
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Shibari Knot

      The Shibari Series #3

    

    




      
        Eliza Master

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Eliza Master

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover design by Bookbranders.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. The Spin

      

      
        2. The Peretti Ring

      

      
        3. The Gray Powder

      

      
        4. Chicago

      

      
        5. The Limo

      

      
        6. DNA Proteins

      

      
        7. Tying Up

      

      
        8. Nima

      

      
        9. Gayle and Katrina Collaborate

      

      
        10. Eggs

      

      
        11. Originalle

      

      
        12. The Tea Cup

      

      
        13. Gayle’s Problem

      

      
        14. Complications

      

      
        15. Nima is Herself

      

      
        16. Birth

      

      
        17. Renata’s Office

      

      
        18. Competition

      

      
        19. Lost

      

      
        20. Tinder

      

      
        21. The Playground

      

      
        22. Introspection

      

      
        23. Katrina and Jamie

      

      
        24. Dognapping

      

      
        25. The Campfire

      

      
        26. On to Europe

      

      
        27. China

      

      
        28. The Show In Amsterdam

      

      
        29. A Deal Is Made

      

      
        30. Abramo Gets Involved

      

      
        31. The Armory

      

      
        32. Genesis

      

      
        33. On Their Way

      

      
        34. Inside the Laboratory

      

      
        35. Renata and Rose

      

      
        36. Abramo Sleeps Badly

      

      
        37. Robert Johnson

      

      
        38. One Year Later

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Spin

          

        

      

    

    
      Renata arrived early to the theater on Nob Hill and took a seat in the front row to the left, saving a place next to her for Cherise. The pierced girl from Club Destiny had never been a friend, but she had loved Danny too, so tonight they were companions. Renata’s chest tightened at the thought of her lost friend and lover.

      Before Danny died, he had recommended Dmitri, whom he called the Shibari Man, to her. Dmitri had left a lasting impression on Renata, as had his beautiful knot arrangements. He was the same shibari master from the only other bondage performance she had seen. Now he was coiling up skeins of thick black rope at the back of the stage.

      He was handsome with that chiseled jaw, thought Renata. And he looked muscular under his suit jacket, even if he was a bit thin for her taste. Renata watched closely as Dmitri wound the rope into neat piles as if in a trance. Her gaze penetrated the air, and as if he’d felt a soft tap, Dmitri turned and met her eyes. A connection flashed between the two, making Renata’s heartbeat quicken.

      ”Thanks for saving me a spot,” Cherise said, as she slipped into the neighboring seat, moving Renata’s coat out of her way.

      “Of course, and good to see you,” Renata whispered as the lights began to dim. She turned her attention to the front, where an assistant was placing laminate circles, ruby red and about two feet in diameter, across the stage in a line.  In front of the line of circles he placed a wooden plank with five holes. He adjusted the circles, using the plank holes as a guide.

      The room was dark now. A DJ stood in the back corner, wearing headphones over one ear and swaying to the beat the music. Light flooded the stage as the sound split into layers of house music. Like attentive children, the audience waited for the show to start. Renata sat on the edge of her chair, anxiously biting a hangnail.

      Dmitri the Shibari Man entered the stage barefoot, but was otherwise fully dressed in a blue suit with a tie. A skein of black rope hung in a looped bundle over his shoulders. It looked heavy and was wrapped around him like a snake. Renata observed that the free end hung over his left shoulder, which she knew meant he was right-handed. She checked and saw that the binding knot of the skein was loose; that way, the rope could be pulled out easily for tying without upsetting the remainder of the skein. Like a big cat, Dmitri deftly placed each foot with precision. Renata wondered if he were a trained dancer. She hoped his eyes would flit towards her, but his focus stayed completely on task.

      Renata contemplated her own knots. Recently her shibari practice had evolved inward to a very private place. Since she broke up with Alexa, she hadn’t made any close friends to talk to. Sometimes Renata would self-tie herself tighter than she should. She would pull until it hurt, yanking the tears out from inside.

      Other days, Renata tied herself sexually, slipping the rope between her legs, usually over thin panties so that she didn’t bruise herself. She’d learned how to tie her pussy from Danny. Damn, she missed that man. After the pussy knot, Renata would tie diamonds around her breasts with one rope line perfectly balanced across each nipple. The nipple rope tie was the hardest to self-tie because she had to estimate the length and then straighten up to see if she got it right. Once achieved, she would pull the rope against her nipples until they hardened. Then she would tug on the pussy knot. If the knot were perfectly placed, it would rub on her clit, unleashing intense feelings of ecstasy. Usually Renata pulled on the ropes while lying on her back with her satin sheets underneath. She liked the doggie position, too, even though she was by herself and it sometimes made her feel lonely.

      “Oh, wow!” said Cherise softly. Renata’s focus returned to the stage. Five nearly naked women filed out and stood on a red circle. They were wearing matching ballet slippers and black panties. All of them had nipples painted in the same shade of crimson as the lipstick they wore.

      Dmitri circled around the back of the line of ladies as if inspecting them. He reached around the waist of the woman on the far left, who was standing directly in front of Renata. He trailed his hand around the under curve of her breasts, like he was petting a cat or embracing a lover. Then he drew a finger up her body and placed both hands around her neck in a loose stranglehold. The woman tilted her head to the side in response. Then she closed her eyes and opened her mouth in a silent moan. Abruptly, Dmitri released her and moved to the woman in the center. He grabbed her ponytail and jerked her head back, revealing a lily-white neck. Still holding tightly, he reached down into her panties, splayed his fingers over the front of her triangle, and stroked her.

      Abruptly, Dmitri removed his hand from the woman’s vulva, but still held her ponytail tight. Then he pointed at the other women individually. In response to his gesture, they knelt and folded onto themselves one by one. Each woman contorted herself into a different body pattern inside her red circle. One held her knees in front, and another lay in the fetal position. The remaining two stayed standing. The woman farthest from Renata posed in a lunge, and the other stood stiffly with her hands by her sides.

      Releasing the center woman’s ponytail, Dmitri tied her with the rope on his shoulder. He made hishigata diamonds from her vulva and chistsu up around her breasts, and finished with the free rope ends behind her torso. Renata couldn’t see Dmitri’s back knotting, but she knew it must be the basic kannuki latch.

      She appraised the picture before her, memorizing it for later. The ponytail woman stood fully dressed in rope to her knees. Dmitri’s sensuous diamonds along her body made her breasts pop and her nipples stiff. He had left her arms untied, and they floated innocently by her sides.

      Dmitri continued tying the same woman. He tied her legs in a double column pattern from another skein, and then brought those ends forward for the audience to see, laying them on the stage. He bowed over them like he was praying, while the audience applauded. Renata thought it rather early for clapping, but joined in anyway.

      Next he built a rope ball from the ends and set it on the floor in front of the plank. It was the size of a baseball and looked like a seeding dandelion. The ball still had two long ends coming from the top, which Dmitri laced through the center hole in the plank in front of the ponytailed woman.

      Without lifting the plank, Dmitri inserted the long ends through a metal ring that hung from the ceiling. Renata saw that he would use the ceiling ring as a pulley. Then he pulled the rope tight, which lifted the plank and the tied woman. With perfect precision, Dmitri flipped the girl into suspension without touching her. His ball-knot served as a break between the plank and the tied woman, protecting her. After she was suspended, Dmitri tied the rope ends to a recessed hook in the stage floor and stepped back. The pace of the music increased with an added dubstep beat.

      The girl spun slowly, as if she were in amniotic fluid. She folded her arms in without fear or hesitance despite the fact that she was hanging upside down. Dmitri took a deep bow, and the audience clapped enthusiastically. Renata got her phone out and took a photo, impressed by the display of talent before her.

      She was mesmerized by the mechanics of Dmitri’s knotting. Some of his knots were similar to hers, but others she had never seen before. She examined Dmitri’s hands. They matched his perfect face, alabaster and hard. His hands flew delicately from girl to girl in the line like a bird hopping gently from perch to perch. As Renata watched Dmitri tie up each woman, she felt a completion inside of her. It felt like the women had needed to be tied.

      The middle girl rotated slowly in a womb position, the wooden plank wobbling above her. Dmitri pushed it free for a moment, forcing the ponytail girl into a spin. Her hair flew out like a solid wheel.

      Stopping the board abruptly, Dmitri went down the row and secured the rope’s ends to the plank above each of the other four bound women. Each rope had a rope ball as a buffer for the wood plank.

      He suspended the women on the right, while the left-end girl dropped into a squat for counterbalance. In a moment, all the women were hanging. The two inner ones were roped into a backbend and hung on their sides. The curve of their bodies opposed each other and faced towards the edges of the board. The outer women were hung upside down with their legs crossed and bound like mermaids.

      Dmitri stood next to the ponytail woman in the center and braced his legs. He pushed against the plank hard, twisting it. Renata saw his muscles straining, but his face stayed relaxed. Then Dmitri walked to the edge of the plank and pushed it around several times in a circle, while the five women hung from it. They bobbed as Dmitri wound up the rope. The winding had twisted the rope that fed into the center ring above the ponytail woman; it looked like a black candy cane.

      With his hands holding the plank at maximum twist, Dmitri looked into the audience and smiled. Renata clapped, and he looked over at her directly. She felt that same connection as before. Then Dmitri took a deep breath and jumped to the edge of the stage. Standing right in front of Renata, he gave her a little bow. She smiled, but watched the spinning women instead. The pressure released, and the plank went round and round. The two outer girls flew perpendicular like fan blades, and the inner women formed a spinning circle. They spun so quickly that they looked like a flat disk. Meanwhile, the woman in the center spun more slowly.

      Renata’s heart opened. She had never seen anything so beautiful and wished she had filmed such artistry. As the spinning slowed, a black curtain dropped from the ceiling and the lights came on.

      “Is it over?” Renata whispered to Cherise.

      “I think so.” Cherise was scanning the program. “Yeah, it is. I’ve got to go pee—I’ll be right back.” Cherise disappeared. People were shuffling around, but Renata stayed put, soaking in the performance.

      “Miss Renata?” Dmitri touched her upper arm gracefully, drawing Renata to the point of contact. It felt like the deep push of a massage. Their eyes met with mutual awareness. Dmitri’s grasp held energy and equine beauty, and he didn’t remove his hand. An electric heat grew on Renata’s arm. She knew from his aggressive gaze that he would not release her until she removed him. His steel blue eyes met her warm hazel ones as he increased the amount of pressure he was exerting. It started to feel like a pinch.

      “Danny told me about you,” said Dmitri. Renata watched the contraction of his pupils as he spoke Danny’s name and wondered what their relationship had been like. Danny had loved men and women, and had been kind to all. Had he been Dmitri’s lover? Without faltering, he went on in a sonorous tone, “He said you were different—special—em, good.”

      Before replying, Renata dislodged his hand from her arm. She felt like she was removing a serpent. Renata could tell Dmitri wanted to look her up and down but wouldn’t let himself. Instead his eyes stayed completely focused on hers, as if they had agreed on the parameters.

      “Yes, I’m different,” Renata said, because it was true. She was enjoying the praise and attention from the shibari man.

      “Would you like to try out for our company?” asked Dmitri.

      “As a tied girl?” Her words came out louder than she had intended. She was sure Dmitri wanted to bind her. But Renata didn’t trust anyone anymore; she wouldn’t allow herself to be tied and vulnerable. Danny was the only one she had let do that. Anyhow, she didn’t want to be a submissive for this guy, even though he was incredibly handsome.

      Dmitri’s face cracked into a smile, and he chuckled. “Not to try out as a tied girl, if you don’t want to. You would like to tie?” His accent was sexy, thought Renata. Dmitri lowered his head and broke eye contact. Then he grinned at Renata, calming her defenses.

      “Yes, I can, sir. I do tie,” Renata said formally, like she was in the army. Something about Dmitri put her on edge. She pulled out a personal skein of silk from her purse, finally understanding why she had been carrying the cord around since leaving Brazil. It was a lovely deep teal, a shade greener than the man’s blue eyes. Stored in a silk bag, the cord was smooth, with no loose tendrils.

      Carefully, she reached for Dmitri’s hand and drew it forward. She gathered the other one and positioned his palms together with his fingers straight out in prayer position. Dmitri’s skin was milky and soft, and his fingernails had big half moons.

      “Hold,” she said, and he did. Renata’s fingers danced around his hands as she knotted them together. In less than a minute she had his hands covered with rings and knots all perfectly tensioned like lace. Renata left only his right pointer free; the gesture was a small gift.

      Cherise had returned, and a small circle of onlookers had gathered around.

      Renata looked up, noticing the crowd, and smiled. “I can tie, ” she said to the group.

      Dmitri raised his tied hands skyward and touched the tip of his pointer fingers to his lower lip, still in prayer position. “I am Dmitri,” he said. Then he pointed his fingertips towards Renata, closed his eyes. Dmitri tipped his head to her in a humble bow.
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      Fortunately, Renata had been able to keep her own work schedule. She took a deep breath. Her sense of smell seemed to be on overdrive—was that a symptom of pregnancy? Luckily the barfing had been at the apartment only—so far.

      The weekly cleaners had freshly polished the furniture in Renata’s new corner office. She had heard they used some plant-based cleaning solution, for which Agri-Gen was the supplier. Renata sucked in the immaculate executive air, daring it to set off her nausea. The windows presented a picturesque view over the San Francisco Bay, and the top third of each pane was filled with the expanse of clear, blue sky, with cotton ball clouds dancing across the top of the glass.

      Work had become like therapy for Renata; a break from worrying about the pregnancy and her future. And the coffee here was divine. Her mind lingered over the thought of the warm black elixir. She rested her forearms on the clean desk and shifted her focus to her job.

      The computer screen glared at Renata, waiting for direction. Yohimbe production stats blinked at her. She stared back as the numbered columns floated in her head. The home pregnancy test had been positive, and any lingering doubt had vanished with the results of a second stick. Renata had missed two periods, so she must be at least four to six weeks along. And she felt sick constantly. There was still the option of getting an abortion, she reasoned. It would be her second, but the first one had been painful, and she had developed a minor infection afterwards. She had been only nineteen then.

      Renata wanted to have this baby, even though she had no idea how she could raise a child. Worse, she wasn’t even sure whose it was. Erik, Adam, and Miguel were all possibilities. Renata was afraid to talk to anyone about that. Of course, she knew the baby was hers, and that was all that mattered. So far Renata hadn’t told a soul about the pregnancy or set up any pre-natal appointments, deciding instead to wait until it was necessary. Besides, she enjoyed the secrecy.

      She twirled her new Peretti ring around her middle finger. Saturday she had decided she needed something new; something special. Shopping was one of her favorite pastimes. Renata had been promoted at Agri-Gen as project manager, so her wallet was full. Also, she and Miguel had sold the fertile farmland in Brazil to Agri-Gen for an unexpected profit, resulting in a sizeable bonus and the feeling that she had earned a reward for her hard work.

      The Peretti ring was from Tiffany’s: one round diamond set in a braided silver band. Simple, delicate, and understated. Still, the ring was expensive, and she’d wondered if she really needed it. But the lady behind the counter had asked if she were buying for herself, reading Renata perfectly. She told her that the Peretti was a personal ring, a piece one could buy for one’s self. The lady had handed Renata the ring, which fit her perfectly. Renata moved the ring from her right hand to the left ring finger. For a wedding ring, it looked small, but it did look like an engagement ring. Could be convenient for fending off unwanted attention. She’d had to have it, and now it was hers.

      Concentration evaded Renata. The computer screen had gone into saver mode. She lined up her pen and stapler parallel to the front edge of the desk’s rectangle. Her thoughts traveled to her homespun cottage in the Brazilian mountains, the secret place she shared with Miguel. Renata poured out a pile of paperclips and moved them into a flat spiral pattern. On her last visit to Brazil, she had seen an emerald hummingbird hovering by her shoulder, the flap of its wings creating an almost imperceptible buzzing. The cottage would be flooded with cool sunlight now, she thought. Its simple luxury beckoned. She leaned back into her office chair and let out a deep sigh, longing to return to such a paradise.

      Wrenching herself back to the present, Renata began reviewing the last batch of yohimbe farm files before sending them off to Fitzer, who would take the project forward. The thought of Fitzer Pharmaceuticals still left a bad taste in Renata’s mouth. But she had made peace with the idea that they were buying the yohimbe farm from Agri-Gen and would run it internally. Renata had been asked to give them her most recent analysis and turn over the whole project as soon as possible.

      She sank into the yield report, feeling proud that the product had responded so well even after the fire that had burnt many small tree starts.

      Her phone beeped.

      Office meeting in conference room 11:30.

      It had been sent to the whole department from Erik. Renata was tempted to sneak over to check in privately with Erik beforehand, as they had done many times before. It sure made lunches more exciting. Suddenly her stomach lurched and washed out her sex drive. Pregnancy was no fun. Renata decided to stay put. Having her relationship with Erik out in the open had changed it somehow. Erik was getting divorced, and that was good, but that was his life, not hers. She felt depressed and not at all horny. She focused on finishing up with Fitzer file and sending it over today.
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      In the break room, Katrina poured a steaming cup of coffee for her boss. Katrina’s face heated when she thought of how Renata had took weeks to even learn her name; she seemed to think she was smarter and prettier than everyone. Recently she had been kinder, but it was too late—the pecking order was already set. Katrina stirred in the gray powder, as she’d been directed by Gayle Anderson.

      Ms. Anderson was to be Renata’s new superior, but that news was still a secret. Gayle would be the most powerful person at Agri-Gen, and Katrina felt privileged to be acknowledged by the soon-to-be CEO of the San Francisco office. Obviously she had noticed Katrina’s potential; maybe she would be promoted from office assistant soon. She might ask Gayle about that the next time she saw her.

      “Good morning. Here’s your coffee,” Katrina said as she entered the office, her wide feet compressing the carpet in platypus prints. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      “Thanks,” Renata replied. Lately the coffee had tasted weird, even though she craved it. She figured it was the pregnancy. Everything is different when your hormones are controlling you, thought Renata. She noticed Katrina had changed, too. Had she lost weight, or was it just that her black blouse set off her pasty complexion, even if it was a bit vampish?

      Renata had liked Katrina initially because she was different from the other Barbie dolls Agri-Gen normally hired. She was not tall or pretty. Unfortunately, she hadn’t turned out to be smart, either. Perhaps Katrina was trying to change herself, mused Renata. She had been overly attentive lately, it seemed. Renata knew from experience that persistence and determination were the main ingredients for success.

      Katrina had told Renata she was volunteering for Truce, a non-profit organization for seed preservation. Adam’s parents, Jeff and Joan, founded Truce after his suicide in the Guatemalan fire. They had started the fund as a memorial, refusing to let the memory and legacy of their son fade. Adam had been a seed preservation advocate, and he’d told Renata he hoped to start a seed bank one day. She shared his view that biodiversity on the planet was in danger. Truce’s mission was to preserve and re-plant renewable seeds that enriched the soil naturally.

      Adam’s parents had showered attention on Renata without her even noticing, thought Katrina. She knew Gayle would never tell her where she was getting the special gray powder, but Katrina had a hunch it was coming from Truce. Since Jeff was a scientist and had plenty of money, he could be making it from rare seeds. Katrina figured she’d volunteer and do a little spying. Maybe even buy some, if it wasn’t too expensive. After all, it must be something special. But so far the only job she’d done was to make copies for them; the volunteer thing was getting annoying.

      Renata had been surprised to find that Katrina even knew about Truce. But volunteering for a good cause would certainly help her with self-improvement, thought Renata generously. She was glad for Katrina and glad that she wasn’t expected to be a part of the girl’s self-development.

      Jeff and Joan had met Renata many times in the office to bounce around ideas for the organization. They must have thought she was Adam’s girlfriend, and she didn’t correct them. Renata guessed that was how Katrina had begun volunteering for them.

      Renata was flattered when Jeff had asked to name a Truce scholarship after her. He’d rolled forward in his wheelchair and gently taken her hand as he told her. Of course that could have been Joan’s idea. It was clear the woman was suffering from the death of her only child and the reality that she would never be a mother-in-law or a grandparent. Renata remembered Adam, his earnest and true sweetness. He had been honest and vulnerable with her. Could the baby be his? Her chest contracted as she remembered that he was HIV positive, and wondered if that could be transferred in pregnancy even though she had tested negative. She would Google it later.

      “Do you know what the meeting is about?” Renata shot the words at Katrina as the girl was leaving the office.

      “Um, no,” Katrina lied, but she saw that Renata wasn’t listening anyhow, her mind having already drifted away from the office and her question. She was thinking about Adam and their hook-up in Guatemala City, how he had held the penknife to her clit.

      “I don’t know what the meeting is about,” Katrina said boldly. Why is she talking so loud? wondered Renata. It didn’t really matter, so she ignored it.

      Renata returned to her reports, quickly checking over everything. She reminisced about Darwin and his mother. They had felt more like family then a work connection. Renata would miss them. She wouldn’t be working with Darwin anymore, but she could always stop in Guatemala, maybe on her way down to Brazil.

      Finally Renata clicked the send button for the rest of the files to officially transfer the Agri-Gen project to its new owner. It was a multi-million-dollar deal. Even though she didn’t own the project, she felt proud that the farm had flourished under her management. It would only be a few more years until the yohimbe matured; then Fitzer would have a renewable source for the female Viagra-like compound they wanted to manufacture.

      Renata ran her fingers down her svelte hipline. The pregnancy was making her beautiful, like a blooming flower. She thought about how hard it had been to be a foster child and marveled at her progress. Her clean executive suite felt like a palace.

      People were shuffling past her office. It was 11:35. Renata glided down the hall, her stomach upset again. She hoped it wasn’t the coffee. It gave her the energy she needed, and she didn’t want to give it up.
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      Katrina slipped on a pair of latex gloves from under the sink in the break room. She hoped her nails wouldn’t pierce the fingertips. It was good no one else was there. Gayle had instructed her on how to handle Renata’s coffee cup. Carefully, Katrina secured the cup in a zip-lock bag. She had waited for her boss to leave her office all morning, and now she stealthily snuck back in for the empty mug.

      Padding across the immaculate carpet, Katrina pretended she was cleaning up Renata’s coffee, like a normal office assistant might. Outside the hall was quiet; everyone had gone to the meeting. Anyway, Katrina was as natural here as Renata, she thought. In a way it was her office, too.

      The crinkling of the baggie sounded loud as Katrina slipped it into her tote. She threw in the plastic gloves too. Then Katrina walked out of the break room just like it was any other day, her heart racing. She felt like she was a movie star, proud to be the deliverer of this important material. The mug was for Gayle Anderson, then to be sent onward to a lab somewhere to find out something about Renata’s precious proteins—exactly what, Katrina didn’t know.

      Why Renata was so special was another mystery to Katrina. She made heads turn, though; Katrina saw the men in the office slow when passing her door. They gazed at it as if hypnotized.

      The conference room was full, so Renata stood by the door, in case she needed to empty her stomach in the ladies’ room. The table was covered with lunch food, which added to her nausea. People were chatting away; it sounded like pigeons in a public park. Renata hadn’t befriended anyone else on staff, so she kept to herself.

      “Good morning,” said a blond guy in a pink button-up, as if he knew her. He opened a bag of chips from the table. Renata pressed into the wall. Which one was he? Renata felt guilty that she hadn’t taken the time to really know anyone here. She should learn his name later or at least greet him.

      “Good morning,” Renata replied professionally. The man smiled back vacantly, but Renata’s attention was focused on other things. She watched Erik, who was rising from his chair in the front of the room.

      “Hi, everybody, thanks for coming. For those of you that don’t already know, I will be transferring to Agri-Gen’s Chicago office for a year, and Gayle Anderson will be taking my place here at the end of the month.” Erik made the announcement elegantly. His eyes roamed about the room, finally honing in on Renata.

      That’s only two weeks away! And he hadn’t talked about their future at all. Of course she cared about him—maybe even loved him—but she still wanted him to court her and make the big moves despite her aggressive side in the bedroom. And the pregnancy made everything much more complicated.

      Erik sat down, and Gayle stood, to meager, unenthusiastic applause. She was a large woman and wore a blue pantsuit with gold buttons. Her figure reminded Renata of a walrus.

      All eyes turned to Gayle as she started her speech. “I look forward to meeting you all individually soon, and feel free to send me an email or knock on my door anytime. But first, let me tell you a little about myself; I’m from LA and have worked as an agricultural project consultant for over eleven years. I got my Ph.D. in Bioinformatics at Berkeley, and have done extensive research in the fields of…”

      Renata stopped listening, and instead stared at the carpet, her mind traveling elsewhere. What was going to become of her and Erik? Was the baby his? What were a father’s legal rights? And how long until everyone would see her belly growing? Renata’s heart rate shot up.

      The speech ended, and the room began to clear. Erik was headed her way, but following him was the penetrating gaze of the new boss, Gayle Anderson.

      Erik touched her hand since their affair was no longer a secret. “Dinner?” he asked, not worried about anyone hearing. His blue eyes caressed Renata’s face.

      “Sorry, I can’t,” she replied. Actually, Renata was free, but she declined nonetheless. Why did I turn him down? She really had to pull together and figure out if she should tell Erik about the baby.

      “Okay. Tomorrow then?” he persisted, looking a bit hurt.

      “Sure.” Renata gave Erik her best smile. She did really love him.

      Erik’s face lit up. “I’ll make reservations!”

      Behind him, Gayle was watching Erik and Renata unabashedly. She joined them right after Renata had accepted Erik’s invitation.

      “Oh, and this is Gayle.” Erik stepped out of the way, and Gayle firmly shook Renata’s hand. Her fingers were cold even though the office was warm.
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      Renata wriggled out of her Cleopatra dress. The Kevlar was unforgiving over her budding pregnancy. She hung it back in the closet and pulled out another favorite. Erik had loved this dress on her before, she remembered. And he had loved taking it off too. Renata rubbed her belly lovingly under the ebony fitted fabric. Her slender waist was rounder than it had been, but it wasn’t a noticeable change yet. Accenting Renata’s curves, the dress hung tight, with a deep V showing off her cleavage. Renata combed her thick locks while appraising her appearance in the mirror. Those black velvet pumps were a perfect match. Her skin was glowing. Renata blew a kiss to the sexy woman looking back at her.

      She was running late; Erik was picking her up in five minutes. Renata put on mascara and ruby red lipstick in the same shade as worn by Dmitri’s shibari ladies. She was just grabbing her purse when Erik buzzed.

      “I’ll be right there,” Renata called through the intercom. Erik had become a lot more prompt lately. Renata liked that she could rely on him but now she worried about him moving away. She hoped she wouldn’t get all stretched out, afraid that she would no longer be physically appealing. Was it true that pregnancy killed passion and dampened your sex drive? Why was everything so complicated?

