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Undercover in Paradise

Paradise, Book Two

John Patrick


Chapter One

My boss pressed his fingers onto the top of my desk and leaned well into my personal space.

“I just sent you an email,” he said with a suspicious grin. “Open it, Special Agent.” I hated how he sneered at my new title. Until last week, I’d been Hector Ramirez, New Agent Trainee, the lowest of the DEA’s investigative ranks. I liked Special Agent better.

He stood there looming over me. So, I guessed we were doing this right now. I closed my expense report and clicked on his email. There was no title and no text. Just a link to what looked like an encrypted video. Was this a test? I hovered my mouse pointer over the link; nothing looked suspicious. I glanced up at him, a question on my face.

“Go ahead; it’s not a trick.” He paused for a moment. I could tell there was something else, so I waited. “It’s definitely NSFW, though.”

Okay. He wanted me to open a not-safe-for-work link. Now. At work.

I looked around the open space. My newly installed desk was wedged into a corner of the large operations room. There was no one nearby.

“You’ll like it. He’s just your type too,” he added. 

What an asshole. He had no idea what my type was, although he knew I was gay, of course, and trans. I’d had to be up front about that; the extortion risk in my line of work was just too high to try to keep that type of thing private. 

Besides, it was one of the reasons I was here. I’d been brought on during a push to expand diversity in the ranks, and I knew for a fact most of the other agents thought that was the only reason I was here, which wasn’t true at all. I was as qualified—more qualified—than many of the other guys. Being gay and trans just gave me a shot at being considered for the job.

Behind my back, and sometimes just within range of my hearing, they’d call me a two-for. Two for one. Gay and Latino.

Or sometimes it meant trans and Latino. But never a three-for. The whole gay and trans thing really confused these guys. Sometimes I heard them whispering, “Why would you become a gay dude when you could already get guys as a chick?”

I shook my head to clear it and refocused on the possible trap my boss had set. “This is work-related, right? You’re ordering me to play this video, and it’s necessary for my job?” I was asking for the benefit of any cameras, official or unofficial, that might be capturing this moment. 

“Very good, Ramirez. A healthy dose of skepticism and mistrust is necessary for a DEA agent, especially a new one.”

I waited.

“And, yes,” he said with a sigh, “I am ordering you to play this video.” 

Good enough. I launched the video.

A naked young man walked past an expanse of windows, the view outside hidden by the closed drapes. He carried two bottles of water, and as the camera tracked his movement, it became apparent he was in a hotel room, possibly a suite, given the furniture and size of the space.

And, ha, ha, I get it. My type. He looked just like me—short and wiry with light coffee-colored skin and straight jet-black hair. I felt uncomfortably exposed sitting at my desk with Director Ferguson leaning in behind me. On the monitor, the man who looked like me took a few steps toward another naked man of similar build and color. The second man held a remote control and stood by a low table. A flat-screen TV mounted to the wall above displayed its own collection of naked men. 

The first guy handed a bottle of water to the second, then ran his hand down the other man’s back. Great, the director and I were going to watch gay porn together at work. My parents would be so proud. The two men were speaking, but I couldn’t hear anything. I toggled the volume.

“Don’t bother. There’s no sound,” Ferguson said. “It gets better,” he added, a disturbingly gleeful tone to his voice. I had a bad feeling about this.

The two men turned together and walked to a bed, where they playfully tugged on the foot of yet a third man, lying on the oversized bed, just coming into view as the camera tracked their movements.

Now that the initial shock had faded, I began to pay attention to what I was seeing. First, the camera—it was too steady for a handheld, and it panned smoothly across the room following the men. I guessed it was positioned, possibly hidden, somewhere across the room and was being operated remotely. Second—the surroundings. It was a party room for sure. Empty bottles of alcohol, room service trays, and plates were scattered on desktops; dropped clothes and towels lay next to the bed.

The third man—the one on the bed—was coming fully into view. He looked very much like the others, which is to say like me, and he was laughing as the other two clambered onto the bed on top of him.

Why are we watching this?

“And, now, for something completely different…” my boss murmured.

