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Chapter One





The lights went out.


Jo’s foot was just touching the bottom step. She put it down quickly and sat waiting for the lights to come on again.


It was a power failure, she reckoned. There had been several that week. She could picture her mother at home, hunting for candles and snorting, ‘And they call it maintenance work!’


But Jo wasn’t at home now. She was deep under the earth. Ahead of her, down in the darkness of the lowest chamber, they had found bones. Bones of more than 6,000 people; the piled-up skeletons of people buried nearly 4,000 years ago when this place had been an underground temple. It was still an underground temple, even if no one worshipped in it now.


She waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, the way they did when the light went off in her bedroom and she could still make out the shapes of her chest-of-drawers, the chair beside her bed and the big chest in the hall outside the shower. But here there was no window to let in even a chink of light. Her eyes did not adjust. It was as if she was blind. The darkness was a blanket around her.


The ancient bones had been taken away. At least, Jo thought they had. She wasn’t sure. Beyond the bottom step was a slippery walkway that led to that small, gruesome lowest chamber. Few visitors came down this far. Most preferred the safety of the chambers above.


She shifted on the cold step. Damp from the earthen floor seeped through her cotton shorts to her skin. She shivered. Jo told herself that the lights would come on again soon. Her trembling was because of the clammy coolness down here in the earth, far below the street and its houses. Of course it was.


The Hypogeum was a secret temple, hidden. Out on the street all you saw was a house like any other; you would never guess that there was a temple beneath it that went twelve metres down into the bowels of the earth – where she was.


It was so dark. She tried not to think about the human bones. ‘I’m not scared,’ Jo whispered defiantly into the darkness.


Something in her pocket was pressing into her side. Something hard. ‘Idiot!’ she whispered. She’d forgotten that she’d had a torch in her pocket all the time, just a small one that she sometimes used in bed at night to read by. She took it out and switched it on. Nothing happened. She shook the torch and tried again. Click. Nothing.


Jo had a moment’s panic. Then she remembered. The batteries had run out last night, so she’d grabbed new ones on her way out this morning. She had them in her other pocket. She almost laughed out loud in relief. Carefully she unscrewed the bottom of the torch and put the lid between her teeth for safe keeping. If she dropped it, she wouldn’t be able to find it again until the lights went on. It was totally dark around her, black dark, smothering dark. She shook herself like a dog coming out of water. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she thought. She felt for the knobbly end of the first battery and slipped it into the torch cavity, knob upwards. She slid in the second. She took the top from her mouth and, holding it firmly so that it didn’t drop, dried it on her shorts and screwed the torch closed. She held it out in front of her and pressed the switch.


Click. Figures leapt out from the walls. Jo gasped and the torch jerked upwards in her hand. She forced herself to look again. They were only shadows that shook and jumped in the quavering torchlight. She steadied her hand and the shadows stilled.


Jo stood up slowly, feeling the wet on her shorts and the cold sweat between her shoulders. The torchlight moved up with her as she rose, showing walls that had been gouged from a soft reddish limestone and then smoothed down; walls carved out to form a circular chamber. She concentrated on these, trying not to think of the shadows beyond. The ceiling was lower than in her bedroom at home. And there was a thick earthy smell, a damp airless smell of – of nothingness, she thought.


Or of everything, a voice inside her whispered. Her scalp crawled.


The lights would come on again soon, she knew they would. They would never leave visitors to the Hypogeum in the dark. Her uncle would know that the lights had gone out and he would contact the electricity people at once. Uncle Tumas sat upstairs, above the temple, at a desk. He took an entrance fee from visitors, which allowed them to walk through the hallway of the house that covered the temple and descend the staircase that spiralled down to the upper chamber and then to the neolithic remains below. She imagined him now, behind the desk, looking out at the street beyond into the bright Mediterranean sunshine, waiting for the next party of tourists to arrive. He would tell them that the lights had failed and would soon be mended. He would ask them to wait patiently while he went to guide back any tourists left in the upper chambers.


‘Please take a seat,’ he would say politely in English and they would sit in the single row of chairs that lined the hallway upstairs and wait for the lights to come on.


