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Prologue: Dorsetshire, England—1867

	 

	“Stand up straight, girl,” said Mrs. Bulstrode. “And only speak when you’re spoken to. Understand?”

	“Yes ma’am,” Elsie replied, looking down at the floor of the kitchen.

	“No need to be hard on the girl, Mrs. B,” said Edward, the footman. “She’s probably never been in a big house like this before.”

	“Is that so, Elsie?” asked Mrs. Bulstrode.

	Elsie nodded, reddening at being the subject of so much attention. As well as the formidable housekeeper and the young footman, she was being scrutinized by the cook and the butler. The cook was an amiable, smiling woman who reminded Elsie of her grandmother. But the butler, Mister Creed, gave her the creeps.

	A shiny-faced man in his forties, Creed had come too close to Elsie, looked her over with obvious relish. She was only fifteen, but she knew his sort. As soon as she saw the man, she resolved never to be alone with him. It was an additional worry on top of her fears of making a fool of herself in front of grown-up servants and upper-class folk.

	“Well, you’ll find me firm but fair,” the housekeeper said. “Firm, but fair.”

	Elsie said nothing to that, but she thought of a schoolmistress who had used the same phrase. That woman had enjoyed beating little girls with a leather thong. Every fault, every mistake, however trivial, had merited a vigorous thrashing. Elsie had been so pleased to leave school a year ago, and now she was fifteen and almost grown up. While she doubted corporal punishment was permitted at Shiel Manor, she wondered how much help Mrs. Bulstrode would be with Creed.

	“Well, I suppose you’ll do,” said Mrs. Bulstrode dubiously, walking around Elsie. “We will find you a better dress, of course, and decent shoes. And your hair needs tidying. But the Master is very keen for Lady Carmody to have a personal maid.”

	“She’s perfect!” exclaimed the cook. “The others were all such terrible slatterns. We’re lucky to find such a pretty creature, and so quiet and demure.”

	“It’s the quiet ones you’ve got to watch, in my experience,” purred Creed.

	There was an awkward pause, then the housekeeper walked to the door, stopped, looked back at Elsie.

	“Well, come on girl! Now is as good a time as any, I suppose.”

	Elsie scurried after the older woman as Mrs. Bulstrode led her upstairs, away from the kitchen, with its warmth and comforting smells of baking. They emerged into the main hall of the manor, which was empty, echoing, and smelled of wood varnish. The walls were decorated with paintings of people she did not recognize. In between were mounted strange weapons that Elsie decided were the swords and spears the Carmodys had taken to the Crusades. Her grasp of history was vague, but lurid and romantic.

	“Don’t dawdle, child!” snapped Mrs. Bulstrode. “And don’t gawk at his Lordship’s pictures, for heaven’s sake. They want a lady’s maid, not a milkmaid.”

	Elsie, who had been milking cows on her father’s farm since she was eight, flushed red again and lowered her eyes. As she followed the housekeeper, she sneaked a look at her own hands. They seemed callused and red, not suitable for a lady’s maid at all. Yet it seemed she was the best candidate. She tried to straighten up and walk with more confidence. Then it occurred to her that servants should be humble and hard to notice, and almost fell over trying to walk more quietly.

	Elsie’s stumble occurred just as Mrs. Bulstrode stopped at a door and looked back. The woman raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Instead, she put a finger to her lips, and knocked.

	“Enter,” said a low voice.

	Mrs. Bulstrode opened the door and walked in, turned, gestured Elsie to follow. The girl put on what she thought of as her “church face” and followed. It was dark inside, even after the dim November light in the hallway. As the girl entered the room, she felt her feet sink into a thick, blood-red carpet. She had to try hard not to stumble again.

	I’ve forgotten how to walk, she thought in despair. Like I’m in another world where nothing works like it should.

	The next thing she noticed was a monster.

	Elsie stopped and emitted a tiny shriek of alarm. The face looking into hers was a horrific, insane distortion of humanity, bug-eyed, with a vast beak of a nose. The mouth bore hideous fangs that reminded her of a rabid dog her father had shot many years before.

	“Silly girl!” hissed the housekeeper.

