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"I guess we could have just called this our regular team meeting," Chef Jean said. He hadn't expected all of his Priority One teammates to show up for his cooking class. Even some of the security and IT staff was in attendance. "I really didn't expect this many people, but no worries, we'll make it work." The residents of Haven, James Pickering III's underground compound and home to his Priority One Team, had gathered in the staff dining room for a cooking class hosted by James' personal chef and the newest Priority One team member, Jean Ouelett. "When some of the ladies on the team suggested I give a cooking class, I agreed without giving it much thought." Several of the men in the audience laughed. "To be fair, it was before I knew them well. I thought we'd start with the basics and see how it goes. We can do more of these classes if anyone is interested."

After surveying the class to find out the cooking abilities of his students, Jean divided them up at the workstations set up in the kitchen. "I chose something that isn't offered on our pub menu or the dining room menu," Jean said. "I think we're all looking to have more options since we're a captive audience here. Depending on how many people you have for dinner, this recipe will give you leftovers you can easily enjoy for a few days after you make it."

The recipe on their workstations was for a simple lasagna with meat sauce—not perhaps the healthiest option, but a warm and substantial dish that appealed to most people. 

After providing some instruction, Jean walked around to check in with each group. As he walked up behind the group with Anna, Emma, and Logan, Emma said, "To be honest, when we suggested a cooking class, I was hoping Chef might wear that tank top he wears in the gym to lift weights."

"Good evening ladies. You don't need muscles to make lasagna."

"But we could still enjoy them," Emma said. 

"Hey, babe. I'm right here, you know," Logan said. "You can see these guns as much as you want." He flexed his own impressive muscles, and Emma rolled her eyes. 

It was true that most of the Priority One men, except Emma's twin brother Justin, were well-conditioned, muscular types with physiques any woman would admire, but Emma liked to push boundaries. She'd been committed to Logan since their mission to Alaska where he got shot, but she liked to push his buttons. Making Jean uncomfortable in the process was just a bonus for her. 

Jean continued on with the class trying unsuccessfully not to wonder if he looked sexy doing whatever kitchen task he was demonstrating. He caught Anna watching him as he lifted a large pot of boiling pasta off the stove and carried it over to the sink to drain it. He looked back over his shoulder again and caught her still watching. As the group started to layer their lasagna into the baking dishes in front of them, Jean stepped up behind Anna and spoke in a low voice he thought only she could hear. "I'd be happy to offer one-on-one instruction to any of the single ladies."

"Are we still talking about cooking?" Emma asked. "Who am I kidding? It doesn't matter, just sign me up."

"I said single ladies," Jean said, maintaining eye contact with Anna. 

"Last time I checked there are several single ladies in Haven—me, Anna, Mari, Winnie, and one or two in IT, maybe more on staff. I..."

Alarms started blaring from the phones of every Priority One team member in the room. 

Jacinta silenced her phone and clapped her hands. "Priority One let's head to the Media Center. The rest of you, I apologize, but duty calls. Do what you can to salvage these or cook them. Jamie will get someone in here to help cleanup."
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Before they reached the Media Center, the alarms sounded once more. "How often will the alarms keep going off?" Travis asked as he silenced his phone again.

"This is a different alarm," Emma said. "This one's mine. There's an ASTRO storm in Africa."

"The first alarm was an earthquake at a fracking site in Canada's Northwest Territories," Winnie said.

"Emma, Logan, Portia you're on the storm," Jacinta said. "Mari, Travis, Anna you're on the Earthquake. You've got 20 minutes. Then we'll break so you can get us all up-to-speed."

"What about the rest of us?" Justin asked. 

"You and Winnie are with me. If Astro is behind both of these, let's see if we can pick up any comm chatter or an increase in activity at any of their sites. Payson and Jean work local law enforcement in the two areas. I want to know what they know. Before they know it would be great."

Everyone fanned out to their workstations in the Media Center and got to work. They had standard processes in place for the storms since they'd been dealing with those the longest. Emma and Logan gathered the key data elements quickly so Emma could call in a warning to local authorities. Portia stood by ready to help however she could.

Using fracking to generate earthquakes was a recent discovery for Priority One, so they didn't have all the details nailed down. Mari, Travis, and Anna dug into the quake in Canada. 

