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Chapter 1

Ever heard the old saying, you can’t see the forest for the trees?  That is exactly how I felt as I moved slowly through the woods that early spring evening tailing my suspect, Riccardo Romano.  Good old Ricky was what one might call an associate within the Ricci Crime Family as he did low-level work for them and was not a made man within the organization.  The best phrase for him was wannabe as there were always guys just like him, trying to work their way up and a lot of the time it wasn’t just about the money but about the prestige and the power that came with each step on the ladder.  It was hard work and often thankless for those like him who had committed themselves to such a life but considering that he had no ambition, a lack of intellect, and bleak ambitions he was doing great.

My partner Gabriel Powell, aka Gabe as I called him, and I had been tailing him for some time as part of an interagency effort with DEA and ICE, as well as Customs and Border Protection, aka Border Patrol.  We suspected he had been working with a group of smugglers that had been bringing drugs across via the Canadian border, through the woods, into Maine.  Though the forest was much more treacherous it was far safer than using the main roads.  This was because law enforcement routinely kept a close eye on the rural highways as they were popular routes for bringing illegal substances into the country.  If one could bypass the commonly traveled highways across the border, they could save themselves a ton of potential grief and up their chances of successfully moving the dope into the country.

Our pal Ricky had a large white panel truck which he was going to use to pick the stuff up from his contacts. He had turned down a dirt road off the main highway and after a short distance, parked and then took off on foot toward his rendezvous point.  As our sedan came to a stop I jumped out of the car and started to pursue him as I damn sure didn’t want to lose sight of him, especially after all the hard work we had done as we had been on the case for an extensive period of time.

As I closed the door, I heard Gabe say, “I’ll park and will be right behind ya.”

The moon provided just enough light to penetrate the thickly wooded landscape enabling me to see Ricky who was just ahead of me.  He clearly did not know I was trailing him and he was proceeding very nonchalantly as though he didn’t have a care in the world.  Although he did look back from time to time to see if anyone was following him, he never saw me as when he did turn and look around, I was always in a spot where I could duck behind a tree, enabling me to stay concealed.

After a couple of minutes of walking, he finally arrived in a large clearing and as he did, I could see him much better.  This was because there was no overhead canopy of trees blocking the light and the space overhead was clear allowing the moon to better illuminate the area.

Now in the middle of the clearing, he scanned the area making a full three hundred and sixty-degree turn, and then waited patiently for his contact to arrive. Fortunately, he still hadn’t seen me.  After a couple of minutes, another man entered the clearing and began walking toward him and as he did, he threw up his hand, turned, and began walking to meet the guy.  Though I could see their outlines it was impossible to see what the other gentleman looked like because of the poor illumination.

Suddenly from behind, I heard a crack and as I turned, I could see the outline of a figure some distance behind me.  It was my partner Gabe and he had clearly stepped on a branch.  Ricky and his friend had also heard the noise and the next thing I knew they were pulling their handguns out of their jackets and began to walk from the center of the clearing toward us.

Fucking great I thought, this was all we needed.  After countless months of working on the operation, it was probably over, simply because of one minor accident by my partner who couldn’t see where he was going.  But how could he?  It was night and there was no light. 

Thinking that all was lost I pulled my gun out of my holster as I just knew a firefight was coming up, which was the last thing I was looking to get into.  After all the work we had put into the case it looked as though it was getting ready to be over as Ricky’s pal undoubtedly had a partner who would most likely be driving off with the drugs as soon as the first round was fired.  But suddenly all of that changed when I heard a slight roaring sound coming from above and in addition to that, the sky above the clearing began to light up, becoming brighter by the second. As I glanced ahead, I noted Ricky and his accomplice had stopped and were now looking up.  From what I could tell they were able to see the cause of the disturbance a whole lot better than I was as they were in the clearing with a full view of the sky, and I was still in the woods and my view was obstructed by the overhead canopy.

The next thing I knew, a fireball which was fifteen to twenty feet across crashed in the middle of the clearing right where they were standing, and that was the end of Ricky and his business partner as they were now buried underneath it as the impact had obliterated them both.  As it landed the blast threw me back at least twenty feet and fortunately I landed in a soft pile of leaves.  As I lay there with my head spinning, I could see and feel that I was coated in a strange black gooey substance that was clearly residue from the meteor, and strangely enough, it did not burn or emit any kind of an odor.

The area around the impact site was burning from where it had caught the grass on fire and the light from it, as well as the glow of the meteor, provided us with some illumination even though we were not extremely close.  As Gabe rushed up to me, he asked, “Are you okay Lee?”

“I’m not sure,” I said groggily.

“I’ve gotta tell you, I have never seen anything like that, except maybe in a sci-fi movie,” and then looking down at me he asked, “What’s this shit that’s all over you?  Looks like some kind of goo or tar.”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you walk?”

“Maybe,” and as I propped myself up on my elbows I continued, “I think I got some of the stuff in my mouth,” and I began spitting.

“Gabe, can you help me up?”

“Dude, I’m not sure I should touch you.  That stuff could be radioactive.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right, no need taking any chances.  Did you not get any on you?”

Shaking his head he said, “No, I was fortunate.”

“I think I can walk.  Let’s call this in,” I said as I attempted to stand and that was the last thing I remembered.


Chapter 2

When I opened my eyes, everything was blurry but after a few moments, things began to come into focus as I started to survey my dimly lit surroundings. From all appearances, I was able to determine that I was in a hospital room.  Noting an IV pole on the left side of me I could see a line and as I followed it downward, I determined that it was clearly connected to me via my arm.

Damn, how serious were my injuries, I thought to myself.  From what I could tell I felt okay, but then again, I had just woken up, and probably needed more time to accurately assess my condition.  As I traced the IV line from the pole down to my arm, I noticed something strange, my arm looked smaller than normal and it was almost petite, though not that little.  How long had I been out?  And really, had I lost that much weight?  Where the hell was the staff?  As I began to look for the call button to get some help, as the service was clearly terrible in the place, I heard a click and looked toward the door as the entrant pushed it open.

A smile came to her face as she approached the side of my bed and she said, “Hi, I’m Jill.”

Wearing a white physician’s coat the stunning young lady before me had long dark hair and eyes, was slender and had Mediterranean features, and was truly one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen.  By the jacket she had on I suspected she was the physician, and as I thought to myself if she’s my doctor I want to know her office address because she’s going to be my health care provider going forward.

“How are you feeling Special Agent Smith?” she asked, and as I responded I had the shock of my life as a high-pitched screechy voice emanated from my mouth, and I immediately placed my hand on my chest, and when I did, I received another surprise as my palm did not go flat against it.  An expression of horror came to my face and I immediately looked at her, hoping she would have answers to what was happening as I had no idea what was going on.

With a bit of a sympathetic look on her face, she said, “I know you just woke up and I’m sure this is a bit of a shock.”

“A bit of a shock?” I squeaked out in my new girly voice.  “Really?  And are these what I think they are?” as a gently slapped my palm across my chest, “Do I have breasts?”

Holding her clipboard against her chest she looked at me and said, “Yes, it is true Agent Smith, and what I’m about to tell you next is going to come as a bit of a shock,” she then stopped for a moment and added, “Okay it’s going to come as more than a bit of a shock, let’s just say that.  Do you remember the meteor in the forest?”

I nodded.

“And do you remember a strange substance that came off of it when it impacted?”

Nodding I said, “Yes, it covered me.”

“It had a strange effect on you at the most basic cellular level.”

Then taking my hand into hers she said, “Lee, it has turned you into a woman.”

“You mean a real female?  Like an honest to goodness girl?”

She nodded and said, “Fully.”

Looking down the bed at the spot where my male private parts would normally have been located, I then returned my gaze to her and asked, “Even?”

She nodded.

“I don’t have a ….”

She shook her head.

“So, in place of it, I now have a ….”

Nodding she said, “Yes, you have a vagina.”

Letting my head fall back against the pillow I said, “Great, this is just fucking great.  What do I do now?  Go through life as a woman?”

“Well, yes.”

“So, my fate is to live out my days as a woman?  Wonderful, what a way to live,” I said disappointedly.

“Thanks a lot,” she fired back at me.

“Well, I didn’t mean anything against you,” I said apologetically.

Smiling she said, “I’ve done alright, and I think you will too, and besides, it’s not so bad, and by all appearances, you are a perfectly healthy young woman who is about thirty-two years old, your original age, which appears to have stayed the same, and can choose to live a life just a full as you wish and have anything you want in it, provided ….”

Looking at her I said, “Provided?”

“That’s what you want to do.  It’s all up to you.”

“Based on your statement, I’m taking it that you are not all that confident about being able to change me back?”

Shaking her head she said, “The substance that changed you is unlike anything we have ever seen, and since we’re not even sure how it changed you into a woman, there’s not much of a chance we can reverse engineer it.”

“What about my career as an FBI agent?”

“It’s there waiting on you, whenever you’re ready.”

“Oh my God, I can’t imagine being an agent as a woman.”

“Why not?  Your agency has many female agents.”

“I’m not denying that but it’s hard to envision being one of them, as you know, I’m a guy, or was anyway.  Oh, my partner Gabe, is he okay?  Did he turn into a woman too?”

Shaking her head she said, “He’s just fine, and has been staying here at our facility since that evening so we could keep a close eye on him.”

“He is?  Cool.  By the way, what is this place?  Where am I?”

“You are in the American Counterintelligence and Espionage medical facility in D.C.”

“I’m in ACE headquarters?”

“That’s right.”

“I had no idea you guys had your own hospital.”

“That’s because it’s a secret,” she said and then put her forefinger up to her lips and added, “Shhh,” and as she finished speaking, we both chuckled.

“Exactly how long have I been unconscious?”

“Three weeks.”

“You’re kidding?”

Shaking her head she said, “No.  You arrived here unconscious and when you did your transformation had already begun.  We decided to keep you out during the process because if you’d been awake, you would probably have been hysterical as it was a traumatic process, to say the least.”

“So, it was pretty crazy watching me turn from a man into a woman?”

Nodding she said, “Let’s just say it was something none of us had ever seen before.  We had a couple of people that were not able to watch your transformation during the seven days it was taking place because it was pretty turbulent at times.”

“I bet, and I think I’m glad you guys kept me out.  Does Gabe know?”

Nodding she said, “Yes, we’ve explained it to him.”

“Oh boy, he’s definitely going to give me a ribbing over this.”

“I have a feeling he’s going to take it easy on you, after all this is a pretty big deal, and in my opinion, not something your friend should pick on you over, as guys sometimes do.”

“It’s okay, it’s, well, a guy thing.”

Chuckling she said, “I understand.  So, would you like to see yourself?”

Shrugging my shoulders I said, “Sure.”

“Do you feel like standing?”

“I think so.”

Lowering the rail on the side of the bed I swung my legs over and she held onto my arm as my bare feet touched the cold tile floor.  Walking to the other side of the room, there in the corner was a full-length mirror.  As I finally stood in front of it, I saw the new me, and in the grand scheme of things I wasn’t a bad-looking woman.  I appeared to be about 5’5, had hazel eyes, long dirty blonde hair, and a slim to medium build, not skinny but I was filled out nicely and had some muscle tone and definition.  My breasts weren’t huge but not small either and later I would discover that I was a 34C.

“What do you think?” she asked.

As I continued to look at myself, I smiled back at my reflection and nodded slightly before saying, “Not bad.”

“You’re really very pretty.”

“Thanks, I bet you say that to all the girls,” and we chuckled at my comment.

Continuing to examine myself in the looking glass I nodded once again and said, “Yep, if I was a guy, I’d do me.”

A smirk came to her face, and she said, “I’ve got a friend who makes comments like yours.”

“Really?  I bet she didn’t use to be a guy.”

She rolled her eyes back and then a huge smile shot across her face and she said, “Yeah.  Maybe she’ll drop by at some point and you can find out for yourself.  With that being said, how do you feel about getting started as the new Lee first thing in the morning?”

Shrugging my shoulders I said, “I guess.  I’m not sure what there is to do but apparently, you know something I don’t, and you seem to have it all planned out.”

“Believe it or not I do have some experience in this area.”


Chapter 3

The next morning Jill helped me get started with my new life as a female and gave me a mini-makeover before breakfast.  This consisted of getting me dressed, applying makeup, making sure my hair was presentable, and sharing a few accessories with me including a necklace, some clip-on earrings, a couple of bracelets, as well as a couple of costume jewelry rings.  I’m glad she got me up and running as I would have had no idea where to start.

Sporting my new black pants suit and white blouse we walked down the corridor toward the cafeteria and as I entered, I spied my breakfast date, my old partner and friend, sitting on the far side of the room alone with his tray of food.

“There he is,” I said.

“Want me to go with you?”

Shaking my head I said, “No, but thanks.”

“How about I bring you some food?”

“That would be great.  How about scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and hash browns.  Oh, and a black coffee as well.”

Chuckling she said, “Okay.”

“What’s so funny?”

“You’re still eating like a man, but that’s okay.  Go talk to Agent Powell and show him the new you, he’s waiting on you.”

To borrow a phrase, I was more nervous than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs as I approached him, and I think what made me so anxious was my fear of how he would respond.  We had worked together as partners for years and had been great pals and had a friendship that nothing could shatter.  However, this wasn’t anything even close to normal and I was concerned that he wouldn’t be able to handle it and wouldn’t want to be friends or partners anymore, something that the prospect of made me very unhappy.

As I approached the table, he stopped eating his oatmeal, lowered his spoon, and looked at me for a few seconds before standing up and then cleared his throat before muttering, “Lee?”

“The one and only,” I said to him in my new feminine voice.

Standing there he continued staring at me for several seconds until I finally broke the silence and asked, “May I join you?”

Nervously he said, “Yeah, please, sorry about that,” and he began to sit before jumping back up and added, “Let me get your chair.”

