
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Humiliation and abuse cannot make Monique’s determination and dedication falter.

	 

	 

	Monique is on a mission only she alone can complete to protect mankind from great evil. But this mission is also dangerous for those who are most dear to her—should she pursue or abandon it?

	While Johanna, as supreme commander of the United Nations Space Forces, prepares for her departure to the stars, Mamba Monique and her partner, Elodie, venture on a solitary mission that no one else could accomplish. To track down the terrorists that repeatedly launch assaults on Johanna and her team, she presents herself as an irresistible bait. However, once the enemy takes the bait, she’s separated from her teammate. How can she persevere in this environment without blowing her cover and thus dooming her mission to fail?

	 


The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

	Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	Anonymous

	Copyright © 2022 Valerie J. Long

	ISBN: 978-1-4874-3593-6

	Cover art by Martine Jardin

	 

	All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Published by eXtasy Books Inc

	[image: Image]

	Look for us online at:

	www.eXtasybooks.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Anonymous

	Zoe Lionheart Book 25

	Lioness Tracks V

	 

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	Valerie J. Long

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	For all workers who are doing their work with pride.

	 


Part One—Leads

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	From the lamp posts at the curbside, I could tell that I’d finally reached the outskirts of greater Zurich. From their missing lights as well as the debris in the gutter, I could tell that the path back to civilization was still long.

	My feet were hurting from the long hike. On this day, I had covered another ten-hour-leg, the fifth in sequence, wherever possible via forest roads and hiking trails, avoiding any contact that could lead to critical questions.

	The worn-out canvas shoes weren’t made for such abuse, just as my padded winter jacket smelled humid outside and inside. My pants’ legs were soaked, and my tee shirt and undies were sweaty. Moreover, I was hungry—I couldn’t live off of a couple of stolen apples alone.

	Without money there was no food. Without a job, there was no money, without ID, no legal job, and I had no ID. In this situation, it wasn’t advisable to fall into the police’s hands. At best, I, as non-Swiss, would face expulsion. But I didn’t want to learn how kind and professional the Swiss police would be toward a lone girl without money, ID, and contacts.

	That was neither my biggest nor my most urgent problem at that moment—before me, two guys stepped from a dark alcove into the street and assumed a threatening position.

	I stopped.

	“No one will come to your aid here, darling,” one guy said.

	No, of course not. The next moment, I turned around, fighting for balance on the wet pavement, and ran. The surprise gained me a small head start before the two decided to follow their allegedly easy prey.

	It didn’t take long for the first to catch up with me and grab one sleeve. I tore myself free and dodged to the side, glancing back. The second one wielded a knife.

	Once again, I scored a surprise—sudden stop, a high knee into the privates, and number one faded away.

	Number two had to evade his falling friend to reach me. That provided me with the necessary time to gain safe footing, dodge his first knife attack, and then ram my fingers into his throat.

	While he was wriggling on the ground, fighting for his breath, I took the knife away from him and searched his pockets. His friend didn’t dare protest while I was showing him the knife.

	“Don’t follow me,” I advised them, rose, and left the battle scene, one knife and a few francs richer.

	 

	Another shadow was following me. A few roads later, I stopped and let the slender shape catch up.

	All okay? Elodie’s fingers asked.

	All okay, I replied as wordlessly.

	My partner quickly disappeared back into the dark of night, leaving me alone with my problems. We had agreed on that—as long as there were no undesired events, she stayed out of it all, only occasionally letting me know that she was still there. She could appear in public even less than me. If someone asked systematically, there should only be one foreign woman newly arrived in town. She remained invisible, inaudible, and untraceable while I placed the bait.

	The road ended in a small square. Light and laughter came out of a door on the opposite side—a bar, an opportunity to buy some food for my freshly stolen money.

	Instead, I searched for a way in at the rear of the building. Left or right? I guessed wrong and had to walk three-quarters around the block before I found the passageway that smelled like wet kitchen waste.

	Inside the passageway, I wrung some wetness from my hair, combed it back with my fingers, arranged my clothing, then hurried over to the back door and knocked.