The camera continued to pan across the bed and revealed, wow…a massive mountain of a blond-haired guy, young, early twenties maybe, and as naked as the others, with light, golden hair dusting his chest, belly, and thighs. I swallowed and tried not to react. He was on his back, his left arm holding the guy on the bed in a tight embrace. He looked…blissful. Maybe on drugs, but certainly in control of himself, so not drugged, exactly. Just…happy?

And, yeah, just my type. Like, exactly my type. But Director Ferguson couldn’t possibly know that. He must have been referring to the Latinos. I paused the video and swiveled my chair to look up at Ferguson. “Why are we watching this?” I asked.

“This is the Peruvian drug gang we’ve been tracking out of Bangor.”

Really? I reversed the video to get a better shot of the faces of the first two, grateful to move the young man with the golden hair off-screen. I studied them for a moment. I’d seen all the surveillance pictures we had of the Bangor gang. “They don’t look familiar,” I said.

“This was filmed in Peru.”

“Oh.” I was feeling lost. “So, who is—”

“Dallin Rigby,” Ferguson interrupted. “Twenty-two years old now. Twenty-one when the film was made. He’s a Mormon…”

Of course he is.

“But he’s about to attend a yearlong retreat in a Buddhist monastery. In Maine. Northern Maine.” He let that sink in.

Well, there’s a mystery. A young Mormon guy filmed with a drug gang in Peru and now heading to a monastery in, of all places, northern Maine, where the same gang distributes meth and heroin out of Bangor. 

“Hey, that one looks just like you,” Ferguson said, tapping his finger on the groin of the naked man on the screen, which, really, was the only part of him that didn’t look like me. I’d had the top surgery, so from the waist up we looked very similar, although I was more muscular. I was still saving up for the bottom surgery, and it would probably be another year or so before I had an actual cock. Well, bigger than his, I hoped.

The director’s tone was falsely innocent, as if he’d just now noticed the resemblance. “Are you Peruvian, Special Agent?”

“No, sir. American. Second generation.” But he knew that already.

“That’s right,” he said slowly, as if recalling something newly learned and complicated. “I guess I meant your people, then. Are they Peruvian?” 

“No, sir. Mexican.” He knew that too.

What he didn’t know was my parents had been discriminated against when they’d lived in Mexico because of their Quechua heritage. Those genetics explained why I looked so very much like the Peruvian men in the video.

I still wasn’t sure where any of this was going, but I was ready to move on. I turned back to my boss. “Is there anything else I should see on this video before you tell me what this is all about?” 

Ferguson looked like he was considering the question. “I guess not. It goes on for another hour. All you need to know is that blondie really ends up enjoying himself, if you know what I mean. Whoever filmed it made sure there could be no question of his enthusiastic participation.”

I shifted uncomfortably. It was a mental image I didn’t need. Ferguson ran a finger along his neck beneath his collar. “Phew, is it hot in here or is it just you?” He laughed at his own joke.

I closed the video and then closed Ferguson’s email. “So, what’s the punch line?” I asked.

“The punch line, Special Agent Ramirez, is you’re going on an undercover assignment. Congratulations.”

Wait. What? I just started this job!

“Undercover?” I managed to ask, keeping the panic out of my voice.

“That’s right. Or should I say ‘Brother Ramirez’? Isn’t that what they call monks?”

Oh no. “You’re sending me to Maine? To a monastery?”

“Got it in one, Special Agent!” He leaned across the narrow space to the desk next to mine where he’d placed a couple of folders when he first walked over. He picked one up and handed it to me.

I opened it and removed two photos. The first was of a generic-looking white man, late middle age. His most distinguishing characteristic was a pair of bushy gray eyebrows dominating his face. “That’s Walter Lang,” Ferguson said. “He’s in charge of the—” He checked his notepad. “—Paradise Mountain Monastery. His title is Abbot.” I held up the second photograph. This guy was younger than Lang, maybe thirty or thirty-five. He had an impressive Roman nose and wavy black hair, graying at the temples. “Arnold Antoli,” provided Ferguson. “Lang’s second-in-command.”

“The monastery has a command structure?” I asked.

