
  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY J. D. MILLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Secrets Don’t Stay Buried

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Queer History Resources

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by J. D. Mills

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact J. D. Mills by visiting jdmillswrites.com.

      The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred. Additionally, no part of this work was created or edited using generative AI, nor does anyone have consent to feed any content herein to any generative AI platforms, web-apps, or software.

      Book Cover Design by J. D. Mills

      Developmental Editing by Alysha Thornton.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Alyssa.

      You would have loved this one, sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      There are few things I enjoy more than horror, though one of those is spending time with my loved ones. Earlier this year, in March of 2025, I lost my youngest sibling—my sister, Alyssa, to whom this book is dedicated. In fact, the loss hit right as I was working on the tail end of this novel.

      As one can imagine, it was unimaginable to lose some- one with whom I anticipated having decades more time with, who I envisioned taking part in my wedding one day, who had such a wonderful life ahead of her, and who was loved deeply and wholly. My family still hasn’t recovered and, in many ways, I don’t think we ever will.

      Losing her had a profound effect on this story and the way that grief can change so much in such little time. I hope that she is proud of this story and that it’s something she would have loved to read.

      Thank you for giving We Should Not Have Come Here a chance, and for being part of this grief journey with me.We all have people and things that we lose throughout our lives, and the way in which we deal with that is incredibly personal. If you’ve endured such a loss yourself, you not only have my sympathies but also the knowledge that I am so proud of you for working to come out the other side of it. Grief is not something you overcome, but rather some you learn to live with. An impossible pain that sits atop your shoulders for eternity. Or, at least, that how it feels sometimes.

      But, alas, it’s the curse of humanity; to feel each loss like the gut punch it is.

      Anyway, enough of my philosophizing.

      Thanks again for diving into this book and for taking a chance to support an indie author. It means the world, and I am forever grateful.

    

  


  
    
      Be afraid of what lurks in the dark...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      A cool breeze scratched across the back of Ash’s neck, as though the menacing fortress behind him had reached forward with its own pointed claws to taste his flesh.

      “Are we rolling?” He asked, fidgeting with the last minute details of his outfit. The ends of his hair curled away from his face as it drifted down toward his shoulders, slightly covering his deep-set eyes. The two bright sapphires nestled against the rest of his dark features, casting chiseled shadows across the backdrop of his tanned complexion. The mix of Norwegian and Choctaw characteristics peppering his face was a puzzle, with each piece strategically placed and meticulously laser-cut.

      Reddit threads and social media comment sections were full of users who fawned over the twenty-four-year-old's good looks and charisma. Despite the accuracy, no one on the team dared to feed into his ego by agreeing, as he was insufferable enough whenever the cameras came out. Now, in the midst of filming the opening shot for the newest episode of their ghost-hunting reality show, Ash wanted to ensure that everything would be perfect.

      “Yeah, man, just go,” Parker replied, annoyance tugging at his shoulders.

      Parker was itching to move beyond Ash’s incessant need to adjust his appearance for every take. They’d been up since the ass-crack of dawn, hauling their gear from the motel room into the van for the next location. After a crappy night’s sleep—on one of the worst mattresses Parker had ever laid his head on—he was too tired to deal with his brother’s dramatics. Especially not when they were in Hokisam, Oregon, surrounded by nothing but dense woodland and nary a shred of cell signal.

      “That’s what you said last time, and we completely missed the opening shot,” Ash groaned. He was insistent that his attention to detail was what ensured they delivered a quality episode every time. “We botch the opening and there’s no point in even⁠—”

      “For fuck’s sake, Ash.” Parker interrupted, rubbing the bridge of his nose with the length of his thumb. “If you don’t start talking, I’m going to throw this camera. We’re losing daylight here, not that you can really see it through those emo bangs.”

      Ash narrowed his eyes at Parker, shooting a dangerous glare that could’ve lit his brother on fire if he’d possessed pyrokinesis. Despite their nearly identical facial structure, Parker’s jet-black hair fell into two neat braids while his honey brown eyes warned Ash what would happen if he even dared to try. Yet, despite being the team perfectionist, Ash’s jaw clenched. Despite all the years spent suffocating under their father’s thumb, and growing up in a homophobic pressure-cooker, allowing anyone else to give him orders never went over well. The tail of his brow twinged as he made a mental note to soften the irritation coloring his features.