	At the same moment, Elsie realized she was looking at a statue of some kind. It was half-hidden in a shadowed alcove by the vast fireplace. The only light in the room came from the fire, which was burning low, and a candelabrum on a desk. By the desk, in a wing-backed chair, sat a man in a velvet smoking jacket. He looked at Elsie and gave a thin smile.

	“The girl is quite right to fear the Mayan God of Death, Mrs. Bulstrode,” said the man. “The effect is precisely that intended by some long-dead sculptor of that misunderstood race.”

	The voice was weary, sad, and very refined. This, Elsie realized, was the reclusive landlord of her father’s farm, among others, plus several nearby villages. Few people had seen Lord Carmody since his return from his travels. As the aristocrat rose slowly and walked over to the curtained window, Elsie realized that this must be his study. Two of the walls were lined with books. She recalled some gossip she had overheard outside church one Sunday morning that summer.

	“He was a fine young man when he went up to Cambridge,” someone had said. “And a great scholar, least-ways according to the vicar, who’s a learned man. But then he went over to them savage jungles and spoiled his health, so he’s like an old man now, all broken down.”

	To Elsie, the lord did not seem so much broken down as tired and distracted. His hair was long and far less tidy than hers was. He struggled for a moment with a cord, then pulled it down so that the curtains swished aside. The gray autumn light made the room seem even odder to the girl. There were other peculiar statues, all in the same style as the “god of death”, all quite monstrous and heathenish to Elsie’s mind. On the walls were masks just as strange, along with weapons that nobody could have taken on a Crusade. There were stone axes and a shield covered with faded feathers.

	“Well, she seems too young to know much of the world,” said the lord. “Though the link we made between youth and innocence…”

	Elsie waited, hoping Carmody would not say anything too harsh. But the nobleman seemed to have lost his train of thought. Instead, he sat down again, waved a languid hand. Mrs. Bulstrode steered Elsie forward and stood her in front of her master. Elsie glanced up at the lord, then fixed her gaze on his maroon slippers. His face was deeply tanned, like a farm laborer’s, but the color did not seem healthy. The eyes were a watery blue, with dark rings that suggested a poor sleeper. Carmody’s mouth was rimmed by a straggling beard colored the same iron-gray as his hair.

	“Look at me, girl,” he said, and his voice was low, kind even. “You’ve nothing to fear. Not in this room. Not from me.”

	Elsie looked her new master in the eye, hearing as she did so her mother warning her “not to be a bold little minx with the grand folk”. She found herself smiling at the memory, and then put on her church face again.

	“Do you want to be a lady’s maid, girl?” he asked.

	“Yes, sir, of course, sir!” she replied, without thinking.

	“Why?” he asked, leaning forward and propping up his chin with one hand.

	“Why?” she repeated, feeling stupid. “Because—because my ma says I’m too small to be much use on the farm, so I have to go into service, your lordship, sir. Begging your pardon for speakin’ so bold an’ that.”

	“Bold? I suppose you are. Boldness is good, up to a point,” he smiled. “But, as the poet Spenser said, be bold, but not too bold. Do you see what I mean?”

	“Yes, sir,” said Elsie, trying to hide her bafflement. She wondered if Spenser was a friend of Carmody, but decided it would not be right to ask.

	“If you—” he continued, then stopped, seeming to think better of what he was about to say. “If you have any questions you must speak to Mrs. Bulstrode at once, do you understand?”

	“Yes, sir,” she replied, with more confidence this time.

	Who else does he think I’d ask? Him?

	“My lady wife,” Carmody went on, “was not born in this country. You know that?”

	Elsie nodded.

	“She is from Mexico,” he added. “A warm country, where people follow different customs. She speaks English, but misses hearing her native tongue. She is somewhat lonely in England, and the cold weather does not suit her. While you cannot change the weather, you can be a… a good companion.”

	Again, the lord seemed to struggle with words unspoken, and again he seemed to give up.

	“She is young,” he said flatly. “She needs a companion of her own age. You will do, and if you do not, we will have to cast our net wider.”

	“Mrs. Bulstrode,” he said, looking away from Elsie. “Take the girl to my wife.”