“Dude, not necessary,” I said as I quickly slid into my seat.

Returning to his chair he still stared at me as though I were an alien from outer space until I said, “I can see you’re a bit surprised by my appearance.”

“Yeah, sorry for staring.  Even though they told me what happened it’s still a bit of a shock seeing you like this.  I hope that didn’t come out wrong, I know you’ve been through a lot and I wouldn’t want to ….”

“Dude, forget it.  Look at me, it’s Lee, your partner, same old guy, with one exception, that I’m a girl, oh, and I’ve got a vagina and a pair of breasts.”

At that point, a slight smirk came to his face, and as it did, I said, “Now that’s more like it.  So, you’ve been in here the entire time?”

Nodding he said, “Yeah, they said because I had been so close to you when you got sprayed with that goo that they wanted to make sure there were no residual effects.  They wanted to monitor me to make sure I wasn’t going to turn out like you.  Fuck, I didn’t mean to say that.”

Shaking my head I said, “It is what it is, and like it or not I am the new me.  Are they treating you okay?”

“Yeah.  I was in isolation for about two weeks, and I’ve been out for seven days now.  I’ve got a nice little room with all the comforts of home, it’s kind of like a nice hotel room.  Anyway, it’s comfortable.”

Jill arrived at our table and set the tray down in front of me and said, “There ya go.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

“I’m going to be sitting across the room with one of my friends.  You two visit and take all the time you need, and I will catch up with you in a bit,” and she then turned and began walking across the room.”

After a few moments, Gabe asked, “So, would it be rude to ask what it’s like?”

Now with a piece of bacon practically hanging out of my mouth I stopped chewing and asked, “You mean being a girl?”

He nodded.

“I just woke up last night you know and am still trying to process it.  The one thing I can say is that it’s different.”

“In what way?”

“Well, I’m not as tall as I was and didn’t realize that the world does look just a wee bit different when you’re half a foot shorter.  Plus, the obvious, I’ve got no dick, and have titties, you know.  Oh, and the high pitch voice thing.  Every time I speak, I think I’m a little freaked out as this whiny little noise comes out of my mouth, which I find kind of annoying.”

“I think you sound fine.  You have a very nice voice.”

“You’re just saying that.”

Shaking his head he said, “No, I’m not.  I’ve heard a lot of women who have awful voices, and you’re not one of them.  Swear to God.”

“I’m going to take your word for it.  For now.  But if you make fun of me later, I’m going to bring you up on sexual harassment charges for making fun of me because of my sex.”

After a few seconds elapsed I said, “Oh my God, that’s right I can truly do shit like that now.  This may be better than I thought.”

“Oh, they told me that whenever they finish training you to be a woman that you and I can return to work as partners if we want.”

“That would be great,” I said as I continued to feed my face with the tray of food that Jill had provided me with.

Sitting there silently I became concerned with his silence and asked, “Gabe, you do want to continue working with me I hope.”

“I do but, geez, this is all so weird.”

“You think this is weird?  How do you think I feel having my entire world ripped away?  At least you’re still you, I don’t even have that so count your lucky stars, I’m starting completely over.”

After a few moments of silence I said, “If you don’t feel comfortable being my partner any longer that’s fine, we will just have to go our separate ways.  However, before you make that decision just remember one thing, it’s still me inside, the same guy.  The only thing that is different about me is what’s on the outside.  That’s all I’ve got, and if that’s not enough, then well, I don’t know what to say.”

We sat there for at least two minutes before he muttered a word and he finally said, “I know it’s you in there, I get that, I really do, I’m just having a little difficult adjusting.  Now, I have no right to even say that because you’ve been through a lot more than me.  Shit.  How about this?  Let’s stay partners and do another assignment or two together as see how it goes.  If we’re both good with it, great.  It will also give you a chance to decide if you like working with me now that you’re a girl and if you can tolerate my wise-ass and chauvinist remarks which I do spout on a regular basis.”

Sticking my hand across the table we shook and as he pulled away, he looked down at his finger.

“Oh, sorry about the bacon grease, I should have wiped my hand first.”

Smiling he said, “Yep, some old you.” 


Chapter 4

Over the next seven days, I received a crash course from my good friend Jill on the art of being a girl, and I’ve got to tell you, there was more to it than I ever envisioned.  As a man, all I ever did was get up, shave, take a shower, get dressed, comb my hair, and voila!  I was all ready for the day.  I quickly found that being a female was much more complex and there was a lot more to do than I could have ever imagined.

Without boring you with all the details, and there are many, I learned about fashion, makeup, doing my hair, accessories, mannerisms, and a whole lot more over that week. At the end of it, Jill told me that was just the tip of the iceberg and that I would learn more as I experienced life as a female. 

Apparently, I was not the only person something like this had happened to as I was introduced to a beautiful young woman who identified herself as Mattie who had also undergone an accidental transition in the past although she did not elaborate on the details.  Though curious, I did not ask as I was at ACE HQ, a super-secret organization, where some things were best left alone.  She did encourage me to keep a positive attitude and assured me that not being a man anymore was not the be-all and end-all of one’s existence and there was life afterward.  Mattie also shared with me that after her transformation she was pleasantly surprised as she soon discovered that she enjoyed life as a girl and that she was married to a wonderful man and had a baby as well.

Wow, I thought to myself and wondered if she had been gay as a man, and before I could utter a word she told me that she had been a terrible womanizer her entire life, as a man, up until the point the change took place  Finally she told me not to be surprised if any abnormal feelings or emotions surfaced as they were quite normal because females were wired quite differently and have a whole lot more hormonal activity going on inside compared to men.  Don’t worry and just go with the flow, she told me, as there was a strong possibility that my biochemistry would reprogram the way that I thought, felt, and acted, and the way that I viewed the world would be modified.  She also said to not fight it when it happened as it was natural because I was now a woman and that in itself was a blessing. And if I embraced the change, I would know joy and fulfillment I could never have imagined as a man.

This seemed a little farfetched to me because I was just barely making it day by day since my transformation, trying to hang on and grasp everything that had happened to me and the thought of embracing my femininity was, well, out there.  Anyway, I was polite and thanked her and she wished me well and there was nothing much left to say as the journey ahead was mine which I figured I would be taking alone.

Jill asked me what I would like to do regarding my name since it was Lee and she asked if I wanted to change it to a more feminine name to reflect the new me.  She said there was no requirement to change it but wanted to offer me the option and told me that the agency would have no problem updating every federal, state, and local database to reflect that as well as my new sex, female, provided that’s what I wanted to identify as.  I told her hell yeah, I was a girl, and let’s go with that as I was a bit of a redneck when it came to gender identification and wanted to keep it simple, and as long as we were talking about simple let’s keep my name that way too and go with L-E-I-G-H.  With that being said, my name sounded the same and only had a slight modification to the spelling, and Leigh Smith was back in business, but with a vagina.  I hope that didn’t sound tacky.

It had now been four weeks since that night in the forest and it was decided that Gabe and I could now return to work, which was better than the alternative of being an unemployed female.  Now, putting him back to work in the field was no issue, but I was the problem.  In the FBI community, most people know or are at least familiar with one another to some degree, and the question was, how do they explain the new me?  Do they tell everyone in the agency that I was changed into a girl because I was exposed to a foreign substance that flew off a meteor?  Doing that would freak out the public because the day would come when it would leak out as something like that was just too big to keep a lid on.  In the end, the powers that be decided that the best thing to do was doctor my records indicating that I’d undergone a sex change, swore us to secrecy and made us sign a variety of documents saying that if we ever disclosed any of what actually happened, we could be imprisoned without trial.  They also gave us a couple of very nice pay raises and reassigned us to ACE HQ temporarily.

Despite the fact that there was no such thing as ACE working on interagency projects with any other federal agencies we were now the exception as they had absolute supreme authority in the intelligence and law enforcement world and you didn’t fuck with the boys from ACE, and we just had to accept that.

Reason being, they wanted us assigned there in the short term for a couple of reasons, one, so they could keep an eye on me and give me the support that I might need as I settled into my new role, and two, to keep Gabe and I close, avoiding too much exposure to the law enforcement community.  What they wanted to do was ease us back into the system later, versus right then as it was a very unique situation considering what had happened to me.

Our boss was a man named Zack, a section chief at ACE, and we were assigned to his department for the duration and would be answering to him directly.  Now that we were assigned to this super-secret agency, I asked myself, were we going to be able to enter the world of espionage and international intrigue and live dangerously as we traveled across the globe saving civilization as we knew it, I thought?  Not even close.

Arlington, Texas was getting ready to host a megaevent of unprecedented proportions as the world’s largest motivational conference was set to roll into town.  Dozens of the biggest names in the industry would be coming in and speaking to large numbers of individuals for almost a full week encouraging them to be all they can be, for a small price, of course, all major credit cards accepted.  Over the past few years, the city’s entertainment district had exploded with new high-rise hotels, state-of-the-art stadiums, as well as dozens of new restaurants, not to mention a series of amusement parks where the kiddies could have fun while their parents enjoyed themselves.

With gaming recently voted in within the Lone Star state the latest and newest addition was the Great Western Hotel, Casino, & Resort, which was massive at 4 million square feet, had two 5,000 seat theaters (convertible to one), 250 Meeting Rooms and 8 Ballrooms, also convertible to one, and that wasn’t including the casino.  You know what they say, everything is bigger in Texas.

As we were told this was our next assignment, the question on my mind was, how did Gabe and I fit into this? 

One, Zack explained to us that there were supposedly people attending the conference from abroad, even some with ties to extremist groups in Western Europe and the Middle East.  That in itself was not a big deal, and the threat assessment was, as he explained it, semi-credible, which meant the potential was there, though very low, but no one was going to lose any sleep over it.  My question was, why would extremists or terrorists be attending a motivational conference?

Two, one of the motivational speakers scheduled to attend the event had allegedly thwarted a kidnapping attempt and had survived to tell the tale.  When it happened neither the police nor FBI, were ever called, leading me to believe it had been a publicity stunt to build their following on all the internet video platforms.  He wanted us to check it out and provide security if the man wanted it.

Was there a link between the two?  Zack said maybe, maybe not, but to pack our bags as we were off to Texas.  As Gabe and I walked toward the exit of the building I asked, “Is this something two seasoned agents such as you and I would have routinely been assigned to or is this a bullshit babysitting job and a perfect first assignment for the new me, to keep us busy and get us out of the way considering our current status?”

Looking at me he asked, “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

Shaking my head I said, “Nah, I think we both know the answer.”

Since the agency decided not to charter a private jet to get us to Texas, we flew into DFW airport, got a rental car, and proceeded to the hotel.  This was the first sign it was bullshit duty because we should have been given a sedan from the FBI motor pool in Dallas, more proof this was a jack-off assignment to get us out of the way and keep us busy.  Fortunately, the agency did spring for rooms at the Great Western, which was good because that was where the action was scheduled to take place, even though there were events being held nearby at the city’s convention center as well as the three sports arenas.  After checking in we put our bags in our rooms and headed off to meet the man who had supposedly survived a kidnapping attempt.

Lance LeBeau was a tall good-looking man of 55 years of age who sported a full head of gray hair and was originally from Little Rock, Arkansas.  He was one of those guys that women swooned over and then giggled afterward.  According to his file, he started out selling encyclopedias door to door and later vacuum cleaners, where he built a huge downline business.  However, one night in the late 1980s he happened upon a late-night infomercial about buying real estate with no money down, giving him the idea for the initial framework of his present-day real estate company.  Later, he would add high-dollar courses and seminars to his offerings in addition to the opportunity to have a seat at the table, as he called it, where you have access to him.

One of his hallmarks, which he preached to his fanbase, was to not own your own home but to rent, that way you could remain mobile and be able to travel and work from various locations around the world as you built your business, and if you did it right it would be via of and courtesy of him and the systems he offered.  As I pondered this there was one thing that I was having trouble understanding.  If you shouldn’t own a home, then why did he have a mansion in Palm Springs, California, which he accessed via his private jet?  Oh well, I guess there are some things I just don’t understand being a lowly federal agent and all.

Gabe and I walked down the hall toward Mr. LeBeau’s suite and as we approached it there was a very stocky man in a black suit whose head was shaved and by the look of it, he was carrying as there was a bulge under his jacket.  Unintimidated by his presence the two of us flashed our badges and I said, “I’m Special Agent Smith and this is Special Agent Powell, and we are here to see Lance LeBeau.”

He nodded, knocked on the door, and very shortly someone opened it and he said to the person inside, who we could not see, that the FBI was asking to see him.  Not unexpected since we had called beforehand requesting an interview.

As we entered, we were escorted to the living area of the suite where we were greeted by him and his supermodel-looking wife, and then sat down to speak with him.

“You want something to drink?” he asked.

“We are fine, thank you,” Gabe said.

“So, how can I help you?  Is this about the attempted kidnapping?”

“Yes, we wanted to ask you about that if you don’t mind,” I said.

“There’s not a lot to tell.  I was driving my SUV and was almost home, and just before I entered the gates to my property a car pulled in front of me blocking my way.  Anyway, these two guys jumped out of their vehicle with guns in hand pointing them straight at me and then started hollering at me, telling me to get out of my car, so I did.  They then told me to come with them, or they would blow my fucking head off.  Holding my hands up in the air and ready to surrender I was pleasantly surprised when Tommy suddenly appeared from out of nowhere, he’s the gentleman you met at the front door.  Anyway, he jumped out of the SUV he was driving pointing his 9mm straight at them.  You should have seen the look on their faces.  They were scared as fuck as clearly, that was not part of their plan, so they got back in their car and took off.”

“So do you have anything to add to that?” Gabe asked him.

Shaking his head he said, “No, nothing at all.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, why did you not report this to local law enforcement, versus just posting it on the web?” I added.

“What the hell could they do?  It was over.”

“Did you happen to get a year, model, or make of the car?  Maybe a license plate?”

