
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE BLACK MILL



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

    
    

    
      THE BLACK MILL

    

    
      First edition. May 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Carl Lancaster.

    

    
    
      Written by Carl Lancaster.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


by Carl Lancaster

Copyright Carl Lancaster 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


INTRODUCTION
















[image: ]




The storm arrived over Haverwick just after dusk.

Nathaniel Crowe watched the rain lash against the windscreen as his car crawled along the narrow country road, the headlights barely piercing the darkness gathering over the fields. The journey had taken far longer than expected. Floodwater covered sections of the lanes, tree branches littered the roadside, and twice he had nearly turned back entirely. The further north he travelled, the more the landscape seemed to empty itself of life. Villages became scarce. Farmhouses stood dark behind skeletal hedges. Vast stretches of black farmland rolled endlessly beneath the storm clouds like dead earth waiting for winter.

He had not seen Haverwick in nearly twenty years.

Not since the funeral.

Even now the memory of that day remained sharp in his mind despite the passing decades. The silence of the villagers. The way people stared at the Crowe family without sympathy. The constant sound of the wind across the hills. Most of all he remembered the old windmill standing high above the village, its massive sails frozen against the grey sky like the limbs of some gigantic corpse. Even as a child Nathaniel had hated looking at it. Something about the structure disturbed him in ways he could never properly explain. He used to dream about it at night — dream of waking to find the sails turning slowly outside his bedroom window while something unseen climbed the hill toward the house.

A burst of thunder dragged him back to the present.

The road curved sharply through a line of twisted trees before descending into the valley below. There, scattered beneath the storm and fading light, stood Haverwick. The village looked smaller than he remembered. Older too. Most of the stone cottages appeared dark, their windows glowing faintly behind curtains as rain swept across the narrow streets. Smoke rose from chimneys only to vanish into the black sky above. Beyond the clustered rooftops, standing high upon the distant hill like a watchman overlooking the valley, stood the mill.

Nathaniel felt his hands tighten unconsciously around the steering wheel.

Even from this distance the structure seemed wrong.

Lightning flickered somewhere beyond the hills, briefly illuminating the massive silhouette against the clouds. The sails appeared warped with age, one slightly crooked as though damaged long ago. The stone tower beneath them rose dark and narrow above the hilltop, its upper windows nothing more than hollow black sockets staring down over the village below.

For a brief moment Nathaniel could have sworn the sails had moved.

He blinked hard.

They stood motionless again.

“Ridiculous,” he muttered quietly to himself.

The village had been filling his head with stories since childhood. Every old place in England carried legends people refused to let die. Haverwick was no different. The Black Mill. The hill road. The famine winter. Stories repeated by old men in pubs and frightened children whispering beneath blankets after dark. He had spent years convincing himself none of it mattered.

Yet as he drove deeper into the valley he could not ignore the growing unease settling in his stomach.

His uncle’s letter sat folded on the passenger seat beside him.

Nathaniel,

If this reaches you then I am already dead. I know you never wished to return here, but there are things about this family you deserve to know. Things your father tried to bury. Whatever you do, stay away from the mill after dark.

The rest of the letter had become increasingly erratic, sentences trailing into half-finished warnings and frantic scribbled notes. At first Nathaniel assumed illness or old age had affected his uncle’s mind during his final weeks. But one line in particular continued to haunt him throughout the entire drive north.

It remembers our name.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the valley.

This time Nathaniel saw movement on the hill.

A figure stood beside the road leading toward the mill.

Tall.

Motionless.

Watching the village below through the rain.

Nathaniel instinctively slowed the car, his pulse quickening as the headlights swept toward the hilltop. For a moment the figure remained there against the storm, little more than a dark shape beneath the towering sails.

Then the lightning faded.

And the hill was empty again.
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The Crowe house stood at the far edge of Haverwick where the village slowly gave way to empty fields and rising hills. Nathaniel had forgotten how isolated it truly was. Even as he pulled the car onto the gravel drive he could barely see another home through the rain and darkness. The old property loomed ahead behind iron gates hanging crooked on rusted hinges, its stone walls blackened by decades of storms blowing in across the valley. Ivy strangled much of the exterior, crawling around shattered drainpipes and dead windows like veins spreading through a corpse. Several sections of the roof sagged badly, and one chimney leaned at an angle that looked close to collapse. Yet despite the decay there was still something imposing about the place. The house carried the same oppressive presence Nathaniel remembered from childhood, as though the building itself resented anyone entering it after dark.