      In most families, wishing spontaneous combustion upon your own sibling was probably considered a faux pas, but Ash didn’t care. Parker had been screwing up his takes (at least, that’s how Ash saw it) since they’d arrived at one of the country’s most haunted relics: Crenshaw Castle. After spending a week in grimy clothes, enduring frigid showers with bad water pressure, and having to choke down coffee-flavored sludge every morning as he crammed into their van alongside his team, Ash was chomping at the bit to finish filming and grab a flight to the UK to be back in the arms of his boyfriend, Erick.

      Ash’s opposite in so many ways, Erick was kind and effortlessly stylish and smart—god, was he smart. They’d been forced to be long-distance while Erick worked on his PhD in Economics at the University of Manchester, much to Ash’s chagrin. Currently on year two of their cross-continental relationship, it would be Ash’s turn to visit once they were done shooting. That day couldn’t come soon enough.

      “Alright, then, cue the intro,” Ash ordered, dreading having to hear their incessant theme song through his monitor.

      The entire Phantom Files team was on the ground, preparing for tonight’s investigation: Ash (the lead investigator) and Parker Novak (secondary investigator, cameraman, and a slightly older, near-mirror image of Ash), Colt Pereira (secondary investigator and cameraman, alongside Parker), Embry Van Heerden (the video tech), and Rhett Broussard (the audio whiz). All of them, aside from Rhett, had been together since their show was created. Rhett’s arrival was a network decision that followed the termination of their previous audio technician, who had pushed boundaries in the wrong direction.

      After years of clawing their way out of the YouTube trenches, their ghost hunting reality show Phantom Files had finally earned them a seven-figure deal with the TerraX Network. And although they were about to film their first episode for their fifth season, Ash’s heart just wasn’t in it anymore.  Filming had to go off without a hitch if they wanted to boost their viewership. They needed something to start this season off with a bang if they had any hope of holding onto their place as one of the channel’s highest earners.

      But as much as Ash wanted to quit, they only needed one more season to hit syndication—a milestone that would open doors to new revenue streams and give them the break Ash needed. All he had to do was get through this last season and he could walk away with his earnings and never look back.

      “Count us down,” Ash nodded, his pointed index finger making frustrated circular motions in the air.

      Parker nodded and held up five fingers.

      Then four… three… two…
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        * * *

      

      As they stood in the courtyard of Crenshaw Castle, dark clouds in the sky began moving in quicker than the meteorologists on the local news channel had predicted. The dense forest stretched out behind Ash in a dozen shades of green, still and waiting. The wind blew through the leaves in a flurry, carrying with it a sharp chill and an ominous undercurrent. And their window to capture the opening monologue was shrinking. If they had any hope of getting their shot, they had to move fast.

      Ash took a deep breath as his brother’s finger pointed directly at him.

      A signal.

      Go time.

      The fading light of golden hour glowing against his olive skin, Ash slowly stepped toward the camera and recited the lines he’d spent last night rehearsing. Every facial expression was carefully calculated, as was the intonation with which he spoke each word, to evoke the seriousness and solemnity required. Clearing his throat, he began.

      “Nestled deep in the central Oregon wilderness is this fifty-thousand square-foot structure, known colloquially as Crenshaw Castle.”

      Ash widened his arms to gesture behind himself at the looming complex, angling his chin to highlight the sharp jawline he was often complimented for. Parker and Colt panned their cameras to each capture a variation of their host’s monologue, mitigating the chance that corrupt footage or malfunctioning camera equipment would derail their evening.

      “We’re here because we asked you, our dedicated fans, to tell us where we should go this season. We combed through thousands of social media posts and were shocked to find that Crenshaw Castle had evaded our radar all this time. For decades, visitors and groundskeepers have reported seeing strange apparitions and hearing unexplained footsteps in and around the premises of the institution. Now, they’re inviting us—the very first paranormal team to be permitted to investigate this location—to step inside in hopes that we can provide answers. And tonight, Phantom Files is answering their call.”

      Taking a few steps, Ash glanced back at the campus’ main structure before continuing.

      “This hundred-and-fifty-year-old monstrous property, formally known as The Crenshaw Industrial Reformatory, sits on twenty-five acres of land and housed more than a thousand wards during the time of its operation,” Ash continued. “The crimes committed here spanned decades, but the most gruesome period of its existence came at the hands of Archibald Elwood, one of Crenshaw’s most menacing wardens. Acting as Headmaster to the hundreds of children who were sent here, Elwood had a reputation for the high rate of death and violence that occurred during his tenure. While we don’t know exactly what happened to everyone who stepped through those doors from the time it opened in 1862 until its closure in 1989, what we do know is that this place is infamous for its acts of violence and abuse toward those who were in its care.”

