me to drop down so you can get a closer look?" the pilot asked.

Race nodded a firm no.

"We don't want to draw undue attention to ourselves," Jonny replied.

They continued over the sound until the southernmost islands of Haida Gwaii appeared in front of them.

"See that speck of rock with the light on it?" Mark called over the engine noise.  "That's Cape St. James with its automated light station.  It's not that small from the ground, but still too exposed to evade detection on it.  The next bigger island is Kunghit Island.  That's where we'll set up our lookout."

As they passed over, Race looked down at a series of craggy rock masses interspersed with dense spruce forest.

"Looks pretty forbidding," he commented.  "Anybody down there?"

"Essentially no," Mark returned.  "The whole southern third of Haida Gwaii is protected wilderness.  I'll explain when we get down on the ground."

They continued northward over what Race was told was Moresby Island, one of the two major landmasses comprising Haida Gwaii.  It was only as they passed over Louise Island that signs of civilization appeared from the air, roadways, houses, and the tiny dots of cars.

The engine noise dropped a notch as they began their descent into Sandspit.  Race watched a broad peninsula loom up ahead of them, runways extending along its level length.  An assortment of small to medium sized planes could be seen parked on the modest apron fronting an equally modest control building.  They bypassed the peninsula and made their descent over the open waterway to one side.  Their water landing was rougher than the runway touchdowns to which he was accustomed, but the experienced float plane pilots seemed unfazed.  They taxied in to an even smaller version of the float plane terminal from which they had departed.  There they deplaned and made their way to a locked car parked at the far end of the airport lot.

"I'm going to turn things over to Dawn here," Mark gestured in her direction as they stood by the car.  "She's generously offered to host us for the night.  Take it away, Dawn."

"Welcome to The Islands of the People," Dawn smiled genuinely to Jonny, Race, and especially Jenny.  "That's what the name Haida Gwaii means.  Thank you for coming here to help us save this place.  I hope you find your stay enlightening.

"From here," she explained, "our next leg will be to drive down to Moresby Camp about forty-five kilometers southwest of here.  That's pretty much the southern extent of modern civilization on Haida Gwaii.  As Mark alluded to in the plane, the entire southern portion of Haida Gwaii from about the middle of Moresby Island downward belongs to the Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve."

"A third of the Queen Charlottes is a park?" Jenny asked.  "I thought people lived here."

"People do live here," Dawn patiently explained.  "The population of Haida Gwaii stands at around 4,500, 45 per cent of them being native Haida.  But Gwaii Haanas is more than a park.  Up until 1985, this whole archipelago was threatened by logging interests.  Facing the wholesale destruction of our forest environment and sacred ancestral sites going back centuries, the Haida Nation was galvanized to an unprecedented standoff with industry and the Government of Canada.  Out of that standoff came Gwaii Haanas, a 1470 square kilometer wilderness, wildlife, and archeological preserve, protected from development or exploitation, preserving a portion of traditional Haida lands and the way of life practiced on them for future generations.  Even the surrounding waterways on which the Haida depend are restricted to limited sustainable levels of mostly native fisheries."

"That's amazing," Jonny stated with genuine admiration, thinking of his own oceanographic work back in the Keys.  "If more of us were that enlightened, this planet and the species on it would stand a much better chance of making it to the next century."

"It's already too late in the day to set out now," Dawn explained, returning to their mission at hand,  "It's an hour's drive down to Moresby Camp and another five hours, give or take, by powerboat to Kunghit Island, depending on wind speed and direction.  If this is going to be a stealth reconnaissance, we're going to want to beach well out of the Tianzhu's line of sight.  That means the better part of another hour's overland trek to get to a good vantage spot.  There're no logging roads or trails in Gwaii Haanas, just wilderness.  I don't think we want to be hiking rocky inclines in the dark.  Anyone breaks a leg and we'll be waiting on the RCAF to chopper us out."

"Point taken," Race nodded.

"The good news," Dawn continued, "is that I live and work here in Sandspit.  My place is about ten minutes from here.  It's not Borealis, but I can put you all up for the night."

"That would be great," Jonny smiled.  "The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.  We don't know if CNERDC has any informants here on the islands."

"That wouldn't be easy," Mark observed.  "Haida Gwaii's a tight-knit community.  Newcomers or suspicious persons tend to stand out.  Still, with all that's happened, I suppose we can't dismiss the possibility."

Stopping for groceries along the way, they made the short drive to what turned out to be a modest but cozy cabin style home.  There was a second smaller guest cabin at the back of the rural property.

Inside, Dawn got her guests settled and set to work in the kitchenette at the back of the living area.  She proceeded to deftly filet a whole salmon in the sink.  The scraps of the sockeye were destined for a bear-proof metal compost box set off from the house.  Meanwhile, the prepared filets, simply seasoned with salt, pepper, parsley, and lemon juice, went into the oven along with ears of buttered corn.

Various handcrafted items with Haida ornamentation were set about the room.  Jenny's attention was drawn to a black blanket prominently displayed on one wall, hung over a purpose-installed length of dowel.  Race recognized the curvilinear red-and-white designs on it as West Coast native art, but that was as far as his knowledge went.  The stylized animals included an orca, a bear, and a sea lion.

"That's the crest of my family clan," Dawn offered, looking up from her cooking.  All Haida belong to one of two groups going back to our creation myths, either Ravens or Eagles.  Within these two groups there are several dozen individual family lineages or clans, each with their own chief.  Traditionally, members of a clan would live in their own village longhouses and would hunt and fish within their own household territories.  Clans also held the right to their own songs, dances, and stories.  Even today, clans play an important role in Haida governance, and clan affiliation is an important part of one's Haida identity."

"For those of us who have a Haida identity," Mark qualified.  "There are Haida living on the Mainland who've grown up with no real connection to their cultural roots.  Some make their way back here to find that connection as adults.  Others never do.

"A lot of our cultural heritage has been handed down through the centuries by oral tradition in the Haida language.  Today there are only about twenty-four fluent Haida speakers left on the island, most of them elderly.  It's of tremendous concern to the Haida Nation that if our language dies out, much of the history and mythology of our people will be lost forever."

"That would be a loss to the world," Jonny noted.  "As I just said, your culture has a better intuitive grasp of environmental stewardship than many of today's global leaders."

The conversation turned lighter as dinner was served.  Everyone raved over the broiled salmon feast and over the fresh-picked blackberries that followed.  They finished off the evening together over steaming mugs of coffee.  Facing another early start the next day, Race and Jonny headed off to their accommodation in the guesthouse.  Mark announced that he would be overnighting with a nearby cousin and would rejoin them in the morning.  That left Jenny to share the main cabin with Dawn.

Standing outside the tiny guest cabin, Race and Jonny stopped to look up at the starlit island sky.  It was their first chance to converse alone since Jenny Zin's dramatic arrival on Quest Key.

"So what do you think of our new companion now?" Race probed.

"I'm not sure," Jonny confided.  "She's Dr. Zin's daughter.  Her father and the Twins certainly have never shown any qualms over all the people ground underfoot by their nefarious scheming.  We've never had a lot of dealings with Jenny, but common sense would suggest we shouldn't expect any different from her than what we've experienced with the rest of the Zin Dynasty.  Yet she does seem different somehow.  Maybe walking around with someone else's stolen heart beating in your chest is enough to make even a Zin pause and examine their life.  I guess time will tell whether we can trust her or not.  For now, I'll give her a cautious benefit of the doubt."

CHAPTER 9

Back in the main cabin, Jenny slowly sipped the last of her coffee.  She would've preferred Chinese tea, but kept that to herself.  Finishing, she got up to place her mug in the sink with the dinner dishes.  On her way back, she picked up a woven hat shaped like an old fashioned tapered lampshade.

"This almost looks Chinese," she commented.  "I have pictures of my grandparents wearing hats like these working their farmland."

"It's woven from strips of red and yellow cedar," Dawn explained, "a traditional Haida artform.  You can see figures on totem poles wearing hats like that.  Go ahead, try it on."

Jenny carefully placed the hat on her head and struck a playful pose.

"It looks good on you," Dawn smiled.

"I like this place," Jenny confided.

"My place or Haida Gwaii?" Dawn asked, unsure of her meaning.

"Both," Jenny answered.  "I like hearing about your people.  There's a serenity here.  I'd like to learn more."

"There's a lot to be said for the traditional Haida way of life," Dawn replied.  "After two hundred years of policies calculated to forcibly assimilate us into white Canadian culture, we modern Haida are just rediscovering our heritage for ourselves.  And it is quite a heritage.  There are land use and fishing practices that respected our interdependence with the natural world handed down from centuries before the Western world even began to consider the ecological effects of global industrialization.  There's a mythology of dozens if not hundreds of legendary tales teaching us the art of living a good life.  We have a richly developed body of art, craftsmanship, music, and dance.  Haida Gwaii had all of that.

"You've just scratched the surface here.  Tomorrow when we get to Gwaii Haanas, you'll see the remains of communities that had existed for centuries before Western civilization arrived here.  You'll see totem poles chronicling the life stories and accomplishments of extraordinary people who've long since turned to dust.  You could spend a lifetime here and still have much to learn."

"I don't have a lifetime to spend anywhere," Jenny stated flatly.

"I don't understand," Dawn returned.

Over the next hour, Jenny repeated the account she had given the Quest team.  She described her place in the feared Zin Dynasty along with their hereditary predisposition towards organ failure.  She went on to relate the story of her own heart transplant and of her discovery of her country's forcible organ harvesting agenda.  Finally she stated her resolve to disclose her evidence as the world focused its attention on the finale of the SCODA Summit.

Dawn listened in pensive silence to Jenny's account.  "I don't know what to say," she finally commented, trying to comprehend the callous inhumanity of what she'd just heard.  "After being a part of this, owing your life to it really, how did you come to where you're prepared to denounce your family and your country to the entire world?"

Jenny took in a deep breath before answering, "Despite everybody's attempts to deter me, I kept on digging and digging until I finally uncovered the records of my 'donor'.  Her name was Péng Bao.  She lived in the city of Meizhou and was two years older than me.  Her family had no Party connections but she earned a seat in university through outstanding aptitude scores.  She owned a cat and she said she wanted to become a family physician.  Over the summer of her freshman year, a boyfriend got her involved with Falun Gong.  She was detained during a police sweep and her biometrics were uploaded to the ZaoYan Matrix.

"It was her singular misfortune that her rare tissue type was a match to mine.  She never got to be a doctor or marry her boyfriend or outlive her cat, because in May of 2005 her heart was explanted and sewn into my chest."

Dawn listened in silence.

"I came of age born to a family living in a nation where the powerful take what they deem themselves entitled to, be that resources, maritime territory, intellectual property, or personal wealth.  But for all that, it's something else to come face to face with the fact that I'm alive because somebody's taken the life of a young woman who wasn't much different than me.  Every single day, I ask myself would the world be a better place with that heart beating in her or in me?  Then one day it dawned on me that no one is qualified or has a right to make that kind of choice.  So here I am.  My transplanted heart is already showing signs of being compromised by my genetics.  I won't live more than a few years without another transplant.  If the CCP doesn't get to me first, I'll essentially be signing my own death warrant by coming forward."

"I can't begin to imagine being in your shoes," Dawn confessed.  "I'm afraid organ harvesting falls a bit outside the Haida collective experience, but the conflict of self-interest versus altruism doesn't.  I told you about Ravens and Eagles as they relate to Haida clans.  Well, the Eagle and especially the Raven are central characters in our creation myths.  When existence was nothing but a boundless ocean, Raven coaxed the first humans out of a clamshell and into the world.  Raven was very protective of his human charges, but he was also a bit of a trickster with some very human foibles of his own.  After a time, Raven became infatuated with the daughter of Gray Eagle, another supernatural being.  When he came to court her in her father's longhouse, Raven discovered that Gray Eagle possessed the sun, moon, stars, and fire and water.  Realizing that these would be a blessing to us humans, he decided to steal them for us.  He hung the sun and moon in the sky and arranged all the stars.  He dropped fire and water to the earth.  That's where fresh water streams come from and why you can make fire by striking stone flints together."

Jenny smiled at the innocent charm of the story.

"The message to be taken," Dawn concluded, "is that life isn't always black and white.  Sometimes a greater outcome results from less than perfect intentions.  We have all the blessings of our natural world because Raven decided to steal them from Gray Eagle.  You can't undo the life that was taken on your behalf, but it sounds like you've made a very courageous and selfless choice as to what you're going to do with your life.  Speaking as a Raven myself, it sounds like destiny has placed you on a path that most people wouldn't have the strength to follow.

"Don't take this the wrong way," she offered, "but if you're still with us once you've done what you have to, I'm sure there'd be a place for you here on Haida Gwaii."

"Thank you," Jenny replied genuinely, "I'll try to hold onto that."