	The door swung inside. I took that as an invitation to make at least the first step out of the rain. “Hello?”

	A short corridor led deeper into the building, bathed in dim light by a single lamp. Two doors each led left or right, a fifth straight ahead was labeled Guest Room.

	Right from the start, I disliked the older man in the stained white apron, who was looking out of the second door to the left and sulked. “Yes?”

	Only I couldn’t consider that in the current situation. “I need a job. Cleaning, dishwashing, whatever.”

	“Come here.”

	I obeyed.

	“Stop,” he commanded when I was three steps away and turned up his nose at me. “You stink.”

	I shrugged. “I can wash myself.”

	“Show your fingers.”

	I held out my hands and showed my palms.

	“Yes, okay. Turn them—okay. Well. What’s your name?”

	“Monique.”

	“Monique. Show me your ID.”

	“I don’t have one.”

	“Why that?”

	I spread my arms. “My guy took it away years ago. Now that I’m rid of him, a new chip’s on the bottom of my list.”

	“Well—but not of mine. I don’t want trouble. Without ID, I can’t give you a job. Sorry.”

	“Ey—what use is an ID for me if I die of starvation first?”

	“Oh, you’re hungry? Why don’t you say so?”

	“Because I want to work for my food.”

	Now he smiled. “I understand. Well, I can’t let you work, but perhaps you can do me a little favor?”

	“Sure. What?”

	“Well...” He moved his apron aside and fumbled at his fly.

	I turned and left.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	On my way downtown, I passed several nice inns. My feet were hurting more and more, and my stomach was grumbling, but I had already learned that I didn’t have to apply in such a venue. What I needed was a gloomy, grubby dive, a shop that took some liberties with the rules.

	It wasn’t hard to find such a venue. It only took some time and patience. At least the rain was letting up.

	Again, I stood at a back door, knocking and calling, “Hello!”

	“What?” I heard from inside.

	“I’m looking for a job.”

	“What kind?”

	“Cleaning, dishwashing, or the like, no matter what.”

	“We don’t need that. Not this time, anyway. We’re long closed and almost done with tidying up.”

	“A pity.”

	“Try around the corner in the Hole. They’re open all night.”

	“Thanks.”

	The name sounded promising, so I followed the free advice.

	 

	The first impression was better than the name would lead me to believe—the trash was thoroughly stowed away in large cans in the back. The back door was locked, so I tried a friendly smile for the surveillance camera.

	A buzzer answered upon my ringing so that I could pull the door open and enter the narrow corridor behind.

	“This way,” a male said from the open door to the left. “What do you want?”

	Within a few steps I reached the door to a small office room. From between a large monitor and several piles of paper, a bald man examined my appearance. Out of habit, I took in the surroundings—no second door, no window, so no escape route, a steel locker in the corner, a letter opener, and scissors on the desk.

	“Good evening. I’m Monique, and I need a job. Anything.”

	He grinned. “Anything?”

	“I’m not picky. Ah, but I’m no whore.”

	“We’ll see. Can you clean toilets?”

	“Sure.”

	“As it happens, our last cleaner gave up. You can start right away. Five francs per hour, and you can keep tips. Your shift is from six PM to two AM... unless the guests stay longer. We provide the cleaning stuff. Everything else is your business. If you break something, you pay. Oh yes—you don’t have to drink tap water. Mineral water is free.”

	“Okay. Where do I find what?”

	“The toilets are down the stairs. You’ll see them. One door’s labeled Staff, there you can hang your coat, and there you’ll find the gear.”

	Thus he directed his attention at the screen. I was dismissed—only at that moment my stomach announced its displeasure with a clearly audible grumbling.

	Baldhead looked up again. “Hungry?”

	“Yes, sorry.” Another grumbling accompanied my statement.

	“When did you eat last?”

	“Yesterday evening.”

	“Yesterday? So and now you’d like to have an advance on your pay?”

	“No, I have money.” I showed one note.

	“Oh, put it away. Go to the kitchen and take some of the leftovers. Tell Arno I sent you.”

	“Thank you!”