      Ash lowered his voice and laced his fingers together.

      Parker and Colt exchanged equally pained glances at Ash’s melodrama.

      As Ash’s childhood-best-friend-slash-partner-in-crime, Colt was no stranger to his antics. In fact, it was precisely this flair for the dramatic that helped the two of them craft the initial idea for a ghost-hunting team in the first place. Growing up they spent their days playing in the same park, eating Brazilian food courtesy of Colt’s mother, and watching episodes of The Twilight Zone together in Ash’s basement.

      The two of them had fallen into the world of the paranormal accidentally, nearly a decade ago. In high school, Ash and Colt had a YouTube channel, making up stupid skits and filming random acts of idiocy for views and subscribers. It became what they were known for. They ran around town with an air of earned popularity, even if what they were gaining acclaim for was what Ash’s father called an ‘embarrassment’ and a ‘colossal waste of time and energy.’ It was their creative outlet, a place for themselves in the world. They’d created a safe haven where they could do something they loved without giving a damn about anyone else’s criticisms.

      One day, halfway through watching The Blair Witch Project in the shag-carpeted basement of the Novak family’s house in North Falmouth, MA, an idea popped into teenaged Ash’s head.

      “We could do this,” he’d said, pointing to the television screen.

      “What do you mean?” Colt asked, leaning back on his hands.

      “This,” Ash jabbed toward the screen, twisting his body toward his best friend. “We could film a horror movie.”

      A burst of air forced its way through Colt’s nostrils.“Yeah, okay,” he said, eyes rolling up toward the ceiling.

      “Look at the way they filmed this. There’s no camera crew, no fancy lighting, no A-list celebrities.”

      Picking up the old school camcorder they’d pilfered from Colt’s dad and hidden among the other curios on the cabinet shelf, Colt shook it at Ash as if it was pivotal to his argument. “No one believes this stuff is real when it's filmed on something like this.”

      “They absolutely do—you believed it was real!” Ash argued.

      Colt shook his head. “I thought it was real ‘cause it literally says it is in the opening credits!”

      Ash waved him off. “You’re getting off track. People believe in it because they want to believe it. It’s about the story, the authenticity of it. They see randos walking around a forest with a camcorder and think that could be me. All we have to do is take some spooky old story that’s been around a while and pretend we found evidence that the place is haunted or whatever.”

      Furrowed brows gave away Colt’s hesitancy.

      “Are you telling me you aren’t capable of making something like this?” Ash pointed at the television.

      “I didn’t say that,” Colt scoffed, hands raised in front of him.

      “Okay, then I rest my case. We could do some spooky shit and make it seem like we found an actually haunted building. Bing, bang, boom, we’re famous.”

      Colt had been there with him at the start of it all.

      Back when they’d first filmed The Spirits of Sheffield Farm.

      Their dinky hometown was a speck on a map, but it had plenty of its own creepy history ready to be exploited—starting with an old barn on the abandoned Sheffield farm where Trent Sheffield had brutally murdered his wife and two kids. It was notorious all across North Falmouth, and each of the three-thousand-some-odd residents were well-versed in the details. The farm was falling apart, left to rot for years and hardly visited aside from the occasional amateur ghost hunting team. In those rare cases, if one was paying attention, the faint shadows of people hauling cameras across the field at night could be seen under the moonlight.

      The Sheffield Farm massacre was a few years after what had happened in Amityville, New York, and whispers among the God-fearing locals led many to believe that the Sheffield tragedy had also been the work of the devil. That, somehow, whatever had possessed Ronald DeFeo Jr., had taken a bus across state lines and possessed the husband to wipe out his entire family. That event scarred the town and everyone in it like scorched earth.

      That was back before Phantom Files, when they were known online as The Ghost Gang. It was just the two of them and a video camera from the nineties, but once they uploaded their first video to YouTube they became addicted to the dopamine hits from every like, comment, and subscriber notification. Not only had they exposed the world to their hometown horror, but they’d also revealed some hidden details to that local lore along the way. They’d spoken with a handful of people who’d known the family, people who had spent time in that house.

