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Every haunting has a beginning. And not all of the dead stay buried.

Twenty years before the horrors of Bait, another family tried to make a home in the shadowed countryside. For the Collins family, Leavenshome Farm was meant to be a fresh start – a quiet place to heal after tragedy. But some places don't offer peace. They demand something else entirely.

Still reeling from her sister’s death, teenager Connie Collins knows her family is breaking apart. Her parents barely speak. The house feels wrong – cold, watchful. And then the whispers start. The flickers of movement in the corners of her vision. The unmistakable feeling that she’s not alone.

Connie believes her sister is trying to reach out from beyond the grave. But as the haunting intensifies, she begins to fear that something else is in the house too. Something older. Something cruel. And it doesn’t just want to be seen – it wants to stay.

Some grief opens doors. And once opened, they’re not so easily closed.

Origin is the chilling second book in the Bait trilogy – a haunting tale that reveals the buried origins of the terror that would later consume Leavenshome Farm.
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​Chapter One
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Twenty years ago...

Looking out the window, Connie Collins had to squint slightly as the sun blinked rapidly behind passing trees. The car's rumbling progress along a twisting, bumpy road was almost lulling her to sleep, but she was kept awake by a churning sense of dread in the pit of her stomach. Every turn of the car's wheels was taking her a little further from home, a little deeper into a 'fun new adventure' that she really didn't want to have.

“Connie?”

Hearing her sister's voice, she turned lazily.

“Wh -”

Before she could get another word out, Connie saw Emily's grinning face. Realizing at the last second what was about to happen, she closed her eyes just as Emily squeezed the trigger on the water pistol and sent a cold jet spraying against her face.

“Mum!” Connie yelled, turning away while reaching out to bat the pistol from her sister's hands. “Tell her to stop! She's being a total idiot again!”

“Emily, what are you doing?” Sandra snapped, leaning through from the front seat and grabbing the water pistol from her younger daughter. “Emily, I thought I told you not to use that thing inside!”

“We're not inside!” Emily giggled, as she yielded and let her mother take the pistol. “We're outside!”

“We're in the car, you dumb little shit!” Connie snapped, wiping water from her eyes.

“Language!” Sandra said angrily, turning to her. “Don't you ever speak like that to your sister! Or to anyone!”

“It's her fault,” Connie mumbled, casting an annoyed glance at Emily. “She started it.”

“I didn't start it,” Emily replied matter-of-factly. “You're the one who said a naughty word.”

“In the car isn't outside, dumbass! That water pistol is so childish. When are you going to grow up?”

“I've had enough of both of you,” Sandra told them sternly. “Emily, you know full well what I meant when I said this water pistol is only for outside use, so don't try being a smart-ass. It's confiscated for the rest of the day.”

“But Mum -”

“And Connie, don't use language like that when your sister's around. You know she copies you!”

“I wish she'd copy me by not being a moron,” Connie said, before rolling her eyes. “Fine, whatever, we're in the middle of nowhere and nothing anyone does out here matters anyway.” She glanced out the window and saw a sign flash past. “Mud End?” she continued with a sigh. “Huh. I actually thought you were joking, but that name just sums the whole thing up. We could get murdered in our sleep and the rest of the world wouldn't even notice. Face it, we're moving beyond civilization. We're moving to nowhere!”

“That's not quite the attitude your mother and I are after,” Tom said, keeping his eyes on the road. “Relax, Connie, you're going to love it once you get used to it. The country life, the fresh air... it's all going to be a big adjustment, but it'll be worth it, I promise.”

“Only if it means I get to bury my stupid sister and no-one stops me,” Connie grumbled, looking back out the window again and seeing nothing but vast, rolling fields that stretched to the horizon. “I suppose that might be one advantage of being so far away from everything else. At least there's no-one watching anything you do.”

***
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Fifteen minutes later, as she unbuckled her seat-belt, Connie Collins wasn't feeling any better. In fact, as the car had come to a halt a few seconds earlier, she'd begun to feel more resigned to her fate than ever before. She could smell the countryside, and she didn't like it one bit; as she opened the door and climbed out, she immediately felt grains of soil rolling into her sandals.