	“Don’t thank me. I’m too soft. Oh, and eat something light. You’ll see why.”

	“Thank you, boss!” I repeated it anyway before I left him alone and went in the search of Arno.

	 

	I rightfully pictured Arno to be in the kitchen, and this, in turn, to be on the same floor, and so it was. The kitchen was quiet—the main mealtime had to be over.

	“What are you doing here?” a short man with a chef’s hat barked at me.

	“I’m looking for Arno. The boss sent me to fetch some of the leftovers to eat. I’m Monique, the new toilet cleaner.”

	“Already?” He shrugged. “Even better. Over there, you’ll find bread, and you can take a plate of soup. However, it would be better if you’d clean up first and then come back for more soup.”

	My stomach clearly announced its judgment.

	“Okay, okay, eat first. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

	Perhaps I should’ve asked about what. But the goulash soup’s spicy smell distracted me. I helped myself to a large serving and ravenously gobbled it down, and as soon as the plate was empty, I glanced at Arno.

	He only nodded, and thus I devoured a second serving. Then I fetched two slices of bread and went on my way downstairs.

	On the stairs, I encountered a different kind of spicy smells, and I understood the warning—and also why my predecessor had quit the job. With just one glance at my future place of work, I realized that I could ruin my only set of clothes within minutes here, and I hurried to take off my jacket, pants, and shoes. I wasn’t eager at all to walk this floor barefoot, but my feet at least could be washed afterward.

	The users of this sanitary facility hadn’t just had problems with their aim during urinating or the intended use of the toilet brush. One or another guest must have become queasy due to this facility’s condition so that I also could get an overview of the menu around the bowls.

	That wasn’t anything that could gross me out. If someone dies a violent death, the result often doesn’t look better, just the opposite—on top of the contents of bladder, stomach, and bowels come blood and flesh. I’d seen such often enough, and I’d learned to deal with it. Girls who hadn’t learned fast enough hadn’t survived our training.

	So I fetched a bucket, cloth, and cleaning agent and went to work. The quicker I removed the stains, the more pleasant the remainder of my workday would be.

	I wasn’t surprised to also find remnants of sperm during my work, in the men’s as well as in the women’s toilet.

	After well over an hour, I’d cleaned away the worst mess around the bowls and could start to clean those from the inside to the outside. The foul smell faded.

	 

	Footsteps on the stairs warned me about a visitor, but I was just fighting especially tenacious skid marks and wasn’t about to be put off that task.

	Next, the guest’s approving whistle told me of the effect of my raised merely-panties-covered bum on male visitors.

	“Ssssuper view,” the newcomer babbled.

	“Just look, no touch,” I advised him without pausing my work. But when I noticed how he desperately fought for balance while opening his fly, I got concerned about how long my past cleaning efforts would last.

	“Let me help you,” I said and stepped to his side. Then I assisted him in fetching the penis from his pants and aiming at the wall-hung urinal. Together we managed to finish his business without new stains on the wall and floor.

	“Sugarbaby.” The boozy breath he was emanating was hardly better than the miasma I’d encountered at the start of my work, but I gladly accepted the ten franc note he gave me when I stuffed his manhood back into his trousers.

	It remained at that. I was curious if the message about my special service would spread, but the next guests finished their business without my help and without major targeting issues and only left small change on the table next to the door.

	After finishing the fundamental cleaning of both toilet areas, I thoroughly washed myself and put my pants back on. Their legs were quite dry. I couldn’t say the same about my shoes, so I remained barefoot.

	Sometime later, the boss came along. First, he followed up on his needs, and then he gave me an approving nod while rearranging his pants. “Very proper. Monique’s your name, right?”

	“Yes, boss.”

	“Was it unpleasant?”

	“Nah.”

	“No?”

	“It was dirty, boss. Nothing more.”

	“Well then. Seems to me you’re right for this job.”

	“Sure, boss. If I can help with anything else, I’ll do it.”

	“I’ll remember that.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Not much more happened during that first night, so I feared being bored soon in this job. At the end of my shift, I walked up to the boss again and got my twenty francs.