      The deeper they dug, the more it seemed like Trenton Sheffield was not the man he seemed to be. There was a darkness in him. An unhinged anger lurking beneath the surface. Surprisingly, that’s what their viewers were latching onto. Beyond the intrigue of demons and the occult, they found that people craved stories about the evil lurking within humanity. Well, that and the fact that they had an audience demographic that skewed heavily toward teenage girls who used the comment section to shoot their shot at Ash and Colt. Their 90s teen-heartthrob haircuts and thrifted outfits set them apart from their preppy, cookie-cutter classmates who would’ve rather died than not follow the latest trends. It gave them an edge—something to be known for.

      And the world thought so, too.

      That video went unbelievably viral—like, thirteen million views in a week viral.

      Their overnight success turned into a consistent revenue stream that they monetized, pouring every cent back into their account’s production value. Within a year, they’d amassed hundreds of thousands of subscribers and were travelling every weekend and school holiday to visit other haunted locations in the Northeast. With each video, they honed their skills and learned how to subvert their viewers’ expectations. They also figured out that their ratings rose with the level of paranormal activity in each video. With a little ingenuity, Ash and Colt figured out how to use that to their advantage to fake the evidence they caught on camera with some post-production magic and special effects. They even invested some of their earnings into hiring an audio engineer to bring their vision to life.

      With that success and a pair of high school diplomas under their belt, Ash was ready to get the hell out of his father’s house and ready to build on their acclaim to turn it into something real. By the time Ash and Colt turned twenty-one, they’d surpassed a million subscribers online and even managed to bring an array of guests onto the show, from rapper Ivan Malcolm to social media icon Camille Lombard.

      Not long after that, producers came knocking and the rest became history. Parker joined their team later on, after they’d made the move to join him out in Minnesota. Then Embry joined at the start of their first season, and finally Rhett stepped in to round out their team. The show was dubbed The Phantom Files and it blew up overnight. It was the kind of instant career take-off that tended to happen the moment someone signed on the dotted line and sold their soul to the devil.

      They’d become their own little motley crew of personalities that were all building toward the same shared dream of financial security. A dream that was within their grasp, so long as they continued to impress TerraX and their fans.

      Now, at the site of a place where minors were sentenced for crimes and suffered beyond all belief, the pain they were sifting through wasn’t their own—that memory felt a million miles away.

      There was a stain blemishing this piece of yesteryear, a burn on the tapestry of history that torched the ground on which the sinister institution sat. It had been shuttered long ago, but the bodies of the wards who had lost their lives in untimely deaths on its premises still remained buried along the back side of the grounds.

      “There’s no doubt that this place is crawling with the tortured souls of those who have not yet been laid to rest,” Ash continued. “And we won’t leave until we have proof of the paranormal… here at Crenshaw Castle.”

      Ash held his position for a few moments, until Colt yelled, “Cut!” The red lights on the cameras blinked off.

      “How was that?” He asked, with raised brows and an expectant curiosity. The only answers Ash would’ve accepted were perfect, excellent, or pure genius.

      Instead, he got crickets.

      After years of shooting these intros, they had it down to a science. Mostly because that’s all it was—science. Phantom Files was formulaic in its approach, using strategy rather than relying on the existence (or lack thereof) of the supernatural. Ghosts and ghouls and spooky shadows were fodder for the kids at Halloween, as far as they were concerned. Sure, they played the game and bought into it for the sake of making sure their audience believed their antics to be reality, but at the heart of it the show was a farce. It was all smoke and mirrors, designed to appear real and keep the seams as imperceptible as possible. What mattered at the end of the day was the paycheck.

      “Great, I think we’re ready to move on to some interior shots,” Colt concluded as he shut off his camera and lowered it to the side of his body. A hand raked through his chin-length, bleached blonde hair. “I’m going to grab a new memory card and I’ll meet you guys inside.” Turning on his heel, he headed for the tall, menacing front doors.

      The grounds sprawled within the boundaries of the property, tucked between the edges of forest so dense that all light was lost within it. The institution’s campus consisted of half a dozen buildings, each with their own purpose, but the largest was their investigation’s primary target. Its combination of stone and brick had blackened over time, partially hidden by looping ivy and the roots of overgrown vegetation.

      As Colt plowed toward the mouth of it, something inside Ash burned white-hot.

      “The pause at the end was a beat too long, but we aren’t reshooting it, so don’t even ask,” Parker added. “Luckily, it works real well with that broody look you got going on.”

      A quick glance at his phone put a sour look on Ash’s face as he roughly shoved it deeper into his pocket. Cell reception was spotty at best, but his phone had been going off intermittently for the past two days, a mix of text messages and phone calls, but he’d refused to answer any of them.

