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

Kellen Wescott cupped his warm coffee between his hands. “This is so exciting, Mrs. Upton.”

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

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

Ava Grenshaw and Risha Brogan covered theirs in unison, giggling. One by one, everyone else obeyed.

“Ready?” Kara’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,” Jada said first, almost breathless.

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

“LOVE IT!” the group shouted in unison.

“You did it,” Ms. Brogan 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.”

Risha threw her arms around Kara, and they hugged tightly.

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

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

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

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

“This is our detective agency,” Kara said.

“Ours?” Jada repeated, stunned.

“Yes, ours,” Kara 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!” Kellen said, jumping at the idea without even taking a moment to think.

“I would love to do it, but I just don’t know,” Ava 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,” Jada cut in.

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

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

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

“Risha?” Kellen turned to her, almost pleading.

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

“Yes!” Wescott shouted.

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

“This is our detective agency,” Kara said.

“Ours?” Jada repeated, stunned.

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

“Was that Sarah Stephenson  from the Collins Street Art Museum?” Risha asked.

“Yes.” Kara’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?” Kellen said, grinning.

Groans and headshakes circled the room.

“Anyway,” Kara went on, trying not to laugh, “the Collins 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,” Ava said, emphasizing the word.

“That’s right,” Kara said. “And Veronica Morris, the Collins’ 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?” Jada asked.

“Assisting,” Kara said. “Richard Evans, 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,” Jada said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kara 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.

Richard 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?” Kara asked.

“One of our board members used to work at Casper High School and heard you’d opened Baseline,” Richard said. “She thought you’d be perfect.”

“Who was it?” Ava asked.

“Macy Hammond. She said she used to work with Mr. Wescott and trusted you all. The rest is history.”

Kellen grinned. “I love Ms. Macy. That was really kind of her.”

Richard led them into the Founders Gallery for a walkthrough, pointing out cameras, blind spots, and each person’s post. When he finished, Kara 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. Kellen took position at the main entrance. Ava stood in the main hallway before the turn toward the painting. Risha and Kara mingled near Last Light on the Platte, while Jada covered the secondary exit. Other guards spread through the building, watching galleries and doors—a quiet net around the night’s star.
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Dr. Lacy Hollister slipped beside Veronica and the board as guests began filtering into the Founders Gallery.

“Veronica, she looks stunning,” Lacy 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,” Veronica 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. Hollister.”

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

Lacy’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.”

“I’m grateful,” Lacy said. “Just remember, if something does go wrong, the foundation will call me first, not you.”

“Nothing is going to go wrong,” Veronica said. “You did your job with the art. Let the detectives do theirs. The board will worry about the donors.”

Lacy exhaled and smoothed her dress. “Fine. I’ll go charm the donors. But if I see a champagne flute cross that line, I reserve the right to scream quietly on the inside.”

“That’s what a curator’s for,” the chair joked. “Protecting masterpieces—and our blood pressure.”
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A trio of men stepped through the doors, pausing just inside. Their eyes swept the room—corners, ceiling, doorways.

“Three Caucasian males, about six feet,” Wescott murmured into his radio. “One in jeans and a sport coat, two in suits. Just entered the main hall.”

“Got them,” Ava replied. From her post near the turn to the Founders Gallery, she watched them drift closer. She stepped forward with a polite smile.

“Good evening, gentlemen. How are you tonight?” she asked, friendly but neutral.

“We’re well,” said the man in the middle, the natural center of gravity. “I’m—”

“Mr. Carrington! I was hoping you’d bless us with your presence,” Sarah Stephenson  called as she rounded the corner, all gala polish. “Some of the board members were asking about you. Come with me—I’d love to introduce you.”

The three men let themselves be swept along, Sarah leading them to a knot of board members just inside the gallery.

“Guess who I ran into,” she announced.

“Tyler Carrington! How on earth are you doing?” Dr. Hollister exclaimed, shaking his hand. He tipped his head toward Last Light on the Platte, glowing under the lights. “Look at that piece. I imagine you’re a little jealous. I heard you missed out on it when it was for sale in Denver a couple of years ago.”

A flicker of regret—or irritation—crossed Tyler’s face before he smoothed it away.

“Well,” he said lightly, “some of us have to admire from a respectable distance.”

“Negative on the three men,” Kara said quietly into the radio. “They’re clear. That’s Tyler Carrington—local art collector and owner of Platte Basin Energy.”

“Copy,” the team replied, one by one.

******************************
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Around 7:30, the doors swung open again and a gust of cold air slipped into the lobby just ahead of Rowan Pike.

“Relax, Casper,” he announced, loud enough to turn heads. “The local talent has arrived.”

He shrugged out of a paint-smudged black coat, boots a little too shiny for his splattered jeans and scarf, and stretched his arms as if the Collins were his studio.

“Rowan,” Sarah said, stepping forward with her gala smile. “So glad you could make it.”

“Oh, you know me,” he replied. “If there’s a two-million-dollar painting in the room, I like to be in the same tax bracket for at least an hour.”

A few board members chuckled uneasily. Dr. Hollister lifted an eyebrow. “We’re honored you’d grace us with your presence, Rowan.”

“Please,” Rowan said, hand over his heart. “I’m just here to see what kind of brushwork gets the full red-carpet treatment these days. Always good to check what I’m competing with.”

He nodded toward the Founders Gallery. “Is she in there? Last Light on the Platte? I should probably say hello before she remembers she got my wall space and my budget.”

“Rowan,” Veronica cut in smoothly, “you know exhibition funding is more complicated than that.”

“Of course it is,” he said. “It always is. Donors, foundations, insurance, catering—so many things between a painting and a wall.” He opened a hand toward the group. “Don’t worry, I’m only mildly bitter. Think of me as your color commentary.”

A couple of guests laughed. Even a guard smothered a smile.

Rowan dipped a half-bow. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go glare at Margaret Ellison’s clouds and pretend I’m above it all.”

He strode toward the gallery entrance, a little wake of attention following him.

“What just walked in?” Mrs. Bayfield asked from her tucked-away corner.

“Rowan Pike just happened,” Risha muttered. “I’ve heard so many stories. I didn’t think anyone could actually live up to them.”

Across the room, Veronica intercepted Rowan again before he reached the painting.

“Rowan,” she said quietly, smile fixed. “I’m glad you’re here, but I need you to keep
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