      Erik stood at the open door of a black limo in front of the apartment building. He wore a tux and looked like a prince in it, and Renata paused a moment to admire him. This was going to be a special night, she thought. It had been a few weeks at least since they had been out. How had time slipped by so quickly without her noticing?

      Renata forgot about her pregnancy as she sank into the back seat with the handsome stud.

      “Hi, gorgeous,” said Erik, planting a warm kiss on her lips. He tasted like pine and mint, pleasing Renata as his tongue explored her mouth. The soft leather of the bench was sticking to the back of her thighs, despite the air conditioning.

      Gravity pressed Renata into the plush seatback as the limo traveled up a sharp incline. She put her hand on Erik’s chest and slipped it under his lapel. It was hard for her to resist a well-dressed man, and she wasn’t feeling patient. A rush went up her body. She was grateful that her sex drive had reawakened. She rubbed Erik’s chest through his dress shirt. Then she caressed him downward and landed on his belt, letting her hand anchor there. Erik held her hip in anticipation. The dress was so thin under his palm that Renata felt naked.

      Out the window, the view of San Francisco was breathtaking. Erik wiggled his finger into the bend of her bikini line. Abruptly he pulled away. “Can I pour you something?” He returned to his ingrained manners. The limo had a full bar of mini airplane-sized bottles, all sparkling and organized. There was a white plate covered with fresh lemon and lime slices. A gin and tonic sounded lovely, but just as she was about to say yes, she remembered she was pregnant.

      “Just lemon and ice water for now, thanks.”

      “Okay.” Erik was surprised, but didn’t ask any questions. He prepared her citrus water and opened a beer for himself. Renata drank her water quietly, until the glass was empty. Erik took her glass and placed it back in the holder.

      “I’m going to miss you,” he said, as he put a hand up under her dress. The car lurched to a sudden stop at the bottom of a steep hill, causing Erik’s hand to accidentally drive into Renata’s womb.

      “Ow!” she exclaimed. Erik’s hand had hit against a hard place inside her that she had not felt before. It felt like a big stone. Erik’s inadvertent thrust had surprised rather than hurt her, but still she felt protective.

      “Oh, sorry. Are you okay? ”asked Erik. He was clueless about Renata’s situation but genuinely concerned.

      “Excuse me, is everything okay?” came a voice from the front seat, reminding the passengers that they were not alone. Had the driver been spying on them? The thought made Renata excited; so excited she forgot about Erik’s jab.

      “No problem, sir. Everything’s fine. If you don’t mind…” Erik pushed the button to close the screen between the driver and the traveling compartment.

      The limo reminded Renata of a luxury hotel room. She looked around; the benches were long and wide, with plenty of room to stretch out. Erik pushed another button, and tinted screens rose up along the windows. How had she forgotten the velvet neck cord Erik had gifted her? She hoped he wouldn’t ask for it. Or did he have a spare with him?

      He laid Renata down carefully, without mentioning the cord. Reaching under her dress, he lowered her pantyhose. Erik paused to take a look at the lacy thong that fit Renata perfectly. Then he lowered that too. An unbidden gasp escaped from Renata’s mouth as he kissed her clit. Renata tried to stifle her moans for the benefit of the driver. Without asking, Erik slipped on a condom and thrust himself inside her. Renata forgot about the driver completely. She wrapped her legs around Erik and squeezed him as hard as she could as he kissed her deeply. Renata swallowed him, getting wetter.

      The car was climbing another hill. Renata didn’t know where it was going, and she didn’t care. Erik nibbled her lips and pulled her dress down, finding her nipple. It hardened in response to his tickling. Taking a deep breath, Erik paced himself politely. He watched Renata without breaking his rhythm as she filled to flood and burst with a cry. Right away Erik threw his head back and went at her harder and stronger. Her orgasm had triggered his, and he roared once loudly.

      They were both spent and happy. Erik pulled Renata on top of him lovingly, ignoring the rumpled clothing between them. She rested her forehead on his and relaxed into his body as the limo drove smoothly now on flat streets. After a few quiet moments, Renata sat up and redressed while Erik fastened his pants and buckled his belt.

      Erik was smiling, and his eyes were clear and relaxed. Then his expression changed to something Renata couldn’t interpret.

      “I’m off to Chicago tomorrow. It’s an early flight.”

      Renata thought it strange that Erik hadn’t updated her on his schedule, considering that they were almost a couple.

      “I wanted to tell you, but you’ve been hard to reach lately,” said Erik. Was he breaking up with her? “Renata, I care about you, and I want you to come visit me there,” Erik continued. Reaching out, he wove his fingers into hers.

      Renata was caught off guard. Was Erik in love with her? Her morning sickness returned, despite the late hour, and Renata hoped the lemon water wouldn’t come back up. She worried about sitting stuffed in a restaurant chair without a trace of appetite.

      “Actually, I feel like I might throw up, Erik. Can I take a rain check?” said Renata sweetly. A flash of disappointment crossed Erik’s face but was quickly replaced by concern.

      “Maybe we can have dinner in Chicago; after all, it’s only three hours by plane,” added Erik. “Are you okay? Can I do anything for you?”

      Renata was clutching her stomach. “Just take me home. Maybe it was something from lunch.”

      Erik rubbed Renata’s shoulder gently as the driver headed back to her apartment. After giving him a soft peck on the cheek, she raced up the stairs and barfed into her toilet. Renata vowed to go to a doctor soon and make sure that everything was okay.
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      Gayle sighed happily. Renata was definitely pregnant. She had sent Renata’s hijacked coffee cup to the lab, and they had emailed her that the test was positive. Now all she had to do was proceed with her plan. Gayle hurried to the break room to meet Katrina. Uncharacteristically, Gayle threw her arms around the assistant, swinging her with excitement. Like a grandmother, she shared the happy news.

      Katrina smiled back into Gayle’s embrace, but she wanted more information. Maybe Gayle could tell her why Renata being pregnant was so important. Gayle had offered her two thousand dollars to secretly put the gray powder into her boss’s coffee every day, but assured Katrina the powder was harmless. She’d said she would explain everything later, but Katrina was still waiting. Since she’d started putting the powder in Renata’s coffee, though, Gayle had been treating her like a personal friend. Passing in the hall, Gayle would say “Everything good?” or nod covertly. Katrina knew her future was looking up.

      Taking advantage of the empty room, Katrina asked, “Why does it matter that Renata is pregnant? And what is the powder for?” She had a right to know, after all.

      Gayle dropped Katrina’s hands and took a deep breath.

      “Her DNA is unique and valuable, and it’s possible the powder will help her child have even more concentrated strands.” Gayle was surprised that the truth had so easily popped out, and glad she had dumbed it down to the level of the dingy office assistant. Katrina was a good little minion; she tried so hard to please.  Perhaps telling the truth could be used to make Katrina a legal accomplice and keep her quiet, if necessary. It was obvious she didn’t like Renata, so there was no danger there.

      Gayle had only exchanged a few words with Renata herself and thought it best not to get personally involved. She preferred not to like or dislike the woman; rather to think of her merely as source material. A huge fortune could be made here. Gayle had Renata in close range, something her competition didn’t have.

      The buyer had no idea about Gayle’s sourcing plans. They had made it clear their only interest was in being the exclusive recipient of the concentrated REN proteins. They didn’t even want to know where or how Gayle would get the material, just that she would sign over all the rights to it.

      Gayle’s buyer was Black Lotus Pharmaceuticals, and the offer was for ten million dollars cash if she could supply reproducing high potency REN. The authorities in China had approved the project, and a government commission had already been arranged.

      She had paid a hacker for the confidential REN history. She knew that Fitzer had tried to impregnate Renata in Africa, but the egg had not become fertile. Too bad, Gayle smiled to herself. Then Renata had become suspicious and left the country. They were fortunate that the Guatemalan implantation had taken. Now Renata was back at her desk with a fancy promotion—right where Gayle wanted her.

      Gayle’s research showed that Renata’s pregnancy was the key. The plan was two-fold: first the pregnancy would make Renata grow new proteins that could be engineered to be more concentrated. And the child, if it lived, would be made of these proteins and be a natural source—like Renata but better. Only a female child could produce the correct DNA, so Gayle had had all the male embryos spun out. The sperm had been donated from Robert Johnson, a man who had told her he was a former Fitzer employee. Because he hadn’t asked for a percentage and signed a non-disclosure by email, she felt comfortable accepting the fluid. She hadn’t heard anything from him in months.

      Gayle knew Renata’s unique DNA proteins contained sildenafil, the main ingredient of sexual enhancement drug like Viagra. With a little chemotherapy, the gray powder would genetically engineer the REN proteins within Renata and her fetus. The gray powder was made of highly concentrated yohimbe extract, the natural source of sildenafil and an engineered virus. The virus swam to the inside of each DNA chromosome and made a holding place for the concentrated sildenafil to grow. The yohimbe would park on Renata’s DNA proteins that contained her natural sildenafil. The theory was that the proteins would then reproduce, and reproduce the sildenafil too. The result would be a sildenafil more concentrated than anything science had ever manufactured. Studies said that this type of sildenafil would work specifically for women.

      In the lab, Gayle had watched this virus insert itself into one of Renata’s DNA strands and hold the yohimbe. She had forced the protein to reproduce and noted that the sildenafil had doubled. The problem was that not all of Renata’s DNA was cooperative, but Gayle theorized that Renata’s fetus’s proteins would be more accommodating,  at least if the baby were female. The child’s DNA could replace the need for yohimbe cultivation and flood the market with a cheaper, better product.

      Potentially the child’s altered protein could be reproduced in the China Chemical Group’s lab. If so, Black Lotus would have the most available patented sildenafil source worldwide. And Gayle would have ten million dollars. Black Lotus would be poised to be the first manufacturer of female sexual enhancement drugs, as long as Gayle could get them a reproducing source.

      Gayle could control Renata’s consumption of the medicine through her coffee or whatever Katrina could contaminate, but she would have to wait for the baby to see the results. She would keep a close eye on Renata’s schedule to make sure she didn’t try to terminate the pregnancy. Also side effects were a complication. The high doses of sildenafil would cause any man to have a nonstop erection; she hoped it wouldn’t have a similar effect on Renata.

      She told Katrina a little more about Renata, but she didn’t feel a need to explain everything. Plus she had something else she wanted from the girl.

      “Fresh coffee?” Gayle chuckled as she poured herself a cup.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Katrina, basking in the confidence the CEO had put in her.
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      Dmitri had left Renata a voicemail, saying they had shibari practice that evening at a studio in the Castro District, and he was inviting her to come and watch. She did want to see Dmitri and his knots again.

      Kamber turned her soupy eyes to Renata, wanting to go out too. “I’m sorry, big girl, you can’t come.” Renata pushed her fingers into the dog’s thick fur, touching the hidden skin beneath. Kamber was in shedding mode, and Renata had been vacuuming her hardwood floors daily as a result. The cottony hairballs were the only disorder in her living space. They gravitated behind doors and against molding. Combing through the big dog’s fur, Renata had noticed a lump on Kamber’s leg and decided she would take her to a vet soon to get it checked out.

      Gently she pulled out a length of silky black cord from its skein and deftly looped her pet’s front paws together. She imitated a pattern she had seen online in a shibari photo blog. Of course, that pattern had been around the arms of a young woman. The photo had shown a dark woman on a white sheet, with her back to the camera and her face hidden. Renata thought the woman could have been her twin; she had similar proportions and skin tone. The photo girl’s long cinnamon hair was blowing to the side, and her arms had goose bumps, as if she was seated next to a large floor fan. Renata wondered if the woman had posed tied for a long time for the photograph. Had she been uncomfortable, and was it a job or for pleasure?

      Both the photographer and the shibari master had male names. The woman wasn’t named in the credits at all. Why was it so rare to see men tied in shibari culture? And when they were, it was always by a Domme female who was into bondage. She would usually have a whip or some other weapon in the photo. Misogyny wasn’t limited to vanilla lifestyles, reasoned Renata.

      Renata had enjoyed being photographed and the artsy ways in which Danny had tied her. That session had been warm and sensuous. And stimulating. Renata thought of Danny carefully suspending her, and his muscular body pleasing her. She purposely avoided thinking about how he had died. Though she wasn’t superstitious, her white dragonfly tattoo was in his honor. When it itched between her shoulder blades, she felt Danny was communicating with her. Sometimes she spoke out loud to him when she was alone, asking for help in deciphering the patterns of other shibari artists. He would know how strong and safe the binding closures would be, even if he couldn’t answer back in words.

      Renata’s fantasy subjects were male. Sometimes it was men she knew; whom she was angry with, even. Those men were tied as a punishment and left in compromising positions. Lately, though, she tied men of all sorts in her imagination. Many were strangers with kind faces and powerful, sublime musculature. Strangers that made love to her after, and fucked hard in her fantasies. These tied males were not bound for punishment but for art and truth. Like a meditation, her shibari dreams were soothing and restful when she had insomnia.

      Renata told Danny about her new idea of untwisting the rope ends and making a sub-pattern and how she would place it on the subject. “How would shibari fit on a man’s pelvic area?” she asked him out loud.  “Should the rope ends be sub-patterned into a phallic representation, or would it be better to use them as a loincloth for imagined protection?”

      What was the etiquette? Where could she touch a man without making him feel too vulnerable? Parameters for bound men were undefined. Certainly male anatomy was as striking as a woman’s, but was it okay to tie around a limp stick? Obviously that was a sensitive area; perhaps it would be better to focus on the bicep or thigh. She would want their masculinity to be amplified, and of course she would never want to hurt or offend. Silently Renata discussed this with Danny as she sat on the floor stroking Kamber.

      Danny told her that to keep the subject comfortable, touch and soothing communication were required. The communication between master and subject would define the work and bring out an innate sexuality. These relationships would be whole and fulfilling for both participants. Renata wanted to show her shibari to others, but she was unsure how to do it.

      Kamber licked Renata’s arm, bringing her back to the present. She was excited to go to Dmitri’s shibari demonstration. The velvety rope around Kamber’s paws was soft but held the dog’s front legs securely. Kamber leaned in for a pat. Renata thought about tying up Kamber’s back legs too, but she didn’t think Kamber would like it. Instead she took a few photos for reference before untying her sweet dog. “You are the best dog in the world,” Renata crooned, while she admired her work.

      Renata was pent up, and with Erik gone, she was without a lover. That would have to change, she decided. She had hoped the dog-tying would soothe her, but she still felt antsy. Errant sexual thoughts had invaded her mind without permission all week. She had felt unable to fully control her wandering fantasies, especially in the office. Daily her mind perused the pretty office women with their Barbie doll figures. Would they secretly like to be tied up?

      Renata considered calling her old lover, Alexa, and roping her, but she didn’t want to get dragged in emotionally again, nor confess her pregnancy. Instead, Renata looked at the office men and imagined them naked. Even guys in the elevator smelled good. Were they well endowed? And what would they do when they came? She chuckled when she remembered how Adam had been in bed. Once, when he started to cum, he’d shouted, “Oh no, you’re going to murder me!” Renata had laughed out loud.

      With unrestrained hunger, Renata relived her lunch sessions with Erik. The blowjob from under his desk and then him pounding her from on top had been good. She added more men into the fantasy. Renata had only had a threesome once, and she wasn’t opposed to trying it again.

      At work, she sometimes worried that others could read her thoughts, which were obviously far from professional. She was glad to be at home now and uninhibited. Many of her sexual fantasies were intermingled with morning sickness, keeping her in an emotional whirlwind. She hoped the shibari group would be a creative outlet that could assuage her persistent libido.

      Renata opened her shibari trunk, which had originally belonged to her foster mother. The trunk was made from solid chestnut, the domed top warped like a barrel. Renata treasured the locker and its key, the wood scent reminding her of a forest.

      Growing up, her foster brother, Jamie, had regularly invaded her room, stealing her bras and underwear to show to his friends. When she was eleven, he’d found her diary and taunted her relentlessly about a boy she had a crush on. After that, Renata kept the trunk packed and locked with her private treasures inside: her diary, panties, bras, and a forbidden pair of high heels.

      Now the trunk held Renata’s shibari supplies. Everything was packed precisely; order and geometry had been a failsafe for Renata throughout her life. This was the system she used for storing her ropes, straps, and torn fabric. All the ropes were tied in skeins, and the thinner cashmeres and silks were rolled into large balls. Cut lengths of material were stored by type, bunched, and then arranged by color. The red and teal cord was stored in a gradient mode. It looked like a purple sunset to Renata. The organization of her shibari rope worked to soothe her soul. Renata’s tools sat on an interior drawer that fit into the barrel top of the trunk.

      Gazing at her rope, Renata pondered the idea of the word “knot.” Usually it was something one wanted to undo, as in hair or a shoelace. What of the not without a k? She researched “knot” online to see if this would help broaden her understanding, starting with an ordinary dictionary definition. It meant to fasten. Was shibari a matter of fastening, or was that bondage? Though there was overlap, the two practices had very different meanings. Bondage was a part of the shibari practice, but shibari served higher purposes as well. Renata’s knots were for adornment, not just sexual pleasure. She used knots to increase the beauty that was already in the world and to convey feeling through creative expression. She had taken to shibari naturally; it was her passion, and she was good at it, she reflected as her lips curved into a smile.

      Renata had bought new rope for herself, but also to impress Dmitri tonight at the studio. She was open to new fibers, even genetically engineered ones. After all, she did work at Agri-Gen and approved of GMOs. The option of feeding ten people or one from a square meter of ground was a no brainer in her mind. Still, natural fiber ropes were her favorite; they were comfortable and strong. Her favorite materials were jute, hemp, and silk, as well as cashmere for special ties.

      At the hardware store, Renata had selected a 6mm rope with good tooth, which meant it would grab onto itself and hold position well; this helped to allow vertical patterns that had more than one level of knotting. Additionally, this toothy rope was twisted, so it could be untwisted for different knotting options. The untwisted strands were like the curling ribbon on giftwrap. Renata would add to or finish the mood she was creating with thinner flourishes that she used to adorn the subject after he or she was fully tied.

      She believed that newborn knots and patterns deserved their own names. Her original knots had unique qualities that were deeply personal. The latest she called tigerlily. Renata had invented the knot and practiced it on her thigh yesterday. Tigerlily started with a bow made from jute. Then Renata wove chartreuse velvet into more bows. The knot was bold and looked like an alien flower, but it was quick to tie and could be an interesting garnish. She wondered where she could put a tigerlily on a man. Probably over the left breast in the nook under the shoulder would be a good position, like a name tag. Or perhaps front and center on the belt line would be better. How would it look around a man’s thigh? Would it look like a garter?

      Renata grabbed a cutter and a pair of scissors with a blunt tip from the trunk drawer. She always kept these in reach for safety, especially when self-tying. So far, she had never harmed herself or anyone else. She was extra careful with suspensions and knots around the neck. Renata hoped to never have to cut herself out, but she knew that sometimes shit could happen.

      Suddenly she felt nervous about seeing Dmitri and the shibari group tonight. She figured she would calm down by tying at home first. She took off her jeans, leaving on her thong. Using her left hand to guide the rope, Renata tied three basic overhand knots around her waist. She used a thick hemp cord that was polished for a soft feel. Then she interwove junctures in a corset pattern. It looked like she was wearing a macramé belt. Then she added her new tigerlily knot. She looped the knot with her left hand for practice, while holding the finished part in her right. This tigerlily looked more gregarious somehow than the others she had tied. Maybe it was just sloppy, thought Renata. Sliding the frumpy flower to her hip, she looped the rope ends between her thighs and up both sides till it resembled the outline of panties. Her right hand was itching to take over, so Renata strapped it over her front onto the corset to discipline it. She covered it with another left-handed tigerlily. Much better—practice really did make perfect. To Renata, the hand tied above her privates looked like a fig leaf with the tigerlily as a bloom on top. She admired her work in the mirror and grabbed her phone to snap some photos.

      Renata lowered herself to her oriental carpet and sat cross-legged. She was feeling kinky with her right hand bound. She moved her finger from the bound hand to her clit. Damn, she was sensitive. With the tiny flick, she stimulated herself and felt her pearl swell. It felt good; so good. Then Renata was gasping, breathing faster and faster. She strained against her own knots, but they held tight as she climaxed. Renata surrendered and heaved a sigh of relief.

      What time is it? Would she be late for shibari practice? Renata’s mind was no longer fogged by her libido, and she worried she had spent too long practicing. She didn’t want to miss the shibari class, after all! She freed her right hand and quickly untied herself. Then she pulled on her jeans and put her hair in a bun. She filled a large shoulder bag with ropes, long fabric strips, and a few leather straps from the trunk. She felt excited and jittery all at once. Should she show off some of her new knots or keep them secret? Despite the relief she had felt just moments before, she was still throbbing and wished she could cum again.
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      Renata arrived at the Castro Theater quietly. The studio lights were dimmed, so she stood in the back and watched. Dmitri was finishing up a huge presentation. He had created a realistic, three-dimensional spider web from white rope and tied four girls into it, where they looked like flies waiting to be eaten. Renata wondered if he had used a ladder to tie them up so high. She figured he planned on having his next performance here so he could use this rigging. It must have taken some time to complete and was obviously semi-permanent.

      She examined Dmitri’s web. The support ropes had been looped through two trapeze platforms overhead and down onto floor rings. They crossed in the center like a haphazard star. Dmitri had woven colored rope with reflective streamers inside and around the support ropes, causing the web to glow like it came straight from a fairy world. Renata could tell it was very strong, but it appeared delicate like a filigree cobweb. Dmitri was an artist, mused Renata. She felt honored that he had invited her to tie with him.

      She examined the faces of the four women that were already part of the shibari sculpture. They were the same girls from the performance she had seen with Cherise; the ones on the ruby circles. Renata watched as Dmitri laced the last woman onto the web with a black cotton cord. She knew that cotton kept the girl secure without rope burn. Dmitri encased her in a fetal position. She was suspended and pinned against the web at an off angle. The woman closed her eyes and quietly blended into the piece. Was it the same woman who had been in fetal position at the Club Destiny show? Renata wondered if each woman chose the positions to be tied in, and whether or not they had the option to choose between one or multiple positions. Renata herself liked versatility.

      Renata observed the four other women in the web. They dangled in sprawling positions, looking very much like they had been poisoned by a big spider. One hung upside down with her face roped towards her chest. The position was creepy, but Renata knew it probably controlled blood flow and allowed her to stay in that posture longer. After all, this was art, not sadism.

      Now Dmitri led a sixth girl on stage. She was wearing a leather leash and collar. He tied the leash to his web and walked off stage. The woman sat down with deliberately sluggish movements, keeping her expression vacant. Dmitri dragged out a knotted blanket. He must have made it, thought Renata. The blanket was knotted from the same rope as the web. He tied it to the web above the leashed woman and laid out the rest like a rug.

      Then Dmitri led the woman onto the rug blanket, where she lay on her side with one knee drawn in. She made a pillow with both hands and rested her head on it. Gracefully, Dmitri lifted the end of the rope blanket and rolled the woman inside it, keeping her arms and face exposed. The woman spayed her fingers and separated her arms as if in distress. She was lying free of the web but cloaked in the knotted blanket. Renata’s eyes landed on the fallen girl, she looked lost but at peace too. Was this the feeling Dmitri had intended?

      The studio was very quiet – so quiet that Renata could hear Dmitri breathing. She had never seen shibari on this scale before. Dmitri finished his rehearsal and padded around checking the tension of the ropes. He had an extension pole with a metal hook on the end that he used to pluck the web in different spots; some strings were tight enough that the vibration made a musical tone. Dmitri studied which way the suspended girls turned and pulsed, and made some notes on a white pad.

      Effortlessly he climbed up the web and looped in his own leg. Maybe he had trained as a trapeze artist, thought Renata. He hung backwards and swung his back against the rigging, shaking the whole structure. It rattled on the metal above, but all the girls stayed in position. They were docile and appeared unafraid. Dmitri raised himself back up and loosened his leg, then climbed to the very top of the web and looped both of his arms and legs into the rigging; the effect reminded Renata of Da Vinci’s famous Vitruvian Man. Dmitri held perfectly still. The room seemed to get darker as the web billowed in Renata’s vision.

      “Okay!” Dmitri shouted from the web, breaking the tension. He had noticed Renata in the back of the theater. She walked to the front as Dmitri limbed down stealthily. “Take down please,” he commanded someone. A young man appeared, one Renata hadn’t seen before, and handed Dmitri a small towel. “Thank you,” Dmitri said, wiping sweat from his brow.

      Dmitri did some simple stretches while the young man untied all the girls. Renata watched him climb as deftly as Dmitri had. “How’s it hanging?” one of the women said to him. She was still tied in a sideways fetal position. The woman fell into his arms as he loosened her, and together they climbed down the web.

      “Awesome,” the man responded when he reached the bottom. The woman gave him a warm kiss on the cheek. After the women were all down, the young man wrapped the cord in neat loops. He wound them between his palm and around to his triceps and then secured them into skeins.

      The atmosphere changed as the girls chatted.

      “Shelly, can you give me a ride?” one called to another.

      “Sure, want to grab a beer?”

      To Renata, it felt like the women were a team that had just won a game, hugging each other and gathering up their belongings to leave.

      Dmitri’s young man greeted Renata with a big smile. “I’m Nima.” He offered his hand, his grip gentle and sweet. There was something familiar about him. He was the same height as Renata, so she looked straight into his brown eyes.

      “Have we met before?” asked Nima, reading Renata’s mind. Renata took in his button nose and almond eyes. He had shiny black hair and was freshly shaved. Renata thought he was probably Middle Eastern. There was something else there too, in the young man’s eye, but it flitted away before Renata could catch it. Nima handed Dmitri a stack of perfectly folded fresh clothes.

      “Welcome. Excuse me. I’ll be right with you,” Dmitri said to Renata, as he left to change.

      “So you are…?” Nima’s eyes drifted to her mid section. He broke off as Renata’s lips tightened. Could he tell she was pregnant? “Renata,” he answered, as if she had answered the question.

      “Yes. Nice to meet you,” said Renata, relieved that Dmitri wasn’t there.

      “He’ll want you to sit here,” said Nima, gesturing to an old Victorian-style dining chair. Up close it looked scratched and worn, but from a distance the shabbiness was veiled by the chair’s elegance. There was a plush beige cushion on the seat that looked rather inviting. The chair was on the corner of the stage with its back to the audience. Renata wondered if it was the same one they had used in other shibari shows.

