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One

Chic's briefcase was dready open on the desk, edges lined up neetly with the edges of
the desktop. There was nothing in it but a smdl manud of government employee
guiddines (“Roughhousng or practicd joking in the office is drictly forbidden’;
“Attendance a weekly voluntary patriotism meetings is mandatory”) primly tucked into
one corner. Chic looked around the dreary little office quickly, more to settle a sudden
irrationd quam than because he genuindy feared someone else might be there and
watching him. Oh, yes, he was aone. He picked up the stack of papers, thumped it end-
on againg the desk to line up the edges of the sheets even more precisdly, and placed it
caefully in the briefcase next to the policy manua. The dek was clear except for the
adhtray, which Chic emptied into his trash can. This was the way he left his desk every
evening.

The stack of papers had hidden a degp gouge in the hard, brown wood; the gouge
was clearly meant to represent a naked woman. It must have taken hours of boredom and
frudration, days of diligent work, to complete that piece of atidic vanddism. Willfu
destruction of government property; one thousand dollars or one year in prison or both.
Chic imagined himsdf arresting someone for it and smiled. The smdl stack of papers he
had just put in his case was destined to fry much bigger fish than that.

The case was of black, supple leather. The leather was American, of course. The
discreet hackenkreuz on the lock showed where the raw materials had been worked into
this fine result. Chic ran his fingers gently over the leather, loving the fed and the smell.
He locked the case, deriving an dmost sensua pleasure as he felt and heard the hard
metal of the locks snick precisdy into place. Budmen shouldn't get attached to things,
either.

During his first two weeks on the job, now more than two years in the pest, Chic
had identified each of those in the building who habitualy worked late, and today, his
last day on the job, he had carefully outwaited dl of them. Now he walked quickly down
the corridor toward the front door with his senses less than fully dert, not anticipating
meeting anyone on the way, his dtention idly upon the unevenness of the floor, the
scratches and scuff marks, the chips in walls and doors from decades of hard use, and the
empty echoing of his own footsteps. He snapped to det when he saw Kremmling
bending over the water fountain.

Kremmling, of dl peoplel He normdly left a 4:30 on the dot and was thus one of
the last people Chic had even thought he might possbly run into. What made the fat man
0 potentidly dangerous was that he liked everyone. From the firs, he had tried
everything he could think of to establish some sort of friendship with Chic.

For a moment, with Kremmling's large, soft backsde pointed toward him as its
owner durped water greedily, Chic thought he might be able to get back to his office
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undetected. However, it didn't hgppen that way. Kremmling sraightened a the wrong
time and boomed out happily, “dm! Working late agan? And taking work home? You
must be bucking for that new section chief dot in your group.”

Chic forced a grin in response to Kremmling's. “Yeegh. It's either me or Blanting,
and you know how he'll screw things up.”

Kremmling nodded. “ Always thinking of the good of the agency, aren't you?’

“And the good of the taxpayer.” A stupid thing to say, Chic told himsdf. | need a
vacation. | need a cigarette. | need a drink. “Oh, ligten, I've got to hurry.” He hed up his
briefcase. “It's going to be along night.”

“Yeah, sure” There was hurt in Kremmling's voice and on his face, but Chic
drugged it off and hurried from the building. Chubby, swedt-natured Kremmling, who
adways took dights to heart. HEd get over it. At least he didn't seem to be involved and
would amog certainly survive the coming shakeup. Chic's problem now was to make
sure that he survived it, too.

Chic took the usud route home. The essentid thing, as dways, was not to cadl
attention to himsdf, not to become conspicuous. His gpartment had come to seem like
home, now that he'd lived in it for two years. It would be a wrench to leave it. And it was
ar conditioned, which the monorall wasn't—not adequately, anyway—and that made his
goatment dl the more a welcome refuge on a muggy spring night like this one. The heet
had come early this year. It seemed to Chic that the weather had been strange for much of
the last year. Heavy dampness had come with the early heat. It had been raining dmost
daly, and the city smdled foul. It's rotting, he told himsdf, and grinned then chuckled
aoud. Hismonorail neighbors studioudy ignored him: an urban surviva trait.

Chic practiced an urban surviva trait, too. Unconscioudy, he turned a blind eye to
the scene outsde the window. The monorail, a gleaming snake of German manufacture,
did past squaor and filth. It ascended on its rigng rail and flew above packed ghettos and
barrios. The poor—mostly Negroes and Mexicans—I|ooked up as it passed overhead, but
Chic Wegstern was absorbed in his thoughts and never looked down. The ar indde the
cabin was thick with smoke, and Chic was adding his share to it, puffing inatentively at
his cigarette.

Once indgde his gpartment, once he had locked the doors, opaqued the windows,
and checked the smdl monitor gtation for any sgns that the rooms had been entered or
observed during his absence, Chic st about methodicdly diminaing al hints of his ever
having lived there. It was a procedure he had gone through before, of course, never
enjoying it (except a the beginning, when it was dl dill romantic), and it was becoming
amechanica task.

Extra dothing, extra supplies of dl kinds flashed into nothing in his smdl
disposa unit. Not for him the standard dot in the wall: it was far too easy to divert what
was put into it to some exit other than the one that gave into the furnace. Chic didn't
redly believe that those hed been working with for the last two years were the type to
use violence (Kremmling? Unimaginable!) or could have guessed so soon what Jm
North redly was, but their careers, their freedom, conceivably even ther lives would be
endangered by what he was doing, and he knew how that could make even the mildest of
men react unpredictably. Beddes al that, there were others involved in what he had
uncovered, not just those he had come to know. He had survived for a decade; he
intended to survive for decades to come, and caution, excessve caution—even
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cowardice—was the key. Budmen take no chances. Budmen aren't heroes.

