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For Jamie.
You always brighten up even the gloomiest days. xxx
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Every cloud really DOES have a silver lining. And if you lived on Cloud Nine like Ray Grey, the silver lining was always getting tangled or ending up in a twist. Mostly because Ray and her cloud-cat Nim kept getting caught in it.

Ray sighed as she dangled from the silvery threads like a puppet. ‘I’m going to be late for Sky Academy AGAIN!’

Once Nim had chewed his way through the silver thread, the ten-year-old Weatherling with odd-coloured eyes (one purple and one blue) finally broke free.

‘Just a bit faster, Nim!’ said Ray as they soared across the Weatherlands, zipping past the snow- covered Flurry Mountains. ‘Then we can grab our morning cake from the Rising Bun Bakery!’
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Nim miaowed and farted a tiny cloud in response. He often exploded, and Ray was hoping against hope that this fart didn’t lead to a bigger explosion and make her even later.

Ray gripped Nim’s back a little tighter as they approached the Valley of Winds, where they were buffeted about rather ungracefully. This part of the journey was VERY bumpy, and Ray was quite sure her knickers were on show, but she didn’t mind too much as she was wearing her favourite pair covered with sparkly stars.

Finally, the wind died down and the hills opened up to reveal the City of Celestia.

Odd-shaped houses, a mishmash of quirky shops and higgledy-piggledy streets wound their way around the Forest of Fahrenheits. In the centre of the forest stood the pointiest and shiniest building – the Sun Citadel, where the mighty SunKeepers powered the BIG glowing Sunflower in the sky and gave the Earth its light.

Ray breathed in the scent of freshly baked treats and sweet snowdrop syrup coming from the Rising Bun Bakery below and wondered if she had JUST enough time to grab a tasty treat. The Sky Academy wind chime hadn’t jingled yet after all, and she could never resist a lightning scone with a big dollop of skyberry jam on top.

Ray guided Nim downwards. Just when she thought that their landing was going to be smooth for once, Nim exploded a few metres from the ground, sending Ray roly-polying straight through the bakery entrance.
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‘AH, RAY! MY FAVOURITE LITTLE CUSTOMER!’ said a very large, jolly-looking man in an apron. ‘ONE O’ THESE DAYS YOU’LL LAND ON YER FEET!’

‘Good morning, Slap!’ Ray said with a grin, rubbing her bottom. Baker Slap was a Thunder Weatherling with fists the size of tree trunks: perfect for creating mighty booms of thunder AND kneading dough.

Ray clambered to her feet and skipped over to the counter. It was full to the brim with beautifully decorated cakes and pretty pastries that crackled and oozed and bubbled. She stroked Nim as the cloud-cat drifted over to join her. He’d recovered from his explosion, but now his eyes were stuck to his bottom.

‘ANY SIGN OF THAT MAGIC YET, LITTLE ONE?’ asked Baker Slap with a wink. He asked Ray the same question every day, and every time, the answer was:

‘Nope! Not one smidge!’

Ray Grey wasn’t like all the other Weatherlings. While they all had a form of powerful weather magic – sun, snow, rain, wind, cloud and thunder ’n’ lightning – Ray didn’t have any. In fact, there hadn’t been weather magic on her mother’s side of the family for generations. Ray thought that maybe, just maybe, she’d wake up one morning and miraculously a little HINT of weather magic MIGHT appear. But there hadn’t been one drop of rain, or floof of cloud, or flurry of snow. Nim seemed to possess more wafts of wind than Ray did magic, and he was just a cloud-cat with a tendency to explode.

[image: image]

‘WELL, Y’KNOW WHAT I FINK, RAY,’ said Slap. ‘I FINK YOU GOT THE BEST MAGIC OF ’EM ALL . . .’

‘Really?’ said Ray, feeling slightly confused.

‘YOU GOT A BIG ’EART!’ said Slap, putting a hand to his chest.

Ray giggled. ‘Well, my heart might be big, but my tummy is bigger and wishes it could eat all the cakes here!’

‘WHICH ONE DO YOU FANCY TODAY?’ asked Baker Slap, leaning his HUGE body across the counter.

‘Hmmm,’ Ray pondered. ‘I thought I was going to order a lightning scone, but that was until I spotted THOSE.’ She pointed to a row of bright blue buns she’d never seen before.

‘OH! THESE ARE BRAND-NEW BAKES WE MADE ’SPECIALLY FOR THE ECLIPSE FESTIVAL TONIGHT!’ said Slap.