“See? That’s what I like about you, Ramirez. Always asking the insightful questions.” He waited a moment. “Why don’t you ask a better one?”

I thought about it. “Okay. What’s the connection between the Peruvian drug gang and this monastery? Other than the Mormon fellow?” I knew his name was Dallin Rigby, but for some reason I didn’t want Ferguson to know the name had immediately stuck with me. 

“Now that’s a good question. But an even better one to start with would be ‘Why do we have this video?’” 

Right. So I asked it. “Why do we have this video?”

“We intercepted it,” Ferguson replied. “Our Maine criminals aren’t quite as sophisticated with their email as their headquarters people are in Peru. The group in Bangor sent this video to our Mormon friend.”

The pieces began clicking into place. “Blackmail,” I said. 

“Looks that way,” Ferguson agreed. “It’s at least one clue as to why an up-and-coming pillar of the community from a leading family in Salt Lake City would pick up stakes and join a Buddhist monastery in the middle of nowhere.”

Middle of nowhere? Good god, where are they sending me?

“Unfortunately,” Ferguson continued, “we don’t have any other communication between Rigby and the Bangor gang, so we don’t know the nature of the blackmail.”

No. But I could guess. Making the sex tape public would ruin a young Mormon man. 

Ferguson dropped another file on my desk. “Here’s where it gets interesting,” he said. “We’ve been tracking the movements of the Bangor gang for a while now. We need to know how HQ in Peru is supplying the local market. The local gang is getting more aggressive. Trying to expand their market share. Unexpectedly, we found they were making a drop…but no, wait, what am I doing? You’re the investigator, Special Agent Ramirez; you tell me. Every couple of weeks, usually on Sunday afternoon, one of the Bangor gang goes for a leisurely country drive, three hours north of Bangor…” 

Three hours north of Bangor? No, please no.

“To where, do you think, Special Agent?”

I looked down at my desk, at the files holding my future. “Paradise Mountain Monastery,” I mumbled.

“Got it in one again, Special Agent! Very good.”

Ferguson was leaning against the desk next to me, staring at me. Waiting.

“So, the Peruvian drug gang based in Bangor is making deliveries to a monastery—” I paused, took a deep breath, and continued. “—in the middle of nowhere. But why would the Mormon fellow go there? Why the blackmail?”

“Good, Agent Ramirez. Now you’re asking the right questions. I’m afraid I can only complicate it more for you though. Here’s another clue. Once a month, a significant sum of money is transferred into Walter Lang’s bank account. The transfer comes from an account owned by John Rigby.”

“Dallin’s dad?” I asked.

“Oh, so you have been paying attention.” 

I blushed, caught out on my reference to “the Mormon fellow.”

My head was spinning. “But why would a Mormon family in Utah get involved with drug dealers in Maine?” It just didn’t make sense.

“I don’t know,” my boss said. “But I think we’re getting closer to the truth. What do Rigby and Lang get out of this? Well, hopefully you’ll find out quickly. It’s cold up there in the winter.”

I let out a sigh and was about to offer a few immediate objections when Ferguson preempted me. “There’s no backing out now. We’ve already paid for your participation in the program. It’s a yearlong meditative retreat program for aspiring Buddhist monks.”

A year!

“Don’t worry,” Ferguson continued when he saw the look of panic on my face. “It won’t take you that long. As soon as you document the drug drops and ascertain the nature of the delivery scheme, you can terminate the mission. Might be as quick as a few weeks, maybe a couple of months.”

That sounded…better? And, really, how hard could it be? Even if it took longer than that, it’s my job, and I’d be doing something useful.

“It’s a highly unusual setup though. You need to know that right now. It’s very medieval. No electricity up there at all. Nothing but praying, meditating, and spiritual instruction. No cell service or internet either, although Lang has a wired landline phone in his office.”

No electricity!

“There’s an industrial-type shed about two miles down the hill from the monastery, at the base of the road into town. Well, really, it’s the base of the road leading into something like a town, eventually, about fifty miles later.” He checked the file again. “Northwood, Maine, it’s called.