      She sat down without asking why she was supposed to. Nima brought a small table and folding chair and placed them in front of Renata, and then he took a seat in the folding chair. Renata sat there awkwardly, not knowing what to say.

      “Have you been working with Dmitri for a long time?” she finally asked.

      “Oh, darling, it seems like forever.” Nima’s voice lilted up playfully as he dropped his hand from his wrist dramatically. Renata suddenly warmed to Nima; he was disarming and comforting. She thought they might become friends. And Nima definitely had his fem on. “Here’s my number in case you need anything,” he went on, handing her a business card. His eyes dropped to her belly, and he smiled conspiratorially.

      Dmitri returned in flip-flops and clean clothes. He cleared his throat, interrupting Renata and Nima.

      “Is that all, Mr. Dmitri, sir?” Nima’s tone was formal as he leapt from the chair, holding it out for his superior to sit in.

      “Yes, thank you very much, Nimayah.” Dmitri raised his hand in dismissal. “Good to see you again, and thanks for coming.”

      Nima quietly slipped away.

      Dmitri inclined his head towards Renata. “Do you like my web?”

      “Very much,” Renata purred. Her chair faced the web head-on. Her mind was far from her own problems as she took in the magic of Dmitri’s shibari sculpture. She felt her own creative juices flowing. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said.

      “It’s my largest so far.” Dmitri’s Russian accent was sexy. “My first web was made in a window.” Renata raised her eyebrows questioningly. “I will tell you the story, yes?”

      Renata nodded.

      Dmitri began. “When I first came to San Francisco, I lived in an apartment near Chinatown, and my bedroom window faced directly into my neighbor’s bedroom window.” Dmitri casually slipped off his flip-flops and stared beyond Renata like he was talking to the audience.

      “You see” – Dmitri’s gaze resettled onto her face – “my neighbor had a very pretty girlfriend and a big mirror on his wall. So when she came over, I couldn’t help noticing the activities they had going on.” He chuckled. “The girlfriend had long, blonde hair and small curves. My neighbor was tall and lean, and large in a manly way. I would dim my apartment so they couldn’t see me. Then I sat just out of view to watch their show. They went at it during the day and night, so I would watch whenever I wanted to.”

      Renata was fascinated but curious as to why Dmitri would share something so private. She crossed her arms under her breasts and slid back in her chair.

      Dmitri continued. “Then the girl didn’t show up for a while. I glanced out the window now and then, but the guy was just there sleeping, so I stopped watching. Meanwhile, a spider had moved into the window frame and wove a gorgeous web over the glass. Then one morning, the girlfriend was back. First she straddled my neighbor and held him down. Then he handcuffed her to the bed. She was like a fighting animal, fierce and wild. It was a show I’d never seen before. I watched the whole thing through the web my friend the spider had woven.

      “After that I started wondering what it would be like to be that spider and see what a spider sees, how a spider sees. I tied small webs on furniture and then on people.” Dmitri paused while Renata waited. “And now this is my own web, and I am its spider, “ he finished. The story had awoken Renata’s libido; she was hot and horny without wanting to be.

      “It is unique,” she said shifting in her seat, trying to elevate her pussy from the chair. She didn’t need any extra stimulus. Renata had made her tone professional. After all, this was a meeting, not a date.

      “Would you mind sitting up and uncrossing your arms?” Dmitri had caught her off guard. Was he on some weird ego trip? “Only if you want to,” he added casually. Somehow she did want to. She felt her pussy against the chair cushion again. Sitting up, a little giggle popped out accidentally.

      “I also tie my own knots, and I’ve been trained professionally by several teachers,” Renata added, giving her credentials. She was trying to back-pedal from the accidental giggle, her mind now going in several directions.

      “Could you spread your knees two inches and move your hands off your lap?” Dmitri interrupted. Renata narrowed her eyes at him, but then did as he asked. “Could I tie you in my web?” he asked.

      That was pushing it, thought Renata. Her dragonfly tattoo itched. She purposely deflected his question by pretending he hadn’t asked it.  “So, I have some new patterns I could exhibit,” Renata continued in her professional tone. She had enjoyed Dmitri’s testosterone-laden commands, but she wasn’t here to be tied. Renata was a rope master too. “I like to use men for my subjects,” she challenged, asserting dominance.

      Dmitri laughed loudly. “Really? How wonderful!” He seemed genuinely surprised. “I have Nima, if you want to show me.”

      “Umm, sure, if he doesn’t mind.” Renata had thought he was gone, but apparently he was backstage somewhere.

      “Oh, he doesn’t mind. I’m sure you two will be fast friends,” proclaimed Dmitri generously. “I will get him.”

      Renata flushed. “I have to go, but thank you.” She was feeling horny and vulnerable, and she didn’t feel like performing for Dmitri right now. Plus it was getting late.

      “So I will see you next week at the same time?”

      “Yes, I’ll be here.” Renata stood.

      “Next time we tie.” Dmitri rose and kissed Renata’s hand formally.

      She grabbed her shoulder bag and quickly left the theater.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Gayle and Katrina Collaborate

          

        

      

    

    
      Katrina started her morning in the break room again. The coffee machine sat innocently percolating on the counter. She knew Renata didn’t suspect anything and loved the fresh cup she received every morning.

      Katrina was making progress at Agri-Gen. Despite not having the looks or specialness that Renata possessed, Gayle trusted her, and she was in the know now that she had gotten more information out of Gayle about Renata’s pregnancy. The coffee powder contained a special ingredient that would increase the strength of Renata’s proteins. The proteins would then be used for a female sex drug, of which Gayle was to be the supplier.

      Gayle had also said that Renata’s child would be a gold mine for this product, especially if it were a female. She told Katrina that they had secretly implanted Renata’s own fertilized egg back inside her. They had only inserted female embryos, she had said. Gayle had not mentioned whose sperm it was, and Katrina had no idea who “they” were. According to Gayle, Renata was promiscuous enough that she thought she had an accidental pregnancy. Katrina smirked. Apparently Renata didn’t know everything.

      Katrina poured the coffee into a mug for Renata and mixed in the powder. Looking over her shoulder, she took a gulp and then another of Renata’s tainted coffee. She wondered if the powder could make her proteins valuable too. She pondered starting her own gray powder regimen. Then she refilled the mug and wiped the rim clean.

      Marching down the hallway, she paraded into her boss’s office. Handing over the hot mug, Katrina awkwardly said, “Good morning.”

      “Thanks,” said Renata, barely glancing at Katrina. Katrina inspected Renata to see if the gray powder had any noticeable effects. Her boss looked as ravishing as ever. It just wasn’t fair! She was typing away on her computer screen like Katrina didn’t even exist.

      Although dosing Renata’s coffee was not part of being Renata’s office assistant, Katrina made more money from that tiny act than working all day for her boss. She had searched online for the punishments for drugging someone, but hadn’t found anything about what could happen if you were doing it as a job for your superior. Gayle would be the one in trouble, not her, reasoned Katrina.

      Katrina also searched for the use of genetic material in medical research. A lot of sources said different things; they didn’t have any cold, hard regulations that Katrina could decipher. She did learn that the free use of medical waste was a resource for all the big drug companies. In fact, the whole world was a litter box of DNA that was up for grabs. Katrina reassured herself that it wasn’t a crime to give Gayle Renata’s coffee cup with skin cells on it. Those cells were simply trash that the dishwasher got rid of anyhow. They didn’t belong to Renata anymore.

      Please come to my office. The text was from “NewBossLady,” Katrina’s contact name for Gayle Anderson. Katrina pirouetted on the white carpet towards the executive office at the end of the hall; the powder had lifted her mood. Gently Katrina tapped on the door.

      “Come on in,” called New Boss Lady from behind her desk.

      Katrina had only been in this office once before, when it had belonged to Erik. Now the office was Gayle Anderson’s headquarters. The office had transformed from the masculine sophistication of Erik’s Danish design to Gayle Anderson’s Americana. Katrina stepped in and looked around.

      Gayle was sitting behind a heavy lacquered Judge Judy-style desk, which sat bricklike in the center of the room. On the walls were framed documents and a painting of horses running beneath a sunset. Two walls were floor to ceiling windows with the same sweeping view as ever. Gayle’s office chair was as big as a La-Z-Boy with thick cushions. There were three smaller chairs for visitors. Gayle ushered Katrina into one of those. “How are you, darling?” Gayle asked like she was a relative.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” replied Katrina. Suddenly she felt nervous about the unexpected meeting. An eagle statuette on the desk drew her gaze. She worried that the powder was making her act weird. Gayle’s face looked crinkled and her boobs were huge. Until now Katrina had not realized how stacked Gayle was; maybe a double D? Gayle was big all over, and probably strong too, realized Katrina. She propped up her own boobs, proud that guys had always appreciated them. Katrina imagined them as delicious cantaloupes and held back a giggle as her nervousness disappeared.

      “I have a proposition for you,” said Gayle, recapturing Katrina’s attention. “Would you like to be a surrogate for a special egg?”

      “Umm.” Katrina leaned forward in her chair, intrigued.

      “I could pay you $50,000 if you carry to term.” Now Gayle leaned toward Katrina.

      “Wow. Yes, of course.” For $50,000, Katrina would do almost anything. She would be able to get a new car and buy whatever she wanted!

      “Could you start this weekend?”

      “Yeah, I guess. What makes the egg special? And what would happen to the baby after it’s born?”

      “Let me explain.” Gayle reached across her desk and patted Katrina’s shoulder. “The egg will be pre-fertilized. It’s one of Renata’s.” Leaning back in her chair again, Gayle said, “You’ll be a surrogate only. The results of the pregnancy will be owned by me, so it will only take nine months at most. Make sense?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” Katrina replied.

      “I had another candidate, but she fell through. Also, she was a bit old. You’re 22, right?’

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “So you could get the egg implanted on Saturday.” Today was Thursday. Gayle pushed a canister of capsules towards Katrina.

      “How many should I take?” Katrina saw that the capsules were filled with the same gray powder she put in Renata’s coffee every morning.

      “Just one a day. And start after Saturday’s appointment. There are enough there for a month.” Then Gayle pulled out a contract and turned it toward Katrina. “Here’s a simple contract. Go ahead and look it over.”

      Katrina picked up the papers: three pages total. She wondered if Gayle had written it herself. The contract reiterated that Katrina would have no claim to the results of the pregnancy no matter what. All medical expenses would be covered. There would be two implantation procedures with long names. Apparently they had more of Renata’s fertilized eggs. The contract said If Katrina carried the fetus until birth, it would be adopted into a good home. Katrina wasn’t at all worried about becoming attached to the pregnancy. She was just doing it for the money, and besides, she didn’t even like babies.

      At the bottom of page two was the payment schedule. Katrina would get $5000 per month, with a final payment of $10,000 at the birth. If she didn’t carry to full term, the incremental payments would stop when the fetus was lost, with only one payment after termination. The last page had a non-disclosure/confidentiality agreement and a one-time renewal contract.

      “Renewal contract?” Katrina asked, a tad puzzled.

      “Yes, in case the first egg doesn’t take, we would have the option to try again with the same terms.”

      “Would the $50,000 start over then?”

      “Absolutely.” Gayle’s offer was incredible; Katrina could make even more money if the first try didn’t work. She would have more money than she’d ever dreamed of.

      Gayle placed a pen next to the contract with the point facing the signature line. Without hesitating, Katrina signed the bottom of both pages and pushed them back across the desk. Gayle folded the copies and tucked them into her desk drawer.

      “Thank you for your help.” Gayle handed a blank envelope to Katrina. “Here’s the first check, and I’ll text you the details for Saturday’s appointment,” She rose and smiled what was clearly a dismissal.

      “Okay. And thank you.” Katrina left the office beaming, with the unopened envelope in her hand.
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      Saturday morning at 8:30 Katrina hopped into the waiting taxi. Gayle had arranged the pick-up to take her to the clinic in Oakland. The driver didn’t try to make conversation, and Katrina spread out in the backseat, looking out at the city from the comfort of the cool air-conditioned interior. Pop music was playing quietly on the radio, and Katrina hummed along, unable to contain her excitement and nervousness.

      Katrina had brought the bottle of pills from Gayle and planned on taking the first one after the procedure, just as Gayle had instructed. She took the $5000 check out of its envelope. Her hands tingled at the touch; she was still amazed at being a part of such a plan as this. Next Monday she would open a bank account and would use a fake name if she could figure out how. Then she could keep this surrogate scheme totally secret. After all, she didn’t want her parents or any of Agri-Gen’s people in her business. Would that account really fill up to fifty grand or even more? Katrina would use the money to buy new clothes, shoes, and purses, all designer stuff, like what Renata wore. Then she’d move to a bigger place with a view of the Bay, like the Agri-Gen building.

      They drove in silence as Katrina plotted her future. She was getting a little nervous about the implantation. Would it hurt? She searched egg implantation on her phone, just to make sure she knew what she was getting herself in to. Two processes called embryo and intra-fallopian transfers came up. Katrina had no idea which one they would be doing today, but she hoped it would be the embryo transfer because it sounded pretty straightforward. Basically, they stuck the egg in her with a catheter, turkey baster style. That didn’t sound too bad.

      It was the other one that had her worried. The intra-fallopian procedure meant they would inject the eggs from the outside with a laparoscope. That meant they would cut into her on the front of her hip. Katrina had never had surgery or been under anesthesia. She reassured herself the money would be worth it, and that Gayle would take care of her. In a few short hours, the egg would be inside her, and she wouldn’t have to worry about anything.

      The taxi stopped in front of an old house. There was a small sign on the door that said, “New Beginnings.” The house next door had a “For Rent” sign in the lawn.

      “Thank you,” Katrina said to the driver.

      “I was already paid,” responded the driver. “And I’ll be here to take you home afterwards.”

      Katrina entered and was relieved to see that it was a real doctor’s office. There was a waiting area with chairs. The carpet was clean, and there were toys in the corner.

      “Katrina Anderson?” A receptionist strolled over to Katrina. Anderson? Wow. Well, why not pretend she was Gayle’s daughter? Gayle was the right age to be her mother, and that would make her involvement seem completely natural. And after all, Gayle owned the egg and what it would become.

      “Yes ,that’s me,” said Katrina, pleased with the new identity.

      “We’ll be right with you. Please have a seat.”

      The place was smaller than Katrina had expected, and she was the only patient. Maybe Saturday was a slow day for eggs? Katrina laughed at that, not knowing why it was funny. There were parenting magazines on a small table, and Katrina picked up a Family Circle and started leafing though it.

      “Right this way.” The receptionist reappeared holding a bright yellow folder, and Katrina followed her though a door into the back and into an exam room. Then the receptionist became a nurse.

      “Sit here. Can you roll up your sleeve for me, please?” She took Katrina’s blood pressure and pulse. “When was your last period? And have you ever been pregnant before?”

      “Umm, two weeks ago. And no.”

      “When did you last have sex?”

      “Last week,” Katrina lied. It had been quite a while, maybe six months or more, but Katrina didn’t want to appear like a loser.

      The nurse smiled benignly, barely listening. “So after the procedure, we ask that you wait for one week until you have intercourse again. And we’re going to need a blood sample.”

      She stuck a needle in Katrina’s arm. Katrina stared at the laminated tiles on the exam room floor; they had a wavy line pattern. She was trying to pretend she was somewhere else. She felt queasy already. Fortunately the nurse-receptionist was already putting a Band-Aid over the red blood prick inside her elbow. She worked without chatting, not trying to reach out to Katrina at all. She didn’t ask or seem to care about the egg. Had Gayle made up a phony story, or were these people in cahoots with the whole deal? wondered Katrina. Also, there had been no paperwork or forms to be signed. Was that odd?

      “This is Doctor Larsen,” said the nurse as a blonde woman stepped into the room. Her conservative shoes tapped over to Katrina.

      “Call me Emma,” said the blonde doctor. “You’re Katrina? Wonderful.” She was very nice and smiled at Katrina. Katrina smiled back. “Gayle told me about you, and we’re all really excited about the baby. I promise we’re going to take good care of you. Now, please take everything off except your socks and let the gown open to the front. Lie on the table once you’re changed.” The doctor and nurse left the room, and Katrina undressed. The paper on the exam table crinkled underneath her.

      “Ready?” said the nurse when she and the doctor returned. The nurse eased Katrina’s legs apart and into the stirrups that jutted diagonally of the exam table. Then she wheeled over a large machine.

      “The ultrasound will help us with placement. You might feel a little cramping when I insert the catheter. Let me know if it’s too much, and we can do something about it.” The doctor was smiling down at Katrina again.

      “Okay,” said Katrina weakly. She hoped it wouldn’t be too painful. The queasiness was in full force now, and she just wanted the whole thing to be over. They put warm lubricant on her belly and rolled the ultrasound ball over her abdomen. The nurse made little x marks on the ultrasound screen, and the women exchanged glances. Katrina watched but didn’t recognize anything, even though she knew it was her own body.

      “That’s a good spot,” said the doctor. The nurse held the picture on the screen with light pressure on Katrina’s belly. Very quickly the doctor inserted something into Katrina. She felt a sharp cramp. It hurt, but she held still, and it was over fast. Her fists opened as the catheter was withdrawn.

      “All done?’ Katrina asked.

      “Almost,” said the doctor.

      The woman operating the ultrasound said, “I need to put this mask over your eyes for a moment.” She slipped a soft eye mask over Katrina’s face. “Squeeze my hand as hard as you can,” said the nurse. Katrina squeezed as a breathing mask was placed over her face. She was floating. Where was she, and why couldn’t she see? Katrina tried to lift her hand to remove the mask, but it felt too heavy. She felt some pinching and scratching on her belly, but it didn’t hurt. Katrina felt good now, and she was being taken care of; that she knew.

      Meanwhile, the doctor had picked up a large needle filled with two fertilized embryos and amniotic fluid. She told the nurse that Ms. Anderson had paid big money to make sure one of these would come to term; that was why they would put two in each tube as well as inserting two directly into the uterus. With six potentials, at least one would survive. Or maybe multiple fertilizations could happen. At least the girl was nice and young, thought the doctor, as Katrina snored quietly.

      Katrina didn’t flinch when the long needle pierced her skin and went deep into her fallopian tube, guided by the ultrasound machine. The other side went just as smoothly. Dr. Larsen had never implanted into three locations on one patient before, but everything was going well. In less than forty-five minutes, the procedure was over.

      Katrina was foggy as they helped her back into the taxi. They gave her some pain meds, and told her to take it easy for a few days. She got dropped off at her basement apartment, which was warm in the San Francisco chill. She padded over the thick, renters’ brown carpet. It let off a bad odor near the kitchen.

      The rent was cheap, and it was close to the bus stop, but Katrina couldn’t wait to move. The procedure had made her tired, and being Renata’s assistant had lost its appeal, especially now that Katrina was making $5000 a month without even going to work. She had phoned in sick three days in a row. On the fourth day she’d received a text from Gayle. Are you feeling ok? We need you to return to work. Perhaps Gayle had no one else to dose Renata’s coffee, thought Katrina. Renata herself had probably not even noticed she was out.

      Katrina returned to Agri-Gen. She resumed dosing Renata’s coffee daily, and now took the same amount of powder herself in capsules. Renata was pregnant with a treasure, thought Katrina, but she also had a secret inside her body. And her secret was very real, and the very same secret as her boss’s.

      The sildenafil in the powder was affecting Katrina in ways she didn’t understand. She felt juicy and edible. Maybe others felt it too. It was like she was effervescing pheromones. Even on the street, Katrina noticed both men and woman looking at her from top to bottom. Were her breasts getting bigger? Was the pregnancy making her glow? Sexual fantasies filled her head.

      At lunch, Katrina met an older gentleman in the deli across from Agri-Gen. They sat opposite each other, but alone at different tables. He was having a BLT, Katrina a Rueben. The man approached her with his partially eaten sandwich. “Can I join you?”

      “Please,” Katrina replied coyly, letting her eye dance across his body and land on his jeans zipper. He told her he lived around the corner. Would she like to have some tea on his balcony? he asked. Again Katrina said yes. She didn’t bother telling anyone that she wasn’t coming back to work for the afternoon.

      The man’s apartment was neat but spartan, like he hadn’t quite moved in. Katrina didn’t care, and they didn’t have tea either. Immediately the man pushed her on the bed as she rapidly undressed him. He didn’t talk as he removed her shirt and bra. He pulled off her leggings and fucked her hard, while Katrina enjoyed every minute of it. She had never felt this good in her whole life, and she hadn’t even kissed him. It was straight fucking. She had an orgasm before she could think about it, the first one with a man ever. Then she had another.

      Katrina was game for more, but the guy had come already and couldn’t get it up again. She made an effort at a blow-job, but he stayed limp as a fish. She hadn’t noticed that he was bald until now. Was that black furry thing on the floor a toupee? Throwing her clothes on, Katrina marched to the door. “See you around.” She didn’t bother getting his name.

      Katrina’s body was on an accelerated speed, and her brain was too. She was trying to figure out how to get in on Gayle’s deal. Fifty grand was a hefty sum, but it was possible she could make even more. If the implanted eggs didn’t take, she would have a second chance to try again; but what if that didn’t work?

      Perhaps she could get pregnant with Renata’s special DNA another way. Poking around online, it didn’t take Katrina long to find out about Renata’s family.  She saw that there was a brother, and the family had moved around a lot. Her brother Jamie had an address in eastern Oregon, at the Double B Cattle Ranch. Previous addresses had him listed on other ranches nearby. Katrina supposed he was working there. Maybe he was lonely, thought Katrina, and he would like to meet a city girl. His sperm would also have Renata’s valuable proteins, Katrina reasoned. At the very least, she could try to get a sample from him to sell to Gayle for testing.

      Katrina logged into her Tinder account and changed the address to Pendleton, the closest city to where Jamie was working. Sure enough, he came right up. Katrina chuckled to herself. His description read, I’m Jamie, just a simple hardworking guy looking for a pretty lady to spend time with. I like fishing, hunting, quads and barbecues. Katrina could work with that. Jamie’s profile photos showed a thin, muscular guy with a light mustache. He was wearing a cowboy hat and had a picture of a tattoo on his bicep of a skull and roses.

      Jamie was not very handsome, and looked nothing like his sister Renata. Genetics was a mystery for sure, thought Katrina. She touched the heart icon and eagerly waited for a response.
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      No powder for Renata this morning was the text message from Gayle. Now Katrina had even more of an excuse not to show up for work.  But she worried that Gayle might try to recruit other young women in the office for surrogates as well, so she decided to go in. She swallowed some anti-nausea pills she had picked up at the drug store to counteract the possibility of morning sickness; according to her phone calendar, she was officially one month pregnant.

      This morning Katrina felt guilty delivering coffee to Renata even without the powder. Could the pregnancy be affecting her morals? She had noticed Renata was getting rounder, but unfairly she still looked ravishing. “Here’s your coffee. Is there anything else I can do for you?” Katrina tried to project innocence, but the impression she gave was plain ditzy.

      “Thanks.” The warm coffee at work had become a solace for Renata. She craved it before it came. Somehow her home brewed coffee just wasn’t the same. This coffee always fueled hours of productivity, and the day would slip by. She would have to ask what kind it was. Renata took the cup from Katrina and savored the strong liquid. It tasted weaker than usual; Renata hoped they hadn’t changed beans.

      Renata didn’t have to manage the yohimbe farm anymore. Instead she was proofing projected Agri-Gen investments and evaluating their efficiency. Which projects were favored to be more lucrative? Renata took a look at some tea plant hybrids targeted for Southern India and Sri Lanka. This product was a likely success. She made a note to submit for additional funding on the prospective.

      Renata also knew that Agri-Gen would need another sample farm soon. The farm in Brazil was heavily planted, and there wasn’t much arable space left.  What would be the most ideal location? Perhaps near the current one, her former property in Mairiporã? Renata checked the regional news for land sales and updates.

      On a whim, she clicked on a link to a protest from Originalle, the group that was against seed modification in Brazil. They were claiming that Renata’s Guatemala project was contaminating neighboring farms through cross-pollination. Agri-Gen had given the employees complimentary corn and vegetable seeds to plant in between the yohimbe trees. These fed the farm hands and allowed a little private enterprise on the side – a small farmers’ market. That was a win-win. Maybe they should offer free seed to the neighbors too?

      Originalle’s issue was that the engineered corn and vegetable seeds couldn’t reproduce because those seeds were terminators – infertile single-generation plants. Their seeds were fragile and rotted on the stalks. But these terminators lived twice as long as non-hybrids and produced four times the amount with proper care, so the Guatemalan farmers supplied by Agri-Gen were very thankful. And they received fresh seeds every year, so as far as Agri-Gen was concerned, there was nothing to complain about.

      Unfortunately, bees had transferred the pollen from the terminators to the native Guatemalan seed, and according to Originalle, the neighboring crops had become terminators too – but without the extra production and life span. The farmers didn’t have the means or knowledge to protect their virgin crops and were unable to harvest viable seed for next year’s plantings. The Yohimbe-Guatemalan project now belonged to the Fitzer Pharmaceutical Company, but Renata felt uncomfortable about her involvement with it. She didn’t want to harm anyone.

      It was Monday, and for some reason, the coffee wasn’t kicking in. Renata couldn’t concentrate on Agri business. She lined up her pens and shifted her laptop parallel to the desk edge. Tomorrow night she was going to the shibari group again. She hoped to show Dmitri something new.

      Renata’s attention lingered on her shoelace. To tie a shoe was an elementary school benchmark. The typical lace-up of diagonal crossings leading to a bow was part of everyday life. That basic knot was akin to learning how to write one’s name. Renata thought of other knots that fell into the same category. Gift-wrapping, tying a man’s tie, and braiding hair were all innocent human training. These were functional knots all about presenting something for looking at. They fastened things together, and elicited human response. Renata next pondered the knots that didn’t fasten. Knots in hair and tangles of fishing line were a nuisance. Even muscles could knot up. The unpleasant kinds of knots were fastened around themselves. They were unintended knots. Renata wondered if her relationships were knotted. Was the fetus like a knot inside her?

      Then there were shibari knots. Their purpose was for expression and art. Although they were built of practical fastening knots to support and dress the subject, their use wasn’t about need but rather desire; sexual desire.

      Renata contemplated the lines in life as if they formed a long string pattern. Commuting between home and work was like looping a skein. When stuck with a frustrating problem, the mind twisted round itself like tangled hair.

      Renata’s dragonfly tattoo fluttered between her shoulder blades. She remembered  Japan and her deep sadness about losing Danny. She had felt then that her life rope had been cut. The tattoo had marked the beginning of a new journey and flew at the start of her new cord, one she had been living since.

