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​Act 1: A Small Village Near Hemlock
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Hemlock was named for a flower—a deceptively gentle plant whose leaves whispered peace but whose sap spoke death. The villagers, unaware of this irony, took pride in their quiet home, blind to the quiet poisons that often dwell among familiar comforts. The village of Hemlock lay hidden between rolling green hills and the thick embrace of ancient forests. It was a place forgotten by time, where life trudged along at a slow and steady pace. The roads were mere dirt pathways, carved by generations of weary footsteps and wooden cart wheels. Simple clay houses, their thatched roofs weathered by countless seasons, dotted the landscape, their chimneys sending lazy tendrils of smoke curling into the crisp morning air. The villagers, bound by tradition and superstition, held tightly to their ways, distrustful of change and wary of outsiders.

At the farthest edge of Hemlock, where the forest whispered secrets to those who dared listen, stood a small, rickety shack. It was home to two unlikely companions—Balu, a humble servant with calloused hands and a quiet resolve, and Dr. Patel, the village’s only physician, a man as sharp in wit as he was in skill. Their lives were vastly different, yet circumstance had drawn them together, and a peculiar friendship had formed over the years. To say this was an odd pairing would be an understatement but they found a rare form of comfort, routine and simplicity in each other’s company. 

Almost every evening the two engaged in a game of cards or an old boardgame. That is, whenever Balu didn’t hopelessly confuse the rules. It was a recurring spectacle—Balu mixing up Ludo with chess, trying to checkmate a pawn with a dice roll, or insisting that every piece could move like the queen “because it’s only fair.” Dr. Patel, equal parts amused and exasperated, once declared, “Performing minor surgery on a drunk farmer with a broken lantern is easier than explaining the rules to you, Balu!” To which Balu had huffed, “Then maybe your rules are wrong!” Their games usually ended with Balu triumphantly declaring victory in a game they weren’t even playing, and Patel pouring himself another cup of tea, muttering under his breath about the true tragedy of medicine being wasted on fools. However, their simple domestic life and routine would soon change, disrupted not by war or weather, but by something far quieter and far more dangerous: suspicion. What began as laughter over board games and tea would, in time, give way to whispers, locked doors, and the creak of courtroom benches. But for now, that shadow hadn’t yet fallen.

Inside the modest dwelling, the morning began as it always did. Sunlight filtered through the cracks in the wooden walls, casting thin golden lines upon the uneven floor. The faint clatter of utensils outside indicated that the village was stirring to life. Birds called from the tree branches outside, their songs mingling with the distant murmur of villagers greeting one another. The scent of burning firewood and fresh morning bread drifted through the air, stirring Balu’s hunger as he crouched over a battered wooden tub, splashing water over his lean frame, his brow furrowed in frustration.

Balu: “Where is my soap? I can’t find it! Did you take it, you fool?”

From his perch on a wooden stool, Dr. Patel barely glanced up from the newspaper he was reading, his expression one of practiced indifference. The physician had a way of making himself appear deeply absorbed in his reading, even when he was keenly aware of everything around him.

Patel (calmly): “Stop being a clown, Balu. I didn’t take it. Maybe you’re just too simple-minded to remember where you left it”

Balu (grumbling): “You must be lying! I swear it was here!”

Patel sighed, flipping a page with deliberate slowness, showing not the slightest interest in his friend’s plight.

Patel: “You had a bath this morning, you idiot. Why would I need your soap?”

Still muttering to himself, Balu stepped out of the tub, water dripping from his skin as he tied a dhoti around his waist. The old wooden floor creaked beneath his feet, groaning under the familiar weight of his morning ritual. He cast a final glance at Patel, as if still suspecting him of some small mischief, but the doctor remained unmoved, now idly stirring his morning tea.

Balu turned his attention to a wooden shelf near the corner of the shack, where his belongings were haphazardly stacked. He rummaged through a pile of clothes, knocked over a clay cup, and finally let out a triumphant laugh as he pulled his missing soap from beneath a crumpled towel.

Balu (grinning): “Aha! See! You must have moved it while I was sleeping!”

Patel (dryly): “Yes, because I spend my nights scheming to hide your wretched soap”

Ignoring Patel’s sarcasm, Balu wrapped the soap in a piece of cloth and tucked it away. He moved toward the small cooking area, where a half-loaf of stale bread sat next to a bowl of lentils from the previous night. He tore off a chunk and popped it into his mouth, chewing absentmindedly.

Outside, the sounds of the village had grown louder. Children’s laughter rang out as they ran barefoot through the narrow lanes. Women were already setting up small market stalls, laying out vegetables, pots, and woven cloth for sale. Somewhere in the distance, a man shouted about freshly caught fish. The morning was alive with the sounds of daily life—the clang of blacksmiths hammering metal, the distant barking of a dog, the occasional greeting between neighbours as they crossed paths. The sun shone more brightly now, warming the rooftops and casting long shadows across the ground.

Patel (checking his watch): “Come on, we need to leave. I have patients waiting, and you—well, the lazy servant—need to get to work”

Rolling his eyes, Balu grabbed his few belongings. He tucked a small satchel beneath his arm, then picked up a battered hat and placed it on his head, tilting it slightly. Patel shook his head at the ridiculous sight but said nothing.

As they stepped outside, the crisp morning air wrapped around them, filled with the scent of damp earth and fresh dew clinging to the grass. The sun had fully risen now, painting the sky with hues of amber and pale blue. A slight breeze rustled the trees that lined the village’s perimeter, their branches swaying in rhythm with nature’s breath.

Patel unlocked their rickety bicycles from a post near the shack. The wheels groaned in protest as they mounted them, the old chains rattling with every movement. Balu adjusted his hat, squinting toward the road ahead.

Balu (mocking): “One day, Patel, I will have a grand carriage, and I will ride past you while you struggle with this heap of scrap metal”.

Patel (smirking): “And on that day, I’ll see pigs flying”.

With a shared chuckle, they pushed forward, their bicycles wobbling slightly before finding balance. The dirt road stretched ahead of them, winding past golden fields and patches of wildflowers. As they pedalled toward the grand estate where Balu worked, the morning sunlight cast long shadows, and the dust from the road swirled in their wake.

Balu felt a strange twinge in his gut as they neared the estate, though he couldn’t place why. The road was well-worn, familiar to him in its every bend and slope. Yet today, something felt different. It was an inexplicable unease, a whisper of something lurking just beyond his perception. He shook off the thought as Patel rode ahead, humming softly to himself.

The village of Hemlock slowly faded into the background as they approached the wealth and power that governed Balu’s life. In the distance, the towering iron gates of Miss Elspeth Inosio’s manor loomed ever closer, a stark reminder of the day’s labour that awaited him. The sight of it always filled him with a strange mixture of resignation and determination. This was his place in the world, and though the walls were high, his spirit had never been caged.

As they neared the estate, the first sight of the grand mansion came into view—a sprawling structure of stone and wood, its windows gleaming under the morning light. Servants bustled around the entrance, already engaged in their morning duties. The air smelled of freshly cut grass and the faintest trace of expensive perfume. It was a world entirely separate from Hemlock, and yet, for Balu, it was just another day.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