“Anyway,” he continued, “the shed is where the monastery is supplied with essentials, things they can’t make on their own. It’s also where the drug drops are made. At least we think so. We found the hidden storage space under a shelf, but it’s always been cleaned out by the time our agents get there; we’re not exactly thick on the ground in northern Maine, and this hasn’t been a high priority. But now that the local gang is getting more active and involving US citizens somehow…well. And the Salt Lake City office is asking what’s going on. So here we are. We’ll give you a key to the shed. You’ll need to find a way to check it regularly. We’ve also built a hidden spot inside for a sat phone, so we can be in contact.”

I was still stuck on twelve months and no electricity.

“Oh, and you’ll be working the farm too. They try to be self-sufficient. You know, grow their own veggies, make their own beer, that sort of thing. I’ve registered you as a beekeeper; it was the only way to ensure you a spot at the last minute. You’ll need to read up on what that entails this week. The program starts Monday.”

I felt sick. 

I must have looked it too. Ferguson’s demeanor changed, and he pulled over the seat from the empty desk next to mine. He spun it in my direction and sat facing me, leaning in. “Listen, kid. I know this is way too soon for you. But this just fell into our laps, and we need to follow through. It could lead to a major bust. I wish we had more to go with, but I trust your instincts. Just go in there, befriend the Mormon fellow”—here he had the gall to wink at me—“find out what’s going on, and then get the hell out.”

“Befriend the Mormon fellow?” I asked. “How am I supposed to do that?”

He looked pointedly at my blank screen. “Do we need to play the video again? I’m sure you’ll think of something.”


Chapter Two

The next day, I made an emergency appointment to see my doctor.

While waiting to meet with her, I checked out several books on beekeeping from the Boston Public Library. Surprisingly, there were plenty to choose from. Evidently urban beekeeping was a thing. And there was a lot to learn. I could only hope I’d be in and out before any real tending to the bees became necessary. The good news was the program would start in January, so the bees should be tightly clustered in their hives, requiring no input from me. 

The bad news was the program starts in January—in northern Maine.

“You can’t do this, Hector,” Dr. Zhang said to me later that afternoon. I was sitting on the examination table in my boxer shorts. “It’s not worth the risk. You’ve been responding so well to the testosterone shots. We can’t keep those up if you’re in the middle of nowhere.”

I knew that. And our treatment program was working. I had to shave every day, and I had bigger pecs than half of the other male agents. I was ready for the bottom surgery, as soon as I could afford it.

“Aren’t there pills you could give me? Just to get me through this assignment?”

“No, not in this country anyway. And they can cause serious damage to the liver, so don’t even think about getting them on the black market.” She paused, letting that sink in. “Hector, just tell them you can’t do it. They know about you, right? You have a valid medical reason why you shouldn’t go on this assignment.”

“They know about me, yes. But I don’t want them to have to think about me, if you know what I mean.” I searched her face to see if she understood what I was saying. “Like, I don’t think they know about the hormone therapy, how many shots I take, the surgery I’ve had, the surgeries coming up. I don’t want them to think about me that way.”

She frowned, but I could tell she understood what I was saying.

“I just want them to see me as a normal guy. Not as someone who needs special treatment.”

“Men,” she muttered. “You’re all the same.” 

She swiveled her chair around and tapped away at the keyboard for a few minutes, studying the screen.

“Okay. There’re a few things we can consider. Although I can’t stress how strongly I urge against this.” It was her turn to search my face, to see if I might give at all. I wouldn’t.

“All right, let’s see how things are progressing down below.” She stood and walked toward the door. “Lose the shorts and put the gown on. I’ll be back in a second, I’ll finish my exam, and then we’ll discuss our options.”

★

In the end, we reached an agreement. 

I would come back in two days to be injected with subcutaneous testosterone pellets that would carry me for three months. I promised if there were any side effects, I would find a way to get back here in person for an assessment. “I don’t care if you have to fake a heart attack,” she’d said. “Promise me you’ll do it.” 

I did promise. We had a strong relationship built on years of trust. I meant it when I made that promise.