	“Where are you sleeping, actually?” he asked.

	“I’ll see. In the yard, if I may. Otherwise, I’ll find something.”

	“What? Outside?” He glanced around. “You don’t even have a sleeping bag, do you?”

	“Only what you see, boss.”

	“Ho-hum. You don’t have to tell, but I’m quite curious about the background story.”

	“Fell among the thieves, successfully escaped, long journey here. Does that suffice?”

	“Human trafficking, or what? Okay, okay, I won’t dig deeper.” He scratched his bald head. “You look quite pretty. If I’d offer you to sleep at my place, I couldn’t promise not to have second thoughts.”

	“Thanks for being so frank, boss. I’m frank, too. I can’t afford to turn your offer down. If you’re not into violence, a little fuck will be okay. Moreover, if you like it, you won’t kick me out so soon.”

	He laughed out loud. “Monique, you’re okay! Come on, let’s go. You look tired.”

	I was indeed tired. I showed proper admiration for his electric Porsche, but I fell asleep on the drive to his place and only woke up when the sun was already shining into the room, and he was standing at the bedside with a cup smelling of coffee. His member was half-swollen, surely expecting his reward.

	I could hardly bear the smell of coffee anyway, so I reached for his cock with one hand and pulled. It stiffened a bit more, and once I closed my lips around his glans, it grew to its full glory.

	I was threefold glad about this quick success. Firstly, it distracted us from the coffee. Secondly, I was still a rookie at blowjobs—such hadn’t been a subject of our training. I had only acquired this skill on the island. Thirdly, I wasn’t ready yet, and while I was sucking at his tool, I could get myself a bit into the mood. Once I felt the necessary wetness, I let him go and invited him with wide-spread thighs and a friendly smile. That wasn’t easy for me either. Sex with a stranger was a sacrifice I had to make for the mission. For Jo.

	He kneeled between my legs and then penetrated me gently. “Ooh!”

	I had to moan, too. His penis felt good inside me, and it didn’t come hard to me at all to answer his slow, rhythmic pushing.

	“Damn, are you wet!” He noticed. “And tight.”

	Instead of answering, I pulled him close, wrapped my legs around his bum, and tensed my pelvic muscles. Oh! The pressure of his chest on my nipples was hard to bear, as sensitive as I felt there. But at the same time, there was this fullness in my crotch...

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	As always, Erich was standing behind the counter, drying beer glasses, when I entered the Hole. He paused when I approached the kitchen door.

	“All okay, Moni?”

	“As always, Erich.”

	“That bad?”

	“Don’t wanna talk ‘bout it.”

	“Oh... well.”

	I had felt queasy again this morning. Moreover, I felt weak and tired, and that surely wasn’t due to a lack of sleep. Boss put value in his night’s rest after a hard day at work. In exchange, he expected me to tend to his morning wood, and that came really hard for me. His weight on my belly—that was a no-go. Instead, I stood at the window, leaning forward and letting him penetrate from behind.

	I still felt queasy, but I was also hungry, and accordingly, my first destination was the kitchen. Arno gave me a pitying glance and asked, “Cereal for starters?”

	“For my part, okay.”

	He walked to the refrigerator. “Can you help me later on to review the dry supplies? I guess some could be expired.”

	“I can. I’ve got no plans for today.”

	“You never have plans. Don’t you want to amble through the city now and then?”

	“No. You’ll only get tempted to spend money there.”

	His gaze rested on my breasts, which were clearly visible under the thin white tee shirt. Meanwhile, I had a whole batch of them. “No interest in fashion?”

	“No money for that.”

	“I don’t know any young woman who makes her ends meet as carefully as you. Astonishing.”

	“I might have copied that from the boss.”

	“Yes. He’s taking quite an advantage of you, isn’t he?”

	“Why?”

	“Well, aw, not my business.”

	“You mean the sex? Consider what I’d have to pay for a furnished shoebox in the heart of Zurich. If anything, I’m taking advantage of him.”

	“And I’m taking advantage of you if I’m asking for your help.”

	“In exchange, I always get some good food from you.”