Budmen travd light. Chic had been told that right a the beginning, and his years
on the job had made the motto ingrained. Even before he had Started disposng of
possessions, the gpartment had lacked the imprint of his persondity. What he had in it
was functiona because he limited himsdf to the functiond. The carefully sdlected prints
and a few origind pantings Chic had inherited from his parents were in storage and
would have to dtay there indefinitely. He had grown up surrounded by artwork hanging
on the wals, and he missed that, but he had schooled himsdf to live a life very different
from that of hisyouth.

All he had Ieft to teke care of now was the papers themsdves. He made some
careful adjustments to the faucet in the kitchen snk and then took the papers from the
briefcase and passed them one by one under the lens of the scanner hidden in the faucet.
As he did so, a dender thread of slver-gray tgpe unwound itsef from benesth the handle
of the faucet.

When he was done, he tore the tape off neatly againgt the sharp bottom edge of
the handle, coiled it quickly and tightly, and dropped it into his pocket, where it joined
three others judt like it. He pushed the lens of the scanner inwards and twisted the spout
of the faucet sharply to one Sde, then stepped back hastily. The faucet gave off a sudden
glare of light and flash of heat and fused into an unidentifiable lump. This he unscrewed,
replacing it with the origind, unmodified faucet, which he had been keeping in a closet
for two years. The papers he had taken from work now went into the smdl disposa unit
and disappeared.

Fndly, and with much regret, he placed the disposd unit itsdf insde his
briefcase, st it for sdf-dedtruction, and placed the case indde the snk. It's also
replaceable, he told himsdf. Everything is replaceable. A few seconds later, the case
burg into intense flame and shrivded quickly into ash. The fireproof synthetics of the
snk and counters showed no maks. Germany had virtudly created the synthetics
industry decades eaxlier; theirs were ill the best.

Chic's memory was of course near perfect, and if necessary a budman's testimony
could be used in these cases ingead of origind documents. But there were a few legd
limits, and nothing was as certain to obtain convictions as good photographs of the
documents themsdves. Beddes that, if he were caught, his survivd with intact mind was
unlikely, but these smdl bals of tape might concelvably get where they were supposed to
evenif hedidn’t. (Hewould never be caught; that determination overrode dl others.)

He left his goatment casudly, just a typicd sngle mae office worker heading out
for supper or an evening' s entertainment.

The subway took him downtown, and he wandered about in the restaurant and
theater digtricts for more than an hour, as if he were having difficulty deciding where to
eat and how to spend the evening. Bright lights and busy crowds, and Chic Western was
but another atom in the mix. The ar was heavy with humidity, breezdess and the
sdewaks and dregts were wet from a shower earlier in the evening; the city ill stank,
and so did he. He had had no time—or thought—to change his clothes for something
fresher and cleaner, and he waked about in a miasma of his own smel, wondering idly
how much of it was due to the temperaiure and humidity and how much to his tenson
over the last few hours. Or maybe it’'s rubbed off from the last few years of work, he told
himsdlf, and smiled at the thought.
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There was a main entrance to the headquarters building of the Ombudsman
Commisson, and tota safety was guaranteed for any government employee within a
thousand yards of that entrance. No agency had even tried to transgress that safety zone
in a least ten years. But of course it was common knowledge that every agency in the
Didrict kept that entrance under congtant surveillance. Bad enough that Chic had to risk
bresking his cover; it would be unforgivable if Jm North were seen to be entering the
Commission building and as aresult, forewarned, magor wrongdoers fled the country.

Chic roamed with gpparent amlessness dong the sdewaks, letting himsdf be
caried dong by the movements of the pedestrian current. His glance passed over the
blinking, blaring advertisements on the building wdls facing the crowds as if he found
none of them ether completely uninteresting or particularly absorbing. Loose pages from
newspapers lay soggily on the sdewaks or blown againg the wadls of facing buildings.
Printed on flimsy paper, they fel gpat quickly, and those on the sdewak, trampled
underfoot by the busy crowds, quickly became unidentifiable, muddy pulp. Rows of
dands dong the curb, automatic dispensers with the current issues of the newspapers
within digplayed behind plagtic fronts, caught his eye for a moment or two. The standard
ones were there, from the classiest, New York Times and Washington Post, to the tabloids,
Weekly Peek and Stormer, to the foreign language—a great variety here, with amost
every sipt and curlicue known to man represented, including (incongruoudy side by
dde) the familiar Yiddish papers, Forward and Day, and the two most popular German
papers, both named Beobachter, but one the origind import in cluttered Gothic and the
other the Bund's domestic verson, printed in Léatin letters to incresse its gpped to the
American eye. The Sormer dispenser was aready empty.

The New York Times, in letters scarcely larger than the type of the story beneeth
the header, announced that NEGRO DISTRICTS IN ATLANTA REMAIN CALM,
while the Peek screamed in giant letters BRITS CRUSH MADRAS RIOT! Further down
the page, a red border outlined a story headed MASSACRE ON SKIN RESERVATION!
In dightly smdler print beow that, the paper averred tha WHITE MEN ARE STILL
UNSAFE IN PARTS OF OKLAHOMA! Chic gathered that this was a scandd that the
government should do something about. We could send in a budman, he thought. Do him
up with warpaint and feathers, or whatever.