      Parker spotted the words ‘LUTHER - IGNORE’ flash across his brother’s phone screen and understood why Ash seemed more on edge than usual. Tucking his camera under his arm, he pulled Ash aside.

      “Are you going to answer that?” He asked.

      “What happened to ‘we’re wasting daylight’?” Ash mocked with fingers bent into air quotations. He turned to walk past his brother, but Parker stopped him with a hand placed calmly at the center of Ash’s chest.

      “Dad’s the one blowing up your phone, right?” Parker asked, though it came out in more of a matter-of-fact statement than a question.

      Shrugging, Ash replied. “Doesn’t matter. We’ve got more important things going on,” he said, gesturing at the deteriorating fortress ahead of them.

      “He told me he’s been trying to get in touch with you for a while.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “And,” Parker emphasized. “Maybe he wants to apologize.”

      “That ship sailed a long ass time ago,” Ash scoffed.

      “That might be true, but people can change,” Parker argued.

      “Not him,” Ash dismissed. “He’s incapable of admitting fault in any aspect of his life. If he wanted a relationship with me that didn’t revolve around treating me like I was the biggest mistake he ever made, then he should’ve thought about that twenty years ago.”

      “He’s been asking me about you, y’know. Wants to know how you’re doing, how the show’s been going.”

      “Of course he wants to know. Now that we’re successful, I’m sure he just wants to glom on.”

      “He’s different. Truly. He even invited us to come visit him next time we’re in Mass⁠—”

      “I’m never going back there,” Ash interrupted with a simple shake of his head. “You’re free to do whatever you want, but I have no interest in going home or seeing him.”

      “Hang on,” Parker interjected.

      “No, I’m done talking—” Ash argued, pushing past his brother, heading towards the entrance.

      “Ash, hold up for a minute,” Parker insisted, physically stopping Ash with a raised hand pressed against his chest.

      But Ash didn’t want to hear it. He’d faced enough heartache in his life to put up with any more. He’d only been eight years old when their mother, Yvette, had left in the middle of the night without warning. When their father’s private investigator finally tracked her down, they found out she was living in a tiny town in Arkansas. She’d changed her name, dropped out of contact with everyone she’d ever known, and started over with a new family—complete with a shiny new man and a set of twins that looked like carbon copies of her. It wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted a family, it was that she hadn’t wanted their family.

      That was the first time Ash had ever felt unwanted in the depths of his bones.

      “Clearly dad hasn’t gotten the message that you don’t want to have a relationship with him.”

      “You’d think he would figure it out, considering I haven’t answered his calls, texts, emails, or carrier pigeons,” Ash scoffed.

      “I know this shit is hard, but you can’t just keep bottling your feelings and pushing them further down.”

      “Easy for you to say, from up there on your heterosexual high horse. You never had dad chase your boyfriend away from the house with a baseball bat while loudly yelling slurs for all the neighbors to hear.”

      “No, I didn’t. But living there wasn’t a cakewalk for me either.”

      “Then why are you pushing this so hard?”

      “I just know that you can’t keep getting angry every time his name comes up on the screen. It’s not healthy. So… go see a therapist, hash it out with dad, get a puppy you can dote on—do something other than getting angry every time his name comes up.”

      Forced into single fatherhood, Luther Novak failed to rise to the occasion. He was a cardiologist at Boston General Medical Center, and spent more time in the city for work and pleasure than he did at home with his kids. It wasn’t all that surprising to those who knew him, though. He’d only had kids because it was expected of him; two-point-five kids, a three-bedroom house, and a white picket fence. What he’d ended up with were two ‘ungrateful’ children, an ex-wife who couldn’t be bothered to send a birthday card, and a house he hated spending time in because it reminded him of all the ways in which his life wasn’t what he wanted it to be. Time spent at home started to require a spiked BAC. He stopped noticing when Parker wasn’t around, and emotionally detached from Ash entirely.

      Ash just stared at Parker, fiery eyes narrowing as his despondency melted into fury. “Fuck all the way off,” he spat through clenched teeth, shoulder-checking Parker and heading straight for the doors of the institution.

      Parker reached out for his little brother and grabbed his arm as he moved past. “Ash, wait⁠—”

      Grabbing Parker’s hand as it landed on his arm, Ash pulled it off of him like a tick.