Her uncle didn’t know that Jo was down below. She had slipped past with a group of visitors, loud-voiced and laden with cameras, and he hadn’t seen her. She had gone with the group to the concrete spiral steps and had descended, left the hallway of the ordinary house in Malta to go back four thousand years and more, down into the ancient temple.


Poor tourists, Jo thought. They weren’t used to power cuts and would be nervous. She had left them in the upper chambers, clicking shutters and posing for photographs and had gone down to the lower level on her own, exploring. There had been strange circular markings in the rounded walls and she had scared herself, thinking of ancient priestesses painting them in blood.


She listened for the tourists. There was no sound. No foreign voices, no footfalls.


She climbed the ten damp steps back up to the Holy of Holies, the torchlight making weird faces out of the angles and shadows in the rock walls. There was no one in the Holy of Holies. She spun around, flashing the torch into the darkness below, then wished that she hadn’t as the chambers yawned blackly back at her.


She hid in the hollow of a wall and listened. Perhaps she should say something. She opened her mouth. ‘Ejja!’ she called. ‘I’m here!’


Her voice rolled around the chamber and came back to her mockingly, ‘Ya, ya, ya.’ That was when Jo really began to feel afraid.


In the middle of the Holy of Holies was an indentation that had been carved to catch sacrificial blood. She walked around the floor, keeping a careful distance from the hollow, and headed for the doorway, which was made of two huge standing slabs of stone, topped by another stone that seemed to be holding up the roof. She stepped over the threshold and stared.


The next chamber up was empty too. Where was everyone?


She crossed herself. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ she whispered. Here in the centre was the stone slab. A tourist had lain on it, struggling in mock terror with her companion who had pretended to be a priest, knife raised, about to sacrifice her. Their son had photographed them. The slab was empty now.


She went through that chamber and on, searching for some sign of life. She came to where there was a deep hollow gouged out of the wall with only a small opening; this was where the oracle used to speak.


No one here either.


She was alone. In the dark. The hairs on her arm stood on end and her teeth began to chatter.


‘Alla! God!’ she cried. Then ‘Uncle Tumas!’ louder, and ‘Uncle Tumas!’ louder still.


She went to the doorway of the upper chamber that led up to the house, to the street outside, and traffic and people and sunshine and heat. She climbed modern concrete steps. ‘Uncle Tumas!’


‘Mas – as – as,’ echoed back at her.


When she reached the top, the torch showed that the heavy steel door was closed. That was when she acknowledged that everyone had left. The temple must have closed for the day. It was much later than she had thought. Her uncle must have turned off the lights and gone home, leaving her alone.


She hammered on the door. ‘Help! Help!’
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Tumas, having lunch with his wife Anna, chewed on a bit of rabbit gristle and pulled a face.


‘We had a lot of tourists this morning,’ he told Anna. He extracted the gristle from his teeth and put it on the side of his plate, where it glistened at him. ‘They were fooling around again, a couple of them, on the sacrificial stone. I do wish they wouldn’t.’


Anna didn’t seem to be listening. She was polishing her glass with her napkin, holding it up to the light to see it sparkle. Satisfied, she picked up the whisky bottle.


‘It seems so …’ he searched for the word, frowning. ‘So disrespectful.’


Tumas had left his desk for just a moment to check that all was well below. That was when he had noticed a couple dressed in shorts so tight that their thighs bulged out of them like fat sausages. They had been playing at priest and victim. Just like a couple of kids, he had thought uneasily. A boy, perhaps their son, had been photographing them. He didn’t like to see the temple treated with anything less than respect. It was old and those gods were long dead but still, he thought, it was safer not to mock. And there was something about photography; only the week before he had read that many primitive peoples think that photographs steal their souls away. So might the ghosts of the Hypogeum. It could be dangerous. He had turned his back on them and gone back upstairs where two more visitors were waiting to pay their admission fee. He hoped no one had slipped through while he’d been down below.


Anna was tilting the bottle and pouring a clear, red liquid into their tumblers. It was wine made by Jo’s father, Carmenu.


‘Drink,’ she said, pushing Tumas’s over to him. ‘Dreamer,’ she said accusingly. ‘The house could collapse around you and you wouldn’t notice. Where are you?’