	As they left the study, Elsie felt her eyes drawn to the Mayan god of death. In the dull light it looked harmless, more like a child’s idea of a devil.

	 

	***

	 

	Elsie followed Mrs. Bulstrode up the back stairs. The housekeeper had made it very clear that the grand staircase from the hall was not for servants. They emerged into a corridor that led onto a landing, and the first door they came to was half-open. Mrs. Bulstrode stopped on the threshold and cleared her throat.

	“Is that you, my love?” said a high, very feminine voice, startling Elsie. The accent was strange to her, but the words were as clear as they were surprising.

	“The girl is here, your ladyship,” said Mrs. Bulstrode, hastily.

	Elsie realized that the housekeeper had spoken more sharply than a servant ought to so as to prevent the woman in the room from saying anything else. The “you” she had been expecting, or hoping, to greet must have been Lord Carmody.

	“Go in,” ordered Mrs. Bulstrode. “When she’s finished with you, come down to the kitchen for your tea.”

	She’s scared, thought Elsie. The big woman’s scared of the foreign lady.

	The girl hesitated, remembering the shocking tales she had heard of foreigners and their ways. But she had no choice but to go in, so she pushed the door fully open and walked into the room.

	The contrast with the study was striking. The fire in the hearth was blazing brightly, the curtains were open, and extra light came from half a dozen oil lamps dotted around the room. The décor consisted of warm, lively colors, mostly reds and oranges. And standing on a brightly-patterned rug in front of the fire was a brown-skinned figure in a bright yellow dress.

	Elsie stopped, and despite all she had been told, gawped. Lady Carmody was tiny, no more than five feet tall. She was slender, graceful, and her hands and feet were extraordinarily delicate. It took Elsie a moment to realize that the woman’s feet were bare. A great mass of black, curly hair framed a youthful face with a pointed chin, full red lips, a large nose, and huge dark eyes.

	Not pretty, not with that nose and the dark skin, Elsie thought. But really beautiful. No wonder he married her, even if she is one of them heathens.

	“We are both surprised, yes?” laughed the lady, and skipped over to Elsie at startling speed, arms outstretched. The girl flinched, and Lady Carmody laughed again.

	“I do not bite!” she exclaimed, but instead of embracing Elsie she pinched her cheek instead. “You must promise not to bite me, yes?”

	“No, your ladyship,” Elsie said, startled by the change of mood. “I mean, yes—no. Whatever you say, ma’am.”

	This confusion prompted more laughter. Elsie found her nervousness draining away as she realized this grand lady could not be much older than herself. Lady Carmody was surely sixteen or seventeen, at most. Elsie recalled that it was legal, though not common, for girls to marry at fourteen.

	“Do not worry,” Lady Carmody assured her, taking Elsie by the hand. “I will not be angry with you if you say the truth! We can be good friends, yes?”

	Elsie had not expected this warmth and directness. She glanced around, afraid of being overheard. Seeing Elsie’s concern, Lady Carmody smiled, ran quickly to the door, and slammed it shut.

	“There!” she said. “She cannot hear us, that woman with the face like a… how you say… is it plum?”

	For a moment, Elsie was baffled, then she laughed.

	“I think you mean prune, ma’am,” she explained. “That’s a dried plum.”

	Lady Carmody giggled and put her hand over her mouth. Elsie, for the first time in her life, wondered if she was the most mature person in the room.

	“Prune!” said the lady delightedly, skipping back to be close to the fire. “Prune, prune, prune! I will call her the Prune.”

	“Oh, I don’t think—” Elsie began, then saw the mischievous grin on the lady’s face.

	“I know,” said Lady Carmody. “When we are with other people, it must be very proper, very English. But we will have fun. What is your name?”

	When Elsie told her, the young woman frowned, tried out the name a few times.

	“El-see,” she said. “Well, I will get used to it. And you must call me Isabella.”

	It took a while, but eventually Elsie gave way. From then on, when in private, they were on first name terms. Three hours later, Elsie went down to the kitchen for her tea. When she had descended the back stairs, she found all the other servants waiting for her. She looked confidently at Creed, smiled at the cook, and waited for them to start asking questions. She had no intention of telling them anything important about her new friend. Fortunately, even as Edward the footman began to question her, Mrs. Bulstrode intervened. It was, she pointed out, unseemly for servants to gossip about their betters.

