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Alannah Malarra’s mobile phone buzzed in her hand  
like an angry wasp. The twelve-year-old had disabled 
the ringtone hours earlier, but its electronic spasms still 
pierced the night’s silence. She quickly flicked her wrist 
to open the handset, killing the noise instantly.

“You’re late,” Alannah hissed into the phone. “You 
were scheduled to call two minutes ago. Do we have a 
problem, Wortley?”

Five hundred feet away, clinging desperately to the 
lowest branch of an age-twisted oak tree, Wortley Flint 
struggled to suck air into his lungs. With both arms 
occupied, he’d had to rely on voice-activated Bluetooth 
technology to speed-dial his business partner’s name the 
moment he yelled it out loud. His leg muscles burned 
as if they’d been set on fire and his heart was pound-
ing against his chest like a jabbing boxer. Beneath him, 
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two sets of bone-crushing jaws rose in tandem to snap  
hungrily in the air just below his blood-soaked back-
pack. The word “problem” hardly seemed to do the 
eleven-year-old’s predicament justice.

“Bring . . . me . . . more . . . bait!” Wortley spluttered.
“Why do you need more bait?” Alannah demanded to 

know. “I gave you enough to knock out two large dogs!”
The smell of raw meat invaded Wortley’s nostrils as 

the jaws snapped shut beneath him, this time only a 
breath away.

“They’re . . . not . . . dogs,” he gasped, arching his back 
to avoid another ferocious lunge. “They’re hyenas!” 

Wortley’s earpiece stayed silent for three long seconds 
until Alannah spoke again.

“Say that again,” she ordered. “For one ridiculous 
moment I thought you said hyenas.”

Alannah had been meditating. She always liked to 
build up her psychic energy before a ghost hunt, and 
had found a nice secluded spot at the base of an oak 
tree. She had been in the middle of a particularly rest-
ful trance when Wortley had disturbed her, and she was 
far from happy. 

Wortley’s job was a simple one: All he had to do 
was break into the manor house undetected. He was a  
burglar — one of the best, too — and it should have taken 
him no more than a few minutes. But things weren’t 
going according to plan.

“I did,” Wortley snapped. “Look!”
The young burglar waited until his two attackers had 

launched another air-bound assault. Then, as they tum-
bled back to Earth like falling boulders, he swung his 
head to the right and pointed the Bluetooth video cam-
era, loosely attached to one of his large stick-out ears, 
straight at them.

Alannah gawked at her phone’s tiny screen. The image 
flickered with interference whenever Wortley moved his 
head, but she could clearly see that two wolf-sized wild 
animals were prowling the ground beneath him. 

“Fool!” she hissed, scolding herself for not casing out 
the old manor house first. It was the kind of mistake a 
professional ghost hunter should never make. Alannah 
was getting sloppy!

It had sounded like such an easy job. The Earl of 
Pittingham’s email had dropped into Alannah’s Hotmail 
inbox three days earlier. Like numerous clients before 
him, the desperate earl had found the young ghost 
hunter’s website — www.goawayghosts.com — at the very 
top of the first Google search page. Alannah paid a 
lot of good money to a lot of shady people to make 
sure she always appeared at the top of any ghost-related 
Google search. And her guarantee to rid any house of  
any ghost meant that her site always attracted a lot  
of traffic.

Typically, she would receive thirty new emails every 
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day. The majority were from time-wasters, like neurotic 
new mums who thought their babies were possessed, or 
overimaginative children who believed that monsters 
really did live under their beds. But occasionally an 
email would appear that Alannah would take seriously. 
The earl’s was one of them:

Please help us!

We are under attack and need your services. 

Ghosts are surrounding us. They’re in the cellar, 

behind the walls, under the floorboards. They’re 

everywhere!!! And more are coming every night. They 

cackle and scream; one even growls. I’m sure that 

they want to kill us.

I’ll pay you extra! Come quickly!!

