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Thirteen-year-old Theo Tanner thought the worst part of Grade 8 at Lakeside Public School would be all the homework and not having enough time to hang out with his friends.  

But when the school's creepy old caretaker, Mr. Ratchet, begins acting more peculiar and creepy than usual, Theo realizes something far more sinister is unfolding.

Determined to find out more, Theo sneaks into school with his buddy Cooper to spy on the caretaker, but Theo soon discovers that the caretaker might be hiding something. But what? 

As Theo delves deeper into the caretaker’s dark past, he feels a growing sense of unease and curiosity, realizing the caretaker is definitely worth investigating further. 

When Theo finds an old map, he realizes the school may be hiding something as well. Something more than just old textbooks and forgotten lunch money. With danger closing in and Mr. Rachet growing more desperate by the day, Theo must solve a ten-year-old mystery before he becomes the next victim of a crime that was supposed to stay buried forever.

Some secrets are worth killing for—and at Lakeside Public School, the past is about to catch up with the present.
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Chapter 1-Mr. Ratchet
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“THEO, I DON’T THINK you want to go in there,” my friend Cooper Dawson exclaimed.

“Why? Because it’s rumoured to be haunted?” I said. “Yeah, I know; that’s why I’m going in there.” 

“Where did you hear that?” a voice behind me said. Jayden Nash was another of our friends who had recently moved from Toronto to Lakeside. He had curly dark brown hair and a loud tank top, and matching board shorts. “I know I’m new here, but I never heard that.”

I pushed on the door, and it gave a loud creak.

“See, told you that you didn’t want to go in there,” Cooper said. 

“The hinges just need to be oiled,” I said as I glanced into the hot, dark room beyond. 

“Where are you going, Theo?” Jayden asked. “We have to get to Math class. Come on.” 

“I need to speak to Mr. Ratchet,” I said. 

“What do you want to talk to that crotchety old guy about?” Cooper asked as he turned to Jayden and laughed. “How to look creepy for the next Hallowe’en Dance. You don’t need much help in that department, bro,” he added.

“Very funny, I’ll be right back,” I muttered as I went into the dark room and let the door shut behind me. I made my way up through the room, the noise of the boiler and furnace filling the space. It was dark—and unsettling — in here. Maybe Cooper was right—maybe this was a bad idea.

I shook off the feeling that was creeping up the back of my neck and ventured farther into the room. Mr. Ratchet’s office was at the back, and I could see a light on in the office. As I reached the room, I heard voices from inside. 

“—You need to think about this, Ratchet,” an unfamiliar voice said. “It is very crucial we get this right.”

“You shouldn’t be here.” This voice I recognized as Ratchet’s. It came out as a guttural rasp. “I’ll be by tonight and we can talk about this some more—not here, not now. I have work to do. I got a mess in one of the art rooms. One of those snot nosed kids spilled some paint—I hate cleaning up paint. It always leaves a stain.”

The other man tsked. “You got yourself into this mess, Ratchet; you can deal with it.”

Suddenly I felt something on my arm, and I gasped. I had been so engrossed in listening—eavesdropping—I didn’t notice Cooper approach. 

“Come on, let’s get to class,” he said loudly. 

Ratchet appeared at the door to his office, obviously having overheard us. “What do you two kids want?” he snarled, his face screwed up in a perpetual grimace, like he was encountering a bad smell, which he likely did a lot of in his job. His long grey hair was scraggly, as was his long grey beard that went almost to his waist. His work clothes hung on his emaciated frame. He really did look creepy.

“Nothing,” I stammered. “I just wanted to ask you a question, sir. I’m—well, I’m doing an article on—.”

“Well, spit it out,” he muttered, glancing at his companion, who had appeared beside him in the doorway. 

“I’m leaving now,” the man said and moved off towards the door to the parking lot. 

Ratchet watched him go and then turned back to Cooper and me. “What is it?” Ratchet asked again, with a touch of exasperation in his voice. 

“I’m doing a story for the school paper and—well, I wanted to know—since you’ve worked here a long time, if you knew about the boiler room ghost?”

Ratchet rolled his eyes and shook his head. “The what?” He grumbled. 