The engine died the moment he switched off the ignition, leaving only the storm outside and the faint ticking of cooling metal beneath the bonnet. For several seconds Nathaniel remained motionless behind the wheel staring at the house through sheets of rain. He had spent most of the journey convincing himself this visit would be simple. Settle the estate. Clear out his uncle’s belongings. Speak to a solicitor. Sell the property. Leave Haverwick forever. That was the plan he repeated to himself mile after mile along the empty roads north. Yet now that he had actually arrived, standing beneath the shadow of the valley and the distant hill beyond it, he felt an unease he could not explain. It was not fear exactly. Not yet. It felt more like the uncomfortable sensation of returning to somewhere that no longer wanted him there.

The wind howled suddenly across the fields, rattling the skeletal trees lining the driveway. Nathaniel stepped from the car and immediately regretted it as freezing rain hammered against him sideways. The cold in Haverwick always seemed different from anywhere else. It carried a damp heaviness that crawled beneath clothing and settled deep into the bones. By the time he reached the front door his coat was soaked through at the shoulders. He struggled briefly with the old iron key before the lock finally gave way with a loud metallic crack that echoed through the darkness inside.

The smell hit him first.

Dust.

Mould.

Rotting wood.

And something else lingering faintly beneath it all.

Something dry and stale like ancient grain left too long in storage.

Nathaniel hesitated at the threshold while darkness stretched through the hallway beyond. The house felt lifeless but not abandoned. It was as though somebody had simply stepped out moments earlier and might return at any second. The beam from his torch moved slowly across faded wallpaper peeling from damp walls, family portraits hanging crooked in tarnished frames, and muddy footprints leading halfway down the corridor before disappearing entirely into shadow. He frowned immediately at the sight of them. The house should have been empty for weeks. According to the solicitor nobody had entered since his uncle’s body was discovered in the study. Yet the marks on the floorboards looked fresh.

Another violent gust of wind slammed somewhere against the side of the house.

Nathaniel stepped inside quickly and shut the door behind him.

The silence that followed felt enormous.

For several moments he simply listened.

The old house groaned softly around him as rain battered the roof overhead. Pipes clicked somewhere deep within the walls. Floorboards creaked upstairs with the natural shifting of ancient timber settling against the storm. Yet beneath those ordinary sounds Nathaniel became aware of something else.

A faint rhythmic noise.

Slow.

Heavy.

Grinding.

He froze instantly.

The sound seemed distant at first, almost lost beneath the storm outside, but gradually it became clearer. A low mechanical groan repeating every few seconds somewhere beyond the house. Nathaniel moved cautiously toward the nearest window and pulled aside the curtain.

High above the valley, barely visible through rain and darkness, the Black Mill stood upon the hill.

And its sails were turning.
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Nathaniel stood motionless at the window long after the grinding stopped.

Rain streamed down the glass in twisting rivers while the distant shape of the mill faded in and out beneath bursts of lightning high above the valley. Each time the hill illuminated he searched for movement among the sails, convincing himself what he had seen moments earlier had been nothing more than a trick of the storm. The windmill was abandoned. Every villager knew that. Its machinery had rotted decades ago according to local records, and several storms throughout the years had reportedly damaged parts of the upper structure beyond repair. Yet Nathaniel could not shake the certainty that the sails had been moving. Slowly. Deliberately. Not spinning freely in the wind like loose timber, but turning with purpose as though powered by unseen machinery buried deep inside the hill itself.

A sudden knock echoed through the house.

Nathaniel nearly jumped backwards.

The sound came again.

Three slow knocks against the front door.

He stared toward the hallway as silence returned once more. At this hour nobody should have been visiting. The village looked half-dead when he arrived, every cottage shuttered against the storm, every road empty beneath the rain. Another knock sounded through the house before he finally forced himself toward the door, irritation replacing the brief spike of fear clawing through his chest. He told himself it would be some elderly villager curious about the return of the Crowe family name after so many years away.

The hallway seemed colder now.

Nathaniel crossed it slowly, the floorboards groaning beneath his weight while shadows shifted along the walls from the weak beam of his torch. When he reached the front door he hesitated briefly before pulling it open.

Nobody stood outside.

Only darkness.

Rain hammered across the empty driveway while dead branches twisted violently in the wind beyond the gates. Nathaniel stepped onto the porch and looked toward the road, his pulse beginning to quicken again despite himself. The village lane stretched empty in both directions beneath the storm. No footsteps. No lantern light. No sign anyone had approached the house at all.