      Concentrating, Renata imagined the perfect knot; a spiritual knot. It would be a knot with no end or beginning. This knot would be a pattern of locked circles floating independent of a subject. They would be interwoven rather than fastened. The knot would appear as a pattern of unbroken rings, serving no purpose except to exist. Tibetans and Celts were some of the first to illustrate these spiritual knots based in mathematical theory. Renata had heard that DNA was formed this way. Could her body really be composed of trillions of sublime knots?

      Someone tapped on her office door. Renata looked up and saw that it was new CEO, Gayle Anderson. “Come in,” she said politely.

      “Ms. Alvarez. How are you doing?” Gayle paused, but not long enough for Renata to reply. “How’s everything going with the project evaluations? Have you reached any conclusions?”

      That was a broad question to ask out of the blue, and Renata wondered why the woman was really here. This was the first time she’d talked to Gayle alone. Something felt off; but then again, Renata had felt in the clouds all morning, so perhaps she was overreacting.

      “Still working on them. We might start prospecting for some more space for a new sample farm, I’m thinking,” Renata replied.

      “Yes, Erik had mentioned that too,” Gayle interrupted, without letting Renata finish her answer. So why did she bother asking? “Well, let me know if there’s anything I need to know.” Gayle turned to leave. “And Renata, I’m looking forward to working with you.” She spoke with controlled friendliness.

      “Same here,” said Renata, hoping she meant it. She felt a movement in her belly, an inside scratch. Was that the baby? It felt like a fish flapping in water. She hated having to wear baggier clothes, and she was feeling a lot less attractive and confident than normal. The baby kicked again. Her belly was getting hard to hide. It had been more than four months, by her calculations. She didn’t even want to be a parent. Renata was flooded with anxiety. She needed a place to have the baby, and she needed to figure that out immediately. The obvious choice was at her casita in Brazil. Miguel would take care of her – she hoped – but what about work? She didn’t want to quit.

      In a quick minute, Renata was standing outside Erik’s former office. She saw Gayle inside working on her computer. She rehearsed her speech before knocking and entering the now unfamiliar office. Without any greeting, Renata blurted, “I think I need to visit the farm in Brazil to check parameters and temperature readings, and possibly look for another site nearby.” She took a deep breath while Gayle waited. “So that would mean flying down and staying for a bit, perhaps even a month or more, maybe.” That was pushing it, but hopefully Gayle didn’t have any idea what was really going on in Brazil. Renata had given her best pitch.

      “Sure. When were you thinking?”

      Obviously Renata would need maternity leave in some guise or another, and Gayle was counting on her desire to keep her pregnancy secret. The fewer people that knew about this special child the better, she thought. Gayle could have someone spy on Renata; perhaps someone who could pose as an Agri-Gen employee from the Chicago office.

      “Umm, I’m not sure, exactly. I’ll have Katrina arrange it, and then send you my itinerary. Is that okay?”

      “Of course. That sounds good. You can just forward the details to me when you have them.”

      That was too easy! But Renata was so relieved she didn’t overthink it.  “Great, thanks!” Renata smiled and returned to her office. She had taken care of that problem in less than ten minutes. It was turning out to be a good day after all.

      I need you to make some travel arrangements for me, Renata texted Katrina. The girl showed up like she had been waiting outside the door.

      “Please book a round trip for me to São Paulo leaving in….” Renata wanted to push departure as far out as she could to get closer to her due date. Even though she hadn’t calculated that yet. “Let’s see. Leaving in two weeks.”

      “Sure thing. Accommodation too?” The girl was positively chipper.

      “”No, I’ll take care of that.” She would call Miguel later and see if he could send a car to take her to the villa.

      Renata went back to her project overviews and though more about the new sample farm. She mapped out some possible sites with the right climate. By five o’clock, her flight was booked and a heavy weight lifted from her mind. Still, Renata felt unsettled, though she couldn’t figure out why. Hopefully the shibari tomorrow evening would cheer her up.

      At home, even Kamber didn’t make Renata feel better. Her stomach hurt, and she had a pounding headache. Renata wished she felt comfortable calling Alexa. She imagined falling into her nurturing arms. But that would mean making a commitment, and Renata didn’t want to offer something that she couldn’t fulfill. Plus with the baby on the way, things would be much more complicated. And she was sure Alexa would notice the pregnancy right away.

      Who was the father? wondered Renata for the umpteen the time. And which man would she choose if it were up to her? If it was Erik’s, he might want to get married. But then he would own her in a sense, and that wasn’t going to happen. Renata had also been with a few one nighters who were possible fathers. However, all the guys had used condoms. But maybe one had leaked?

      She ordered her favorite takeout, pad thai with an extra serving of peanut sauce, and let her forehead sink into her hand. Why was she sweating? Everything had been so perfect until now. How had this happened? Agri-Gen was going so well, and she would probably get promoted again. If only she weren’t knocked up.

      Renata missed Erik suddenly. She had absolutely no one to confide in. She remembered resting on Erik’s bare chest, and how right that had felt. Her apartment felt lonely, and she was scared. For the first time, she truly thought about the birth. Would it hurt a lot? What if there were something wrong with the kid? Maybe she should consider getting an abortion. It wasn’t too late. Her headache teamed up with anxiety. She had been through so much; how did she know she was safe now? Was someone stalking her? She checked around the room, looking for any hidden surveillance equipment, but there was none to be found. She was just being paranoid.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            The Tea Cup

          

        

      

    

    
      That night Renata slept badly, and the next day she sat at her desk in a slump, waiting for her coffee. Lately it had become an obsession. She considered getting it herself, but didn’t want to interfere with her assistant. Hopefully it would do its usual magic; otherwise she could have Katrina pick up a cup from across the street.

      Katrina tapped on the door with a steamy mug in her hands. She had followed directions and had put a generous scoop of the gray powder into Renata’s coffee that morning.

      “Here you go.” Katrina said, setting the coffee down on Renata’s desk.

      Renata hungrily took a big sip. “Yum, thank you.” Today it was delicious.

      “Anything else I can get you?”

      “Not right now. Thanks, Katrina.” Renata sipped down the rest of the cup quickly after Katrina left. Her body and mind calmed. It was so good she wanted more. Another coffee please, she texted Katrina.

      Gayle hadn’t directed Katrina on the coffee refill situation, as Renata didn’t normally take more than one cup, but there was plenty of powder left in the zip locked bag. Katrina was curious to see the effect of a double dose on Renata. She knew it was loaded with sildenafil, and she wondered if it would make Renata sex-crazed. She chuckled as she imagined her boss humping the office chair.

      After she’d gulped down the second cup of coffee, the day sped by for Renata. She felt like a superhero. Only Katrina knew she was jacked up on the special yohimbe cocktail. The huge dose of synthesized Viagra was making Renata feel super sexual instead of dumpy and pregnant. The drug also helped Renata work. She accelerated through Agri–Gen business and easily read through all her paperwork. Five o’clock came early, and Renata raced home.

      She ate three crackers with cheese while standing in front of the fridge. Then she threw on her black leggings. They were easy to move in and didn’t bind anywhere. She hopped back into her Audi TT and played some Major Lazer to get pumped up. Renata was ready for anything. In record time, she stood in front of the Castro theatre.

      Had the place been cleaned since last week? The building was grand, and time had seasoned it. An art nouveau phoenix glinted from a cornice on the façade. This theater must have been built a long time ago, thought Renata. Even the dirty plastic bags and cigarette butts strewn along the sidewalk didn’t deter from its majesty.

      Renata definitely had her sexy on, and shibari was exactly what she needed. The door was unlocked, so she made her was through the vestibule and down the rows of seats.

      “Welcome,” called Dmitri from the stage. He looked exquisite tonight, and Renata couldn’t help lingering on his muscular physique. He picked up her vibe and bit back a smile. “So it’s just us tonight,” he said covetously. Only then did Renata look around. There were no girls, and Dmitri’s spider web was unwound to it base cords.

      “Oh,” said Renata, and the empty place echoed a little. “Okay.” She spoke more quietly this time, feeling suddenly awkward.

      “So you tie?”

      It was a challenge. Renata felt like she was on a cliff, looking down. Why had she come, especially without a plan? What was wrong with her? She normally didn’t have crazy mood swings. Being pregnant sucks.

      “Can I get you anything, sir?” Nima danced into the space without changing its energy.

      So they weren’t completely alone after all. Nima flashed Renata a warm smile, his dark eyes familiar. Renata’s cliff was gone, and her confidence was back.

      “Tea, yes. Ginseng.” Nima hurried off. “For two, please.” Dmitri called after him.

      Renata stared into her satchel of ropes, wondering what would happen next. She sat at the little tea table in the same Victorian chair as last week. Dmitri also sat in the same place. Gathering herself, Renata focused on her goal for this evening. She wanted to show Dmitri that she was an equal.

      Like a sparrow, Nima flittered back with two little cups and a porcelain pot. Apparently he wasn’t included in the tea party. Renata wanted him around, so she said, “I tie men. Could I use Nima as a subject?” Renata had felt it was disrespectful of Dmitri to have offered her Nima last week without his permission, so although she addressed the question to Dmitri, she made sure that Nima knew she was asking him too.

      “I’d love that, girlfriend.” Nima winked at Renata before Dmitri could respond. He’s a quick one, thought Renata.

      “Okay, great, thank you.” Dmitri nodded to Nima and grinned pleasantly. Maybe Dmitri was mild mannered after all.

      Renata looked around for a prop. There was the spider web, but that was too masculine, and was also Dmitri’s territory.  The only other options were the table and the chairs they were sitting on. She had never tied anyone to a table or chair before. Her chair’s cushion was soft and would be more comfortable for Nima. Plus his dark skin would be a pretty contrast against the cream fabric of the seat.

      She closed her eyes and let her mind empty, focusing on her own version of an endless knot. She let her mind travel along its path. Her meditation pushed away anxious thoughts. In Japan, Renata had learned the technique of viewing herself from the outside. She saw a strong, intelligent woman sitting at a table with two men. Renata reminded herself she was compassionate and capable. Holding these self-images, she reached for inspiration.

      Bowing her head respectfully, she addressed Nima. “Please change into these if you’re comfortable with that.” She pulled out her own spare pair of spandex shorts from the bottom of her satchel. They looked like they’d fit.

      “Of course, darling,” Nima said, whistling a happy tune as he pranced behind stage to change. He reappeared in the shorts and his own white tank. Renata could tell Nima was enjoying being the center of attention. Perhaps Dmitri didn’t tie men. She wanted to know when or if Nima had been shibari-ed before. Maybe she would ask him later; this wasn’t the time to break the mood with chitchat. Dmitri sat still, playing the part of a good audience.

      Not wanting to make Nima feel embarrassed or shy, Renata respectfully kept her eyes off of her new subject’s body. Instead she focused on the getting out rope and planning some patterns.

      “Can I use this?” Renata gestured towards the chair. Dmitri nodded, looking pleased. Renata set the chair on its back with the seat facing the table. She asked Nima to sit on the wooden bars that were now horizontal.

      “Are you comfortable?” she asked.

      He said he was, but Renata knew those bars could get uncomfortable fast. She pulled her hoodie out of the satchel.

      “How about this?” She slipped it under Nima’s sitz bones.

      “Oh yes! Nice and soft now.” Nima laughed contagiously.

      And then Renata began to tie. Starting at Nima’s waist, she looped a medium rope twice, and on the next round went under the loops and up around the back of Nima’s neck and back into the waist loop, creating a narrow deep V from shoulders to waist. This rope was almost used up, so she secured it on the belt with a strong efficient knot like a belt buckle. The belt was strong and would be a good torso foundation.

      Renata stepped away for a moment to examine her placements. Nima and Dmitri stayed quiet, respecting her concentration. Next she pulled out a pack of magenta strips made of velvet. One was just long enough to wrap from the back bottom of Nima’s rib cage to cross between his breasts and secure in back. Then she added two small strips to make triangles around his pecs. It looked Nima was wearing a bikini top. Renata noticed his breasts were swollen, and not in a male way. Gently Renata touched Nima’s nipple while using her body to hide the action from Dmitri. His nipple hardened under her finger as she stole a glance at the boy. He smiled mischievously, without modesty.

      Dmitri and Nima were both grinning. Impulsively Renata tied two of her new Tigerlily knots over Nima’s chest, not sure if she were protecting or enhancing his breasts. She stepped back again to appraise her creation. Her shibari looked festive and light, which was a relief. The magenta velvet made a pretty flower form. Nima looked as if he were tied for a night on the town.

      As a final touch, Renata used a strip of teal velvet around Nima’s forehead and looped his right wrist securely to the back of his head. His arm bend looked like a leaf outline coming from the torso area. She tied the other arm behind Nima’s back into the belt foundation cord to make another leaf. Then Renata wrapped Nima’s arms in green cord around like a skein. She didn’t knot this except at the ends. Now the leaf arms looked solid.

      Renata danced back to take in her creation. Nima looked like a growing flower. The piece was absolutely fabulous and completely original. Dmitri applauded.

      Nima asked, “Can you take a picture for me? It’s my first shibari!”

      “I’ll take some with my phone and text them over.”

      Renata did her best to take photos focused on Nima, but also on her knots. She texted all of the photos to Nima, and two of the best ones to Dmitri. Renata could see that Nima’s arms were starting to strain, noting that this shibari could only be used for a short time. She untied Nima while praising and thanking him. Renata had learned her shibari etiquette while studying in Japan and was always careful to honor her helpers.

      Nima changed and returned Renata’s shorts. “Goodnight and thank you,” he said. His eyes were glued to the photos on his phone. “Oh, that’s a good one,” Nima purred, as he left the theatre.

      “Nice work,” said Dmitri. Now Renata was really alone with Dmitri.  She uprighted the chair and sat across from him at the small table. Dmitri lifted the teapot and filled Renata’s teacup.

      “Those were your original knots?” he asked.

      “Yes, yes they were. Did you like the flowers?” she asked.

      “Very much. They are…” Dmitri hesitated. “Cute.”

      That was not the kind of impression she had been trying to present tonight. But then again, thinking about the knots, their magenta color and their placement, she admitted they had been a little ‘cute.’ Still, it was one thing for her to think that; another for Dmitri to say so.

      “They’re playful,” Renata corrected. “Do you create your own knots too?” She threw the words at Dmitri. He blinked up a grin, enjoying the competition.

      “I do, but they’re not for looking at.” Dmitri paused, thinking for a moment. “My knots are only for making things happen, to hold someone or accentuate them. Sometimes to fasten or connect to props or even other knots.” He cleared his throat. “Yours really are flowers, Ms. Renata.” Now he smiled openly with praise. “They speak without a useful purpose; their own form is their purpose. For you, they are the object. I use knots to travel as a road for creating living art.” He rubbed his forehead. “I’ve not thought this out before,” he said softly.

      Renata sipped her tea, waiting for him to finish, but Dmitri didn’t say anything more.

      A wave of desire rose up from Renata’s navel. She looked at Dmitri’s thigh in the soft gym pants he had on. He was strong and developed there. She wondered if he were a runner; he had the build for it. Gorgeous legs, she thought. Renata’s curiosity wandered to what lay between them.

      “Perhaps our skills are compatible.” Renata raised her gaze to Dmitri’s face.

      She watched Dmitri’s eyes wander over her body. It was like he was touching her. Then she remembered her black leggings and their snugness. She only hoped she didn’t have camel toe. She fidgeted in her chair.

      “What pretty hands you have,” said Dmitri. He lifted her right hand and pretended to examine it, but Renata knew his desire had already gone beyond her hands. Dmitri moved behind her and placed her hand between her legs. She liked his dominance, but resisted him at the same time.

      “That’s a good spot for that pretty hand. Could you part your knees three inches?” It was the same request as last week. As if a rope were holding her knees together, Renata struggled to pull them apart. Her tension was escalating. Dmitri placed her teacup between her thighs and moved the table so he could stand right in front of her.

      “Hold this tight,” he commanded.

      The ginseng tea shivered. Renata brought her right hand out from against her cleft.

      “Let’s keep that there.” Dmitri placed her hand back firmly.

      Now Dmitri lifted her left hand and tickled the palm, saying, “Don’t break my teacup, pretty lady.”

      She didn’t know if she would drop the cup or crush it, but something was bound to happen.

      “Do what I do.” Dmitri said. He dipped the fingers of her left hand into the warm tea. Then he crouched beside her, wiggling her pointer finger back and forth. The tea was wet and Dmitri was strong. Renata moved her right pointer finger against her pussy with the same motion used Dmitri to guide her left finger. Her spandex leggings were the only barrier. She was hot, very hot, and moist too. She watched the teacup sandwiched between her thighs. Suddenly Renata came undone. She threw her head back and lost control. Only after her orgasm did she open her eyes.

      Dmitri stood watching from above. Gingerly he removed the teacup from between her thighs, and it hadn’t spilled a drop.
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            Gayle’s Problem

          

        

      

    

    
      Gayle turned her chair to the office windows. Thick fog obstructed the view of the bay. She reviewed the status of her sildenafil project again. The yohimbe powder was working, according to the Renata’s saliva tests. Gayle had had to buy a case of new mugs, because she had left so many of Renata’s at the lab. Fortunately the virus was doing its job to contain the compounded sildenafil in Renata. The problem was that on no-powder days, the sildenafil concentration in each cell went down. But perhaps it was still working over time, Gayle thought. Compared to the levels from three months ago, Renata’s DNA had a twenty percent higher concentration of sildenafil. She would have to ask Dr. Bayer from the lab for more information.

      Gayle was also wrestling with how to monitor Renata during her time in Brazil. She knew that Renata was a relative of the governor, and that she would probably spend time with him. Perhaps she could place a new staff member there in the governor’s mansion. But it was unlikely they would hire an American. Then she remembered the sperm donor. Why not give him a call and see if he wanted to go on an all-expenses-paid vacation?

      As if that weren’t enough to deal with, Black Lotus in China was breathing down her neck. She had told them she would have something big in six months. By then Renata would have given birth; or maybe she could count on Katrina’s surrogate. And she still had to run the everyday Agri-Gen business, even though she had only accepted the position to get near Renata. A deep yawn slipped out. She had started to rely on Ambien nightly to sleep, which sometimes left her groggy.
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            Complications

          

        

      

    

    
      She couldn’t finish the cheeseburger. Nausea and heartburn were punishments Katrina hadn’t anticipated, but  she told herself it would all be worth it in the end.

      Katrina had just moved to a bigger apartment, with modern fixtures and claw foot tub. The kitchen cabinets had glass doors, and Katrina had purchased a new set of dishware and an espresso machine. Then she’d bought a large dinner table and six chairs. Since her back had been hurting – and after all, she was pregnant! – she’d splurged on a fancy mattress as well.  Now her account had only six hundred dollars. But it was the end of the month, and she would get her next  $5000 just three days. Katrina wasn’t worried about money anymore.

      What she had eaten of the burger wasn’t sitting right. Fearing she needed to throw up, Katrina hobbled into her new bathroom. She knelt on the floor and tried to retch, but nothing came up. She had bad menstrual cramps, and felt wetness in her underwear. Checking, she saw a spot of blood about the size of a pill. Katrina lay down on her new mattress. Should she call someone? The only person she could think of was Gayle.

      Instead, she searched pregnancy and bleeding online. One article said that blood spotting early on was common and not serious. As well, heartburn and nausea in the first three months were expected. The treatment was to eat bland food. Katrina spent the evening and night in bed watching videos on her computer. In the morning she had morning sickness, but nibbled some plain crackers, which made her feel better. The spotting had stopped.
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            Nima is Herself

          

        

      

    

    
      OMG! I love the pics! Thx! Renata read Nima’s text when she got home. He had sent along a selfie with a goofy smile. She smiled into her phone. The night had gone well. She couldn’t have tied so well without Nima’s enthusiasm.

      “He’s a good guy,” Renata told Kamber, adding, “and you are the world’s best dog.” Kamber looked at Renata with love. “I need to find someone to take care of you,” she told her big dog.

      On an impulse, she texted Nima. Do you dog sit?

      Would love to. I love dogs!

      The next night, Nima came over. Renata put out some cheese and crackers with a couple of natural root beers. This last week she had been constantly starving, it seemed.

      “Hungry?” she asked, as Nima entered the apartment.

      “Not really. Plus I’m watching my figure.”

      Renata laughed out loud. The idea seemed preposterous. “Why? You look good the way you are.” She was hoping she hadn’t offended her new friend.

      “Girlfriend, I’m watching my weight because it’s what we women do.”

      Women? He wasn’t a woman, was he? Renata hadn’t given much thought to his small breasts. She had assumed they were man boobs, and had tied over them as an innocent instinct. She had been so concerned with impressing Dmitri that she hadn’t given Nima’s appearance any serious attention, and she did know from the shibari that he had all his male parts in the usual place. The spandex she had loaned him hadn’t left much to the imagination.

      “I was born as Nimon, but I was supposed to be me. Nima, a girl.” Nima rolled the paper napkin into a line and was making a paper ring on his middle finger. Renata noticed his clean, buffed fingernails; they were small and feminine. “I’ve always known that I’m a woman, and when all this junk grew” – he (or rather, she) gestured at her jeans zipper – “where it wasn’t supposed to, I’ve had to make the best of it.” Nima’s eyes darted to Renata’s face and then back to the napkin on her finger.

      “My parents freaked when I told them. There are trans people born in Iran too, I said. But they told me to never say anything about it again, so I left home. I went to a shelter for teens at first, then worked in bars.” Nima frowned, as if reliving a bad memory. “And then Dmitri hired me as his assistant. I finally got enough money for hormones. They are so expensive! And I’m saving up for surgery.”

      “Wow,” said Renata. Nima had told her more than she’d asked for, but she appreciated her openness. Perhaps she had guessed that Renata was secretly pregnant, and felt like she could trust her. Or maybe she told everyone her story. It didn’t matter to Renata whether her new friend was male or female. But it mattered to Nima; that was obvious.

      Nima clearly felt like a woman, even though she was trapped in a man’s body. How difficult that must be! Renata sighed, her heart filled with empathy.

      “I’m okay with you as a woman; okay with Nima.” Renata wrapped her fingers around Nima’s wrist and squeezed gently.

      “So can we be girlfriends then?” Nima asked. “And please call me by she and her, because that is me.”

      “Of course,” replied Renata.

      “You gonna drop that package off when you leave town?” Nima pointed at her stomach. “That’s what I’m talking about, girlfriend. Don’t deny it.” Was Renata’s pregnancy open for discussion? She wanted to pretend it wasn’t happening, but gave in.

      “Yes. I’m going to go to Brazil to have it. But please don’t tell anyone, okay?” It did feel good to talk to someone.

      “Why not just have it here?”

      “Because I don’t think I’d be a good mom, and I don’t know who the father is.” Renata mumbled the last line. Kamber lay down under Renata’s chair, flicking her broomy tail at Nima, who stroked her back and said,” This pup the one you need me to watch?”

      “Yeah. Don’t worry, she’s very gentle. You can stay here , if you like, and I’ll give you enough money for dog food and some extra. I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, though. Is that okay?”

      “Of course, my darling, your place is way sweeter than mine, and I promise I’ll take good care of it. And your dog.” Kamber put her face in Nima’s lap as she petted her. “When are you due?”

      “I…don’t know exactly.” Renata was embarrassed. She didn’t dare confess that she hadn’t been to a doctor yet. Worries about the pregnancy crowded her. She’d planned on taking care of all that in Brazil with Miguel. Renata trusted that he would help her, no matter what.

      “Want to tie me up?” Nima said, trying to cheer Renata.

      Renata felt stressed, but it was early. “Okay, sure. Something simple?” Perhaps the shibari would relax her.

      “I’m all yours.” Nima raised her hands in the air.

      Renata opened her rope trunk and inhaled the scent of fresh linen and leather. The skeins of rope were organized beautifully. She let the colors wash over her and grabbed a bundle of purple silk. The purple was dramatic and soft, a perfect match for Nima and the evening.

      “This time, no chair?” she asked. Nima nodded and smiled. “Are you okay with lying down in the bedroom?”

      “Ooh, la la,” Nima teased.

      “Just for tying, no sex.” Renata’s face flushed. But she wasn’t interested in Nima in that way, and it was important for her to know that. Renata hoped they both had the same feelings.

      Nima followed Renata into her bedroom and lay on the quilt. “I’m all yours. Should I be scared?” She was teasing Renata again.

      “Of course not! I never hurt anyone.” Renata smiled reassuringly. She untied the silk and shifted her focus to knotting. The deep vermillion looked beautiful in her cocoa hand. She planned on using this silk for self-tying next time. Then Renata studied Nima’s physical form, looking for the lady trapped inside. The curve of her hips and full lips were good confirmations. Then there were the male biceps and muscular back. She supposed Nima was very strong from climbing Dmitri’s web and helping the girls down.

      Renata envisioned a unifying tie for Nima. It would be a shibari that would coax out the feminine and soothe her new friend.

      “Just a minute.” Renata grabbed a tank and leggings for herself and changed quickly in the bathroom. Now she could move more fluidly. On the bed, Nima pulled the comforter over her legs like she might nap. Good that she’s comfortable, thought Renata. That would help her get into the zone. Renata decided to tie over Nima’s clothes. She focused on her Zazen training and began to tie.

      Renata used two lengths of the silk, each about fifty feet long. She contemplated adding another color, but hesitated. If she could complete the shibari with just the purple, it would be more dramatic. Broad ties with details added last would be most efficient plan, she figured.

      Renata wrapped Nima like a mummy. She wanted to cover her male shell as completely as possible. She wound the silk snugly but loose around the chest. That way Nima could breathe freely. The body wrap used up a whole skein and only took ten minutes. Then Renata helped Nima roll onto her front so she could tie in the loose end and hide it.

      “Ummf.” Nima’s face was buried in the quilt. Quickly Renata flipped Nima onto her back again.

      She would use the other skein for detail. Renata was drawn to the crotch area. This was the first female knot she had learned, so it seemed like a natural choice. But that didn’t feel right, so instead she focused on the waist, which curved in like her own. She tied a loop on the belly button and kept adding more loops into a cord that stretched onto the floor.

      “Ohh,” Renata said out loud. She had used up the second skein.

      “Oh my god, you gave me an umbilical cord.” Nima looked down at the shibari.

      This was nothing like anything Renata had made before. Had she made it because she was pregnant, or was it a vision of rebirth for Nima? She smiled.

      Nima smiled too. “Can you take some photos?”

      “Of course.” Renata took lots before untying her friend.
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      Renata worried the X-ray machine might have hurt her baby. And was the pressured plane cabin bad for pregnancy? Probably she was just being paranoid.

