
  
    [image: Phantom In The Factory]
  


  
    
      Phantom In The Factory

    

    
      
        Blaze Ward

      

    

    
      Knotted Road Press

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Phantom In The Factory

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Blaze Ward

        

        
          About Knotted Road Press

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Phantom In The Factory

          

        

      

    

    
      Nilsson let Ioseph drive the old, blue and white, transport van while he rode in back and watched the setting sun through the side window. The air was a weird mix of perfume from the girls up front and the exhaust underneath drifting in the open windows whenever they came to a stop. The leather bench up front, as well as the jumpseats in back, were worn but in good shape, as any military surplus vehicle was going to be, and handled the occasional potholes with aggressive brutality. Nilsson was happy that his seatbelt was tight.

      The young man in the driver’s seat, next to the girls, was tall and handsome, with blond hair and broad shoulders. Filmmakers would have cast Ioseph as the Dashing Hero. He always made a good first impression on authority figures and the party members they met. Even at only twenty-one, Ioseph looked like a recruiting sergeant’s idea of the New Soviet Man, even though nobody used that term anymore outside of the old men in bad suits who had recruited this team together.

      They were the only ones who remembered the old Soviet Union, before it had fallen nearly three generations ago. Anarchy and crime had replaced it for a time, but then the rest of the world had fallen in as well. The America from old movies and television shows was gone to an ongoing civil war. Europe’s grand, unified dream had fractured back into shards and sank from all bickering. Asia’s small wars had only involved Mother Russia when China crossed the Amur that one time, those greedy Han deciding to open a two–front war before they defeated India.

      It had rallied all the Russian peoples, that war. Reminded them who they were. A few big bombs in the right places and the remaining Han had changed their minds quickly enough.

      One man, the pipsqueak from Petrograd, the midget former KGB agent, had tried in the early part of the Twenty-first century to rebuild the old Soviet Union. He might have succeeded, but the oligarchs objected, and eventually assassinated him.

      It was his violent death that had given rise to the new movement. Not the old Communist Party, so discredited by ex-soviet criminals, but the Dominion.

      It stretched from the Bering Sea to the Atlantic in places. A single Dominion flag covered it, however bad the fit. They were all good, little Dominionists these days.

      Which was why Nilsson always made Ioseph drive the van. Dominion checkpoints abounded at random locations. Papers were to be inspected for appropriate zone clearances. The backs of demobilized troop vans would be inspected for potential illicit goods. Bribes might have to change hands. It was always better to have the handsome, Dashing Hero answering questions.

      “We’re just about there, gang,” Ioseph announced in a tenor voice, playing his role.

      Ioseph was always playing that role. Would have preferred other roles as well, but music theater was not an acceptable vocation for the son of a senior Party Minister. And his homosexuality would have gotten him executed, had Ioseph’s secret gotten out much beyond the people in this van.

      Here, it just gave Nilsson an extra lever on the man, in case Ioseph’s patriotism wasn’t up to any particular mission. Ioseph had never failed him, or the Party, but Nilsson took no chances.

      It was the same reason that the beautiful, red-headed Talia always sat up front close to Ioseph across the console when they drove. Tall and lithe, as all Dominion women aspired to be. Dressed in those fine fashions few but her wealthy family could afford.

      Her role was distraction of a different kind. And occasionally, bait. But she could play the role of girlfriend publically with Ioseph, even if she was too-frequently found holding hands with the other woman in the front seat of the van, the one pressed perhaps too closely against Talia’s side.

      Angellyn. A scientist, had she been born in a different world. Still brilliant and technical in this one. Short and voluptuous in an era that favored Talia’s winsomeness. They would have married, Talia and Angellyn, had they lived in a land where that wasn’t a death sentence. Nilsson did not need her as a cover girlfriend, preferring to simply operate as Ioseph’s wingman when that was necessary, just as Angellyn did for Talia.

      Still, the two young girls, both barely nineteen, would each be a lever Nilsson could use on the other, if the impossible became necessary and their patriotism fell to second place. That the Dominion would have disavowed the three of them, exiled them to one of the Siberian camps for their sexuality, did not lessen their patriotic fervor, just forced it to be expressed in a different way.

      Nilsson lacked their degree of devotion, but that was because he knew the truth.

      The Dominion was failing.

      It had never erased corruption, just changed the faces of the infractors. And the peoples of Europe hadn’t been conquered, so much as accidentally absorbed by the one entity that still seemed to be working when their own governments collapsed in madness and anarchy.

      Everyone spoke Russian these days, but they also spoke some other language in their homes. Something that reminded them of the past, when they were proud. The Dominion was a cloak on their shoulders, but one that was fraying.

      Nilsson nodded in the rear-view mirror to Ioseph when the young man looked up. Ioseph had been right, they were almost there. Close enough for now.

      Ioseph pulled the old van to the side of the road and parked it, killing the well-tuned, diesel motor and activating the emergency lights.

      They were in the middle of nowhere. Somewhere in old Belorussia, not all that far from the Baltics, but on the safe side of one of the few borders left in Europe. Even the Dominion had decided to wait another generation before attempting the three homicidal berserkers on the Baltic Sea.

      Green stands of trees and golden fields surrounded them as everyone climbed out of the machine, just as the sun passed beneath the horizon. The agriculture around here wasn’t collective, like it had been in Nilsson’s historical studies, but the locals would be frightfully-boring peasants. Insular.

      Someone would use an ancient land-line telephone to call into the nearest village, for a member of the security forces to come investigate, rather than walk out to the road between farms to see for themselves. Less chance of them becoming involved.