Yours desperately,

The seventh Earl of Pittingham

There was an address and a phone number, too, 
but Alannah knew better than to call. She never made 
appointments. In fact, the first any client knew of 
Alannah’s involvement was usually when the haunting 
stopped. And the young ghost hunter rarely charged for 
her time. The ghosts always paid. Usually with priceless 
treasure.

“Are you going to help me or not?!” Wortley 
screamed. 

Alannah sighed and climbed to her feet; treasure- 
hunting would have to wait. Her friend was in a hyena-
shaped pickle and it was all Alannah’s fault. The least 
she could do was to give the kid a hand.

Luckily, she had come prepared. There was an emer-
gency supply of bait stashed in her backpack. All she 
had to do was feed it to the hyenas and the extra dose 
of animal tranquilizers would put them to sleep within  
seconds. But it did mean leaving her post and aban-
doning her well-planned schedule. She sighed. Ah well, 
that’s what friends are for!

“Simmer down, Worts,” she replied as she shuffled 
her rucksack into a more comfortable position. “I’m on 
my way.” 

Alannah had Wortley in her sights. She could see him 
hanging wearily from the tree branch, desperately hug-
ging the bark with his skinny arms each time the hyenas 
launched an attack. 

As she edged closer, she could actually hear them 
snarling and gnashing, grinding their teeth and snap-
ping their powerful jaws together. Anything that got 
between those jaws would be history. And Alannah had 
absolutely no intention of getting any closer than she 
had to.

The hyenas had other ideas. They stopped circling 
Wortley and switched their attention to something far 
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more interesting. Alannah’s mouth suddenly went dry. 
She could sense a different hunger emanating from 
their cold, dark eyes and, as her stomach began to churn 
like a washing machine on its spin cycle, she had the 
ominous impression that their new prey looked a lot 
like her.

Stubby noses investigated the night air as the hyenas 
followed an invisible, scented wisp that led straight to 
Alannah. A gentle breeze made her scent even stronger 
and, as the two animals broke into a trot, bungee ropes 
of drool dropped from their jaws to the ground.

Within seconds they were running. Strong legs car-
ried them easily across the ground, and growls like a 
dragon’s snore grew louder with every stride. Alannah 
could smell their foul breath as they approached, yet 
she chose not to move a muscle. 

Wortley’s relief at no longer being on the hyenas’ 
menu was short-lived. Only one thing on Earth could 
drag a hyena away from an easy meal — an even easier 
meal. And in this case the main course was Alannah 
Malarra.

Helpless, he watched as the animals switched to full 
hunt mode. It was pure instinct and impressive to watch. 
While the lead animal made a hurried beeline for where 
Alannah was obviously hiding, the second animal veered 
to the right, circling at amazing speed to cut off her only 
escape route.

The situation looked hopeless. Alannah seemed 
doomed.

“Run!” Wortley yelled. “Get out of here!”
Alannah didn’t move an inch. She didn’t even blink. 

Instead, she stared straight into the oncoming hyena’s 
eyes as it bounded hungrily toward her. It seemed to 
be grinning at her, its growls replaced by a laughing 
yelp. Little did it know that Alannah would have the 
last laugh.

Hyenas don’t leap. They simply keep on running at 
high speed until they catch their prey. Nothing stops 
them. Except, perhaps, a loaded gun. Or a ten-foot-tall, 
triple-strength, reinforced, interlocking wire fence.

Alannah had taken a risk and bet her life on two 
probabilities: First, that the gloom of night would pre-
vent the hyenas from seeing the fence that circled their 
master’s home. And second, that they were too dumb 
to realize that Alannah was behind it.

When the first hyena slammed into the fence, Alannah 
didn’t think her gamble would pay off. A hyena-shaped 
bulge actually appeared in the wire, and the creature’s 
jaws were two chomps away from its target, splashing 
Alannah with a shower of saliva. But then the fence 
did its job, snapping back into shape and repelling  
the hyena like a rock from a catapult.