‘I’m here,’ he said, trying to stop thinking about the Hypogeum.


‘I thought you said that Josephine would be home by now,’ she said.


‘Did I? Oh. Well, yes, I must have done.’


‘Then where is she?’


‘Don’t fuss, Anna. You know Jo. Time doesn’t mean the same to her as it does to us.’


‘Nonsense,’ she said briskly. ‘You’re too soft with her. I don’t know how we would have managed if we had had children of our own. When she’s in her own house, Miriam insists they’re all on time for lunch.’


‘All the more reason for her not to have to be on time when she’s away from home,’ Tumas protested mildly. Usually, he thought, his wife was critical of her younger sister, Miriam.


‘Go and fetch her,’ Anna said firmly. ‘I’ll hold the rest of the meal. She’s probably down in the square watching them play boċċi.’


Tumas got up and pushed in his chair tidily, as you had to in the confined space of the little living room where they ate. He had been teaching Jo to play Maltese bowls and she was coming along nicely – as well as any boy – though he knew better than to say so. Jo behaved more like a boy than a girl, anyway.
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‘I’m a sensible girl,’ Jo said to herself. ‘I must be. Uncle Tumas says so. In that case,’ she ordered herself, ‘be sensible.’ She turned off the torch to save the batteries, and so that if anything came creeping up the stairs at her she could turn it on and startle whatever it was. She caught her breath. Just the thought was scary.


She turned the torch back on anyway and looked hard at the steel door. She found a rough bit of wall and propped the torch upright between it and the floor, so that the beam shone upwards. Then she stretched up and explored the edge of the door with her fingers, inch by inch, in case there was some way she could open it. She stepped back to give herself room to push against it.


Her foot knocked against the torch and sent it flying. It rolled down the steps, gathering speed as it went, light flickering.


‘No!’ She ran down after it.


When she was halfway down, the light went out and she was plunged back into darkness. Heart thumping against her ribs, she crept down the rest of the steps, feeling along each one for the torch. Right at the bottom she found it and picked it up.


‘Ouch.’ She sucked her finger where broken glass had jabbed it. She shook the torch hard, switching it off and then on again. Nothing.


Was it whispered laughter that she seemed to hear? Mocking jeers? She sat up straighter. It was her imagination. Maybe she was sensible, but that didn’t mean she didn’t imagine things.


She clutched at the tiny gold cross at her neck. There’d been a film about vampires at the cinema, and in that a crucifix had stopped vampires in their tracks. Maybe the ancient gods or goddesses here had been vampires. She didn’t know but she held the cross tightly anyway. ‘Let me out, God,’ she prayed, staring blindly into the darkness. She only just let her lips form the words, not wanting whatever might be out there to see. ‘If you let me out, God, I promise I … I promise I’ll do something good. Something important. A life for my life,’ she vowed dramatically.
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There were only two men playing at the boċċi ground, and no sign of Josephine. Tumas rested his arms on the wall and watched them throw the wooden bowls. The sun was hot on the back of his neck and the wine was making him sleepy.


He shook himself. He was supposed to be looking for Josephine.


When he reached the bakery, he peered into the dark interior, sniffing the sugary smell of sweet pastries. ‘Have you seen Josephine?’


The woman who was wiping down the marble counter replied without lifting her head from her work. ‘She came in earlier and helped me for about half an hour. Then she skipped off. I thought she said she was on her way home.’


‘Oh, right. Thank you.’ So Tumas went home too. But Josephine still wasn’t there. He told Anna what the woman at the baker’s shop had said.


‘Did you ask when that was?’ Anna asked.


‘Well, no,’ he admitted.


Anna sighed in exasperation. ‘You go back and find her. And tell her I’m cross with her.’


When Tumas went out again, the pavements had almost emptied and there were very few cars roaring into the church square. People would be lying on their beds, resting from the afternoon heat. It was where he should be too. But for Josephine. Much as he loved his wife’s niece, she could be a handful at times. He wiped his forehead.
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Something was coming up the steps, something in the dark, moving so silently that it thought Jo wouldn’t hear it.