The second part was harder for her. “It’s unethical for me to give you nine months of these,” she said, handing over a package of pills. “I’m only doing it because you’re stubborn, and I suspect you’d acquire questionable testosterone pills illegally and risk your health even more.” She stared at me and I nodded, acknowledging the gravity of what she was saying. “These are not the pills you can get in Canada and Europe, the ones that can damage your liver. These are known as buccal pills—they stick on your gum, above your incisor, and release medication over time, bypassing the liver entirely. But you really shouldn’t start taking them without strict supervision. You understand we are both taking a huge risk here?” 

I did. I promised I’d be careful. Besides, I was sure to be home before the injection wore off in three months anyway. If I’d known that would be the last time I’d ever see Dr. Zhang, I would have thanked her for all of her support and encouragement over the years. But, of course, I didn’t know that; none of us did.


Chapter Three

Standing among the crowd of aspiring monks at the pathetic excuse for a reception the night before we set off for Paradise Mountain Monastery, I marveled at how so many people could simply choose to walk away from their lives for an entire year. There were at least two dozen of us crammed into the smallest of the hotel’s conference rooms, milling about the vegan snack table and perusing the selection of soft drinks.

My time as a monk hadn’t even begun and I was already counting the hours until it ended.

We were being bussed to the monastery first thing in the morning. It was a five-hour drive north from Portland, which was already more “north” than I’d ever thought I’d be. I’d taken the train here from Boston, but most of the others had flown in from around the country. There were a handful of women in the crowd, but most of the would-be monks were men, and most were older than me too. 

I didn’t see Dallin.

I did spot Brother Arnold, the monk with the Roman nose, Abbot Lang’s second-in-command. Others obviously knew he was important because a small crowd circled around him as he moved about the room. I grabbed another tasteless spring roll and inched closer, hoping to overhear something useful.

I hadn’t gotten far when the volume in the room dropped considerably, and heads turned to the open doors. 

Dallin Rigby.

I have to say, the man knew how to make an entrance. He stood framed in the doorway for a moment, the hallway fluorescents creating a halo behind his mop of blond hair. He wore tight jeans—not so tight as to seem like club wear—but tight enough to hint at what I knew was there from the blackmail video. He wore comfortable worn leather boots and a soft green-and-amber flannel shirt, which matched his eyes exactly.

The video hadn’t done him justice.

You’d have to be firmly at the very end of the not interested in men spectrum to not be moved by the sight. I was on the opposite end of that spectrum and quite moved indeed. 

Maybe this assignment wouldn’t be all bad.

Dallin made his way into the room, and conversations slowly started up again. Brother Arnold’s circle of admirers began to pull apart, ever so subtly, as a crowd coalesced around Dallin. I swallowed the remains of my spring roll, grabbed a cup of coffee, and started to make my own way into his orbit.

He was the reason I was here, after all.

I made my way around the perimeter of the room. Brother Arnold kept his eye on me as I circled in closer to my target.

Three men had already cornered Dallin by the time I made it close to him. Dallin smiled and laughed with them, but I had the sense it was forced. He was nervous. And who wouldn’t be? Looking around the room, I saw nothing appealing about the idea of spending a year with these people, and Dallin looked exactly like the young Mormon exile he was.

I edged into view and Dallin saw me. His eyes widened and he gasped. He dropped his plastic cup of cola onto the carpet. 

Several heads turned to stare at me. It was obvious I was the cause of Dallin’s distress. 

Dallin stared at me a moment, then recovered. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said to me as I approached. “You look so much like someone I know…knew…I…sorry…” 

One of the men had stooped to pick up Dallin’s cup. I kneed him out of the way and extended my hand to Dallin. 

“Hector,” I offered. I kept an easy smile on my face and didn’t overdo the eye contact.

He must know I wasn’t the drug dealer from Peru, but he continued to stare, as if he needed to assure himself he wasn’t seeing things. “Dallin,” he replied and offered me his hand.

We gripped and his hand dwarfed mine. 

I swallowed thickly, remembering what that hand could do. Because, yeah, I’d watched the rest of the video. More than once, I’m ashamed to say.

“All right, people, listen up,” Brother Arnold called out to the room, in a decidedly un-monkish fashion. I reluctantly retrieved my hand from Dallin’s, and we all turned to Brother Arnold.