Occasondly, Chic cast a seemingly casud glance at the street.

A deady dream of cars and trucks moved in both directions—huge and smdl,
from twenty-wheders and Chryders down to the ubiquitous Volkswagens. The drivers
were unable to make repid headway, but they were unwilling to stop for anything. Taxis
moved among them, the red and the yelow, the checkered and the not. The empty taxis
cruised dowly in the lanes nearest the Sdewaks, despite the yells and hornblowing of the
other driversforced to dow down behind them.

An expresson of annoyed resgnation crossed Chic's face, and he shrugged his
shoulders and sgnded to a taxi that had been diding dong next to the sdewak at no
more than a waking pace. Clearly, this was a young man who had given up in disgust his
attempt to find something pleasant to do with his evening and was now going back home.

The taxi stopped and its door did open. Chic climbed in, giving his apartment
building's address in a loud voice. The taxi moved back into the dream of traffic, its
driver utterly oblivious to yelled curses coming from indde a ca he had just cut off.
Insde the cab, the clamminess of the outsde air had been arconditioned to a chill
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dampness; nonetheless, it was awelcome reief.

As they moved away from the centrd didrict, Chic said, in as casud a voice as he
could manage, “Know of any interesting places in this cty, bud?” As dways he
wondered who had chosen such a password combination. Men probably hadn't caled
eech other “bud” for fifty years or more. Still, this sort of seemingly childish undercover
game was essentid, and Chic knew it. The taxi had the right combination of digits in its
license plate, but thet could happen by coincidence, and in that case, the driver would
never know he had been prompted.

“There's the government didrict,” the driver sad. His voice was as cadm and
neutra as Chic had tried to make his own, but then for the driver, this sort of pickup was
far more common, ordinary, perhaps a regular pat of his daly routine. “Like the
Ombudsman Building,” the driver added.

“You'vegot it. Teke mein.”

The driver nodded and turned from the highway he was on to the narrow streets of
an unlighted residentid area. He cruised for a few blocks, his lights off, looking for a
place he consdered suitable, and then pulled to a stop. He fiddled with the dashboard,
manipulaing something Chic couldn't see, and then findly grunted in satisfaction. Chic
had been through this often enough to know that the outsde of the car now had no
taxicab markings and was old, faded, scratched—utterly indistinguishable from a hundred
thousand other cars in the greater Washington area. A development of holography the
televison networks would have pad hillions for, were it for sde—and had they known it
exiged. The Germans might have invented holography, but this a leest was an American
additionto it.

The vehicle moved adong the dreet for a block or two before the driver turned on
his headlights again. Chic could never relax throughout this phase of the operation. He
was sure he was typica—tha other budmen dso found it difficult to relinquish control.
Only when hewas fully in charge did Chic fed confident: a budman trusts only himsdlf.

This stage was the weskest link, the one during which he was mogt likely to be
compromised or exposed or worse. Despite the driver’s care, some innocent passerby
might see the cab's trandformation. More chilling was the possbility that the Federd
Police might have had him or the car or both under surveillance: the Federd Police had
powerful reasons for fearing the Ombudsman Commisson, and they had the training and
the equipment and the manpower to track him down and kill him.

However, while Chic worried about these possbilities and smoked rapidly and
nervoudy, the driver camly and routindy drove about the city on a prearranged route, his
mind, to al outward appearances, utterly free from al doubt and hesitation.

Among the office buildings and suburban houses the cab passed were some which
were fronts for Commisson observation posts. As the cab passed each one, the
descriptions and license plate numbers of the cars following the cab were recorded. From
one such post D the next, a predictable few of those following cars would repeat, would
gill be behind the cab, but as the cab’'s complex pattern extended through the city, this
number should diminish to nothing; if it didn't the cab was being followed ddiberady.
Ultraviolet lasers in each outpost fired microsecond bursts at the rear hubcaps of the cab
asit passed by, transmitting to its dashboard display the number of repest followers.

The large, glowing green digits in front of the driver dwindled seadily: 32 ... 24
.10 .. 4 .. 1 ..0. When the zero a last appeared, the driver nodded—to himsdf,
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presumably, for he hadn't said a word to Chic since ther initid conversation—and swung
his car off the Bdtway.

They were now in the Washington Heights area, driving down dark dtreets,
sopping @ one stop sgn after another. Chic could ill remember the fuss raised when
Negroes had tried to move into this part of Washington about twenty years earlier. Chic
had been in his mid-teens. He and his family had been living in Ohio in those days, but
the scandd had reached everywhere. His parents had been obvioudy upset a the violent
reactions of Washingtonians, but they had said nothing to Chic.

The cab rolled up a steep driveway. The spray from a nearby sprinkler, invisble
in the darkness, pattered briefly againgt the rolled-up windows, and then the garage door
in front of them did up, hoisted out of their way by the garage-door opener the driver had
activated, and the cab came to a stop ingde the garage and the garage door closed behind
them. They were about five or Sx miles from the Ombudsman Building, Chic estimated.

Chic was sure he had been brought in via this very entrance once before, and that
gave rise to a didurbing thought. What if a budman deserted 18? What if one of his
colleagues had gone over to one of the innumerable other sides, or had been captured
and tortured into telling where some of the entrances were? He'd been told not to worry
about this possbility. Easier said than done.

And what about the Federal Police? They had helicopters, spy planes—even,
rumor said, satellites of their own. Could the Ombudsman Commisson spy posts and the
cab’'s dashboard display take any of those into account? Chic had his doubts.