Shaking his head he said, “No, it all happened so fast I missed every bit of that.”

“What about your employee?  Tommy?” Gabe asked.

“No. Nothing.”

“How did Tommy just happen to show up at the last minute?” I asked.

“He’d taken one of my cars to the dealer for maintenance, and just happened to be returning it when he saw that I was stopped and was being held at gunpoint about to be kidnapped.”

“Quite a coincidence that he just happened to arrive there at that moment in time,” I said.

“Yes, it was, and I am grateful.  It was nothing more than the grace of God,” he replied.

Gabe and I gave one another a glance and I then asked, “Have you heard from or been in communication with those that might have attempted to kidnap you?  Do you have any idea who it might have been?”

Shaking his head he said, “No, not at all, and as far as who it might have been?  I have a lot of followers, none of whom I suspect would want to hurt me.”

“Not even any disgruntled customers who spent money on your seminars or courses and were then dissatisfied?”

“There’s always those, and some are more pissed off than others.  However, I’m a leader in this industry, and if I had to guess I would suspect one of my competitors more than a former student,” he replied.

“Have any of your competitors made threats,” Gabe asked.

Shaking his head he said, “No, but then again, who would?  We’re all very careful not to slam one another, not out of respect but out of fear of lawsuits.”

Looking at him I asked, “Mr. LeBeau ….”

Cutting me off he smiled and said, “Yes, pretty lady,” and then leaned over and continued to peer at me, which I thought was pretty brazen with his wife sitting right there in the room with us.

“That’s Special Agent Pretty Lady,” Gabe added.

Continuing I said, “If you wish we will gladly assign a security detail to you.”

Shaking his head he said, “Nah, I’ve got Tommy and one of my other guys who pack plenty of heat, so I should be good.”

Taking one of my business cards out of my purse I handed it to him and said, “If you change your mind give me a call.”

“I certainly will.”

As Gabe and I stood up he did as well and said, “I take it I’ll see you two at the reception tonight?”

“How did you know,” I replied.

“I’m a pretty good judge of human nature and can tell that you’re not quite ready to give up and plan on keeping an eye on me, despite the fact that I said I don’t need any help.”

“Thanks again,” I said, and Gabe and I departed the room and began walking down the hall.


Chapter 5

The reception was scheduled to begin at 6:00 p.m. and Gabe was going to swing by my room several minutes before so we could walk there together and arrive a couple of minutes early.  As I opened the door, he looked at me strangely and asked, “Ready?”

“Yes,” and then pulled my room door closed and noticed he was glaring at me.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

Shaking his head, he said, “No, I’m just surprised a little, that’s all.”

“You mean that I’m wearing a dress?”

“Well, yeah.”

“You do understand that I am a woman now and females do wear dresses?”

“I get that, like I said, I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.  Did not mean to offend.”

“That’s okay, just don’t let it happen again.”

As we began walking, I said, “My instructor back in D.C., Jill, said that wearing a dress helps a female agent blend in and not appear obvious as a law enforcement agent might you know, and that’s what I’m doing.”

After a few moments of silence I asked, “Well, how do I look?” and stopped walking and stood there in the hall.

I knew I didn’t look too bad as I was wearing a knee-length dark blue dress that hugged my curves perfectly as well as a pair of kitten heels, because I had a long way to go before I could wear ones more than two inches in height.  My handbag was a floral print design and was the perfect place for me to hide my gun, as when you’re not wearing a pantsuit with a jacket you can’t carry your piece in your shoulder holster.  With my makeup near perfect and a variety of accessories, I knew that I had cleaned up pretty well.

Standing there looking at me he said, “What do you want me to say?”

“How do I look?  Pretty?  Ugly?”

Shrugging his shoulders he said, “You look professional, real professional.”

“Why are you afraid to say anything?”

“Look, I don’t want to get in trouble for saying something nice and then being brought up on harassment charges.  You know that whole me-too thing.”

“Dude, you’re not going to get in trouble.  Remember?  It’s me in here.  Do I look okay as a woman?”

Sizing me up one last time he said, “Yes, you look very nice.”

Continuing to walk I said, “Thanks, was that so hard?”

“What’s up with you?  You never used to fish for compliments.”

“This is all new to me and believe it or not I’m still building up my self-confidence as far as being a girl and am a little unsure of myself.  If you’d gotten that meteor goo on you then you’d see how I felt.”

“Leigh, I don’t think you have anything to worry about because you are a very nice-looking woman.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“That’s so sweet of you to say,” I said and then put my arm through his, and as I did, he gave me a strange look.

Removing my arm I laughed and said, “I’m just screwing with you dude.”

The opening reception in The Desert Ballroom was a real who’s who of the motivational speaker elite and anybody who was anybody was there.  Before leaving D.C., we had received a file on all the major players and had begun to familiarize ourselves with the group so we would be better acquainted with them. 

A gentleman named Ryan Powers, who was an online video celebrity himself based out of Dallas, had put together the entire event.  Though he was not a speaker he consistently interviewed many of the attendees on his online show where he also routinely hosted a variety of interesting guests.

Motivational types, according to the information I had read, typically had very fragile egos and also hated their fellow speakers as it was a dog-eat-dog business and it was every man, or woman, for themself.  The fact that Mr. Powers had been able to assemble the entire event was nothing less than impressive as it was hard to even get two of them together for a meeting or a single online show, so putting together an entire convention?  A miracle.

With Mr. LeBeau declining our offer of protection we decided we would scan the room and see if we could locate any members of the alleged extremist groups who were allegedly attending the conference.  We did not have high hopes as most of them weren’t even attendees at the social and we truly did not expect they would crash a party of that caliber but would keep an eye out nonetheless.

Lance LeBeau was never late and had a reputation for being on time, just as he emphasized in his course materials, and walked in the door at 5:59 p.m. sharp.  After entering, he immediately stood off to the side with his wife and scanned the room, and momentarily a waiter with a drink tray stopped by and offered them a couple of readymade beverages which they accepted.

Gabe was drinking a Shirley Temple and I was sipping on a Roy Rogers as it would have looked strange if we hadn’t had a drink in our hands as it was part of our job to blend in.  It would have been a whole lot more fun to have blended in with some actual alcohol in my glass, but the agency highly discouraged us from drinking on the job.

It had been upward of half an hour when a waiter stopped by the table where we were standing and asked if we wanted anything.

I pointed to Lance and said, “I think I’d love to have what he’s having?”

As the middle-aged waiter looked over at Mr. LeBeau he replied, “He’s having a Texas Tea.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s like a long island tea but with whiskey.  I can have one made for you if you wish.”

Shaking my head I said, “Since you don’t have one on your tray, that’s okay.”

“No ma’am, we usually just do that with wine and maybe beer, but not with specialty drinks like that.  Are you sure you don’t want something else?”

Shaking my head I said, “No thanks,” and as he walked away, I said to Gabe, “Did you hear that?”

He nodded and said, “Yeah, so what?”

Looking at him I asked, “That drink LeBeau has in his hand isn’t something the servers normally carry around, so why did they have one on the tray when he entered and gave it straight to him?”

Gabe shrugged and said, “Maybe they knew he was coming and that was what he wanted.”

“Maybe,” I said as I continued looking toward LeBeau.

“So, are you thinking someone tampered with his drink?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.  Just call it woman’s intuition.”

“Leigh, I know where you’re going with this, nobody poisons anyone anymore, that ended with Sherlock Holmes.”

As I continued to keep my eye on Mr. LeBeau, I suddenly noticed that he wasn’t looking so good and seemed a little flushed and on top of that appeared to not be feeling well.  Sitting my drink down on the table I looked at Gabe and said, “Come on.”

“Leigh?  What’s up?” he asked, now following behind me.

Walking over to Mr. LeBeau I asked, “How are you feeling?”

With his forehead sweating, he said, “Good to see you again Agent Smith, but in answering your question, not so good, I may return to my room.”

Turning to his wife I asked, “How about you?  Did you have any of his drink?”

Shaking her head she said, “No, just my wine.”

“Let me see your glass,” I said.

Handing it to me, I held the glass up to the light and noticed a fluorescent green tint to the drink.  This seemed unusual since the combination of ingredients that typically went into that particular beverage were traditionally dark in color and not green.  I then sniffed the drink, took a little taste, and immediately spit it out, then handed it to Gabe who also examined it.  As he looked at me, he said, “Shit.”

“Mr. LeBeau, we’ve got to get you to the hospital right now.”


Chapter 6

Gabe and I were having coffee in my room the next morning at 7:00 a.m. when there was a knock at the door, and upon opening it there stood a young man with a medium brown complexion, black hair, and a set of pearly white teeth who said, “Hi, I’m Steve Srinivasan.”

“We’ve been expecting you,” Gabe said, “Come in.”

“I’m Special Agent Powell and this is my partner Special Agent Smith.”

“Great to meet you both.”

“Please, have a seat,” Gabe said.

Sitting down he said, “I’ve been assigned by Arlington Police to help you during the investigation, and I look forward to working with you.”

“And we look forward to working with you as well,” I said, “Can you tell us what you found out?”

“Your suspicion that there was antifreeze in his drink was right on the money,” Steve replied.

“Good, how’s the guy doing?” Gabe asked.

“It’s looking like he’s going to make it, however, at this point, it’s way too early to tell if he has any other issues such as kidney damage.”

“He clearly will not be returning to participate?”

Shaking his head he said, “No, I found that out from the Chief, who also told me that he has assigned two officers to him for the duration of his stay in our fair city.”

“Of which a portion will be in a hospital bed I’m sure,” Gabe added.

“The next thing we will need is the camera footage so we can figure out who the person was that handed him the drink with the antifreeze in it,” I said.

Steve smiled, popped his laptop open, and said, “The manager has already given it to me, and we can review it when you’re ready.”

“You are awesome Steve, let’s get to work,” I said.

As we scrolled through the footage, we could see that the server was a white male, mid-twenties to late thirties, small in stature, dark brown hair, and a close beard.  The only recordings showing his presence were where he entered the ballroom, delivered the drinks to Mr. LeBeau, set the tray down, entered a public restroom, and vanished into thin air.  We decided to forward the recording to D.C. for analysis as their facial recognition software was pretty advanced and could be used to potentially identify the suspect.

After finished with the footage our new friend Steven departed us and Gabe and I sat in the room and talked about the case and decided what our best course of action was, and in our opinion, it was to stay and investigate the poisoning of Lance LeBeau, who had allegedly almost been kidnapped, and we surmised that since the attempt had failed the same person had tried to poison him.  Yep, clearly a federal case at this point.

So, where to begin?  The trail was cold as our number one suspect and poisoner, and we had no idea who he even was, had disappeared without a trace and there was no place to start, except at the conference itself.  There’s an old saying in law enforcement that the perpetrator always returns to the scene of the crime, which is sometimes true and sometimes bullshit, though the smart ones never return. 

The next thing we knew there was a knock at the door and as Gabe opened it there stood Steve, our friend from APD who had just left who said, “I am so sorry, but I left my cell phone on the table.”

Looking down I saw it, picked it up, and said, “Here it is.”

Walking over he took it and said, “Thanks, and please, don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything at all,” and then headed for the door, which Gabe was still holding open.

“Wait,” I called out, and then added, “Gabe, close the door.”

“Steve, question.  How familiar are you with the motivational self-help industry?  You know, all these people here at this conference.”

“Are you kidding?  I’m twenty-eight, I live online and have watched a number of these guys speak over the years.  They’re quite a collection of personalities selling a lot of high dollar programs which will supposedly enable you to get rich.”

“So, you listen to the stuff?” I asked.

Shaking his head he said, “Sure, but, but just occasionally and only the videos that are free.  There’s no way I’m giving those guys any of my money.”

We chuckled at his comment and I then said, “We may call and ask for your help if we need additional insight, if that’s okay.”

“You bet, glad to help.”

He then departed, once again leaving Gabe and me alone, trying to figure out the next step we were going to take in the investigation because as I mentioned previously, we were at a dead end and the trail was cold until we potentially heard something back from D.C. regarding the video clip we had sent them.

“So, Leigh what do you want to do?”

Sitting there pondering I said, “When in Rome ….”

“What are you saying exactly?”

“Let’s go and hear some of the speakers.”

“What?  Are you kidding?” he asked.

Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “Why not?”

“Look, we may be here on an investigation, but I damn sure don’t want to hear these sons of bitches speak, spewing out a bunch of self-help motivation garbage on how I too can be rich.  You go if you want but I’m not going to.”

Nodding I said, “Okay, that will be fine.  Just sit in your room, but remember, one of the reasons we are here is because there are a number of individuals in attendance who are affiliated with groups from abroad, who hate the U.S.  Or have you forgotten?”

Sitting there silently he said, “Well, shit, how did I know you were going to say that?”

Taking a sip of his coffee he asked, “Okay, where do we begin?”

“I’ve been looking over the list of speakers and I’ve got a good idea of where to start.”


Chapter 7

As we headed toward the part of the resort where the ballrooms were located, I was sporting my navy blue pants suit and glad of it, because under my jacket was my trusty gun, parked in my shoulder holster, which took only half a second to grab in the event something went down.  This was much better than keeping it in my handbag because trying to pull it out of your purse in a pinch took several extra seconds, and those few moments could cost you, or someone else their life.  However, I had to admit that I had cleaned up pretty well the night before and did look damn sexy in that dress if I did say so myself.  Just saying.

First stop for Gabe and me was the Desert Ballroom where internet guru Andrew Nguyen had already begun to speak.  As we entered the room the event was in full swing and he was spewing his canned rhetoric to the crowd who was eating it up, and with each passing minute, the audience became increasingly revved up.  After about thirty minutes he drifted onto the topic of a special program that would truly take you to the next level called Global Elite.  He said he was looking for fifty people to mentor who were interested in learning the advanced real estate skills that had helped him make his fortune.  At the upcoming break, his representatives would be sitting in the back and the cost for this was $10,000.00, which he then said was a small price to pay to join the Global Elite, which just happened to also be the name of his program.