      “No, I’m sick of you acting like I don’t have a right to be pissed off!” Ash barked. “You know exactly how he treated me in that house. You got to leave and never look back. Why can’t I do the same? I don’t owe that man a goddamned thing.” He wanted to add, or you, to that statement, but even Ash knew that part wouldn’t have been true. With that, he yanked his arm out of Parker’s grip and headed across the courtyard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Rhett Broussard had joined Phantom Files at the start of season four, on a referral from their production company following the departure of their previous sound engineer. Having freelanced on other projects, she was familiar with this style of docu-tainment. There would always be industry problems that rolled over onto the production of the show—budget limitations on replacing equipment, strict filming schedules, and non-negotiable appearances in mind-numbing meetings—but those were secondary to the issues that came up when working with a close-knit cast.

      Or, at least, what she assumed was a close-knit cast.

      The rapport amongst the other cast members left her feeling singled out from their first meeting. Even now, a season with them under her belt, Rhett was still the newbie on the outside looking in. There were times when Rhett could do nothing else but keep her mouth shut, flying under the radar in order to keep her job.  Those feelings were exacerbated when it came to personal ethical conflicts. The rest of the team was perfectly content to make jokes about spirits of the deceased, and even to use aggressive tactics in the name of entertainment, but how far was too far?

      Rhett sighed, pulling off her headphones entirely and setting them on the desk beside her. She’d kept her past to herself for a long time, for fear that she’d somehow reopen those old scars and that Phantom Files would be cursed just like her family had been. Little good it would do to dig up the skeletons of the past and parade them around, taunting the universe into doubling down on its fury. Instead, her silence was a desperate plea for protection.

      Having grown up in an area that revered and respected history and those who had passed on, Rhett believed the team’s approach to be reckless. Prioritizing a means to an end that didn’t involve respect for the dead, but rather an exploitation of them, was Rhett’s biggest complaint when it came to how Phantom Files approached the paranormal. They all needed their paychecks to survive, but this was a line they shouldn't be crossing.

      Rather than voicing her concerns, though, she kept silent. While Rhett was no stranger to speaking up and making sure her voice was heard, she couldn’t reconcile the idea of standing up against these industry darlings and risking her paycheck. That definitely wasn’t in her best interest. Not when she was holding out for bigger and better projects. Her secret hope was that once the executives at TerraX Network decided they were done pandering to the masses with ridiculous ghost hunting shows, they’d transfer her to another production.

      She often wondered how the Phantom Files crew could just waltz into a place and balk at a belief in the paranormal, acting as though those who believed were childish or silly. Growing up within throwing distance of the French Quarter, Rhett was no stranger to spooky sightings and the spirit realm. There was a part of her that took this job to maintain a connection to that part of her life, the part that longed to uncover the mysteries of the unknown.

      Once she was in, though, it was clear that Phantom Files was anything but legitimate. They’d made their name hocking fake experiences in the name of ‘reality’ without any intention of taking it seriously. A mockery, that’s what it was to Rhett. But she needed the money and the name recognition from this production. It was a means to an end that would get her far away from Phantom Files and on to productions that mattered.

      Fast forwarding to the present day, the team was trying to keep up with the increasing demands as their careers snowballed. With four seasons of a hit reality show, merch, a subreddit dedicated to them, and millions of followers on their social media accounts, success was a never ending fountain of opportunities and cash money. Licensing agreements, talk show circuits, book deals—anything they could ever want was presented to them on a silver platter. That is, until new ghost-hunting shows cropped up and started to take over the lime light. Now the team had to prove that season five could make up for the heavy dip in ratings seen from season four.

      But if it had been up to Rhett, they would’ve packed it in and called it quits.

      The only thing keeping her there anymore was the paycheck.

      If the rest of the team wanted to continue playing with fire, taunting things they didn’t understand, she’d have no problem letting karma do its job.

      The end of autumn had brought with it the cold and the rain, drowning the sole, lonely road into or out of Hokisam. It created a natural isolation in the area, as though the landscape was closing in on itself to keep outsiders from crossing its threshold. Luckily, it had been dry the past two days, so their rental van had been able to make the journey out to Crenshaw without getting stuck in muddy trenches. Where they expected to see warm, earth-toned leaves adorning the trees, but everything just looked dead. As far as the eye could see, once-thriving foliage lay mangled and decomposing. The few remaining leaves had turned black, like the greenery was rotting in real time.

      Still in the midst of setting up her station, Rhett’s eyes scanned her computer screen as she booted up all of the audio software. Each active microphone connected to the system via a transmitter, and they appeared on her screen with their specific labels to identify which team member they belonged to.