Two of the three large video screens mounted in the front of the room came to life. One was a standard weather map showing the storm in Africa. The middle screen showed what looked like an industrial control room. This one inside the drilling site in northern Canada. 

Fifteen minutes later, Jacinta called for everyone's attention. "Listen up everyone. Emma, what do we know about the storm in Nigeria?"

Emma had gathered the data and followed their established procedure to warn the local area that the storm was coming. The storm was still in place, and there had been no reports from the small villages in the affected area. "We'll continue monitoring and provide a final report once the storm moves out, but we've done what we could."

The fracking incident was in a sparsely populated remote area of northern Canada. It was a location owned by Stanton Energy. The quake was felt hundreds of miles away in Fort Simpson. "If this quake was triggered," Travis said, "it must have been to test something. There's nothing around there to destroy. In fact, it seems like they chose one of the most remote shale oil sites they could find."

"Maybe this is about fine-tuning equipment and methods in preparation for launching a larger attack," Jacinta said.

"This one could have taken out a few oil workers, but not enough to make a dent in Earth's population numbers," Travis said.

"Could there be any significance to the two attacks happening almost simultaneously?" Jacinta asked. "We're all agreed that coincidences need to be investigated. Let's dig into the data."

XXX

The daily team meeting started with an update on the storm in Africa. As they had come to expect from ASTRO storms, it was stalled over the area. "If it follows the usual pattern," Emma said, "we should have more hard numbers for tomorrow's meeting."

Mari's report on the earthquake in Canada showed the results they expected—significant damage to the drill site, a few injuries, and one fatality. "There is probably a lot of damage to trees, maybe mudslides, rockslides, that sort of thing," Logan said. "There are so few structures in the area, it's not likely there will be many damage reports."

"Let's get all the data we can on the quake," Jacinta said.

"And on operations at the drill site leading up to the quake,” Jean suggested.

"Good idea. Once we compile the data, we'll copy everyone. We want to see if we can find any data points to monitor," Jacinta said. "We'd like to get the quake threat to a monitoring status and establish a warning process like we have for the storms. We may not be able to stop them yet, but we'll do what we can to protect people."

"But ultimately we want to find out who's behind this?" Jean asked. He was the newest Priority One team member and was still getting up-to-speed on the team's goals. 

"That's right," Jacinta said.
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Jamie and Jacinta finished their dinner and moved to the living room for their usual after-dinner conversation. Jacinta sat on the end of the sofa and tucked her feet underneath her as Jean walked in carrying a tray. 

"Here's your Mexican cocoa," Jean said, handing her a mug topped with whipped cream dusted with cinnamon. He handed a cup of black coffee to Jamie. "Have a good evening. Let me know if you need anything further."

Once he left, Jamie filled Jacinta in on his day and got her up-to-speed on the most recent expansion projects going on at Pickering Global. This was the first step in getting her more involved in his business activities beyond Priority One and Haven.

She asked her usual insightful questions, and they had a lively discussion. "I'm starting to see how data is key to so many of the decisions you have to make for your business," she said. 

"It's true. Information is the most valuable business asset today," he said. 

"I have an expansion opportunity I'd like to discuss with you," she said. 

He set his coffee cup on the table, walked over and sat down beside her on the sofa, and put his arm around her shoulders. He leaned in to kiss her. 

When he pulled away, she said, "As nice as that was, I think you might have misinterpreted the type of expansion I was referring to." She smiled. "Not that I'm not supportive of your efforts to expand our family, but I was talking about an expansion of Priority One's efforts."

He kissed her again before moving back to his chair and his coffee. "We can work on our family expansion later. What did you have in mind for the team?"

"Things have changed since you formed the team." They discussed the fact that anything the team investigated had the potential to create security issues for them. Despite the bombing that damaged the top floors of the Haven complex, they felt safe there. "But we can't keep bringing in more and more experts. I hate to parrot our adversaries’ rhetoric, but Haven, like Earth, doesn't have an infinite carrying capacity." She explained the process the team developed for monitoring the storms. "I think we need to consider setting up a data mining segment of the team that could be housed in a more typical business environment. The goal would be that if we discover something that needs ongoing monitoring, once we develop the protocols and procedures, we could shift that responsibility to the offsite team." 

