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CHAPTER ONE
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Jacinta, Priority One's team leader, was sitting on her livingroom sofa in her preferred spot with her shoes off and her feet tucked up under her. Married to billionaire James Pickering III, Haven had been their home since the team was formed. 

The former missile compound was originally intended only to provide long-term shelter in the event of a major catastrophe, but threats against the team had made the security of living in an underground bunker ideal.

Elsie, their new cook and housekeeper, walked in with a tray. "Good evening," she said, handing a mug of cocoa topped with whipped cream dusted with cinnamon to Jacinta. "Let me know if it’s to your liking." She turned and handed Jamie his coffee. 

"What did you think of your first Priority One Team meeting today?" Jacinta asked before Elsie could disappear back into the kitchen.

"It was interesting. As you both have told me, the team has an interesting history. I'm going through the files, reports, and videos from the beginning. I talked with Wes and Amy about it, and we're going to watch some of the videos together each night."

"That should be fun. It'll be good to get different takes on it," Jacinta said. 

"Max and Magnus said they might want to join us too. Tonight we're watching at Amy's. I'd better get going."

XXX

"Hello, Amy," Elsie said when the door opened. "It's kind of creepy down here. Are you the only one who lives on this floor?" she asked as she followed Haven's new doctor, Amy Shuwalter, into the apartment. 

"There are a few unused apartments on this floor for other medical staff," Amy said, "but right now I'm it. It makes sense for me to be on this floor if I have patients staying overnight in the medical suite or there's a medical emergency, but right now it is a little lonely."

"With all the new people they're bringing in, it may not stay that way for long," Elsie said. "It looks like the apartments are all the..."

The door chimes rang a series of Tibetan bells before announcing "Weston Lewis."

By the time Amy got to the door Magnus was waiting with Wes. "Come on in, guys."

Priority One's newest members hadn't had much chance to get acquainted. Magnus, the director of No Stone's Animal Training Division, had the most time in Jamie's employ and consequently the most time as a Haven resident of this group of four, but he had been almost entirely focused on the construction and opening of No Stone, so he hadn't had a lot of time to get acquainted with anyone at Haven yet. 

As they all got drinks and found seats in the open plan living area, there were more comments about the fact that Amy was alone on this floor. "It is kind of weird," she said, "although I hadn't really thought much about it until you all started mentioning it. Once I'm in the apartment, it really doesn't matter. I guess if it was the only house..." The door chime announced "Hudson Ramsey." 

"I'll get it," Magnus said. He was seated closest to the door.  He and Hudson were walking back into the livingroom when the alarm announced "Cori Edgerton." Magnus turned and headed back to the door. Hudson was a weather technician who worked with Emma analyzing weather patterns and data while Cori was a film editor and script writer hired to assist Max Sorkovsky.  

Everyone was in agreement that Elsie's job description was the most unique—housekeeper, cook, and profiler. Even though Jean had explained how the odd combination would work and why her skills made her the perfect person for the job with Priority One, she was still concerned about it. Jean had called her about the opening when she had just come to the realization that she needed a fresh start somewhere different. You couldn't get much more different than Haven.

After some get acquainted talk, Amy was ready to start the first video when the door announced "Maxim Sorkovsky." Magnus headed to the door again. When he opened it Max and Z were both standing there with six packs of beer and bottles of wine. 

Amy came over to greet them. "I'm glad you guys could make it.  I was just going to start the first video."

"We're not staying," Max said as they both set their drinks on the kitchen counter. Z was a hacker who joined the team a few months earlier to work with Mari on tracking data that wasn't legally available to the team. 

"Yeah, we just brought some refreshments. Take it from the previous newbies, you're going to need it." Everyone encouraged them to stay, but Max and Z said good night and made their escape. 

"Maybe we can agree to sit in on their next video viewing night," Z said. "It could be fun, but I think it's best to let them get over the initial shock on their own. Want to stop at the pub?"

"Sure." 

The two men found the Haven pub deserted. With all the newbies at Amy's and a lot of their teammates still playing catchup from the recent SaR operation in the Guadalupe Mountains, it seemed most people were either still working or had already called it a night. 

Max pulled two pints of beer from the taps and sat them on the bar. "How are you liking Haven so far?"

"This place is awesome," Z said. "I know most people think I'm like the poster-child for introverts, but I'm really enjoying the team dynamics."

"It is a unique place. I think Jacinta makes the team stuff a priority. You either love it here or you don't stay long."
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CHAPTER TWO
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"I'm not sure how to prepare for this," Jacinta said as she fastened her seatbelt. 