      She had recalculated her missed periods and thought she was probably about half way along. She wiggled in the uncomfortable plane seat, while the man next to her snored away. Her trip to Brazil could last for months. What would she tell Gayle? Maybe she should appeal to Erik instead. He would do whatever she asked. She reviewed her plan to give up the child for adoption and return to work. Finally, Renata closed her eyes and slept.

      After landing, Renata dragged her suitcase through the sprawling São Paolo airport. The elastic of her leggings gripped her stomach uncomfortably. Could the baby have grown on the plane flight? Then she saw Miguel waiting for her. He held her in a long embrace before speaking.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” His face crinkled with worry. Did she look that bad?

      “I’m fine,” Renata replied, sighing deeply. “Just tired from the flight.”

      Miguel pulled her suitcase to the town car he had waiting outside. Renata yawned and closed her eyes as they drove through the city to the Governor’s mansion.

      Miguel wheeled the suitcase into the main house, with Renata following behind. He led her to a bedroom on the ground floor facing the back of the estate. Renata could tell Miguel had had it decorated for her arrival. There was a canopy bed covered in white tulle and a private bathroom with a Jacuzzi tub. French doors opened to a lawn with a view overlooking the estate.

      Miguel had made this sanctuary just for her. How had she ended up with the sweetest caregiver in the world? She had told him the story of her valuable female DNA proteins, but not about the freezer incident or who she suspected might be after her.
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      Over the next few weeks, Miguel treated Renata like a rose petal. She took walks on the grounds and stayed home watching TV in Portuguese. Her vocabulary and fluency were almost perfect. Meanwhile, her belly was getting huge. Miguel hired a doctor to come for regular check ups. She measured Renata’s stomach and brought her vitamins, and after one visit, informed Renata that she was expecting a boy. Sarah, Miguel’s housekeeper, prepared big meals with lots of green vegetables. Soon the baby had grown to the size of a small watermelon.

      Renata scrolled through pictures of Kamber from Nima, glad that she was not in the San Francisco chill. She felt a cramp on the surface of her stomach. Muscles she hadn’t known she had squeezed together and then released. She felt kicking from inside. There was another contraction, and a small flood spilled out onto the sofa.

      “Miguel?” Renata called. “Miguel!”

      Sarah dashed out of the kitchen. “Señora? You have baby?” she asked. “I get Señor.” She reappeared with Miguel.

      “Renata, are you okay?”

      “I think my water broke.” She stood and pointed to the wet area on the couch. “I hope the sofa can be cleaned.”

      “The sofa doesn’t matter. You do. And the baby.” Miguel helped her sit back down, and then turned away to call the doctor. “Yes, her water might have broken. Blood? I’ll check.” Miguel examined the stain. There were a few small blood spots on the cushions. “Contractions?” Miguel leaned toward Renata. “Have you had any contractions?”

      “Maybe… one or two?” If they had been contractions, they hadn’t hurt.

      Miguel hung up and put an arm around her. “You’re going to be fine,” he told her.

      The doctor arrived. She smiled calmly and took Renata’s hand.

      “Will he be okay?” Renata asked.

      “We will do our best, but the longer you can carry the better,” said the doctor.

      Miguel helped Renata to the bedroom and left the room so that the examination was private.

      “Your amniotic sac tore, but it’s refilling, so you’ll have to stay in bed to stop the labor. That way the baby can develop more.” The doctor squeezed her hand comfortingly. “And I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you.”

      Sara brought in a big bowl of soup, which Renata ate gratefully. Then she slipped into a deep sleep.

      The next day Renata stayed in bed, only taking bathroom breaks. She was surprised that she didn’t feel antsy. Ten more days passed, and Renata swelled even larger. On the morning of the eleventh day ,she felt a real contraction. Then there was a gush like the gush on the sofa, but much more fluid came out.

      The doctor arrived with an assistant. Under Miguel’s guidance, Renata had chosen to have the baby at home, in the Governor’s mansion. The canopy bed was comfortable. She was grateful she didn’t have to move because she was in so much pain. The doctor gave her a sedative, which made her tongue so thick that she couldn’t talk or think clearly.

      “Okay, here’s your baby.” Renata snuggled the infant briefly, and then the exhaustion overtook her.

      The assistant lifted the swaddled baby from her grasp while Renata slept and handed her to Miguel. “She’s early; not even seven months.”

      Miguel was not surprised to be holding a girl instead of a boy; he’d known along, but had planned to hide the sex of the child. He knew that Renata’s DNA had been stolen before because she was female and somehow unique. Perhaps fake documents could help to protect the infant girl from whoever was after Renata. But at the moment, other dangers concerned him. The baby was small; too small. And she hadn’t made a sound. Would she live? Was she alive even now? Miguel put his finger under her nostril and felt a tiny puff. He sighed in relief.

      “We need to take her to an incubator right away.” The nurse took the baby from Miguel, while the doctor turned Renata onto her side and covered her with an extra blanket. She left more sedatives on the night table.

      The next day, Renata woke up in the afternoon. What had happened? Her stomach was loose like a bag. And the shades were closed. She smelled the irony scent of the maxi pad between her legs. “Ugh.” She pushed herself to a sitting position and propped a pillow behind her back. There was a light tap on the door, and then it opened.

      “Renata?” Miguel spoke softly.

      “I’m awake.”

      Miguel sat in a chair next to the bed. “You okay?” he asked.

      Before Renata could answer, Sara came in with two steaming plates filled with chicken, rice, and greens. Renata was famished and quickly cleaned her plate.

      “Where’s my son?” she asked Miguel. She had agreed to put the baby up for adoption, but Renata had hoped to have him for a few days first. She wondered which father he resembled.

      Miguel hesitated. Renata was clearly still groggy, and hadn’t taken in the baby’s gender right after the birth. “He’s… he’s in the hospital. But I have a family, the family for him like we talked about.

      “Is he okay? Healthy?”

      “Yes, but he has to stay in the hospital for a while. He was premature.” Miguel felt guilty referring to the baby as a boy. But the strange letters he had received spooked him. The first one had read, I’m coming for your baby girl. That was right after the doctor took Renata’s first ultrasound. Because of the letter, Miguel had told the doctor to have a fake birth certificate made and officially recorded. He’d spun a story about Renata wanting a boy so badly he was afraid she’d become depressed if she knew she were carrying a girl. The doctor had heard of such cases before, and agreed with Miguel that there was no need to distress Renata while she was carrying, and that once she had a chance to bond with her baby, the gender wouldn’t make any difference. The next letter was similar. It was a typed and very short. I will find her was the message. That one had come only that morning.

      Miguel had saved both letters and given them to his friend Abramo, who was the head of police. But nothing could be told from the generic postmark; the stationery and envelope were of a common sort. Abramo had sent the letters off to a lab, but warned Miguel that it was unlikely any identifying marks would be found.

      Renata had told Miguel her story about the special proteins, and Miguel was very worried. He figured someone was after Renata’s baby, and he planned on doing everything he could to protect both of them. In addition, she hadn’t said who the father was, and Miguel worried that the baby might be his. She did look a little like him; then again, she looked like someone else too. But he had a plan for the little one. For now, she was in an incubator in a private clinic with a guard on duty.

      “He’s going to be okay, so please rest yourself. He’s premature, but the doctors are sure he’ll be fine.

      “How long will he have to stay in the incubator?”

      “One month, perhaps, or maybe two. But he’s happy. I saw him yawn and smile. He’s beautiful, and he looks just like you.” Miguel had a picture of the infant on the phone, but she looked so tiny and skinny he didn’t want to show Renata, at least not now, even though she was wrapped in a blue blanket and could have been of any gender.

      “His new parents have gone to meet him, and they’re going to visit everyday until he gets out.” It was very hard to lie to Renata, but Miguel needed to protect the child.

      “Did they name him?”

      Miguel paused, not knowing what to say. “They’re waiting until he goes home with them.” Renata didn’t ask any more questions. To Miguel, right now she looked like their mama right before she died.

      Renata leaned back, falling deep into the pillows. “I need to be alone.”

      Alone? That worried Miguel, but maybe she was just tired. “Call me if you need anything.”

      That evening Renata’s milk came in, and her breasts hurt so badly she cried. They were tender to the touch, and she couldn’t lie on them because they were so engorged. Her nipples had grown into mocha saucers that stayed erect all the time.

      When Miguel came to check on her, she was wearing only a thin tank top. His eyes wandered down her body. “Wow,” he said. “Do they hurt?”

      Instead of answering, Renata took his hand and put it under her nightgown around her nipple. Then she tightened his fingers and helped him squeeze out her milk. The white liquid dribbled out of her nipple, soaking her shirt. Her other breast contracted on its own. Then it squirted out a stream of fresh milk. It was obvious from the bulge in Miguel’s pants that he was excited. But Renata knew he would never initiate sex without her permission.

      “Want to try some?” Renata asked. “They hurt from being so full.” Gently Miguel removed her nightie and massaged her nipples, which got even harder. Renata was irrationally wet between her legs. “Ahhh…that feels good,” she crooned. She put her hands on the back of his head and drew his mouth onto her breast. He licked her gently. “Harder, suck harder.” Miguel’s lips wrapped around one nipple and he caressed the other one at the same time. Milk flowed out and Miguel was swallowing. Renata’s other breast was letting down, which was a big relief.

      “This one,” she demanded, and pulled his head across her chest. He switched sides and drank deep, releasing the pressure. Now his other hand wandered under the covers and between her legs.

      “Is this okay?” he asked. She moved his hand up toward her clit and away from the birthing canal. Then she lay back and let him do all the work. She did just have a baby, she reasoned. In a minute, she came with a vengeance. She gushed, overflowing and throbbing.

      Miguel pulled away from Renata, grinning wide. “You are so beautiful,” he said. He held her tight, before tucking her under the blanket.

      “Sweet dreams, my love,” he whispered. Renata saw that he was hard, but she was too wiped out to help.

      Over the next few days, Renata recovered. Her abdomen cramped as her uterus shrank. It was like she had just come from a battle; a battle that she hadn’t won. Sitting in the garden helped. When she walked barefoot, the grass was soft under her feet, and the overgrown willows comforted her. After making sure she was alone, she talked out loud. And cried, until she couldn’t cry anymore. She wanted to see her son desperately, but also knew that she would want him back. Maybe one day she would be a mother, but not today, she told herself. She forced herself to remember her real life and her future, the one in San Francisco. She missed Kamber and her apartment, and Nima too.

      Renata stayed on the estate a few more days. “I need to go home soon,” she told Miguel. Her milk had dried up, and she could fit back into her jeans.

      “Stay, lover, stay.” He frowned, and his eyes flickered away. Maybe he had hoped Renata would move into the mansion with him, but that wasn’t her plan. She noticed Miguel had changed somehow. He looked away nervously whenever she asked about the baby, so she stopped asking. Perhaps he was judging her for her decision to give up the child? The less she knew the better, and her son’s new family didn’t need her around making things complicated.

      From the airplane window, São Paolo looked like a blanket of sparkling lights. Renata imagined her son somewhere down there, someplace he would be loved and have a bright future, like Miguel. Her trip to Brazil already felt like a dream, and she’d been gone only three weeks.
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      Renata mounted the stairs up to her apartment with glee; she couldn’t wait to see Kamber. As she turned the key in the lock she heard a growl and then a bark. She opened the door to a very happy dog. Without speaking, Renata fell to her knees and hugged the big animal, burying her face in fur.

      “Welcome home!” Nima was laughing and came in for a hug. She threw her arms around her friend and the friends twirled around. Nima had on a miniskirt and a tight t-shirt; a sexy schoolgirl outfit.

      “You look cute, girlfriend.” Renata winked as she dragged her suitcase into the bedroom, and yawned. The bed was made, and the room smelled like it had just been cleaned.

      “I’ll just grab this,” said Nima, throwing a duffle bag over her shoulder. “I know you must be tired. Dinner next week?”

      “Yes, of course.” Renata smiled and yawned again. She was exhausted and jetlagged but glad she had a whole night to sleep it off. Then she would be okay to get back to the office tomorrow. She would come up with some story for Gayle Anderson about what she had been doing in Brazil; or maybe she would even say she’d taken some personal time off. Or would that make Gayle ask more questions?

      Renata stepped into her office the next morning and knew right away that someone had been there. And not just the cleaners. Her pens, pencils, and paper clips were askew. Even her file drawers had been rifled through. The long black hair she had carefully placed over them for security was gone. It probably dropped on the carpet and got vacuumed up. She supposed she could have locked her door, but that would have seemed suspicious. None of the employees at Agri-Gen locked their individual doors, except probably Erik and now Gayle. Renata didn’t have any confidential information, and everything in the office was straight-up business.

      Who would search her office, then, and why? She paced the room like a lion, contemplating the invasion. The room felt secure and safe. Could it have been innocent? Maybe Gayle needed had a file from her drawer. But wasn’t it unacceptable to sort though someone’s office, even if they were your employee? Then again, she had been away for three weeks. Maybe Katrina had been sent to look for something; she would ask when she saw her.

      But Renata couldn’t do anything about it right now, and didn’t want to indulge in paranoia. That would be counterproductive. In the meantime, she realigned her things back into position.
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      Gayle cracked her office door and awaited Renata’s return. She had searched her office while she was away, not really knowing what she was looking for. It was a big setback that Renata had had a boy baby. Not only that, but he was premature, said the hospital report. Gayle knew that Renata had left the baby in Brazil for adoption. He would be easy to track and sample if Dr. Bayer thought it was worth pursuing. But his research had showed that male DNA couldn’t host the sildenafil-V that they needed. The clinic had promised they had spun out the embryos and got rid of the males. That was a sloppy mistake; next time she would definitely use a different clinic. But Gayle doubted Renata would tolerate another unplanned pregnancy.

      Gayle perused the reports that Renata had sent to Fitzer Pharmaceuticals. The  yohimbe farm project had done well. The pure seed and trunks from Cameroon that were planted in Guatemala were flourishing, and the local employees were being managed well. The reports documented a lifestyle boost in the neighboring villages. As well, Agri-Gen was making a lot of profit on the project and could potentially build farms elsewhere to resell. Gayle considered assigning that job to Renata now that she was back. Perhaps she could be good for more than just her genetic material.

      Gayle took a close look at the yohimbe production numbers. Agri-Gen had successfully modified the female yohimbe tree to produce bark three times more concentrated than the original ones from Africa.  Because of crowd planting and the higher concentration of sildenafil-V, each acre would produce twenty-four times the amount of extractable product. It was more efficient and reliable than the wild harvesting in Cameroon. So far, so good.

      The downside of the cultivated yohimbe trees was that they were terminators, much like many of the GMO crops designed by Agri- Gen. Since the terminators could only live one generation, they had to be replanted frequently. But because yohimbe was a tree that could live up to 50 years, maybe it didn’t matter much.

      Dr. Bayer’s latest test showed that Renata’s proteins perfectly hosted the sildenafil-V, while increasing its potency. With Renata’s DNA, the yohimbe farm would be unneeded. This was the news that Gayle had been waiting to tell Black Lotus. As soon as she could supply reproducible host DNA, she would be rich. The problem was that Dr. Bayer was having trouble reproducing them, and Renata was still the only source. Dr. Bayer had been the one to suggest the idea of a surrogate mother.

      Katrina please come to my office, Gayle texted. The girl had been skipping work, and Gayle wanted to see if she was showing yet. In a few more weeks, they could test the amniotic fluid to see if the fetus would have the special DNA like Renata.

      Katrina padded into Gayle’s office. “How’s everything going with the pregnancy?” asked Gayle with false cheer. Katrina didn’t have the beautiful pregnant bloom. She looked frumpy, and her face was covered with acne.

      “Everything’s great, Ms. Anderson,” said Katrina. She didn’t tell Gayle about the nausea or the spotting. She was still pregnant, and that was all that mattered. She needed to make it to the next payment, at least, and that was three weeks away.

      “Good, I’m glad. In two weeks we can test and see how things are going.” Gayle didn’t tell Katrina that if the test was negative for the sildenafil- V host proteins, they would stop payments and arrange for an abortion. Katrina was easy enough to handle, and Gayle would cross that bridge if and when she came to it. “Now that Renata is home, I want you to resume the coffee powder program for her.”

      “Of course. Will there be anything else?” Katrina asked in a monotone.

      “No, just keep me informed. Are you feeling well?”

      “Perfectly.” Katrina forced a smile.

      “Glad to hear it. See you soon.”

      Gayle’s computer chimed in emails. On top was one from Black Lotus Pharmaceuticals. She clicked it open.

      “Mrs. Gayle Anderson, we are ready to start production of the sildenafil-V. The samples we received worked perfectly. Our lab is waiting. When will you have more source material? It has come to our attention that another company is also pursuing the female sildenafil product. We have started the patenting procedure but can’t file until we have the exact formula. Our researchers are looking into who might be a source for the competitor. Is it possible they are from the United States?”

      Gayle’s fingers tapped the air above her keyboard anxiously. She had not anticipated this problem. Someone else was after her market? Were they involved with the farm project? Could it be someone she knew? Or was it a random scientist somewhere else in the world? How could she find out?
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      Renata returned to her routine like she had never been pregnant. She didn’t consider herself a mother, even though she had given birth. She told herself she couldn’t miss a baby she never met,  yet she cried often over her son. Miguel had not sent her any photos because she hadn’t asked. He did say the child was out of intensive care and home with his new family, and that the father was a doctor and the mother a bookkeeper. He said they were kind and educated, and that they were unable to have a child of their own, due to the wife having had a serious car accident as a girl. He said they’d named him Ernesto Theodore.

      The San Francisco weather was warming, so Renata brought her laptop up to the roof of the skyscraper in the morning. There was a metal chair there and a small table someone had left. The furniture was in front of the roof that covered the stairwell. It was Renata’s refuge, with seating just for one. She remembered the Brazilian saying that the wind blows thoughts away, which was Renata’s intent. Because there were no guardrails, Renata stayed away from the edges. It was a long way down to the street. She hoped the fresh air would help her return to a happier state.

      Katrina poured the powder into the coffee mug. Renata was on the roof again, and she had to walk all the way up there to deliver it. None of her clothes fit, and she felt like a moose with this baby inside her. The nausea had gotten worse, and Katrina wondered if she should even be at work. But how could she dose Renata’s coffee from home? But now that Renata wasn’t pregnant, why was Gayle still giving her the powder? Were they going to make her pregnant again?

      Katrina poured the coffee into a travel cup from the dish drainer and made her way up the stairs. She wished the elevator went all the way to the roof. Damn; she felt a small wetness. She was bleeding again. But the doctor had said some spotting was okay. Good thing she had that maxi-pad on.

      Finally she reached the roof. She saw Renata through the glass in the door. Renata looked like a model seated under the sky. Her hair was blowing slightly, and her body commanded attention. That wasn’t fair. no way had she just had a baby! Her figure was more sumptuous and her skin richer than before. Had she spent the whole time in Brazil on a beach? Probably men were fawning over her the whole time. Katrina rolled her eyes. If Gayle hadn’t told her about the pregnancy, she would have assumed Renata had just returned from a tropical vacation.

      “Here you go.” Katrina was winded from the climb.

      “Thank you very much.” Renata smiled dismissively. She was working and wanted privacy, but Katrina didn’t leave. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Um. I’m gonna have a baby.” Katrina patted her belly. After all, Gayle had never said it was a secret. Anyway, soon she would need time off. Katrina hoped Renata was jealous.

      “Wow.  That’s great. Congratulations, Katrina.” Renata was surprised and stung. This girl would keep her baby, she thought. She hoped she had made the right decision to give up Ernesto. Her heart lurched, and she wondered if she would ever see her baby again.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” said Katrina smugly, noting the flash of injury on Renata’s face. Now Renata wouldn’t be so conceited, she thought. When Katrina went back down into the office building, Renata stood and faced south. She knew he lived in that direction, but where was he right now?

      On each step down to the elevator, Katrina bled more. Her pad was saturated now, and she felt like she had been whacked in the stomach. After forcing herself into the elevator, she pushed the button for Gayle’s floor.

      Without knocking, she staggered into her office. “I don’t feel good. I’m bleeding.” Katrina fell into the plush office chair. Blood had soaked out and stained her pants like a red cloud.

      “Oh dear, um… Yes, sit there.” Gayle dashed into her bathroom and brought a wad of paper towels. She put them under Katrina to protect her chair. The she called 911. “They’re the way. Can I get you some water or do anything for you?”

      “Hand me the trash can.” Gayle did, and Katrina barfed into it. It smelled awful. Gayle hoped the ambulance people would show up soon.

      “Now remember, don’t tell anyone about how you got pregnant.” Gayle lifted Katrina’s chin like she was a little girl. “OK?”

      “I won’t. I won’t.” Katrina burst into tears. “Ow, it hurts, it hurts.” She sobbed into her hands. The girl was such a mess that Gayle wanted to keep her distance. Finally four medics showed up with a portable stretcher. A woman talked to Katrina quietly while they loaded her on the stretcher.

      “Will you be following the ambulance, ma’am?”

      “No. I’ll call.” Then Gayle said to Katrina. “It’s going to be all right, don’t worry. I’ll see you soon.”

      The office was quiet and empty, like nothing had happened. Gayle reread the email from Black Lotus. “Damn it,” she cursed. Renata’s eggs were wasted. She wondered if Katrina could carry a baby to term. Obviously she didn’t take care of herself. She looked like she’d gained fifty pounds already. She would have to consider Katrina an investment that hadn’t panned out.

      There were enough eggs for one more surrogate, but who? Perhaps she should give it a try herself; she had always been healthy, even if she was 42. If she could carry to term, she would have ultimate control over the child. She would raise it while marketing its source material. That would be motherhood at its best, thought Gayle.

      There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” called Gayle. She was surprised to see Renata.

      “Is Katrina okay?” Apparently the whole office had seen her being carried out. Gayle sighed. What a drama queen!

      “She’s having a miscarriage, I think. I didn’t even know she was pregnant.” Gayle pretended surprise, but it was Renata who was genuinely surprised. What a crazy morning! she thought. So Katrina wasn’t going to be a mother after all?

      With Katrina at home recovering, Renata had to get her own coffee. It was the first time she’d entered the break room in months. She noticed the worn counters and the old Mr. Coffee machine. The garbage smelled like someone had thrown away a tuna sandwich. Why did she think this coffee was so amazing? She really should run across the street and get a good cup, but that would take too long. Renata filled the coffee maker and sat to wait.

      She filled a cup and went up to the rooftop to work. The sky was cloudy, and the fog made her cold. Renata’s whole life felt gray after Katrina’s miscarriage. Why had it affected her mood so deeply? She thought too that someone might be following her, but Kenny was long gone, and no one else knew about the REN. She was being paranoid. Maybe she should see a therapist.

      Her tattoo itched more frequently these days; she had resorted to using her hairbrush to scratch it. Maybe Danny was trying to communicate with her. What would Danny do? Renata asked herself. She knew he would never have given up his child. Renata was isolating herself. She hadn’t returned Nima’s texts or been back to the shibari group. Her trunk of ropes had not been opened since she’d had the baby. Maybe that was what was keeping her down.

      Renata texted Dmitri: Are you doing shibari on Thurs at the theater?

      Yes my dear, please do cum too, Dmitri texted right back.

      The spelling was not lost on Renata. What a control freak! She would cum when and if she wanted to. Renata sighed and mentally reprimanded herself; her anger had nothing to do with Dmitri, after all; he was just being playful.
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      Three days she’d been lying in bed, and no one cared. Sure, Gayle texted everyday and had sent her some shitty flowers. It wasn’t as if Katrina had lost a real kid, but she still felt like a failure. And her bank account was almost empty. Maybe she shouldn’t have moved into the new apartment or bought the loveseat. But she wouldn’t part with her Vuitton purse, that was for sure.

      On to plan B, thought Katrina. She planned to tell Gayle that the miscarriage was a fluke. Gayle had said she was a perfect surrogate, so why not try again? She could say she’d tripped and fallen on her stomach.

      “Ugg!” It was hard to get out of bed. She was still bleeding though a lot less, more like a period. Katrina popped two Midols and four ibuprofens. She was hungry as well, so she gobbled an English muffin and a hot pocket. So what if she wasn’t eating for two anymore? The sooner she got back to work, the sooner she could be implanted again. And the sooner she would get paid again. She would convince Gayle by pointing out that she was Renata’s assistant and Renata trusted her. She grabbed some work clothes, but they didn’t fit. So she threw on her cutest maternity dress.

      Bong! A Tinder banner ran across Katrina’s screen as she walked into the Agri-Gen building. It said that Jamie was a mutual match with her. “Oh goodie!” Katrina murmured as she went into the elevator. The doors closed, and she was alone. She scrolled through Jamie’s photos again. He was kind of cute, she thought. Then she messaged: How’s your day going so far?

      Jamie messaged her right back: Good so far. You are cute.

      Her profile had a real photo of her, but it was at least two years old, and she had been about ten pounds thinner then. At least her tits were a lot bigger now, and she knew how guys liked that. She messaged him her number.

      Then she made coffee with powder for herself and Renata. She wondered if Renata would miss the powder when the bag was empty. It only had a few spoonfuls left, and Gayle hadn’t told her more was coming. Katrina certainly would miss it, but she still had a bottle of capsules that she was taking. The extra dose in her coffee was a work bonus. Anyway, she needed the extra boost to convince Gayle.

      Katrina messaged Jamie throughout the day. She told him about herself, that she lived in San Francisco and worked for a big company. Renata had her working in a storage room sorting old papers into file boxes and the trash. She forgot all about her cramps and fantasized about getting together with Jamie.

      At lunch, she knocked on Gayle’s door. There was no answer. So she texted Are you here? I need to talk to you.

      Gayle returned her text: Not at the office today. Hope you are feeling better. Have lunch on my tab downstairs.

      The lunch offer was nice, but she couldn’t negotiate by text. She would try to talk to her tomorrow.

      Katrina went into the bathroom and closed herself in a stall. She lowered her blouse and bra. Then she pinched her nipple until it stood up. Holding the phone as far back as possible, she snapped photos while licking her lips. Then swoosh, she sent one to Jamie. Right away he asked to come meet Katrina. He would drive the fourteen hours this weekend, no problem. Katrina smiled to herself, thinking she didn’t need Gayle to make a special baby.
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      Thursday night Renata was on super charge. The sildenafil-V coffee had done its work, and Renata’s tattoo had stopped itching completely. She drove to the studio with her sunroof open. Tonight she didn’t mind the chill.