They sat in darkness for some moments, the slence broken only by the soft
rumble of the ca’'s engine and the low-pitched roar of the exhaust fans in the garage.
Chic fdt through his feet a subtle click, and the car began to sink.

More long moments in the dark, dropping dowly dl the time. The movement
stopped and the car was dtting in a brightly lighted tunnel. The floor of the tunnd was a
black-topped, two-lane highway. It dretched dragnt and level ahead of them,
diminishing to a point of light in the digance. The cab began to move, accderating as it
raced along the smooth roadway .

Chic thought about passng under houses and shopping centers and highways,
under the Anacodtia River, under the Library of Congress and the Capitol building. How
did the Commisson prevent these tunnds from being discovered by dl the multitude of
contractors and workmen who were forever digging and burrowing in and around the
city? Perhaps a this very moment, explosves some enemy had planted within the gray
wals blurring past his window were about to be st off, burying him under fifty feet of
earth and millions of galons of water. He bresthed deeply and regularly to try to bring
his heartbesat under control.

The driver began to whistle chearfully.

Then the portd a the end became vishle, the entrance to the Ombudsman
Building's underground garage for agents and staff, and Chic began to relax for the firg
time in two years.

The dehydrated ar, kept dry to ensure optimum functioning by agents and deff,
began to lesk in, replacing the chill damp of the arconditioned ar trgpped within the
cab's interior, and Chic fedt dry and comfortable a last. They passed the portd and
cruised to an assgned parking dot. Chic Western grinned with pleasure; he was home

agan.
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Two

But even & home, there are rules.

Chic ascended by eevator to the basement level: Records and Evidence. What a
relief, he thought, after two years of enduring the noisy, vibrating, frequently frightening
devators of the more public government office buildings, to ride smoothly in this
dainless sed paradigm of German engineering.

Records and Evidence was a vast storehouse, the safest place for the sort of data
Chic had stored on tape in his gpartment. Here, copies would be made of the tapes and
routed to the appropriate depatments for further action. The originds would day in
R&E: agents might get themsdves caught, even killed, the evidence they were carying
destroyed by the oppostion, but the origind copies of tapes the agents had delivered to
R&E earlier would rest inviolably in this basement forever. For some reason, it disturbed
Chic to think of that.

Chic turned his tapes over to Harold, an ancient who had been in sole charge of
goring evidence for as long as Chic had been a budman and who seemed not to have
changed in dl that time. Chic had never learned Harold's last name. Even though Chic
saw him for only minutes & a time a intevas of months or years, Harold adways
remembered his name indantly; it made Chic wonder just how many—or how few—
budmen there redly were. He signed a few forms and took in return the receipt Harold
handed over. “And don’'t forget—"

“A copy to Nickerson,” Harold said tedtily. “Of course. You said the same thing
last time, two years ago.”

Chic shrugged and returned to the elevator.

How many budmen were there? The Commissoner and his immediate ades
might know, but Chic certainly did not, and surely no one outside the agency did. Various
precautions were taken to prevent socidizing between budmen: that “budmen have no
friends’ was ultimatdy true. Thus if one budman were compromised, he would be unable
to reved his colleagues identities The wisdom of this policy was dear; budmen
observed it willingly. And it suited their persondities to do so, or so Chic assumed,
judging by his own nature.

All of this contributed to the ar of mysery surrounding the work of the
Commisson. Its chate—to uncover and punish, and to prevent, corruption and
subverson within the federd government—was wel known to the public, which
enthusiasticdly supported it; and its primary method—the use of budmen, popularly
cdled “budspies” in such undercover missons as the one Chic had just completed—was
adso wdl publicized. This method had caught the public's imagination. The Commisson
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had been glamorized and romanticized ever since its founding thirty-one years earlier
under Presdent McCarthy. There had been two hugely successful movies about budspies,
wildly fictiond, and the consdently number one weekly tdevison show was caled
“Budspy’” and followed in the same artidic tradition. Each episode was ninety minutes
long; Chic never missed it.

The mysery contributed to the misson, and 0 did the glamor. There might in
redlity be no more than a dozen or two budmen in the whole country, very thinly sporead
amnong the dmog four million white collar federd cvil savats, or there might be
thousands or even tens of thousands of them. Congress certainly didn't press for detals
the Commission had left Congress aone after the terrible scandds of the mid-seventies,
and Congress preferred to keep things that way. As it was—or s0 the theory went—a
government worker contemplating wrongdoing or treason would hedtate to play the
odds, because he couldn’'t be sure what those odds were. Were the chances good that he
had never yet in his civil service career worked with a budspy and never would? Or was
it an even better bet that a least one of his present coworkers was a budspy, watching
him surreptitioudy and waiting for a dipup? This fer of the Commisson's facdess
agents exerted afar greater preventive force than the agents themsalves.

When Chic entered Nickerson's office, he found his boss dready flipping through
hardcopies made from the tgpes. Chic estimated that a most ten minutes had passed since
he'd given the tapes to Harold. In that time, hardcopies had been generated by some
hidden machine in the basement and then whisked through pneumétic tubes of whose
exigence Chic knew only by inference to Nickerson's desk. Nickerson waved Chic to a
seet without looking up and continued glancing through the copies. He interrupted his
reading to say, “Hey, Chic, great job.” Chic smiled and sat down. As aways, it was as if
he’' d only been away for acouple of days.