CHAPTER 10

The next morning, they set out from Moresby Camp piloting a powerful twin-engine aluminum outboard.  The boat belonged to the cousin Mark had overnighted with.  It was a broad-hulled twenty-footer, large enough to include a semi-enclosed cabin area.  Everyone wore cherry red life jackets, a prudent precaution in the unpredictable waters they'd be traversing.  Mark sat behind the wheel, calling out a running commentary to the others as he piloted them out of Cumshewa Inlet into the open waters of the Hecate Strait that separated Haida Gwaii from the Mainland.  Turning southward and picking up speed, they watched the craggy, densely forested islands of the southern Queen Charlottes pass by to their starboard.

Dawn produced two pairs of high-powered binoculars from a storage box inside the cabin.  Having picked up on Jenny's fascination with the islands, Race and Jonny let the two women have them.  Even without binoculars, the two were able to pick out the crumbling, moss-covered remains of totem poles and longhouses here and there along the shoreline.

Passing a site Mark referred to as Windy Bay, Jenny called out, "There's somebody watching us from the beach."

Dawn passed her binoculars over to Race for a look.  He made out a lone figure in a bright red jacket looking back at him through near-identical binoculars.  Dawn extended an arm overhead to wave at the distant form.

"He's a Watchman," she explained.  They're basically park rangers recruited from the Haida.  Teams of two or three Watchmen are stationed near several historic village sites.  Gwaii Haanas is no place for the novice outdoorsman, but it does welcome its share of hardcore wilderness adventurers, kayaking down through the islands or transported in by tour operators.  The Watchmen keep them on the right path and make sure no Haida artifacts get trashed or stolen.  In case of an accident, they can render emergency aid until the paramedics can be choppered in.  Most of them are also well-versed in the lore of Haida Gwaii and are very welcoming to visitors.  If this were a pleasure cruise, we could radio in and ask to pull ashore for a visit to the Windy Bay site."

"Maybe someday we'll come back," Jonny smiled.

Four hours after pulling out of Moresby Camp, a new landmass came into view.

"That's Kunghit Island," Mark announced.  There're a few squatters living around an abandoned whaling outpost called Rose Harbour at the north end.  Other than that, the island should be deserted.  We'll look for a spot to beach the boat before we come around the south end."

"Dr. J," he called out to Jonny a few minutes later, "check out the rocks along the waterline."

Dawn handed Jonny her binoculars.  When it was Race's turn, he looked through the glasses to see a colony of sea lions contentedly basking on a section of rocks.

As they neared the southern end of the island, Race noticed they were heading towards choppier waters.  Mark throttled the twin outboards down to lessen the buffeting they were receiving, bouncing over the oncoming swells.

"Looks like the forecast wasn't completely right," he stated.  "Now that we're coming around from the lee side, we're running into winds straight off the Pacific.  If it stays this rough, we may not see much action from the Tianzhu.  Those modules they're submerging have to hit their marks on the seabed dead on.  That's pretty tough to do in excessive wind conditions.  If this wind doesn't let up, this entire expedition may be a bust."

"Let's hope not," Jonny replied.

As the swells continued to grow larger, Mark turned the boat landward.

"This is as good a place as any to beach," he announced.

They eased into shallower water.  The seas were calmer within the small sheltered cove Mark had selected.  When they were knee-deep, Mark, Race, and Jonny climbed out and pulled the boat the remaining distance to shore.

"The tide's still coming in," Mark instructed.  "Make sure she's well tied off."

They took the double precaution of dropping the anchor and securing the boat to two boulders.

"She's not going anywhere," Race stated confidently.

Everyone collected items of gear assembled for the expedition, supplies, weapons, and most importantly, a large telephoto camera.

As they set out on foot, the short stretch of rocky beach they'd landed on quickly gave way to sheer rock faces extending down to the water.  Turning inland, they laboriously worked their way up a shallow incline to higher ground.  There they made their way along stretches of scrub grass that formed a narrow buffer between the jagged slopes and the thick spruce forest that covered much of the island.  The pungent aroma of pine mixed with ocean was invigorating as they started out, but the chill Pacific wind picked up as they rounded the southern tip of Kunghit Island.

Using the high-powered binoculars, Race surveyed the oceanic horizon.  With satisfaction, he picked out the tiny outline of a ship silhouetted against the brilliant sky.

"That's the Tianzhu," he announced.

They selected a spot with a relatively broad, flat expanse of scrub between the treeline and a rocky slope that angled down to the churning surf below.

The choppy waters of the Queen Charlotte Sound glistened brightly in the late afternoon sun.  A snow-capped ridge of mountain peaks receded far to the east of them, all that was visible of the Mainland even from their elevated vantage.  A few rocky islets could be seen to their left.  A small mast projected skyward from one, and a nearby beacon periodically flashed their way as it rotated.

"Looks like the end of the world, doesn't it?" Mark commented.  "That's Cape St. James, the light station we spotted from the air flying in.  Desolate place.  There was an RCAF radar station on it during the Second World War and a manned lighthouse up until 1992.  Now it's just an automated beacon and weather station."

Satisfied, Jonny unslung a large case from his back and proceeded to set up a tripod-mounted digital camera with an enormous macro lens affixed to its lens mount.  The camera body bristled with digital controls not to be seen on an ordinary camera.

"I've never seen a camera like that," Jenny commented, intrigued.

"It's a QuestVision camera," Jonny showed off proudly.  "It uses a new type of night-vision enhancement my dad came up with working for the European Southern Observatory."

"For your Paranal trip last year," Jenny came back, displaying an inappropriate familiarity with their affairs.

Momentarily taken aback, Jonny recovered smoothly.  "Not only will we be able to zoom in on the Tianzhu from ten miles out, but we'll be able to observe them with perfect clarity throughout the night.

Noting Race's suspicious attention to her, she confronted him directly.  "Don't worry, I'm not going to steal your tech.  My father has a next-gen night-vision system of his own."

Their makeshift observation post set up, the five of them broke for an overdue meal.  Dawn and Mark contributed strips of candied salmon jerky and homemade trail mix, while Jonny and Race offered up energy bars and MRE packets taken from Questar 2's emergency survival stores.  Everyone had their own canteens from which to drink.

Their dinner completed, Jonny took up watch, checking the camera viewfinder every few minutes.  Zoomed in, he snapped what stills he could of the multi-storey yellow-painted modules elaborately secured to the Tianzhu's deck.  Perhaps Intelligence 1 could make sense of the elaborate constructs of structural steel framing, intricate piping networks, various sized tanks and pressure vessels, and unknown equipment boxes.

"Looks even windier out there," he told the group.  "The Tianzhu's pretty well battened down.  Not much activity on deck that I can make out."

"We're due back in Borealis in three days time," Dawn put in.  "We can spend about twenty-four hours here and still make it back in time."

To everyone's relief, the wind began to die down as the sun set.  Cloud cover began to roll in as well.  Before long, the darkness was near complete.  Without Benton's QuestVision, further observation would've been hopeless.  Despite the chill, building a fire was out of the question.  Beyond the obvious forest fire risk, if they could see the Tianzhu, it was entirely possible that, if they drew attention their way, the SSCS could pick them out as well.  While no one expected to see any modules submerged until daylight, Jonny and Race took turns watching the renewed activity on the Tianzhu's floodlit deck.  Work crews in bright orange coveralls scurried about an assortment of tasks around the various modules on deck.

Around 11 PM, Jonny spotted a contingent dressed in black descending a stairwell mounted to the outside of the Tianzhu's hull.  At the bottom, just above the waterline, was a steel grate platform with a rigid-hull inflatable boat sitting on it.  The operatives began the task of unmooring the RHIB and moving it into the water.  This was clearly suspicious.  Where would a small boat be going on a pitch black night miles out to sea?

"Something's going on," Jonny alerted his companions.  "Looks like they're getting ready to launch a RHIB."

"At this hour?" Race seconded Jonny's suspicions.

As everyone gathered to watch the tiny viewfinder screen, the RHIB pulled away from the platform and sped westward from the Tianzhu.  Adding to the suspiciousness of the away mission, the RHIB proceeded with no running lights.

Jonny panned the camera, trying to discern any possible destination for a nighttime excursion.  At first he saw nothing.  Then, even further westward, he spotted a wake cutting across the open water.

"Could that be a pod of orcas?" he asked.

"No," Race shook his head, "it's too big and too regular."

Then, to everybody's astonishment, the distinctive shape of a submarine conning tower broke the surface.  Moments later, the topside of an enormous hull followed, a sheet of water cascading off of it.

"My god," Race exclaimed, trying unsuccessfully to correlate the sleek black shape with any known submarine types from his Navy and Intelligence 1 background, "look at the size of that thing."

The RHIB adjusted its course to intercept the submarine, perhaps a mile northwest of the Tianzhu.

The sub slowed to all stop and the RHIB pulled alongside.  Deck hands appeared from a conning tower hatch and lowered a portable ladder over the side.  All but the pilot scurried up the ladder from the RHIB and were guided through the open hatch.  As soon as the way was clear, more black-clad figures carrying metal valises emerged on deck and made their way to the waiting boat.  While it was impossible to know the precise nature or purpose of this nocturnal crew exchange, it had to be deeply nefarious to warrant this degree of subterfuge.

Snapping photos the entire time, Jonny clicked the magnification up an additional notch.  Tilting the field of vision up the conning tower at this higher zoom, he suddenly came face to face with the lens array of an electronic periscope trained directly back in his direction.

"Uh oh," he whispered, realizing their group were completely out in the open on the exposed ridge, "we may've been spotted."

"Let's not panic," Race urged.  "Despite the telephoto zoom, that sub's miles out to sea.  Short of firing a missile, there's not much they can do about us, and I don't think they're going to do that in Canadian territorial waters.  Still, we've got what we came for.  It might not be a bad idea to head back inland out of sight."

Before they could break camp, the potential threat confronting them suddenly went from remote to immediate.

"Look!" Dawn shouted, pointing to a spot only a few hundred yards offshore.

A faint reddish glow refracted upwards through the choppy ocean surface in the location she indicated.

"What is that?" Mark asked.

"It's coming this way," Dawn warned.

Abruptly, a matte black sphere rose up from the water, suspended from four articulated legs.  What appeared to be a single glowing red eye set into the spherical body methodically scanned the shoreline.  Spotting them, it emerged onto shore, advancing with a scurrying spider-like gait.

"Spidroid!" Jonny called out frantically.

Race instantly recognized the menacing device as well.  The deadly robotic insectoid was one of Dr. Zin's most enduring and most diabolical creations.  Their first encounter some twelve years ago had been with Zin's original Robot Spy, which had attempted to steal Benton's ParaPower Ray from within the heart of a well-defended military compound.  Besting tanks, flamethrowers, and machine guns, only the ParaPower prototype itself had finally overcome it.  But the proven design had evolved over subsequent years to assume an assortment of military and espionage roles.  Later versions came armed with a formidable beam weapon projected from the thing's multifunctional "eye".

As if on cue, the Spidroid's eye glowed brighter.  A moment later, a pulse of red flashed between the eye's black pupil and the patch of hillside the Quest party occupied.  A jagged boulder exploded, sending chunks of rock through the air.  The scrub around the point of impact was set instantly ablaze.  Miraculously, no one was struck by the flying debris.

"Pull back!" Race commanded.

Jonny hesitated, looking forward and back, measuring his options.  Then he made a forward charge to retrieve the invaluable memory card from the tripod-mounted camera.

"No!" Race cried out, diving at Jonny.  As the two men tumbled to the ground, a second searing beam instantaneously turned the camera to globules of molten metal that flew over their heads.

Everyone dove over the top of a ridge that crested just short of the treeline.  Regaining their footing, Race and Jonny made it to cover a few seconds behind the others.

Race wondered if the Spidroid would break off its pursuit once they were out of its line of sight.  He waited behind cover for half a minute before hazarding a peek.  No such luck.  The robot had made its way halfway to the summit, its cyclopean eye scanning the terrain ahead.  The moment Race's head appeared, the eye snapped in his direction and the Spidroid bounded forward.

Race deftly toggled open the metallic case he'd been carrying.  Inside were a pistol-like launcher and two cylindrical grenades with elongated necks, some ten inches in overall length.  Race hefted the futuristic launcher and snapped one of the grenades into place on the end of the barrel.  He moved along the ridge some fifteen feet from where the Spidroid had sighted him.  He took a deep breath to compose himself and popped up from behind cover.  Before the robot could re-acquire him as a target, he fired the rocket-propelled grenade.  It tracked unerringly towards the Spidroid's spherical head, where it exploded with a deafening concussion.

The armor-piercing munition left a scorched indent in the robot's casing, but failed to inflict the hoped-for degree of damage.  Race didn't wait to see more, rolling back from the spot on the ridge from which he'd fired.  Predictably, a salvo of energy beams turned that section of earth and rock into molten shrapnel.  He grabbed for the second grenade, now profoundly uncertain as to whether it would have any more destructive effect than the first.

