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The Priority One Team filled the Haven pub to celebrate their successful Smilodon hunt.

"Somehow celebrating a successful hunt seems like an ancient custom," Jacinta said, "which is appropriate since Smilodons haven't roamed the Earth for the past 10,000 years."

"True. It does seem almost nostalgic," Payson said. 

"I hate to squelch the retro vibe you've got going," Travis said, "but it's my duty to remind you that the creatures we hunted weren't Smilodons at all."

"True, but we have no idea of the species' true name or point of origin," Anna said. 

"The truth is out there, somewhere," Emma said.

The Priority One Team always gathered to celebrate their successes. Though Jacinta, their team leader, never felt they were successful. So far, they had made only minor inroads in thwarting the plans of The Group of billionaire businesspeople or the Advanced Scientific Technology Research Organization known as ASTRO. Those two organizations were trying to change life on planet Earth to fit a blueprint they developed. They were committed to bringing their vision to life regardless of the cost in money or human lives. 

Priority One was working to stop them, but the battle was an uphill slog so far. 

The pub had been added when Haven's top three floors were rebuilt following a bombing of the surface entrance to the former missile silo that was now home to billionaire James Pickering III's Priority One Team. The FBI investigation into the bombing was ongoing. 

Jacinta sipped her wine and surveyed the groups of people around the room.

Even though Mari and Travis recently decided to sever their romantic ties, Jacinta seldom saw one without the other.

Anna, Jamie's administrative assistant, was sitting at the bar chatting with Jean who was serving drinks.

Although Jacinta understood the benefits of celebrating the team's positive accomplishments, she really didn't feel like the team was accomplishing much. Yes, they caught two large cats which were now being studied by experts at the new Pickering Global Bio Research Center, but they weren't Smilodons. No one was quite sure what they were. The research was ongoing.

Travis walked to the middle of the room and clapped his hands. "Since I've been tasked with leading the alien aspects of our investigations," Travis said when the conversation died down. He stopped and sucked in a deep breath. "God I hate even saying that." He grinned. "I've put together a few alien trivia questions to test your knowledge."

Everyone laughed with him. They had held trivia nights before, so everyone knew the rules of the game. "OK. Who was Betty Hill married to?" he asked.

After lots of laughs and several heated debates over the answer to some of his questions, Travis announced, "Winnie and Justin are still Haven's reigning trivia champions, and I'm now more than a little concerned about some of my teammates' interests."

Payson talked with Travis for a while before the two walked over to Jamie and Jacinta's table. "I had an idea I wanted to propose before I leave," Payson said. "Would you consider setting up some sort of memorial wall for the teammates we've lost?"

"We were thinking maybe in the lobby or in the chapel," Travis said.

"Most law enforcement and intelligence agencies do something similar," Payson said. "When we all get together like this, it always makes me think of those that are missing."

Jacinta put a comforting hand on his forearm. "I think that's a lovely idea. We should have thought of it sooner."

"Probably some of us don't really want to be reminded, but we should be," Jamie said. "We'll definitely do something appropriate." 

After the two men walked, away, Jacinta said, "It's a great idea, but it makes me wonder if Payson is just feeling nostalgic because he's leaving or if he's worried about being in danger out there."

"He understands the risks, My Love. He'll stay safe and keep Penelope safe too." He wasn't totally sure whether he was trying to convince Jacinta or himself.
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"Hi, Wylie," Jacinta said. "It's great to be back in the mountains again." The former rodeo star and current caretaker of Jamie's Montana lodge, stepped in and hugged the boss's wife. Since Jacinta and Wylie were kidnapped along with her sister Karin, Jacinta had formed a strong bond with the cowboy.

"I'm glad you're here," he said. He loaded their bags into the SUV and drove the few miles from the ranch's private air strip to the lodge. 

Due to the previous attacks on the Priority One Team, they were going to great lengths to protect any formation related to their current investigations. That was what prompted Jamie and Jacinta to travel to the lodge for a couple of days.

"It's great to see you guys," Karin said as she hugged her sister on the lodge’s front porch. 

"Now that you and Austin live here on the property, no one will question us making the trip whenever we need to talk to Wylie."