The office hadn't changed a dl. The walls were Hill an intense yelow, they ill
needed paint (even more than two years ago) , and they ill closed in on a vigtor after
the firsa few minutes. The only decoration on the wadls was a decade-old picture of
Nickerson, his wife, and their two sons, the boys in ther late teens a the time. Nickerson
didn’t look much older now than in the photograph.

The boys would have looked very different in a newer picture, of course, except
that they had both been killed in Uruguay, defending the oil fieds againgt rebels, two
years after the photograph on the wal was taken. The brushfire wars burning dl over
Latin America in those days had required the suspension of many rules, including the one
barring sending sblingsinto combat a the same time.

Nickerson himsdf was a gmdl, dender, intense man with an intdlect that
intimidated Chic and a casua style of dress and speech that seemed at variance with that
intellect and which Chic suspected was an attempt to disguise it and to disasm others. Hs
teeth seemed too large for his smal face, and they were dmost brown from the huge
Quantities of coffee the man drank. He had smadl, nervous hands with nimble fingers
daned ydlow by nicotine He coughed frequently; Chic dways expected to find his
company diggusting but never did. After dl those years, Nickerson ill occupied the
same post. Promotion was gpparently very dow in the Commisson, or so Chic had
deduced from Nickerson s example. But this suited Chic well: he was sure he preferred
fidd to desk work.

At last Nickerson finished with the documents. “Great job,” he repested. He put
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the papers down in a doppy pile whose disorder grated on Chic's nerves, laced his
fingers together and propped his elbows on the table, and said, “Such a gredt job, in fact,
that 1 intend to assgn you to a new project that's just come in, a very big one, very
important.”

“Gregt,” Chic sad. Already he had been feding the firg touch, the firgt hint, of
discomfort at the idea of having to spend some days or weeks with no definite daily work
to do, empty hours frittered away insde the building under his own name. He was as
eager as dways for anew assgnment and a new identity.

“Okay. | think you'll redlly like this one. After ten years, you deserve a plum.
Here it is. Someone's passing German military secrets to the Soviets. Troop movements
and supplies and drategic plans on the eastern front—that sort of thing. The Germans
have covered dl the posshilities, plugged dl the possble lesks and, um, eiminated the
week links, but none of that stopped it. They've pretty much narrowed it down to our
Embassy.”

“Come on, Fred!”

Nickerson shrugged. “I'm not asking you to approve of their methods, but you
know as wdl as | do that it's impossble to argue with their conclusons. It dways has
been. If they say it’'s S0, then you can bet your pensonitisso.”

“So they have a diplomatic problem about arresting the culprit.”

“It's a hit gickier than that,” Nickerson said. “The Gesipo’s traced the lesk to the
U.S. Embassy in Berlin, but they have no idea who in the Embassy is the source of the
leak. Obvioudy, the Gespo doesn’'t want to start mass arrests and interrogations of our
Embassy employees, not even those who're German. Ambassador Hencken would be
obligated to lodge a forma protest so as not to lose face before the diplomatic community
in Berlin, even though in fact he's fully sympathetic with the Gespo and eager to hdp
them out in this. Also, the Germans don’'t want a public stink. They’'d rather take care of
this unter der Hand, as quietly as possble. They've told us they’d prefer it if we could
wrap it dl up oursaves. But if we can't, they’ |l have no choice but to sepin.”

“What?" Chic scoffed. “Invade the Embassy?’

“Of course not. But infiltrate it—that’s another matter. The State Department has
approached us for help. They saw it was up our aley.”

“You want me to tran some State Depatment investigators so they can go to
Berlin and make like budmen?’ Chic guessed. He added reluctantly, “Okay, | guess, but
I’d rather be doing field work.”

Nickerson laughed. “Hell, Chic, | wouldn't waste an agent of your caliber training
people to play budman! Couldn’t be done in time, anyway. You of al people know how
long it takes even to become minimaly competent in your job, let aone reach your levd
of ability. And this job is much too important to give it to anyone but the best. Sta€'s
getting pressure from the White House. Apparently, Nebd himsdf is concerned about the
gtuation.”

Chic diffened, suddenly guessing what was coming.

“State asked us to put one of our own people directly into the Embassy, and of
course we picked you right away.” Nickerson grinned a him. “What do you think about
that?’

“No.”

“Wha?’
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“No. I'm rgjecting the assgnment. I’ ve got that right.”

Nickerson stared a him with open mouth for some seconds. Then he leaned back
in his char and sad, “Sure, you've got that right. Just as I've got the right to go down the
hdl and jump out the window and kill mysdf. But I’'m not crazy enough to do it. Forget
what the manua says, Chic: you're taking professond suicide. You've never refused an
assgnment before.”

“That's true. I've aso never taken a vacation before, so I've got a lot saved up,
and | need abreak.”

Nickerson shook his head. “But this is preposterous” He gestured helplesdy.
“This is a choice assgnment, a career-maker. Or breaker. For both of us. You're the man
for it, the perfect man.”

“Look, Fred. Firg of dl, my Geman isvt fluent enough for an undercover
assgnment in Germany, and second, we've got dl kinds of spy agencies who've got
much more experience with this sort of thing.”

“German? You'll be an American, an employee of the State Department, working
in the American Embassy. What German? Everyone€ll be gspesking English. Your
German’'s probably better than that of most of the legitimate Embassy employess,
anyway. And as for the other agencies—well, the choice of us came from the top,
versteh’ ?' Y ou know, you've had a pretty easy time of it over the years.”

“Oh, right.”

“I'm not joking. You've been in danger, sure, like dl budmen, but you've never
yet had to use any of the street-fighting you' ve been taught, have you?’