‘Even better!’ said Ray happily.

A lady’s face covered in flour popped out from the back kitchen and waved. ‘Hey, Ray!’

‘Hi, Streak!’ Ray replied.

Streak was Slap’s sister – the lightning sibling of the pair, as pointy as Slap was round. She had a knack of zapping scones to absolute perfection. ‘I see you spotted the rumblebuns!’ she said with an excitable grin. ‘Wanna be the FIRST Weatherling to try one?!’

Nim, who had somehow grown an extra cloud head, miaowed happily.

‘I think that’s a YES from both of us!’ said Ray, licking her lips.

Baker Slap scooped up two of the bright blue buns before popping them on to a napkin. ‘THERE YOU ARE LITTLE ONE,’ he boomed. ‘NO CHARGE!’

‘Thank you so much!’ said Ray, putting away the sky coins her mum had given her that morning.

Nim was quick to lap up his rumblebun in one almighty GULP, but Ray gasped as her blue cake began to wobble around in her palm. Baker Slap gave a hearty chuckle as a deep rumble came from the dough and a small bead of bright pink syrup oozed from the top.

‘YA DIDN’T FINK IT WAS CALLED A RUMBLEBUN FOR NUFFIN’, DID YA?!’ he said. ‘BEST EAT IT UP BEFORE IT ERUPTS!’ Ray bit into her rumblebun quickly, savouring the syrupy skyberry sweetness and the sour snowdrop. ‘Thish ish delishush!’ she said through a mouthful.
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DING-ALING-ALING-ALING-ALIIIIIING!

‘That’s the first school warning chime. I’d better dash!’ said Ray, quickly gobbling down the rest of her rumblebun.

Nim expanded until he was roughly the size of a large bed and Ray hopped up on to his back.

‘SEE YA AT THE ECLIPSE FESTIVAL TONIGHT?’ asked Baker Slap as he waved goodbye.

‘You bet!’ called Ray. ‘I can’t wait! It’ll be our first Eclipse!’

But little did Ray know that her first Eclipse would change her life FOREVER . . .
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Ray guided Nim across the Forest of Fahrenheits, ready to meet her best friends Snowden and Droplett at the Weatherstone Circle before school. Although it was usually just Snowden, since Droplett was never on time.

‘Ready to land without exploding this time, Nim?’ said Ray.

Nim nodded and miaowed happily. Then he exploded.

Once again, Ray found herself tumbling to the ground . . . landing bottom first in a patch of sparkly silver flowers called Snowpogglian Dalooloos, which erupted with a flurry of little white-winged bugs.
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Ray groaned and scrambled to her feet, wondering how many bruises her poor bottom now had. She loved Nim, but she really wished he would explode a teeny bit less.

‘Well, at least I landed in the right place.’ Ray was in the centre of the Weatherstone Circle. She had always felt a strong connection to it, despite her lack of weather magic. The six Weatherstones had been there for as long as anyone could remember, covered in bright pink moss and tiny white flowers. Each had a unique symbol carved into its front, representing a type of weather magic and the instrument used to channel it.

Ray often wondered what kind of weather magic she could have had. She loved the thought of using a flowing cape to create beautiful rain magic, just like her friend Droplett. A thunder drum or a lightning stick sounded fun, although, given Ray’s clumsiness, she wasn’t sure if something as loud or electrical would be a great choice – not to mention the fact she needed a thunder or lightning twin to complete the set.

DING-ALING-ALING-ALINGALIIIIIING!

The second Sky Academy wind chime jingled through the woods, snapping Ray out of her wistful weather dream.

‘Yikes, I’d better hurry up and find Nim!’ she said. Brushing herself down, she pulled a bewildered Snowpogglian bug out of her nostril. ‘NIIIIIIIIM!’ she called. ‘Where are you?!’

She spotted a patch of puff pods. ‘Hmmm, I wonder if he’s in there . . .’
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She was careful not to disturb the puff pods as she searched through. Inside each pod was a baby cloud-creature ready to be picked by a CloudWeatherling on their first birthday and become their lifelong cloud-companion.

Nim was MEANT to be someone’s cloud-companion, but he was born with a rare glitch, making him change shape or explode without warning. When Ray found the tiny cloud-kitten wandering all alone in the forest, she decided to adopt him. Since neither of them could contribute to the world of weather magic, they made the perfect pair!

After no luck in the patch of puff pods, Ray ended up crawling through a bed of tall and VERY STICKY stalks. One of the long stalks snapped, spurting a thick purple gloop all over Ray’s face.