Then, from the other end of the huddled group, Jenny stood upright.  The Spidroid pivoted in her direction –and stopped.  Each motionless, woman and machine appeared to stare each other down.  Race could only speculate as to what was happening.  Was the Zin device programmed to recognize one of its masters, or was Jenny remotely interfacing with it in the same manner she did with her own battlesuit?  The latter seemed to be the case as the giant spider slunk back and began retreating towards the rocky shoreline below.

"We should get out of here now!" Jenny implored.  "I've overridden it for the moment, but my range of influence is limited.  It won't take long for whoever's directing it to regain control."

With the judicious use of their flashlights, they retraced their steps back to the inlet where their boat was anchored.  Thankfully they detected no further signs of pursuit.  Equally thankfully, they made the risky nighttime trek back without incident.  Race only breathed a sigh of relief when their boat had passed the northern end of Kunghit Island and they continued uneventfully northward along the leeward side of Gwaii Haanas.

The Spidroid had appeared far closer at hand than he ever would have expected.  How many more might lurk in the inky depths surrounding this far-flung stretch of wilderness?  More importantly, what was the secret that someone was going to such lengths to keep hidden?

CHAPTER 11

Dr. Kuo Zin looked reflectively out the tinted back seat windows of a black, late model SUV at the futuristic towers of Shenzhen.  Situated directly adjacent to Hong Kong, the gleaming metropolis was the PRC's answer to Silicon Valley, an incubator for cutting-edge high-tech, where the nation's most promising young engineers were coddled and wooed by competing cybernetics, robotics, and telecommunications giants.  Shenzhen was unique in Mainland China, a city where Western-style entrepreneurship met CCP conformism at its most high-tech.  Ironically it was right here that much of the technology behind the Party's dawning surveillance state was being developed and produced.  Had he been born half a century later, it was very likely that this city would have been where Tsin Kuo would've come into his own.

The SUV, followed by another identical vehicle, pulled up to a particularly imposing glass skyscraper.  A contingent of half a dozen black-suited bodyguards formed up outside Zin's door before opening it for him.  He stepped out and marched into the building's main lobby, surrounded by his security team.  The lobby had its own unobtrusive but heavy security presence, but no one challenged the doctor as he bypassed the reception desk and headed straight for a restricted-access express elevator.

He was thankful for the latest lung transplant he'd received eight weeks previously.  Taking hits from a portable oxygen concentrator would hardly reinforce the aura of invulnerability he needed to project in these surroundings, he thought on the way up.

His stature had grown immensely in the twelve years since he'd outmaneuvered his arch-rival, Gen. Fong after the loss of his original Robot Spy to the Quests.  Had Fong had his way, he would've been purged and disappeared into a labor camp like his father.  Instead, Zin had done an end run around the PLA chain of command and presented the Central Military Commission with an audacious strategy for global advancement.  Over the following two years, his Unrestricted Warfare paradigm had become canon in CCP strategic planning.  In essence, it laid out a strategy of using China's burgeoning economic power to accomplish essentially military goals.  Today the concept brief that had saved his own life was reaping significant benefit for the CCP and the nation.

The event had been a turning point in his rise to power, proving the adage that sometimes an instance of failure could be far more instructive than an unbroken string of successes.  An added irony had been that in the few brief months after his initial reprieve, the Quests had been instrumental in Gen. Fong's demise.

The elevator opened onto an austere reception area with the title China National Energy Resource Development Corporation spelled out in both English and hanzi.  Leaving his security escort outside, Zin proceeded through an unmarked set of double doors.  Inside, an executive conference room dominated by a large, ring-shaped table greeted him.  A floor-to-ceiling window wall provided the room with a panoramic view of Shenzhen.

The conservative assemblage sitting dourly around the table seemed out of place in this youth oriented city.  The large CNERDC Board consisted of a mix of civilian administrators, highly recognizable CCP officials, and uniformed PLA senior officers.  Sizing up the group, Zin recognized two of the military men and one CCP official as having purchased large blocks of condominiums in Borealis as a means of moving their personal fortunes out of China.  As with much of the Chinese personal wealth being moved offshore, the purchases had been carried out through dummy corporations and anonymous proxies.  The three would be no trouble.  The same could not be said for everyone among the group.  No matter how powerful one ever became in CCP dominated China, there was always someone waiting in the wings to bring them down.

At least he had one sure ally.  Having arrived by SST an hour earlier, Anaya sat opposite his reserved seat at the table.  Decades younger than the others, she was a Zin and therefore a force to be reckoned with.

Lei Chen, CEO and Chairman of the CNERDC Board, addressed the room.  "Thank you all for coming on short notice.  This emergency meeting has been called to address a possible threat to our covert agenda being carried out under cover of the SCODA development off the North American West Coast.  It has come to our attention that our perennial foes, Team Quest, have once again sought to meddle in our affairs."

A subdued grumbling could be heard around the room.

Lei Chen continued, "They were nearly able to retrieve evidence of a loss of marine environment resulting from a minor accidental outgassing that occurred during the installation of one of our pilot sub-sea gas ports.  More significantly, less than twenty-four hours ago they managed to witness and photograph a rendezvous between one of our infiltration subs and the SSCS Tianzhu."

"I can now confirm that any incriminating evidence was destroyed in both instances," Anaya interjected.  "Our operational security remains intact.  The environmental group from Haida Gwaii still have nothing with which to build a case against us."

"I hope not," Lei Chen returned.  "I needn't remind you of the importance of this Accord.  In order to support a growing middle class and maintain robust GDP growth, we must aggressively pursue new overseas sources of oil and gas to power our economy.  The political stability of the CCP depends on continual economic growth.  The PRC's Belt and Road Initiative, along with securing control of the South China Sea shipping lanes, goes a long ways towards ensuring a steady flow of petroleum from the Middle East and Africa.  Still, these are volatile regions, so a supply interruption remains a risk.  Given our potential vulnerability, securing an alternative supply stream from Canada is only prudent."

Lei Chen paused to look around the table.  "But let's not lose track of the bigger picture.  The real prize lies in securing our future control over the untapped oil and gas reserves under the receding Arctic icecap.  SCODA is only a stepping stone towards that goal.  Establishing Prosperity Island, along with the construction of a covert sub-surface resupply depot just off the North American West Coast, tips the balance of power decisively in our favor.  Once completed, Prosperity Base will serve as a forward staging area for undersea resource extraction operations extending from the eastern Pacific to the Arctic.  Equally importantly, it will enable us to project the submarine assets to secure those operations.  In the event of an open conflict between us and the US or the Russians over arctic resources, Prosperity Base will be virtually undetectable and untouchable operating within Canadian territorial waters and, as a last resort, using the inhabitants of Haida Gwaii as potential human shields against attack.

"This project cannot be allowed to fail," he summed up.  "I'm counting on everyone here to ensure that it doesn't.

"Regrettably, another equally dire situation has fallen to us to deal with."  Lei Chen pointedly glared in Anaya's direction and then directly at Zin.

He pressed a button on the circular tabletop.  The panoramic windows darkened, muting the view of the cityscape outside.  Simultaneously, a triangular array of viewscreens lowered from the ceiling.

Lei Chen continued, "When our submarine detected the Quest team observing from Kunghit Island, the Tianzhu dispatched one of the undersea Spidroids under its command and control.  What you're about to see is the video feed from Spidroid 0985 immediately before the Tianzhu lost control over it."

The assembled board members watched the confrontation between the Quest team and the Spidroid as seen through the robot's electronic "eye".  They saw it scrabble up the rocky incline from the water and destroy Jonny's telephoto camera.  As each of its human targets came into view, facial recognition software overlaid translucent identification and threat assessment text windows over the running engagement.  They saw Race Bannon fire a grenade just before a lithe female figure rose up to challenge the Spidroid.

Lei Chen froze the video as Jenny Zin's ID appeared onscreen.  A separate window overlay pointed to the ShouXing Key decryptor detected on her person.

"I needn't spell out the implications of what we're seeing," Lei Chen stated.  "Six days ago Jenny Zin fled China with a stolen ShouXing Key.  Evading pursuit with her Dragon Battlesuit and its hypersonic delivery vehicle, she made her way halfway around the globe straight to Team Quest's Florida headquarters.  The following day she arrived with them in British Columbia.  We have reason to believe that she intends to expose the existence of the XaoYan Matrix and of our organ harvesting infrastructure once our President and the Canadian Prime Minister arrive for the SCODA ratification.  Unfortunately, with the global media already converging on Borealis, it was assessed that attempting to reacquire or neutralize her there ran too great a risk of conspicuous exposure.  That said, one way or another, she has to be stopped before she can reveal our darkest secret to the entire world."

Zin spoke forcefully up, hoping to cut short Lei Chen's argument before the entire board could be persuaded into collective action.  "With all due respect, what secret?  Reports concerning involuntary organ harvesting have been out there in the public domain for over a decade now, yet they've never gained significant traction with either the media or government authorities.  The reason is obvious.  China's now the world's second largest economy, on course to become the largest in the very near future.  In today's globalized world, we're so intertwined with the Western economies that neither side could possibly afford a breakdown in economic relations.  For Canada or the US to openly acknowledge that they're trading partners with a country that murders its own citizens for their organs would ignite a political firestorm.  As long as the ShouXing Key is recovered, no one's going to listen to anything my daughter may say.  They can't afford to hear it, so they won't.  She'll just be one more voice in the wilderness, along with all the doctors, investigators, and eyewitnesses who've come before her.  Anaya and her sister Melana have never let this group down.  They'll get the Key back and that will be the end of it."

Lei Chen listened without responding to Zin's argument.

He was relieved when the Chairman moved on to other topics before dismissing the convened members.

Kuo Zin loved his daughter Jenny precisely for her strength of will.  She was all he had left of Michelle.  But he also knew Jenny had set herself on a path from which there would be no return, at least no return to a life in China.  His saving fortune was that Borealis was the Twins' uncontested domain.  It would be up to Anaya and Melana to contain the situation while saving their sister's life in the process, but they would do it.  After all, they were Zins.

Anaya Zin watched her father leave the room with the other Board members.  While some stopped to converse in the lobby outside, her father, ever the lone wolf, rejoined his security detail and headed in the direction of the elevators.  Of course, the two Zins would be expected to compare impressions and strategize once they were on their own.

She let herself fall behind, as did Lei Chen.  Their eyes met at the same time and shared an identical coldness.

"What did you think?" Lei Chen asked her.

"The same thing you're thinking," Anaya answered.  "Kuo Zin's logic is bent by a father's love for his firstborn daughter.  If Jenny's made up her mind to expose us, she won't back down, whether she has the ShouXing Key or not.  She'll keep pushing and pushing until she gets people to listen, and she's persuasive enough that they will listen.  She'll drag down the Zin Dynasty, your corporation, and the CCP, all to assuage her conscience over some nobody who died so that she could live.

"She has to be stopped.  I love my stepsister too, but I'm not prepared to let her destroy everything it's taken three generations of Zins to build.  I'm prepared to do what needs to be done."

CHAPTER 12

"It's a joke," Marty Geller snorted dismissively, looking around the Borealis auditorium.  "Mr. Ellison and his delegation are trying to turn these proceedings into a joke.  A submarine rendezvous in the dead of night?  A giant spider that blew up your evidence?  You must be pretty desperate to come up with a yarn that wouldn't hold up in a grade B spy flick.  I can't believe an enterprise with the reputation of the Quest Institute is lending its name to this garbage."

"I'm the one who spotted the submarine," Jonny stated calmly.  "I'm aware of how this sounds without photographic evidence to back us up, but it did happen.  You have five credible witnesses here who will corroborate the same account."

"Credible?" the BC minister asked.  "After the testimony we've just heard?  I don't think so."

With an uncanny sense of déjà vu, Race recalled 11-year old Jonny claiming to have seen a submarine periscope navigating the treacherous waters of Norway's Strondheim Fjord.  Predictably, such an outlandish claim had been roundly dismissed as the imaginings of a child.  At least it had been until foreign agents stole Prof. Eriksson's revolutionary antigravity device and nearly made good their escape in a small submarine that had infiltrated up the fjord.  Now here they were again.  This time however, it seemed they were all the butt of the supposed joke.

"And what does the CNERDC delegation have to say about all this?" Chairman Bowman asked.

Zhang Yin looked condescendingly at the HNET group.  "Such a preposterous tale doesn't merit a response," he replied, "but in deference to the Chairman, let me answer.  The Tianzhu is equipped with a complement of small Remotely Operated Vehicles as well as two 2-man submersibles.  The underwater supertanker fleet at the center of this initiative is undergoing final development and will be ready to go into production pending final ratification of SCODA.  However there are no Chinese submarines of any type currently operating in or near Canadian territorial waters."

"If I might suggest," Bowman addressed the HNET group, "the federal and provincial jurisdictions represented here take environmental responsibility very seriously.  However you're not furthering your cause with the sort of unsubstantiated, and frankly incredulous, innuendo presented during your last two appearances.  If you expect to sway this body, you're going to have to demonstrate a higher standard of professionalism than you have to date."

"Well, that could've gone better," Race commented when they had returned to their block of suites.