      The door was unlocked, and Renata arrived at precisely seven o clock. Dmitri was on stage and the lights were bright – not performance style. He was tying a woman onto a swing that was anchored to the ceiling of the theater. Renata saw that his spider web was intact but flipped up, like a sub ceiling. Nima was up top on a support beam dressed completely in black; she held stone-still, like a gargoyle. She was wearing a harness attached to a thick cable. Renata waved to her and she waved back.

      Renata stayed quiet, letting Dmitri’s work entrance her. Probably he had been in the theater all day. He was tying rope walls, encasing the woman on the swing, using the swing’s four support ropes as anchors. Her pelvis was tied to the seat, but the rest of her was free inside Dmitri’s rectangular rope cage. She was wearing a bra without cups, and her nipples were lipsticked red. Renata took in the girl’s corset, complete with panties, stockings, and clips. The outfit was almost the same as all the others Dmitri used. She wondered if this was his view of the ideal woman. She hoped he wasn’t that shallow.

      Then Dmitri tied the woman’s legs with a length of green silk, mermaid style. They  were crossed under the knots and curved like a pretty tail. He attached a long fringe made from colored ribbon on the end in shades of orange and red. The fringe fell to the floor festively.

      Dmitri held the swing steady, while whispering something to the tied woman. Then he called up to Nima. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” replied Nima. Like a parent, Dmitri stood behind the girl on the swing. He pushed her hard and ran under the swing to continue the motion. The swing moved in a crescent arc, bowing a bit at the top. Nima reached for the swing from the ceiling, but it wasn’t quite high enough. Below, Dmitri stilled the swing and tried again. This time the swinging mermaid went higher, and Nima caught her by the legs. The catch wasn’t graceful but very firm. Nima’s biceps bulged as she held the woman’s vertically.

      “Okay. Got her,” Nima shouted down.

      Dmitri turned and made eye contact with Renata. Then he nodded to Nima and loudly said, “Clear.” He moved back and called, “Release.”

      Nima released the woman, and she sailed fast and high towards the back of the stage. As the swing swung forward, the fringe from her legtail fanned out behind her like a blazing sunset. Again, Renata was enchanted by Dmitri’s shibari. The swing went back and forth a few more times from its own momentum until Dmitri held it at the bottom. He whispered to the woman again, and she nodded her head. Then he reached through the ropes and patted her on the shoulder.

      Meanwhile Nima was dropping more support ropes with metal latches. There were enough ropes for four more swings. Dmitri carried over four swing seats and set them under the ropes. He started tying on the first swing seat making sure it was level with the center one.

      “Can I help?” Renata offered.

      “Sure.”

      Renata stepped over to where Dmitri was tying.

      “This is the way to tie them.” He showed her the underside of the seat. “And make it strong,” he said in a serious tone.

      “Okay, I got it.” Renata tied one swing and then another.

      Dmitri checked her knots. “Perfect, thank you.” Then he called out, “Come now.”

      Four more of the crew women came out, all dressed in corsets, but each with different fabric patterns. The lingerie reminded Renata of kids’ pajamas. One woman had a two long braids and another had a top ponytail like a fountain.

      It was a playground, a sexual playground, she realized. Renata was transfixed. Dmitri’s creation was inventive as well as a turn on. Besides that, it was beautiful and a mechanical achievement.

      Each woman’s breasts were exposed as they climbed onto the swings. They used their feet to push off the ground, swinging themselves like playing children. Dmitri pushed the tied woman in the middle gently.

      “Stop swinging please,” Dmitri directed. The four women put their feet down and waited patiently.

      Dmitri rolled out a dolly that held a spool of white fabric rope the size of a barrel. Behind the each of the swings he unwound and cut four soft mounds that resembled beanbag chairs.

      The first woman sat sideways with the seat between her thighs, so Dmitri tied her torso and hips to the support ropes behind her and the seat. Quickly, she was covered in fabric rope diamonds. His knotting defined her breasts and hips. The knots were strong, but the fabric rope made it look as if she were wrapped in white fluff. She bent her knee towards her face and rested one foot on the swing, which he tied down as well. Then she reached her hand up the support rope, but Dmitri gently put it back in her own lap. Renata had the feeling that Dmitri had mostly let her choose her own position.

      The second woman sat with her legs akimbo, and he tied her that way. The third girl balled up, facing forward. Renata saw her relax against the rope once Dmitri had her tied. The last woman had worked her way into a prone position and lay on her upper back with both legs in the air. Before he tied her, Dmitri leaned down and spoke to her softly. Renata heard her answer, “I’m good.”

      Dmitri put a few knots across her shoulders, then he untied them and rearranged her so that her back was towards the audience in a simple seated position. After all the women were tied, Dmitri attached white fringe to each, like the orange and red fringe on the center woman.

      Renata looked at the five girls tied on the five swings. She wondered if she would have the courage to trust her knots, to trust that no one would get hurt from falling or strangling.

      Dmitri wound up each girl on her own swing and released them in a twirl, like he had done in the shibari show. Then he unwound more fabric rope and tied each outer girl to the one next to her and to the center woman. They were tied in one long line.

      Again he stood behind the center and pushed, but now there was the drag of the four other weighted swings. Renata could see he was straining.  After a few moments he stilled the swings and came to the front. From there he pulled the support ropes and jumped away as he released. This time he got a better swing.

      Lovely, thought Renata. The shibari reminded her of castles and princesses. She liked the light swing better than the fierceness of going all the way to the ceiling. Dmitri tried pulling the swing line again for more momentum and they swung higher, but not high enough for the fringe to fan out.

      Nima had climbed down without Renata noticing. She helped Dmitri untie the crew ladies.

      “I think we need some pulleys and rope for the back of the center swing. I can get them from the circus arts vendor. Would you be comfortable doing the top catch?” Dmitri asked Nima.

      “Yes, yes, I would,” replied Nima confidently.

      The girls were untied and leaving for the night. Renata approached Dmitri, while Nima finished coiling the white rope onto the spool.

      “Welcome back. What did you think of the playground scene?” said Dmitri.

      “I love it! It’s fantastic. But a grand swing at the end would be good, for sure.”

      “Yeah, I’m working on that.” Dmitri told Renata about his idea for his next performance. “First I’ll do the spider web, and then flip it up to the ceiling. After that will be the swing scene. And I want to close with something else. But I’m still working on an idea for that. Maybe with just one girl.”

      “Cool,” said Renata.

      “I also want to travel with the show. Bring it to Europe.” Dmitri rubbed his forehead. Acknowledging Renata, he asked, “Have you been tying?”

      “Yes!” Actually, she hadn’t, but it felt true. She wasn’t about to tell Dmitri about the baby. But she felt sure that doing shibari would bring balance back to her life, and she planned on starting right now.

      “If you want to show me, well, Nima’s here, or…?” said Dmitri.

      “I’ll save it for next week.” She would have something planned by then. Anyway, she’d already been here for more than an hour, and Dmitri had probably been here all day. He looked tired.

      “Yes, well, I’m going to need an opening act for the tour, if you’re interested.”

      “Um…okay, thank you.” Renata hadn’t been expecting that. “I’ll think about it,” she said. Could she really go on tour with Dmitri?

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Introspection

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Friday, and Renata had had a great week. Using her laptop and sitting out on the roof with hot coffee guaranteed a productive day. The research for new farm locations was going well. She was proud of her work and position.

      On weekends, in contrast, she suffered. For exercise, she tried all the coffee shops in within three miles, looking for the perfect cup. Renata sampled dark roasts and cold press, but nothing helped her mood. She figured she needed sex, but from someone she cared about, and right now there was no one.

      She considered calling Nima, but she wasn’t interested in being intimate with her. And she didn’t want to call to complain, either. Life became very lonely. Some nights she cried herself to sleep. She missed Erik, but didn’t want to appear needy.

      Soon even the coffee at work didn’t make her feel good. It tasted bitter and thin. Why had she liked it so much before?

      A letter arrived from Erik, snail mail. The envelope was filled with confetti hearts, and it was scented with Erik’s cologne. He wrote:

      Beautiful Renata, I miss you. Come visit me.

      But Renata couldn’t deal with the fact that she might have had Erik’s baby secretly, and abandoned him in Brazil. Erik would hate her if he knew. She tossed the letter into the trash and had a private cry.

      “Kamber,” she called, and the dog lumbered over. “Come up,” she said, and Kamber climbed on the bed into Renata’s embrace. She pledged to do her Zazen meditation every evening, and delve into inventing her own knots. She needed to do something for herself, and shibari always made her feel good.
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            Katrina and Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie told Katrina he planned on leaving the ranch early and would make it to San Francisco before dinner. He mentioned that his sister lived in San Francisco too, but that they hadn’t talked in a long time. Katrina pretended disinterest, but asked for her name anyhow. He called her Renata Duncan, yet Katrina knew her name was Renata Alvarez. Maybe she’d changed her name because she had a different father? Which would explain her dark skin. Katrina hoped this wouldn’t matter genetically. If she did get pregnant from Jamie, she could get the fetus tested. Then she could get an abortion if it wasn’t female or didn’t have the special DNA.

      She changed her sheets and took a bath. She’d invited Jamie for dinner. Katrina knew from experience that if you let a guy into your home, both of you know you would probably have sex. She shaved her pussy down to a landing strip, then shaved that off too. Her mound was baby soft and ready. Jamie might even end up being cute, she thought.

      Then there was a knock at her door.

      “You must be Jamie?” Katrina cooed coquettishly.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He reeked of cigarettes and sweat. “That’d be me.”

      His face was red and a little swollen. She could tell right away that he hadn’t been with a woman in a while. His Tinder pictures made him look way better than in real life, and he didn’t resemble Renata at all. Oh, well. Might as well get the job done as quickly as possible, Katrina figured.

      “Hey, handsome, can I get you a drink?” She would get her beer goggles on as quickly as possible.

      Jamie looked around before sitting at her table.

      “Bud Light?”

      Katrina had beer in the fridge, but not Bud Light.

      “Is Corona okay?”

      “You a wetback?”

      Katrina didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but she knew it wasn’t nice.

      “Just kidding. That’ll be fine.”

      Did he already stink of booze? Should she offer him a shower? No, that’d be too weird. It dawned on Katrina that the guy probably had nowhere to sleep after dinner, but first things first.

      “I like your shirt. “ Katrina smiled into his face like saccharine. The shirt was a flannel that he wore over wranglers; typical laborer garb. Katrina knew how to handle his type.

      “Thanks for coming all this way to meet me.” She nibbled her fingers like an invitation. And it worked. He scooted his chair closer.

      “How are you doing? Feeling okay?” Jamie said, obviously wanting sex. He looked her up and down.

      He was an idiot, thought Katrina. Could he really have magic sperm? She’d had only one period once since the miscarriage, and hoped his sperm was potent. Maybe doing it now and once again in the morning would be a good program, she strategized.  If he stayed in town, they could do it a third time before he left, just for insurance.

      “You’re cuter than your photos,” she said, with a smile, practically batting her eyelashes. It was a total lie, but he went for it.

      He reached over and touched a strand of Katrina’s hair. Then he faced her head on. She looked into his eyes boldly. Then she kissed him and he kissed her back. The kiss was tender and unexpected. Katrina led him into her bedroom, but let him press her onto the bed. He fucked her in missionary position, with his eyes closed like he was concentrating. Jamie felt like a foreigner. She knew Idaho was close, but she has never been, and it wasn’t exactly on her bucket list. She let Jamie pump away while she lay there waiting.

      “Did you cum yet?”

      Katrina wasn’t sure if she should keep gyrating. Having an orgasm didn’t matter to her. This was business. She made a sound that could be taken as a yes.

      “I’m about to.” Then he hammered her hard and collapsed. The tension had left his face, and Katrina saw something sweet there.

      “Want to shower with me?” If he was going to spend the night, she wanted him clean.

      “Sure.”

      Katrina washed his back and under his arms. His body was strong and naturally hairless. She felt motherly towards him, which worried her. But now that Jamie was clean, she was ready to get in bed and screw some more. She’d told him she was on the Pill, which pleased him. They did missionary again, but this time he kept his eyes open. Somewhat to her surprise, he moved in ways that pleased her, and she started to enjoy herself.  She came easily, which made him cum too.

      Katrina was tired after all the sex and dozed off.  Some time later, a noise woke her, and Jamie was not in bed. She threw on a robe and went into the kitchen.

      “Sorry. I was hungry.” He was putting a frozen pizza into the oven.

      “Yeah, I’m hungry too,” said Katrina. She gave him a kiss on top of his head. After pizza, they went back to bed and did it for the third time. Katrina was so full of cum, it made her thighs stick together. Jamie didn’t snore, and Katrina slept until the morning, when they fucked once more.

      She made coffee and English muffins, wife-style. He sat at the table and ate her food. It was strange pretending he was boyfriend material, but at the same time worth it for four doses of valuable sperm. If she didn’t get pregnant, she could always call him back and get more. The thought of screwing him again didn’t repel her completely. Was she starting to like him?

      “So I’m thinking of calling my sister. I got her contact info online.”

      A shock wave shot though Katrina. She worried he would find out they both worked for Agri-Gen. But Jamie seemed pretty clueless. He reached over and fondled the same lock of hair as yesterday. She hoped he didn’t think they were falling in love or something crazy like that.

      “Call if you want to.” Dammit, why did she say that? Again, Jamie didn’t notice anything.

      “I might need to head back home soon, though. The boss wants me on the job tomorrow,” he told her, like she should care.

      “I’m going to miss you.” She was spreading it on with a shovel, but if it was working, why not? Now Katrina couldn’t wait for him to leave. Mercifully he gathered his things and said goodbye.

      “I might be able to come back in a couple weeks.”

      Katrina French-kissed him instead of replying.

      How long until a home pregnancy test worked? Katrina wondered. She thought it was three days.
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      Renata’s phone rang; the number indicated only unknown. She never answered calls from unknown. There was a voicemail tone, but Renata ignored it for now.

      On the other end, he waited through the message. Her tone was more professional than he’d expected from the small, dark girl he used to punch whenever he wanted. Jamie had heard from his parents that she had some fancy job now. She’d always been a smarty-pants. He remembered her teenage triangle of hair that he had peeked at whenever he could, and hadn’t even cared when she caught him. He tried to imagine what she looked like naked now that she was full grown.

      “It’s Jamie, your brother.” He hesitated. “Call me, I’m here in San Francisco.” Jamie sat in his truck. It was old and dirty, but it drove good. He could count on it. He knew he should leave town and get back to the ranch, but he saw his sister’s address right under the number on the phone. Why not drive by and see where she lived before leaving the city? Jamie mapped her address. His phone said it was only twenty-five minutes away, so he headed over.

      You have reached your destination, Jamie’s phone squawked. He pulled into a ten-minute parking spot. And there she was, leaving her apartment building. His sister was all grown up. Jamie had to admit that she was pretty, even if she was a darky. He reminded himself that he was stronger than she was. Like when they used to wrestle. He could grab her hair and hold both wrists in one hand. Pin her down. He’d always won when they were kids, and he would win now too. But she had a big dog with her. The dog looked friendly, but might spring if its master was threatened. So Jamie stayed put.

      Renata walked close enough to his truck that he heard her talk to the dog. He almost opened the door to say hi, but instead watched her until she turned the corner. He was hypnotized at how big her ass had gotten, and how it swayed from side to side as she walked.

      Jamie decided to stay in town for one more night. He would make the drive home on Monday. He started the truck, intending to follow Renata, but she had turned down a one-way street. Exploring the neighborhood seemed like a good idea, while he considered whether he wanted to try to hit his sister up for a place to stay. She hadn’t returned his voicemail, so he tapped her number again. The same message played. Jamie knew he was being ignored.

      Down a small street, a neon sign caught his eye. A beer was what he needed. He parked and went into the bar. The bartender was a bleach-blonde with too much make-up.

      Jamie’s thoughts meandered back to his night with the online girl. She was fatter and dumber than he had expected. He wouldn’t be running back there too soon. But he hadn’t had any action lately, and she was happy with getting fucked and even gave him breakfast. Jamie stretched his arms in the air, sighing contentedly.

      “Jack Daniels,” he called to the bartender. The free sex was worth celebrating. He felt worldly, sitting in a bar in San Francisco. At the ranch, the guys drank PBR because it was cheap. There certainly was a shortage of fuckable girls back in old Idaho, thought Jamie. He checked out the girl that just walked in. He waited for her to settle in before claiming the seat next to her. “And how are you this evening, pretty lady?”

      “I’m just fine.”

      Jamie saw her teeth were brown when she smiled, but her tight jeans looked good.

      “My truck’s outside. It’s real nice. Want to see it?”

      “Sure, handsome.” She gulped down the rest of her drink. Jamie was out of cash, so he paid with a card.

      The truck bed was covered with a camper top. Jamie held the girl’s hand and guided her into the back where he spread out an old blanket. It was cold, so he undid his pants and left them on. Even though he was seeing double, he managed to get her leggings off and screw her, without using a condom. He might have to stay in the big city, where there was plenty of pussy to get. He fucked her harder, ignoring the sound of her pelvis hitting against the truck lining. He came quick, but his dick was still hard, so he put in the girl’s mouth. She licked him, but when he saw her brown teeth he pulled out and buckled back up.

      ”Give me fifty bucks,” she said, shivering as she put her leggings back on.

      “For what?”

      “You know what.”

      “I don’t have fifty bucks.” Jamie smiled like it was an inside joke.

      The girl started clawing at his pants pocket, screaming. “You owe me!” But she was a little thing, and Jamie grabbed her by the wrist and forced her over the tailgate onto the cold street. He used his foot to kick her away, and she stumbled over the curb. Then he shut the camper shell after her. The woman pounded at the foggy window, but gave up easily. Jamie watched her cross the street and go back into the bar.

      Jamie’s wallet really was empty, and he was tired. He stretched out on the dirty blanket and slept until daylight awakened him. Then he drove back to his sister’s apartment building and parked in front. Curiosity pushed him to the mailboxes, and he saw her name there. Apparently she had dropped the family name, Duncan, and went by Alvarez now. She always had thought she was special.

      Jamie saw that her place was on the fifth floor and climbed the stairs to the top. In front of her door, he hesitated and then knocked. A soft growl answered. Jamie knocked harder, and the dog barked, once loudly. Still no one answered. His sister must be at work, he figured. He turned the knob, but the door was locked.

      He went back down to his truck, fished out a sledgehammer, and put it over his shoulder, pretending he was a repairman. He climbed the five floors back up to Renata’s door. It only took one whack for the knob to fall on the floor. It was loud but quick. Jamie stood there and listened for neighbors, but heard nothing besides the city below. The door fell open about an inch, and Jamie pushed it the rest of the way. The big dog blocked the door, and it was growling low.

      “Good doggy; good dog.” Jamie tried to imitate his sister’s tone of voice. Then he reached out and petted her fearlessly. The dog softened and decided he was a friend. “Shitty guard dog.” For fun, he smashed the pretty dining table with the hammer. It crumbled easily. Nice place, he thought, but he was afraid to hang around. He saw the dog’s leash hanging by the door, so he grabbed it.  He figured the dog must be worth something. He put the leash onto her collar and the dog jumped on him, excited for a walk. Jamie bolted down the steps. He patted the tailgate of his truck, and the dog jumped right in.
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      Renata came home Monday evening to find her door forced open and Kamber missing. Her table was destroyed, but the rest of the apartment was undisturbed. She called Nima, who raced over when she heard the news.

      “Why? Why would someone steal her? Kamber, who wants Kamber? Would they hurt her?”

      “They hammered the knob off before breaking your table,” exclaimed Nima. “That’s one way of getting in, I guess.” Nima tapped her foot. “Should I call a locksmith for you, or the police?”

      Renata had rolled herself into a ball on the dog bed. She was checking the dog chip app on her phone, but the chip wasn’t registering. She wished she had updated it. Maybe it was broken.

      She started sobbing hysterically, and Nima sat with her, stroking her hair. The locksmith Nima called came and left quickly, and Renata pulled herself together enough to file a police report over the phone. A bored voice took her information and told her they’d send an officer over, but Renata hardly felt reassured. The door was fixed, but Renata was lost without Kamber home. She had stopped crying, but was biting off her fingernails one by one.

      “Leave those pretty hands alone.” Nima pulled her hand away from her mouth. “Come sleep at my place, darling,” she offered.

      “Really? Okay. Thank you.”

      When the officer arrived, Renata answered his questions, and while he took some photos, she threw a few things into a backpack. She fished out some recent photos of Kamber and gave them to the officer. He seemed nice enough, but refused to give her any hope that they could catch the perpetrator. “We’ll call you immediately if we get any leads” was the best he could do.

      After he left, they walked over. Nima’s apartment was one large room with a kitchenette and a tiny bathroom in the corner. There was a single bed and a beanbag chair. Renata settled onto the bed while Nima used the bathroom. She fell asleep right away, so Nima made a bed of blankets on the floor.

      Renata spent the whole weekend with her friend, who made trips back to Renata’s place for clean clothes and to see if Kamber had returned. On Sunday, Renata called all the animal shelters in the city to see if her dog had been turned in. But no one had seen Kamber.

      Monday, Renata moved back to her apartment. It was ominously quiet. She found herself crying without intending to. That evening her phone rang. It said unknown, but this time she answered it anyway. “Is this Renata Alvarez?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “I think we may have found your animal. It looks like a dog. The chip had this phone number on it.”

      “Looks like a dog? What happened?”

      “Well, we found an animal’s remains by a campfire.” Renata hoped it was not her sweet doggy; Danny’s sweet dog actually. She started to cry. “We have some photos to help identify the animal.”

      Renata choked out, “Send me the photos.”

      “Send them to this number?” the man on the phone said.

      “Yes, please.” And then they were there on Renata’s phone. Next to a cold campfire was a pile of bloody fur. It looked like a skinned bear; but was it Kamber? She remembered the spicy must and the softness of her pelt.

      What kind of horrible person would do this to any animal? She wanted to stop looking at the photos, but couldn’t peel herself away from the images. The last photo was of Kamber’s head. It was intact except for the eyes. Insects had chewed them out, leaving two dark, fleshy holes.

      Renata staggered to the bathroom and threw up. When she had finished heaving, she headed straight back over to Nima’s. She didn’t feel safe at home anymore.
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      At Agri-Gen, Renata was looking for some new farmland to expand Agri-gen’s experimental farm crops, but her heart wasn’t in it. She still felt traumatized about Kamber and her time in Brazil, and then seeing Katrina everyday and all the other robots at Agri-Gen just made her more depressed.  And without Erik there, the job wasn’t fun anymore.

      Gayle was away somewhere when Renata put in her two weeks’ notice by email. There was no response from Gayle, and she didn’t tell Erik. Quitting a good job was something even she didn’t know how to justify. Fortunately she had plenty of savings, but even so, nobody she knew would tell her it was a good idea to quit a successful job without another one lined up.

      The only thing that made her feel good these days was the shibari with Dmitri, so Renata decided to go on the European tour as their opening act. Since she would soon be unemployed, why not?

      At home she poured attention on Nima. Living together made it easy for them to become besties. Nima dressed up in some of Renata’s clothes and became a sexy woman. Her face was soft and her figure petite. Renata and Nima both loved men, and went out together to singles bars, though Renata wasn’t really looking for anything more than conversation.

      She focused her attention on creating an opening act that would impress Dmitri.

      She didn’t want to do a landscape, like Dmitri’s, or use his crew. She had noticed that during shibari practice, Nima watched Dmitri intently in admiration. Maybe he was something of a father figure for her. Renata practiced tying Nima up at home. One night she used silk cord under her breasts, bolstering them like a push-up bra. Then she looped between her legs and secured her penis in a centered, pushed backwards position.

      Nima was very comfortable with Renata’s touch. After securing the man parts, Renata created a rope mini skirt. Then she took separate cords and made knee socks and a halter. Nima had been growing her hair out, so Renata wrapped it in two ponytails, leaving the ends long and swingy. The outfit was very flexible, and Nima danced around the apartment. She put on the Beach Boys and sang into an electric razor like it was a microphone.

      Other times, Renata tied Nima into a wedding dress; a pinup swimsuit; a dominatrix outfit complete with a whip. She felt Nima expand and grow into each of the roles, which made them even more exciting to tie.

      Renata’s favorite part of rope-dressing Nima was her transformation. It reminded her of evolution, how humankind had grown and changed. For a potential opening act, she considered roping Nima into a Cro-Magnon cave-dweller outfit and then have her peel off the ties into a modern outfit. Then she could tie on top of that. Or perhaps she could start with a baby’s swaddling, then move on to a wedding and a death to finish. She would have to talk to Dmitri about how much stage time she would have.
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      Gayle packed her suitcase with summer clothes and walking shoes. It would be her first time going to China. She needed a face-to-face with Mr. Lu, from Black Lotus Pharmaceuticals. She would make sure they hadn’t been in contact with whoever else was pursuing sildenafil-V. Or was that what they’d meant when they told her about it in that email? They’d said it might be an American; maybe they had a name already. Once she was in Beijing, she would pump Mr. Lu for the details. If only it wasn’t such a long flight.

      Maybe she could even work out a deal with her competitor, since Renata’s pregnancy hadn’t panned out, and she’d gone and quit Agri-Gen too. They already had extraneous proteins if she wanted them, and anyhow they didn’t respond reliably for the S-V growth. Gayle wouldn’t waste any more of the precious powder on her.

      She only had one baggie left, and it had become a habit. Gayle took a spoonful every day and it perked her up. She emptied a container of baby powder and put the gray substance in there for her China trip. She would check her bag and wasn’t worried at all.

      Katrina had become a burden. She texted constantly, even after losing the baby, as if they were friends. That had been a dead end. Sorry Katrina, but you are no longer needed at Agri-Gen, Gayle texted. That was easy. She hoped she wouldn’t hear back. But Katrina called her immediately. She didn’t answer.

      Then Katrina texted, Why am I being fired?

      You are not being fired, you are being laid off, replied Gayle. Being laid off was understandable – Renata had quit, so she didn’t need an assistant anymore. Gayle threw a bone. Today will be your two-week notice. So you will be paid through that time. Gayle Agri-Gen’s bookkeeping wouldn’t even notice, so why not?

      “Damn it,” Katrina said out loud from Renata’s empty office. It had lost its charm now that there was nothing personal in it. She would go home right now and never come back. She stole a handful of pens and put them in her bag. Then she took the stapler and tape dispenser. If she could have smuggled out the monitor, she would have taken that too.

      With Gayle and Renata both gone, no one would be checking on her at all. But how would she pay rent after two weeks? She wondered if she were pregnant from Jamie, then would Gayle be interested in hiring her again? Or could she sell the baby to someone else? She was out of the powder capsules and hoped that didn’t matter. Without them, she felt sluggish and had gained weight.