“Now that everyone is finally here”—he pointedly stared at Dallin—“we can begin the orientation.

“You all received your information packets in the mail several weeks ago, and I hope everyone has read through them and is clear on the rules and schedule.” He didn’t ask that as a question, but he passed his gaze across the group, perhaps looking for affirmation, perhaps daring anyone to ask a question. 

Beside me, Dallin let out a resigned sigh.

“Oh, one of you didn’t get the package,” Brother Arnold said, studying a clipboard he held. He ran his finger down it, then looked up. His gaze went directly to me. “Which one of you is Hector Ramirez?” he asked the room, even though he obviously knew already. I raised my hand.

“Because you only signed up last week, we didn’t have time to send you the advance materials. I have an information packet waiting for you at the sign-in table in the hallway. I strongly suggest you familiarize yourself with it tonight.” Was there a before it’s too late to back out silently appended to that? Everyone turned to me then. I could see them speculating. Who on earth would join an undertaking like this on such short notice?

He turned back to the group. “Spending a year at a meditation retreat is hard work, and there will be a lot of labor involved working the farm too. I suspect some of you won’t make it.” He scanned the room.

Jesus. It was like every military movie I’d ever seen. Shouldn’t we be starting with prayers or Tibetan chimes or something?

Dallin sighed again.

“But at the end of the year, you won’t recognize yourselves. You’ll have tapped into the power of your inner spiritual selves, and you’ll be ready to begin your new lives as Buddhist monks.” The glow of true belief shone from many faces, but a few glanced nervously at the door. I didn’t think any of them had booked return flights.

“The bus to the monastery leaves tomorrow morning at six o’clock. As you get to know each other this evening, if any of you find someone you want to bunk with for the year, let me know first thing in the morning. Otherwise, we’ll make room assignments when you arrive.” I noticed several heads turn toward Dallin.

Roommates? The director hadn’t said anything about roommates. I cursed him again for this assignment. Having a roommate would make things harder for me; I didn’t intend to reveal myself as trans. I wanted to avoid anything interfering with me getting close to Dallin, which was the key to understanding the connection between all the players—his father, the Peruvian drug gang, the abbot.

“Questions?” Brother Arnold barked.

No one had questions; they were all too busy developing a strategy for finding a roommate. It was like speed dating but with high stakes.

My mind tried to filter through all my options. If I ended up bunking with Dallin, it would make the mission easier. I would have a jump start on finding out what was going on with him and the payments to the monastery and the drug dealers and the mysterious drops at the supply shed. 

On the other hand, the sexual frustration of having him so near, night after night—talk about screwing with my hormones. Still…

“Hey,” someone said as I felt a grip on my elbow. 

It was Dallin.

★

Something had gone disastrously wrong, and I had no idea what it was.

I’d been at this goddamned monastery for ten months, and the DEA had gone completely silent, as if they’d forgotten I was here.

The job had started going south almost from the beginning. We’d planned for me to check in at the shed once a week, on Monday afternoons at two o’clock. We’d picked that time because the monastery schedule listed Monday afternoon as one of the three open blocks for internal reflection and self-improvement.

The plan was I’d go down to the shed and connect with Ferguson using the satellite phone stored in the hiding place the DEA built there. My intention was to visit the shed after the drop was made by the drug gang but before anyone from the monastery went down to collect it—whatever it was. Meth, we assumed, but how it got distributed from the monastery was a mystery. 

But anyone who thought they could reliably schedule a time to travel two miles down a steeply sloped driveway—on foot—in the depths of winter in northern Maine had never been here. 

The first Monday there was a snowstorm. The second Monday was the day after a snowstorm, and Brother Arnold hadn’t gotten around to plowing the drive yet with the monastery’s ATV. The third Monday I finally made it, only to find a fresh phone battery and a note in the hidden compartment reading “WTF, Ramirez? Do we need to change our meeting time?” I checked the other hiding place—the one the Peruvian gang used to make their drops—and found it was empty. Someone must have gotten to it already, or they didn’t make their Sunday trip.

After trying for an hour, I finally reached Ferguson. 