“Joy,” she muttered, looking down at the dirty, cracked ground. “I feel so much better already.”

Sighing, she turned and looked across the roof of the car, and she saw a fairly large, rundown farmhouse standing roughly twenty meters away. The windows reflected the grey morning sky, and the front door was hanging slightly off its hinges, and lots of roof tiles were missing, and in every possible way the house looked dilapidated and abandoned. Her father had mentioned that their new home had been empty for a while, but he hadn't actually explained that it was on the verge of falling down.

“Is this it?” Connie asked, before turning to her mother. “Please tell me this isn't it.”

“You'll get used to it,” Sandra replied with a faint, slightly sad smile. “We all will.”

“Welcome to Leavenshome Farm,” Tom said, stepping toward the porch. “One of the largest farms in the whole county, with acres of land just waiting to be used after being left fallow for so long. Now, that might sound like a bad thing, but it's not.”

He turned to the rest of his family.

“Fallow means that it's been left to rest and recover for a while,” he explained. “It means that the soil should be in tip-top condition for growing. It's really a blessing in disguise.”

“Does this place even have electricity?” Connie asked.

“Of course it does,” Sandra said, keeping her voice low. “Believe me, that's the first thing I asked too, after I saw the photos. It even has a phone line, if we can just get it working again.”

“Are there cows here?” Emily asked, stepping around the car and looking toward the horizon. “Don't farms have cows?”

“I can see one cow,” Connie replied.

“Where?” Emily replied excitedly, turning and looking the other way.

“It's you, you idiot,” Connie said, stepping past her and patting her hard on the back. “Moo.”

“That's not nice!” Emily complained. “Mummy, tell her she's not allowed to call me a cow!”

“Don't call your sister a cow, dear,” Sandra sighed. “Tom, what time is all the furniture coming? I really want to get a start cleaning before we move anything inside.”

As her parents continued to discuss their plans, Connie wandered over to the house and tried to look through the nearest window. She had to wipe away some dirt, and then she cupped her hands so she could see more clearly, but finally she managed to make out an empty room. Nothing particularly inspiring, sure, but she had to acknowledge that the farmhouse afforded them way more space than they'd ever experienced in the city. Stepping over to the porch, she made her way up the steps and tried to open the front door, only to find that it was locked.

“Oh well,” she said, “we can't get inside. Better turn around and go home.”

She turned to her father.

“Worth a shot,” she added. “Can I least go inside and see my room?”

“Patience.”

“I want to do it before Emily tries to claim the biggest room,” she continued, turning to see that her sister was also peering through the window, albeit on tip-toes. “You're such a copy-cat,” she added, her voice filled with scorn. “Don't you ever have so much as a single original idea of your own?”

“I'm not a copy-cat,” Emily said, turning to her. “I just wanted to look inside the house, that's all. You're not the only one who's allowed to do that.”

“Connie!”

Looking over her shoulder, Connie was startled to see something flashing through the air toward her. Before she had a chance to realize what was happening, a set of keys hit her in the chest and then fell down onto the wooden boards.

“Nice catch,” Tom said. “Why don't you make yourself useful and open the door? We should probably air the place out a little.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she muttered as she reached down and grabbed the keys. “You could have taken my eye out, but I guess that doesn't matter. Then again, I might as well go blind living in a place like this. It's not as if there's anything worth seeing.”

She sorted through the keys for a moment, before selecting the largest and sliding it into the lock on the front door. She had to jiggle it around a little before she felt it slip properly into position, and even then she found that it wouldn't turn. Still, it was clearly the only key for the lock, so she tried a little harder until she felt the key's edge starting to hurt her hand.

“Dad, it won't open!” she yelled.

“Just keep trying!”

“That's easy for you to say,” she continued under her breath, “you're not the one who's actually doing anything, are you?” She looked over her shoulder, just in time to see her parents exchanging a kiss. “Gross.”

Returning her attention to the key, she struggled again and again to make it turn. Her sense of frustration only grew as she spotted her little sister sidling up alongside.

“Why isn't it working?” Emily asked.

“Because it's allergic to snotty-nosed little dipshits,” Connie replied. “Try going and standing a thousand miles away, that'll probably do the trick.”

“Why are you being so mean?”

