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CHAPTER ONE
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The spotlights hit her eyes as she stepped onto the red carpet. Jacinta smiled. Priority One had gone all out planning this premier. 

Mari reached out from an alcove—really the door of the Film Suite that was located next to the theater. "Mr. And Mrs. Pickering, could we have a word." She maneuvered them so they were all facing the camera. After answering a couple of questions about their support for the film, Mari said, "Now for the important question, Jacinta who are you wearing?"

Jacinta laughed. "I'm not surprised that you might think I had to borrow a dress, but I had this one in my closet from a charity gala I attended with Jamie in London."

Mari laughed. "Perfect. Enjoy the film."

Jacinta looked behind them as they reached the theater doors and saw Max with Cori on his arm. Mari stopped them for an interview, and Jacinta and Jamie entered the theater. The Haven Theater was small but comfortable, and it had been the site of many special evenings for the Priority One Team. Living in an underground former-missile base meant the faces were all familiar, but everyone looked nice with the women in evening wear and the men in tuxes. She scanned the area and saw that Emma and Logan were already in their usual spot on one of the leather sofas with Justin and Winnie. 

"Will you be able to sit here all night?" Jacinta asked Emma after greeting everyone. Emma was still recovering from the injuries she received during the stampede of giant elk in New Mexico. 

"I'll be fine. I'm almost back to one hundred percent," Emma said, reaching for Logan's hand. 

They had added additional seating to accommodate Haven's increased population after a recent hiring blitz, but people still gravitated to their usual spots.

Jacinta was pleased to see Mason walk in with Anna on his arm. The age difference made it unlikely that the two had a romantic connection, but some of the team had been hesitant to welcome Mason since it was an idea from his book "In a Perfect World" that had put the Priority One Team in the crosshairs of ASTRO, the Advanced Scientific Technical Research Organization. 

Mason was living in Haven now because the team's pursuit of his true identity led ASTRO to his door, and his home was destroyed in an attack. He had been so busy working with Max on the film since his arrival, Jacinta wasn't sure he even realized that his presence caused tension in the group.

The last to arrive were Z and Mari. They were good friends when Mari joined Priority One as the team hacker and one of its original members. When the workload grew, Mari suggested Zach for the job, and he had been a great addition to the team. Losing his undercover partner, Elsie, on a recent op in Texas had taken a toll on the usually positive man. Mari was sticking close to her friend, and Jacinta suspected there were deeper feelings between the two than either of them wanted to admit. 

Since Mari had been handling the red-carpet interviews, her arrival signaled that it was time to start the movie. She nodded to Jamie, and he stepped to the front of the theater. 

"Welcome to the Haven premier of 'An Acceptable Death Toll,'" Jamie said. "I think you all know that this is Mason Gilchrist's story. The script was written by our own Cori Edgerton, music by Z, and filmed by Max Sorkovsky. Enjoy the show. The afterparty will be in the Haven Pub immediately following the screening."

Jamie took his seat beside his wife, Jacinta, in the Haven Theater. Once everyone was seated, Travis lowered the lights and started the film.
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"Powerful stuff, Max," Logan said as he joined the group congratulating the filmmaker. 

"The music adds so much to the power of the film," someone told Z as he stood at the end of the bar with his usual energy drink in hand. 

Jacinta roamed the room talking to people and listening to the comments. She thought the film did a wonderful job of telling a true story that was, in many ways, unbelievable. After recent attacks on the team in New Mexico and Dallas, she was glad to see everyone enjoying themselves. While the subject and tone of the movie was serious, the premier and after party were fun events for those who lived in Haven and seldom got to participate in social events. 

Jamie walked up and put his arm around her waist. "You seem to be trying to figure something out," he said. "What are you puzzling about?"

"I was just thinking that I wish I thought to have Max set up a camera to film us watching the premier. When we had film nights before I've enjoyed analyzing the audience as much as the film. In this case, I had to concentrate on the film. I guess that means high marks for Max and Cori and everyone involved, but I feel as though I missed an opportunity to gather information about the inner workings of the team."