Karin was used to her sister's bluntness. "Happy to provide an excuse for you. Want to come with me to pick up David at school. He'll be thrilled to see you."

Jacinta looked to Jamie. "Sure," he said. "I've got some work to do. Let's all have dinner together tonight. We can talk with Wylie after dinner."

XXX

When dinner was over, Karin and Austin took David home to do his homework before bed while Jamie and Jacinta settled in their recently remodeled home office, and Wylie appeared with a tray of hot drinks. 

"Have a seat," Jamie said as he reached for a mug of black coffee from the tray. "How did Penelope's first meeting with The Group go?"

Jamie's lifelong friend had been recruited to join a group of billionaire businesspeople who were behind some of the attacks on the Priority One Team. It still wasn't clear whether they were in league with ASTRO or simply shared common goals which led to common enemies.

Wylie pulled a small leather-bound notebook from his shirt pocket. "Penelope gave me this. She said it was safer than making notes on my phone," he said.

"There was some talk about the weather. She said it could have been harmless, but maybe it was meaningful for those who knew about the weather control project."

According to what Penelope told Wylie, The Group talked a lot about their projects in vague business terms. Since she knew what The Group was up to, she was able to understand more than they probably intended.

"She thinks they're gearing up for a major push, but she doesn't have any specifics."

"That makes sense," Jacinta said. "Several members of The Group have been liquidating assets to raise capital for something."

"Did they ask her to contribute," Jamie asked. 

"Not yet." She said they talked freely but didn't say much specific. They did ask a lot of what she called 'getting to know you' questions."

"I'm sure they fully vetted her," Jamie said. "Were there questions about our relationship?"

"Some, though she said it was casual. She downplayed it as a childhood thing telling them your parents were friends." He relayed the rest of Penelope's report. 

"Seems like they're particularly interested in 'Active AI,'" Jamie said. "It's one of the leading firms in artificial intelligence applications in the world. They're small, but very well respected." 

"That's what you expected they were interested in," Jacinta said. "I'm going to run over and say good night to David. I'll be back in a few minutes."

"How well do you know Jeremy Townsend?" Wylie asked after Jacinta left.

"Not well. Was there something about him in Penny's report?"

"Just that he asked her out. She put him off, but I wondered..." 

"If he was competition you need to worry about?" Jamie asked. "You've bested bigger bulls than Townsend on the rodeo circuit. I'm sure you've got nothing to worry about. What about me? Should I be thinking about looking for a new caretaker?" He'd have to ask Jacinta if she was surprised to see a romance brewing between the heiress and the former rodeo star. His wife seemed to take a personal interest his employees’ romantic lives.

"Nothing you need to worry about," Wylie said. "Not just yet anyway."

Jamie wondered aloud if Jeremy's interest was just that or if it was a calculated move to gain Penelope's cooperation. "She'll have to make the call on how she handles Townsend," Jamie said. 

"I understand that it would be good to have someone inside The Group," Wylie said. "I just wish it was someone else."

"I know, but if it was, you might not have met Penelope. This is our best option at the moment. I'll assign one of our people as a bodyguard for her."

"Thanks, James," Wylie said. "Let me know how I can help."

"Help with what?" Jacinta asked as she walked back into the office. 

"I want to assign one of our people as Penelope's bodyguard."

"Wylie?" Jacinta asked.

The cowboy grinned. "An assignment I'd happily volunteer for, but they can easily trace me back to the lodge and then James." 

"I need you here," Jamie said. "Plus you're our conduit to exchange information with Penelope. I don't want to jeopardize that system. We'll figure something out. I want to make sure we consider everything before making a decision. I don't want to put Penelope in greater danger."
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"Hi, Payson," Jacinta said. "Have a seat." She motioned to the chair across the table. They were meeting in the small conference room across from the Media Center. 

Before Jamie or Jacinta could explain why they asked to meet with him, Payson launched into an explanation of why there had been so little movement in the legal cases working their way through the courts against some of those who attacked Priority One. 

"Thanks for the update," Jamie said. "Has the investigation into Logan's shooting turned up anything useful?" Payson was their interface with the law enforcement agencies investigating the attacks against the team. Although those investigations weren't the reason Jamie and Jacinta requested to meet with Payson, Jamie figured they might as well get an update since Payson brought it up.