“Because I hate it here. And you'll hate it too, if you've got even half a brain.” Still fiddling with the key, she glanced down at Emily. “Which I actually doubt, because -”

Suddenly the key broke. Before she had a chance to react, Connie's hand jerked against the sharp, snapped end. Feeling a burst of pain, she stepped back and looked at her right hand, and after a moment she saw blood starting to run from a long cut.

“Are you kidding me?” she snapped, before sucking the blood away. She looked at her finger again; sure enough, more blood quickly began to run from the wound. “Mum! Dad! This stupid new house already hates me!”

She turned and held her finger up for them to see.

“Oh, and the stupid door's busted!” she continued, feeling somewhat vindicated as more blood ran down to her wrist. “See? It's a sign from above! God's telling us that we should just forget this idea, turn around and go home right now!” She waited for a response. “Well?” she asked. “God's spoken! You're not going to just ignore the message, are you?”
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​Chapter Two



[image: ]




“Heathens,” Connie muttered under her breath a short while later, as she stepped into one of the empty rooms upstairs and looked around. “At least they can't say I didn't warn them.”

Although she had to admit that the room was fairly large, she quickly noticed that there was one problem. Trees had grown almost right up to the window, blocking out most of the light. Wandering over, she peered outside and watched as branches scratched against the glass. She figured that at least three quarters of the available light was being kept out of the room, although for a few seconds the rhythmic scratching was at least mildly hypnotic.

“I'll fix that.”

Startled, she turned to see her father watching her from the doorway.

“The trees, I mean,” he continued, stepping into the room. “Number one job, they'll be sorted by the end of the week. Would you believe me if I told you I've bought an actual, real-life chainsaw?”

“You?”

“We're living in the countryside now,” he pointed out. “A man's got to be a man out here. It's no use waiting for someone else to fix all our problems.”

“Yeah, but...”

She made a point of looking him up and down, and showing her scepticism.

“You?” she asked again, before sucking some more blood from her cut finger.

“Funny,” he replied, stopping next to her and looking through the window. “You know, you will start to like it out here.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It's a promise.” He paused. “And it'll all be a lot easier if you just improve your attitude a little. I get it, it's the year 2001, young people are supposed to be moody and sullen, but there comes a time when you have to help yourself. You'll be amazed what can be achieved with a positive mindset and a healthy dose of enthusiasm.”

“I don't have any friends here.”

“You didn't have any friends back home, either.”

“Harsh,” she replied. “But true. I have Marie, but I suppose she doesn't count.”

“I was joking,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I know you've got a life back in Deptford, and I promise you'll see your friends again soon. You can even invite some of them to stay once we've got things sorted out. I can just see you and Milly and Shonny rampaging across the countryside and terrorizing the locals. There's even -”

“Is this all because of me?” she asked suddenly, interrupting him.

“What do you mean?”

“Did we move to the arse of nowhere because you were worried about me?” she continued. “I know you think I was hanging out with the wrong crowd, and you probably thought I was going to get into drugs and all that stuff. But moving the whole family across the country seems a little... extreme.”

“It's not about you,” he told her. “It's about us, as a family, trying to live a little more of a normal life.”

“You'll make a shit farmer.”

“I believe manure's a big part of the job,” he said, patting her on the shoulder before turning and heading back across the room. “Just promise me you'll approach this whole thing with an open mind. I'm not expecting you to love it here in Mud End, not yet, but at least don't assume that it's going to be a total nightmare.”

“This room is totally dark,” she pointed out. “I'm going to get so depressed living in here.”

He turned to her.

“Okay, here's a promise,” he said, resting a hand on the side of the door. “When I get that chainsaw up and running, the trees outside your window will be my first job. Whatever I'm doing at the time, I'll drop it all and I'll get straight to work cutting them down. Deal?”

She hesitated, before nodding.

“I guess it's a start,” she admitted, trying – and just about succeeding, sort of – to offer a smile in return.

***
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Stopping halfway down the stairs that led into the basement, Connie realized she could hear her parents making their way into the kitchen.

“It's going to be amazing,” she heard her father saying. “What do you say we send the kids out to explore, and we christen the house?”

“Do you ever think about anything else?” her mother laughed.