He wasn’t happy I’d gone dark for three weeks, but he told me to keep at it. The DEA had intercepted a communication from the local Peruvians mentioning Arnold Antoli, so Ferguson told me to watch him specifically, see if I could catch him collecting the drugs from the shed. 

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll focus on him, but you don’t know what it’s like here. It’s practically a prison. There’s no privacy, and almost no time alone.” I knew it sounded like I was making excuses, but I wanted him to know how hard I was trying to make this work. “But now that I know it’s Antoli picking up the drop, I’m sure I’ll be able to find out what’s going on.”

“Well, we’ve sunk too many resources into this to back out now,” Ferguson said, and by resources he meant me, I supposed. “I’d hate to see you waste a whole year there and come home after the program ends with nothing to show for it.” This was the first time he’d even hinted I might actually be here the entire year, and a seed of doubt bloomed in my mind. 

What if I’m being set up for failure?

No. That was just me being paranoid. This was all real. Dallin was real; the secret compartments in the shed were real. The video was real. It wasn’t a setup.

“I can do it, Director. Now that I know to focus on Antoli, I just need a little more time.”

“Good man. But try to call on time next week, Ramirez.”

After we hung up, I called Dr. Zhang. It had been a month since our office visit and she was probably getting worried. Luckily, I’d experienced no ill effects from the testosterone injection. I left a message on her machine saying everything was well and promising to check in with her the moment I was back from the assignment, but that it might be a matter of months rather than weeks.

But then three more months passed, with no word from anyone. They didn’t even replace the phone’s battery. There’d been nothing in the shed’s hiding place at all.

Even back then, in May, I was beginning to think about aborting the mission, and making my own way out.

But that didn’t happen because…well, Dallin. 

We’d gotten off to a rocky start but had recently been growing close, becoming friends in a way.

It was now clear to me the elder Rigby was paying off Lang to house Dallin here for a year, out of the way. But that didn’t explain the gang connection, or the drugs, and the weekly drop at the shed. Each week, as I considered abandoning my mission and leaving the monastery on foot, I convinced myself I just might learn something new; that duty compelled me to stay on if there was to be any hope of cracking the case.

And, I reasoned, they knew where I was. If they wanted to come get me and end the assignment they could. It was the DEA’s choice, not mine. Plus, now that I was convinced Dallin wasn’t involved in anything nefarious, didn’t I owe it to him to stick this out, help him clear his name?

Oh, who am I kidding?

I stayed on because I was beginning to like Dallin. We had a nice frenemies relationship going on, and he made no secret of the fact he’d be interested in exploring more with me. Of course, he didn’t know I was trans, or an undercover agent, for that matter. Basically, everything I’d ever told him was a lie. Not a good start to a relationship.


Chapter Four

And so, fully ten months after having landed at Paradise Monastery, Dallin and I found ourselves sitting in Lang’s office, getting our marching orders. 

“You’re kicking us out of the monastery?” I asked incredulously. 

Abbot Lang leaned back in his chair behind his desk and let out a sigh. “No, Brother Hector, of course not. Or…well, not exactly.” He seemed nervous, fingers drumming the desktop, eyes shifting between me and Dallin. This was all Dallin’s fault, damn him. If there was a Zen Buddhist equivalent to being called to the principal’s office, this was it. He was always getting us in trouble for one thing or another.

This morning, for instance, in the middle of our meditation session, Dallin had caught my eye and discreetly lifted the edge of his hip off his cushion, pretending to fart. He then wrinkled his nose and scowled at the woman sitting next to him. For some insane reason, I found this ridiculously amusing. Of course, I was the one who’d ended up disrupting the service with my laughter. 

Thankfully, Lang didn’t seem to want to talk about this morning’s incident. 

“It’s a mission. And a quick one, hopefully,” the abbot continued.

Dallin flinched at the word mission. His temporary expulsion from the Mormon Church was still a painfully fresh scar. His face turned bright red all the way to the tips of his annoyingly perfect ears. 

I let out a soft snort at Dallin’s discomfort, and Lang looked back and forth between us. Was he puzzled? Angry? Distracted? Probably some of each. “Anyway, I selected you for this”—he looked at Dallin, proving he was more perceptive than we gave him credit for, and changed his choice of words midsentence—“task, because I trust you not to be too alarmed at the possible ramifications.”