"Nothing new. As you know, the bullet was a dead end, and that was the only physical evidence we had."

Even though law enforcement wasn't proving very helpful, Jamie wanted them to be involved though the team was conducting their own investigations into all the attacks.

"We have a new assignment for you," Jamie said. "Let me explain." 

All of Priority One knew about The Group, but no one in Haven except Jamie and Jacinta knew about Penelope's involvement. Jacinta tapped a few keys on her laptop and the video screen at the front of the room came to life with a photo of an attractive woman. 

Jamie explained who Penelope was and his relationship to her. "I want to make sure we keep her safe, but if we can get any useful information about what The Group is up to it will help us figure out how to stop them. I don't want to take any action without giving it plenty of consideration."

Jacinta asked Payson not to discuss Penelope's situation with the rest of the team. "You've done undercover work before," Jacinta said. "I gave you access to a secure folder with information about Penelope. When we meet tomorrow, you can let us know what you recommend."

She and Jamie stayed at the table after Payson left. "I hope we're doing the right thing," Jacinta said. 

"We have to try something," Jamie said. "It makes sense to let him tell us how best to protect Penelope and still take advantage of her access to The Group." 

Both of their alarms sounded at once. Jacinta pulled out her phone. "There's an ASTRO Storm—a hurricane in the Caribbean.

"R3 isn't ready yet," he said. "I hate to miss another opportunity, but I want to make sure we take all necessary precautions. We can't risk going into a disaster situation and making things worse."

The Priority One Team met in the conference room to review the data on the storm. The Picking Global Data Mining team followed the usual protocol and notified those in the path of the storm. 

"Justin, what about the communication data?" Jacinta asked.

"Data is flowing to and from the comm ship. It's currently in the Atlantic," Justin said. "End point is Arabel Atoll in the Pacific."

They spent some time discussing why ASTRO would create a storm now and why in that specific location. Jacinta made assignments so they could try to answer those questions.

Emma, Justin, and Winnie left to monitor the storm and the communications from the storm site while the rest of the team stayed in the conference room.

"I want to finalize our plans for the R3 Team," Jamie said. "I want this to be the last opportunity we miss." They nailed down the final items necessary to be ready to deploy the Rapid Response scout team when the next natural disaster hit. That operation would be only a fact-finding mission, but it was a necessary step to prepare the team to meet the needs of a disaster situation. 

"I want to make sure we're still all in agreement about the security aspects of this," Jamie said. "We're taking extra precautions to keep things as quiet as possible on the Priority One investigations, but we've decided to take a different approach with the R3 team."

They had debated the pros and cons of various approaches to security for the Rapid Response Recovery Team. For now, they were going to publicize the activity. Jamie would be giving interviews about the team. People would accept that he was publicizing it for the good PR it would generate, but the real reason was to keep the team safe when they were in the field. Anna went over all the checklists for gear and arrangements. 

"Our stumbling block has been how to get the team from Haven to one of the Pickering Global Fleet locations safely during our data-gathering deployment," Mari said. "I think I have an idea about that. What if we have a documentary filmmaker accompany the team. They could broadcast some live footage of the team rolling out. A film about the R3 team will be good PR."

"We'd have to be sure they understand the need to keep this location secret," Jamie said. 

"We can write that into the contract," Jacinta said. "It would provide the media coverage we want but give us control of what's released."

They talked through scenarios for another hour, but in the end everyone was in favor of pursuing the idea. As they did with all their other personnel needs, Jacinta asked if anyone knew of any filmmakers who might be a good fit.

No one did, so they needed to come up with a way to find the right person for the job.
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"Thanks, Jean. Have you talked with Sylvy lately?" Jacinta asked.

"We talk every night."

"That's great."

"She's crazy busy studying the not-Smilodons. We're hoping we can figure out a way to see each other in person again soon," Jean said.

"I'm sure we can arrange that," Jamie said. "We're going to have to figure out how to introduce the not-Smilodons to the world and share the scientific information."

They got into a discussion about how whoever was responsible for releasing the big cats they had taken to calling the not-Smilodons into the wild would probably not be happy with information about the alien species being made public. Security would have to play a major part in making the decision on how to roll out information about the big cats. 

