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“Wait for it,” Kelly Uppleger said as the group gathered downtown, breath puffing in the chilly air.

Kevin West cupped his warm coffee between his hands. “This is so exciting, Mrs. Uppleger.”

“I can hardly wait to see what surprise you have for us,” Jazmyn Bailey blurted.

“Okay, close your eyes, guys,” Kelly ordered.

Amy Grussendorf and Mimi Brown covered theirs in unison, giggling. One by one, everyone else obeyed.

“Ready?” Kelly’s voice trembled with excitement. “Three... two... one!”

All eyes snapped open. Gasps burst out at once, echoing off the brick buildings. Eyes widened to the size of saucers as they took in the brand-new sign hanging over the once-vacant storefront.

BASELine Detective Agency

“Oh my word. I love it,” Jazmyn said first, almost breathless.

“What do you guys think?” Kelly asked, unable to hide the grin spreading across her face.

“LOVE IT!” the group shouted in unison.

“You did it,” Ms. Brown said, stepping forward, tears shining in her eyes. “This has been your dream for years, and you finally did it. I am so proud of you.”

Mimi threw her arms around Kelly, and they hugged tightly.

“I couldn’t have done it without you guys,” Kelly admitted.

“We’re going to miss you so much. Kelly Walsh will not be the same without you,” Mrs. Grussendorf said, her voice tinged with sadness.

“Kelly Walsh won’t be the same without us,” Kelly replied.

The group exchanged puzzled looks. What on earth was she talking about? They had all worked at Kelly Walsh for the last three years in the same program together.

“This is our detective agency,” Kelly said.

“Ours?” Jazmyn repeated, stunned.

“Yes, ours,” Kelly confirmed. “It’s been my dream, but I want you all to be a part of it. I want to go into business with you guys. We work so well together, and I think it’s going to be so much fun.”

“I’m in!” Kevin said, jumping at the idea without even taking a moment to think.

“I would love to do it, but I just don’t know,” Amy said, with hesitation in her voice. “The school offers stability... but the agency could offer so much more.”

“This could be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” Jazmyn cut in.

“It really could,” Mimi agreed. “And we do work well together.”

“I’m in,” Jazmyn said, a slow smile spreading across her face.

“Me too,” Amy added, more confident now.

“Mimi?” Kevin turned to her, almost pleading.

Mimi blew out a breath, then grinned. “Alright. I’m in.”

“Yes!” West shouted.

And just like that, it was decided. The agency was official.

“This is our detective agency,” Kelly said.

“Ours?” Jazmyn repeated, stunned.

“Yep,” Kevin added with a grin. “Guess we’re really covering all the bases now.”
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“Thank you, Mrs. Shipley. We’ll be there,” Mrs. Uppleger said into the phone. She hung up and turned to the group. They sat quietly, eyes bright with anticipation.

“Was that Erin Shipley from the NIC?” Mimi asked.

“Yes.” Kelly’s smile spread. “Guys, we have our first paid gig. It’s not a case, though—it’s security.”

“So we’re there for security, not sleuth-curity?” Kevin said, grinning.

Groans and headshakes circled the room.

“Anyway,” Kelly went on, trying not to laugh, “the Nicolaysen is hosting a fundraising gala tomorrow night. They’re featuring an art piece on loan from the Ellison Western Art Foundation in Denver. It’s called Last Light on the Platte.”

“That painting was done by the Margaret Ellison,” Amy said, emphasizing the word.

“That’s right,” Kelly said. “And Allison Maluchnik, the NIC’s executive director, is nervous because the piece is insured for two million dollars. If anything happens to it, they’re liable.”

“Are we leading or assisting security detail?” Jazmyn asked.

“Assisting,” Kelly said. “Randy Erb, the grounds manager, is heading it up. He’s got the cameras, angles, and blind spots mapped out. The piece will be the main attraction in the Founders Gallery.”

“We need to coordinate outfits,” Jazmyn said.

“I don’t know that it’s that big a deal,” Mimi said. “We always look good.”

“But for an event like this, we should all match,” Jazmyn insisted.

“Does everyone have black?” Kelly asked. “I want us to look business-appropriate.”

Kevin glanced around. “I’ve got black. It’s just usually a T-shirt with a band logo on it.”

“No logos,” Jazmyn said. “We’re going for ‘professional detectives,’ not ‘merch table roadies.’”

Amy laughed. “I’ve got a black blazer I never get to wear. This is as good an excuse as any.”

“Black dress, black flats,” Mimi said. “I’m ready.”

Kelly mentally checked them off and smiled. “Good. Tonight we plan. Tomorrow we protect a two-million-dollar painting.”

******************
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They arrived at 5 p.m., an hour and a half before the gala.

Randy met them at the door. “I’m so glad you could help out,” he said. “Sorry it was so last-minute. The insurance on this piece is what prompted the extra security.”

“How did you know to call us?” Kelly asked.

“One of our board members used to work at Kelly Walsh and heard you’d opened BASELine,” Randy said. “She thought you’d be perfect.”

“Who was it?” Amy asked.

“Marci Hayward. She said she used to work with Mr. West and trusted you all. The rest is history.”

Kevin grinned. “I love Ms. Marci. That was really kind of her.”

Randy led them into the Founders Gallery for a walkthrough, pointing out cameras, blind spots, and each person’s post. When he finished, Kelly gathered the group.

“This is going to be great, guys,” she said. “Few exits, lots of eyes. The gala runs from 6:30 to 8:00 p.m. We’ll stay until about nine to make sure everything’s secure after they lock up. You ready?”

“Ready!” they answered in chorus, grinning.

When the doors opened, a sizable crowd flowed in, drawn straight to the main attraction. Kevin took position at the main entrance. Amy stood in the main hallway before the turn toward the painting. Mimi and Kelly mingled near Last Light on the Platte, while Jazmyn covered the secondary exit. Other guards spread through the building, watching galleries and doors—a quiet net around the night’s star.

***************************

[image: ]


Dr. Lena Hart slipped beside Allison and the board as guests began filtering into the Founders Gallery.

“Allison, she looks stunning,” Lena said, eyes on the painting. “If the Ellison Foundation could see the lighting right now, they’d send us flowers.”

“One miracle at a time,” Allison replied. “Generous pledges first, flowers second.”

The board chair chuckled. “If this many people turned out just to stare at one painting, I’d say your exhibition plan is working, Dr. Hart.”

“It helps when the painting is insured for more than my house,” another board member murmured.

Lena’s smile tightened. “Which is why I keep reminding everyone: no drinks near the rope, no touching the frame, and no impromptu selfies with flying elbows.”

“That’s why we brought in extra security,” the chair said, nodding toward BASELine at their posts. “Discreet, local, and very motivated not to let anything happen on their first big job.”
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