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      “Brendan! Brendan Jakes!” Mrs Priddy’s stern voice broke the silence of the classroom. She had looked up from her desk and now she narrowed her eyes at me. Instinctively, I sank low in my chair. After nine years of school, and more detentions than I could possibly count, I knew nothing good could come from a teacher using my full name.

      There’s a reason I sit in the back row.

      “Um, me, Mrs Priddy?” I put my hand on my heart. By this point, the entire class had looked around and was gawking in my direction. Rows of smirking, expectant faces… Well, I couldn’t let my audience down. I cleared my throat.

      “Not guilty, your honour!” I said, and banged my hand like a gavel on the desk.

      My classmates chortled. Mrs Priddy shook her head and sighed.

      “Very funny, Mr Jakes,” she said. “But you need to come with me. Headmaster Malton would like to see you in his office.” She clicked her computer mouse and stood up.

      “Oh, right.” Of course he would. I sank back down in my chair again, hoping the floor would swallow me up.

      “Now, Mr Jakes,” Mrs Priddy said.

      I got up, slung my backpack over my shoulder and trudged towards the door. A couple of my mates sniggered as I walked past. So, for good measure, I looked back, wrapped my hands around my neck and pretended to choke myself. Laughter erupted.

      “Enough!” Mrs Priddy snapped. “You” – she tugged my arm – “get moving!” She led me into the hallway, shaking her head. “If I had a pound for every time I’ve had to escort you to the headmaster’s office, I’d be a very rich woman by now!”

      “But, Mrs Priddy,” I pleaded, now that we were out of earshot of my classmates, “I didn’t do anything! I swear!”

      “Of course you didn’t,” she answered. “Just like you didn’t cover the staff room’s toilet seats with cling-film last month?”

      OK, so maybe she had me on that one. But this time, I really, truly had no clue what horrible thing I was about to be accused of. Whatever went wrong in my school, I got the blame… even the times when it wasn’t my fault. “No, honestly, I —”

      “Save it for the headmaster.” Mrs Priddy cut me off.

      I sighed and clamped my mouth shut. We rounded the corner, stepping beneath the fancy archway that led to Mr Malton’s office. This part of the building was all that remained from the fire that had burned most of the school to the ground in Victorian times. Behind me, the classrooms were those modern, boxy squares built back when someone decided schools should look like prisons, or mental wards. Or both. Felt like it most of the time. But this part of the school was straight out of the olden days – all brick and wood panelling and narrow windows too high to see out of.

      I wrapped my arms around myself as we walked down the dimly lit hall. This wing was always at least ten degrees colder than the rest, which I guess suited Mr Malton just fine. He wasn’t exactly the warm and fuzzy type. In fact, I’m pretty sure the guy could freeze water just by looking at it.

      Mrs Priddy stopped at the headmaster’s door and pushed it open. “Wait in there,” she said, pointing inside. “Mr Malton will be with you in a moment.”

      I opened my mouth to launch one final protest, but Mrs Priddy just raised her hand, turned, and whooshed back down the hall.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve been here (a lot) – the headmaster’s office still gives me the creeps. I’m pretty sure no one has bothered to redecorate since the nineteenth century. Rows of dusty, old, leather-bound books line one wall. Black and white school photos hang from another. A large wooden desk sits on top of a threadbare red, green and gold rug with the school logo in the centre, while a huge, throne-like chair is perched behind the desk with an oversized portrait of the very first headmaster looming above it.

      I briefly considered making a break for it, but no, I was innocent… this time, anyway.

      I pinched my nose shut from the mothball smell in the room and wandered along the wall of school photos, stopping in front of the class of 1863. That was the year the school burned to the ground: every single one of the kids and teachers in the photo died in the blaze 150 years ago. In fact, 150 years ago tomorrow – 16 October. After spending the last two months researching the fire for my local history project, I’d become kind of an expert on the subject.

      I studied the picture. The students stood in four rows, standing stiff-armed in blazers, crisp white shirts and ties. Every single one of them looked straight-faced, straight-laced and miserable. Not a smile in the bunch.

      It was almost like they knew what was coming.

      Except for – now that I looked closer – one kid standing in the back row. He was pulling a face, tongue lolling, eyes crossed. His tie was yanked sideways around his neck. Brilliant! I’m pretty sure I would’ve liked that kid. Although I bet that photo-bomb got him in trouble. Like the time I pulled a moony on the school bus. Pretty hilarious, actually… except for the two weeks of detention afterwards.

      I was suddenly hit by the feeling that someone was watching me. I glanced around the empty room until my eyes settled on the huge oil painting of the school’s first headmaster, Mr Lamont. Mr Malton was bad enough, but this guy seemed like someone I wouldn’t want to mess with. He looked like a younger but more psychotic version of Einstein: wild black hair shooting in every direction, beady eyes staring out from behind a set of wire-rimmed glasses, mouth pursed like he’d been sucking lemons. His arms were crossed, and he sat all king-like on a chair with pointy spires rising up from either side.

      The very same chair, in fact, that was just below the painting.

      I struck my best Lamont-pose – fluffed-up hair, squinting eyes, puckered lips – and began to lower myself onto the red-velvet seat of the chair, camera phone held out in front of my face.

      “Brendan Jakes!” a voice boomed. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”

      I froze, hovering over the chair, and looked up. Mr Malton’s huge bulk filled the doorframe. He strode into the room, scowling. Of course, all I could do was stare at the ridiculous comb-over of hair that went from his right ear across his shiny, bald head and down towards his left ear. It bounced when he walked: mesmerising.