She did. She rested her weight on her arms and kicked out with both feet. She hit nothing.


You’re just imagining things again, she told herself. Don’t be silly. She picked up the torch and tried it once more, just in case. Sometimes electrical things worked when they hadn’t before. She was in luck.


‘Go away. You can’t scare me,’ she said defiantly into the shadows that leapt and jumped at her as the torch wavered. This time she kept it on. She would just have to hope and pray that the batteries lasted until someone came to get her.


Keeping her eyes on the weak pool of light, she went up the steps again, backwards, on her bottom. She reached out behind her. Not yet at the door. Up more steps, one, two, and there it was, solid and cold under her outstretched hand. She turned, pulled back her fist and hammered hard. ‘Help! Help!’ she yelled, again and again.


Tumas dared not go home without Jo but oh, it was hot. He wasn’t too worried. Jo was an adventurer. She would come to no harm.


He passed his sleeve over his forehead, wishing he hadn’t come out without his straw hat. He did have another one, in the drawer of his desk at the Hypogeum. It was old and shabby and Anna had told him to throw it out. He’d told her that he had; but in fact he’d taken it there, in case he ever needed a spare. He would go and get it now.


A bus drew alongside and he scrambled on. There. After all, the temple in Paolo was only ten minutes away by bus. He would be cooler with his hat on, and that would help him look. Chances were, anyway, that when he came back, Jo would have turned up.


He stepped out of the bus at the town square and there was Grezz, seventy years old, trundling her pram home. He shortened his step to walk alongside her for the short distance to the Hypogeum.


‘Would you like some mint? There’s not much left.’ In the pram a bunch of mint flopped against a couple of unsold jars of capers.


‘No thank you, Grezz.’ He took the bunch of keys from his pocket. ‘Have you seen Jo lately?’


‘Young Josephine? Yes. She went past me this morning in Żabbar. She was running on the road, too impatient for the pavement. It was too crowded for her.’


Tumas smiled; that was just like Jo.


‘I told her not to run on the road,’ Grezz went on, ‘A car could come along and knock you over, I said, but she wasn’t listening.’


Nor was Tumas, as he pictured his darling Jo under the wheels of a car. Fear clutched at his heart. He had to get home quickly to Żabbar; if necessary, he’d even take a taxi. They had reached the temple’s innocuous-looking blue front door. Quickly he thanked Grezz, opened the door, went to his desk, jerked open the drawer and took out his hat. He stood, just for a moment, to let the cool air dry the sweat on his skin.


What was that? A faint sound reached his ears. He could just make out what sounded like tapping and a muffled cry.


It was difficult to pinpoint where the noise was coming from. He went to the door and looked out. Nothing moved on the pavement.


It surely couldn’t be coming from the Hypogeum itself. Nothing lived down there. It couldn’t be a tourist left down there either. He’d checked, he always did.


But not all the way down! Tumas broke out in a sweat again, remembering. He hadn’t gone all the way down to check. He’d stood in the third chamber and called down. What if he’d missed one? Tourists complained over the smallest things. Sometimes they sued. He might lose his job.


But he had to get back to Żabbar for Jo.


There! He heard the muffled cry again.


He couldn’t ignore it. Heart thumping, he approached the staircase that spiralled downwards to the chambers. He began to descend, holding the key to the metal door in front of him as though it was a dagger and he was about to confront some ancient dragon.


Now there was only a thudding.


He turned the key and lifted the padlock away. He put his finger on a large switch and, as he pushed open the heavy door, turned on the light.


‘Uncle!’ Jo flung herself at him and burst into tears.

















Chapter Two





‘No one’s ever come to harm in the Hypogeum,’ Uncle Tumas said, his arm around Jo, comforting her, as they walked to the bus stop. ‘At least, not for the past 4,000 years or so. There’s nothing in there.’ The breeze that blew through the bus, chugging its way back to Żabbar, and the bright sunlight outside, eased her fear of that terrible darkness. ‘Now don’t tell your aunt where you were,’ he said when they got off the bus. ‘She would be furious. And not just with you,’ he added, taking off his hat and nervously crumpling it in one hand.