Jamie asked a lot of questions, and the two started putting together a plan for the new organization. They discussed ways the data mining team could be used to help with their initial data gathering efforts as well as the ongoing monitoring. Jacinta filled several pages of her pad with notes about their plan before Jamie called a halt. "It's getting late, My Love. We need to get some sleep. We'll pick this up tomorrow. Now, let's go work on that other expansion project you mentioned."
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"We don't have to make a decision while we're on the video," Jacinta said. "We'll sign off with the candidate, and then discuss them. Remember, these aren't going to be the people watching your back with weapons drawn when you're in the field. These are support people. We need to trust them as far as believing the data they pass on to us, but their job is to provide us with data, analyzing that data still falls to this team."

Justin, Mari, Winnie, and Emma sat around the conference room table with Jacinta. They had worked out the security issues to get through the interview process, but it was cumbersome. The Chief Information Technology Officer for Pickering Global handled the initial interviews through his staff. A short list of candidates was sent to Jacinta, and it was time for their first video interview. They would be able to see the candidate on the video screen in Haven, but the candidate would not see them.

Jacinta had told Jamie that for these positions she would probably be happy to defer to his corporate IT staff to make the hiring decision, but Jamie insisted that the team would be relying on these people. Not in the same way they relied on their Priority One teammates but relying on them to provide the data necessary to help the team reach the conclusions they needed or allow them to see the patterns in the data that would lead them to answers. 

Ten minutes into the first interview, Jacinta was glad Jamie insisted. There was no way she wanted to work with this guy. She looked around the table and caught Mari's eye. On the pad in front of her she wrote, "any point in continuing?"

She pushed the pad over in front of Mari and the woman shook her head from side to side. A look passed between the two women, and Mari pushed the pad on to Winnie. She shook her head as well. 

When there was a pause in the conversation," Jacinta thanked the candidate for their time and ended the call. "Are we all in agreement that he's not a good fit?" Jacinta asked.

"He might be OK," Justin said. "Why didn't you go through the rest of the questions?"

"We'd already decided he wasn't going to work," Jacinta said. "There was no reason to waste any more time. We have to hire people we're comfortable with."

"OK," he said. "I'm going to make a coffee run since we have some free time. Anyone want to come?" 

They eventually found their rhythm with the interviews. Out of five people, they found three good candidates. "I'll get Anna to make offers to those three," Jacinta said. "We've got another five tomorrow. Let's see how those go."

They were just gathering up their papers and preparing to leave, when Mari said, "Jacinta, where are you headed now?"

"Home. I want to let Jamie know about these three, and it's almost dinner time."

"Can you stop by Travis' with me?" Mari asked. "We found something we want to show you."

As they walked to the elevator, Jacinta asked, "Do you know how things are going with Portia and Hammish? I sensed some tension between them the last few days."

"Yeah, I know what you mean. I'm not sure what's up. Portia seems unhappy."

"I'll try to check on her soon," Jacinta said.

Travis opened the door for them. "Welcome, Ladies. How did the interviews go?"

"OK. I think," Jacinta said. "Three of the five will work. We have more interviews tomorrow."

"I found something," Mari said. "I think it might be another ASTRO virus release."

"Quelodene?" Jacinta asked.

"Doesn't seem like it." Mari said. She explained that Justin had written some programs for her that gathered data on any disease outbreaks. Once she got the data, she dug deeper to see if the outbreak was near an ASTRO facility. In this case, the outbreak was in a small Alaskan village a few miles from an unmanned ASTRO communications station. 

"The Alaska State Health Department says the virus is previously unknown. They sent it to the CDC for identification," Travis said.

The outbreak was small, but the proximity to an ASTRO facility and the fact that it was an unknown virus made it interesting to the team. "Have you had time to check for UFO activity in the area?"

