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"And how can man die better

Than facing fearful odds

For the ashes of his fathers

And the temples of his gods?"

- Thomas Babington Macaulay
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Chapter One
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THE CHECKPOINT WAS small and scraggly, much like the plant life that had managed to survive. Only one guard was on duty, and he appeared to be in a vodka-induced stupor. My driver, a slight young Ukrainian woman named Olga, moved the barrier so we could enter, but we were still five kilometers away from Pripyat. "Larisa, I know- something just moved. That gas mask that was laying right there next to your foot just moved over there," Olga said. A pair of ice-cold, invisible hands grabbed my neck and began to strangle me. "What do you want?" I gasped. The hands let go and began to materialize into a fully-fledged human form. "I was one of the liquidators here. They forced us to quell the fires, but I refused. They made me go rescue some people, which I did, but at the cost of my life. I still await my vengeance on the KGB," the spirit said. 
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AS WE WALKED OUT OF the building where the liquidator's ghost had tried to strangle me, Olga spotted her primary school amidst the ruins. "I went to school there, Larisa. They taught us how to duck and cover in case the Americans launched an attack," Olga mused. "Where I went to school, they didn't make us hide under our desks. We had to go in the fallout shelter next door," I replied. "Your school had a fallout shelter? Your parents must have been Communist Party elite," Olga replied. "I remember being in the Young Pioneers at that age. Once I turned eighteen, my father wanted me in the military, but my mother overruled that wish and put me in the KGB," I added. "Larisa? Something weird happened in that building. As soon as the spirit disappeared, the radiation spiked," Olga commented.
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Chapter Two
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I CAME BACK FROM WORK tired that night. “Mikhail? What’s going on?” I asked. “All this about the reactor at Chernobyl. They aren’t focusing on the residents of Pripyat. Does that tell you anything?” my husband snapped. “Misha, I told you not to watch state television this late,” I added. “Lara, I know you’re in the KGB and everything. But I watched NBC’s report with Tom Brokaw on the scene, and he spoke at length about the citizens of Pripyat,” my husband replied. “An evacuation order is in effect for all towns within a 30-kilometer radius of the reactor,” the newscaster announced. “Where’s Valentina?” I asked. “Valentina is in the school in Pripyat,” my husband replied. “Has she been evacuated?” I asked. No answer. “Get in the car,” I demanded. “I haven’t heard you tell me that in ages. You know, it feels good to be the secondary source of income,” Misha joked. “Not like you earn that much money as a government clerk,” I retorted. “Lara, at least I’m on your level now. I can go to those official parties in Moscow, I don’t have to worry about being spied on... this is the life!” Misha told me. 

The road into Pripyat was jammed with cars, trucks, and buses of all kinds. “Papers, please,” a guard demanded. He looked over the car, and then back at me. His assistant waved us through, and we drove on to the primary school, where Valentina was waiting outside in her black dress and red scarf. “Mommy?” she asked. “Valentina?” I asked. “You came from work, right?” Valentina asked. “I did. I came here to take you home,” I replied. “What about Varya?” Valentina asked. “She’s in Kiev,” Misha commented.
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TWO YEARS LATER...

"Larisa, I got something on the thermal camera!" Olga shouted. We were investigating the former Communist Party headquarters, and the room had suddenly grown cold and dark. "Set up the EVP," I demanded. "Wow, you went into KGB mode," Olga laughed. A whispered voice filtered through the building. "I just heard a voice. It came from over there," Olga commented. "What was it saying?" I asked. "I don't know! I mean, the EVP could've picked it up, but I didn't hear anything! I swear!" Olga cried. I checked the EVP machine and found a recording of what Olga heard. It was the voice of a young man. “He sounds like he’s being tortured,” Olga mused. “Can you hear us?” I asked the spirit. The voice grew into a full human figure, clad in a tattered button-down shirt. “I can’t believe it. That’s Sergei Dyatlov,” Olga gasped. “Who?” I asked. “The man I almost married. He was executed in 1984,” Olga replied. “I am so sorry, Olga. I couldn’t attend his funeral because my father's state funeral was the exact same day. I remember seeing the flag across his coffin, the sullen faces of the officers, Misha’s sister Natalya in her military uniform, Mother in her 1940s style widow's weeds..." I replied. 

Four years earlier...

I was the only member of the family not wearing mourning attire, save for Misha and Natalya, who had just come from work. The choir sang a menacing hymn, which could have easily passed for a piece of communist music. 

"That is exactly how Father would want to be remembered," I whispered. 

Present day.

Olga and I exited the building and headed towards a clearing where some people were getting out of a car. “How did they get here?” Olga asked. 
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Chapter Three
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"IT'S NOT JUST US OUT here?" Olga asked. "I saw an old Volkswagen pull up a couple of minutes ago," I replied. "What kind of car do you drive?" Olga asked. "I drive a Volga," I replied. The Volkswagen was followed by a sleek black Volga, with Misha at the wheel. "Misha? Did you come from work?" I asked. "It took me three hours to get here from work, and that's allowing for the checkpoints and that one guard who had one too many shots of Mongolian vodka," Misha replied. "What's wrong with Mongolian vodka?" Olga asked. "It's the cheap stuff. Smells like a wet dog, looks like beer, but it'll knock you blind on the first sip," Misha replied. The Volkswagen's passengers were a bunch of West German university students, wielding Geiger counters and beer bottles. "Where are you headed?" I demanded. "Pripyat! It's gonna be the gnarliest picnic ever!" a young man with a pompadour answered. "I need to see your papers," I commented. A collective groan issued from the students. "And your passports," I added. "All this way and we're stopped by the KGB. Brilliant plan, Max!" a girl in a flannel shirt replied. "Hey! How about we start our party now?" a girl in a denim miniskirt suggested. 

Two hours later...

"I just saw this huge shadow grab my girlfriend by the throat," Max panted. "Where were you?" I asked. "Uh, I was in the hospital," Max replied. "Where were you within the hospital?" I demanded. "Ward Number 6," Max replied. "Was your girlfriend the one in the flannel shirt?" Misha asked. "Yeah, she was," Max replied. 

Max led us into the decaying hospital with only a cigarette lighter's flame to show us the signs. "I can't read Russian, but I can show you where I was," Max commented. "So, how did you meet?" Misha asked. "I met Julie when I was in junior high," Max replied. I looked over at Olga, and she aimed the thermal camera at Ward No. 6. "Julie?" Max gasped. “Max, I’m fine. Go bother that KGB agent who stopped us,” Julie replied. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PHANTOMS
OF PRIPYAT

ALEXKA SHIPES






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