	“Well, yes.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	A low whistle interrupted my stretching exercises. I let my toes go, pulled my legs close, and rose. One of the backyard corners provided me with an even wall that I could lean against in a sitting position and where I couldn’t be seen from the kitchen window. Arno would regret that—he especially liked my new sports bra.

	Elodie’s head appeared above the wall to the adjacent yard.

	“Diligent,” she praised.

	“I must stay fit.”

	“Clear. And how’re you doing otherwise?”

	“According to plan. The regular guests are remembering me. The occasional guests are noticing me. More can’t be expected. I’m sleeping with the boss. What about you?”

	“There’s a hotel close by with a dimly lit rear entrance. Ideal for my purposes.”

	“Good.”

	“Until soon.”

	My thighs were burning. I pushed myself away from the wall and ambled over to the iron frame that held the clotheslines. There I could practice pull-ups.

	 

	A while later, Arno appeared in the doorway. “Moni, can you just help out Erich?” He didn’t wait for an answer.

	I hurried inside to Erich, who was just returning to the counter with a tray. “Moni, it’s good that you’re here. I have to attach a new keg, and all hell’s let loose here. Well, you can see. Can you operate the dishwasher?”

	“Sure.” Nanette used a similar make on the island. I took Erich’s tray away and placed it next to the full basket.

	There was another basket inside the machine, but it was already cleaned. I removed it, inserted the full basket, and started the cleaning cycle. Then I began to wipe the clean glasses dry and place them on the shelf.

	“Hey, gal, another three beers, please!” one guest hollered at me.

	“Takes a moment. New keg,” I replied.

	Someone at another table waved and pointed at his wine bottle. I put the towel away and walked over. “Yes?”

	“Another red, please,” the man with the remarkable brush-cut said.

	“Same kind?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay.” I took the empty bottle and spotted more empties. “Another sparkling water, too?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“I’ll prepare it.”

	Officially, I was still the toilet cleaner. Drying and tidying up wasn’t critical, but I didn’t know what the boss or Erich would think of me serving drinks without booking them. So I only fetched the bottles out and put them on a tray so Erich would be able to serve the patrons faster. Then I resumed drying, replaced clean glasses, and sorted used ones into the now-empty basket.

	Erich returned, smiled about his tidy counter, and then pointed at the tray with a frown. “What’s that?”

	“Order for table three, not booked yet. Table five wants three more beers.”

	“Ho-hum.”

	“I only prepared it.”

	“It’s okay. You can serve it as well. Table three?”

	“Yes.”

	He fetched an empty beer glass and pointed at the tray. “Okay. Go ahead.”

	So I served the guests wine and water.

	“Thank you,” the brush-cut said. “New here?”

	“Since a while.”

	“I’ve never seen you before.”

	“Late shift. Actually, I’m only here for the cleanliness.”

	“That is?”

	“I’m cleaning the toilets.”

	He smiled. “So. There I’d find you. Well, okay. Thank you for serving us anyway. Here.”

	“Thanks.” I quickly let the franc disappear into my pocket.

	Erich just placed the third glass of beer on a tray. “Here. Table five.”

	From that moment on, I was a waitress during the day when the patrons came for lunch or coffee. In the evening, the boss employed two other waitresses, and I was busy with my toilets.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	The alarm buzzer tore me from my slumber. With the awakening came the queasiness. How I’d liked to roll up under the blanket and wait for the spell to pass.

	But that was out of the question. I had duties.

	So I reached out a hand and felt for the boss’s cock. Was it already hard?

	“Leave it.”

	Obediently, I pulled my hand back.

	“Get up and pack your stuff.”

	Terrified, I pushed myself up and looked at him. His facial expression showed he wasn’t joking, so I rose and collected my few belongings. A new pair of shoes, the gym stuff, clean and used tee shirts, panties, and spare pants went into two large cloth bags. One complete set of clothes remained.

	“May I take a shower, boss?”

	“What? Oh, go ahead.”

	“Did I do anything wrong, boss?”