"Basically, you wanted to see who came together and who sat by who and how they interacted," he said.

"Exactly," she said as Mason walked up to join them. "What did you think?" he asked.

"The film is powerful," Jamie said. "I hope it garners a large enough audience to have an impact."

Everyone had a pleasant evening, and Jacinta did get a glimpse of some possible new couples. Magnus and Amy seemed to be continuing the friendship they forged in New Mexico. They seemed like a good fit. They were close to the same age with a love of the outdoors and a passion for search and rescue work. 

She watched Z for a while. He was struggling to accept what happened to Elsie during the Active Hat operation. He and Elsie hadn't been particularly friendly before they were sent undercover at Active Hat, but while they were pretending to be a couple they got close. They were both kidnapped but held in separate locations. Zach was rescued, but Elsie was killed. Jacinta saw Z heading for the door. She moved to intercept him. "Calling it a night?" she asked.

"Yeah. I'm not great company these days," he said. 

"I wanted to tell you that the music added so much to the film. I know it's just a hobby to you, but you, Max, and Cori make a powerful team."

"Thanks. I enjoy working with them. Good night."

After he walked out, Mari walked up beside her. "He'll be OK," Mari said. "It's just going to take some time."

"He's lucky to have his friend here to help."

Later as she and Jamie rode the elevator down to their floor, Jacinta said. I think we need to take another look at Haven personnel levels. If we need to add any staff, it would be best to have them in place before shelter-in-place becomes a necessity."

"And we need to make sure we adjust supply levels and housing plans accordingly," Jamie said. "I get the feeling you have some additions in mind."

"At least one," she said as they walked into their living room.
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"While we should all feel good that we were able to close the AI investigation and the hunt for the author of "In a Perfect World" ASTRO and The Group are still working to remake the world to fit their version of what it should be," Jacinta said. 

The chart projected on the screen in the front of the room showed an increase in ASTRO storms, fracking-caused Earthquakes, and new virus outbreaks. There was a lot of discussion about the steady, slow increase. Since they discovered the plans of ASTRO and The Group to dramatically reduce Earth's population, they had wondered why they weren't taking steps that had greater impact. The Group had been clear that they felt Earth was already in trouble, and yet the steps they had taken so far had only minor impact on population numbers. 

"We keep wondering what they're waiting for," Magnus said. "I have an idea how we might be able to find out." Beverly Tillotson was a billionaire heiress who was part of The Group. A few years earlier she hired Magnus to find her nephew who had gone missing while hiking the Appalachian Trail. "I could approach Bev to see if she's supportive of The Group's goals or not."

"Do you think she'd be willing to talk to you?" Jacinta asked. She watched as a blush crept up the big man's cheeks. "I'm pretty confident she'll want to help."

"Our profile of Beverly showed she has a reputation as something of a cougar," Emma said. "Is it that or because she's grateful you rescued her nephew?"

"Maybe a little of both," he admitted with half a grin.

Jamie shared what he knew of Beverly from his time as part of The Group. "I'll call Penny to get her take on the idea as well. It would be great to get inside intel, but I’m not comfortable putting you at risk, Magnus."

XXX

"Should we consider hiring a housekeeper who cooks?" Jacinta asked as she and Jamie left Haven's staff dining room and walked to the elevator.

"If you'd like," he said. "Finding a fit for that role will be much simpler if we don't expect the person to fill a role on Priority One."

They weighed the possibilities of sheltering in Haven soon. "I hate to disrupt everyone's lives too soon, but waiting too long can be just as detrimental," Jacinta said.

Jacinta carried her Mexican cocoa into the livingroom and took up her usual after-dinner spot on one end of the sofa while Jamie sipped his coffee in the chair adjacent.

"How do you feel about Magnus approaching Beverly Tillotson?" 

"Conflicted. We need information about The Group's plans, but we've had access to four of the members in the past, and I'm not sure we've gotten much from it."

"If Penny hadn't gotten involved, we wouldn't have known about their plans for AI and been able to stop them."