“It won't take long,” he continued. “I'll just bend you over the kitchen table. It'll take three minutes, maximum.”

Connie heard more laughter, and then the kind of silence that could only mean her parents had started kissing.

“Disgusting,” she said, rolling her eyes before making her way all the way down into the basement itself. “Gross and indecent and wrong on so many levels and -”

Suddenly spotting a figure in the gloom, she was surprised to see her little sister standing over in the middle of the large, open space. She hesitated, wondering what Emily was up to, and then she walked over and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Hey, are you -”

Letting out a shocked gasp, Emily spun round and stepped back, before tripping and falling. Landing hard on the dusty wooden floorboards, she winced with pain.

“Are you okay there?” Connie asked, reaching out and helping her up. “What are you, stoned or something?”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing. What are you doing down here all by yourself?”

“I was just exploring.”

“Exploring what?” Connie sighed, looking around again. “There's literally nothing here. It's as empty as the rest of the house. No, scratch that, it's as empty as the whole countryside around here. You've got a point, by the way. What's the point of a farm, if there aren't even any cows? At least if there were cows, I'd have someone vaguely intelligent to talk to.”

She waited for a response, but Emily was looking toward the basement's far end. Connie turned and followed her gaze, but all she saw was a distant brick wall.

“Do you like it in this house?” Emily asked finally.

“No. Isn't that blindingly obvious by now?”

Again, she waited.

“Do you like it?” she asked cautiously.

Emily continued to look at the far wall, before slowly turning to look up at her sister. For a moment, the little girl's eyes seemed filled with fear.

“It's just a big old empty spooky house,” Connie said, trying to lighten the mood a little. “Come on, don't take everything so seriously. You don't want to end up like Mum and Dad, do you?”

At that moment, she heard a distant giggle coming from somewhere upstairs.

“You definitely don't,” she continued, looking at the ceiling. After a moment, she noticed a long, thick wooden rafter that ran the length of the room. She paused for a moment, before pulling a pen-knife from her pocket.

“What are you doing?” Emily asked, her eyes widening with shock.

“Hush, child,” Connie said, grinning as she flicked the knife open to reveal the blade.

“You're not allowed to have that!” Emily hissed. “I heard Mummy tell you before! You're not allowed to have knives! She says that's what gangs use!”

“It's not a knife,” Connie told her. “It's barely one, anyway. Dad keeps saying we should embrace the rural lifestyle. I happen to think that a knife's a very useful thing to have.”

She paused, before reaching up and starting to carve into the rafter.

“Stop!” Emily said. “You'll get into trouble!”

“Maybe I want to get into trouble,” Connie suggested. “Did you ever consider that possibility?”

She carved for a moment longer, before stepping back and admiring her handiwork. Bereft of any other ideas, she'd simply carved her own name into the wood, although she was already starting to think that she'd need to come up with some other, more imaginative options. In fact, as she looked along the rafter, she felt as if all that bare wooden space was simply crying out for her to add her own unique style of decoration. Looking at the spot where she'd written her name, she already felt a little disappointed in herself for starting out with something so bland.

“I am definitely going to come back and add to this,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. “It might even turn out to be my first true masterpiece. What do you think of that?”

She waited for an answer, before looking back down at Emily. To her surprise, she saw that her sister wasn't interested in the carving now at all; instead, Emily was looking toward the basement's far end, once again seemingly transfixed by the distant brick wall. Although Connie glanced over her shoulder, she still couldn't see what was so interesting, so she reached down and grabbed her sister's hand before leading her toward the stairs.

“Come on,” she said, “it's depressing to be down here in the dark for too long. Besides, I really think we should interrupt Mum and Dad before they get any gross ideas. Sometimes their lovey-dovey act makes me want to vomit. Why can't they hate each other like normal parents?”
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​Chapter Three
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“So have you got everything how you like it?” Sandra asked as she set her toothbrush in a cup on the bathroom sink. “At least the bed's okay, right?”

“It'll do, I guess,” Connie muttered, deliberately putting on a show of dissatisfaction as she set a towel on the rail and then turned to walk out of the room. “Night.”

“It'll only get better from this point on,” Sandra told her.