	“You don’t cut it, gal.” He got up, turned around, and showed me his limp member. “Here. Just being naked doesn’t do it. You don’t excite me. So you’re leaving.”

	“I understand. But may I still call you boss?”

	“Sure. As long as you’re delivering, that’s okay.”

	The question what if I’m not was on the tip of my tongue. But I swallowed it.

	 

	Arno locked the back door behind us, turned, and left.

	After a scowl at the backyard, I followed him out on the street. He turned left, outbound. I turned right toward the city center. Outbound, I knew two guys I didn’t want to meet in the dark.

	A few blocks later, I heard the expected whistle. A passage eluded the street lanterns’ shine.

	Elodie waited behind a trash container in her matte black combat suit. “Thrown out?”

	“Out of the bed, yes. I still have the job.”

	“What’s the reason?”

	“I don’t deliver in bed.”

	“So?”

	I had to imagine her raised eyebrow.

	“He’s right. I’m not into sex now. Well, doesn’t matter.”

	“But you have no place to sleep.”

	“No, not tonight. If neither of the patrons grabs me tomorrow, I’ll find something.”

	“You want to be grabbed although you don’t want sex?”

	“I didn’t say I don’t want it. I don’t need it. As long as my sight suffices to turn a guy on, I don’t have issues.”

	“Okay. And what’s the audience like?”

	“Mixed. Around noon, the area’s business people come for lunch. During the after-work hours, it’s a colorful mix, and from about ten or eleven, the nice guys are leaving and the cutthroats claim the place. Then, there are some crooked deals. I really have to watch out not to barge in on a deal when I’m cleaning my toilets.”

	“Drugs?”

	“Rather not, well, at least no one dares to get a shot down there. If at all, there might be pills. Oh yes, and they’re screwing down there. The blokes don’t even care if I’m still wiping.”

	“Anyone making a pass at you?”

	“Rarely. From time to time, I’m holding someone’s rod to help aim, and if he asks nicely, I’ll jerk him off. No more.”

	“Okay. Sounds uncomplicated.”

	“Yes. I’ll soon have to make myself seen elsewhere. I already picked up a few cues. Does the Nightlight ring a bell?”

	“A venue?”

	“Yes.”

	“Not yet. I’ll have a look.”

	“Okay.”

	 

	At dawn, I was ambling old town Zurich, past windows with chocolate or watches, across tram tracks, to the Zurich lakeshore.

	Small boats were wobbling in the swell, and ducks were paddling toward me in the hope of an early feeding. Idyllic—but I felt miserable and exhausted. I wanted to find a quiet corner, roll up, and sleep. But the risk of being picked up by the police as a vagabond was way too high.

	Why not pack it all in? Why did I do this to myself? No roof over my head, no bed, a poorly paid, crappy job, no leads for at least a tiny partial success—okay, we hadn’t expected much this early in the mission.

	So I kept on. Mambas don’t ask why, Mambas keep going. Those who give up, die. Once a Mamba internalized this mantra, her weaker self could be easily tamed. Even if I felt as crappy as I did then.

	My tired feet carried me to the central station. Where, if not there, would I find an early breakfast? And as long as I could pay, I probably wouldn’t be taken in—the risk was calculable.

	Around the station, a few people were already on their way. One man in an orange suit was sweeping up dirt. Two drunken youngsters were supporting each other. One girl in a very daring mini skirt and very pointy stilettos was balancing toward the entrance in a hurry.

	It smelled like pee, spilled booze, and cold smoke, but the closer I approached the entrance, the more notes of coffee and pastry mixed in. I followed that scent.

	Numerous shops in the station’s shopping area offered coffee and breakfast to go, but I needed a place to sit down, to stretch my tired legs.

	 

	Le Petit Astronaute appeared clean and inviting, although I couldn’t recognize how the dark wood interior matched the name.

	Upon entry, I saw someone familiar, and he recognized me. The brush-cut man waved me close and pointed at a free chair at his table. “Good morning, Monique. Come and sit down. What are you doing here?”

	I followed his order. “Good morning. You know my name?”