"True, but Atherton and Elsie might still be alive."

"We need to contact Beverly soon," he said. "If we can get her to work with us we may need to offer her a spot in Haven for her protection much like Mason."

"So it would be best to have that done before we make the SIP decision which makes me wonder if there's anything else on our plate that's going to require travel. If there is, we should try to do that sooner rather than later. I'm starting to feel like shelter-in-place is a matter of when not if."
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"We believe it's likely we will have to shelter in Haven again soon. We're keeping an eye on the virus situation and will make the call when it's prudent. In light of that, we want to tackle anything requiring travel before the situation above ground gets worse," Jacinta said. "First up is Magnus' meeting with Beverly Tillotson."

Once they worked out the goals and discussed timing, Jacinta said, "You should call Beverly as soon as possible so we can make travel arrangements. Will someone on your team at No Stone take care of Freki."

Several people around the table offered to look after the dog. "Freki will be coming along," Magnus said. "Bev is a big fan."

"Stacking the deck. Smart," Emma said.

"I'll go with Magnus," Winnie said. 

"Great," Jacinta said. She always preferred the team to travel in pairs outside Haven but was surprised Winnie volunteered. She usually preferred to avoid field work.

Justin reminded them of the destination for ASTRO Comms they found in Mexico. "I think it's possible there's an ASTRO facility of some kind there. We had been talking about sending a team to investigate, but other priorities keep stealing our focus." 

"Why is it called the Zone of Silence if it's a communication hub?" Cori asked.

"That's a question maybe we can help answer," Justin said.

"Mexico's Zone of Silence, or La Zona del Silencio, is supposedly a dead zone for communication," Z said. "It's a central piece in several conspiracy theories related to aliens, UFOs, missing hikers, and a wayward bomb from White Sands Missile Base."

"It's a perfect topic for our next Haven film night," Mari said. "There are some fun films about it."

"And by fun she means scary stuff," Emma said. 

"I'd rather not risk sending anyone into such a dangerous environment," Jacinta said. "Even if you disregard the aliens, UFOs, and unexplained disappearances, it's a remote desert environment about 400 miles from El Paso Texas where calling for help might not be an option and electronic tracking signals may not work."

"We'll need to have a solid plan with adequate security," Jamie said, "but if there's a chance there's an ASTRO facility there that is controlling the storms, we have to check it out."

After much debate, they made a rough plan for the trip. Max wanted to do the filming, but he was scheduled to do several interviews for the release of his film on Mason's story. Cori would have to be the one to go. Things got more complicated when they tried to select the rest of the team. 

Even with adding staff, they never seemed to have enough resources. Jacinta would prefer to keep Logan and Amy in Haven to make sure Emma's recovery remained a priority. Magnus and Max were busy with other assignments. Travis had to pick up the slack at No Stone while the others were focused elsewhere.

"We'll go," Mari said, looking at Z. "The Zone sounds like our kind of place." 

Everyone needed time to review their research on the Zone of Silence before making more detailed plans for the trip, so they postponed that item until the following day.

Later that afternoon, Jamie and Jacinta had a call with Duke Duguesne. His company provided protection and bodyguard services when any of the Priority One people left Haven.

"I thought you'd want to know that the construction on the Duquesne wing is finished," Jamie said after greetings were exchanged. Each of the four Duquesne brothers was a billionaire in their own right. The oldest brother, Duke, owned Duquesne Protection and had been providing security for Priority One. In the process he and Jamie had become friends, and Duke convinced Jamie to build a wing of apartments in Haven to shelter the Duquesne brothers in the event of the need to shelter-in-place.

"Have all our supplies arrived?" Duke asked.

"Yes, your personal items are all in the supply room in your wing," Jamie said.

"That's good news," Duke said. "If you can believe the media, it sounds like I may be calling Haven home sooner rather than later."

"That's the other reason for our call," Jacinta said. 

"I figured you just needed to hear my voice," Duke said.