	“Quite right! Now sit you down next to me, girl,” said the cook, “and have some of my broth to keep the cold out.”

	Elsie’s first meal at the manor passed uneventfully, except for one strange incident. Edward jumped up from the chair and brushed something from his arm. The cook and Mrs. Bulstrode both became nervous, and even the smug Creed looked on with distaste.

	“Is it another one?” demanded the cook.

	“Not a big one,” Edward said, trying to sound more confident than he looked. “It just startled me, that’s all.”

	“What is it?” asked Elsie, in puzzlement.

	“Spider,” the cook said, lowering her voice.

	The way the woman said the word recalled the way Elsie’s mother had once spoken of cancer. The fearful tone suggested that, if the word were said aloud, it might cause a visitation of the dreaded thing being named. Elsie did not especially like spiders, but growing up on a farm, she had seen her fair share of creepy-crawlies. Many kinds had been put down the back of her neck by her older brothers.

	“Are there a lot of spiders in the house, then?” she asked.

	“Shush, child,” the housekeeper rebuked her. “It is nothing. Edward is making a silly fuss.”

	Edward bridled at the implication that he was lacking in manly courage.

	“You know they’re not normal spiders, Mrs. B!” he declared. “And we’ve not seen their sort ’round here before his lordship came back.”

	“Quiet!” Creed ordered.

	“I’m just saying,” Edward grumbled.

	After tea, Elsie was shown her room, a tiny cupboard-sized space in the attic. Her small bag of possessions had been placed on a bed, little bigger than a child’s.

	“Get yourself sorted,” said the housekeeper, then pointed to a small bell hanging above the bed. It was connected to a wire that ran into a hole in the wall. “Her ladyship will ring that when she wants you.”

	After Mrs. Bulstrode had gone, Elsie explored her room, which took all of two minutes; so sparse were the furnishings. The attic window was smeared with dirt inside and out. Elsie opened it to try and get rid of the smell of damp, and looked out over the rooftops of the manor. She was at the back of the house, looking out over woodland that gave way to open heath. But she could also see something more interesting. Half-concealed by the roof, Elsie could make out an odd circular pattern, which she realized must be the maze.

	The bell rang and she promptly made her way back to “her ladyship”. Elsie found her young mistress sitting in a large chair, curled up, looking more child-like than ever. When Elsie appeared, Isabella jumped up and celebrated by whirling the maid around, while performing a series of odd leaps.

	“Is this a country dance from—from Mexico?” gasped Elsie, laughing, after Isabella released her.

	“Mexico is a big country,” replied Isabella, as she threw herself back into the big chair. “It is much bigger than England. There are many peoples. My people were there long before the Spanish conquistadors came. The dance is one from ancient days. It is supposed to be what happens when someone is poisoned, when they are… how you say… bit?”

	“Bit by what?” Elsie asked, wriggling to fit into the chair. “A snake? I hear they have awful big snakes in hot countries!”

	Isabella said something like “aranya”, then struggled to find the English word. Shaking her head in frustration, she reached out and made her tiny, brown fingers walk up Elsie’s forearm. Elsie pulled her arm away, slightly alarmed.

	“You mean a spider?”

	Isabella nodded.

	“Si, that is the word. Spy-der. Henry, he is too much concerned with such things. He talks too much of them. When I did the dance for him, he wanted me, so my father sold me to him. I did not want to go with this old gringo, but my father, he beat me whenever I say no, and my mother is dead. So I cried and said goodbye to my sisters and brothers. And now I am here.”

	Elsie was shocked by the revelation that an English gentleman would buy a woman, foreign or otherwise. She also realized that until now she had never thought of Lord Carmody as having a Christian name, like a normal person. Now that she knew it, it seemed to make him an even sadder figure, for all his apparent villainy.

	So many brave kings called Henry, she thought, and there he is, so poorly he hides from the daylight.

	“Isabella,” she asked. “Is it all right if I ask you things about Henry?”