      Nilsson nodded to the other three as he climbed out of the side door to the old van into the warm, summer air

      “My turn,” he said simply.

      Where Ioseph was the Dashing Hero, Nilsson thought of himself as the Slacker. It wasn’t a role so much as an approach to life. Taller than Ioseph by several centimeters, but skinny. His curly hair needed to be cut before it turned into an ash brown, African puff, but he trimmed his goatee precisely each morning. Where Ioseph was usually colorful in blue pants and white shirt, sometimes with a scarf or ascot, Nilsson preferred old of the old, green T-shirts that he had kept when he was washed out of military school.

      His own patriotism had perhaps died when his father did, assassinated like the old Duke in the public square by an unknown assailant. Nilsson had fallen into despair, and then drugs, until finally illegal music and the wrong crowd.

      From there, his father’s name could only protect him so long. He would have quickly been drummed out of Academy in disgrace. Turned into Little People without the protection of the Party. But for Inspector Ghislaine Mousseau.

      Nilsson flipped back the center console between the front seats and grabbed a towel. He turned the round cap on the radiator and then quickly jumped back out of the cab. The pressurized fluid was hot, and spewed all over the interior, but everything here was plastic or fake leather. It would wipe clean easy enough when they were done.

      The appearance of the thing was enough, for now.

      In the Dominion, appearances were everything. Like when the headmaster had marched Nilsson into a small office to meet the man everyone referred to now as simply The Inspector.

      Ghislaine Mousseau was a small man, barely coming up to Nilsson’s nose, but he was one of those possessed of the fire that had originally birthed the Dominion. The Army had no use for the drug-dealing, youngest son of a Hero of the Dominion, a fledgling warrior who was turning into an official Disappointment, but the Inspectorate had made him an offer.

      Had turned him into a secret agent investigating crime and corruption under the cover of a group of teenage social rebels, disappointments to their family, listening to the wrong music and traveling with the wrong friends.

      A group that had come to think of itself as the Disappointment Patrol.

      Nilsson frequently found himself happily invited to events where a true Party member might have been beaten to death on discovery. He did not have the loyalty to the state that Ioseph, Talia, or Angellyn had, but he did enjoy a challenge. Playing a drug-abusing idler riding the tides of the underworld certainly qualified.

      Nilsson set the radiator cap on the dash when the system was done making a mess, and looked around. The girls were standing close, but pointedly not holding hands. Even alone, they were in public. Ioseph was standing by the front of the van looking down the road for lights they knew would come.

      “A little music, perhaps?” Ioseph asked carefully, glancing back. “Something decadent and perhaps forbidden enough to place us more firmly in the deputy’s mind, when one arrives?”

      Nilsson nodded. It was a good idea. Ioseph was full of good ideas, but too frequently had been overlooked as just another pretty face. They all were, those three, in their own ways, which just made Nilsson invisible in most settings.

      Just how he preferred it.
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      Twenty minutes later, lights appeared on the road approaching.

      Ioseph had a compact disk of “Chessy” Serice playing in the van, a bootleg recording of a concert they had all attended a few weeks ago. Chessy encouraged his fans to make underground copies of his shows, changing up the songs some every night, twisting the old patriotic hymns into rock and roll rebellion with new words. Music burned to CD could not be easily traced, nor erased by the Dominion computers.

      But it could be easily spread. Invisibly.

      Nilsson faded into the background as the vehicle approached, leaning against the front of the big, heavy van, waiting. Ioseph stepped up with Talia close by, not holding his hand, but hovering enough to convince most bystanders, who would see what they wanted..

      An armored patrol car rolled to a stop a little ways away, front lights illuminating and blinding them.

      “What seems to be the problem?” a man called.

      “Engine overheated, sir,” Ioseph yelled back. “We’re stuck in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, until we can get to town and get some more radiator fluid.”

      Nilsson heard the engine die, and two doors open, hidden behind the brilliant illumination blinding them all. He stepped away from the van carefully. Casually. A twenty-year-old kid with nothing to hide and happy to be rescued.

      Honest.

      Angellyn joined them as well, four nervous kids standing in the middle of the road, in the spotlight, to be inspected.

      By sound, two men, invisible behind those lights. One out of shape and breathing a little heavy on the far side. The closer one spoke with authority.

      “You have papers for this district?” he asked in a stern, unforgiving voice.

      “Huh?” Ioseph temporized. “Oh, right. Papers. They’re in the van. Let me go get them.”

      “You stay put, young man,” the cop said sharply.

      Certainly a police officer of some sort. This sort of district might only have a handful of Party members, and they would be too important to send out on this nighttime, wild goose chase.

      “Oh,” Ioseph stammered. “What did I do?”

      “You four stay over here, and I’ll retrieve the papers,” the officer said. “Where are they?”

      “In the glove box, sir,” the Dashing Hero gushed convincingly.

      Nilsson always thought Ioseph smeared it on too heavy when he was playing this part, all earnest and innocent, but it worked. And who was he to argue with an expert? Tank school had taught Nilsson how to repair engines. Or break them convincingly. A broken van was frequently the perfect cover in order to stay put someplace for a few days.

      An officer in a green uniform of the security police came into view as he circled them to reach the van. Nilsson had left the passenger door open, and he heard the glove box open and then close a few moments later.

      The man would find four internal passports waiting, each stamped with the All Nations mark that only Party members, or their Disappointment children, might have. He would also find a thirty Ruble note tucked in between two of them when he looked.

      Petty corruptions, but they could not be accused of offering a bribe this way. A few of the cops they encountered were even so honest as to not take the money when returning
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