"You've flown on this jet hundreds of times. I'm sure you know the drill as well as I do by now," Jamie said.

"I'm talking about meeting alien beings. How does one prepare for that?"

"We're going to Active Hat to see Wylie's new business."

"Where a group of advisers we believe could include alien beings is working."

"Wylie has said the advisory team is secretive, but he hasn't mentioned any suspicious attributes."

"I've been wondering if we could come up with something like the Turing Test that would allow us to ferret out aliens."

"We'll have to add that to the list of projects for Priority One. I'm anxious to get to the ranch so we can run through the security plans."

"Do you know if Duke or Bill Atkinson plan to attend?"

"I don't know. We're you hoping to see your good friend Duke again?"

"I'm just curious about who will be in charge since both their companies are involved."

"Of course," he reached for her hand and gave it squeeze. "I'm not sure which I find more surprising—Wylie marrying Penny or Wylie running a high-tech company."

"How's he doing?" 

"Great. He dug in and learned enough to ask the right questions of his experts. I'm proud of him."

"I know everyone will be focused on the wedding but when we're at Active Hat, I hope we have a few minutes to talk with Wylie. I realized we still don't know why The Group and the aliens are so interest in AI."

"Have you posed that question to Z? Maybe he can add it into his story."

For the rest of the trip, they both worked on their laptops occasionally asking each other a question. When they landed, Wylie was waiting for them in the terminal. Jacinta gave him a hug, and he shook hands with Jamie. "I'm glad you guys are here. I need something to keep my mind off the wedding."

"Nervous?" Jamie asked his old friend.

"It's gonna be a big stage, and I don't want to disappoint Penny."

"She knows how lucky she is," Jacinta said. "You couldn't disappoint her. She's in love with you."

"I'm glad you're here. Let's go see Active Hat."

On the way to the company which was a joint venture between Penny, Jamie's childhood friend and Wylie's soon-to-be wife, and a company Jamie was a silent partner in with his old friend Wylie. They talked about how the company had dealt with the loss of their previous research director, Dr. Rohit Kumar, who was killed by The Group.  

"Everyone was shocked," Wylie said, "but we're moving forward with extremely increased security. I hope it's enough." He stopped at a gate and scanned his card then waited for the gate to retract before continuing on into an underground parking garage. He parked in a reserved space beside the elevator. When the elevator doors opened, they were in a small room with a guard behind a glass panel. "These your friends that are here for the wedding?" the guard asked as he pushed a clipboard and two badges under the gap in the glass. 

"This is James Pickering and his lovely wife, Jacinta. I'm gonna give 'em a quick tour. They have trouble believing an old cowboy like me could be running a place like this."

Wylie's office was done in cowboy décor, and there was a picture of him and Penny on the bookcase. Wylie's administrative assistant delivered a tray with three mugs. Jacinta was surprised when the mug the woman handed her was topped with whipped cream dusted with cinnamon. She took a big sip. Thanks for this," Jacinta said with a nod to Wylie. 

"Are all the 'advisers' aliens or just some of them?" she asked just after Wylie took a drink of his coffee. 

After cleaning up the coffee spray, they all laughed. "You caught me. I'm out of practice," Wylie said. "That means we aren't seeing nearly enough of you two. We need to change that once we get all this saving the world stuff off our plates."

XXX

"Do you want to place bets?" Jacinta asked as their driver, one of the bodyguards provided by Duquesne Protection for the weekend, drove them out of the city to Penny and Wylie's ranch. 

"Bets on what, My Love?"

"Which of those 'advisers' are aliens?"

"Do you honestly think that some of them are alien beings?"

"I do, though I still can't figure out why they need our help, well Active Hat's help, with developing AI capability. They supposedly can provide huge advancements for the company. If they are that far beyond our current capabilities, what do they need us for?"

"That's a really good question, and one I'd like to discuss with Wylie, but for the next two days I think we should consider any talk of aliens banned."

She leaned over and kissed him. "Agreed."
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The four friends spent a quiet night at the ranch Friday night, but Saturday morning the wedding preparations started in earnest. "What's the first thing on the schedule after breakfast?" Jacinta asked as she followed Jamie down the hallway to the dining room. 

"Actually the first scheduled event is the security review while we eat breakfast."

"Nothing like starting the day with a healthy breakfast and a discussion of armed guards and security risks."

"I knew you'd enjoy it," he said as they stepped into the room. 