"We came off like a bunch of crackpots," Mark seconded.  "Who did we think was going to believe an account like ours without proof?  I wouldn't believe it."

"I'm afraid you're right," Jonny concurred.  "At this point our credibility is down the drain.  But we all know what we saw.  There's some sort of covert CCP operation going on in the Queen Charlotte Sound under the cover of SCODA.  There's no possible legitimate explanation for the military tech we saw out there.  But knowing it and proving it are two different things.  The only way we're going to turn this situation around now is with some sort of incontestable evidence we can hold up to the light of day."

"How do you propose we get that kind of proof?" Dawn asked.  "The Chinese have been a step ahead of us at every turn."

Jonny answered, "We know whatever they're doing is taking place on the bed of the Queen Charlotte Sound.  We're going to go down there ourselves."

"Are you serious?" Mark asked.  "That's 900 plus feet deep.  We don't have the resources or the equipment for that sort of dive."

"We do," Jonny stated.

Forty-eight plus hours later, Race and Jonny stood on the deck of the charter boat Raincoast Spirit heading out into the Queen Charlotte Sound.  The skies had cleared since their last expedition and myriad stars shone down on a rolling night-time sea.  Both were wearing futuristic textured neoprene bodysuits that clung to them like a second skin.  With Mark, Dawn, and Jenny back in the relative, perhaps very relative, safety of Borealis, the two Team Quest members were on their own with an all-Haida crew out of Port Hardy.  Over the phone from Richmond, Mark had persuaded them to take on the dangerous cruise with a mixture of appeals to their Haida loyalty and a very large advance payment.

Both men were well aware that they were running out of time.  If they came back empty handed this time around, it would be game over for HNET and any chance of influencing the outcome of the SCODA Summit.

"You're sure you want to do this?" Race asked.  "There's no backup to call in at 1000 feet.  We don't know what we're going to find down there.  If we're detected, we'll be on our own."

"I never expected things to come to this," Jonny confided.  "A week ago, this was going to be a routine marine environment consulting assignment.  Who knew we'd be up against the Zin Twins and the resources of the CCP?  But if we fold now, they take the whole pot.  Not only will oil and gas development go ahead, but so will whatever CNERDC and the Zins are plotting under the cover of SCODA."

"All right then," Race agreed, "let's do it."

They turned to face a pair of tubular frameworks, each supporting what looked like some sort of sci-fi space armor, one suit in bright shades of green, the other in vivid blues.  It had taken them two days to get their specialized gear offloaded from Questar 2, ferried over to Vancouver Island, and trucked northward to Port Hardy.

One of the Haida crewmen stood by to assist them.

"We've done our share of dive charters with both wet and dry suits," he commented, "but I've never seen gear like this."

"We'll be going far too deep for scuba gear.  These are a new generation of atmospheric diving suits developed by the Quest Institute," Jonny explained proudly.  Both he and Benton had shared in the suits' design.  "We call them Q-Suits.  They're rated to a depth of 1200 feet and have power and air recycling capacity for forty-eight hours.  Other than these, the most advanced ADS on the market today weighs in at around 500 pounds and requires an umbilical for primary power and to hoist it to the surface.  These suits are made from an advanced pressure-resistant composite and weigh a tenth of that.  Using my father's Quest-X Power Source, they can dive, surface, and operate completely independent of any support vessel."

"How much does one of these run ya?" the crewman grinned.

"You don't want to know," Race smiled back.

In unison, Race and Jonny entered a control sequence on their suits' wristpads.  The front panels of the suits' limbs and torsos neatly folded back like the petals of some mechanical flower, allowing them to climb inside.  Once situated, they triggered the suits to reseal themselves except for their visors.

Race reiterated their instructions to the crew.  "We have to assume we're being picked up on the Tianzhu's radar.  If you come to a stop, chances are they're going to put two and two together and figure you're offloading divers, so Jonny and I are going to take a running dive off the side.  You stay on course for another thirty minutes and then come around in a broad arc.  Don't stop until you reach the designated pickup coordinates.  I don't expect you to be challenged, but if you do come under threat of attack from the Tianzhu or any one else, turn tail and call in the Coast Guard.  With luck, we'll see you in ninety minutes."

"Good luck," the nearest deck hand gave them a thumbs-up.

They closed their visors and began running through the suits' computerized systems checks.

"All systems a-okay," Jonny told Race after switching his suit radio over to short-range, encrypted mode.

"Systems a-okay," Race repeated.  "Last chance to change your mind."

"We've come too far not to see this through," Jonny replied.

By now they could see the Tianzhu, some four miles distant, its brilliant deck lights glaring.  Clearly the construction ship worked round the clock.  The Raincoast Spirit was travelling with running lights on as well.  To do otherwise would only invite suspicion.

Race and Jonny positioned themselves on the starboard gunwale, facing away from any telescopic devices the Tianzhu might be employing.  A dive alarm chirped inside their helmets as they reached their selected drop-off coordinates.  The two bounded over the side and splashed heavily into the water.

For a few unsettling moments, they dropped like rocks feet first into the depths before the Q-Suits' buoyancy control systems kicked in.  Using their suit thrusters, they began a slow, controlled descent while travelling in the beginnings of a broad circumference around the Tianzhu.  According to their GPS's, the ship was currently stationed about two kilometers from the location of the all-important sub-surface compression station.

Race watched his depth readout intently on the heads up display in his helmet visor, 400 feet, 500, 600.  Their plan was to travel just off the seabed to minimize their sonar signature.  So far they weren't picking up any active sonar pings on their acoustic sensors.  If they did, it was their hope that at their depth and distance, they'd be indistinguishable from the Sound's bountiful marine denizens.

At their ever-increasing depth in the dead of night, there was no light beyond that cast by their powerful LED helmet lamps.  Unlike any scuba diver, they were immune to the increasing water pressure as they dove, their breathing mixture remaining at a constant one atmosphere within the pressure-resistant hardsuits.  As their depth readouts reached 980 feet, the bottom came up under them.  They stopped just short of setting down and set off along their planned search grid.  They had only travelled a few hundred yards when their metal detectors picked up a massive object ahead.

They cautiously approached to see one of the test wellheads that had been sunk as part of SCODA's feasability study phase.  The wellhead appeared as little more than a cylindrical housing some fifteen feet in diameter and twenty in height.  It was painted a bright safety yellow, and those portions that were not covered with pipes or mechanisms sported black chevron stripes.  A flexible conduit over a foot in diameter exited the housing and snaked into the distance along the bottom.

"That line will lead us right to the compression station," Jonny suggested.

They followed the underwater conduit for just under a kilometer before noting a greenish glow suffusing the water ahead.  Dousing their helmet lamps, they continued to follow the gas line over the top of a small ridge.

Ahead, they were greeted by an astounding sight.  Affixed to the seabed was a trapezoidal structural frame several storeys in height and illuminated by an array of underwater floodlamps.  The same shade of yellow as the wellhead, the frame was divided into a series of numbered bays.  Most of them were empty, but one held an upright rectangular module the size of an upturned railroad locomotive, consisting of an array of tubing, mechanical equipment housings, and pressure tanks.  The conduit they'd followed connected up to the single module along with four others converging from various directions.

This was the sub-surface compression station at the heart of SCODA's natural gas extraction network.  From what Race had perused of the Accord documentation, it would extend the useful lifespan of the wells by years, enabling the extraction of lower pressure gas pockets.  Once the Accord was ratified, the remaining bays would have additional condenser modules installed to service a planned field of some two dozen wellheads strategically placed throughout the Queen Charlotte Basin.

Buzzing around the station like worker bees, several remotely operated vehicles tirelessly worked at bolting on new components and welding piping connections into place.  Race and Jonny ducked down to avoid being picked up on camera by the ROVs' operators aboard the Tianzhu.

Their suit cameras were recording continuously, but so far they'd seen nothing outside of the undersea construction and installations detailed in the technical specs for SCODA.

From here, their plan was to spiral their way around the compression station and eventually back to their pick-up point.  Keeping track of their time spent underwater, they made their way along a sea bottom rich with multicolored coral reefs and undulating kelp.  Schools of small, brightly colored fish darted through the beams from their helmet lamps.

CHAPTER 13

Twenty minutes on, their metal detectors set them on course for a new find.  They arrived to find something that clearly didn't belong here.  Mounted in huge, yellow-colored racks was an array of what appeared to be cargo storage modules of various shapes and sizes.  The smallest were the size of a car and some were considerably larger.

Seeing no sign of activity or detection apparatus, Race and Jonny approached the mysterious installation.  On closer examination, the modules were dually labelled in Mandarin and English.  2190 TEP Lubricant, Potable Water, (20x) SP4M Cadmium Control Rods, (6x) Mk 50 Torpedoes, the list of naval stores went on and on.

"This stuff has nothing to do with oil and gas drilling, does it?" Jonny asked rhetorically.

"You kidding?" Race replied.  "This is your regular submarine resupply superstore.  There must be enough inventory and ordinance here to outfit a fleet of fast attack nuclear subs."

"Now we know what the Zin Twins and CNERDC have been hiding," Jonny exclaimed.  "This is what we came for and a whole lot more.  This'll blow the SCODA negotiations right out of the water –no pun intended."

"Maybe, kiddo," was Race's more temperate reply.

After filming the underwater depot at length, they resumed their deep-sea trek towards their extraction point, their allotted time ticking down.  They were not expecting any further surprises up until the moment they topped a large ridge to find themselves confronted with a second undersea cache similar to the first.  This depot however was far from deserted.  The submarine they had seen from Kunghit Island, or one near identical to it, was moored in place directly over the cargo module frame.  A blue-eyed Spidroid variant with additional limbs seemed to be in the process of attaching a winch cable extending from a moon pool on the underside of the sub onto a cargo module.  Floodlights coming both from the sub and the depot structure brilliantly illuminated the area.

Most shocking however were the eight or so divers either assisting in the transfer or working elsewhere on the cargo frame.  En masse they looked up from their work as the unsuspecting pair sailed over the top of the ridge, their helmet lamps blazing.

"Oh nuts," Race exclaimed, "they've seen us.  Let's get out of here."

Race and Jonny revved their suit thrusters to the max, but the second cache with the tethered sub lay directly between them and their rendezvous location.  For them to flee would take them directly back in the direction of the Tianzhu.  Their only avenue was forward.

Already the hostile divers were ascending to intercept them.  Race briefly wondered how they could be operating independently at a depth where atmospheric diving suits were required.  As they passed by at their closest, his question was answered.  They were wearing Q-Suits! There were subtle differences in the small details of the black hardsuits from Race and Jonny's brightly colored suits, but they unquestionably incorporated Benton and Jonny's supposedly proprietary design.  If they survived this confrontation, somewhere down the line there would be some very pointed discussions on Quest Key regarding espionage and intellectual property theft.

Race instantly calculated their chances.  Outnumbered four to one, the hostile divers would easily be able to overwhelm them coming at them in concert.  Fortunately for Team Quest, their opponents seemed to be squandering this advantage, approaching one at a time from different distances and directions.  From their lack of clear tactics, Race assessed that these were more likely undersea construction divers than combat frogmen.

There were underwater weapon prototypes sitting on a workbench back on Quest Key, but as it was they were unarmed on this expedition save for the divers' utility knives that were standard equipment with their Q-Suits.  By contrast, Race noted that more than one of their opponents were carrying long-barrelled weapons that looked like a cross between a speargun and a bazooka.  The description proved apt as one of the approaching divers fired off what looked like an elongated miniature torpedo.  The undersea missile whizzed by them and exploded against an outcropping of coral.  The muffled concussion, transferred through the water, roughly jolted them inside their Q-Suits.

One of the lead divers shot up directly in Jonny's path.  At the same time, another closed in on Race.  He and Jonny drew their serrated divers' blades from their calf panel scabbards.

"Go for their limb joints!" Race instructed, knowing the resistant hardsuit panels would be impenetrable.  This was going to be a no-quarter-given battle.  At 1000 feet underwater, there was no other possible option.  Any damage inflicted on any one of their Q-Suits would be inevitably fatal to the occupant.

At least their close-in attackers had foolishly placed themselves in the line-of-fire, momentarily preventing their armed compatriots from firing any more missiles.

The aquanaut approaching Race carried an L-shaped wand attached by cables to some sort of module affixed to his Q-Suit.  Abruptly an arc of blue-white incandescence issued from the tip of the device, causing the water around it to instantaneously boil.

A plasma cutter!, Race recognized the extreme peril he suddenly faced.  Regardless of their suits' toughness, the stream of energized ions would vaporize anything it touched.  Race jetted forward, the chestplate of his hardsuit banging against his opponent's.  Taking his adversary by surprise, he managed to get inside the cutter's radius and get a grip on the wand just above the other diver's.  The two struggled mightily to twist the deadly plasma stream into their opponent's Q-Suit.  The diver simultaneously tried to kick out at Race's legs.