As the break came up Gabe and I stood off to the side and an army of people lined up in front of the tables where Mr. Nguyen’s representatives were stationed.  Watching the action, we could see people whipping out their credit cards to sign up for this get-rich-quick program, where all their dreams would come true once they had purchased it.  I told Gabe that I was confident that the only guy getting rich was Mr. Nguyen, who was really raking it in.

Continuing to stand there we noted that at least fifty people had signed up and there were still more in line, and it was clear they weren’t turning anyone away and were still busy taking their money.  We also noted one young gentleman, who when his credit card was declined sat down on the floor and started to sob, and I really felt for him.  I then heard him say, I would sell my soul to be one of the Global Elite.  That in itself disturbed me as that kind of thought process border lined on that of a cult, and even though I didn’t I wanted to walk up to him and say this was probably the best thing that could have happened to him as I estimated the return on investment was probably poor.  This bothered me to no end.  In my opinion, this was taking a bunch of people who were already in financial trouble, who couldn’t afford to be buying these programs in the first place, and offering them hope where there was none at all.

Before he went back on stage, we had the opportunity to speak with Mr. Nguyen as he just happened to notice us standing off to the side near the Global Elite signup tables in the back of the room and for reasons unknown struck up a conversation with us. 

“Hey you two, I’m Andrew Nguyen,” and he extended and shook hands with both of us.

“Mr. Nguyen I’m Special Agent Smith and this is Special Agent Powell.”

Taking a step back and examining us he said, “I can’t see it now, by the bulges under your jackets.  Well, what do I owe the pleasure?”  and after a few moments said, “It’s funny that you’re here, especially after what happened to Lance.  You don’t think I had anything to do with that do you?”

“We hadn’t, no, but now that you mention it, if you’ve got anything to add please feel free to do so,” Gabe added.

“Lance is a respected colleague as well as competitor, and there is no bad blood between us, just the routine sparring that sometimes occurs between two high-performance individuals such as ourselves.  Nothing more.”

“You know anyone that might not like him?” I asked.

“Like enough to try and kill him?  That answer to that is no, at least none of the people that work in the business anyway.”

“If you didn’t think I was involved, what are you doing in my seminar?”

“We’re here in connection with other attendees who are not necessarily related to what happened to Mr. LeBeau, or even you, are we are not allowed to discuss the specifics.”

“Sounds to me like you’re watching someone,” he replied.

“Like I said, I’m not ….”

Cutting me off he said, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, you’re not allowed to tell me anymore.  I get it, this is a big event, the biggest collections of self-development experts in the world, along with tens of thousands of attendees, and would be the perfect setting for,” and he leaned toward us and whispered, “A major terrorist attack or something awful,” and then winked at me and said, “I won’t tell anyone, your secret is safe with me.”

Gabe and I looked at one another in total amazement. He believed he was so self-important that he and the other yahoos like him were so detrimental to mankind that the federal government would send agents to protect them.  Hell, if most of these guys were removed from Earth it should probably be a national day of celebration for so many conmen being removed in one shot.

“Mr. Nguyen, out of curiosity, what percentage of your customers, I hope that is the correct word, are successful after enrolling in your programs if you don’t mind me asking.”

“A lovely lady like you can ask me anything,” and he then shot me an ear-to-ear smile and winked.

I had noticed since my transition that I was treated differently than when I’d been a man.  For example, there were a lot of guys that had flirted with me, such as Mr. LeBeau, and I had also noted that a number of men had opened the door for me as I had entered and departed buildings.  On the other hand, I had noted some of them mansplaining things to me in condescending tones as they apparently believed that I needed things explained to me, as I was not smart enough to comprehend what they were trying to relay to me, me being a woman and all.

“Here’s the way it works, our program is not for everyone, though many do sign up looking to build wealth.  Agent Smith, I spent decades assembling these programs as well as a variety of tools so others would not have to go through everything that I did as I struggled for years learning how to truly make the money I had been wanting to so I could live the lifestyle of my dreams.”

Gabe chimed in, “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you decide to stop doing real estate only and start helping others learn how to do it.  Seems to me that would be creating competition, ya know?”

Laughing out loud he said, “I get that question all the time, especially from the narrow-minded and ignorant who don’t really understand how making money in real estate as well as true wealth creation works, so not a problem.”

Gabe and I looked at one another and for a moment I thought he was going to pull his 9 mm. and fucking smoke the guy, but he didn’t, fortunately.  That was good because that would have left me without a partner, creating a whole new problem, which was the last thing I needed.

“Then enlighten me,” Gabe said in an annoyed tone.

“Here’s the way all of this works, the universe is full of abundance, and there is enough for everyone, and resources are not limited as the foolish would have you believe.  As I teach others how to gain knowledge as well as build wealth, it ends up enriching all because in the end many of my students end up working with me and investing in my real estate investment trust which owns many properties globally.  Their investment ends up making me as well as them a lot of money as the shares constantly go up, plus, we pay healthy dividends.  It all comes down to how hard they are willing to work to build their real estate portfolio, and as I previously stated, some of them decide to invest their earnings or cash with me because I’m established and have a great track record.  For those that don’t follow the system as it is outlined, well, they are often disappointed.”

“And have any of them ever threatened you?” I asked.

“Of course, as there are always haters.  Agent Smith, I could give everything away today, take vows of poverty and live a humble life and do nothing but good works for the rest of my days and at a minimum, there would be people that would hate me.  There’s just no getting around it as you can’t make everyone like you, no matter how nice you are and no matter how good the opportunities you offer them.  Everything is based on follow-through, and as we both know everyone wants something for nothing.  My program is simple, do the work and it will come.  If not, it’s your fault.”

“You seem pretty sure of that,” Gabe added.

Nodding he said, “I am.  As I stated, there are always haters, but then again, there are those who appreciate and love you as well.  Just this morning I had a delivery of flowers to my room from a young lady who had enrolled in my coursework and had followed through.  She reported that my system truly does work and that no one should ever doubt that as she had been able to purchase four dozen properties, single as well as multi-family, and she was making money hand over fist.  Her note said the roses she sent were to show her appreciation and all she asked was for me to inhale their aroma as it reflected the sweet smell of success, and she could not have done it without me.  It’s those like her, who executed my system and followed through, that reassures me that I am doing the right thing, as I feel like I am really doing God’s work.”

Mr. Nguyen then looked forward and said, “We are getting ready to restart, so you will excuse me, and by the way, if you’d like to talk with me later Special Agent Smith, maybe even have a drink, I am available,” and then winked at me as he walked up the side of the ballroom toward the staircase leading up to the stage.

Gabe looked at me and smiled and I said, “Don’t even say it.”

Holding both his hands up he said, “Okay, you’ll get no trouble out of me as I don’t want to confront the me-too movement because I’m just a WASP male and have absolutely no rights.”

After being reintroduced by the master of ceremonies, Mr. Nguyen then took center stage and began to speak.

“Hey, I hope everyone had a good break and for those of you that were fortunate enough to enroll in the Global Elite program I’m really looking forward to working with you and I want to tell you right now, for those of you that had the courage and stepped up, there’s a life waiting for you that you can’t even imagine as ….”

Stopping cold in his tracks he began to gasp and with his microphone still in his hand began to try and loosen his shirt collar and subsequently dropped his mic.  His team rushed to the stage as Mr. Nguyen fell to his knees still gasping for breath and momentarily, I heard someone yell to call 9-1-1.

Gabe and I looked at one another and then headed toward the stage in an attempt to assess the situation and very shortly we would find out what really happened.


Chapter 8

“What the hell is going on down there?” Zack exclaimed as his voice boomed through the speaker of Gabe’s cell phone and by his tone it was clear that he was not happy.

Gabe and I looked at one another and I said, “It’s… complicated?”

“Apparently it is, and the media are all over it, as the first guy was poisoned with anti-freeze and the second, what exactly did you find out?”

Steve Srinivasan from Arlington Police Department CSI just happened to be in the suite of my hotel room at that very moment and chimed in after Gabe and I gave him a nod.

“Sir, this is Steven from Arlington CSI.  Mr. Nguyen is currently in the hospital from ricin poisoning, and it was apparently delivered via a dozen roses left in front of his hotel room early this morning after someone knocked on his door and then ran off.”

“Zack, apparently the guy took a pretty good whiff of the flowers, which our friend Steve here tells us were heavily laced with ricin, and a few hours later, began to experience the first symptoms of it and collapsed on stage.”

“Is he alive?” Zack asked.

“Yes,” Steve said, “But he is on a ventilator, but the prognosis is not favorable as there is no cure for ricin poisoning.”

“So, what the fuck is going on down there?  Someone is trying to poison the big dogs of the motivational, or should I say self-help industry?”

“We just don’t know yet, we’re still trying to get a handle on it,” Gabe replied.

“I sent the two of you down there to keep an eye on the conference, more specifically the potential international threats as well as the guy who had supposedly thwarted a kidnapping attempt.  Now he, plus someone else has been poisoned, what’s next?”

“At this point, we are still waiting on a reply regarding the footage we sent over earlier of Lance LeBeau’s poisoner,” I said.

“You can forget that because it’s coming up no match.  We’ve even run it through Interpol, MI-5, FBS, all nothing,” Zack replied, “This guy is somehow not in our system or knows how to evade it.”

“Unless you tell us otherwise, we are going to remain on site and continue to investigate,” I said.

“For now,” Zack said, “In the grand scheme of things we’re not thinking this is worthy of a federal investigation, or embarrassment for that matter, as two of our finest are there and shit like this is happening.  Keep an eye out.  If I get orders from above to let Arlington P.D. handle it, I will let you know.”

“But sir, don’t you really think this is something we should be handling?  After all, there are potential terrorists onsite, and according to Mr. LeBeau, someone did attempt to kidnap him.  Surely there is a link?” I asked.

“A poisoning case involving a bunch of self-help gurus?  Fuck.  Why did I even send you two down there?  Don’t even answer that question.  Keep me posted and we’ll see how it goes” and he hung up.

“Steve, remind me what the note attached to the flowers said, and were there any cameras in the hallway showing who might have delivered them?” Gabe asked.

“Of course, despite the fact that the note was allegedly from someone named Lisa thanking Mr. Nguyen ….”

“It was not from anyone named Lisa,” I added.

“Correct,” he said, “I checked with Nguyen’s staff and no one named Lisa has ever enrolled in any of his courses.”

“That is a pretty common female name, I’m surprised.”

“Don’t be,” he said, “Most of his customers are men.”

Gabe and I looked at one another and nodded.

“Answering the other half of your question Agent Powell, the answer is yes, the camera did show someone dropping off flowers at his door, but the person who delivered them was wearing a black hoodie and there wasn’t a clear picture of them, from time of entry into the resort or until the time they exited the resort.  They seemed to know what they were doing as they were even able to evade the parking lot cameras as well as those installed on nearby buildings, and simply vanished.  It was almost as though they had staked the area out and knew exactly how to enter the hotel, drop off the flowers, and make a clean getaway.”

“I would say there was no almost about it.  He had obviously done his homework and had it well planned,” I added.

“So once again the trail is cold.  I wonder why he hated these two guys so bad, why was he trying to take them out?” Gabe asked solemnly.

Shaking my head I added, “The trail is only cold until he strikes again,” I said holding my forefinger up in the air.

“You think he will?” Gabe replied, “Maybe this was it.  What makes you so sure.”

“Call it woman’s intuition.”

“You girls seem to have a lot of that,” Gabe said in an annoyed tone.


Chapter 9

Steve was going to contact the respective offices of Lance LeBeau and Andrew Nguyen and ask them if they would provide a list of everyone who had purchased their courses as that seemed like the logical place to start.  As a matter of fact, it was a wonderful idea but would be contingent upon them providing the information, and since the self-help industry was very competitive the possibility existed that they might not be willing to do so.  All we could do was wait and see.

Ryan Powers, the man who had assembled the entire event spoke with Gabe and me in his suite about an hour later at Arlington P.D.’s request.  This was not out of respect to us being that it was our case but was because he had apparently been bitching at them relentlessly about protecting the event and he was demanding more security and he was claiming some of the speakers were getting nervous about even being there.  With that being said, they decided to get him out of their hair and sent him to us as they thought he would be impressed that the FBI was on the scene.  What a bunch of bastards.  I just hate cops, even though I’m one myself.

After assuring him that we were doing everything possible, we then told him that the event had increased on-site security by hiring a slew of uniformed off-duty police officers as we felt their presence would make the guest speakers, as well as the attendees, feel safer.  He said that was all fine and good but some of the guest speakers were getting nervous and a few, of the less popular ones, had even canceled their remaining sessions and departed. The poisonings had rattled them, and the point of the event was for them to be there and obtain new customers that would spend money, and if that wasn’t happening, they might as well pack and go home.  Mr. Powers then went on to remind us of how this was a once-in-a-lifetime event that we would probably never see the likes of again and if it wasn’t successful it would be because of one reason.  The wrong location was selected to hold it.  He then continued telling us that there were plenty of places around the country that would be glad to host such an event and could probably have provided better security than the locals and the FBI had.

Despite the fact that there was no way that anyone could have seen either of the poisonings coming we listened patiently.  Did this guy not get that these poisonings were targeted and the only way to protect such an event at the level he wanted would have been to have treated the speakers as high-profile dignitaries and set up Secret Service level protection?  That clearly was not going to happen.