“Yeah, the what?” Cooper said, backing up a step. “I’m leaving—now.”

I turned to my friend. “It’s not haunted, Cooper. I’m writing an article about the school’s history and—well, I heard about the boiler room ghost. I want to debunk the myth for my article. You know I don’t believe in ghosts.”

“It’s all a bunch of nonsense—besides, I haven’t been here long enough to remember that rumour,” Ratchet said with a grunt. 

“But my mom and my aunt remember you,” I said to Ratchet. “They went here about twenty years ago. You were here then?”

Ratchet nodded. “Yeah, I remember your mother and her weird sister. Smart alecks they both were—your mom was some failed rock singer. Ha.”

I nodded and gulped, then stood up straight. “She’s not a failed rock singer,” I muttered. “And my aunt isn’t weird.”

“Whatever,” he muttered.

“But I might want to be a writer when I get older. But in the meantime, I want to write an article for The Scoop about the ghost rumour and figured if anyone knew about it—it would be you, Mr. Ratchet.”

“I don’t have time for this crap,” he mumbled, turning away. “I don’t know nothin’ about it. Now leave me alone; I have spilled paint to clean up.”

He turned and went back into his office. Cooper tugged at my sleeve. “Let’s get out of here; we’re going to be late for Math.”

“You’re always late for Math,” I said as I followed Cooper back towards the boiler room entrance. The warning bell sounded as we hurried up the corridor. Unfortunately, Math was on the other side of the school, and we flew into class just as the final bell rang. We grabbed our seats as Ms. Johnson glared at us from her desk at the front of the room.

*
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AT LUNCHTIME, COOPER and Jayden asked me again if I had found out anything about the boiler room ghost.

“The—what?” Quinn Marshall asked, putting down her sandwich. 

“The boiler room ghost,” I said, looking at my friend. Quinn was kind of smart, and even more skeptical about the paranormal than I was. And I was very skeptical. 

“It’s just a rumour,” I added. “Mom told me about it, so I figured I’d ask Ratchet about it.”

Francesca Carter, Frankie to her friends, was another one of my friends and was seated next to Quinn. I kind of had a crush on Frankie. She picked up her juice and took a sip. “You’re going to talk to that creepy old guy,” she said, her dark blonde hair framing her pretty face. “He scares me,” she added. 

“He is a bit scary looking.”

“A bit?” Cooper said. “Dude, I think Ratchet was in the last Screaming Tomb horror movie as the villain. I don’t understand why the school board even hired him.”

“Well, he’s been here for a long time,” I said. “Mom and Aunt Lilith remember him. And he was just as creepy looking back then. Mom told me some of the stories about when she went here that were bad back then. You've got a good point. I don’t know why the school board hired him—or has kept him on this long.”

“He’s very unpleasant,” Jayden said from the end of the table.  

Suddenly, a commotion on the other side of the cafeteria caught our attention. “Did not!” a female voice cried out

“Did too,” a male voice answered. 

“Who’s that?” I asked, turning around to see who had yelled.

“That’s Marvin Madison,” Quinn said. “He’s a new guy, just moved here a few weeks ago. He’s on the debate team with me. That’s his friend, Alana. Looks like they’re arguing again.” 

The girl, Alana, suddenly grabbed her drink and poured it over Marvin’s head, and then stormed out of the cafeteria, leaving Marvin to stare after her. Then he sat down and proceeded to wipe his head and face with some napkins. There was a puddle of drink under his seat. He just shuffled down the table and continued eating his lunch. 

“He’s a bit of an arrogant guy, thinks he should be captain of the debate team, but he argues too much,” Quinn remarked.

“Isn’t that what a debate team does?” Cooper asked, taking a sip of his pop.

“Yes, of course,” Quinn said, rolling her eyes. “But in a civilized way. He just wants everyone to agree with his side.”

A few minutes later, Mr. Ratchet came into the cafeteria, and when he saw the puddle of pop, he just shook his head and muttered something under his breath.

“Uh-oh, there’s Ratchet,” Cooper said. “Now’s your chance, Theo. To ask him if he remembers anything about the boiler room ghost. Maybe he remembers something now he’s had time to think about it.”

“I will get to the bottom of the rumour. I want to write a piece for
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