She chose to ignore his obvious flirting. Duke was a blatant flirt who enjoyed verbally sparring with Jacinta. He seemed to take her bluntness as a personal challenge. "I wanted to make sure you and your brothers understand the protocol. If we decide to lockdown Haven, you'll have 24 hours to get everyone on site. Anyone arriving after that will have to be quarantined in the medical wing for at least 14 days and undergo daily testing."

"I know you're drawn to my bad boy image, but I'll follow the rules," Duke said. "While unpleasant, it is a necessary precaution. If I have to be in quarantine will you come visit me?"

"Our medical staff will take good care of you," Jacinta said, making a note to warn Amy, the Haven doctor, about Duke and his brothers. 

Duke said there'd be no problem providing the bodyguards needed to cover Magnus' trip to meet with Beverly and the operation in Mexico.

"I'd like to send Rick on the Zone Op," Jacinta said. "He's worked with us before, and Cori's comfortable with him. She's not as seasoned in the field as some of our more senior people." 

When they finished with Duke, Jacinta pulled up the list of expected Haven residents during a shelter-in-place situation. "I see you've already added the additional medical staff to the list and Karin's family," Jamie said. 

"I think we should designate quarters for Beverly Tillotson in the event Magnus convinces her to help us." They both studied the list for a while in silence. "We've got the guards covered and the additional Haven staff. Oh my gosh." She put her hand on his arm. "I can't believe I just thought of this. What about Wylie and Penny? Do you know if they have a shelter-in-place plan?"

"I don't know what arrangements they have, but I'll call Wylie tonight and find out if we need to designate a space in Haven for them."

"I never would have thought Haven would have a section designated as Billionaires’ Row," she said.

“Stranger things have happened, and we’ve seen them firsthand.”
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Magnus wasn't thrilled with visiting Bev, but he hoped he could persuade her to share information about The Group's activities. He still wasn't sure how to approach the subject with her. Back at Haven, his teammates had come up with lots of suggestions. They even role-played how those conversations might go. In his mind it was a tossup which stand-in made for the most entertaining Beverly—the usually quiet, conservative Travis or the edgier less inhibited Z. He smiled and wiped his sweaty palms on his jean clad thighs. He was pretty confident. He felt sure the Bev he would face would have more in common with Z's interpretation and that version hadn't worked out well when they ran through it. 

As they drove from a private air strip to Beverly's home outside Newport, Rhode Island, he wondered what he was really doing. If he believed his teammates’ view of how serious the problem was then he couldn't figure out why they would send a dog trainer to save the world.

The wind picked up enough that he felt the driver's efforts to keep the high-profile SUV on the road. He checked his watch. It was a lot darker outside than the hour warranted.

The gate to Beverly's estate stood open. It was closed the other times he had been there, but that was only a couple of time a few years earlier. He wasn't sure what was normal.

"Do you want to call from the keypad, or should I drive on up to the house?" the driver asked.

Something felt off. Before he could make a decision, a loud clap of thunder rumbled in the distance and Magnus' phone rang. It was a message telling him there was an ASTRO storm moving into position over Beverly's house.

Though he'd studied all the research and listened to the discussions, he still found it difficult to accept that the current weather was human-caused or at least human controlled. The storms that beset the team during the search for Atherton were ASTRO storms. He knew they were real, and yet it was still unbelievable. If it was true, then an ASTRO storm over Bev's house when they arrived meant someone knew their plans. That made him think of the stories he heard about Jacinta's "who knew" lists. 

"Magnus?" the guard behind the wheel was still waiting for an answer. 

"Something doesn't feel right," Magnus said. "Pull through the gate and stop." He pulled out his phone and debated his options. He'd been instructed to minimize the use of electronic communications as much as possible. He understood the reasons, but he wasn't sure how to proceed. He tapped the guard in the passenger seat on the shoulder. "Call this number." He read off Beverly's number. It rang several times before switching to her voice mail. He didn't leave a message. 

A few large raindrops plopped on the windshield before the storm picked up steam and the rain was coming down in sheets making
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