In the next few moments, it was Race's superior fighting skills that won out.  While his next move could hardly be called judo, it did utilize the basic martial arts mantra of using an opponent's weight against him.  He suddenly released his grip on the plasma wand while swinging himself around.  The momentum of the diver's own thrust brought the wand down in a sweeping path such that the plasma stream momentarily arced across his calf.  That fatal moment was enough to vaporize the suit panel and the flesh beneath.  Mercifully, he didn't even have the chance to register the extent of his injury before a half-ton water hammer slammed through the split-open suit, killing him instantly.

At the same time Race was battling the torch-wielding diver, Jonny grappled with his own opponent.  Their articulated hardsuit gloves were unable to find purchase on each others' rigid suit panels.  The opposing diver made a concerted effort to get at the control pads on Jonny's left forearm.  The suit controls were designed to be accident proof, but a sufficiently knowledgeable foe might be able to override the suit's security lock-outs and inflict fatal harm.

For his part, Jonny managed to work the tempered-steel tip of his utility knife into the lap joint where the diver's shoulder pauldron met his breastplate.  The joint seals were proof against 500 psi water pressure, and the knife made little headway.  As he heard a warning bleep from his suit controls, he yanked the blade sideways hoping to apply torque to the small penetration he'd made.  He was now a few lethal keystrokes away from having his suit's emergency breakaway triggered.  The knife suddenly flew from his grip as the embedded tip snapped off.

At the same moment, Jonny saw his opponent's face bulge into a rictus of horror inside his visor.  A stream of air bubbled violently from the impinged upon shoulder joint.  Jonny instantly realized his desperate gambit had paid off.  Even a minuscule break in the joint seal would send pressurized seawater jetting into the suit.  The doomed diver spun away, the force of the gushing leak propelling him down into the depths.

"Don't stop!" Race called out.

They jetted onward past the zone of illumination surrounding the seabed depot, however the helmet lamps of their pursuers continued to close from a distance.  Thankfully the tethered sub had been in the process of resupplying.  With its moon pool bay doors open and likely unsecured cargo on deck, they would not be prepared to get underway on a moment's notice.

"There're still too many for us to outfight," Race cautioned.  "We've got to loose them in the dark somehow.  Start making for the surface, full thrust."

"But we'll be sitting ducks out in the open," Jonny protested.

"Listen," Race explained, "when I give the word, shut down your headlamp and cut your thrusters.  We'll drift down to the bottom.  The moment you touch down, head off to the left, lateral to the direction we're moving now.  And don't use your radio from here on out.  If the sub can pick it up, they'll direct their divers after it."

They swept past another ridgeline, momentarily passing out of sight of the half dozen divers now pursuing as a single group.

"Now!" Race commanded.

He grabbed hold of Jonny's arm as they lazily drifted downward, their headlamps extinguished and their thrusters silenced.  He watched the compass heading on his heads up display to maintain his sense of direction in the absolute darkness.  The helmet lamps of their pursuers reappeared from beyond the ridgeline.  Then they came to a stop, the divers hopefully confused to see their quarry vanished.

A moment later, they touched bottom.  Race held onto Jonny's arm and set out on foot across the bottom, following the lateral vector he had previously specified.  The pursuing helmet lamps resumed their forward progress, thankfully continuing in the upward direction they'd last seen Team Quest following.  Good, he smiled.  The more lateral distance they could put between themselves and the hunters, the less chance of them being reacquired.  Eventually they'd realize what had happened, but it was a big sea floor to grid search in the dark.

Race paused to pull a cord from a compartment in his Q-Suit and plug it into a jack on Jonny's.

"We're hardwired now," he told Jonny.  "That sub won't be able to track our comms now, no matter how good their RF detection capability may be.  As long as we stay dark and silent, they don't stand much chance of tracking us.  We just have to keep walking in the dark till we're out of their visual range."

"Or until we step off a ledge," Jonny returned.

"Do we have an alternative?" Race argued.

"Maybe," Jonny suggested.  "Activate your QuestVision visor and crank it all the way up to max.  Those guys may have our Q-Suit tech but adding QuestVision was a last minute upgrade.  I'm guessing they don't have their own."

"Still no go," Race returned.  "We're way down in the abyssal zone.  Even if it were daylight topside, light from the surface doesn't penetrate down this far.  There's no light to enhance, even with QuestVision."

"Sure there is," Jonny stated optimistically.  "Just trust me."

Race keyed the control to lower the QuestVision visor just inside the Q-Suit's faceplate.  Next he adjusted the enhancement level to maximum.

Replacing the blackness was what looked like a scene transposed from a black light poster out of his college dorm days.  An undulating carpet of deep blue-violet kelp stretched ahead of them.  Coral reefs glowed a brilliant hot pink while schools of lime green fish darted about.

"What am I looking at?" Race asked.

"Bioluminescence," Jonny explained.  "Some 76 percent of marine animals either produce their own bioluminescence or host micro-organisms that do.  Plankton, algae, jellyfish, certain fish, they all produce light by oxidizing chemical compounds called luciferins.  Here on the West Coast there's an overgrowth of pyrosomes, tubular colonies of micro-organisms called zooids.  They're bioluminescent too."

"Far out," Race quipped.

For the better part of an hour they trudged across the sea bed, winding their way around giant coral reefs and dense patches of kelp, communicating only through their hardwire link and avoiding using their thrusters.  While far better than groping their way in the dark, the psychedelic, glowing colors seen through their QuestVision visors proved to be disorienting and a strain on their eyesight once the novelty had worn off.

They were now well overdue for their rendezvous with the Raincoast Spirit, but there was nothing to be done about it.

More than once, two-man teams of well-armed Q-Suit-clad divers cruised by overhead, their helmet lights surveying the sea floor.  Each time, Race and Jonny hid themselves inside thickets of undulating kelp.  Clearly the hunt for Team Quest had become more organized and methodical.  Once, they spotted a Spidroid creeping across the bottom on its long legs, its red Cyclops eye scanning back and forth.  Thankfully it didn't detect them in their silent running mode.  Both Race and Jonny breathed audible sighs of relief as the deadly robot continued along a search grid that carried it away from them.

They continued on for another thirty minutes after seeing the last of their pursuers before turning on their helmet lamps and beginning their powered ascent.

"Be ready for anything when we break the surface," Race warned.  "By now the Tianzhu's got to have taken notice of the Raincoast Spirit, if they haven't been chased off already."

He didn't need to add that their prospects if left on their own would be bleak.  It was now abundantly clear that the political masterminds behind the Tianzhu's mission were out to eliminate any witnesses to their covert underwater activities.  Conversely, if they evaded contact with the Chinese, even their Q-Suits' extended operational capability was insufficient to carry them back to shore from the middle of the Queen Charlotte Sound.

Their glowing depth readouts ticked down to zero as they broke the surface of a rolling sea.  A combination of thrusters and buoyancy controls held them afloat in their Q-Suits.  Reaching the decision that the relatively calm seas would not swamp their suits, they retracted their helmet visors, sucking in grateful breaths of fresh air.  Finally, they deployed inflatable floatation collars to keep them on the surface without the use of their suits' active systems.

Race looked about, trying to get a measure of the situation on the surface.  To his surprise, several boats of varying sizes were slowly cruising the water about them with searchlights probing the area.  Two were RHIB's of the type they'd previously seen deployed by the Tianzhu, but the majority were civilian fishing or utility vessels.  Distant among them, Race made out the familiar outlines of the Raincoast Spirit.  Clearly a full-scale search was in progress, with both friendly and presumably hostile parties at play.  Depending on who reached them first, they were either looking at rescue or at the prospect of being taken out by a silenced bullet.

Before they could make a further move, a loud whirring suddenly picked up behind them.  Race managed to get himself turned around in the water in time to see a bright yellow helicopter zoom past them at low altitude.  He recognized it as a CH-149 Cormorant.  The downward-trained beam of its blindingly powerful searchlight reflected back off the water to illuminate Royal Canadian Air Force markings.

Race didn't hesitate.  He keyed in an emergency command sequence on his forearm control pad.  A flare rocketed upward from an opening in the bulky backpack of his Q-Suit.  It exploded some eighty feet over their heads.

The helicopter quickly came about, this time capturing the two swimmers in its beam.

"Over here!" they called out, waving their arms overhead.

The large copter moved in to hover over their position.  A helmeted head appeared out the side door.  Race repeatedly pointed his gauntlet finger in a stabbing motion directed at the lifting yoke on Jonny's backpack.  The crewman nodded his understanding.  Moments later, he began lowering a winch cable with a capture hook on its end.  When it came into range, Race grabbed onto the cable and affixed it to the yoke he had indicated.  Secured, Jonny was pulled up out of the water and into the air.  As he came alongside the open door, the crewman swung him into the cabin.

In short order, the cable descended again.  By now, lights were trained on Race from every direction.  He could only hope that that was all.  It took several awkward tries for him to reach over his head and get the capture hook attached to his own suit yoke.  Eventually however, he was successful.  The winch plucked him from the water as easily as it had Jonny.  If a silenced shot were to spit out now, he would be helpless, dangling in mid-air.  But no shot came, and at length he was pulled inside the helicopter as well.

Their rescue accomplished, the crewman pulled the sliding door panel shut before detaching his own safety harness.

A SAR tech in a bright orange dry suit stood ready to render medical assistance, but took a step back as Race and Jonny appeared animated and uninjured.

"You're the Quest dive team?" he asked rhetorically, raising his voice over the loud whirr of the rotors.

"Yes," Jonny acknowledged.

"Your dive boat crew called you in as being overdue for your pick-up.  You can thank them that you're not treading water down there.  Are you guys okay?  What happened down below?"

"You wouldn't believe us if we told you," Race answered wryly.

"Where are we going?" Jonny asked.

"We're taking you back to CFB Comox with us.  Maritime search and rescue operations don't come cheap.  You can expect a few questions when we land as to why you needed rescuing."

Race and Jonny climbed out of their Q-Suits for the flight back.

"That's quite the dive tech," the crewman commented, looking at the hardsuit armor on the floor and at the colorful bodysuits they wore.

"What's this base we're going to?" Race asked, changing the subject.

"Canadian Forces Base Comox is home to 19 Wing of the Royal Canadian Air Force," the crewman explained.  "Maritime rescue in Canada is coordinated between the RCAF and the Coast Guard.  Cormorant helicopters like this one are flown by 442 Rescue Squadron of the RCAF, part of 19 Wing Comox.  Our other resident unit is 407 Patrol Squadron, responsible for monitoring shipping traffic as well as anti-submarine warfare."

Race and Jonny looked pointedly at one another at the airman's last comment.

"Sounds like we're headed for the right place," Race smiled.

The crewman headed forward to look in on the cockpit, undoubtedly to report on their passengers.

Left on their own, Race noted for the first time how rattled Jonny looked, deer-eyed and breathing heavily through clenched teeth.  This was hardly typical of the adventuresome young man, who had thrived on a lifetime of perilous encounters.  It took Race several moments to figure what was different this time around.

"You've never killed anyone before," he observed, his voice solemn.

Indeed, Jonny had seen more than one arch-villain come to an extreme end.  He'd scuffled with hordes of henchmen.  He'd even engaged in firefights with monsters, robots, and most recently the superhuman Synthetics.  But in all his encounters, he'd never looked an opponent squarely in the eye and then methodically sent him to his death.

"You did what you had to do, Jonny," he reassured, knowing that this was a turn of events it would take the younger man time to process.  "He'd have killed you if you hadn't acted first."

"So what do I do now?" Jonny asked, looking Race in the eyes.

Speaking from experience, all Race could offer in return was the brutal truth, "You live with it."

CHAPTER 14

Some time later, the shrill whirr of the rotors dropped down an octave, and they looked out to see the lights of an expansive airfield coming up, set back from the eastern shoreline of Vancouver Island.  They touched down a few minutes after that and Race and Jonny were escorted by the Cormorant aircrew and their SAR tech to a low office building fronting the tarmac.  Before leaving the helicopter, they extracted the memory cards from their Q-Suits.

Noting the mix of military and civilian aircraft parked on the apron, Race realized that the RCAF base must share the Comox airstrip with a commercial airport.  A pedestal-mounted stand-alone control tower dominated a cluster of service buildings and hangers.  The building they entered was clearly military, with uniformed personnel traversing the painted cinderblock corridors.  They were led to what appeared to be a situation room appointed with several large map tables.  Mounted wall maps and whiteboards lined the walls.  Duty officers in blue tees and RCAF camo BDU's went about their business.

Moments later, a distinguished-looking man in his late forties to early fifties with captain's bars on the collar of his uniform entered.  The three airmen all saluted crisply.

"I'm Captain Pettigrew, commanding officer of the 442 Squadron you can thank for your rescue," he stated by way of introduction.  "I'm familiar with the work of the Quest Institute and must admit I didn't expect meeting some of its lead members under these circumstances.  You chose a politically sensitive patch of ocean in which to get yourselves into distress."