      Strangely, Ash’s mic wasn’t on her radar.

      Grabbing her Walkie-Talkie, she pressed the large side button to open the channel.

      “Ash,” he confirmed. “What’s up?”

      “Your mic isn’t connecting to the system,” Rhett replied. “Did you shut it off after you filmed the intro?”

      “No? It must’ve just died,” he sighed, his tone then shifting to an accusatory one. “Why didn’t you swap the batteries in my mic pack?”

      “I just put fresh ones in before we started filmin’ the intro,” Rhett argued, the Creole intonation of her Louisiana accent weaving through her words. “Ain’t no way those should’a been drained already.”

      “The lights won’t come back on.” Ash sighed, rapping his knuckles against the device a few times while his finger held down the button to keep the line open.

      “There could be a short somewhere in the cord,” she offered, despite thinking it was unlikely.

      Irritated that he’d have to unclip the lavalier microphone hidden at the neck of his shirt to double check that the cord was still fully connected to the USB-powered transmitter in his back pocket, Ash sighed.

      “Come on, Rhett. Just admit you didn't do the pre-production prep,” he fired back through the Walkie-Talkie.

      Her blood was boiling at his accusation.

      As if she wasn’t going to do her job properly? Bullshit.

      Now, with their future resting on the shoulders of season five, the pressure was worse than ever before.

      “Excuse me? You—” Rhett cut herself off and sighed forcefully into the open channel.

      Rhett knew that Ash’s biggest pet peeve was feeling unprepared, or rather that his team wasn’t ready for the tasks of the day. As if he thought that the quality of their work, regardless of the subject matter, was something the rest of them weren’t taking seriously. Sure, she knew that he was a skeptic, but she did appreciate his belief in the power of producing the best content they could and earning the paychecks that afforded them their livelihoods. It was clear to her that Ash was fighting for the show’s future. What she didn’t appreciate, though, was his attitude.

      Especially after shooting their last season had almost disbanded them entirely.
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      WELCOME TO HAUNTCAST

      
        
        The premier forum for discussions on hauntings, possessions, demonic symbolism, and more.

      

      

      

      
        
        Posted 6 months ago by phantomfan97

        Has anyone else noticed the weird tension between the crew in recent episodes?

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        NightWalker:

      

      
        Oh yeah, it was bad. I remember seeing some videos posted online during filming, supposedly by a former crew member (who later got fired, I think). Heard they almost didn’t get a renewal for a fifth season [image: grimacing face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        counterstrikerOPS:

      

      
        Yeah but they did, it’s gonna start filming soon

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        AssistantToTheVampire:

      

      
        Source?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        counterstrikerOPS

      

      
        www.kctv7.com/news/phantom-files-earns-new-season-despite-controversial-fourth-season-and-lead-investigator-threatening-to-quit

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        xo_mshorror_xo:

      

      
        The magic of PF is gone ngl

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        tartarbinks:

      

      
        I SWEAR I thought Ash was gonna bean Colt with his radio in 04x07!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        cygnuswolfowl:

      

      
        Seems like the team is falling apart, so I doubt it’ll keep going the way it has been. The brothers will probably stay together, but I bet we’ll see a shake-up in the crew.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        the-general-mustard:

      

      
        Idk tbh I think they’re done. Doesn’t seem like they enjoy it anymore?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        mother_rascal:

      

      
        WHAT A JOKE [image: face with tears of joy] I’m done watching this trash

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VictorLambdaRho:

      

      
        Did you check out any of their social media lately? Ash posted about the team being ‘kidnapped’ to some middle-of-nowhere cabin and that they’d be off grid for a week. Could be some kind of reality check from their management.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        jillianmcphers4:

      

      
        Sounds like some forced family fun lol

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        cott-the-angler:

      

      
        More like a hellscape lmao

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        captainpotatohead:

      

      
        He updated again! They’re back online. If you check the TerraX socials, they posted a teaser for season five!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NotsoCreepyXX:

      

      
        Wow, everybody’s so cynical! Yeah they seem a little off lately, but I think it’s just growing pains. Every show has their off seasons, and it’s gotta be rough spending so much time living and working with your coworkers. Cut them a break!

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      “Bring it back and I’ll swap ‘em out before you start the interview,” she conceded through gritted teeth.

      “Copy,” Ash grumbled.

      Then the line went silent.