They turned into the street and Jo saw that even the traditional low iron gate that closed off their doorway was open. Her aunt was waiting on the doorstep. She was definitely cross. ‘You’ve been gone more than an hour!’ she cried to Uncle Tumas, standing back and waving them up the steps into the living room. ‘And as for you, young lady, I’ve been out of my mind with worry! What do you think you’ve been up to?’


Jo shuffled her feet and tried to look sorry. ‘I was at Alf’s café,’ she mumbled, keeping her eyes on her feet so that her aunt wouldn’t see that it was a lie. It was what Uncle Tumas had told her to say. ‘I forgot what time it was.’


‘At Alf’s! You know you’re not supposed to go there. And why did you stay so long? It’s bad enough that your uncle spends time there, without you picking up his bad habits. Who were you talking to?’ Her words rattled out crossly like a shower of pebbles. ‘I’ve told you, you can buy a drink, but you’re to drink it outside, not inside. I’ve told you before.’ She paused to draw breath.


‘No one has come to any harm at Alf’s.’ Uncle Tumas seized his chance to speak. ‘Not in the past 4,000 years,’ and he winked at Jo.


Aunt Anna ignored him. ‘Besides, I thought you had no money. Who bought you your drink?’


Jo glanced through her lashes at her uncle, begging him wordlessly to go on helping her out.


‘Don’t be hard on her, Anna,’ he pleaded. ‘I gave her a few cents this morning.’


‘I might have known.’ She snorted. Turning to Jo she said, ‘I’ve a good mind to send you home to your mother!’


Jo began to relax. This was the way Aunt Anna always ended her scoldings. She knew that she wouldn’t send her home. Aunt Anna liked having her to stay in the school holidays, she said so often enough. And Jo liked being there. Tumas and Anna had no children of their own, so it was only her and them. She enjoyed being away from the squabbles at home and there was more space and peace here. Also, her aunt and uncle let her do pretty much as she liked.


‘Miriam warned me that you might be lonely this time, away from home and all your brothers and sisters,’ Aunt Anna went on. ‘I said that you wouldn’t. But is that why you went to Alf’s? For the company? For heaven’s sake, Josephine, you’re twelve years old!’


‘No.’ Jo shook her head. She had only to walk twenty minutes to the other side of town to go home if she wanted. She didn’t want to. She and Francesco, her next brother up, were always fighting, and now that he’d suddenly grown bigger she usually came off worse, and got punished for it sometimes even if he’d started it. No, she loved being here, all on her own. She looked longingly at the food within arm’s reach on the table.


‘I expect you’re hungry,’ Aunt Anna said, catching Jo’s glance. ‘Hmm!’ Her face was hot and shiny. She delved down the front of her dress for her handkerchief and blotted the sweat off her face and neck with it. ‘I should be sending you to bed for your rest without food. Don’t be late again for meals or I won’t let you away on your own again.’


‘I’m really sorry,’ Jo said, and meant it. She liked being able to go off on her own. But no way would she return to the Hypogeum alone. Besides, compared to what she’d been through, her aunt’s scolding was almost comforting.


‘Oh, very well. I’ll say no more on the subject. Sit down then.’ She wiped her hands on her wide hips and piled food on Jo’s plate. Jo’s appetite was enormous, though she stayed as skinny as a matchstick. ‘It’s cold and I’m not heating it up again. Eat, eat. You too, Tumas, sit down.’


The subject was closed.
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‘Get changed, Josephine. You can’t wear those shorts to Mass.’ Aunt Anna handed her a skirt from the drawer. It was frilly and flounced. Aunt Anna had made it for her and was proud of her needlework. They were downstairs, in the bedroom. Like the other houses in the street, the bedroom was lower than the living room, its only daylight coming from the doorway that led to a small enclosed courtyard at the back.


The minute her aunt’s back was turned, Jo slipped the hated skirt on over her shorts.


‘Oh, don’t you look pretty,’ said her aunt approvingly, a tiny smile softening her lips.


When Jo went back up to the living room Uncle Tumas admired her too. She sighed. She hated all skirts, and this one more than all others. It was so – so skirty, she thought.
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