	The other woman shook her head, her abundant curls rippling.

	“I should not talk about such things, my dear one,” she said. “It would go badly for you if anyone found out. You only need to know that when I met Henry, I was very poor, no shoes. Yes?”

	Isabella held up her tiny feet to the fire, wriggling her toes.

	“I still do not like to wear them, even now.”

	Elsie struggled with the revelation that Lady Carmody had been born dirt poor, even poorer than her own family. Her mind struggled with the contradiction, that a woman could bear the title of lady yet not have been born one. Isabella, seeing her new friend’s confusion, laughed.

	“I surprise you, you surprise me! So we are square, is that how you say it?”

	“Yes, Isabella,” said Elsie. “But do you really never wear shoes? How do you manage outdoors in cold weather like this?”

	A shadow seemed to pass across Isabella’s face.

	“I do not go outside this room, if I can help it,” she said. “I do not like this place. The cold, the gray sky, the rain. It makes me sad.”

	“Oh, but England can be nice,” protested Elsie, stung to a patriotic defense of her homeland. “And it can be beautiful in winter, when it’s cold, what with the snow and all.”

	Isabella looked puzzled.

	“Have you never seen snow?” Elsie asked, gently. “Well, it’s already September, so when winter comes we can go out and build a snowman. That will be fun!”

	 

	***

	 

	Isabella never did enjoy the snow. After Elsie had been at the manor for a couple of weeks, she noticed a change in her new friend. Isabella became less vivacious and talkative, more inclined to sit in the great armchair and stare into the fire. Eventually, Elsie felt confident enough to ask if anything was wrong.

	“It is something that comes to all women,” said Isabella. “That is what my mother used to say.”

	Elsie felt confusion, not sure of what the other girl meant.

	“I mean that I am… going to have a child,” Isabella explained. “That is why he married me. Now I will do what I was bought to do.”

	Elsie felt a cold, clutching fear for her friend. All she knew of childbirth was that it was painful and dangerous. Several otherwise healthy women in the village had died either while giving birth, or seen their health collapse after multiple pregnancies. She reached out and hesitantly stroked Isabella’s hair.

	“Never mind,” she said. “It will be all right. His lordship will be able to afford a good doctor. And the best midwife.”

	Isabella seemed not to hear. She was speaking so quietly now that Elsie leaned forward in an attempt to hear. But the young woman had reverted to her native tongue, and all the maid could hear in the unfamiliar syllables was a profound sadness.

	It took a few days for news of Lady Carmody’s pregnancy to spread to the rest of the servants. It had, apparently, been communicated to the butler by his lordship. At dinner, Elsie made some remark about the best medical care being available, and received a nasty shock.

	“There can be no London doctors involved, his Lordship is most insistent,” declared Creed, as if he had made the decision. “They would spread gossip in the capital, and—”

	The butler glanced over at Elsie, then lowered his voice. He and the housekeeper talked in whispers.

	“What’s wrong?” Elsie demanded. “Why can’t she have a London doctor? She’s not the first woman to have a baby.”

	“Elsie!” boomed Mrs. Bulstrode. “For shame! To use such language.”

	“We’re not mealy-mouthed city folk, you know,” put in the cook. “The girl’s only speaking plain because she fears for her mistress. And why not have the best doctor, eh? Shameful to neglect the girl’s health!”

	“It does seem a little—strange,” added young Edward, hesitantly, with a sidelong glance at Creed.

	The butler and the housekeeper exchanged a glance. Then Mrs. Bulstrode spoke.

	“It seems,” she said, carefully, “that his lordship is not sure if the child will be… entirely normal.”

	There was a silence that nobody seemed willing to break.

	When Elsie went to attend to Isabella that evening, she, too, was quieter than before. Eventually Isabella asked her if she was all right. Elsie burst into tears, and tried to explain. Isabella listened to Elsie’s account of the servants’ gossip, and nodded calmly.

	“It is true,” she said. “Already I feel there is something strange. But what can we do? We are not free.”