Jacinta was filling her plate at the buffet when an arm slipped around her waist. She reacted instinctively by setting down her plate and jamming her elbow back into his stomach. The unexpected attack caused him to toss his plate and coffee onto the man on his other side. Jacinta turned to face a messy Duke who was doubled over at the waist. 

"Jace, you are a dangerous woman."

"I thought you knew that."

"I guess I just need to test your boundaries."

"You two do know I'm right here, don't you?" Jamie asked, turning to hand a stack of napkins to Duke.

"Sorry, James. I just can't seem to help myself around your wife."

"Try harder," Jamie said. 

"I'd better go change since security is on the agenda this morning."

Jacinta retrieved her partially filled plate and continued through the buffet before taking the seat between Wylie and James at the table. She had nearly finished eating and there was no indication that this was anything but breakfast. "I thought we were reviewing security over breakfast," she said to Wiley. 

He leaned over and spoke to Penny who was on his other side. "Atkinson said he'd be here, but he's a 'no show.' Penny's talking to his head guy."

The guy Penny spoke to stood up and walked out of the room with his phone at his ear. "Just grab another coffee," Penny said. "We'll get started in a minute."

A few minutes later, Penny tapped on her waterglass with a fork to get everyone's attention. 

"Sorry for the delay. Bill Atkinson of Kratos Security planned to join us, but he must have run into a problem," Penny said. "Wylie, what do we need to discuss."

Kratos Security's role during the wedding weekend was to secure the ranch while Duquesne Protection would provide personal bodyguard services for the high-profile attendees including the bride and groom as well as Jamie and Jacinta. Penny ran through the schedule of events for the next two days, and no one saw any particular security concerns. When the meeting broke up, Jacinta turned to Duke. "Why are you here?" she asked.

He held up his coffee cup to her. "Sorry to disappoint you. I'm out of coffee." Jacinta had a reputation for asking blunt questions that caused people to spray what ever they were drinking. Duke had been her victim before. "I'm here to make sure everything goes off without a hitch for two of my VIP clients on their special day. Spending time with you is just a bonus."

"Since you're here, I gather you don't think it was odd that Atkinson planned to be here as well," she said.

"No. I suspect he was just checking in on an important client. Unless you and Bill have something going on. Please tell me that's not the case." She just glared at him. "What's bothering you about this? Are you just disappointed that I'm a better businessman than Bill or is there something more to it?"

"It seems odd that he would just blow it off without at least having his assistant call Penny."

"I agree. I'd certainly do that if I had made a commitment to a client like Penelope." 

Jamie had walked up to join them. "What do you think is going on, Jace?"

"We have wedding obligations," Jacinta said. "Duke, I need your help. Track down, Atkinson."

Duke accepted his assignment and walked away to talk to the Kratos guard that was in charge of their on-site people. Penny corralled Jamie for some wedding talk, leaving Jacinta on her own. She went back to her room and called Haven. Odd as it was, she did trust Duke, but she knew her people were thorough and would dig into information in ways his staff might not. She was working on her laptop when Jamie came in. "Wylie wants to know if you're up for a horseback ride? He wants to show us the ranch."

"That sounds good. Are you comfortable with the security here?"

"We're following our protocols, and Wylie will be with us. I'm sure it'll be fine. Are you worried that something has happened to Atkinson?"

"It seems odd that he would have said he was coming and then not call to say he wasn't," she said. "I talked to Duke, and he confirmed my opinion."

"Of course, he did," Jamie said.

"Atkinson is the one who warned Penny about the AI issue and with what happened to Rohit maybe I'm just being paranoid."

"After what we've been through with the team, I think a little paranoia is warranted. Let's go for a ride. Maybe by the time we get back someone will have heard something from Atkinson."
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Jacinta had never been on horseback until Jamie took her to his home in Montana where Wylie Hardesty, a former bull-riding champion, was the caretaker. Wylie taught her how to ride and insisted she ride at least once each time she visited the lodge. Jamie had been friends with Wylie for years, so he was much more experienced than she was, but they all enjoyed a gentle ride around Penny and Wylie's new home outside Dallas. For Wylie, being in the saddle was the best stress-reliever he could imagine. 

After their ride, they turned the horses over to the ranch hands and walked up to the patio behind the house. Duke was sitting on the patio with Bill Atkinson. Both men stood as they approached. Bill stepped forward and greeted the three of them with handshakes. "Sorry I didn't make it in time for the meeting this morning," he said. "I planned to fly into Dallas last night but got held up with a client in Chicago. I had to fly in this morning."