The second hyena struck the wire moments later 
and suffered exactly the same fate. Alannah had been 
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right; they hadn’t seen the barrier. And their repeated 
attempts to run through it proved they were every bit as 
dumb as she’d hoped.

Slowly, she climbed to her feet and dropped the 
backpack off her bony shoulder. When she opened  
the flap, the smell of fresh meat filled the air, stopping the  
hyenas in their tracks. Now she really did have their full 
attention.

“Hungry, are we?” she asked, waving the meat 
under their noses. “How about a little snack before 
bedtime?”

“Are you sure they’re out?” Wortley asked. “I mean, 
really out?”

He was still clinging to the tree branch like a sloth, 
and refused to move until Alannah had prodded both 
of the sedated hyenas with a stick.

“They’re sleeping like babies,” Alannah assured him. 
“And they’ve got full stomachs, too. So you’re off the 
menu.”

Gingerly, Wortley dropped to the ground. His arms 
and legs hung off his thin body like lead weights. All he 
wanted to do was go to bed.

“Can’t we do the job tomorrow?” he pleaded. 
“No!” Alannah barked, tapping her watch. “We’re 

already behind schedule. Besides, all you’ve got to do is 
get me inside. I’ll do the rest.”

Wortley sighed. He knew his business partner was 
right, as usual. But she had been wrong about the guard 
dogs, er, hyenas, hadn’t she? And that had almost cost 
him his life. He wondered what other nasty surprises 
were waiting for them inside the old manor house.

“I don’t know,” he mused. He ran his hands  
through his closely cropped blond crew cut and tried to 
straighten his ill-fitting clothes. “There’s something not 
right about this one. Why don’t we come back tomorrow, 
during daylight, and do it legit?”

“ ‘Legit’?” scoffed Alannah. “Legit gets us fifty bucks 
to split two ways. My way could get us fifty thousand. 
You know full well that ghosts guard treasure. Taking it 
from them is what makes this job so much fun. It’s easier 
than taking lollipops from babies! But I can’t very well 
do that while the owner of the house is looking over our 
shoulders, can I? Technically, any hidden valuables still 
belong to them.”

“But that’s stealing,” Wortley pointed out. “I know I 
always say it, but it’s true.”

“No, it’s not! The treasures we find are either lost or 
forgotten. Nobody knows they’re here. Think about the 
ruby ring we took from that old inn in York last week. 
According to the ghost of the demented highwayman, 
it had been stashed at the bottom of the well since 1726. 
The current landlord had no idea it was there, and he 
has even less idea now that it’s gone. So who, exactly, 
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did we steal it from? The last time I checked, there were 
no laws against pilfering from ghosts. Besides, every- 
one gets exactly what they want: The client gets a  
ghost-free house, and we get stinking rich.”

“What about the poor ghosts?” asked Wortley.
“We’re doing them a favor,” said Alannah. “Do you 

actually think they want to be stuck on Earth?”
“It’s just that they seem pretty happy to be here,” 

Wortley countered.
“That’s because they don’t know any different,” 

growled Alannah. “They were mean and greedy people 
when they were alive, and they’re still mean and greedy 
now. Why do you think they go down instead of up once 
we’ve taken their treasure?”

Wortley shrugged; he had absolutely no idea. Until a 
couple of years ago, he hadn’t even believed in ghosts. 
He still hadn’t seen one, and that’s exactly the way  
he liked it. They frightened him, and he quivered like 
trembling Jell-O whenever he knew they were around. 
An obvious drawback for a ghost hunter’s assistant. In 
fact, the only things he’d figured out about them were 
that they made the air cold and they were all scared of 
Alannah. Part of him almost felt sorry for them.

“I can’t imagine it’s particularly nice down there, 
that’s all,” he said, pointing to the ground beneath his 
feet. “Maybe we should try to help them.” 

