
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      "THE PHANTOM PHOTOBOMB OF PARADISE"

    

    
      First edition. July 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 S.L. Faye.

    

    
    
      Written by S.L. Faye.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Phantom Photobomb of Paradise


Chapter 1: The New Assignment & The Chill in the Air
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The gravel crunched under Ranger Elias Thorne’s worn boots, each stone a tiny, percussive sigh beneath the weight of his perpetual weariness. Kanaskat-Palmer State Park, nestled deep in the rugged embrace of Washington’s foothills, was supposed to be a reprieve. A summer assignment, a break from the usual parade of misplaced toddlers and overzealous campfire enthusiasts. Instead, as the last rays of a bruised twilight bled into the dense canopy of Douglas firs, Elias felt a familiar, unwelcome chill settle in his bones, a cold that had nothing to do with the descending evening.

“Just a little... rustic, wouldn’t you say, Ranger Thorne?” Lena Petrova’s voice was a crisp counterpoint to the park’s encroaching silence. She stood beside him, her uniform impossibly neat, her cap perfectly angled, a testament to an optimism Elias had long since shed. New to the Washington State Parks system, fresh from a stint at a meticulously manicured urban green space, her initial enthusiasm for “the raw beauty of nature” was still largely intact, though a faint tremor in her voice suggested even her resolve was being tested by Kanaskat-Palmer.

“Rustic is a polite way of saying ‘where cell service goes to die and the trees watch you sleep,’” Elias grumbled, pulling his ancient, stained thermos from his pack. The coffee inside was lukewarm, a bitter comfort. He surveyed the empty ranger station, a small, squat building that looked less like a welcoming outpost and more like a forgotten sentinel. The grime-thick windows reflected the last vestiges of light as distorted, accusing eyes.

Lena consulted her tablet, its screen a small, defiant rectangle of light in the deepening gloom. “The briefing notes indicate a low visitor count for the season. Primarily day-use, with only a handful of overnight campers scheduled for the next few weeks. Minimal incident reports.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “Though there’s a curious spike in ‘unexplained equipment malfunctions’ logged by previous staff. Mostly cameras.”

Elias snorted. “Probably user error. Or the ghosts of bad selfies past.” He took a long swig, the stale coffee doing little to warm him. “This place always felt... off. Even before the official paperwork started reflecting it.”

The air, already cool, seemed to drop several degrees. A sudden gust of wind, devoid of the usual rustle of leaves, swept through the clearing, carrying with it a faint, metallic tang that Elias couldn’t quite place. It wasn't the scent of pine or damp earth; it was something sharper, like static electricity before a storm, but without the promise of rain.

Lena shivered, pulling her jacket tighter. “It’s quite cold for July, isn’t it? The forecast predicted mild temperatures.”

“Kanaskat-Palmer doesn’t care about forecasts, Petrova,” Elias said, his gaze sweeping over the dense tree line that pressed in on them from all sides. He’d worked enough parks to know that some places simply had an atmosphere, a personality that defied logic. This park, with its deep river canyon and ancient, silent woods, felt less like a place to visit and more like a place that tolerated your presence, begrudgingly.

As the last sliver of the sun dipped below the horizon, plunging the park into a sudden, profound darkness, Elias noticed it. A faint, almost imperceptible hum, vibrating not in the air, but in the very ground beneath his feet. It was too low to be a generator, too steady to be an animal. It was just... there. A persistent, low thrum that seemed to emanate from the heart of the wilderness itself.

Lena, oblivious, was already fumbling with the keys to the ranger station. “Well, Ranger Thorne, let’s get settled. I’m sure it’s just the isolation playing tricks on us.”
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