He did request that we provide stepped-up surveillance for the pool party the next evening where all of the gurus would assemble along with their special guests for a hamburger cookout and weenie roast.  I then asked him why they were having such an event because it was my understanding that these internet gurus lived in and preached opulence and luxury.  An activity such as a BBQ seemed rather middle class and from what I had learned over the past couple of days this seemed out of alignment as far as what they were trying to instill in their students.  He agreed completely and then said the purpose was to lighten that mood and bring everyone down to earth in a more informal setting as it was his belief, that if they could do that, it would lower the tension between the speakers.  After meeting Mr. Nguyen, who was still on life support and not expected to make it, I totally understood as the guy had an ego the size of Texas, and if they were all like that then, well, what a mess.

The day was just about to an end as it was 5:00 p.m. and there were no additional speaking events scheduled for the day, so Gabe and I had the evening off.  Deciding we would eat in the hotel restaurant and then hit the casino for a bit we returned to our respective rooms to get ready as we had planned that we would meet at 7:00 p.m. to have drinks in one of the bars, and then head to dinner.

Back in my room, I took a shower and then put on my bra and thong.  Normally I would have never entertained wearing such a garment, but my trainer Jill suggested I try it and was glad I did as for some reason it makes a girl feel sexy.  To this day I can’t explain why, but it just does.

I then put on my makeup and styled my hair, which I had a full head of and then headed to my dressing area to put on some clothes.  Initially, I had planned to wear a black pants suit with a cream-colored top but at the last moment stopped and sent Gabe a text asking him what he was wearing.  He replied and said he was going to wear some nice jeans and a sports coat, and I knew the reason why, so he could carry his piece.  Thanking him, I then thought for a moment and decided that with my newfound womanhood I should step out of my comfort zone and bit and explore my femininity and why not?  After all, I was no longer a man.  Donning a floral print dress, I then put on a pair of clip hoop earrings, a few bangles, and a gold pendant necklace and as I looked at myself in the full-length mirror I smiled, and smacked my lips which were painted with ruby red lipstick.  Despite the fact I had undergone a transition of an incredible magnitude I did count my blessings because at least I was alive and was fortunate to have ended up as the attractive woman I was, which was better than the alternative of being an ugly one, right? 

Hoping I wouldn’t break my neck since I hadn’t practiced walking in high heels a great deal, I put on a pair of three-inch white mules and as I looked down at my feet my sparkling blue toenails were on full display.  Initially, I was resistant to painting them but after Jill explained how painting one’s toes were one of the things that truly made us girls and that it really puts the finishing touch on an outfit, especially when our tootsies are on display, who was I to argue.  As I wiggled my toes, I realized she was right, and I was glad that I had listened to her.

Putting my wallet and gun into my blue handbag I noticed how the color matched the floral print of my dress, and what amazed me was that I actually noticed it.  What was happening to me?  Was I getting girly as I had never noticed such details as a guy?

With my purse in hand, I also grabbed my light sweater, as I knew it might be chilly in the restaurant and casino as the air conditioning in commercial buildings often causes ladies to be cold because a woman’s skin is not as thick as a man’s, just in case you did not know that.  Within seconds there was a knock on the door, and I opened it and there stood Gabe and as I stepped out into the hall, he looked at me and then smiled and said, “Wow, you decided to wear a dress again.”

As the door closed behind me, I said, “Yes I did,” and after a couple of moments of silence I continued, “It is okay to compliment me if you wish.  I promise not to turn you in.”

He chuckled and said, “You look great.  You’re actually a lot prettier as Leigh the woman than Lee the guy, who was an ugly son of a bitch by the way.”

“Thank you, Gabe, you’re such a charmer and always know the right thing to say,” I said sarcastically and then grinned.

“Oh, I didn’t mean anything bad, I was just cutting up about you being ugly as a guy but meant what I said because you really are very pretty, and as a matter of fact you’re, well, I hope it’s okay to say, beautiful.”

A smile came to my face almost instantly as his words had really warmed my heart when he stated that I was beautiful, as no man had ever said that to me before, and apparently, sweet words such as that have quite an effect on the female psyche.  Don’t ask me how, I’m just reporting the facts.

“Thank you, Gabe, that’s very sweet of you to say, and it means a lot, as I spent a good bit of time getting ready for our outing.”

“Well, you look nice.  Why did you decide to get dressed up?”

“I thought back to my training with Jill and she told me that when going out you always try and dress in line with who you are with, whether it’s your girlfriends or your date, so when you told me you were wearing a jacket, I knew that I would need to dress appropriately and at least make an effort to at least look nice for you.”

At that moment I was a bit taken back as I couldn’t believe what I had just said, that I was trying to look nice for him and had also implied that he was my date.  What the hell?  That almost made it sound like I was digging on him, which was not true.

With an expressionless look on his face, it seemed like an eternity passed, even though it was only a couple of seconds, as he stood there looking at me silently.  What was on his mind?  Was he freaked out and thought that I fancied him?  Would he soon be getting a headache and heading back to his room because of the awkward atmosphere that my comment had created?  Or was I just being paranoid?

Deciding to try and fill the silence by explaining myself I added, “What I meant to say was that, well, umm, I kind of needed to match you.”

A smile came to his face and he said, “I knew what you meant.”

Thank the lord I thought to myself.

“Come on girl, let’s go get a drink, and I’m buying.”

“Okay but walk slow as I’m still trying to get the hang of these heels,” I said as I worked hard not to fall over as we started down the corridor.

“Just grab onto my arm if you feel like you are going to fall,” he said.

As I looked over at him, I was amazed at how thoughtful he was, and this was one of the nicest gestures he had made to me since my transformation.  He must be getting used to me in my current form and not worried about the fact that I used to be a guy as at least he was now comfortable enough around me to let me hang onto him to keep me from busting my ass.

Smiling at him warmly I said, “Thanks, that is very kind.”

“Sure, and besides, the last thing we need is to be taking you to the emergency room with a broken ankle because we’ve still got a case to solve.”

“We do indeed Special Agent Powell,” I said as I almost tripped and fell, grabbing onto his arm once briefly before regaining my balance.


Chapter 10

At the hotel’s Oasis Lounge, Gabe and I both took a seat at the main bar where he ordered a beer, and I had a scotch on the rocks.

“Cheers,” he said, and we clinked our glasses together.

Taking a sip of our drinks Gabe then asked, “Where the hell are we with this case?”

Setting my glass down on the bar I said, “We’ve got two attempted poisonings.  What is the link?”

“Maybe they are connected, but how?”

“Someone was pissed off at both of them.  All we can do is wait and see what our Arlington CSI guy Steve comes back with if anything.”

Gabe and I sat there silently for a few moments and as we did, I scanned the room and noticed it was surprisingly quiet except for a smattering of random couples enjoying drinks together.  As I turned back around, I was quite surprised when I noticed my longtime friend Gabe doing something quite unexpected, he was checking out my legs.  Noticing that I had picked up on it his expression changed to one of those oh shit, I’ve been caught kind of looks.  As he sat there looking at me waiting on a response, and probably a negative one at that, an unexpected thought went through my head, I was flattered.  I had to admit, I did have attractive legs, and it was clear that my longtime partner thought they were as well, so what could I say, if I thought they were what was wrong with that?  After all, I wasn’t the same person and couldn’t expect others to view me the same as they had in the past, it was time to move on.

Deciding to let him off the hook I smiled and asked, “How’s your beer?” and then took my hand and rubbed my leg, right above my knee as though I had an itch.

A look of relief came upon his face and he said, “Not bad, how’s your drink?”

“It’s fine.”

After a few moments, I asked, “Gabe, does it look strange the way that I’m a woman and I’m sitting here having a scotch on the rocks?”

Shrugging his shoulders he said, “Not to me.”

“But what about in general?”

“Well, it’s not typical, but not weird.  Just something you don’t see every day, and it might not even be something people notice unless they were drinking with you.  Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering.”

After a few moments, I said, “This change has been hard on me Gabe.”

“I’m sure it has.  However, you’ve handled it well, and have made it look quite easy if you want to know what I think.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“I appreciate you saying that Gabe, because I’ve had this flood of conflicting feelings inside about, well, everything.  It’s like a battle of the sexes in a way.”

“I’m sure that’s true, because you’ve got the mind of a man, now in a woman’s body, and on top of that the biochemistry of a female affecting the way you think.  It’s perfectly normal that you would feel the way that you do.”

Looking down and then back up at him I said, “I would like to thank you for the way that you stuck with me, you know, by staying my partner.  A lot of guys wouldn’t have done that because of the weirdness of it all but you did, and I appreciate it,” and as I finished speaking my eyes began to water and I began to get a little emotional.

“Sorry,” I said as grabbed a paper napkin off the counter and patted the corner of my eyes, collecting the tears before they smeared my makeup.

“Are you okay?” he asked as he moved toward me slightly with a concerned look on his face.

Nodding I said, “This is what I was talking about, emotions just seem to surface in a way they never have before, and out of nowhere.  It’s weird as fuck dude.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it’s challenging.”

After a few moments, he added, “And by the way, I stayed with you because we’re partners, and partners stick together.  Plus, the way I figured it you would probably have stayed with me if that had happened to me.”

Looking at him seriously I said, “You’re a good guy because I don’t think most guys would have stayed.”

“I’m not most guys,” he said and then turned his head slightly to the side and threw his arms out to the side, which caused me to laugh.

“Thanks, definitely appreciated, I needed the humor.”

“How about we go and get something to eat?” he asked.

“Cool, I’m starved.

**********

After having dinner in one of the hotel’s restaurants we decided to try out our luck in the casino and since I was a novice gambler, I decided to start with the quarter slots where I couldn’t do too much damage.  I had never been a big gambler and rarely gambled as I had always been a sore loser when it came to parting with my money.  Typically, I capped myself at $50 and then stopped, and that was on a generous night.

Gabe and I parked at a couple of machines side by side and sat there waiting on Lady Luck to grace us with her presence, and with me knowing how women could be as I was now one of them, I knew she could be very bitchy. 

A few minutes into playing I was starting a get a little bored as I was burning through my money quickly, as I knew the odds were stacked against me but suddenly, I got a big surprise when my machine started ringing.  I had hit a jackpot.

Standing up I announced loudly, “Gabe, look at this I hit a jackpot.  Look.”

Examining my machine, he said, “Shit, you’ve won $2,000.”

I was ecstatic and bouncing up and down from my good luck and my face had a huge ear-to-ear smile.  “Oh my God Gabe, I can’t believe it,” and at that point, I don’t know what came over me, but I threw my arms around him and gave him a warm hug.

As I stepped back from my embrace, he had a slight smile on his face, and it was clear that I had surprised him, and he wasn’t the only one as I was a bit taken back by my actions myself.  I didn’t know what caused me to do it but I did, and once again I was sure that I had created an awkward situation.

“That’s a lot of money, what are you going to do with it?”

I appreciated the way he didn’t make a big deal out of my hug by changing the subject because in his shoes I was not sure I would have reacted the same.  There was something about my buddy and partner that somehow, now seemed different. I was beginning to view him in a new light, which was not surprising because I was not the same person, and if that was the case, he saw me from a different perspective as well.  When you are friends with someone as we have been, then you have a certain relationship with them, and I was realizing, for the first time, that being a female our relationship would never return to exactly what it had been.  And you know what?  That was okay and I accepted that because physical appearances do affect the way we see and interact with others, as it’s just human nature and perfectly normal.

As I stood there while he waited on me to answer his question, it hit me, Gabe was no longer my old friend and buddy, but was a warm, kind, and caring man, who I trusted, and who had saved my life more than once, and he had a plethora of wonderful qualities.  These thoughts disturbed me as my relationship with him had always been one that two guys typically have together. They work together, talk about getting pussy, and fuck with one another, and that was gone.  In place of those were thoughts of how nice looking he was with his dark brown hair and eyes and how he made me laugh, all of which made me feel slightly uncomfortable.

Finally returning to reality I responded, “I think I’m going to put it in the bank after I pay taxes, and in my newfound condition as a girl will have to invest it in my wardrobe, which is still relatively slim if you know what I mean.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

**********

After settling up at the cashier cage I put the check with my winnings, minus estimated taxes, into my purse, and Gabe and I began walking across the casino.

“When I won you stopped playing so you could go with me to the cashier’s cage.  Did you want to play some more?”

Shaking his head he said, “I think Lady Luck has run its course for the night and you’ve won everything that’s going to be won.  Maybe I’ll try another time Miss Moneybags.”

Chuckling I said, “How about I buy you a drink?”

“It’s a little late and I’ve, I mean we’ve, got to work tomorrow, but I could stand a cup of coffee.”

Gabe and I settled into a small coffee bar, got a couple of cups of decaf, and then took seats at a small table in the corner away from the door so we would have a little privacy.  Surprisingly there was quite a bit of foot traffic still moving up and down the corridor even at that time of night.

“You know Gabe, so far, it seems like we’ve had a whole lot of conversations about me turning into a woman and how it has affected me, but there’s one thing we’ve not talked about.  You.”

Pointing at himself he asked, “Me?”

Nodding I said, “Yes.  The effect of the transformation may have been on me, but you were present in the forest that night and saw what happened to me, your longtime friend and partner who transformed into a different person, essentially the same but different at the same time.  It’s as though Lee was stripped away from you but remained with you.  You can’t tell me it’s had no effect on you.”

Smiling gently, he gazed at me and asked, “Are you getting ready for a career change to a shrink or something?”

Shaking my head gently I said, “No, not at all, I’m just trying not to be selfish and think only of myself as I’m in this with my partner.”

After a long pause, he said, “I’m okay.  I’ll admit it’s been a bit of an adjustment, but nothing like what’s happened to you, after all, you’re the one that had your world turned completely upside down.  Anything that I’ve experienced is nothing by comparison.”

“And just like you, I’m okay, and am coming to terms with it, accepting the fact that my name is spelled L-E-I-G-H versus L-E-E, and that I’m shorter at 5’5 and have a girly voice, and you know what?  I’m fine, but like I said it’s been all about me, and want to hear what you’ve got to say.”

Looking down at the floor and then back up he said, “You’re going to think this is funny but when I first met you, I was really scared.”

