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The Courtyard Phantom

Mr Thompson did not even look up from his clipboard when the screaming started by
the lockers. He just shut his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a sigh. A
few metres away Emily was having a meltdown.

“My uniform!” she shrieked, frantically dabbing at a smear of mud across her white skirt
with a cheap school paper towel. It was just making it worse. A couple of Year 9 boys
were sniggering into their hands while everyone else just stood around watching.

That was the third time this week. Nobody had a clue who was pulling the strings. It
started small three weeks back when every single clock in the school jumped exactly
three minutes forward. Management blamed the teachers; teachers blamed IT and IT
blamed the backup generator. No one ever sorted it out. Then the pranks just got weird.
The principal's mic started blasting chicken squawks right in the middle of a massive
assembly about uniform policy. The library computers got hacked to show a GIF of a
dancing potato. Someone even dressed the science lab skeleton in a Hawaiian shirt
and oversized aviators. The strangest part? Nothing ever got stolen. It was just chaotic.
“I'm telling you,” Liam muttered, leaning against the bike racks with Ava as they watched
Emily stomp off toward the office. “The Courtyard Phantom is a legend.”

Ava rolled her eyes, swinging her bag onto her shoulder. “The Courtyard Phantom is a
pain. Do you know how long it took to get the library computers working again? |
actually had an essay.”

Liam just grinned. You had to admire the nerve it took to mess with the staff room
without getting caught.

By fourth period the Courtyard Phantom had struck again. The whole cafeteria was
buzzing because someone had drawn tiny smiley faces on the underside of every
plastic chair. Kids were literally tipping their seats backwards to look and cracking up
while Mrs Patel stood by the vending machines with her arms crossed, looking ready to
hand out mass detentions.

“‘Enough!” she barked over the noise. “If the person responsible doesn't step forward
now the entire year group is staying back after school.”

Total silence. Nobody blinked.

By Friday afternoon the rumour mill was out of control. The Year 12s were blaming the
drama kids. The drama kids blamed the site manager. Some gullible Year 7s were
genuinely convinced the school was haunted by a poltergeist. Even Mr Thompson found
out he was on the suspect list for pranking himself.

“There's got to be a pattern,” Liam said over the weekend, staring at a notebook where
he'd scribbled down a timeline of the Courtyard Phantom's pranks.

Ava looked over his shoulder. “Well, let's look at what happened.”

They spent Sunday texting back and forth trying to map it out. Clocks. Microphone.
Skeleton. Chairs. Mud. On paper it looked totally random.



On Monday the Courtyard Phantom left a massive clue. Every stapler, hole punch and
globe in the humanities block suddenly had tiny, plastic googly eyes glued to them. It
was stupid. Hilarious. While the rest of the class was snickering, Liam realised
something.

“Ava,” he whispered under his breath. “Every single one of the Courtyard Phantom's
pranks happens before registration. Like, before.”

“So, the Courtyard Phantom is getting here early,” she whispered back, her eyes
widening.

The next morning the two of them rocked up while the sky was still a bruised, pre-dawn
purple. The school grounds were dead quiet except for a crow fighting over a chip
packet by the bins. They hid behind the green hedges near the main entrance, shivering
in the morning freeze.

Then came the scrape of shoes on concrete.

Liam ducked lower. Ava held her breath behind the bike racks.

A shadow in a dark hoodie hurried across the courtyard clutching a heavy cardboard
box. The figure slipped through the side gym doors, which had been propped open with
a brick. Liam and Ava crept in after them, navigating the empty corridors until they
spotted a flicker of light in the main hallway.

They peeked around the corner. The hood was down now, revealing a mop of hair. The
box was open and inside were literally hundreds of yellow rubber ducks.

The Courtyard Phantom was carefully lining them up on windowsills, balancing them on
fire extinguishers and stuffing them into the staffroom trophy cabinet. One duck even
had a Post-it note crown.

Liam leaned in a bit too far to get a better look, and his sneaker caught the edge of a
stray duck on the floor.

SQUEAK.

The boy spun around, dropping a handful of ducks.

Liam's jaw dropped. It wasn't one of the loud-mouthed Year 12s. It wasn't a theatre kid.
It was Oliver — the quiet Year 10 kid who sat at the back of maths and literally never
spoke.

Oliver stared at them, his face going completely white before he let out a laugh.

“Great. Busted.”

“You?” Ava stepped out, looking totally bewildered. “You're the Courtyard Phantom?”
Oliver rubbed the back of his neck, looking incredibly awkward without his hood up.
“Yeah. Everyone's always so stressed out here. | just thought . . . | don't know. People
needed to lighten up.”

“The dancing potato?” Liam grinned.

“Yeah. That took me three hours of coding to bypass the school firewall,” Oliver
admitted, a bit of pride creeping into his voice.

“What about the mud?” Ava asked, crossing her arms.

“Okay, that was an accident. | tried to rig a water balloon. The dirt by the pipes was
loose and -~

“What exactly is going on here?”

The booming voice came from down the hall. Mr Thompson stood there flanked by the
deputy principal. Oliver's shoulders instantly slumped.



The deputy principal looked at the corridor, which was now home to forty rubber ducks
staring blankly back at him. He tried to keep his face straight. A tiny twitch at the corner
of his mouth completely gave him away. He cleared his throat loudly.

“Well, Oliver,” the deputy principal said, folding his arms. “You've certainly been busy.
You're not suspended. You are on litter duty for the next month. You're cleaning up
every single one of these.”

Oliver nodded quickly, looking incredibly relieved.

“Yes, sir. Absolutely.”

By lunchtime the secret was out. Oliver went from being completely invisible to a school
celebrity, with people high fiving him in the halls. The teachers seemed relieved the
mystery was over and a relaxed vibe settled over the campus.

It didn't last long.

The following Monday the principal walked up to the podium for assembly, adjusting his
glasses to read his opening remarks. He unfolded his typed speech only to find the
entire page had been blanked out. In the middle of the paper someone had scrawled in
thick black Sharpie:

Nice try. 2.0 has arrived.

The hall went absolutely mental. The principal sighed, immediately scanning the rows of
students.

“Oliver?” he warned over the microphone.

Oliver held his hands up in the air, looking genuinely terrified.

“| swear it wasn't me! | was literally in detention!”

Back in the third row, hidden behind a stack of binders, another quiet kid smiled, gently
tapping a spare rubber duck inside their pocket.