      “Uh, nothing, sir?” I said.

      “A likely story.” Mr Malton snatched my phone from my hand and tossed it into his top desk drawer, slamming the drawer shut. Mr Lamont’s portrait rattled on the wall, as if in approval.

      “This is just the sort of behaviour I expect from you!” Mr Malton said. “Now sit” – he narrowed his cold grey eyes at me – “somewhere else.”

      I popped up, edged along the wall to the side of his desk and lowered myself onto the small wooden chair in front of it. Mr Malton sank into the throne, leaning back, sighing and cracking his knuckles.

      “Now,” he said. “You’re probably wondering why I’ve asked you here today.”

      Actually, not really, I thought. I’d much rather not know. But I nodded instead. Mr Malton continued.

      “I’ve called you in for a warning,” he said.

      I held my breath.

      “As you know, your local history project is due. Tomorrow.”

      Phew. That was it? I let out a sigh of relief.

      “I do know,” I said. “And as a matter of fact —”

      “And given the relaxed attitude you’ve taken with your schoolwork this year, I’d be willing to bet you haven’t even started it,” the headmaster continued.

      “Well, actually, I have!” I exclaimed.

      Mr Malton ignored me completely. “You know,” he said. “I expect more from a student in Year 9.”

      “Actually —” I tried again.

      He cut me off. Again. “Just take a look at Keira Ramone,” he said. “You could learn a thing or two from her, Brendan. Let me show you something…” He shuffled through some papers on his desk.

      I shifted around in my seat. Seriously? Keira Ramone? She’d been terrorising the school since Reception year. Until something happened to her in the summer holidays; then she started acting all twitchy, like the bogeyman was going to pop out of her locker every time she opened it. Whatever. I was nothing like her: a few harmless pranks hardly equalled stuffing people’s heads down the loo, like Keira used to do.

      Mr Malton held a folder in the air and waggled it around.

      “This,” he said, tapping it, “is Keira’s report. On that abandoned amusement park. Happyplace? Happyland? The point is, she handed it in early. Early. And I’m very much looking forward to reading it.” He slapped the folder back on the desk, glanced up at the creepy painting of Mr Lamont and sighed. “Of course, I could probably turn your attitude around in a hurry if I was allowed to dole out the punishments he could. A few swipes of the cane would do the trick…”

      “But, Mr Malton!” I could feel the heat rising in my face, and I tucked my hands under my legs to hide my balled fists. “I have done my project! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

      “Really?” Mr Malton raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, really!” I said. “It’s on the fire that burnt down half the school. I’ve been working on it for weeks!”

      “Of course you have. And I’m a time traveller sent back from the future.” Mr Malton rose from his stupid throne and stood over me. His comb-over flopped sideways and dangled mid-air.

      “Now, you listen to me, Jakes,” he said. “I expect you to turn that project in – to me – first thing tomorrow morning.”

      This was so unfair! Everyone else was handing it in to their form teacher! I was being singled out. Again.

      He leaned in closer so I could smell his stale coffee breath. Gross. “And, if that project doesn’t merit at least a C grade, you’re going to find yourself in detention” – he lifted his finger and waggled it millimetres from my nose – “for ever!”

      How come every teacher in this school had it in for me? And now I had to hand in my project to Mr Malt-head himself? Well, I’d show him. My project would be something epic.

      “It’s time you —” Mr Malton began, but a loud chanting interrupted his rant. “Now, what is that?” He stood and cocked his head to the side.

      I listened carefully. “It sounds like someone singing ‘Happy Birthday’, sir,” I said at last.

      “It’s not my birthday,” Mr Malton mumbled, as the singing got louder. And louder. “Grrrrr… I’ve had enough of this… Always this song…” He ran to the door and flung it open. “Gotcha!” he said.

      There was no one there.

      Time to get my own back. “I can tell you who it is, Mr Malton,” I said. “As long as you don’t tell anyone I snitched.”

      He looked back suspiciously in my direction. “Go on, then.”

      I lowered my voice to a trembling whisper. “It’s the Ghost of Weirville School, sir.”

      Mr Malton lifted his finger again and pointed down the empty hallway.

      “Out!” he said. “And project! Tomorrow! On my desk! First thing!”

      Mr Malton practically had smoke billowing out of his ears.

      “Yes, sir.” I laughed under my breath as I jumped off the chair and legged it out of the door.

      I’d made it about halfway down the corridor when a strange sound stopped me in my tracks. Bells. And not the electric kind that ring here when lessons finish. More old-fashioned – like you find in churches. But there were no churches within ten miles of here. And the old school’s bell tower? Well, that had burned down. One hundred and fifty years ago.

      A cold chill passed over me as the clanging echoed softly down the hallway, and goosebumps crept up the back of my neck.

      As the sound of the bells died away, an old playground rhyme popped into my head

      Beware the tolling of the bells 

      And of the danger it foretells 

      For those who perish by the fire 

      A tower to a funeral pyre. 

      Yeah, right! I shook my head and started walking again. I was just being stupid – too long spent reading about the fire.

      I checked my watch. Last lesson was almost over and no one, certainly not Mrs Priddy, would miss me. So I ran down the hall, out of the front door and straight home. I was going to finish this project and prove to everyone – especially Mr Malton – that they were wrong about me.

      Dead wrong.
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