	“I asked Erich. Would you like a coffee?” He waved at the waitress.

	“I’m here for breakfast. No, no coffee, please. Hot chocolate and a ham-and-cheese croissant, please.”

	The waitress tapped my order into the order pad at her wrist and hurried on.

	“You’re invited,” Brush-cut said.

	“Thank you. That’s kind. I don’t even know your name.”

	“Heinz. Are you from the French-speaking part of Switzerland?”

	“No, from Belgium.”

	“Belgium? Are there already uncontaminated areas again?”

	“Hardly.”

	It took him a moment to draw the right conclusion. “From the ZONE?”

	“Exactly.”

	His index finger moved along the edge of his cup. “Ho-hum, yes. Well, now you’re in Switzerland. That’s better, isn’t it?”

	“Partly.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“There are no contaminated areas. That’s better.”

	“But?”

	“You still have men here who treat women like goods. Well, okay, that’s behind me. I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Oh.”

	To choke a conversation like this surely wasn’t the appropriate way to thank the man for his invitation, but the bait was placed.

	“You know that I clean the toilets in the Hole and also otherwise help out there. What do you do, Heinz?”

	“Ho-hum.”

	“It’s okay. Not my business.”

	“No.”

	While the waitress served my order, he sipped from his coffee.

	I nodded at her and placed my hands around the hot chocolate cup to warm them up. “So tell me what you’re doing when you’re not doing what you don’t like to talk about. What are you interested in?”

	Heinz smirked. “Yes, okay. We should get better acquainted, shouldn’t we? Well, obviously, I’m interested in you.”

	For that, he earned a smile before I bit into my croissant.

	“Why are you cleaning toilets in such a run-down venue?” he asked. “Wouldn’t you want to look for a better environment?”

	“Can’t afford that,” I replied with my mouth full.

	Heinz frowned. “But you could simply report to the regional employment agency. There’s surely something better.”

	I swallowed my bite. “I can’t. They want to see an ID, which I don’t have, or a fixed address, which I haven’t either. And next, I’m in jail. No, the Hole is better.”

	“No ID? And why no address? Where are you sleeping?”

	“Last night... not at all. The boss kicked me out.”

	“And before... you lived with your boss? But—uh.”

	“Yes. He fucked me. What should I’ve done? No money, no papers, no place. He was nice.”

	“Nice. Ho-hum. I guess I don’t understand your values.”

	“I guess you don’t understand my situation. I can’t afford to be bitchy. I can’t even afford to turn down a stranger if he offers me a warm bed. Or do you know a cheap place in Zurich that you can afford with a toilet cleaner’s pay, and where the landlord doesn’t ask for your ID?”

	“And not for sex either, huh? No, not right away. I can listen around. Only... what will you do until then? Where are you sleeping?”

	“Don’t know.”

	I noticed with astonishment how wetness collected in the corners of my eyes. Mambas don’t cry, except when they die. But at that moment—hungry, tired, with his questions—it wasn’t difficult to simply let the tears run.

	“Hey, gal. Monique.”

	He came skidding around the table with his chair, placed one arm around my shoulder, and pulled me to his side.

	“Don’t you think it’d be better if you report to the authorities and let them help you? I mean, even if you can’t stay in Switzerland in the long run, you should get back on your feet first. After all, you’ve got all the time in the world.”

	“I don’t,” I quietly objected. “I have to consider my baby.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Heinz held me firmly tight. Through my tears, I watched the wavering heat rising from my cup.

	“You’re pregnant.”

	I nodded.

	“Your boss?”

	“No.”

	“Who?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Raped?”

	I didn’t answer. He clenched his free fist. “Damn.” And after a while, he said once again, “Damn.”

	My precious chocolate was slowly cooling. I leaned forward and reached out for the cup. “Before you ask, I want to keep my child.”

	“Your call. Could one get that bastard?”

	“No.” Now came my legend’s difficult part. “Most of them are dead.”

	“Dead. Good. Ah, why most of them?” He pulled me tighter. “No, you don’t need to tell. Sorry that I’m digging around in your wounds.”