"We thank you for coming to our assistance, sir," Jonny offered.  "We're aware of the political sensitivity of this particular patch of ocean.  That's why we're here.  We're providing consulting services to the Haida Nation Environmental Taskforce, one of the delegations to the SCODA Summit in Richmond."

"I see," Pettigrew responded in a tone that made clear that he didn't see.  "And your consulting services included diving without authorization within a restricted maritime zone?"

Jonny did not hold back.  "We had reason to believe the Chinese are conducting clandestine operations under cover of their engineering activities in support of the SCODA Accord.  We went down there to find out.  I know what I'm about to say is going to sound incredible, but there are undersea depots down there stocked with military stores to resupply Chinese submarines.  We encountered such a sub and were pursued by deep sea divers they had deployed at the time."

Race saw the disbelieving looks being exchanged by the aircrew.

"With all due respect," the Cormorant pilot interjected, "even experienced divers have been known to make unqualified observations at depths pushing 300 meters.  There are decades-old shipwrecks on the bottom of the Queen Charlotte Sound that are so encrusted they might be taken for a submarine.  There are also various types of larger marine life that might be mistaken for a frogman flitting through a dive suit's restricted cone of illumination."

"I'm inclined to agree," Pettigrew pronounced.  "There'll be reports filed as to why this particular search and rescue operation was initiated.  There's also potential liability involved if a distress call was made frivolously.  Are you gentlemen sure this is the statement you wish entered into those reports?"

"Captain," Jonny requested, pulling out his Q-Suit's memory card, "is there a laptop or a tablet available that we might be able to use?"

Pettigrew nodded to the Cormorant SAR tech, who immediately stepped out.  Moments later he reappeared with a well-used laptop.  He placed the computer on a desktop and logged in before turning it over to Jonny.

Jonny plugged in the memory card, which immediately began to auto-execute.  Within moments, he was able to fast-forward through the video record of their dive.  The four RCAF personnel watched with interest as the sub-surface compression station flashed by.  Their interest became more intense as the first stores depot appeared.  Jonny continued to fast forward, only pausing the playback when it reached their encounter at the second depot.

Filling the small laptop screen was a crystal clear high definition still image of the mammoth submarine moored above the sea bottom depot.  Several of the armed Q-Suit-clad divers and the variant Spidroid were also visible within the frame.

Race watched Pettigrew's expression go from bemusement to alarm.

The squadron leader walked purposefully over to a wall-mounted telephone.  "Get me Base Commander Faulkner," he instructed in an authoritative tone.

"I know what time it is.  Wake him up," he told the person on the other end of the line.

Ten minutes later, Pettigrew, Team Quest, and the Cormorant crew were all crammed into the Base Commander's well-appointed office.  A hastily dressed Cmdr. Faulkner watched the video record with the same grave expression Pettigrew had displayed.  Confronted with the evidence, he listened raptly to Race and Jonny's account of their skirmish with the submarine outpost's defenders.

"I wouldn't have believed this if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes," Faulkner commented.

Turning to Pettigrew, he ordered, "Get the duty officer from 407 Squadron in here on the double.  I want a CP-140 prepped for ASW duty and on the line in thirty minutes, but hold for take-off until I give the authorization."

Commander," Race put in, "that sub's going to be on the move now that it's been outed.  It's probably back in international waters already."

"I'm well aware of that," Faulkner snapped.  "Understand my position, Mr. Bannon.  The PM and the President of the PRC are scheduled to touch down in Vancouver in less than twenty-four hours.  Announcing the presence of a Chinese military sub in sensitive Canadian territorial waters is going to set off a major international incident.  You're asking me to undercut two heads of state hours before they shake hands.  That's not exactly a career-enhancing move for a military officer.  I've got to run this up the chain of command.  I'd imagine it'll end up at the PM's feet before the night is out."

He looked from Jonny back to Race.  "That leaves me with a difficult decision as to how to handle you two.  Under normal circumstances, I'd tell you to get a good night's sleep and put you on a civilian flight back to Vancouver in the morning, but I think you're about to become very hot potatoes.  As things stand right now, I have no authority to confiscate your footage.  By tomorrow, once Ottawa steps in, that situation may become a lot more clouded.  I think it's better for all concerned if you go tonight.

"This is how it's going to go down," he told them.  "I'm putting you on a chopper to YVR right now with instructions that you get medically checked out at Vancouver General after your dive ordeal.  What you choose to do once you arrive there is beyond my control."

"Thank you, Commander," Race extended a firm handshake.  "We appreciate that you're putting yourself on the line for us."

"It's not just for you," Faulkner clarified.  "As a soldier, I see the world in black and white.  If China's using SCODA as a pretext for infiltrating their military influence into Canada's territorial waters, they need to be stopped.  Unfortunately, I'm not so sure that our politicians will understand that, coming from the ethically gray world they inhabit.

"Good luck to you both.  I have a feeling you're going to need it."

CHAPTER 15

It was nearing 3 AM when Race and Jonny reunited with Mark, Dawn, and Jenny in a lounge alcove on the upper level of Vancouver International's main terminal.  At this hour, passenger traffic was sparse, though maintenance staff, janitorial workers, and security personnel maintained a round-the-clock presence.  Sitting around a low table, everyone sipped hot vending machine beverages from styrofoam cups.  With the terminal lights dimmed, rows of blue runway lights were clearly visible through the lounge's panoramic window wall.

Mark and Dawn listened in stunned amazement as Race and Jonny recounted their undersea revelations.  Jenny took them in matter-of-factly.

"I think we're coming to the end of our road here in Canada," Jonny surmised.  "With our underwater evidence now in government hands, CNERDC's going to be more interested in discrediting us than in lending credibility to our account by making another attempt on us."  Turning to Jenny, "That should get Race and I out of your sisters' crosshairs for the moment, but they're going to be doubling down on you. I know you'd like to wait until your President and the Prime Minister arrive at Borealis and confront them to their faces, but every hour we wait is another hour for somebody to make a lethal move on you.  Borealis may be a crown jewel in your sisters' financial empire, but that's only going to carry so much weight.  At this point, they've got to be feeling the pressure from Beijing.  What you're about to expose will be far more harmful to the CCP than any revelations about activities in the Queen Charlotte Sound."

"So what are you suggesting?" Jenny asked.

Jonny spoke up, "The media's already camped out at Borealis.  Thanks to Mark, we've been slotted in to give a statement about our findings to the SCODA delegation heads at 9 AM tomorrow.  It's a public hearing and there'll be reporters present.  Tomorrow you walk into the conference room with us, and the moment we get called up to take the podium, you start speaking.  You can bet that CNERDC will be shouting their objections, but you just shout louder.  The rest of us will run defense for you, but you don't let anyone run you off that stage until you get your evidence out there.  Can you do that?"

Jenny responded, "With all the news crews and broadcast trucks nearby, there should be a couple dozen open wi-fi channels to tap into in that room.  With my cybernetic implants along with the ShaoXing Key, I can access the ZaoYan Matrix through any one of them.  As you've already seen, the Key can project what it decrypts holographically.  Donor match lists, video records of explantation surgeries, hospital logistics, I can access it all.  I'll be able to drop enough evidence to prove beyond any possible doubt that state-sanctioned involuntary organ harvesting isn't just the stuff of nightmares.  If everything goes as planned, tomorrow at this time it'll be the lead story for every news outlet worldwide." 

Turning to Mark and Dawn, Jonny added, "The same goes for us.  We all may get shut down after tomorrow morning's performance, but once the evidence is out there, it'll speak for itself.  If they still want to push ahead with SCODA knowing what the PRC is up to, then God help them.  God help us all."

Twenty minutes later, everyone said their bleary-eyed good nights in an airport hotel corridor.  Even with reserved rooms in Borealis, ten minutes drive away, they thought it prudent to spend their last night in less questionable surroundings.  Jenny caught Jonny's eye as the others disappeared into their rooms.

"I know that look," she confided.  "I've seen it in the mirror enough times.  Race Bannon told me about what happened on your dive.  You see, you and I aren't so different after all.  It's quite a burden to know that your life was paid for with someone else's, isn't it?  At least you can tell yourself that what you did was self-defense.  I can't say the same.  I just hope that after tomorrow, I'll be able to sleep a little more easily."

"You're not who I expected Dr. Zin's first daughter to be," Jonny smiled faintly, "especially after all the dark-of-the-night battles we've fought with your sisters."

Jenny smiled back.  "We're all heirs to the Zin Dynasty, but in the end that means something very different to each of us.  My father was a brilliant intellect who did what he had to in order to survive within the CCP's world of dark political intrigue.  He still does.  Anaya and Melana were handed a life of near-unlimited affluence and privilege that they'll never surrender.  And me, somehow I'm supposed to be the Daughter of the Dragon who's going to bring my family and my country to greatness.

"So how's that worked out?  Tomorrow I'm going to do something that I hope will save tens of thousands of my fellow Chinese from an unspeakable atrocity.  For that, I'll be branded a traitor and will probably never be able to set foot in China again."

She looked at Jonny.  "So there you have it, the Zin legacy.  Our fathers, two of the most outstanding scientific minds of their generation, spent the better part of their lifetimes as adversaries.  We've made a good team these last few days.  Maybe you and I have a chance to do things differently.  After tomorrow, we'll have a lot to talk about."

CHAPTER 16

Following far too brief a night's sleep after their harrowing dive, Race and Jonny were back up at 7:30.  Having just escaped with their lives, both were eager to learn the status of the hunt for the Chinese sub and if steps had been taken to neutralize the threat it posed.  They had no contacts in the Canadian military, but Intelligence 1 had ample assets in Ottawa to be on top of the developing situation.  Jonny watched as Race put in a call to Phil Corvin.  Once off the line, he recapped their conversation for Jonny.

"According to Phil, the Aurora ASW aircraft that Cmdr. Faulkner had prepped last night is still sitting on the runway at CFB Comox this morning.  Apparently any information about the sub incursion is being compartmentalized to 19 Wing's immediate chain of command and to a select handful within the Prime Minister's office and Cabinet."

"Not an auspicious sign of how this is going to go down," Jonny offered.

"No," Race agreed.  "Word is that they're bracing for the public release of our footage and strategizing how to spin it to minimize its impact on ratifying SCODA.  Looks like Faulkner had this situation pegged."

Fifteen minutes later, everyone piled into Mark's car for the short trip from YVR to Borealis.  On the drive, Race related their update to the others.

"At least we know what we're going to be walking into," Mark suggested.

They arrived to find Borealis in lock-down mode in preparation for the arrival of the two national leaders that evening.  The RCMP presence surrounding the development had been redoubled and their credentials were thoroughly checked upon arrival.

Arriving at the main lobby, Race took the lead, watching for potential threats amid the milling crowd.  He was followed by Mark and Dawn, with Jonny and Jenny behind them.  They received another hostile stare-down from the Borealis security guards, but the house contingent was now well outnumbered by uniformed RCMP officers.  Given the level of security, it seemed likely that the Zin Twins' forces had missed their opportunity for martial action and would now turn their efforts towards discrediting Jenny and the HNET group.

With reporters and Borealis hospitality staff congesting the anterooms, they were directed to their appointed conference room via a plush, access-controlled VIP corridor.  They were also informed that the assembled SCODA delegation heads were already awaiting them inside.

Race caught a nervous Jenny Zin briefly take Jonny's hand.  Jonny did nothing to resist the impromptu gesture.  Race smiled thoughtfully.  This was a turn of events he'd never have foreseen.

Facing forward, he noted the decidedly unfriendly-looking faces of Chairman Bowman, BC's Marty Geller, China's Zhang Yin, and Dana Leland, the Government of Canada rep, hawkishly watching their arrival from the conference table dominating the room beyond the corridor.

A sudden mechanical hiss close at hand caused Race to pivot around.  As if in slow motion, he turned to come face to face with a hidden alcove abruptly revealed by the retraction of a camouflaged door panel.  Within that alcove, an athletic female figure, anonymous in a hooded black bodysuit, stood ready in a wide-legged shooter's stance.  A sleek, futuristic-looking handgun in her two-handed grasp thumped three times in rapid succession, its multiple reports muffled by a long black suppresser.

In horror, he watched an unfolding nightmare.  Jenny Zin arched convulsively as three impacts struck her dead center in the upper back.

Chaos erupted as Mark and Dawn spun aimlessly, looking for some avenue of escape from the confined kill zone.  Jonny grabbed for Jenny's crumpling form.  Race whipped his Z9 from the shoulder holster within his suit jacket, but before he could take aim through the tangled figures between him and the would-be assassin, the sliding wall panel guillotined closed with a resounding clang.

Pushing his way through the carnage, he slammed heavily against the drywall veneer only to be thrown solidly back.  The panel felt like solid steel beneath the façade.  There would be no pursuing their attacker through that.  For all they knew, the secret passage could lead anywhere inside Borealis.  By the time anyone broke through, he knew their mystery female assailant would be long gone, though he had an overwhelming sense of who that assailant had been.