Chic admitted the truth of that reluctantly. So far, his skills had never been used
outsde the gym.

“And you re one of the very few men in this agency who've never had to have
plastic surgery, right?”

Chic agreed again. “Buit it could become necessary at any time.”

“Sure. Admittedly. Maybe on your very next assgnment, right after Berlin’
Nickerson smiled pleasantly, “there€'ll be someone there you've worked with before, and
0 well have to give you a new face. But it hasn't happened yet, whereas some of the
guys have had their faces changed as much as hdf a dozen times. So the agency’s done
pretty well by you. With luck, you won't have to have surgery until you retire on a nice
pension, twenty, twenty-five years from now.”

“I could retire right now.”

“Hah! And live on what you' d get after only ten years of service?’

“Almog eleven”

“Okay, eleven: another buck a week. Bah! What the Hel's wrong with you?
You've never acted like this before. What' s the red problem?’

Chic hedtated, exploring avenues, but he knew Nickerson would see through any
new excuses as eadly as he had aready seen through and dismantled the ones Chic had
offered s0 far. “All right. The truth.” He paused again, needing extra courage to continue.
“Fred, this is the red reason. My parents name wasn't origindly Western. They changed
it years before | was born. Protective coloraion, just like the fird name they gave me”
He drew a couple of deep breaths, then said in a rush, “Ther name was Weintraub, they
were both Polish Jews, and they were among the very few Jews to get out of the death
campsdive & the end of thewar.”
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But Nickerson did not draw back in horror a this revelation, as Chic had
expected. Ingtead, he laughed and sad, “Boy, you of dl people should give your own
agency more credit! Don't you redlize that your whole dark secret has been tucked away
in the back of your personne folder since before the day you were hired? We dways
know everything about the people we bring onboard. Hell, | even know about your great-
grandfather who changed his name from Lipschitz to Weintraub to fool the Czar's men
and dsay out of the Russan amy. Bet even you didn't know tha.” Chic hadn't. “So
what’ s this got to do with this assgnment?’

“Everything. | was brought up to hate and fer Germany and the Germans. You
can imagine what kind of memories my parents had of the Reich! To mysdf, I'm Chic
Western, an agnodtic, and | have been dl my life. To the Germans ... wdll, to them, I'll be
a Jew, and you know what they did to the Jews. There were maybe ten or twelve million
Jews in Europe before National Socidism. About hdf a million got out dive when the
war ended. Like my parents, more dead than dive.”

Nickerson reacted with astonishment. “Christ, man, what're you taking about?
That's higory! This isn't the old days any more. This is 1988. The war's been over since
1943. That’ sforty-five yearsd Germany has changed, just like the rest of the world.”
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Three

“The world has changed, boy,” Nickerson repeated. “Nowadays in Germany the
Jews are treated just like anyone else.

“Sure” Chic sad. “And if you can manage to find a Jew in Germany, just ask
him.”

“Oh, come on, there are lots of 'em over there. It's not the way your folks
probably remembered it, not at dl, kakfif.” He heaved himsdf out of his chair, paused to
light a cigarette, and then paced nervoudy about the smdl office, didractedly fiddling
with a clear cubica glass paperweight he had picked up from his desk. He passed it from
hand to hand and then lad it absentmindedly on the credenza, freeing his hands to loosen
his tie and undo his collar and to flick cigarette ash in the direction of his trashcan, which
he missed. “Chrigt, Chic, | hate being cooped up in here in the spring. I've got al kinds of
work 1'd like to be doing around the house.” He stopped in front of Chic. “Anyway, you
sure dn't look or act like a Jew. | wouldn’'t even have known you're one if | hadn't read
itin your folder.”

“That's the protective coloration again. You know, the it-could-happen-here
syndrome. | learned that from my parents. They were paranoid.”

“I can understand that. But you shouldn’t be paranoid. Hell, you work for the
Ombudsman Commission, and you know that between us and the Federad Police, nothing
like what happened in Germany could happen here.”

“Unlessit started inside the Federd Policeitsdf,” Chic said.

Nickerson waved his hand dismissngly. “Nah. They may be a bunch of heartless
bagtards, but they’ re abunch of heartless bastards with integrity. Forget about that.”

“Indde this agency, then.”

Nickerson smiled. “Who shdl watch the watchers, eh? Well, you can forget that,
too. We are watched, | can tel you that much.” He had drifted back to the chair behind
his desk. “Now, let's get back to cases. Your cases. About this Berlin assgnment ... Don't
you see that you don't have a red choice? | mean, you know, there's a kind of quid pro
guo in a thing like this. You've got a great opportunity here to advance your career. |
mean, a redly terific opportunity. But you turn it down, and by the same token, you' ve
got that in your personnel folder instead. Versteh' 7’

“Versteh'.” The feding of beng safdy & home was less srong and comforting.
“I'm ready any time, | guess.”

Nickerson grinned at him, displaying his brown teeth. He stood up and leaned
over the desk and squeezed Chic's arm. “Esgee, man, esgee. Get on downgtairs and get
your identity, and I’ ll phone up the Gesipo right now.”

*
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Absorbing a new identity to the deep level necessary for safety got easer for Chic
eech time. After spending the rest of the night with this one—Jesse Bourne, eight-year
veteran of the Foreign Service—he felt ready to go. A good thing, too: relying on his
wel-known speed, the Commission had scheduled him to leave for Berlin only eghteen
hours after his conversation with Nickerson. This dso indicated the agency’s confidence
that Chic would accept the assgnment when it was offered to him.