"We're just glad you're OK," Jamie said. 

"Was there a reason you didn't let Penny know?" Jacinta asked.

"I left a message to have my admin notify Penelope, but I heard this morning that her teenage son was in an auto accident. Thankfully, Jared is OK, but his mom was rightfully focused on him and didn't get my message until this morning. I've made my apologies to Penelope, and the security plan is set."

Jacinta and Jamie continued to their room to shower and change before the evening activities began. When Jamie came out of the shower, Jacinta was on the phone. "So he did leave Chicago this morning? OK. There's no need to dig further. Thanks."

"Checking up on Bill?" Jamie asked.

"Mari verified that he flew from Chicago to Dallas this morning, and his assistant's son Jared was in an accident last night."

"How did you go from being worried for him to feeling the need to verify his story?" he asked.

"In light of what happened with Rohit, it just seemed prudent." 

He pulled her into his arms. "I love you. Will you do me a favor tonight?"

"Of course." 

"Don't have too much fun with Duke."

"Are you jealous?"

"Of course I am."

"I wish I could tell you that Duke and I are just friends..."

He looked at her and his jaw dropped. His knees gave out, and he sat on the edge of the bed, then he took a breath and realized this was Jacinta. 

"Why can't you tell me you and Duke are just friends?"

"Because I don't think we are friends. I trust him, but I don't like him very much."

XXX

The wedding rehearsal went off flawlessly, and Duke hung around checking with his people, throwing verbal barbs at Atkinson, or staying much too close to Jacinta. The two of them were sitting in the library while Jamie was off somewhere with Penelope dealing with the latest wedding issue.

"I understand that you and your brothers are very competitive," she said. "Why?"

"We're brothers. We live to poke and prod each other. It makes us all better."

"Better at what?"

"Everything," he said with complete sincerity. 

"Why are you trying to make Jamie jealous? He's a client of yours."

"I'm not trying to make him jealous. That's just a bonus. I respect James and appreciate his business."

"What about me?"

"I assume you respect him too since you married him."

Jacinta expected to have a lot of free time to fill during the weekend. She knew Jamie would be tied up with his wedding duties. She hadn't planned on Duke keeping her company, but since he was, she thought she might as well make use of the opportunity.

"Since you seem determined to entertain me, let's talk about The Group’s interest in artificial intelligence."

She explained the things about the situation that concerned her. If The Group's AI experts were able to provide so much advancement why did they need to work with Active Hat or Roboticle? Where did these experts come from? Where did they gain their expertise? What could Active Hat do that these experts couldn't?

When Jamie walked back into the library, he found Duke and Jacinta sitting by the window having an animated discussion. 

"...their communication networks are too advanced. Finding a way to integrate their AI control systems with our physical devices or comms could be problematic. “

Jamie bent down and kissed her. "Sorry. I needed to do that," he said. "What are you two discussing?"

"I'm trying to introduce Duke to my concept of running scenarios," she said. "We're trying to come up with an explanation for why The Group’s AI experts need to work through Active Hat."

"We've come up with some ideas, but I'm not sure any of it will lead anywhere," Duke said, "but it's been fun. Thank you for a pleasant evening, Jace. I'm going to check in with my team before I turn in. I'll see you both tomorrow."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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"Penny and Wylie seemed pleased with how everything went," Jacinta said as she and Jamie settled into the Pickering Jet for their flight back to Haven. 

"It was a beautiful ceremony. They both seem very happy."

"I know they deserve to have a honeymoon, but I was a little surprised Wylie was taking a week off with the mysterious advisers at Active Hat and Rohit's replacement still adjusting to his new role."

"He trusts his team, and it's only a week."

"Did you see anything during our tour of the company that seemed off?"

"No. The advisers seemed cautious and tight-lipped, but not particularly alien. They seemed like typical, focused tech people," she said.

Having downtime at the wedding had given Jacinta a chance to think, and her talk with Duke had given her a different perspective. An idea was percolating in the recesses of her mind, she just needed to bring it to the fore.

XXX

Jacinta walked into the gym at Haven with her yoga mat under her arm. She was looking forward to catching up with the women on the team. She looked around at the people working out and realized she missed Jean not just because it was always pleasant to see his muscles on display, but she missed his friendship. 

If not for the SaR operation that located Dr. Kumar in Guadalupe Mountains National Park, they would have been leaving on another creature hunt soon. She made a mental note to stop by her office
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