Help them? Why couldn’t Wortley understand that 

ghosts weren’t nice? And they certainly couldn’t be 
helped. Alannah really didn’t have time to explain every- 
thing again. It would take way too long. Besides, there 
was a lot about ghosts that even she didn’t understand. 
All she knew was what her parents had told her, which 
wasn’t much. 

She still clung to the memories of the first ghost- 
hunting mission they’d taken her on, and remembered 
how amazed she’d been to see her first actual ghost.

“Don’t be scared,” her mum had calmly whispered as 
a snarling seventeenth-century cavalier waved its razor-
sharp sword inches from their faces. “It can’t hurt you, 
I promise. But it doesn’t belong here. It’s trapped by its 
selfish love of earthly possessions and now it’s our job 
to send it on its way.”

Alannah couldn’t recall if her mother had ever actu-
ally got around to explaining where it was they were 
supposed to send the ghost. All she remembered for sure 
was seeing a huge flash, hearing an even bigger bang, 
and then spotting a particular look on the ghost’s face 
the second before it was banished. It was a look she’d 
seen on the face of every banished ghost ever since:  
a look of absolute dread. 

Wortley sighed as he saw the faraway expression in 
Alannah’s eyes. She was thinking about her parents  
again. That happened a lot, usually when he and 
Alannah were arguing, and at times like this there was 
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just no getting through to her, although that rarely 
stopped Wortley from trying. 

“Maybe the earl’s onto us,” he said. “Maybe he’s 
rumbled your scam and he’s waiting inside right now 
with a loaded elephant gun. It could be a psychic sting 
operation?”

Alannah tossed her long red hair behind her shoul-
der with a sweep of both hands and rolled her green 
eyes. Wortley was a good burglar, probably the best, but 
she’d met jellyfish with more backbone, and his lack of 
courage had sabotaged missions in the past. There was 
too much at stake to let him jeopardize this one.

“Let’s go through it one more time, shall we?” she said 
wearily. “The earl thinks his house is haunted and there’s 
a good chance that he’s right. He’s asked me — sorry, 
he’s asked us — to do whatever it takes to exorcise the 
ghosts. And for that, he’ll pay us the princely sum of 
fifty British pounds.”

Wortley looked up at Alannah and fixed her with a 
poisonous glare. “We’ve got more money than we’ll ever 
need; I’m tired of telling you.”

“And I’m tired of reminding you that we’ll never have 
enough — how else can we search for my mother and 
father?”

For the briefest of moments, Alannah felt her eyes 
well with tears. She hadn’t seen her parents since they’d 
disappeared in the Scottish Highlands over three years 

before. And nobody could tell her whether they were 
alive or dead. According to the authorities, their official 
status was MISSING. Although they’d been among the 
best ghost hunters in the world, nobody was trying to 
find them. Alannah knew she’d have to do that herself. 
And searching was expensive, so she needed money. 
Lots of it.

Wortley knew better than to argue anymore. It 
annoyed him that Alannah always played the “My 
Parents Are Missing” card, but she did have a point. 
He couldn’t begin to understand what it would be like 
to have no one around to look after him. Wortley loved 
his mum and he’d be a gibbering wreck if he ever had 
to face life without her. But Alannah was different. She 
seemed to be made of tougher stuff. 

And now her eyes had acquired a steely look that the 
young burglar knew only too well. He’d seen it before, 
many times. And he’d rather face a house full of ram-
paging elephants than one of his boss’s tantrums. So he 
decided to save his retirement speech for another day.

“All right,” he said meekly, pulling a specially custom-
ized screwdriver from his backpack. “Meet me around 
the back of the house in . . .” He checked his watch.  
“. . . forty-five seconds.”

Alannah smiled. 
“Make it thirty-five. We’re already running late, and 

I’m in the mood to scare some ghosts.”
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