      On the lower level of the sinister gothic structure, the team had secured an old administrative office as their control center and equipment locker. The frigid interior was oddly colder inside than it was outside. Rhett could hear Ash’s footsteps as they echoed through the thick air, bouncing off the walls and tall ceilings until he stepped through the open doorway of their command center.

      Folding tables had been set up as workspaces side-by-side for Rhett and Embry. Each of them had a dedicated computer with monitors for the camera feeds and audio software to monitor sound levels and mic statuses. Wires and cables zig-zagged around the room, converging along the back wall to slither out a cracked window and connect to the generator outside. The room was warm thanks to the piles of electronics that were buzzing like cicadas, filling the room with an oscillating thrum.

      Behind her computer, Rhett was seated in a folding chair, focused on connecting all of her power cords and setting up her station in precisely the way she preferred. Ash leaned against the door jamb with a crooked grin tugging at the corner of his mouth, observing her.

      “Hey Rhett, catch!” He interrupted.

      She looked up just in time to catch the device, mere seconds before it smashed into her keyboard, eyes wide and fiery.

      “What the fuck, Ash?” She spat. “Do you have any idea how much these are worth?” Her dark eyes glowered at him. The back of her throat burned as the anger seethed. White-hot tension in her shoulders screamed. Squeezing the Walkie-Talkie tightly in her grasp, Rhett took a deep breath to reassess and walk back her initial anger. “Break shit on your own time, when we don’t have to justify every cent spent on equipment procurement forms.”

      It was always a mistake to cross Rhett, especially when she was clearly stressed out.

      A mistake Ash had made not once but thrice already that week.

      Not for want of driving her up a wall, he’d tried to explain, but because she was so easily riled up in the first place.

      Ash laughed and threw his hands up in surrender. “My bad, just trying to keep you on your toes. Real fast reflexes though, Broussard. Color me impressed.”

      Before they’d been on TerraX’s payroll, back when they were the only ones calling the shots, it didn’t matter how many mic packs they went through. The repercussions were nil. Now, with their production company breathing down their neck about the budget, they had to be careful. If they didn’t come in under-budget, there would be cuts elsewhere—like fewer episodes in the season or shittier hotels booked at other locations.

      “Watch it, Novak,” Rhett grumbled, taking out the batteries and putting them into the tester to double check them.

      Dead. Dead. Dead.

      Eyebrows furrowed, a mumbled “weird” escaped her and she leaned back in her chair to reach for a bag of spare double-As. If she’d speculated about the cause, she kept those thoughts to herself.

      Rhett’s fingers nimbly swapped out the batteries like she was on a miniature NASCAR pit team. The muscle memory kicked in as she worked, tossing the spent batteries into an open plastic bag at her feet.

      The sun would fall beneath the horizon in just a few hours, according to the digital LED clock on one of the tables, and that would completely screw up their schedule. They were running out of time. Soon they’d have to suffer through the setup of this behemoth location with just flashlights, a few worklamps, and the night vision mode on their cameras that would give everything a grey overlay. Doable, yes, but a definite pain in the ass. Working at night was standard procedure in their line of work, sure, but it came with its own complications. There were higher risks for injury, the greater chance of losing something and it never being found again, and even the slim possibility of being caught off guard by squatters (again).

      “Ash!” Parker yelled from out of sight, his voice carrying from the foyer where he and Colt were getting the rest of the equipment ready to begin the interview portion of the episode. “We need to start if we want to get the walk-through done before dusk! Move your ass!”

      “Shit,” Ash hissed. “Coming!”

      “Here. Go.” She tossed the mic pack back to Ash and returned her focus to the monitor without another word.

      “Great talk,” he teased. “Thanks, Rhett, you saved me once again.” Cheekily grinning at her before taking off, Ash patted the door frame firmly and then took out of the room at a slow jog toward the main entryway.

      Part of her hoped his arrogant skepticism would be a magnet for the underworld and that that the ground would split apart and swallow him whole.

      “Dumbass,” Rhett whispered under her breath.

      Embry laughed, catching only the last word as she rounded the corner and through the door. Her strawberry blonde hair coiffed into a messy mullet that fell past her shoulders. Freckles sprinkled across her face in unique constellations. Eyes glinting in the light as her gaze met Rhett’s, she folded one leg over the other as she took her seat.

      “Which one, Colt or Ash?” she asked.

      “Ash,” Rhett grumbled.

      “Don’t let him get under your skin,” Embry advised. “He’s got a lot of shit pent-up, but he means well.”

      Huffing in disbelief, Rhett rested her chin on her palm and returned her attention to the computer screen.
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