Stopping, Connie looked back at her. She'd been sensing a real air of disappointment in her mother's desperate attempts to make everything seem fine.

“This is the lowest point,” Sandra continued. “This is when it's easy to feel lonely, and cut adrift, almost like you're no longer really yourself. Like everything you know and came to depend on has been snatched away and you're suddenly living somebody else's life. Like you've been dragged across the country against your will and forced to start all over again.”

Connie paused for a moment.

“Is that how you feel, Mum?” she asked finally.

“Me?” Sandra froze, before shaking her head and smiling as she looked back into the bathroom mirror. “Don't be silly. Your father and I are totally on the same page when it comes to this move. My advice would be to throw yourself into it and keep busy, and that way you won't even notice all the things that you miss.” She started flossing her teeth. “Then one day you'll suddenly realize that you've actually managed to get used to life here, and you'll be amazed that you found it so hard in the first place.”

“I'm really not sure it's going to be that easy,” Connie told her.

“I didn't say it'd be easy. I just said that you can do it. Plus, you'll make new friends here. Believe it or not, there is a local town, and I'm sure they have a few young people kicking about the place.”

“It's called Mud End,” Connie pointed out, with a hint of fatalism in her voice. “How many interesting people do you really think we're going to find in a place called Mud End? Sorry, Mum, but I'm pretty sure the clue's in the name.”

***
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Sitting alone in her room, on her deeply uncomfortable bed, Connie stared at the empty pages of her new diary and tried to think of something to write.

She set the nib of the pen against the paper, and then she sighed and let the pen fall away.

“This is stupid,” she whispered under her breath. “What kind of idiot writes a diary in the twentieth century, anyway?”

She paused, before grabbing the pen again and telling herself that she should at least try to write something. She'd been given the diary at Christmas by her aunt, who'd told her that she might enjoy writing a record of her new life in the countryside; she'd felt at the time that the idea wasn't exactly appealing, but she'd promised to give it a go, only to find now – as she tried to write the first entry – that she really didn't have anything at all to set into words. Everything that had happened so far had been negative, and she didn't much feel like filling a diary with nothing but pure unfiltered negativity.

Better, she figured, to wait until she had something good to write about.

Sighing, she decided to get the ball rolling by writing a quick entry to that effect. As the pen's nib scratched against the page, however, she began to notice another, louder scratching sound. Looking over at the window, she saw that the tips of several branches were swaying in the wind and scratching against the glass.

“Give me a break,” she said, before climbing out of bed and making her way over.

Stopping at the window, she listened to the scratching sound and realized that it was too loud to let her sleep. She watched the moonlit tree as it danced in the wind, and then she fumbled with the latch and pushed the window open. A cold night breeze immediately blew into the room, but Connie told herself that she could snuggle deep in her duvet, and that anything was better than trying to sleep on her first night in the new house with an irritating noise nearby.

Turning, she walked back over to the bed, only to stop at the last second as she heard the scratching sound again. Or, rather, she heard a different scratching sound that seemed to be coming from somewhere else. She looked toward the far end of the room, and after just a few seconds her gaze fell onto the large white wardrobe that her father had just about managed to get into the room earlier.

She waited, convinced that she had to be mistaken, but the scratching sound persisted.

“Hey,” she said cautiously, “Emily are you hiding in there or something?”

She watched the wardrobe, and the sound continued until she began to realize that she needed to investigate. At the very least, she knew that yet another irritating noise wouldn't help her sleep any better, so she began to approach the wardrobe despite a growing sense of fear in her chest.

“Emily,” she continued, “if you leap out of there with that water pistol, I swear I'll put my hands around your throat and squeeze every last breath out of you, okay? That stupid gun got real unfunny, real fast. I didn't even know Mum had given it back to you yet.”

Stopping at the far end of the room, she listened as the sound continued. Whatever was inside the wardrobe seemed to be moving about quite freely, and Connie felt as if she was in a lose-lose situation. If she ignored the sound, she'd never get to sleep, and if she opened the wardrobe door she'd most likely be walking straight into another of her sister's stupid little pranks. Part of her wanted to simply push something against the door to trap Emily inside and make her beg to be released, but finally – too tired for anything else – she reached out and pulled the door open.