"If we publicize the fact that the cats are alien creatures, do we want to discuss the alien piece of the Quelodene virus as a way of corroborating the alien aspect?" Jacinta asked.

Jean had left to take care of his final duties in the kitchen for the night when the door chimes sounded. "Mari Wilkerson."

Jamie answered the door and returned to the living room with Mari and Anna following him.

"Hi. Has something happened?" Jacinta asked.

"No," Mari said. "Not this time."

"Mari and I were in the gym, and we got to talking about finding the right filmmaker to document what the R3 team is all about," Anna said.

"Jamie, I know you're anxious to have everything in place so you can launch R3, but I was thinking you might be able to use this opportunity to accomplish two things," Mari said. "I think you need to find a filmmaker that is a little edgier than some."

"Someone who won't shy away from the unique things we encounter," Anna said. "Like the not-Smilodons. You need someone who wouldn't freak out even if they were Smilodons, let alone an alien species."

Jamie and Jacinta agreed with the women's assessment of what they needed. "So what's our next step?" Jamie asked.

"We thought it might be fun to involve the whole team," Mari said. "Anna and I will do all the background work. We can be ready in a week." 

"Ready for what?" Jamie asked.

"The First Annual Haven Documentary Film Festival," Mari said.  "We'll find some filmmakers we think would be a good fit for this project and make arrangements to screen one of their films."

"Everyone can vote for their favorites," Anna said. "I'll reach out to the top three and set up interviews if they're interested."

"Sounds fun and worthwhile," Jacinta said. "Let's do it."

XXX

Anna and Mari seemed an unlikely duo to Jacinta. Mari and Travis had gravitated to each other from their first days in Haven, and Jacinta had been concerned about how their recent breakup would affect the team. So far, it seemed to have had only positive effects. Travis was happier, and Mari made more of an effort to get better acquainted with the other women on the team. 

"I have to admit, I was a little concerned when Anna and Mari suggested this movie night," Jacinta said a week later when everyone was settled in Haven's small theater—another one of the additions during the rebuild after the bombing. "I wasn't sure all of us would be excited at the prospect of watching documentary films. It appears I've underestimated you all again, and for that, I apologize. I want to remind you that we are looking for a documentary filmmaker to accompany Jamie and his scout team as he finalizes the plans for R3. If it works out, this filmmaker may accompany the R3 team when they respond to a disaster once the team is in place, and it's likely we'll use them for other projects like announcing the existence of the not-Smilodons. You've each got three chips. On your way out, you can cast your votes for the filmmaker whose work you prefer. You can give any filmmaker one, two, or all three of your chips. As always, drinks and snacks are in the back. Enjoy the show."

Everyone on the Priority One Team liked to dig into a subject, but apparently they needed to have at least some curiosity about the topic. No one in the room was surprised that Justin found every topic of one of the documentaries interesting. The challenge for him was staying focused on the filmmaker not the film's subject matter. On the other end of the spectrum were people like Travis and Jean who weren't researchers at heart. Mari and Anna had selected films by six different filmmakers. Each was 20 minutes or less and was preceded by a short bio of the filmmaker. 

Once the credits rolled on the last film, Travis turned the lights up and Jacinta stood up. "No discussion until after everyone votes. I want your raw opinion. I don't want anyone to be swayed by what someone else has to say. We want your gut reaction to these films. We'll discuss the outcome at tomorrow's team meeting."

As often happens in Haven, the group seemed to have a plan of its own though no one really discussed it. Everyone voted on their way out, leaving Jacinta in the theater with Mari and Anna.

Mari walked along the table where the cups with slits cut in the lids were sitting. She picked up each cup and shook it. "I'm not surprised," she said as she shook the cup for film number five. "It's empty."

"Maybe everyone was just getting tired," Anna said. 

Mari picked up number six and could feel the weight of several voting chips inside. She shook it so they rattled. "Don't think that was the issue," she said. She took the lid off all the cups except the fifth one. Three cups had a healthy amount of chips. 

"Looks like we have our three finalists," Jacinta said as she handed cup number two to Anna and cup number
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