Then he looked down.

Fresh mud covered the stone steps leading to the porch.

One set of footprints.

Large.

Deep.

They emerged from the darkness beyond the gate and stopped directly outside the front door.

Nathaniel frowned immediately. The prints did not continue back down the path. Whoever had approached the house had seemingly vanished the moment they reached the porch itself. He crouched lower, shining the torch across the marks. Something about them unsettled him instantly. The footprints looked wrong somehow. The impressions appeared too narrow and elongated, almost like somebody walking barefoot through the mud despite the freezing weather. Worse still, traces of pale powder clung to the edges of each print.

Nathaniel rubbed his thumb against it carefully.

Flour.

A violent crack of thunder rolled across the valley overhead.

Instinctively he looked back toward the hill.

The mill stood clearer now through the rain, silhouetted against a flash of distant lightning. Nathaniel felt his stomach tighten immediately. One of the upper windows glowed faintly with warm yellow light.

His mind rejected the sight at once.

That was impossible.

The mill had no electricity. Half the structure was supposedly unsafe to enter according to old council reports he vaguely remembered hearing about years ago. Yet the light remained there for several seconds behind the narrow upper window, flickering softly like candlelight moving somewhere inside the tower.

Then the grinding began again.

Low.

Deep.

Ancient.

The sound rolled down from the hill through the storm like the turning of enormous buried gears. Nathaniel felt it vibrate faintly beneath the soles of his shoes standing there on the porch. Somewhere within the darkness of the valley a dog began barking wildly before another joined it farther away. One by one distant lights appeared in several cottages across Haverwick as villagers woke to the sound echoing from the hill.

And then, just as suddenly as it started, the grinding stopped completely.

The silence afterward felt unnatural.

Nathaniel slowly backed into the house and shut the door firmly behind him. He slid the bolt across without fully realising he had done it. His breathing had grown shallow now despite every attempt to remain rational. There had to be an explanation. Old machinery shifting in the wind perhaps. Local trespassers using the abandoned structure. Some elaborate village superstition designed to frighten outsiders. Yet none of those explanations eased the growing dread spreading quietly through his chest.

He turned toward the hallway again.

And froze.

The muddy footprints now continued across the floorboards inside the house.
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Nathaniel stared at the footprints in silence while rain hammered against the windows behind him.

For several long moments his mind simply refused to process what he was seeing. The muddy marks stretched from the front door deeper into the hallway, wet and glistening beneath the weak beam of his torch as though whoever had made them had entered the house seconds earlier. Yet he knew with absolute certainty the corridor had been empty when he opened the door. No figure had brushed past him. No sound of movement had followed. Only the storm and the distant groaning of the mill upon the hill.

Slowly, almost against his own instincts, Nathaniel followed the trail further into the house.

The footprints crossed the warped floorboards toward the rear corridor leading past the dining room and old study. Water dripped steadily from each impression, pooling darkly between cracks in the timber. The pale traces of flour remained visible around the edges of every print, turning portions of the hallway white beneath the mud. Nathaniel’s stomach tightened the further he followed them. The smell inside the house had changed somehow. The faint scent of rot and damp timber now carried something heavier underneath it.

Fresh earth.

Wet grain.

And beneath both of those something sour and animal-like lingering in the stale air.

The trail stopped outside the study door.

Nathaniel frowned immediately. Unlike the rest of the house, this room remained partially lit. A weak orange glow flickered beneath the doorway from the oil lamp left burning beside the desk. The solicitor must have used it during his last visit before locking the property. Nathaniel hesitated briefly before pushing the door open.

The study looked exactly as he remembered.

Towering bookcases lined every wall, sagging beneath decades of forgotten journals, maps, and local records collected obsessively by his uncle over the years. Dust coated nearly every surface except for the enormous oak desk standing near the fireplace. There papers had been stacked in uneven piles alongside open books, loose photographs, and yellowed newspaper clippings scattered as though abandoned in the middle of frantic research. The air felt suffocatingly warm compared to the rest of the house, the small fire in the grate still faintly glowing beneath layers of ash.

But the room was empty.

Nathaniel swept the torch beam slowly across the corners anyway before stepping inside. The footprints ended directly before the desk itself.

Nothing continued beyond them.

No return trail.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CARE LANCASTER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