"I need to dig deeper, but so far I haven't found an alien connection," Mari said. "I did find something unusual though." She clicked a few keys and turned her laptop screen so Jacinta could see it. The video showed someone making their way through a forest. The camera stopped and focused on movement in a clearing ahead. A large animal came into view, and you could hear the person filming suck in a breath. The camera followed the big cat as it explored the clearing. Jacinta wasn't a wildlife expert. She wasn't sure if she was watching a cougar or a lynx or a bobcat. Then the cat turned its face toward the camera, and Jacinta sucked in a breath of her own. "Is that a Smilodon? Wait. It can't be. They're extinct."

The big cat disappeared out of view and Mari stopped the video. "When I was looking for UFO sighting reports, I found a rash of saber-toothed cat sightings in the area. One guy claims his buddy was killed by one of them."

They talked about the significance of the big cats being spotted in the area. They threw out a lot of ideas, but it was Travis' idea that was most disturbing. "Maybe someone revived an extinct virus along with the extinct cat."
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"Hi, Jacinta. How are you?" Portia said when she opened the door. "I'm glad you stopped by."

The women sat at Portia's kitchen table with fresh cups of coffee. "I don't mean to pry, but it's my job to ensure the team is working together and focused on our goals," Jacinta said. "How are things going with you and Hammish?"

Portia took a sip of her coffee and a deep breath before she answered. "I'm not sure I'm comfortable discussing my private relationships with you, Jacinta."

"Believe me, I understand. I think all of us on the Priority One Team are private people, but when we accepted the job with Priority One, we knew it was a team environment. I think the team has grown close. We have to trust each other implicitly in the field."

"I understand. I've been thinking about talking with you about my future with the team anyway. I understand why my expertise is useful. There are lots of instances where 'following the money' is a sound approach. I enjoy the work, but I don't think I'm cut out for life in Haven."

"I can understand that. We knew some people might struggle with the lifestyle. Initially, we expected to only be in Haven short term. Things haven't worked out that way."

"I'm trying to figure out what I want to do," Portia said. 

"Is Derrick's death part of it?" Portia had been referred to the team by her ex-fiancé, Derrick, who was one of the security specialists. He was killed in the ASTRO storm that struck Brownley, Oklahoma when the team was there.

"Probably. I'm struggling."

"You have to do what's best for you, Portia. We'd hate to lose you. Let me know if I can help in any way."

"Thanks," Portia said as Jacinta stood and hugged the young woman. 

Jacinta left Portia's and headed for the elevator. She passed Hammish in the hall. "Hi, Jacinta. Everything OK?"

"Everything is fine. I was just checking on Portia."

"Is she OK?" His concern showed on his face.

"I hope so. How are you doing?"

"Good. I think Portia was more affected by Derrick's death than she expected to be. I'm sure she'll find a way to work through it."

For his sake as well as Portia's, Jacinta hoped he was right.

Right after Jacinta left, the door chimes sounded and announced "Hammish Stewart."

Portia set her coffee cup in the sink and answered the door. "Hello."

"I passed Jacinta in the hall," he said. "Is everything OK?"

"I'm not really sure." 

He stepped in and wrapped his arms around her. "I care about you, Portia, but I can't help if you don't tell me what's going on."

They sat down on the sofa, and she snuggled into his side.  Hammish wasn't really much of a talker which was a shame since he had a wonderful accent. Portia knew that most of the women in Haven and the rest of the U.S. would happily listen to him talk about anything and everything. Besides the accent, he had a raspy quality to his voice that always sounded like he'd just crawled out of bed and would be happy to crawl back in with a female companion. 

"I'm thinking about leaving Haven," she said not lifting her face to see his reaction. 

"I thought you liked your job," he said.

"I do. I like the work, but I don't think I'm cut out for living with such a small group of people."

"Maybe you should talk to Jacinta about working on the data mining team. You'd still be involved with the team, but you wouldn't have to live in Haven."

"Maybe. I never thought about that," she said. "I might do that."

He put his palm on her cheek and turned her head, so she had to look at him. "I care about you, Portia. I know loosing Derrick was hard. Maybe you need a change." 

She was surprised that he wasn't putting up more of a fight for her to stay in Haven. "I thought you cared about me." Even though she had already decided that Hammish was not her forever, she had thought he cared about her, and it hurt that he didn't ask if she wanted him to come along.

"I do care," he said. "I care enough to understand why you have to go. I don't want you to stay if you aren't happy here."
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