“Of little ole me?  A girl you’re bigger and stronger than any day of the week?”

Nodding he said, “When you first walked up to me in the cafeteria that day my heart was racing because I was horrified.  Jill did her best to prepare me, but I was still afraid.”

“I guess that’s understandable.”

“My imagination was in overdrive.  After what happened in the woods that night, and then the way the country’s most secret agency kept me in isolation for so long, all the while telling me what had happened to you and they were wanting to make sure it wasn’t going to happen to me too, who wouldn’t be freaked out?”

Nodding slightly, I said, “I probably would have been too.  With that being said and now that you’ve spent time with me, what do you think of me now?  Are you still afraid of me?”

Shaking his head he said, “I’m not one bit scared of you, anymore.”

Smiling warmly, I said, “Good, I’m glad to hear that because I don’t want you to be.  As a matter of fact, I want you to be very comfortable with me, just as you have always been, and if there’s anything that I can do to help with that just let me know.”

“Thanks, Leigh.”

After a few moments had elapsed I said, “Are you getting used to the idea of me being a girl?”

Nodding he said, “Yeah, I think I am.  I didn’t think I would because initially, it was hard to envision you as a female, but you know what?  You’re alright.  For a girl that is.”

As we walked down the corridor toward my room, I had my shoes in one hand, since I was tired of walking in heels, and my handbag in the other.  As we arrived in front of my suite we stood there and chatted for a few moments before I went inside.

“What time do you want to get started in the morning?”

“9 a.m.?” he asked.

“Great, why don’t you drop by here about 8:30 and we’ll have breakfast?” I asked.

“Good idea, and now that you’ve got a pile of money you won’t have any trouble buying breakfast.”

We chuckled and I said, “Since all our meals are reimbursable that probably won’t be an issue.”

“Good point.”

“Well, good night, and thanks for a great evening out,” I said as I smiled warmly at him.

“I was just thinking the same thing, it was a lot of fun, wasn’t it?”

As I stood there gazing at him, I once again noticed his striking features and for the first time, it hit me how handsome of a man he was.  From a mental standpoint, these new feelings were disturbing as well as confusing as they were contrary to my upbringing and the way that I had lived my life for the past thirty years as a male.  There was no doubt that I was clearly on an emotional rollercoaster, because at the same time these emotions also felt quite natural, causing me to wonder why I was feeling so conflicted.

I don’t know what came over me, but I suddenly got on my tiptoes, put my arms around his neck, and gave him a great big hug, followed by a kiss on the cheek and said, “Thanks again, and I look forward to seeing you a breakfast.”

As I stepped back, I was once again concerned about how he would perceive it but amazingly enough, a smile came across his face and he said, “Looking forward to it.”

I took my room keycard out of my purse, opened my door, stepped inside, took one last peek outside, and said, “Bye,” and as I closed the door, he was standing there grinning and gave me a quick wave back.

As the door closed, I stepped into my room and just stood there smiling as a flood of emotions washed over me.  I felt happy in a way I had never experienced, and I was having feelings that filled me with joy. There was no doubt that I was developing an attraction to my longtime friend and partner, something I had not planned on, not even in my wildest dreams.  The thought of being with a man horrified me but excited me at the same time as I did feel aroused from being around him.  The choice was not mine as apparently my newfound hormones were in control and causing me to think along alternate lines.  Did I truly have the courage to explore something like this or was it just a flight of fancy, and even if I did, did Gabe feel the same way about me?  The last thing I wanted to do was put myself on the line and get hurt as I’d been through so much with my transition, and how much more could I take?  For all I knew Gabe was just being cordial and still thought of me as a freak and if that were the case there was no way he could be interested in me.

No matter, it was late, I was tired and the answers to my questions would not be solved that night so the best thing to do was go to bed as tomorrow would be a full day and I needed to get some rest so I would be at my best.  Slipping on my nightgown I climbed into bed, got underneath the covers, looked up at the ceiling, and lay there, unable to stop the tape recorder inside my head which was replaying the events of the day as well as those of the evening.  Amidst the noise and confusion in my mind, I did know one thing, that I was looking forward to my breakfast date with Gabe, my longtime partner, and friend and I couldn’t wait for morning to arrive.


Chapter 11

Steve ended up joining us for breakfast the next morning and had the information we had been looking for.  Apparently, both LeBeau’s as well as Nguyen’s offices had cooperated and had provided a list of everyone who had purchased their courses over the past five years.  After cross-matching the rosters there were a total of three names and one of those was deceased, leaving us two potential suspects, of which Steve was still working on gathering information.

Gabe and I spent the day milling around the seminars, in and out of various speaker events, both on-site and at the stadiums.  During our rounds, we didn’t have any of the excitement that we’d had the two days before.  We did do spot checks on several of the individuals who were supposedly linked to extremist groups in Europe as well as the Middle East and from what we noted most of their time was not being spent in events but by the pool and in the casino, not to mention enjoying adult beverages.

After a full day of getting motivated and nothing to focus it on we returned to our rooms to get ready for the evening and had a brief meeting with our CSI guy, Steve, at his request.  He had tracked down the two other guys and found that one was living in Seattle and had been at work, verified by his employer, for the past three days, and the other was working in Las Vegas as a dealer in a casino and his whereabouts had also been confirmed by his employer as well.  This left us back at square one with no leads.

At 6:30 p.m. we headed to the pool area to monitor the upcoming event and accompanying us were plainclothes police officers as well as uniformed ones, which made Mr. Ryan Powers happy as he was insistent that we be present at the pool party slash hamburger cookout and weenie roast. 

I wasn’t sure how much of a pool party it was because there was no one in the pool and as far as the hamburger cookout the stuff was being made in the kitchen and then brought outside.  The one saving grace was that there were firepits where one could get an honest to goodness stick, yep, like off a tree, and hold it over the fire until the weenie was roasted.  As they began encouraging the big wigs and their guests to come and have fun and participate, we stood idly by and watched, and the first of the gurus to lower themselves from their caviar standards and cook a hot dog on a stick was Joey Roberts.

According to his file, he was age 60 and originally from California, and had a net worth of $600 million dollars, proving that I was in the wrong business.  He was 6’2” and was beefy and clearly worked out to maintain his excellent physique and was one of those guys who even at his age that women kind of made over, but I wasn’t one of them, not yet anyway.  Mr. Roberts claimed at one time he was dirt poor and lived in a studio apartment and worked as a shopping cart attendant, barely making ends meet.  However, after realizing he could do anything he set his mind to, he turned his life around and became rich and successful.  I couldn’t find any additional data saying how he made his money so it clearly must have been through motivational speaking.

As he walked up to the firepit one of the hotel staff who was passing out the sticks handed him one and he subsequently put a weenie on it and began to roast it along with several other individuals, who were clearly not hotshots such as he but had paid a ton of money to participate in their courses.

“Think we are going to see any action tonight or this is going to be a non-flyer?” Gabe asked as the two of us continued to scan the pool area.

“The evening is young my friend, and besides, it beats the heck out of a real case where we’re being shot at doesn’t it?”

“Good point.”

“For real, wouldn’t you rather babysit this bunch than go undercover trying to infiltrate an organized crime ring or drug cartel?” I asked.

Gabe and I both noted a smell and looked at one another and I asked, “Do you smell that?”

“Something?”

“It’s almost like a green branch being burned or something.  The odor is strange.”

“Leigh, look over at the fire pit, where’s the girl that was passing out sticks?”

As I scanned the pool area, I didn’t see her but then something caught my eye as I looked at Mr. Joey Roberts, now eating his hot dog off his stick.  His branch was slightly larger and a different color than what the other participants had.

“Oh fuck Gabe,” I said as I headed toward him quickly.

“Mr. Roberts, stop,” I announced as he swallowed the last bite of his hot dog which he had gnawed from the branch he still had in his hand.

“What’s up?”

Showing him my badge, I then said, “Let me see that, and he handed me the stick he’d just used to roast his weenie, no pun intended.

As I sniffed it, I then handed it to Gabe and he took a whiff as well and I said, “Mr. Roberts we’ve got to get you to the hospital right away.”

“Why?”

“You just roasted your weenie with an oleander stalk, and we need to get you to the emergency room right now!”

**********

Gabe and I accompanied Mr. Roberts to the hospital and stayed with him while he was being treated in the emergency room.  To get out of the way of the hustle and bustle we stood off to the side near one of the nursing desks where we observed the goings-on in the ER.  It was apparently a moderately busy night at their facility as we noted a wide range of emergencies including a gunshot wound to the foot, a stabbing victim, a pregnant woman going into labor, and a pain pill junkie trying to get a refill as they were claiming they were having a severe headache.  After about forty-five minutes of entertainment, the physician emerged from behind the curtain where he had been treating Mr. Roberts and reported to us that his stomach had been pumped and he would probably be okay. He also added that the amount of potential poison that could have seeped from the oleander into the hot dog was minimal and pumping his stomach was a precaution.

We then called our CSI guy Steve and filled him in and he said that putting a hot dog on an oleander stick was not a very effective method of poisoning someone which led him to believe that the poisoner was an amateur or was simply trying to send a message.  He then added that there were better ways to poison someone with that particular plant such as setting it on fire because the smoke from it when inhaled was deadly.  Fortunately the branch Mr. Roberts had used to cook his weiner had generated little to no fumes because it was so green, otherwise, there could have been a lot more people in the hospital.

Mere seconds after our call with Steve was over we were graced with the presence of Ryan Powers who marched up to us and asked how Mr. Roberts was.  We repeated what the doctor had told us word for word emphasizing that he had been treated quickly and was probably going to be okay.  He was not pleased that one of his speakers had been injured but was happy that he hadn’t been killed and said it was our fast actions that saved him. 

Because he was so happy that no one else had been killed he invited us to attend the closing dinner the following evening on him.  As he explained the way the event would be laid out the world’s top twenty-two, now down from twenty-five, self-development experts, at the head table on the stage along with their wives would be served quail while those on the floor would be served Cornish game hens.  He said it was all designed to show those coming up through the ranks that by working hard and staying focused they too would have the good life one day and the proof was right there in front of them.  Mr. Powers then went on to explain that everyone on the stage had come from modest means and anyone could achieve their dreams if they just stayed on track. 

When I told him that we couldn’t accept his offer because we would be on duty, but it was very generous he cut me off and said it truly was and that people were paying $1,500 a seat to attend the dinner and listen to some of the greatest and most captivating speakers in the industry.  At that rate, I knew who was getting rich and it wasn’t the people eating the Cornish game hens.

It was late when we returned to the hotel and once again, we had no leads as the footage pulled from the hotel’s camera system showed that the person who had handed him the oleander branch could not be identified.  All we knew was that she was blonde, possibly wearing a wig, and she was wearing heavy makeup.  Her nametag was a fake and didn’t match the name of any existing resort staff.  The footage showed that she quickly entered the pool area, relieved the person handing out the branches to cook the hot dogs, handed Mr. Roberts the oleander stick, and vanished just as quickly, without a trace.  Whoever was doing this either knew their way around the resort from extensive surveillance or was a professional.


Chapter 12

The next morning, we had a conference call with Zack in D.C. he told us to wrap it up after tonight’s big event and come home the next day and if there was any additional work to be done to let the locals handle it because we were done.  Anything that developed was clearly a local matter and our initial efforts of offering protection to the man who had claimed that he was almost kidnapped were now irrelevant, and since we had not seen anything suspicious from any of the individuals on the terrorist watchlist, our job was finished. 

After having lunch together Gabe and I decided to take the afternoon off as there wasn’t much to do until the banquet that evening when twenty-two of the greatest in the industry would dazzle and amaze the wannabees with their awesomeness.  Whatever!  Gabe said he wanted to do a little bit of gambling and I said that was the last thing I wanted to do because I was quitting while I was ahead, a perspective which he said he could appreciate.  Upon parting, we agreed we would check in with each other later.

Gabe and I had spent a considerable amount of time up north on our last assignment and we’d had our share of cold weather and this was the perfect opportunity to spend some time in the sun.  Heading down to the gift shop I picked up a swimsuit, coverup, some flip flops, a pair of shades, and some sunscreen, returned to my room to change, and headed out to the pool.

It was about 2:30 p.m. when Gabe called and said he was tired of gambling and after losing $200 he was done.  I told him to grab his swim trunks and join me by the pool as I was camped out there, and that I was engrossed in a murder mystery story on my e-reader.  I had intentionally picked the story because of its content, someone being poisoned, hoping it might give me some ideas about the case we were working on, as we definitely needed the help.

The next thing I knew I felt a pair of eyes upon me and as I glanced up there was Gabe in his boardshorts and a Hawaiian style shirt just standing there staring at me, and he was checking me out from head to toe.

“What?” I asked as I lowered my book.

“Nice swimsuit.”

Smiling at him I said, “Thanks, I bought it in the gift shop.  At first, I thought about going with a one-piece but then thought, what the hell?  I’ve been blessed with a decent figure and might as well flaunt it.  That’s why I decided to go for the red bikini.  You don’t think it’s too revealing, do you?” I asked as I smiled at him.

Shrugging his shoulders he said, “Looks fine to me,” he said as he decided to scan me once again from top to bottom. 

It was clear that I had caught him off guard by wearing a bikini as he was surprised when he saw me. I was also flattered by the way he checked me out as it was obvious that he liked what he was seeing.  I felt warm inside knowing that my swimsuit grabbed his attention and loved the fact that he was attracted to me which made me feel hopeful.  However, I wasn’t going to get my hopes up, not just yet anyway as any man loves looking at a pretty woman with almost no clothes on, something I knew from firsthand experience.

“Can I join you?”

“Please do,” I said as I waved my hand over the lounge chair next to mine.

As he sat down, I took a sip of my pina colada and asked, “Want a drink?”

“I do but not that?”

“Why not?”

“Well, not to be rude but that’s more of a girly drink.”