Well, that was intriguing. I was curious enough to drop my annoyance with Dallin and just pay attention. Dallin leaned forward a bit next to me too. 

“Brother Arnold and I are worried. The monastery is running out of food.”

That wasn’t what I’d expected to hear at all. Not that I’d really expected anything, exactly, but how could a working farm run out of food? Paradise Mountain Monastery was designed to be self-sufficient. They told us the farmwork we did on a daily basis was a core part of our monastic community experience. Well, that was the theory anyway. And, whether or not it truly did enhance the contemplative experience, it still needed doing. So we worked the farm. 

I had no idea what happened to the quick one-week, two-weeks max, assignment, but I’d learned quite a bit in the last ten months about tending to the gardens, harvesting vegetables, and managing the beehives. I’d gotten the stings to prove it too.

Dallin had to work with the smelly goats, so I didn’t complain.

“How can that be?” I asked Abbot Lang. “We grow all our own food here.”

“Not the ketchup,” Dallin offered. He poured ketchup on everything. It was disgusting. “Or the canned tuna and salmon,” he added. Well, true. He had a point there. “Or the bags of sugar and coffee and tea!” When Dallin got going, it was sometimes a challenge to get him to stop. 

“Jesus! Enough, stop!” I exclaimed. “I get it.” 

Dallin turned to me. “‘Jesus,’ Hector? Seriously? After nearly a year in a Zen monastery?”

“Brothers,” Abbot Lang interrupted us. “Please.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, just below his eyebrows. 

Abbot Lang’s eyebrows were fascinating. They were huge bushy gray masses with rogue wiry hairs sticking out randomly here and there. “But Brother Dallin is right,” he continued. “There are a great number of staples our monastery simply can’t produce. We stock up on those, of course, and we have an arrangement to be resupplied every quarter.”

“But…?” I asked.

“Our suppliers missed the last two quarters.”

Huh. I was sure there must be a reason we didn’t just switch suppliers or drive into Northwood to stock up. We were pretty much in middle-of-nowhere Maine, but still, we weren’t on the moon. Sure, there was no electricity here—but the abbot had an ancient rotary phone in his office. He could just call and place an order. A series of questions came to mind right away, but I decided to wait and let the abbot finish explaining.

“We’re not low on ketchup, are we?”

Dallin was a sweet young man, but he could also be a golden plate or two shy of a bible.

“Actually, Dallin, yes, we are very low on ketchup,” Abbot Lang replied. Dallin tensed next to me. “Almost out.” I was close enough to hear Dallin’s little gasp.

“How can we help?” he asked.

Abbot Lang smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I’m glad you asked.” He steepled his fingers together. “Remember that really bad ice storm we had back in the spring?”

I sure did. It had been a horrible storm, and very damaging for the monastery. Trees were down everywhere. I’d lost half my beehives when an oak limb had broken right through a tall stack. 

“Well,” the abbot continued, “if you follow our driveway down the hill about two miles, almost to the town road, you’ll see it’s been completely blocked by several collapsed trees. It’s a far bigger mess than we’re able to deal with alone.” He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know, but I couldn’t let him know that. But I never could figure out why we’d left the driveway in such a state for so long.

“But that was, what, eight or nine months ago?” I asked. “Why hasn’t anyone been by to clear it up? Even if it’s not on the town road, we could find someone to do the work, right?”

“Normally, yes. That’s exactly what we would have done. But the storm took out the phone line, too, and of course, there’s no cell signal here at all, so we haven’t been able to make any calls.”

“For nine months?” Dallin asked, his voice rising there at the end, sounding just like the choir boy I was sure he once was. He was beginning to panic, I thought, and it wasn’t just the ketchup.

“Yes,” Abbot Lang confirmed. “Brother Arnold managed to climb through the woods around the blockage and walk to the storage shed where our driveway meets the road, several times, in fact, but it still hasn’t been resupplied. He told me the road to town looks like it hasn’t been used in a while. He said there are branches and other debris scattered across it.” 
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