	“They’ve systematically impregnated us. In turns, until it worked.”

	“Until what worked?”

	“Well, until we were pregnant.”

	“You. Plural.”

	“Yes.”

	“Sounds like a breeding colony. Sorry.”

	“No, it’s okay.” I took a cautious sip from my chocolate. Hot, but drinkable. “It was just that.”

	“It was? It isn’t anymore?”

	“No. There was fighting. Gang war or police, what would I know? I only know our guards were gone, the house was burning, and I got out and crawled away in the dark so that neither of them could take me back.”

	“Ugh. It’s getting scarier and scarier. First the ZONE, and now this...”

	“And then on foot across the mountains. Can you understand why the Hole and the boss’ bed appeared like paradise to me initially?”

	“Yes. Only, I still don’t understand why someone would spend so much effort just to sire a few children...”

	I knew, but I didn’t explain it to him. The first bait was placed, and if Heinz wouldn’t spread the news, perhaps someone from the next table would. After this, I had to distract him. I snuggled onto his arm.

	“Do you have any idea where I could look for a place to stay? Or where I could go to sleep tonight?”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Arno was peeking through the kitchen door when I entered the Hole through the back entrance in the late afternoon.

	“Hello, Monique. We’ve been missing you already.”

	“My shift hasn’t started yet.”

	“No, no, no problem. We just could have used your help. The delivery at noon, you know?”

	“Oh, clear. I’m sorry, but I must find a bunk, or I won’t get any sleep tomorrow night again.”

	“What? Oh. You didn’t say anything last night. Do you have anything for tonight?”

	“No.”

	“You can sleep on my couch. No second thoughts, honestly.”

	“Thanks, Arno. If Heinz doesn’t come up with anything, I’ll get back to you.”

	“Heinz?”

	“A patron. Met him this morning at the station. Okay, now I’ve got to work.”

	“Well, until later then.”

	On my way downstairs, fatigue caught up with me. I shook my head. I couldn’t fall asleep. My toilets had to be clean—that was a question of honor.

	Actually, I didn’t care about the toilets at all, and why had I come up with that crap idea about this mission? But giving up was out of the question.

	So I doffed jacket and pants, donned my shorts, and went to work.

	As long as the toilet was clean, most patrons made an effort to keep it that way. During the last couple of weeks, a few quite intoxicated patrons had even approached me and apologized for having sprayed some puke.

	Now and then, someone hesitantly asked me whether I’d help with aiming. I did that, more or less willingly, but it remained at that. I didn’t want to step into the trap of illegal prostitution—what if one of the patrons was an undercover agent?

	I had my suspicions about two or three of our patrons. They were taking turns so that they never appeared together. They regularly visited my toilets, usually briefly after other guests had finished their visit. That was bad for business—not much happened downstairs any longer. The quick job was done outside.

	Something came to my mind. I put my cleaning gear down and climbed the stairs to the boss’s office. His door stood open, so I knocked at the frame.

	“What’s up? Ah, Monique.”

	“Boss? I’ve noticed something.”

	“What is it?”

	“When I started here, there was always something going on between the patrons downstairs. Now and then, I had to pick up a condom, you know? People didn’t mind me watching. Or they were talking in private—not my business, and I didn’t want to know. Only... that’s gone. There are a few men who always need to go to the loo in the wrong moment.”

	“Yes, and?”

	“I don’t know if they’re snitches. In any case, they’re driving your patrons away. The girls no longer show up, and so they’re no longer offered a glass of sparkling. Do you see that in your sales?”

	He stared at me for a while, then at his screen, then at me again. “Damn, yes. Last week was weaker than before. Thank you, Monique.”

	“Just thought it might help.”

	He barked a sour laugh. “Hah! It helps to understand what’s happening here. Only I can’t do anything. I can’t just throw the snitches out. Then the supervision will show up the next day and turn my bar upside down.”

	“If you knew what they’re looking for...”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“The sooner they find it, the sooner they’re gone.”

	“Hum. Well, if you find something, tell me. Thanks.”

	Thanks, and get lost, that is. I returned to my bowls.
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