“Gabe!  Is it really necessary to assign labels to individuals based on the beverage they are enjoying?  It’s a hot sunny afternoon here in Texas and I’m laying by the pool and wanted something that tasted good, ya know, something tropical and maybe a little sweet.  How does that have any effect on masculinity or femininity for that matter?  I think you’re just tuned into preprogrammed stereotypes that say that a man should drink one kind of beverage and a woman another.  With that being said, is a man less than a man, except in my case where I’m not any longer when they drink something like a pina colada?”

Turning his head sideways he said, “Sorry I said anything at all, but in the future, I will try and be more open-minded when it comes to beverage selections.  My apologies.”

After the waitress eventually delivered him a beer we sat there chatting, all the while he was copping a quick scan of me lying there in my bikini from time to time.  Despite the fact that he thought he was being clever he was not as I picked up on it every time and being that he was really growing on me I truly didn’t mind and was actually loving it, despite the range of conflicting feelings that I was having.

“Gabe, what have we missed in this case?”

“Missed?  I would say that we’ve done about everything that we can.  Just enjoy your pina colada and I will keep working on this beer because there’s really nothing more that we can do.”

With an annoyed look on my face, I said, “Gabe, even though we are laying here by the pool we are still assigned to this case and I don’t know about you but I’m not giving up.  Now, I don’t know which direction I’m headed with all this but I’m not quitting.”

Raising his beer bottle he said, “Suit yourself,” and took another swig before giving me another scan from head to toe.

“So, Gabe, I want to ask you a question and I want an honest answer, promise?”

He nodded.

“Here lies your old buddy, now a woman, with a killer figure in a bikini.  Now, answer me honestly, am I attractive?”

“Huh?”

“If you walked up on me right now and didn’t know it was me inside, would you think I’m attractive?”

After a long pause, he said, “Hell yeah!”

I laughed and said, “I love it.”

“Why did you ask?”

“No reason, except for the fact that you keep checking me out from top to bottom every little bit.”

“Was I that obvious?”

“You were.”

“Sorry.  I did not mean to offend.”

“It’s okay.  You’re a man and you can’t help yourself, plus I don’t mind.”

“You don’t?”

Shaking my head I said, “No, I don’t.  You’re a longtime friend and we already had a friendship, and now that has evolved and may continue to and it’s foolish of us to think otherwise.”

“Hmmm, I guess you’re right.”

“I’m glad you think I’m pretty,” I said as I smiled at him.

“I don’t think I said that.”

“You didn’t have to.  Do you deny it?”

Shaking his head he said, “Well, no, you’re very attractive, there’s no denying that.”

“Then you do think I’m pretty?”

“I don’t hardly know what to say.”

“Maybe you don’t need to say anything.  Let’s just see what the next step in our friendship is and take it from there, when and if it happens.”

We sat there in awkward silence for a few moments, which I had created until I finally said, “Okay, changing subjects, the case, what are we missing?”

“You just asked me that and I said I don’t know.”

Turning toward him and putting my feet on the cement deck of the pool I raised my sunshades and rested them on my head and said, “The most logical suspects are former students of the courses of the three poisonees, correct?”

“Highly logical Captain.”

Shaking my head, I added, “We know that two of the potential suspects were far away from here and accounted for.”

“Correct.”

“We know the other is deceased.”

“Once again, correct.”

“Of the two accounted for, they live very far away and could not have been present for any of the poisonings.”

“Correct again.”

“That leaves the dead guy, who couldn’t possibly have done it,” I said as I rested my hands on my fists.

We sat there silently for some time when I finally grabbed my cell phone, dialed it, and put it up to my ear.”

“Steve?  Special Agent Smith.  Question.  Of the three potential suspects that we discussed there was one that was deceased, where did he live?”

As I listened, I then asked, “Really?  What was his name, address, and did he have any family?”

After a few moments, I said, “Steve you’re brilliant.  Can you text me everything you have ASAP?”

“What?  You’re kidding.  Good.  Meet us in the hotel lobby in ten to fifteen minutes.  You are?  See you shortly, okay bye.”

“What was that all about?” Gabe asked.

“The only potential lead we have.”

“What did you find out?”

“That you and I need to get dressed because we’re taking a little road trip.”


Chapter 13

It was about 4:30 p.m. when we pulled up in front of the residence of Anthony Windsor, who would have been one of our suspects except for the fact that he was deceased, and when that happens it’s difficult not to remove someone from the list.  Anyway, with no leads at all and the fact that he had lived in the local area we thought we would interview his widow, Karen, and see if she had anything she could share.  Our hope was that during her former husband’s time with the self-development organizations that he had been a student of including LeBeau’s, Nguyen’s, and Robert’s, that he might have had knowledge of someone who had a grudge against the three gurus and shared it with her.  Okay, probably not, and it was a stretch and even though it was probably a complete waste of time we had to try as we had no leads.

Getting out of the car we noticed a for sale sign in the yard of the small brick ranch-style home sitting alone on about an acre of ground, some distance away from the closest neighbor.  As I looked across the terrain, I noted the landscape was relatively flat except for a few rises and dips here and there.  Continuing to look across the Texas landscape I could see a collection of single-family homes springing up about a mile away and even some livestock grazing in the distance which appeared to be cattle.

Ringing the doorbell there was no answer and after Gabe knocked loudly there was still no response.  So, after a forty-five-minute drive out there, all the way from Arlington, it appeared that no one was home.

“Why don’t we walk around to the rear and see if anyone is in the backyard?  Maybe that’s the reason they are not answering the door?” Gabe asked.

“Don’t we need probable cause?” Steve asked.

Gabe and I then looked at one another and I said to Steve, “We’re not going inside.”

“Yes, but ….”

“Steve quit being such a worrywart and come on,” Gabe said as he began walking toward the rear of the property.

As we arrived in the back yard it was obvious that there was a lot going on as there was a hodgepodge of activities the homeowner was interested in.  There were several cages of which only one contained about a half dozen birds of some sort while the others were empty.  It also contained a variety of shrubbery and it was clear that the resident was also interested in gardening as there was a variety of plants being grown as well. 

A large table, resembling one that you would see in a school lunchroom, was sitting in the yard and got our attention when we noticed it had blood on it and this caused us to investigate further.  Opening one of the large plastic trash cans sitting right by it I noted it was filled with bird feathers as well as the heads and legs of the animals, the same color as the ones in the cages.

“What do you make of this?” Gabe asked.

“Looks like someone’s been cleaning quail, just like those over there by the color of the feathers, preparing them so they can be cooked, and these are their remains,” Steve said.

Opening another trash container, the stench jumped out at me, and it was pretty ripe.  It could have been worse, indicating they hadn’t been in the can for more than a day, and in the Texas heat they were bound to spoil fast.  I added, “This one’s full of cleaned quail.  What did they do, prepare them and then throw them away?”

“That wouldn’t make any sense,” Gabe said.

Steve, down on his knees was inspecting the birds in their cage while I continued to check out the backyard.  Finding two empty boxes that had the name of a restaurant food distributor printed on them I checked the labels and saw that every one of them was labeled as being farm-raised quail.  Gabe joined me and I showed him what I had found, and we examined the boxes further.

“I definitely don’t get this, none of it makes any sense,” I said.

“Come on,” Gabe said, and I followed him toward the back of the house where we found a cracked door partially open which led into the garage.

“Do we have probable cause?” I asked.

Nodding he said, “From what I’ve seen dozens of quail have been innocently murdered.”

“I’m not sure that will stand up in court,” I replied.

As we entered the garage, we saw a workbench and on the chair in front of it was a hoodie, and as I picked it up and showed it to Gabe, we looked at one another and both nodded.  He then picked up a box off the desk before him and said, “Look at the label, this is a fake beard kit.”

Snapping my fingers I said, “I bet it’s the same color as the first poisoner was wearing,” and he nodded.

As I continued scanning the room, we suddenly noticed on the shelf to the right was a blonde wig.

“Poisoner number three?” Gabe asked.

“Exactly.”

Looking above the workbench we saw the photos of the twenty-five self-development gurus, with their names listed below their photos, who would be sitting at the head table that very evening at the conference.  As we looked closer we noticed that three of the photos had a letter X drawn across their faces with a red magic marker, the very ones that the poisoner had tried to kill.  Two of the trio had survived the attempts on their life but Mr. Andrew Nguyen had not been so lucky.  He had expired that very afternoon from the ricin which had been sprinkled on the roses left outside his door a couple of days earlier.

“Gabe, I think this is our guy, but how could it be, he’s dead, unless….”

“He’s really alive after all?  Or ….”

Walking into the garage Steve was still on his cell phone talking, “Thanks for your help Gina,” and hung up before looking at us and saying, “Hardly, he is not alive, and by the way, he was cremated.  However, I just found out from our research group that when Mr. Windsor died, he left his wife $250,000 in credit card debt.  According to the receipts, he had signed up for multiple courses from about two dozen of our self-development guru friends.”

“Like a quarter of a million dollars?” Gabe asked in disbelief.

Steve nodded.

“That’s absolutely terrible,” I said.

“It gets worse, in addition to this house being in foreclosure her child recently died after being diagnosed with a rare illness, and since she was broke and had no health insurance the child was unable to receive adequate medical treatment.”

“That poor woman, I can’t imagine anything more horrible happening to an individual,” I said.

“So, it was his wife that was the poisoner?”

Nodding Steve said, “It sure looks that way based on everything we see here in the garage, including this glove box.  Come outside with me, I think I can explain it all.”

As we returned to the back yard Steve said, “Look at this plant,” it’s a castor bean, used to ….”

Cutting in I said, “Used to make the ricin.”

“Correct.  You just take the beans and grind them into a fine powder using the glove box in the garage, so you won’t expose yourself to the substance while preparing it, then sprinkle them on a dozen roses, and ….”

“Let the powder do the rest of the work,” Gabe added.

“Right, and see that oleander over there?” he asked pointing across the yard?

“I bet that’s where she cut the stalks for the weenie roast,” I interjected.

“Now let me show you the most interesting thing of all,” he said escorting us over to the birdcage, “See those tan-colored seeds in the food tray?”

Gabe and I looked and then nodded, and Steve said, “Hemlock seeds.”

“Isn’t hemlock poisonous?” I asked.

“It is, but not to quail.  They frequently eat it, often during migration, but the funny thing is that the plant is not poisonous to them, but when they eat it, they become poisonous,” Steve said.

“And if someone eats the bird?” I asked.

“They can die from hemlock poisoning.”

“So those containers over there,” I said pointing across the yard, “They originally had quail from the food distributor in them, which was thrown in the trash, and the quail in these cages which were fed hemlock were killed, cleaned, and placed back in the boxes, so they could eventually be cooked and served.  Gabe if I’m not mistaken didn’t Ryan Powers ….”

Cutting me off he said, “Yes, he said quail was being served at the head table at the banquet tonight.”

Steve’s phone chirped and as he looked at it, he said, “Gina at research just texted me, and guess where Mr. Windsor’s widow Karen works?”

“Oh shit, not ….” Gabe said.

“Yep,” Steve said, “The resort.”


Chapter 14

As we sped down the highway toward the resort it was clear that Mr. Windsor’s wife was the poisoner as she had the means, motive, and opportunity, and everything we had found at her house confirmed our suspicions.  I truly felt for her as she had been through a lot, more than any human being could take and it seemed that after she had lost her child she had snapped.

She had apparently been working for some time at the resort as a cook and there was no doubt that she knew her way around the facility.  From what we could tell it was clear that she had taken the quail to be served to the head table that very evening from the walk-in cooler in the resort’s kitchen to her house, thrown it away, and replaced it with her poisonous birds.  Apparently, her plan was not only to serve quail but justice at the same time.

It was 6:30 p.m. and was thirty minutes prior to the banquet starting as we pulled up into the circular driveway of the resort and jumped out of our car and ran inside.  We figured we were good to go as it was still half an hour until everyone sat down to eat, according to what Ryan Powers had originally told us.  Much to our surprise one of the Arlington P.D.’s officers told us as we entered the building that our information was incorrect, and dinner was just being served.

Entering the ballroom, we ran toward the stage where the big twenty-two self-development gurus were sitting, and we didn’t have a moment to waste because it appeared that the servers had just delivered the last of the entrees to the head table.

“STOP,” I screamed and then continued by saying, “Don’t eat the food, it’s been poisoned,” and as I finished my words, I could hear the audience gasp.

As I looked at the individuals at the head table Mr. Sam Russo, who’d just taken a bite of his quail spit out his food, stood up, and asked, “What the fuck is going on?”

Showing him my badge, I said, “It’s complicated, just stop eating, for God’s sake, just stop, this food has been poisoned.”

The next thing I knew a young woman with medium brown hair in her early thirties in a chef uniform who had a tray in front of her came up the side of the stage, dropped her tray, and behind it was a mini-UZI that she pointed toward the head table.  Upon seeing it, Gabe and I, along with all of the officers in the room, had drawn their weapons and had them pointed right at her.

“Karen? I’m Agent Smith, put down the weapon.”

With tears streaming down her face she said, “You ruined it, you just had to spoil it, I was ready to rid the Earth of these demons and you saved them, but only temporarily because I’m going to finish the job.”

“Karen, I just found out what happened to you a short while ago, how your husband ran up enormous debt subscribing to the courses of these so-called self-development experts, to the tune of a quarter of a million dollars.  Then after he took his life, your child died because you had no money for medical care because your husband had leveraged you out so heavily in debt and the banks were holding you responsible for it, but Karen, this isn’t going to bring them back.”

Frantic she said, “They destroyed my life and took my husband and baby and now I have nothing at all except a pile of debt, a home being taken by the bank, and no reason to live.  Do they deserve one ounce of pity or sympathy, because all they do is rob and steal and leave those who are already poor, desperate, and hopeful with nothing in the end except broken dreams and promises.”