The tight schedule dlowed Chic a tota of three or four hours for bathing, eeting
and deeping, but he didn't complain: budmen don't question rules budmen don't
guestion orders.

Now he faced a twenty-eght-hour, two-dage flight to Berlin. German planes
would have got him there in less than a fifth that time, but he would be flying American
instead. National pride, as ever, was hard a work.

Does Nickerson ever leave the building? Chic wondered. He had sometimes
wondered a the lack of any digtinction between day and night within the place, and at the
lack of fixed, disinct shifts He was by now too groggy to think about such things
clearly; a other times, he was usudly too preoccupied. It probably didn’t help that he
hadn't had a vacation in ten years. Perhaps, he thought, there ought to be another
gphorism: budmen don't think too much about anything.

Chic was taken to the airport by the reverse of the procedure whereby he'd been
brought in. A battered old car took him from the underground parking lot, through a
different tunnel, out through the garage of an anonymous suburban house in Fdls
Church, and then, after a circuitous trip to make sure the car wasn't being followed, to the
airport.

It was bright sunlight, early afternoon, with the weather turning back to the damp
chill more norma for late March, but Chic noticed little of that, for he dept in the back
seet throughout the drive to the arport. During the long, droning trip across the Atlantic,
trapped in a four-propdlor-engined sardine can with thirty other unhappy human beings,
he dozed unesslly, read a nove, ate, smoked, and stared out the window at waves and
passenger ships.

Why are they always in such a damned hurry? If the Commisson had been more
patient about this, he could have had a far more pleasant trip aoard one of the great
ocean liners the plane passed over. And if they are in such a hurry, why didn’'t they break
down and let me fly Volkduft? On the other hand, he could smoke on American planes,
wheress Volkduft did not permit smoking. Following the standards lad down by the
Fuhrer long ago, the Reich nationa arline was none too cooperdtive about providing
coffee, tea, or acohol, ether. Practicaly speaking, he would be unable to smoke while he
was in Germany, 0 the trip by American arliners gave him a chance to saurae his
bloodstream with nicotine before he arrived in the Reich.

Still groggy, Chic sumbled about the arport in London, which looked just like
the one in Washington. He was too tired to do much more than sare blankly at the huge
Volkduft passenger jets that were congtantly landing on and teking off from a par of
resrved runways, shaking the building with the roar of their engines and rattling the
windows with their exhaudts. It was early evening and a Friday, but Chic lacked time,
inclination, and money to explore the famed decadence of London nightlife.

It was three am. locad time on Saturday, 19th March, 1988 when he arived in
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Belin. A taxi—a red one, this time—whipped him from the arport through a confusing
blur of city lights, hignways and rushing, roaring traffic to his hotd. He sank gratefully
into bed and drifted off, thinking thankfully that he had most of the weekend to recover
from the trip before reporting to work at the Embassy on Monday.

*

Chic was awakened by the telephone. Disoriented, he thought the rings sounded
odd. The heavily accented English of the voice on the other end reminded hm where he
was.

“Mr. Bourne, sorry to disturb you.” The other man pronounced the name as
though the “ou” were the German double-O. “Have you dept enough?’

“Oh, ah, yes” Chic took his watch from the bedsde table. It was twelve noon,
Belin time. Seven hours. Christ, why can’t | wake up? “Sure” He dipped into German.
“Who isthis pleass?

“Oh, thisisHorst-Dieter Gettner.”

Chic knew the name immediately. This was a high-ranking Gedpo officid, his
ligson on the German dde. Gettner was one of the very few men here who knew what
Chic was, dthough even he didn't know Chic's red name. “You're in the lobby?’ Chic
asked. “Essgay. | mean, sehr gut, very good. I'll be right down. Let's see, I'm about
average height, dender, blond.”

Gettner cut in. “Yes, Herr Bourne. | know what you look like. I'll recognize you.
Take your time. I'm not in any hurry.”

Feding dightly nonplussed, Chic sumbled about the suite He yanked fresh
clothing from his ill unpacked suitcase, shaved, brushed his teeth, and had a quick
shower. He was in the lobby twenty minutes after Gettner’s cdl, feding awake at last.

Chic hadn’t been dert enough to notice the lobby on his way in during the small
hours. Now he looked around with interest, intrigued by the eegance, the spotlessness,
the excelent repar. It gave him the impresson of a great gdlery of marble, mirrors
reddish-brovn wood panding, and enormous chanddiers hanging from a high, arching
calling. Busy, wdl dressed people passed in front of him, crossng the lobby with
purposeful gait.

Chic's examination of the lobby and the crowd was interrupted by the sound of
polite throat-clearing besde him. He turned to find himsdf facing a amiling, sandy-haired
man of about Chic's heght, heavier, and a couple of years younger. In cothing and
generd gppearance, he fit in pefectly with the men and women Chic had just been
watching. He held his hand out to Chic. “Herr Bourne?’

Chic found he was amiling in response. He shook the other man's hand. “Herr
Gettner.”

“Good, very good. | have a car waiting, and some friends who want to eat with us,
to meet you. The Metropal is a beautiful hotel in most respects, but the restaurant here is
terrible”

Chic hung back. “I don't know if | should—"

Gettner smiled. “ Come, these people are dl safe. All Gesipo.”

Chic followed, 4ill feding dubious. His budmantraned indincts dl waned him
againg thisrisk of compromise.
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Behind the hotel, in a vidtor parking dot, Gettner unlocked the doors of a
Volkswagen Ultra and both climbed insde. “We have Mercedes sdoon cars available,
with chauffeurs” he said apologeticaly while he backed from the dot, looking over his
shoulder, then shifted into Drive and waited for a gap in the traffic flowing past the lat,
“but they ook Gesipo, while this one does't.”