	A few days later, another unusual event occurred. Elsie was getting ready for bed around midnight when she saw that it was a clear, starry night. She lingered at the attic window to gaze up at the constellations, then happened to glance down towards the maze. To her surprise, a light was moving along the circular paths between the hedges. She could not make out who it was, but got the impression of two or more figures moving slowly, almost painfully, as if struggling with some heavy burden.

	“Silly buggers,” she said to herself.

	Then it occurred to her that she was probably the only person in the house who could look down onto the maze and see its interior. And it was possible that whoever was inside the green labyrinth had overlooked a mere lady’s maid.

	The next morning at breakfast, she was half-inclined to mention what she had seen. Then she noticed there was less talk than usual from Creed, Edward, and Mrs. Bulstrode. The cook was chattering away as normal, and her talk almost filled the warm kitchen. Then Edward reached for the buttered toast in the middle of the table, and Elsie saw that his right hand was bandaged.

	“Oh, did you hurt yourself, Eddy?” the cook asked, eyes wide, voice full of sympathy.

	Edward looked flustered and shifty, and glanced at Creed without answering.

	“We were just moving an escritoire for his lordship,” said the butler. “In this study. The lad was careless, crushed his hand. But it will heal quickly enough.”

	The cook looked dubious, but let the matter drop.

	Elsie decided to say nothing.

	 

	***

	 

	By the end of March, Isabella’s once-slender body had swollen so much that she could wear nothing but a shapeless sack of a dress provided by Mrs. Bulstrode. Isabella also became apprehensive about the impending birth. She demanded that Elsie be allowed to sleep in her room, and despite protests from the housekeeper that it was unseemly, Lady Carmody got her way.

	At first, Elsie felt privileged to be allowed to sleep on a couch by Isabella’s bed. But one night she was awoken by her friend moaning and calling out in her sleep. Elsie felt a pang of intense sympathy when she heard the word “Mama!” repeated plaintively. But there were other words, with meanings that Elsie could not guess. Eventually the nightmare passed, and the next day Isabella claimed to have no memory of it.

	It was the first time Elsie felt sure that her friend had lied to her. Later that same day, Isabella took Elsie by the hands and looked into her eyes.

	“You must promise me one thing,” she said. “When my time comes, you will not be here. Go away. Go back to your mama on the farm.”

	“I can’t do that!” Elsie protested. “Why’d you want me to sleep by your bed if you—”

	She was going on, but Isabella held a finger to Elsie’s lips.

	“You must promise me you will run away!” she said. “I am sure now that there is danger. The dreams, yes, they were bad. But they spoke truth, as is the way of dreams with my people.”

	“What bad thing is going to happen?” Elsie asked. “Can’t you at least tell me that?”

	“It is what Henry has done to me,” Isabella said, looking past Elsie. “It began when he came to our village. He wanted to know about the old ways, before the missionaries taught us the way of Christ.”

	Isabella paused, then went to sit by the fire again. Staring in the flames, she continued.

	“God, the Father, that is what you say, yes? And the Blessed Virgin, Santa Maria. That is a beautiful story. But my people, we had tales of a virgin who would give birth, too. But it was not beautiful, that story. The virgin was—I do not know the word. Someone given as a gift to a god.”

	“Like a human sacrifice?” breathed Elsie, horrified. She had been told of such heathen customs in Sunday school.

	Isabella nodded, still gazing into the fire.

	“Henry did not understand, but he is very proud, did not listen. He went to bad places my people do not go. He found a… a stone. A special stone. My people wanted him to go away. That is why they let him buy me. At first, I thought he would not understand the old ways, the words, the magic. But now I think he did know enough.”

	Isabella turned her head, and Elsie was shocked once more to see how careworn her friend’s face had become.

	“So you must promise me, El-see, that when I start to cry out in pain from this…” Isabella ran a hand over her swollen belly. “You must go from this house. Let no one stop you. Go. Do you promise?”

	Elsie promised. But behind her back, she kept her fingers crossed.

	 

	***

	 

	The labor began around one in the morning. Elsie was awoken again by her friend’s plaintive cries, but this time Isabella was awake, and in pain. Elsie ran to Mrs. Bulstrode, who raised the alarm. Soon word had been sent to a local doctor, water was being boiled, and hot towels deployed.
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