      Katrina stopped on the way home and bought a pregnancy test. After paying $20, her wallet was empty. She still had $200 in the bank, and that last paycheck coming. Rent wasn’t due until the 5th, so she had ten days to get that figured out.

      At home, she ripped open the package and ran to the toilet. It said to pee on the stick for 5 seconds, so she did. Then there would be a pink line if the test was positive. But there wasn’t any pink line. Katrina reread the box; it said wait ten minutes. She emptied her purse. One pen left a line on her new table. She really didn’t need any office junk, but Agri-Gen owed her, she thought.

      She checked the test again, but it was still negative. A retest in a few days might give a different result, she reasoned. Maybe it just hadn’t been long enough yet.

      Hey hottie. Miss you. I’m going on a road trip. Should I cum visit? Katrina texted to Jamie. She wanted to leave town anyway, and he was kinda cute in a rough way. Maybe she could stay on the ranch for a little while or find a new boyfriend there.
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      Tonight was the grand opening for Shibari Spectacular, and Dmitri had booked the Casa Rosso theater in Amsterdam. Casa Rosso was located in the red light district, which was just waking up as Renata and Nima strolled by. Almost all of the shop windows along the streets had their curtains closed because it was still early. Inside an open one, a woman waited in a tiny room. Another window showed a girl talking on her phone. She was a cute dark-skinned girl in a bikini. She barely glanced at Renata. But a British guy waved at her, and she ushered him inside through a door in the glass. Then she pulled the shade. They must be doing it in the cubicle, thought Renata.

      All kinds of questions arose about legal prostitution, but she didn’t want to spend her time in the red light district. After all, this was her first time in Europe. Renata was entranced by Amsterdam. The buildings were fairytale-like and leaned with age. She placed each foot carefully on the cobblestone streets. On the canal was a houseboat that looked like a church, next to humbler boat homes. The water was brown and murky, but reflected the morning sun.

      Dmitri had booked rooms for his crew, but Renata and Nima were staying with Adam’s father, Jeff. He had a family house in the center of Amsterdam, and Renata and Nima were his guests. He had retired, but was a geneticist and born in Holland. The house was three hundred years old with steep stairs. Jeff had been confined to a wheelchair after breaking a hip last year, so he’d had the first floor of the house adapted to make it wheelchair-friendly. That left the upper two floors empty for Renata and Nima to spread out. Probably his wife still used the upper floors sometimes, but she had business back in the US this time, and wasn’t around.

      Jeff had provided Renata with a list of all the famous people that had lived in the city and a sightseeing map. First, though, they stopped in a coffee shop for espresso and apple cake.

      “Let’s go see Rembrandt’s house!” Renata exclaimed excitedly. One of the libraries she went to in Idaho had a reading area decorated with posters of his paintings.

      “Uh, okay, sure.” Nima seemed less excited. “You nervous about tonight?” This would be her first time being tied publicly. Nima had helped Dmitri set up and manipulate the shibari-ed women back home, but performing in front of an audience was totally different. And it would just be the two of them on stage.

      “Not at all,” said Renata confidently. Because she was just the opener and Dmitri had three acts, her stage time was only twenty-five minutes. In that time she couldn’t perform her whole idea of primitive human to trans woman; that routine had too many un-tyings involved. Instead she had planned a shortened version.

      She reviewed the act in her head while nibbling the apple cake. The coffee was good but tiny, and expensive. It was definitely better at home. Nima was sipping loudly, barely touching her cake.

      Renata went over each step of the show. Nima would be dressed in fur, like a cave dweller. She would come down off a fake boulder and lope towards Renata. Then Renata would shibari over the fur with fat jute, two inches in diameter, and tie a simple harness. Next she would attach the harness to the rock, and Nima would pull it off stage. After, she would return without the boulder and mime asking for help to get the heavy rope off. Renata would carefully remove it and then help her out of the fur too. Underneath she would be clad in basketball shorts and a polo. Renata would offer high tops, and Nima would put those on and do a male strut around the stage.

      Starting with new rope, Renata would secure an end to quick-release anchors on Nima’s clothes. She’d had to buy the shorts and shirt from a male stripper supply outlet. The outfit was velcroed together, and it was a perfect fit on Nima. She would coil loops on her torso while walking around her. Next was the hardest part for Nima. Renata would stand back and pull the rope, while Nima spun like top while unwinding. Fortunately she was a good dancer and naturally graceful.

      The last part of the routine was Renata’s favorite. Nima would be left topless with her nipples lipsticked red, like Dmitri’s crew. That had been her choice, and she felt a certain solidarity after working with them. On the bottom, she would wear matching red panties. Renata would tie her using only female knots to make her nipples perk and swell. Then she would wrap a rope mini shirt, and gladiator patterns on her arms and legs, leaving her limbs free to move. Lastly, she would tie Nima’s hair into a quick updo. For the finale, they would play Lola by the Kinks, and Nima would dance cabaret-style as the curtain went down.

      Her act relied to a great degree on Nima and her abilities. “You going to be okay tonight?” Renata checked in. Nima was chewing a fingernail.

      “Yeah, I will. Let’s go see the place you wanted to go.” The streets were filling with bike traffic. They whizzed by in huge groups, nearly as hazardous to pedestrians as passing cars. At the Rembrandt House Museum, though, there was an hour-long wait, and jetlag was starting to sink in.

      “Want to go back for a nap?” Renata asked.

      “Yes, please. I’m so tired. I need my beauty sleep for tonight.” Nima winked.

      Renata hailed a cab and soon they were back at Jeff’s house.

      “How do you like Amsterdam so far?” he said as he greeted them.

      “Very much.” Nima yawned. “But right now, I’m going to turn in.” She went upstairs.

      “Can I show you something?” Jeff asked Renata. “It’s in the library.” Renata followed his wheelchair to the back of the house.

      “Please sit down.” He gestured towards a loveseat. Renata settled in on one side. “Okay if I sit here?” The old man worked himself out of the wheelchair until he was seated next to Renata. He was too close, but she ignored it. “So, Adam told me about the REN DNA before he died.”

      “Oh.” She wondered how much Jeff knew. That was a chapter she wished she could forget about.

      “Yes, and I did some research; there’s actually a group in Amsterdam that’s working on that sort of thing. But not with REN; just the idea of it.” Now Jeff scooted closer to Renata and put his hand on the seat next to her. The hand was uncomfortably close, and Jeff was leaning in towards her. His breath was stale. He went on. “They call their organization Genesis.” He rested his hand on her leg lightly.

      “Umm?” Renata cleared her throat. Jeff was Adam’s father, and he was married; was the touch a fatherly gesture? Was he making a pass at her?

      “Thanks for telling me.” Renata stood up, pretending she hadn’t noticed his hand on her leg. “I really need a nap. See you later.” It was true she was exhausted. And she didn’t have the mental energy to think about Jeff.
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            A Deal Is Made

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert Johnson was getting tired of the female Viagra project. But the interaction with Renata and big money at the end made it worth it. Plus he was in the home stretch. If he could make this deal happen, everything would fall into place. Work trips to Brazil are a lot nicer than this, he mused, as he rolled over in the Chinese hotel bed. He would change to a tourist place later, where they had longer beds and bigger rooms. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to stay in Beijing after his meeting with Mr. Lu.

      Robert had monitored the efforts towards procuring sildenafil-V from Renata. Both Fitzer and Gayle Anderson had failed to create a source for the valuable drug. The threatening notes to Miguel had been a waste in some sense, but they’d been enough to have him keep Renata’s pregnancy and birth out of the public record, so there wouldn’t be any more opportunists trying to compete.

      But that didn’t matter now; a boy baby was useless for production anyhow. He was disappointed in Gayle that she would have let a male be conceived; he would never have let that happen. She had no idea he was reading her emails, he was sure. Robert snickered when he thought of how he’d  planned to steal the project in the end by undercutting Gayle’s deal with Black Lotus. But now they had both lost on the Renata bet.

      Robert had been ready to give up on the project when Mr. Lu suggested an alternative course of action. His brother was a high official with access to all of China’s health records. His idea was to search for another with the same rare cell type as Renata.

      After just a few weeks, Mr. Lu had located a pregnant woman with the same potential. He offered to make Robert his partner. First they were to meet in China and hammer out the contract details. They had moved the pregnant woman to an Amsterdam laboratory to have the baby, and it would be Robert’s job to go there and manage the experiment. He would personally oversee the DNA extractions from the Chinese baby.

      Robert dressed and took a cab to Mr. Lu’s office downtown. The elevator buttons were marked in Chinese, so Robert had no idea which one was Mr. Lu’s floor. He pressed the top button, and the elevator glided up soundlessly. The doors opened to a penthouse office with wall-to-ceiling windows. Robert’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the bright light flooding the room.

      A woman greeted him from behind a moon-shaped reception desk. “You must be Robert Johnson.” She came around and offered her hand to shake.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m here for Mr. Lu.” Of course he’d have the penthouse office.

      “Of course. Right this way,” she said. Behind the desk was a black wall with a large door, and she gestured him inwards.

      Mr. Lu was seated in front of a stunning view of Beijing. There was a golden statue of a Chinese goddess on his desk. The city looked so much cleaner and more spacious from this vantage point that Robert thought he might like it here after all. Because the view was overwhelming, he hadn’t noticed the other guest.

      “Have you met Gayle Anderson?” Gayle rose from her chair.

      “Robert Johnson. Nice to meet you.” He shook her hand and then Mr. Lu’s. What the hell was she doing here? wondered Robert. Was Mr. Lu trying to bring her in on the deal? Would he have to split his percentage, and work with that awful woman?

      “Anyway, we were just discussing sildenafil-V potentials. Gayle says her source might still be a few months off.”

      “But I’ll have it for sure,” Gayle confirmed. Yet Robert knew her experiments hadn’t worked. He hoped Mr. Lu hadn’t told her about the pregnant lady in China.

      “I thought that the three of us could work together for sourcing. Maybe form a United States and China company, a joint venture?” Mr. Lu said congenially.

      That’s never going to happen, thought Robert. There was no way Robert would work with Gayle or share profits with her, so he said, “Perhaps we could discuss this later, privately?” to Mr. Lu, who raised his eyebrows in question but said nothing.

      “Hmmph,” Gayle grunted. She wasn’t about to get muscled out of this deal after all her work and flying halfway around the world.

      She stood up again and said, “No need to talk privately. I’m the one with the source, and I don’t need a partner.” Her voice was too loud even in the spacious room.

      Robert met Mr. Lu’s gaze, and nodded his head. Mr. Lu nodded back, giving him an opening.

      “It’s you we don’t need, actually.” Robert stood and faced Gayle. “You can go now.” He dismissed her with a wave of his hand.

      “I won’t be going or have you taking my project!” Gayle shouted.

      Mr. Lu came around from behind his desk and walked to the office door, looking alarmed.

      “Who are you, anyway? And what right do you have to any of this?” Gayle challenged.

      Robert took a step toward her. “Sit back down,” he commanded.

      “No!” Her nostrils flared and she stood up straighter. Robert pushed her back towards the chair, and she grabbed for his shirt, but missed.

      “Excuse me,” called Mr. Lu from the door. As Gayle looked towards Mr. Lu, Robert picked up the goddess statue and swung it against her temple, hard. She stood upright for a moment, looking confused, and then crumpled to the floor. Robert raised the sculpture and struck her in the head three more times. A puddle of blood was forming at his feet.

      “Well, then,” said Robert. He turned to Mr. Lu, who was staring at the dead woman.

      “Well, then, indeed,” said Mr. Lu. He walked back behind his desk, and said with a calm assurance, “I can take care of this.”

      Robert got the feeling this wasn’t the first unscrupulous deal Mr. Lu had been involved with.

      “You’ll go to Amsterdam, then?” he asked Robert, ignoring the dead woman on the carpet. Rules were different here, Robert thought. He was impressed with the executive’s ability to take in the situation and move forward.

      “Yes, yes. I will. Do we have a deal? I want 50% of the company’s gross profit. ”

      Mr. Lu offered his hand. “Deal.”
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            Abramo Gets Involved

          

        

      

    

    
      Miguel returned to the Governor’s mansion after visiting his parents and Renata’s daughter, Renée. He had asked his parents to watch over her until he could find a family to adopt her. But so far, he hadn’t looked for an adoptive family, and his parents hadn’t brought it up either. They had fallen in love with little Renée, and Miguel knew it was only a matter of time until they asked to be her legal parents.

      At three months old, she already looked just like her mother, with jet-black hair and hazel eyes. Miguel enjoyed the baby and went to visit almost every day. Whenever he held her, Renée made little puckers with her lips, like she had something to say.

      He felt guilty that he had lied to Renata and that she wasn’t there to hold her daughter. Miguel reassured himself it was for the protection of both mother and daughter.  And after all, Renata hadn’t asked about the child at all.

      The two threatening letters had scared Miguel. He gave them to his good friend, the police chief, Abramo, whose lab had actually found a faded fingerprint on the envelope of the second one. It turned out that the fingerprint belonged to Robert Johnson, the American pedophile from the Lizard Lounge who had disappeared more than a year ago. Since Miguel hadn’t told Abramo about Renata’s special DNA, the police chief assumed Robert was trying to steal babies for some pedophilic purpose. He told Miguel that in some places, it was thought that having sex with a baby could cure AIDS. So now Miguel knew that Robert Johnson was after Renata’s child; but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why.

      Abramo had a buddy in the American Homeland Security office. They had met years ago when they were both in the police academy. Abramo had set him up on a blind date with a classmate, and they’d ended up getting married. Abramo was careful not to abuse the friendship, but this case had gotten under his skin. He called his friend, who tracked Robert for him. He said that Robert had flown to China and was due in Amsterdam in a few days.

      Miguel’s phone flashed Abramo’s name as it rang. He tapped the answer button and said, “Hello, Abramo.”

      “Have you gotten any more letters?”

      “No,” said Miguel. “Do you think he’s still coming after the baby? Does he know that she’s still in São Paulo?”

      “That I don’t know. But I do know he’ll be in Amsterdam soon.” He’d caught a quaver in Miguel’s voice, so he changed the subject. “Renée is fine.” It wasn’t a question. “I’ll keep her safe, I promise,” said the police chief.

      That night, Abramo had a bad dream. There had been an earthquake in São Paulo, and everyone was running. He was separated from his wife. Looking everywhere, he came to a quarry where a backhoe was digging into the bottom of a cliff. It extracted a boulder and revealed a cave. He was scared because it was dark, but he forced himself to go inside. There were passageways that he could see in. Then he heard a baby crying from one of the tunnels. He raced down to find her, but when he got there, the way was blocked by barbed wire. Through the wire he saw Renée tied to a wooden board and his wife weeping next to her. Then he saw other babies in the room; one had her head sliced and bleeding.

      Abramo’s heart raced as he dreamed. A man crossed in front of him and moved towards Renée. Abramo shouted, “STOP!” The man turned, and Abramo saw that it was Robert Johnson. He would kill this man right now! His reached for his gun, but it wasn’t there. Robert came towards him as the barbed wire disappeared.

      Abramo shouted again, but this time out loud, “No!” He woke up on sweating, and the sheets were drenched. He had to do something. From bed he made some calls. Within an hour, he had three cops committed to helping him off record. This wasn’t the first time he had operated off record and used the police account to pay for it. As long as he kept bringing in bad guys, though, no one questioned him. He booked their flights to Amsterdam. They would leave that night.
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            The Armory

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up!” Nima shook Renata’s shoulder. “Time for our big show.” She smiled widely as Renata yawned. It had been a jetlagged sleep. She had not dreamed, and her body felt paralyzed. Because she was stiff, she did a few sun salutation and a brief Zazen meditation.

      Since Renata wanted Nima to be the audience’s focus, she dressed herself in just a simple black leotard, accessorized with turquoise silk cord, a rope belt, and a choker. She wore black Chinese slippers that would keep her movements quiet.

      Once she was satisfied with her own understated appearance, she went to Nima’s room to tie her. It would be easier to do it here at Jeff’s, rather than the theater, which she hadn’t seen yet. There they might not even have a private dressing room.

      Nima already had on the stripper shorts and shirt when Renata came to check on her. “So you did the nipples?”

      “Yes, all painted. And panties, too.” Nima smiled, but Renata could tell she was still nervous.

      It was Renata’s job to keep her subject comfortable. She put her arms around her friend and said, “Can I help you with the fur? We can do the fat rope when we get there.” She picked up the cave-dweller suit. “Here you go.” She dressed Nima like she was a child, carefully helping her into the suit and zipping the back.

      Renata’s phone rang. “Taxi outside.” The driver spoke in English, which was a relief.

      “Ready?” She hugged Nima once more before they went downstairs to the cab.

      It turned out that Renata and Nima did have a dressing room at the theater. Her suitcase of rope was standing up in the middle of the floor. She lay the luggage down and opened it. For the show, she only needed the fat rope and the thinner spinning-top rope, which were coiled on top. Underneath she had packed a few skeins of back-up, just in case she needed them. There was more turquoise silk and white cord along with hand-sized bundles of bright twine. Touching the rope relaxed Renata. She was excited and not at all scared. Meanwhile, it seemed like Nima was having a panic attack.

      “Do I look okay? We’ll  start exactly at eight. Should I stand on stage or wait for Dmitri to call me?” She was turning back and forth in the mirror, looking at the fur. “If I put on eyeliner and mascara, will it mess up the caveman look?”

      They had already talked about this, and Renata was fine with whatever Nima wanted to do with her face, figuring the audience would be focused on the tying. Anyhow, part of the act was for Nima, like a coming out party. It was important that she was comfortable.

      “Do whatever makes you feel the best.” Renata reached under the fur and massaged Nima’s shoulders. “You okay?” she asked. Then said, “Are you ready?” It was five minutes to curtain call.

      They waited in the dark behind the curtain. The fake rock was already on stage. Renata stood still with the heavy skein of rope that she would tie into a harness.

      The curtain went up, and the lights brightened. Renata waited for the music to start. For this part, she had chosen a simple drum beat. Her eyes adjusted and she was happy to see that the theater was full, with everyone’s attention focused on her as she walked out with Nima. Even though she knew they were here for Dmitri, she still let all the attention soak in.

      She turned to Nima, whose eyes were popping in stage fright. Renata offered a private nod to encourage her down the rock. Her hesitancy worked with the caveman character, but Renata hoped she would loosen up for the other transformations. She felt like a puppet master, pulling the strings.

      Nima faced Renata as she tied on her harness and connected it to the rock. Then Nima dragged the boulder off stage, and the audience clapped. Quickly, Renata grabbed the thinner rope and led Nima back on stage without the rock. She untied her and helped her out of the fur to a club beat. Then she tied Nima and wrapped her for the spin. Renata pulled, and Nima spun perfectly, dropping out of the stripper outfit at the end. The audience applauded again.

      To Renata’s relief, Nima was smiling. It was time for the finale. The music faded to quiet. Her footsteps were the only sound in the theater. Here she took her time, tying perfect diamonds. The knots were strong and symmetrical. Nima was ready, all dressed in shibari. On an impulse, Renata placed a soft kiss on her lips before walking off stage to a few cheers.

      Next was Lola. Nima bounced her hips while throwing her arms in the air. She pranced in a 360, caressing her own nipples and hips. After a few more moves, she danced off stage. Renata’s act was over, and it had gone perfectly. Nima and Renata held hands and went center stage for a bow. There was applause as the curtain went down, and then lights went full on for an intermission.

      Behind the curtain, Dmitri’s stage crew came on to set up the playground scene. Nima had to help with the swing, so she put on black pants and T-shirt to climb in the rafters. Since Renata was done for the night, she retreated to the dressing room. On an impulse, she texted Miguel, Just did a show in Amsterdam. Wish you could have seen it! She wanted to send a message to Erik too, but needed more time to think about what exactly to say. For now, Renata silenced her phone and stashed it in her purse. She sat in a folding chair on the side of the stage to watch the rest of the show.

      Miguel was starting breakfast at home when he got the text. Why was Renata in Amsterdam? Could Robert Johnson be going there to hurt her?

      He typed into his phone, Get out of there! But he deleted it before sending. Renata wouldn’t listen to something like that. He had to warn her somehow, though. So he texted, Abramo told me Robert Johnson is alive and he’s in Amsterdam too. Please be careful! He pressed send. Then he wrote, I can get you a ticket if you want to come back down here. But Renata had put her phone on silent, and was sitting in side stage to watch Dmitri’s performance.

      It wasn’t the best angle to watch Dmitri’s show from, but Renata didn’t mind. She enjoyed the energy of the crew. They were excited and well organized. She let Dmitri’s shibari ease away her stress. He was a master, and he looked very sexy tonight.

      The final act was over, and Dmitri’s crew flooded the stage for a bow. He came out last, gesturing towards his crew before bowing himself. The audience stood in a standing ovation. Someone ran out and gave Dmitri a bouquet of red roses. He laughed, looking a little surprised.

      The curtain went down, and Renata heard the spectators leaving. As Dmitri made his way off stage, Renata captured him in a hug.

      “Congratulations! You were amazing!” she told him.

      “Thank you. Thank you,” he said. “Come celebrate with me. Nima too.’ Dmitri knew they were a pair. “I got an invitation to a party. It’s at a place called The Armory. Give me ten minutes, and we can get a cab there together.”

      It was dark, but there was traffic on the cobblestone streets. The taxi drove around people outside of a small club with music blaring. They rounded a corner and parked in front of The Armory. The building was made of rough bricks of black stone with no windows on the ground floor, except for a small triangular one next to the door.

      Renata got out of the taxi with her friends and walked towards the thick wooden door.  She wondered what type of weapons had once been stored here and by whom. There was a historical plaque under the window, but it was in Dutch, so she couldn’t read it. A man wearing a fake police hat greeted them.

      “Good evening.” He spoke with a heavy accent.

      “We’re here for the upper floor party,” said Dmitri.

      “Which room is that, sir?” The man appraised Dmitri and stepped a little closer.

      “Sixty-nine.” Dmitri smiled into the man’s face. Renata noticed the guard was cute, and wondered if Dmitri was interested.

      “Right this way and up the stairs.” He held open the door. As Dmitri passed he said, “I’m Hans. Maybe see you later?”

      Dmitri shook his hand. “Sure.”

      “You coming?” Renata asked Dmitri, as she and Nima climbed the stairs.

      “Yes,” said Dmitri, catching up.

      At the top of two short flights was a door with the number sixty-nine painted in black. It swung open easily with a soft push. Inside was a large open room with small groups scattered around. The largest circled a young lady in a blue dress.

      Renata joined the observers just as a Dominatrix said to the girl, “You want to be a slave for these people, right?” Then she slapped a grass whip against her legs. Renata watched the girl flinch, but saw that she was all in. “Are you having fun?” badgered the Dominatrix.

      “Yes, I am.” The girl was leaning against a pole.

      “Turn around and grab the pole.”

      “Yes, madam,” said the young woman, and did what she was told.

      “Do you want to have more fun? You don’t need this dress, do you? Let’s ask them if they want you to keep it on.” Then she turned to the circle. “Do you want her to take the dress off?”

      “Yes,” said one man. There was a murmur of consent from the crowd.

      The Dominatrix pulled a pair of scissors from her corset and cut the skirt of the dress upwards. Renata couldn’t help thinking it was a waste of a good dress.

      “Should I keep going?” she asked, and Renata saw that she looked at Dmitri when she did. He nodded his head. The shibari show must have fortified him; it seemed like everyone was trying to get his attention. He did look fantastic – lithe and sexy. Renata watched him instead of the woman cutting the dress off. Nima stood beyond Dmitri, hypnotized by the act.

      “Now lie on the floor!” the Domme shouted at the girl, who was now completely naked. Renata wondered what would happen next. “Does anyone want to help me?” There was a bin of clothespins.

      A woman approached her and knelt down. “Can I put this here?” She pinched a nipple hard.

      “Yes, madam.”

      Were those the only words she knew? thought Renata. Then a guy came to the other side of the girl and clothes pinned her other nipple without asking. Could that be the woman’s husband? Were they here for a romantic evening?

      “Who wants to help them?” asked the Dominatrix. Three more people surrounded the girl. “Do you want to please them?” she asked the girl on the floor.

      “Yes.” The spectators put the pins down both of her sides in a line pattern. That must hurt, thought Renata.

      “Do you want them to touch you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes isn’t good enough. Tell them what you want them to do.”

      “Please touch me,” she said.

      The one Renata had thought might be a husband put his hand between her legs and massaged her. She closed her eyes.

      “Does it feel good? Do you want to cum?” the Dominatrix pressed.

      “Yes, yes, I do.”

      “But you aren’t allowed to cum until I say so.” Then she brought out a wand vibrator and offered it to a hefty guy standing near Renata. He mumbled something that sounded like German and took the wand.

      The Dominatrix spread the girl’s legs and put a chair between them. The man sat on the chair and thrust the wand into her cleft. The girl started to moan. Then the man who had clamped her nipple removed the clothespin. He lowered his face and sucked on her nipple while staring at his lady friend, who undid the clothespin she’d placed and sucked the other nipple. The girls moaning got louder.

      “Are you cumming?”

      “Yes, yes, I am.” She had her eyes squeezed shut, and a tear dripped down one side of her face.

      Nima pulled Renata’s sleeve. “Let’s go over there,” she said. Across the room there was a bed with large wooden posts. There was a simple shibari canopy made of red rope, tied between the bedposts, which looked like very much like Dmitri’s web. Renata glanced back at Dmitri as Nima led her across the floor. Dmitri nodded and followed them like a puppy.

      Renata saw two women on the bed caressing each other. They were topless and playing with each other’s nipples. A third sat on the edge of the bed, patting the ass of one of the women.

      “Oh, wow!” exclaimed Nima. Renata saw that the trio were trans women like Nima.

      Renata put her hand on Nima’s back and said to the group, “Can she join you?”

      “Of course,” said the seated woman.

      She gave Nima a little push. “Go – have fun.” Dmitri watched the interaction with a small grin.

      “Hey, there,” Nima said shyly. “I like your negligée.”

      Dmitri looped his arm through Renata’s. “See that?” he asked her, pointing to a row of doors. They were each painted with vintage pin-up girls in swimsuits. Before they walked away, Renata watched Nima caress the shoulder of the woman who had welcomed her.

      Dmitri tried one of the doors, but it was locked. Renata heard a moaning from inside. The door had a clear window in it, and Renata peered inside. A man was fucking a woman from behind in a standing position. She was supporting herself on the bed, crying out like a cat. As if they sensed her, both partners looked at the door and saw Renata watching. Being observed seemed to make them fuck harder. She watched for a moment more, getting wet.