The immediate threat seemingly past, Race dispassionately assessed the damage.  Jonny and the HNET pair were unharmed, but Jenny, the attacker's obvious target, was bleeding profusely from multiple critical wounds.

"We need a doctor here!" Race barked authoritatively.  "Somebody call 9-1-1!"

Jonny, dropped to his knees, held Jenny's head propped up on his lap, trying to keep the blood filling her lungs from completely clogging her airways.

Beyond the corridor, confusion reigned in the conference room.  RCMP held back the delegates, some of whom were trying to surge forward while others bolted for refuge.  Not having witnessed the hidden panel open and close, the officers were searching confusedly for an unseen shooter.

Jonny looked up at Race expectantly.  Even though sirens could already be heard approaching Borealis, Race, recognizing the extent of Jenny's injuries, nodded an almost imperceptible No.

Turning her head to look up at Jonny, Jenny forced out the words, "It can't end like this…"

Clumsily, she pulled the ShouXing Key from her jacket pocket.  The tiny network of microcircuits within the transparent cube pulsed rhythmically as she held it in her hand.

Momentarily, a hologram coalesced in the air directly above the cube.  In rapid succession, what appeared to be morgue photos of deceased cadavers flashed by.  Each of them was gruesomely mutilated with multiple unsutured surgical wounds.  Superimposed over each of them were a mix of hanzi identifiers and English technical readouts listing tissue types, selected organs, and what appeared to be hospital routing codes.  These records had to be extracted from the diabolical ZaoYan Matrix that Jenny had uncovered.

Race looked up to see Bowman, Geller, and Leland all looking on with a mixture of shock and revulsion.  Whether they'd been forewarned by the Zin Twins as to the nature of Jenny's expected revelation, he had no way of knowing.  The grisly holographic files continued to sequence for the better part of a minute before the cube slipped from Jenny's faltering grasp and went dark.

Seeing her breathing suddenly falter, Jonny let her slide to the floor and began administering CPR.  Working desperately, he alternated between chest compressions and mouth-to-mouth.

What seemed like an eternity later, a team of paramedics raced down the corridor from the lobby and nudged Jonny aside.

Race and Jonny watched the medics working in tandem to attempt to stem the bleeding while maintaining CPR, utilizing a mask with a large squeeze bulb.

"She's arresting!" a female paramedic called out, looking up at her team leader.

One of the other medics rushed from prepping to install an IV port to retrieve a large cardiac needle syringe from his kit.

"Go!" the lead paramedic nodded and the epinephrine injection was made between her ribs.  The medic who had been monitoring her vitals nodded a negative.

"Defibrillator!" the team leader followed up, ticking through the measures of last resort to be taken.

"Wait!" Jonny warned.  "She's loaded with electronic brain implants."

The tech, now holding a pair of paddles, looked between Jonny and his supervisor.

"Implants or no," the leader responded, "if we don't get her heart started in the next five minutes, she'll suffer permanent brain damage.  Four minutes more and she'll be dead."

Race saw Jonny wince each time the paddles were applied to Jenny.  After the third jolt, the medic with the life signs monitor again nodded no.

"I'm calling it," the leader stated decisively, glancing at his chronometer watch.  "Time of death 9:06 AM."

He turned to Jonny, and added in a softer voice, "I'm sorry, young man.  From the amount of bleeding, one of the bullets she took must've nicked either the aorta or the heart itself.  There's nothing more anybody could've done to save her."

As Jenny was gently placed on a gurney and covered over with a blanket, Race saw Jonny's hands clench into fists.

"That was her own sister, Melana Zin, who did this," he rasped.

"I know that," Race concurred, putting a hand on Jonny's shoulder, "but with that mask she was wearing, we'll never be able to prove it."

Two hours later, Race and Jonny conversed in an anteroom adjoining the same fateful conference room they'd previously approached.  Despite the air of crisis surrounding Jenny Zin's assassination, with their national leaders arriving in another five hours, the delegates were anxious to dispense with the potentially disruptive issues surrounding HNET and their companions.

Race and Jonny had both presented the RCMP with their allegations that the assassin had been Melana Zin.  As expected, the authorities were unprepared to finger the influential proprietress of Borealis without definitive evidence to back them up.  The hidden alcove turned out to be connected to Borealis' winding parkade sub-levels.  Inquiries as to the whereabouts of the Zin Twins turned up the information that they had been recalled to Shenzhen on urgent business and had taken off from YVR in their private jet some thirty minutes after the time of Jenny's shooting.  Suspicions were aroused, but the matter was being handled delicately due to its extensive international political ramifications just hours before the scheduled SCODA signing.

Mark Ellison arrived to join them.

"Are you ready for this?" Jonny asked.  "Besides carrying Jenny's message, we've still got our own agenda to defend.  If any modifications are to be made to SCODA, this will be our last shot to make a case."

Mark looked unexpectedly distraught.

"There isn't going to be any case," he stated softly.

"What?" Race and Jonny exclaimed simultaneously.

"You heard me," Mark stated more forcefully.  "HNET withdrew its filing thirty minutes ago."

"I don't understand," Jonny came back.  "You know what's at stake here, not just for Haida Gwaii, but for the entire West Coast ecosystem."

Mark explained, "I told you about the last of the Haida language speakers."

"I remember," Jonny nodded.  "You said there were only twenty-four fluent native speakers left on the island, that the Haida language was in danger of dying out."

"Exactly," Mark continued.  "Well, it doesn't have to be that way.  After what happened to Jenny, Zhang Yin pulled me away to meet with the CNERDC delegation.  They presented HNET with an offer to build a world-class Haida language institute here in Metro Vancouver.  It's to be equipped with a state-of-the-art computer laboratory and staffed by some of the world's foremost linguistics academics, all funded by the People's Republic of China.  A center like that would ensure that our language is preserved for future generations of Haida."

"If you drop your challenge to SCODA," Jonny returned.

"If we drop our challenge," Mark acknowledged.  "I understand the cost, but we've also tried to help you understand just what Haida culture is about.  We have a strong traditional belief that it's our unique place in this world to be the protectors of the balance of nature.  The fact is that we can't be protectors if we don't exist.  If the Haida language is lost to time, then so is the better part of our culture and our traditions, including the mythology inspiring our heritage of ecological stewardship.  The Haida have existed as a people for 14,000 years.  SCODA won't be the last threat posed by Modern Man to the global environment.  I want our Nation to be here to meet those threats in years to come.  This isn't the first time we've had to adapt to the world at large in order to survive.  If we have to come to terms with the Chinese dragon, then so be it."

"You're a fool," a still unnerved Jonny retorted bluntly.  "You're rationalizing a decision that may end up costing your people dearly, along with everyone else who depends on or values the Western Pacific ecosystem."

"If it's any consolation," Mark defended, "I'll have to answer for my actions.  I'm sure that as many of my people will support your argument as will mine.  This is a dilemma that will split the Haida Nation.  Dawn has already quit HNET and headed back to Haida Gwaii.  You're free to go in there and make your case for the rest of the SCODA environmental lobby, but I'm not going with you and you won't have HNET's backing."

Race watched the painful exchange uncomfortably but did not intercede.

"Then I guess this is goodbye," Jonny said icily, extending a formal handshake.

Mark took the proffered hand and departed hastily.

Alone, Race and Jonny proceeded inside to face the assembled delegation heads.  Jonny carried a clipboard and legal pad on which he'd jotted the salient points he planned to make.

Looking around the room before he and Jonny took their seats at the table, Race noted the RCMP officers standing by at the doorways, and a handful of pool reporters covering what was now to be a semi-closed session.

Chairman Bowman brought the meeting to order.  "First off, I'd like to express everyone's condolences at the untimely death of your compatriot and our hosts' sister, Ms. Jenny Zin.  This is a horrendous crime to have taken place here within the environs of what's to be a historic international agreement.  You can rest assured that we'll do everything in our power to assist law enforcement agencies in identifying the perpetrator and bringing them to justice.

"That said, you seem to be determined to blindside these proceedings, Dr. Quest.  The photographic content you furnished to the Canadian Forces has caused quite a stir in Cabinet, I'm told.  You've placed your fellow delegates at a bit of a disadvantage, having to receive this evidence through the Prime Minister's office.  You've also seen fit to accuse our hosts here at Borealis of fratricide without any evidence to back up such an incendiary claim.

"Nonetheless," he continued, "we've had an opportunity to make some preliminary inquiries.  On the face of it, I'll admit that the image of a PLA Navy submarine and combat divers within the SCODA development range was, to say the least, unexpected.  However you should be aware that the captain of the Tianzhu is offering a very different account of events than what you provided to the staff at CFB Comox.  Quite frankly, I find their account far more credible than the lurid secret invasion scenario you've put forward."

"May we ask just what that account is?" Race queried.

"Certainly," Dana Leland picked up.  "It would seem that just under twenty-four hours ago a dive team operating off the Tianzhu experienced an underwater emergency at a temporary staging site for the sub-surface gas compression station.  No one operating on the Canadian West Coast has marine quick response assets capable of operating at a depth of three hundred meters.  Per the Tianzhu's protocol, the incident was reported to authorities in Beijing.  It was extremely fortuitous that the PLA Navy had an experimental submarine conducting a long-range test cruise within international waters in the eastern Pacific.  Given the extremity of the emergency, that submarine was diverted by PLA Naval Command to conduct rescue operations within Canadian waters.  This was carried out in extreme haste without informing either the CCP central authorities or the Canadian government."

Leland's tone sharpened.  "We've been further informed that you arrived on-site without dive authorization and became involved in an altercation with PLA Navy divers.  China is claiming that as a result of that altercation and your interference with rescue efforts, that two of the Tianzhu's divers lost their lives.  As a demonstration of transparency, the bodies of those two divers have been transported to Vancouver General for autopsy.  Preliminary reports indicate that they both died of exposure to extreme deep-water hydrostatic pressure.  In layman's terms, they were crushed inside their dive suits."

Race immediately picked up on half a dozen gaping holes in the concocted account, but he also knew from experience that even the lamest cover could often be maintained if authorities refused to budge from it.  The narrative had the added benefit of turning Team Quest into the reckless villains responsible for two unnecessary deaths.

"A very tidy, coherent account," Jonny acknowledged.  "Unfortunately for you, none of it's true.  I'm prepared to address your version of events point by point, but before I do, a very courageous woman was just gunned down in the next room on her way here to address you.  Some of you witnessed the projection from the ShouXing Key, but you all need to know just what was the terrible secret she died for."

Jonny looked around the room before continuing, "Jenny Zin had a transplanted heart taken from an involuntary Chinese donor who was murdered for that organ.  It seems this was a burden even Dr. Zin's daughter couldn't live with, so she decided to try and bring down the whole house of cards.  For years, rumors have been floating around that China has been performing involuntary organ harvesting on a massive scale.  Those rumors have never been put to the test, partly because the whole thing seemed too lurid and implausible to be true, but also because if they were true, it would make conducting international trade deals like SCODA nearly impossible.  If the story ever really took hold, the global outcry would be so deafening that the CCP would be turned overnight into a pariah entity, endangering some 6 trillion dollars in international trade with China.

"Jenny Zin had the evidence to prove once and for all that involuntary organ harvesting isn't just an urban myth.  What several of you saw in that blood-stained corridor was the ZaoYan Matrix, an encrypted database of potential involuntary donors to be rounded up and slaughtered as needed.  Incredibly, diabolically that database is hidden in plain sight all around us on the global Internet."

"I'm truly sorry for your loss, Dr. Quest," Bowman interjected, "but even if such an incredible account were true, it would fall well outside the purview of this summit."

"Jenny didn't think so," Jonny countered.  She was prepared to confront the leaders of China and the West when they came together under a global spotlight this evening."

"I'm afraid that's not going to happen," Bowman shook his head.

"Look," Jonny persisted.  "This isn't a solo mission.  I appreciate that you're here to talk about oil and gas profits, not medical genocide.  I know you'd like to just float over this as if it weren't there, but there comes a time when you have to set aside your comfortable positions, make some sacrifices, and get involved with what's going on right under your noses.  With Jenny gone, no one outside of select CCP insiders can access the ZaoYan Matrix.  But you saw it.  You're influential men and women, establishment insiders all.  Your testimony could change a lot of minds, make a real difference."

Bowman raised his voice, "We saw a hologram, nothing more.  We have no idea of how it was produced or where it came from.  In case it's eluded you, we live in a world of fake news and disinformation."

"We're talking about mass murder here," Jonny pushed back.

"You're way out of line, mister," Bowman laid down his ultimatum, "We're not the villains just because we're not going to scuttle a historic international accord on the basis of some lunatic fringe conspiracy theory you've handed us.  This country has an outstanding humanitarian record.  When it comes to real issues, Canada always stands firmly behind human rights."

"Why don't you finish that sentence?" Jonny retorted with unconcealed hostility.  "Canada always stands firmly behind human rights as long as it doesn't interfere with the money."