To her surprise, the sound stopped and she saw nothing inside except the clothes she'd hung up earlier.

“Emily?” she said, wondering whether her little sister was hiding at the very back of the wardrobe. “You have one chance, and one chance only, to prove to me that you possess a smidgen of maturity. If you're in there, come out right now with your hands up and we'll call this a draw. Anything else is going to earn you some serious trouble. Is that understood?”

She waited.

The clothes remained completely still, and the wardrobe stayed silent.

“Okay, at least I tried,” Connie said, before reaching inside and moving the clothes aside, while bracing for the blast of a water pistol. “You're making me sound like Mum. Don't say that I never -”

Suddenly she froze as she spotted something moving in the darkness. Her eyes opened wide, and in that instant she watched in horror as a large black rat scurried past her hand and jumped out, landing against her belly.

“Help me!” Connie screamed, stumbling back as the rat clung by its claws to the front of her t-shirt. “Mum! Dad! Get it off me!”

Swinging around, she saw that the rat was still hanging on, and a moment later it began to scurry up toward her chest. Feeling the sharp little claws digging through the t-shirt's fabric and into her skin, Connie grabbed a book from the bedside table and used it to try to swat the rat away, but this only provoked the wretched creature to dig its claws in deeper. Finally, in a fit of panic that threatened to overwhelm her entirely, Connie could only think to pull the t-shirt off over her head and throw it to the floor, before stumbling back and watching as the fabric was dragged toward the bottom of the dresser.

Hearing footsteps out on the landing, Connie slipped into her dressing gown just as her startled parents appeared in the doorway.

“What's going on in here?” Sandra asked.

“Rat!” Connie yelled, as she saw that the t-shirt was no longer moving. She pointed toward the dresser. “It's under there! The biggest rat in the history of the universe just jumped out and tried to murder me!”

“There are no rats in this house,” Tom muttered, dropping to his knees and then peering under the dresser.

“Then what clawed my best t-shirt to pieces?”

Picking up the t-shirt, Tom held it out for them all to see. Sure enough, sections on the front showed small rips, although there was no sign of an actual rat.

“I didn't do that myself!” Connie said through gritted teeth.

“Sweetheart,” Tom replied, “I think -”

“Why doesn't anyone believe me?” she continued. “There are rats in this house! Actual rats! At least in London you don't see them so much! London rats know to keep out of the way, they're smart enough to realize that people'll freak out if they see them. Not like these stupid country rats that think it's fine to go jumping around and attacking everyone they see! The rats in London are basically invisible.”

“I think it's time to calm down,” Sandra told her. “Your father'll put out some traps in the morning, with a little bait, and I'm sure that if there are any rats, they'll be gone within days. Isn't that right, Tom?”

“Sure,” he muttered, as he got to his feet. “If you want me to waste more time and money on chasing imaginary rats, I don't see why not.”

“I hate living here!” Connie snarled, turning to her mother. “I hate this house, and I hate this farm, and I hate this whole countryside bullshit! I want to go home! I want to go back to Deptford!”

“To the invisible rats?” her mother suggested with a faint smile.

“Don't laugh at me!” Connie hissed, stamping an angry foot against the bare wooden floor. “I hate it here!”
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​Chapter Four
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One week later, sitting on a bench in the garden at Mud End's Royal Oak pub, Connie Collins felt no different. In fact, if anything, her resolve had only hardened after a week of country living, to the extent that she was daydreaming about the old days spent hanging about in town with her friends. As she picked at the cuff of her sweatshirt, she barely even noticed the voices of other people in the garden as she longed for a wander along the old Deptford main road.

“No, it was really nice to meet you,” she heard her father saying nearby. “I'd definitely like to come by and see your office in the week.”

Glancing to her left, Connie saw that he was talking to a man and his obviously very pregnant wife.

“A local businessman,” Sandra explained, taking a seat opposite, with Emily right next to her. “Charles Hillard and his wife Joyce. Lovely couple, they're expecting their first child any day now. He runs a local agency, and he's looking to get into politics. They could be very useful people to know.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOOK. 2'iNTHE BAIT SERIES

AMY CROSS

AUTHOR OF ASYLUM & THE FARM





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