      The next door was free, and Dmitri led her inside. It was a clean room with a high bed covered by a velvet quilt. The place was decorated in a Paris theme. On one wall was a mural of the Eiffel tower, and there was a plaque that said Je t’aime over the bed.

      Renata climbed onto the mattress and leaned into the pillows. Dmitri followed her and pressed his lips onto her hand. Renata giggled. Dmitri was a man of contrasts. He was a shibari master who tied up people sexually, but now he was acting like a he was courting her even though they both knew what was going to happen next.

      She straddled Dmitri and asked, “This okay?” Slowly she unbuckled his belt, undid his button, and lowered his zipper. He had on white briefs, and Renata saw that he was nice and hard under them. She used one finger to stroke him as he sat inert and smiling. His chest was rising and falling faster, the only sign of his excitement. Dmitri was all about self-control, Renata knew. Then again, she was most comfortable in control as well. Plus Renata loved to have men on super edge; it was a big turn on.

      She kept stroking Dmitri though his underwear as he maintained control by not moving any other muscles. So was this a challenge? Renata hoped so. She reached into her bag and grabbed the blue silk rope she had used to make her show jewelry. She slipped off her leggings but left on her thong. It was a lacy magenta one that matched her bra. Then she climbed back on top of Dmitri.

      Reaching around his waist, she looped the silk around his back and hers to tie them together with a simple slipknot. Then she reached into the back of his pants and ran the doubled rope down his butt crack and under his balls, and pulled the ends forward. She put the rope between her legs and behind her, up her own booty crack. Next Renata separated the ends over her hips and down into the creases of her triangle. The rope was almost used up, so she made two loops one around each thigh and secured the ends with square knots.

      “Now we’re tied.”

      “Yes, we are,” said Dmitri, not making any move to take over.

      Renata lowered the elastic of his briefs and used her whole hand to caress his dick. She felt him harden even more and watched the smile leave his face. His left hand rested on her leg and she felt him clench. She stopped rubbing him and began tickling the head of his penis with one hand, while flattening his tensing hand with hers. She could tell he was struggling to not give in to sound or movement. This is fun, thought Renata.

      “Do I win?” she asked.

      “I didn’t know it was a game,” said Dmitri, laughing. “But yes, you win.”

      Victorious, Renata scooped her thong to the side and eased his ripe member inside. Then she was riding him, watching the pretty rope bend and stretch with her dance. Dmitri was moaning now. His sounds were deep and foreign. Was this how all Russians responded to sex? wondered Renata. She almost teased him, but instead shut her eyes to concentrate on the feeling that was rising within her. Her hair had come loose, and it draped over Dmitri’s face.

      There was a slight sound from behind her and Renata saw a pair of eyes looking at them though the door’s window. She wanted to put something over it for privacy, but she was tied to Dmitri. Also she was fucking him and didn’t want to stop. Now she saw the whole face of a man watching from outside. She found it was turning her on to be watched, and she kept pounding the mattress. Thunk, thunk thunk; the bed frame was bouncing. She was humping faster and faster.

      “Ahhh! O, my god! Yes!” Renata cried out. Just as her orgasm ended, Dmitri moaned something foreign, cumming too. She glanced at the door and saw her voyeur depart.

      “Shall I untie you?”

      “Yes, please.” Dmitri was back in formal mode, as he slipped out from inside her. She rewound her pretty silk and got back into her leggings. They left the room and went to find Nima.

      She was on the bed fully dressed, chatting with the other woman when Renata walked up. “Ready to go?”

      “Just waiting for you two.”
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      Renata was regretting that she had decided to stay with Adam’s father even though his house was very comfortable. She remembered the pass he had made at her, if that’s what it had been, and hoped he would be asleep when they returned.

      Luckily, the house was quiet as she let herself in and slipped upstairs. She was relieved until she saw that her bedroom door was ajar. On the bed was a business card. She was sure she hadn’t left it there herself. The card read Genesis and had the address of the lab Jeff had told her about. Was it possible that he hadn’t been making a move on her, but was just worried about her and the REN? The card must have been left there for her by him.

      She did a quick online search for Genesis and saw that it was only eight blocks away. Since she couldn’t sleep anyway, she put her shoes back on for the short walk. It was a full moon, and the light shone on the cobblestone streets. Renata used her phone for navigation, and soon she was standing in front of a gold embossed sign that said Genesis. The ground floor was dark, but the second floor was fully lit.

      Boldly Renata put her hand on the doorknob and twisted, but it was locked. She heard a sound. Was it a rat scuttling in the alley next to the building? Or was it a sniffle? She peered down the alley and saw a woman crumpled against the wall. She was crying onto her knees in soft but shrill bursts. The moonlight reflected off white buttons down the front of a clean dress.

      “Are you okay?” Renata approached the woman.

      She lifted her head and glared at Renata. Her face was swollen, and fresh tears rained down her broad cheeks. “No, not okay, no, no, no.” Then she began to sob and speak in an Asian language.

      “Do you speak English? What’s wrong?” asked Renata.

      “They take her, the men. Maybe they hurt her,” answered the woman with a heavy accent. “Please help me.” She got up from the wall and grabbed Renata’s wrist. “They stole her, they hurt her.” She sobbed harder.

      “Can I walk you home?” Renata asked. Maybe the woman was lost or mentally ill.

      “To Beijing? I want to go home, but not without Liwei.” As the woman calmed down, her English was easier to understand.

      “Liwei? Who is Liwei?”

      “Liwei is my baby; my little girl.”

      “Where is she?” Asked Renata.

      “The white men have her. In there.” She pointed to the lit windows on the second floor of Genesis.

      “Up there? Why?”

      “They cut her. Say I am good, but she is better.” More tears rushed out. “They gave me this” – it was a voucher for the Crowne Plaza hotel. “They paid a taxi, but I told the driver to come back here. They took me from my house in Shanghai. And my baby inside.” She pointed at Genesis again. “Maybe she is already dead!”

      Jeff had told her that Genesis was into genetic manipulations of some kind, with other REN proteins. Could he have suspected that they were stealing DNA from other people, like Fitzer? But to experiment on someone’s child was way beyond decent. Of course, there was always the chance that this woman was crazy.

      “Why don’t I bring you to where I’m staying?” suggested Renata. There was plenty of room at Jeff’s house, and at the minimum she could offer her a warm night. In the morning she could talk to Jeff and do some more investigating. Or bring the woman to the Chinese embassy.

      “I can’t leave Liwei. Maybe they take her far away. I have to guard her.”

      “You’re… sure your baby is in there?”

      “YES!” She roared the word angrily, as if it were Renata’s fault.

      “Okay, okay. I understand. I’ll come back tomorrow, when it’s light.” On an impulse Renata pulled the woman in for a warm hug. She felt fragile, and was almost a foot shorter.

      “Thank you. I… my name is Chen. Lanying Chen.”

      “Renata.” She caressed Lanying’s back before releasing her.

      With purpose, Renata marched back through the neighborhood to Jeff’s house. Her sense of direction brought her straight back to the big house. Morning light already illuminated the rooms, and Renata tramped into Nima’s room.

      “What’s up, girl?” she asked Renata. A pillow fell to the floor, and Nima kicked down her blanket.

      “I don’t know what to think.” Renata sat on the bed and grabbed her friend’s hand. Then she told her about Genesis and finding the crying Chinese woman.

      “Could it be true? Or do you think she’s crazy? Or am I, for believing her?” Renata whined. She had been up all night, and was wired and upset.

      “Trust yourself, Renata.” Nima squeezed her hand. “After what they did to you, anything is possible. But to take a baby! That’s awful. Maybe… too awful? It’s hard to believe something like that could happen.”

      Nima sat up. “Well, let’s find out if it’s true. We can just go over there and ask! I mean in the morning, during regular business hours. For now, there’s nothing you can do. Take a shower, calm down and pull yourself together, and we’ll go back when they’re open. You probably have time for a few hours of rest, too.”

      Renata was still in the black leggings and her top from the show, and noted that she smelled like sex; sex with Dmitri. The image of his head thrown back as he came sent a thrill up her spine. Nima was right, she did need a shower and a nap.

      After cleaning up, Renata lay on her bed thinking. Was the world full with horrible people that experimented on innocents? She remembered stories she’d heard about Hitler. How he had cut up children, and many had died. Awful people were still around, that was for sure. An hour had passed, and she still hadn’t slept. The sun had risen and flooded her room.

      When her phone said it was nearly 8:30 am, Renata marched into Nima’s room. “We have to go now.”

      “Okay, girlfriend, show me the way.” Nima rolled her eyes. Obviously she wasn’t taking the expedition as seriously as Renata.

      “You don’t have to come.”

      “I’m coming. I got your back, even if you are being a little crazy.” She sighed. “But can we stop for coffee on the way?”

      “Okay,’ said Renata reluctantly. The streets were chaotic, with bikes crowding out the cars and pedestrians. “Whoa,” Renata gasped as one almost hit her. The guy riding it looked back and smiled like he’d done it on purpose.

      They paused in front of a coffee cart and got a shot of espresso each. Then they walked to Genesis.

      Checking the alley, she saw that Lanying was seated against the wall where Renata had found her last night. Renata was more determined than ever to find out if her story were true. This time, Lanying was gently snoring into her lap.

      The movement woke Lanying, and she bolted to standing. When she recognized Renata, said, “We go now?”

      “Yes. We’re here to help you.” Renata placed a hand on her shoulder. “This is my friend Nima.” She reached out a hand to Lanying. They walked to the front of the building. Someone had put on lights inside. Renata tried the knob again, and this time it was unlocked.
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            On Their Way

          

        

      

    

    
      The cops with Abramo were strong and well trained. His only worry was that they were young, and none of them had ever been outside of Brazil. He had flown them on a red eye and told them to be prepared, that they would go right away to the location. Hopefully they wouldn’t freeze up or get confused because they couldn’t speak the language. Also they would stand out with their dark skin and Brazilian military garb, but there hadn’t been time to buy anything else. For safety, they were all wearing bulletproof vests.

      “Wake up.” Abramo nudged his seatmate, Antonio.

      “I’m awake,” he replied wiping the sleep from his eyes. The flight was about to land, and Abramo had arranged a van to take them to Robert, who was at a lab in the city center. Abramo’s friend from Homeland Security had tracked him there.

      “Prepare for landing,” said the intercom. Abramo checked on his men and saw that they were alert and ready.

      He let out a big sigh, hoping none of them would be hurt in Amsterdam.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            Inside the Laboratory

          

        

      

    

    
      The large room was quiet, with a staircase in the back.  There were long tables set with microscopes and other small machines that divided the space. Everything was very clean, except for a strong chemical smell, which Renata couldn’t identify.

      “Should we go upstairs?” Nima whispered, pointing. There was no one around in the room where they were, but they could hear voices.

      “ Yes, but be quiet.” Lanying was starting to cry.

      “You stay down here,” Renata told Lanying, who sat in an office chair. It squeaked as she sat down. “Keep quiet,” she warned, as she pulled Nima over to the stairs. The voices were louder from here, but Renata still couldn’t make out the words.

      “Let’s do this,” said Nima. She was smiling and not at all afraid, which was reassuring. Nima started up the stairs quickly, with Renata close behind. She had to force her legs to move, but was determined not to let fear deter her. Upstairs there was an empty reception desk with two doors behind it. One was open a few inches.

      “So I understand that these proteins are solvent, but are there enough of them? Can we reproduce them?” It was English, a man, and the voice was vaguely familiar. It was coming from the open door.

      “We have a few different methods for reproduction, but we need at least two liters of blood for the research,” another man replied. Then there was another sound, like an animal grunting.

      “What should we do?” Renata asked Nima.

      “We gotta go in and see what’s going on. It’s the only way.”

      Renata wished she had her gun or bullet-proof vest. But chances were it was only scientists talking, and she could have a look inside before getting escorted out. Then she could perhaps determine if Lanying had been telling the truth.

      They quietly approached the door, and Nima stepped into the room with Renata right behind her. Renata gasped when she saw the incubator in the center of the room. Inside was a naked Chinese girl baby, with her tiny arms and legs strapped down. Her eyes were vacant and she was whining softly. There was an IV stand connected to a needle in her arm. The blood bag hung barely full, with the tube dripping into it every few seconds.

      Robert Johnson made a grab for Nima who was closer to him.

      “Get off of me, you fuck,” she yelled. “Renata!”

      Impulsively Renata reached for her gun, which wasn’t there, so she stepped toward Robert threateningly.

      “Well, hello, Renata. Fancy meeting you here.” Robert pulled Nima closer and put his arm around her neck in a vise grip. Then he yanked out a gun and held it to Nima’s head. “Don’t come any closer, if you like your pretty friend.” His teeth glistened as he spoke.

      “Okay, okay. “Renata raised her hands. Meanwhile the other scientist had backed into a corner. He looked faint. She scolded herself again for coming without a weapon. If anything happened to Nima, it would be her fault. “Let’s all calm down and talk about this.” Maybe she could reason with him.

      Just then the door swung open and banged against the wall behind it. Robert fired, and Renata watched in horror as Lanying drooped to the floor. Blood poured out of her ear into a crimson pool.

      “Oh, my god!” screeched Nima. She tried to wriggle out of Robert’s grip, but he tightened his arm and put the gun back to her head.

      “Sit there!” Robert gestured to a chair near the other man.

      Renata did as she was told. Obviously Robert wasn’t playing around. Lanying was dead, and anyone could be next. Everything got very quiet. Renata’s heart was pounding, and the baby was still whining.

      “Ugh.” The scientist groaned next to Renata. His hands shook at his sides. Then there was sound of trickling water; all eyes watched a puddle form around his shoes.

      “Jan, it’s all right. Everything will be fine.” Robert sounded calm and rational.

      Renata tried negotiating. “We really don’t care what’s going on here. We’re only in town for a performance, nothing more. If you let us go, we’ll leave Amsterdam tomorrow. We don’t even know that woman.” Renata nodded at Lanying on the floor. The blood puddle underneath her had grown. She was glad Nima had her back to the door. Renata was worried she would pass out if she saw the body, and then she would have to save her friend while she was unconscious. Maybe she should rush Robert and try to free Nima? Or maybe the scientist would help.

      Words were her only weapon. “Or I could help.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “Let Nima go and you can have all the REN you want, right here.” She pulled up her sleeve and offered the underside of her arm. Robert’s face softened. Renata remembered that he had muttered something about waiting so long for her when they had fucked in his hotel room. “Or we can let these two go, and the two of us can talk privately.” Renata stretched her collar down and used her hand to circle her own breast.

      “Put your hands down!” Robert shouted. Nima’s eyes were bulging.

      “You’re hurting her!” Renata stood and shouted.

      “See this little girl?”

      Renata watched him squeeze the trigger of the gun ever so slightly. Nima’s face was pinched shut. Then he removed his pointer finger and made a stroking motion with it. “If you don’t do what I say, she’ll be lined up with the Chinese bitch, and I will still get what I want.”

      He paused, breathing heavily. “Take off your shirt.”

      Renata pulled the shirt over her shoulders. Her bra was purple satin with pretty ribbon. It was chilly in the room, but she was sweating.

      “Now take off your pants.”

      Renata started to stand and lower her leggings.

      “Do it while you’re sitting. And you, Jan – she’s a pretty lady. You put your hand over her mouth. She talks too much.”

      The scientist’s hand tasted like metal, and it trembled against Renata’s head.

      “It’s okay to touch her.”

      The scientist didn’t move.

      “I said touch her!” Robert shouted.

      “It’s okay,” said Renata, through his hand. He stank of fear and urine.

      “Don’t talk!”

      Nima shook her head sideways, saying no. Her face was wet with tears, but she was too shocked to sob.

      “Bah, bah bah.” The baby was making noises, and Renata saw her close her eyes and scrunch up her nose. She was a cute thing, and so tiny. Where was her baby boy now? If she died right here, right now, she would never meet him. A tear threatened to run spill down her face.

      “Unhook her bra,” Robert commanded the scientist. The bra had a front closure, and Renata worried that the scientist might not be able to open it.

      “I can do it.”

      “I said, don’t talk!” Robert tightened his grip around Nima’s throat as the scientist fumbled between Renata’s breasts to get the bra off. He released the catch and stood awkwardly holding the bra.

      “Now you put it on!”

      The scientist tried, but the bra was way too small and looked like an open vest around his shoulders.

      Robert laughed. “Forget it.”

      Meanwhile Renata was freezing. Her nipples were hard, and so were her eyes. She had to do something; but what?

      “Now touch her!”

      The scientist cupped Renata’s breast awkwardly. His hand was cold and stiff against her body.

      “Suck her!”

      Giving Robert a desperate look, the man did what he was told. His saliva was thick and repellent, but Renata didn’t care. This was all about saving Nima, who was completely innocent.

      “Maybe I could suck you? Or Nima and I can do a private show.” The first step would be to get Nima out of his grip.

      “That could be fun.” Robert released Nima and thrust her at Renata, while the scientist retreated into his corner.

      Renata stood and held her friend, and Nima sobbed into Renata’s bare breasts.

      “Start the show.”

      “Okay,” said Nima, straightening. She removed her top. Renata saw that her nipples were still stained red from the shibari show. She took Renata’s hand and placed it on her chest and held it there.

      “More!” Robert commanded. “Get on the floor. The she-man on top.”

      Renata lay on the floor, and Nima straddled her.

      “Pow!” said Robert, moving the gun back and forth to point at each of their heads. The scientist hiccupped from the corner. “Now ride her.”

      Nima gyrated on top of Renata.

      From downstairs there came a click followed by a whine, like the door was being pushed open slowly.

      Robert’s face twisted. “Don’t move!” he whispered, waving the gun. He stepped over Lanying and fired at a man who was racing at him. The bullet hit his chest, but he continued moving forward and pummeled Robert like a football tackle. They both fell onto Lanying, and Robert’s gun flew out of his hand toward Renata.

      The man pinned Robert down as other burly crowded through the doorway. Renata picked up the gun and pointed it at the group. She was only wearing her thong, but it didn’t matter. Nima crouched behind her.

      “Everybody stop right there,” Renata told the group of men.

      They put their hands in the air. One guy was smiling at her nakedness. Their unfamiliar military gear confused Renata. Could they be here to steal Lanying’s baby? She knew that a shot in the head would kill at least one of them before they could get to her.

      “Renata, it’s me. Renata, it’s Abramo,” said a man as he pushed through the group. It took her a moment to recognize the police chief; this was certainly the last place she’d have expected to see him.

      “You’re… you’re Miguel’s friend? From Brazil?” She was sure it was him; but how and why was he here?

      He nodded. With one hand in the air, he gathered Renata’s clothing from the floor and handed it to her, looking away modestly. She was still pointing the loaded gun at him. “You’re safe.”

      Renata put the gun down next to the incubator and got dressed. Meanwhile, Abramo gave directions to his team. They put Robert in handcuffs and dragged him away. Abramo handed a business card to the scientist, saying, “You can go home for now, but the police will be in touch, so don’t try to leave town. Here’s my card if you have anything you want to tell me.”

      Renata opened the door of the incubator and unlatched the belts over the baby’s arms and legs. She yanked out the IV, and pressed her thumb over the red dot on her arm.

      “Bah,” said the baby.

      “Liwei, oh, Liwei,” Renata cried, holding the orphan in her arms. “I am so sorry. So, so sorry.”

      Nima stroked the baby’s head as Liwei snuggled into Renata’s chest.
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            Renata and Rose

          

        

      

    

    
      Baby Liwei swallowed the tiny spoonfuls of applesauce Renata had hijacked from Jeff’s refrigerator. In the other room, Nima slept soundly. At least someone could, thought Renata, smiling at the baby. Her petite lips were like a red rosebud. She tickled them lightly with a finger, and Liwei wrinkled her nose.

      Renata called Miguel. “It’s me. Some … some terrible things happened, and I need to come down there” – the words spilled out – “and I have a baby.”

      “Whoa, it’s okay. Slow down. I know. Abramo called this morning, and he told me everything.”

      “So you know about Robert Johnson?” Renata asked in a loud whisper. She didn’t want to disturb Liwei.

      “Yes, I know about him. And he’s in custody now. You’re safe. I can arrange a flight for you and the baby if you want. And she can be adopted with your … ah, with your son, like a sister, if you want. I talked to the parents already, and they agreed.” He still hadn’t told Renata that she’d had a baby girl.

      Renata’s feelings were all a jumble. But surely that would be best. “Yes. I have to talk to Dmitri, but yes.” Renata was dead tired and stressed. She fantasized about her casita in the Brazilian mountains and having Erik there with her. She’d had enough of partying with people without a solid connection. He was the man she wanted. But Brazil was a place she could retreat to and rejuvenate. She stifled a yawn. “The baby is asleep now, and I’m going to lie down.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Renata woke to daylight. She stretched her arms high and took a deep breath. The events of the last few days flooded her thoughts. First the shibari show; then Lanying.  And Lanying on the floor, dead and bleeding. Her chest constricted. She cringed when she remembered how Robert made her undress while holding Nima hostage. And then there was Liwei, beautiful Liwei, newly orphaned.

      Where was the baby? Renata charged into Nima’s room. She was swinging Liwei, saying, “Wei, Wei, Liwei.” The baby was gurgling as Nima cooed at her.

      “I checked online,” said Nima, “though it took me a few tries to guess the right spelling. Do you know what her name means? ‘Beautiful rose.’ ‘Li’ is beautiful, and ‘wei’ is rose.”

      “Rose,” breathed Renata. “That suits her.” She reached for the infant. Already Liwei felt like her responsibility.

      She texted Dmitri.

      I am sorry but I can’t finish the tour. Something came up. Family. She added, Nima can explain. I’m really sorry. Then she took Liwei and wrapped her tight. Nima threw her arms around both of them.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay in Amsterdam. I’m not going to do the rest of the shows,” Renata said to Nima. “I need to take care of Liwei – Rose – for one thing. But there is something I can do. I want to pay for your transition. Will you let me do that for you?”
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            Abramo Sleeps Badly

          

        

      

    

    
      Abramo brought Robert to the Amsterdam police station, and once the explanations were over, took his team to an airport hotel for the night. It was only six hours until their return fight.

      He stretched out on the bed and tried to sleep. But he kept running over the strange scene. Miguel’s sister had been beautiful, standing there naked pointing the gun. Was the transsexual her lover? wondered Abramo. Then there was the baby in the glass box, and the scientist who had peed himself. “Ick,” he said out loud.

      How many innocent children had he saved tonight by arresting Robert? But surely now, Renata, Miguel, and little Renée were finally safe.

      Abramo sighed deeply. He wanted to go home, and thought of his wife and her soft figure. He wanted to call her. But it was two in the morning in São Paulo, he’d already sent word that he was safe, and he knew she had work the next day. He’d be home soon enough.
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      The American woke up to a kick in the gut.

      “Hey, you. You like to fuck kids, is that it?”

      The holding cell smelled like feces, and it was crowded. He sat up and rubbed a finger over the red line the handcuffs had left.

      “No, not me. Wrong guy.”

      The man bent down and looked him straight in the eyes. “You fuck kids!” he shouted, spraying saliva on Robert’s face.

      Robert raised a hand to shield his face, and his eyes darted around the room.

      “I’m the clean-up crew for newcomers, and I don’t like you.”

      Even prisoners spoke perfect English in Amsterdam. Robert nearly laughed before realizing the danger he was in. “Not me, I stole something.” Damn it, why did he say that? Maybe this holding cell was only for murderers. “I mean, someone got shot. But I didn’t do it,” he added.

      The man turned around and called out something in Dutch. A half circle of men formed around Robert. He tried to squeeze back against the wall, afraid to stand up.

      Someone placed a boot against his abdomen. “Watch this, guys,” he said with a heavy accent.

      “Please, no,” Robert begged. He tensed his muscles, hoping to deflect the impact. The man leaned in slowly and Robert was able to protect his organs. Then he removed his foot and Robert took a deep breath and re-tensed his stomach. But the man was quick and hurtled his foot back into place, knocking the wind out of Robert.

      “Ahhgh!” Robert gasped and wrapped himself into fetal position on the floor. He scooted his head under a dirty bench that was secured to the wall. Like a dance, the first kicker stepped away and allowed the others to do their share. Robert buried his face in his knees, but it didn’t stop the kicks to his head. There was blood, and he released his neck to look around. His thoughts weren’t coagulating. A swift blow to his jaw busted his lip. Robert closed his eyes and swallowed a gulp of his own blood. The room faded away.

      After a few more jabs, the men lost interest in abusing the unconscious man.

      “Robert Johnson?” a guard called into the cell. There was no response. “Robert Johnson?” he called louder.

      The guy who’d first accused Robert said, “He’s sleeping,” and gestured to the prone form under the bench in covered in blood smears.

      “Fuck,” sighed the guard, and walked away. He returned with a gurney and gloves on. He commanded the men to help him, and he wheeled Robert to the infirmary.

      The prison nurse swabbed his head clean to reveal an impact wound more than an inch deep. “Arrange transport to the hospital,” she said, like she was bored.

      After three days, Robert’s eyes fluttered open. “Nuh,” he said. It was a guttural sound, but it was all that the man could manage. His thinking self was floating nearby, but he couldn’t grasp it. “Nuh,” he repeated.

      A soft hand touched his forehead, soothing him.  “You’re going home,” a voice said. The sound was calming.

      “Nuh,” said the man who used to be Robert Johnson. Drool dripped down his chin.
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      “Here, girls,” said Renata as she broke a granola bar in half. She watched her daughter Renée with her sister Rose, as a small ocean wave licked at their bottoms. They ate hungrily before going back to digging holes in the sand.

      It was a perfect summer day, thought Renata. She always planned something special for her day with the girls. They were living with Miguel’s parents in a country house close by. After their beach outing today, Miguel would join them for dinner. They had simmered into an easy friendship, and he was an important part of her life.

      Hearing a text come in she dug her phone out. Erik. See you soon, pretty lady. Renata had finally gotten up the nerve to invite him to visit, after many long phone calls and texts. She smiled just imaging his face. He was flying in next week, and they’d planned on a romantic getaway in Ipanema.

      She knew she’d never go back to work at a place like Agri-Gen, but maybe it was time to think about some freelance consulting. And maybe it was finally time to think about letting someone into her life. Someone else, that was; Renée and Rose were already there. How had she thought she didn’t want children? Now she couldn’t imagine being separated from either of them.

      Her phone chimed again with another text from Erik. This one said, I Love You! Renata’s heart surged with pleasure, and she blushed. The white sand sparkled at her feet like diamonds.

      “Mommy, mommy,” Renée called.

      Renata scooped up one girl in each arm and waded out in the turquoise water.
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