"Excuse me?" Bowman bristled, his face reddening.  "If I were you, I'd stop a moment and think very carefully about the consequences of your next few words."

Jonny didn't have to stop and think.  He rose from his seat.  "You think that if you refuse to acknowledge something, that it's not there?  Stop pretending you don't know what's going on here!  What kind of people are you?  You saw it with your own eyes!"

Jonny's last words were met with steely-eyed silence from around the table.

Without warning, Jonny threw his clipboard down on the conference table.

"The hell with all of you!" he snapped.

Race was caught off guard by the outburst.  He watched helplessly as a ballpoint pen, dislodged from the clipboard, struck the tabletop end first and bounced directly in Bowman's direction.  It struck him point first on the cheek directly below his left eye.  Even Jonny looked stunned at what had just happened.

An RCMP officer stationed at the door nearest Team Quest stepped briskly in Jonny's direction.  Reacting instantaneously on bodyguard's instinct, Race leaped from his seat to block the Mountie from reaching Jonny.  This brought the remaining officers around the periphery of the room rushing forward, hands on their holsters.

"Everybody stand down!" Bowman called out in a loud authoritative voice.

Everybody stopped in their tracks, narrowly averting the situation spiralling out of control.

"Stand down," Bowman repeated.  "Everything's under control."

He removed a handkerchief and dabbed a tiny trickle of blood running down his cheek, all the while glaring at Jonny.

"The Quest party's business here is finished," he spoke slowly and definitively.  "They'll be leaving Canada before the end of the day."

Race took Jonny by the arm and guided him towards the nearest exit.

"C'mon, kid," he cautioned, not caring if he was overheard.  "There's nothing more we can do here.  Everybody in this room is bought and paid for.  Their minds were made up before we ever touched down here."

CHAPTER 17

It was nearing sunset of the following day as Race found Benton, returned from his California conference, leaning against the parapet of the roof deck atop the Quest Headquarters pyramid.  Race stepped up to join him.  From their elevated vantage, the whole of the Quest Key compound was visible, but Benton's eyes were fixed on Jonny.  The younger Quest was checking out the dolphin pools atop the oceanography annex extending out into the Gulf waters from beach level.  Jonny seemed more serene now, back in his own element.

In accordance with Ray Bowman's ultimatum, Race and Jonny had taken off from Vancouver before the previous day was out.  They had spent much of today getting settled in at home and following up on events in the aftermath of their aborted mission.

"Take a look at this," Race implored, handing Benton a section of newspaper.

It was the global affairs section of the day's Miami Herald.  A prominent headline proclaimed the successful signing of the Sino-Canadian Offshore Development Accord.  The article was accompanied by a posed picture of Canada's Prime Minister shaking hands with the Chinese President.

"It's been all over the news broadcasts all day long," Benton shrugged.

"Look down in the lower right corner," Race directed him.

Where he'd indicated, a much smaller headline announced, "US and Canada to conduct joint naval exercises off West Coast."

"Interesting," Benton noted.

"If you read through it," Race elaborated, "apparently this announcement came right out of the blue this morning.  If I'm reading correctly between the lines, I'd say China got its oil and gas accord, but they're also being discreetly warned to get their underwater sub depot out of Canadian waters."

"I've no doubt that by the time those exercises take place, the installations you and Jonny saw will be long gone," Benton concurred.  "There's been nothing in the news today about building Prosperity Island either.  CNERDC crews will now be stationed outside Port Hardy on Vancouver Island."

"So they'll be screened through Canadian Customs coming and going," Race observed.  "Those are some major policy shifts over the last twenty-four hours."

"Everybody's putting on a game face," Benton went on, "but I'd imagine there were some pretty pointed closed-door exchanges once the two heads of state arrived."

"Looks like our trip wasn't such a bust after all." Race smiled wanly.

"I never suggested it was a bust," Benton returned.  "In spite of everything, you and Jonny accomplished a lot.  As for whether Jenny Zin changed any minds, I guess time will tell.  I just wonder if Dr. Zin's proud of his daughter."

"Who knows?" Race reflected.  "It's near impossible to get inside a head like Zin's."

Shifting gears, he asked, "What's been the blow-back for us so far?"

"News travels fast," Benton conceded.  "The Quest Institute's been uninvited from the World Neuroscience Symposium in Toronto next month, and Prof. LeBlanc from Quebec has cancelled his consulting visit here.  Looks like we really are persona non grata in Canada for the time being.  To top it off, apparently the brain function research team from the People's No. 3 Hospital in Beijing have been tapped to take our place in Toronto."

Race shook his head.  "I get that Ottawa's ticked off at our performance at SCODA.  Between setting off a political bombshell six hours before their big handshake with the PRC and Jonny's throwing a clipboard at a Deputy Premier, it wasn't our finest PR moment.  Still, you have to ask yourself, what kind of upside-down civil service is more threatened by a breach of political correctness than it is by mass murder?

"Look, Doc," he offered, "I don't know what to say about Jonny.  We've always taught him to act on his convictions, but I wasn't expecting the outburst I saw in that conference room.  I do think he was having a hard time processing Jenny's murder right on top of what happened with the Chinese diver down under.  Still, a few more moves like this and there won't be any Quest Institute.  Maybe we expected too much too soon from Jonny.  Maybe the boy just isn't ready to take the reins."

"Hold on, Race," Benton defended, "I spent my life building up the Quest Institute to help create a better world, not to build a personal empire.  If we turn our backs on something as heinous as the ZaoYan Matrix, what kind of world are we creating?  You and I have witnessed so much malevolence and so much moral and political compromise in our lifetimes that maybe we've lost the capacity for genuine outrage.  I'm very thankful my son still has that capacity in him.

"Let's face it, this isn't the future any of us foresaw back on Palm Key those many years ago.  Our forever nemesis, Dr. Zin has done exactly what he set out to do with his Unrestricted Warfare paradigm.  He's gained more power and control over world affairs through the strategic dangling of China's wealth than with all his Robot Spies and Replicants combined.  I'm sure we haven't heard the last of him or of his daughters.  It would be easy to lose sight of what we truly stand for in a world like this, but I believe Team Quest still has a key role to play in making it a better future for everybody.

EPILOGUE

Dr. Kuo Zin looked out the slotted upper-level windows of his colossal concrete command-and-control blockhouse.  Spread out below the imposing structure, Zin Island rose from the coral reefs upon which it had been constructed.  The expansive artificial island, far out in the middle of the Scarborough Shoal resembled its numerous sister islands, strategically placed in the middle of the South China Sea.    It was built up with the same dredged and pumped sea-bottom material as the PRC's previously constructed artificial islands.  The airstrip, radomes, and missile batteries were near identical to their counterparts in the Spratly Archipelago.  Certain features however were unique to this latest and most ambitious man-made landmass.

Besides the outsized blockhouse, a gridwork of rows of identical antennae took up a significant portion of the island's surface.  Each consisted of a steel framework mast some ten meters tall with a cross-shaped array of horizontal extensions mounted at the top.  Mobile cranes and construction crews were still erecting antennae at the far end of the array.

Every end has a beginning, Zin thought as he studied the Vril antennae.  The as yet untested superweapon might be his only salvation following the radical course of action he was now contemplating.  Developed by the Nazi's during World War II, the suppressed technology had been unsuccessfully resurrected by a militant Russian faction in 2004.  Zin was confident however that he had mastered the obscure energy source where others had failed.  Over the last year, he had convinced the Central Military Commission that Vril would give China's artificial island network of bases the teeth with which they would truly assert ownership over the contested South China Sea.  What the PLA had not yet come to realize was that, if the need arose, Vril would also give Zin Island's masters the ability to crush any military resources its well-armed sister islands might attempt to employ against them.

He looked down at the helipad from which Jenny had fled Zin Island less than two weeks ago.  That two weeks now seemed like decades past, the last time he'd laid eyes on the light of his life, the last remnant of his life with Michelle.

For all his seething rage at what had been taken from him, he couldn't bring himself to blame his two remaining daughters.  From earliest childhood, he'd drilled into them that the Zin Dynasty was fated to walk a perpetual tightrope between service to their mercurial CCP masters and building towards that one distant perfect day when they'd rise up and assume their own glorious destiny.  Kuo Zin knew full well that day had not yet arrived.  In the meantime, he had taught the Twins well to do whatever it took to service this precarious existence.  In their eyes, Jenny had betrayed her family and her country.  From one of their own, there could be no greater crime.

Even the CCP couldn't be blamed for being true to its nature.  One didn't blame the Komodo dragon for pouncing on its prey.

Once again, it was Team Quest who had interceded to thwart his aims.  This time however, it had cost him more than a conquest gone awry.  He had no doubt that if Jenny hadn't taken up with young Jonny Quest and Race Bannon, that they could've confronted and dissuaded her before matters reached the point of no return.

Turning from the window, he marched across an expansive command center.  Lost in thought, he remained oblivious to the diligent technicians all around him, working their consoles or studying huge wall-mounted tactical monitors and situation maps.  His long-time lieutenant, Anton Korchek stood at a control desk checking off items on a tablet.

"With me," Zin commanded without offering explanation.

Korchek fell unquestioningly into step behind him.  Zin motioned the subordinate into an elevator normally reserved only for himself.  The elevator dropped several levels to the very core of the command tower.

They emerged into a utilitarian concrete corridor guarded at intervals by sentries in standard PLA oceanic camo uniforms, but with distinctive House of Zin patches on their sleeves.  At the end of the corridor was a circular blast door.  Unseen biometric scanners identified the two approaching persons and the mammoth segmented door parted.

They passed through a short entry foyer and stepped into the room where Jenny had activated her misappropriated ShouXing Key.  Zin withdrew an identical cube from his jacket and held it out for Korchek.

"Access the ZaoYan Matrix," he instructed.

Korchek took the proffered cube with the faintest hint of suspicion in his eyes, but he proceeded to seat himself at the central console and place the device in its receptacle.  Working the control sequence, he never saw Zin pull out a compact handgun and aim it point blank at the back of his head.  He barely had time to register the single bullet that tore through his brain with terminal force.

Zin allowed himself only a slightly longer moment to reflect on the decade-long compatriot he had just callously dispatched.  Korchek had been a loyal subordinate through numerous assignments.  His shining moment however had been his near-flawless impersonation of the real Race Bannon in Thailand so many years ago.  Now he had one more vital role to posthumously carry out, that of Jenny's accomplice.

Zin pushed the lifeless Korchek roughly out of the operator's seat and took his place behind the console.  For the better part of a minute, he stared blankly at the flashing blue touchpads in front of him, not really seeing them.

He thought of Michelle and the choice he had made so long ago to stay and build the Zin legacy instead of following her to America.  He thought of Jenny, every bit as independent and, in her own way, idealistic as her mother.  He'd loved and nurtured his twin princling daughters with all his heart and would be at peace passing his amassed personal empire into their hands.  He'd always known however that Jenny was destined for something greater.  The Daughter of the Dragon, he'd called her and promised her that one day she'd change the world.

"And so you shall," he spoke out loud.

With an intake of breath, he took a final look at the hidden global system he'd built for his CCP cohorts, a system to give new life to the bold and powerful at the expense of the pitiful souls at the bottom of China's Communist order.

He punched in a fail-safe code sequence whose existence was known only to himself and would only be recognized coming from one of a handful of secured terminals.  The servers surrounding him flickered and whirred with accelerated activity.  Beyond that he couldn't see, but he knew with absolute certitude what was happening.  A particularly virulent strain of self-replicating malware was flowing from this room over the 5G ether onto the global Internet.  Ironically, most of the hundreds of millions of world-wide users would never be aware of its presence any more than they'd been aware of the terabytes of organ harvesting support data that had been lurking on their smartphones and laptops.  But in hospitals all over China and beyond, directory upon directory, the ZaoYan Matrix would be vanishing from computer screens into non-existence.  Within minutes, two decades worth of surreptitiously collected medical records would be wiped out in front of the appalled eyes of transplant surgeons and Party hospital administrators.

Zin couldn't say for certain that it would be the end of involuntary organ harvesting in China, but it would take years to rebuild the hidden cybernetic infrastructure enabling it.  Perhaps in that time, the CCP leadership would have second thoughts about the utility or the humanity of using their citizens for spare parts.

As for him, there would be no more healthy new lungs or other organs to replace those ravaged by the Zins' terminal biogenetic flaw.  One day before too long, his extraordinary life would come to an end just like those of lesser men.  No matter, he could be proud of the Zin legacy he'd elevated to new heights.  By hook or by crook, he'd provided his heirs and his nation the global power and prosperity they deserved.  Whether it be two years or twenty, he would use his remaining time to carry out his one unaccomplished goal, the annihilation of the hated Quests and the undoing of the legacy they'd built.

Perhaps Beijing would accept his narrative that Jenny had an undiscovered accomplice in Anton Korchek, who had destroyed the ZaoYan Matrix as a back-up to her efforts.  If not, they would have to confront the apacalyptic power of the Vril before they could get to him.

Either way, he wasn't done yet. 
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