Putting my gun in my holster I held up my hands and walked toward her slowly and then stopped after proceeding a couple of feet, and said, “Karen, after what’s been disclosed here today, with the way that you’ve lost everything, there’s no need to pull that trigger because you’ve already killed them.  After this comes to light no one will ever do business with them again, won’t subscribe to their courses, attend their seminars, or anything else, as they’ve definitely lost all credibility with the way your husband took his life, left you with a pile of debt, and how you lost your child.  All pulling that trigger will do is stop their hearts from beating which is too good for them.  If you really want to make them suffer then let them live without any future customers and be humiliated for what they’ve done to you as well as the others who have suffered as you but have not come forward.  After this event tonight I can almost guarantee that others who have been too embarrassed to come forward, who were fleeced as well, will step up as your actions have given them the courage, and maybe, just maybe, these individuals sitting here, who some might say operate just within the confines of the law, can be stopped once and for all.  “Karen, please let’s end this right here and now, because pulling that trigger is not going to bring your husband or your baby back, so Karen, please, please, put the weapon down.”

Looking at me she said, “You’re right.  After all that has happened to me, the loss of my husband and baby, yes, you’re right, and I’m sure all of this has been recorded and will soon be posted on the internet, and when it is they’re finished.  There’s just one thing left to do,” and in a flash, she took her weapon, put it to her temple and pulled the trigger, and a round instantaneously discharged into her head.  A couple of other bullets ended up discharging into the air before her lifeless hand finally released the weapon and it dropped to the ground.  As she fell to the floor, there was absolute silence in the room and momentarily the guests in the audience, as well as those on the stage, began to exit the room at top speed as apparently, they weren’t waiting for the second act. 

Rushing up to her I leaned over her, looking at her broken soul, now at peace, finally, after she’d had her entire world taken from her.  Gabe came up to my side and hunkered down beside me and as I leaned over her on my knees I leaned back and unexpectedly I felt him take my hand and as I looked at him a tear ran down my cheek.

Sam Russo, one of the speakers from the head table, a billionaire and the wealthiest of them all who had made his fortune in mining before entering the industry a couple of decades prior kneeled beside me on the other side, and after looking at me briefly then turned toward her lifeless body and said, “My God, what have we done, what have we all done to have caused pain like this?”

Looking around it was clear that everyone except he and his wife, who was standing behind him, had turned tail and run, which showed who the only one of the entire bunch was that had a shred of character.


Chapter 15

Sam Russo paid for the funeral of Karen Windsor since she had no family to step forward and take care of her final arrangements.  It was funny because he was the only guy sitting on the stage that night that her deceased husband had never bought a course from.  Mr. Russo also said that aside from himself and a couple of others the entire industry was filled with a plethora of wannabees who had never actually made any money in business.  They were simply speakers and at that moment he was ashamed to be affiliated with the industry at all.  According to him, his goal was to help people make a difference in their lives and the last thing he ever wanted to see was somebody take their life as a result of a seminar or course.

Ryan Powers thanked us repeatedly for solving the case at the last minute and saving his beloved 22 speakers.  There wasn’t much to say because we were just doing our job and I was saddened by the fact that Karen Windsor had taken her life in the end because she was such a beautiful young woman and could have had such a great life ahead of her.  However, until you walk a mile in someone else’s shoes you never know how they feel as she’d had her world destroyed by an industry that was supposed to make one’s life better.  How ironic.

Every one of the speakers tried to turn the event into a publicity event for themselves and talked about how they were sitting mere feet away from this crazed woman pointing an automatic weapon at them and their wives and miraculously survived the ordeal.  Almost every one of them talked about how while they were sitting there, they used the power of positive thinking and told themselves over and over that they would be okay, and the universe delivered that to them.  The big video channels as well as social media did end up banning most of them due to public opinion, but only for a few months because people, in general, have a very short memory and after all, they were paying customers, and money talks.

Following the footage of the event being aired on every cable news channel, Congress launched a probe into the self-development industry and after a meeting of the subcommittee, they decided they would table it but were definitely going to make reforms after the next election.  We will see how that goes.  Personally, I think I trusted the self-development guys more than the ones on Capitol Hill if you know what I mean.

Because of everything that ended up happening, Gabe and I did not return home for a couple of more days, as it was quite a mess because there were reports to write and we needed to do it while it was still fresh on our minds.  We thanked our CSI guy, Steve, and told him that we couldn’t have done it without him as his service had been invaluable and his sharp eye helped us quickly assess the situation and ended up saving a lot of lives.  To show him our thanks we offered to take him and his wife out for dinner to show our gratitude.  He said he’d never tried the food in any of the resort’s restaurants since they’d opened and we settled on trying out their steak house, which was supposed to be a first-class place to eat, so along with his wife Vidya we had a great dinner, and then gave it one last whirl in the casino.  Believe it or not, I won five hundred more dollars almost immediately and decided to hang it up because this guy, I mean girl, knows to quit when she’s ahead.

After parting with Steve and Vidya, Gabe and I began walking down the corridor when we noticed music playing in one of the lounges.  Deciding we would have a drink before turning in we got a table and sat there listening to the jazz music.  After a bit, they switched to a slow song and when they did three couples got up and began dancing, or should I call it belly rubbing?  Because it is more of that when you dance to slow music.

“I just love this song,” I commented while I swayed to the music.

“Me too, one of my favorites,” he replied.

“Hey, um, Leigh, question?”

“Sure.”

“I’m going to ask you this and I hope it doesn’t sound strange, okay.”

“Okay,” I said with a concerned look on my face.

“Would you like to dance?”

As he finished his question a smile came to my face, and I was thrilled that he had asked because I had been sitting there hoping that he would though I thought it unlikely.

“I would be delighted,” I said beamingly.

As we got on the dance floor he put his right hand on my back, I placed my left hand on his shoulder, and we took one another’s hand and began to move, and I was closer to him than I had ever been.  As I caught a whiff of his aroma I was instantaneously affected by his scent, and I shivered slightly from head to toe.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Wonderful and thank you.”

“For what?”

“Asking me to dance.”

Smiling down at me, as he was 5’11” compared to my 5’5” height he said, “And thank you for saying yes.”

As I continued to gaze up at him it was clear that I had undergone a metamorphosis because now, in addition to the other feelings I had developed for him I noticed how attractive he was, something I had never even thought of until that moment.  We had spent years together in the past and I’d always thought of him as just another guy, a big hairy ape, but now, I thought he was absolutely gorgeous, and I was thrilled to be in his arms.

“That’s a great perfume,” he said.

“Oh, thank you,” I said and then looked downward.

What he did not know was that I had picked it up in the gift shop earlier that afternoon as I’d secretly been hoping for an occasion just like this one where he would notice my scent and pay me a compliment.

As my gaze returned to him, I noticed that he was practically staring at me, as he had at the pool the day before, and I didn’t mind at all, and as a matter of fact, loved it.  Apparently, my concerns about he and I being a possibility were not as big a deal as I had thought because it was clear that there was something about me that he was digging.

“Things certainly have changed, haven’t they?  Six months ago, could you have imagined that I would be dancing with you?” he asked as we both chuckled at his comment.

“No, and six months ago I would never have imagined that I would be, well, you know….”

“A girl?”

“Well, yeah!”

We chuckled once again and he said, “Well, one thing is for sure.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re sure a pretty one.”

As he finished his words I felt a rush of confidence as I was now almost sure that he was attracted to me and felt the same way about me as I did him and I wanted nothing more than for him to kiss me, right then and there.

Stopping our movement, I looked up at him, and as I did our eyes locked, and I stood there waiting for him to make his first move as I didn’t want to seem too forward and potentially blow the whole thing in case I was reading it wrong.  Deciding I would give him a little help I pushed myself up on my tiptoes slightly, well as much as possible, as it is sometimes difficult when you’re already wearing heels.

Within seconds he responded as he knew what I wanted and suddenly his flesh was pressed against mine and as we touched it was as though my soul was filled with a sensation that I had never experienced before.  As we pulled back, we both smiled at one another for a moment and just as suddenly our lips had joined once again and after a few moments I opened my mouth as I wanted him to kiss me passionately and without wasting a moment, he accepted my invitation, and our tongues were soon in a frenzy.  My body was on fire as we kissed right there on the dance floor and in all my life, I had never felt so alive.  But then, just as suddenly, the music stopped, and so did our make-out session.

As we returned to our table, we both attempted to regain our composure, and each took a sip of our drinks.

“How’s your martini?” I asked.

Nodding he said, “Good, and yours?” he asked as I took a drink of my cosmopolitan.

“Sweet,” and we chuckled, and I added, “You know why I ordered this foo-foo drink?”

“Because you think that’s what you’re supposed to drink as a girl?”

“Well, yeah, kind of.  I’m trying to fit into my new role, ya know.  Project more femininity.”

Leaning over and giving me a quick peck on the lips he said, “Ya know, drink what you want, be yourself, that makes no difference to me young lady.”

“Well thank you, and by the way, don’t call me young lady, unless you want me to start referring to you as young man.”

“Okay cool, did not mean to offend, and by the way, I’m thirty-three.”

“Great, then we won’t refer to one another in that context as I think referring to any adult using the expression young this or that is demeaning.”

Holding his hands up he said, “Okay, okay, sorry.”

Leaning over him I said, “Apology accepted,” and I gave him a big smooch and as the server approached the table I asked, “Can you please bring me a scotch on the rocks, neat?”

Nodding the said, “Will do, any preference?”

“Something out of the Scottish Highlands, at least twenty years or better, something that will grow hair on a young man’s chest or take the paint off a car.  I’m flexible.”

With a smirk on her face, she said, “I promise to do my best.”

“I’m sure you will,” I said, and she headed back toward the bar.

“Wow,” Gabe said, “Now that’s more like it.”


Chapter 16

As I opened my eyes I looked down and saw my blue toenails sticking out the bottom of the sheets and the sensation of my pounding head was less than comfortable.  The immediate question on my mind was, where was I?  What happened?

Turning my head slightly to the left I could see Gabe sleeping and then it all came rushing back, that after three scotch on the rocks the two of us had headed back to my room and had a night of raw, unashamed, and passionate sex, as I had never had before.  With the alcohol in full effect, I could no longer resist and submitted myself to him heart, mind, body, and soul and as he ravaged me relentlessly, I begged for more as he brought me to orgasm multiple times.

Rolling over toward him I put my arm around him and just lay there and looked at him as I twirled my slightly curly hair in my fingers and just as quickly, he awoke, looked at me, and grinned.

“Good morning beautiful,” he said.

“Good morning,” and I gave him a quick peck on the lips.

“How are you feeling pretty lady?”

“After those three drinks, awful.  I’ve got a hangover and need some coffee.”

“There’s a coffee pot over there, let me make us some.”

I couldn’t help but grin as I watched his bare ass scamper across the room going through the motions of getting our coffee underway and after he got the first cup prepared, he brought it to me in bed and then returned a couple of minutes later with his.

Propped up against the headboard I said, “Well, I guess our relationship as partners has changed, hasn’t it?”

Nodding he said, “It has, and I have to admit something, you’re the first partner that I’ve ever been to bed with.”

Chuckling I said, “Same here.”

“So, where do we go from here?  Now that we’ve crossed the line in our professional relationship, we definitely can’t stay partners.”

Running my hand through the hair on his chest I said, “Maybe not professionally, but we could be partners in another way.”

“You mean like boyfriend and girlfriend?”

Nodding I said, “That’s a good approximation if that’s something you’re interested in, or we could just forget last night ever happened, never do it again and stay partners in the professional capacity we are already in.”

Leaning toward me he asked, “Leigh, is that what you want to do?”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

Shaking my head, I said, “No.  Gabe, we’ve only slept together one night and maybe I’m a fool but I’m going to lay my heart on the line.  I have feelings for you, I’m not going to lie, I don’t want to forget last night, I want more, and want to be with you because I care about you and want you in my life, and I’m really hoping you feel as I do and want the same.  And Gabe, if that’s the case you would make me the happiest girl in the world, and if not, and you were just getting some ass I understand that too, remember, I used to be a man, all I want you to do is answer me honestly.”

Looking at me silently for a few moments he finally said, “Leigh, I feel the exact same way.”

“You do?” I asked excitedly.

“Wonderful,” and I threw my arms around him and kissed him.

“With that being said you realize that we can’t be partners any longer, not professionally.”

Hugging him I said, “That’s okay, as long as I’ve got you in my life, I don’t need anything else at all,” and gave him a big kiss and said, “Oh Gabe, I’m so glad you feel about me as I do you.  You don’t know how happy this makes me,” and once again we began to kiss and made love once more.


Chapter 17

I think it is so stupid when people use the phrase to make a long story short, but to make a long story short Gabe and I ended our relationship as partners as required by FBI regulations, and coincidentally both got reassigned to the Dallas Field Office about a month after our return to D.C.  Despite the fact that we no longer work together, as we did for so many years, we do work in the same office building where we bump into one another from time to time.

One more thing to add, I will soon be Mrs. Gabriel Powell, aka Leigh Powell as he asked me to marry him right after our return from the big case we worked in Texas.  I was shocked when he told me that he loved me and wanted to spend the rest of his life with me and when he did, I burst into tears because I was so filled with joy that the man I truly loved more than anything on Earth loved me just as much.  And to think that there had been a time when I was sure that there was no way he could have such feelings for me because I had been born a man.  Anyway, he is so sweet and can’t ever seem to do enough for me and I make every effort to do the same because I love him sooooo much and want nothing more than to make him happy and he says he feels the same about me.

Well, that’s my story and that’s how it ended, in love and married to my friend and partner, or should I say, former partner.  Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I would be turned into a woman, learn to embrace and enjoy it, and then fall in love with the last person I expected.  I guess it just goes to prove that you always find love when you’re least expecting, and I sincerely hope you can find your true love, just as I have.

Take Care

Leigh
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