Gettner waited until they were moving down a broad, ém-lined boulevard before
he spoke again. “Now, you mustn’'t worry about these people. None of them will give you
away. Also, no one outsde the Gespo knows who any of them are or who | am, so you
won't be exposed even if someone from the American Embassy sees us al together. |
understand that your cover includes something about an earlier tour of duty in the Reich,
so we could dl be just friends of yours from before, welcoming you back.”

Chic nodded and began to relax.

The sky was absolutely clear of clouds, and the ar was cool and crisp. Chic
watched the soaring glass-and-ded office buildings they passed, glinting in the sunlight,
and the crowds hurrying dong the sdewaks. He marveled at the cleanliness of the Sreets
and ddewaks, the beauty of the buildings, and the energy and handsomeness of the
people.

Gettner mugt be unusudly short for his generation of Germans, Chic redized. The
men he saw were impressve, the women driking, and it seemed to him—surdy an
incorrect firs impresson—that the vast mgjority were tal, blond, and blue eyed. Were al
300 million Germans like this? They look like walking advertisements for the Herrenvolk.
Chic amiled & the thought

But then he remembered his parents and the Stories they had told him about the
death camps. that was how the Master Race had become so purified. When he turned
from the window, his smile had disgppeared and he was aware that his expresson and his
tone were hodtile. “Y ou seem to have thought of every conceivable detall, Herr Gettner.”

Gettner grinned at him. “How ese do you think a man as young as | can rise
above desk clerk in the Gespo? The upper levels are dmost all graybeards. Cleanshaven
graybeards, | should say! By the way, let me compliment you on your German. It's quite
excelent. Your accent is better than that of the people from the Eadt, the Generd
Government, and they’ re Reich citizend”

Chic fdt himsdf blushing. “Thank you, Her Gettrer. | know what you say is
untrue, but thank you anyway.”

Twice the boulevard had divided, following traffic cirdes around enormous
triumpha arches looming over the traffic and draped with overszed flags—black
hackenkreuz in white circle surrounded by red, a striking contrast to the gray concrete of
the arches. As with citizens of every city a every time in history, to Hors-Dieter Gettner
these monuments to nationd glory were important only as impediments to traffic, and he
grumbled congtantly as he dowly made his way around the circles to rgoin the boulevard
beyond. Often he blew his horn and said aloud, “Come on! Come on!”

Now they were trapped in dow-moving traffic in yet another such circle, but this
one was teking them around a monument that wasn't quite a triumphd arch. It was a
squat, wide structure congisting of four rectangular towers at the corners of a square, with
arches joining them. Through the arches, Chic could see a larger something, a spare,
angular, abdtract dructure, rather like a giat's char without ams. “What is it? he
asked.
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“Ah!” It was a sound of disgust. “One of the Totenourgen. Cagtles of the Dead,”
Horst-Dieter explained. “They're dl over the damned place, getting in the way. To
commemorate the war dead. Falen heroes, you know.” He chuckled. “Does dl the poor
bastards afat lot of good now that they’re dead, doesn't it?’

Shortly thereafter, following sgns for the Speerbahn, the car left the boulevard
via a long, ascending ramp. This led them into a river of cars and trucks flowing a high
gpeed dong a divided highway, devated to carry them above the city dreets and traffic.
Ingress and egress were only by means of such ramps, and high fences on ether sde
ensured that traffic could use only the ramps, while a deep ditch separated the traffic
flowing in their direction from that on the other Sde of the highway.

There were roads in America that were modded after these famous autobahns,
Chic had been on them, but now he could see that there was Smply no comparison—that
the American highways were only a poor, scaded-down imitation of the origind. He was
fascinated by the combined volume, speed, and orderliness of the traffic flow, and
perhaps even more by the newness of the cars. he saw very few of the battered, smoking,
aged vehicles that formed the bulk of the traffic in any American city. And dl of this, he
reminded himsdf reuctantly, was commonly said to be the Fihrer's doing: the prosperity
which resulted in s0 few wornout old cars, and the innovative desgn of these great
highways.

Gettner reverted to an earlier topic. “What | said earlier about your accent wasn't
flattery at dl, Herr Bourne. Kakfif. | meant every word. You must have learned German
while young, not true? Y our parents, perhaps?’

Chic said coadlly, “My parents were from Poland. What they did speak at home,
though, was Yiddish.” Let’s see how friendly you are now.

Gettner frowned. “Yiddish? Then his face cleared. “Oh yes, | remember. Well,
of course, that explainsit. It's very much like German, isn't it?’

“Uh, yes. It is” Gettner’'s lack of any reaction, his ease a Chic's impulsve
disclosure of his Jewish ancedry, left Chic flusered and deflated, and ashamed of his
attempt at embarrassng the German.

“Ligen,” Gettner said, and suddenly he did seem embarrassed, “for a German,
this would be much too soon, but | know how informa you Americans are” He laughed.
“Wdl, everyone's informa compared to us, except maybe the Japanese. Anyway, |
would be honored if you'd cal me Horgt-Dieter and dlow me to cal you Jese, and if we
could use du ingteed of Sie”

“Why, yes. Sure. Of course.” Chic was surprised, but he felt suddenly much more
at ease.

“Essgay,” Gettner said happily. “Essgay, Jesse.”