‘BLEURGH!’ cried Ray, desperately trying to wipe the gooey substance from her cheeks. ‘Ray? Is that you?’ said a voice, making her jump.

A kind-faced boy with curly white hair and shiny purple glasses was standing behind Ray, cradling Nim’s head in his arms.

‘I found a bit of your cat,’ he said with a wonky smile.

‘Snowden!’ cried Ray. ‘Nim exploded – again! – and now I’m covered in this yucky goo from that plant. It won’t come off!’

Snowden tapped his chin. A trail of snowflakes – or, as Snowden liked to call them, THINK- flakes – erupted from his left ear. This always happened when he was pondering.

‘Ah yes, that’s a Stenchamite Stalk,’ he said. ‘They contain the stickiest sap!’

‘I’ve just worked that out the hard way,’ said Ray. Her hands were now firmly stuck together.

As Ray finally pulled her hands apart, Snowden reached for one of the stalks and wrenched it out of the ground, root and all. He kept the whole thing intact before slipping it into his satchel. ‘Never know when the sticky sap might come in handy!’ he said with a wink.
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Nim’s floofy bottom suddenly appeared with a POOF in Ray’s arms.

‘Welcome back, Nim!’ chuckled Snowden, helping Ray to reassemble the cloud-cat.

‘That’ll do!’ said Ray, even though Nim was now just a head and bottom. Nim seemed happy enough. The rest of him would drift back at some stage.

‘So, I had to make up a brand-new snow spell for my homework,’ said Snowden as the friends strode through the forest towards Sky Academy. ‘Can I test it out on you quickly, just to be extra sure it works?’

Ray raised her eyebrows, then said with a glint in her eye: ‘SNOW problem with me!’

‘Oh, Ray . . .’ said Snowden, shaking his head.

He adjusted his snow gloves, which were covered with beautiful and intricately embroidered patterns. Each unique pair of snow gloves enabled their owner to channel their snow magic properly.

Ray watched as Snowden drew a snowflake in the air with his finger. First, he created the arms of the beautiful snowflake, before adding dashes and dots and flicks. He stepped back, looking satisfied as his finished pattern hung in mid-air. The snowflake then morphed into a ribbon of icy sparkles that danced around Ray’s head before turning into a tall and very extravagant snow wig.
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Ray burst out laughing and did a little twirl. ‘I might not be able to MAKE any weather magic,’ she said, ‘but I can definitely WEAR IT WITH STYLE!’

Snowden grinned and bowed. The snow wig slowly started to melt and drip down Ray’s neck, making her shiver.

‘Sorry,’ Snowden added. ‘It still needs work.’ He flourished his gloved hand to make the wig disappear into a shower of sparkles.
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‘Well, Snowden Everfreeze, I think it’s amazing,’ said Ray, linking arms with her best friend. ‘You’re so clever!’

Snowden shrugged modestly. ‘I have Granny Everfreeze to thank for insisting I learn at least one snow spell every night before bed,’ he said, tapping the HUGE book wedged into his satchel. Snowden never went anywhere without his trusty Anthology of Snowflakes. ‘Gran says if I want to be a successful Forecaster when I grow up, I have to know every snowflake off by heart.’

Ray let out a long whistle. ‘There must be THOUSANDS in there,’ she said, poking the humungous book. ‘But if anyone’s good enough to be a GREAT Forecaster making lovely snowy weather on Earth, it’s you!’

Ray knew that she could never be a Forecaster or anything that required magic. But it didn’t matter. Because when she grew up, she wanted to be JUST like her favourite Earth Explorer, La Blaze DeLight! La Blaze explored planet Earth, discovering human treasures and writing books about them. Ray had read ALL of La Blaze’s books. And thanks to her dad’s job, she had already started to collect her OWN weird and wonderful human treasures. Her current favourite was a paperclip she had framed on her bedroom wall.

The final school wind chime rang through the Forest of Fahrenheits with a DING-ALING-ALING-ALING-ALIIIIIING!

‘Better hurry!’ said Snowden.

The friends rushed through a trail of bright red windshrooms that blew out sparkly orange smoke, hopped over a row of prickly puddles and dodged a nibbling nimbleweed.

‘Looks like Droplett is going to be late again,’ said Snowden, looking around for their friend as they approached the Sky Academy entrance.
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Ray and Snowden found themselves SOAKED with water as a puddle appeared in front of them from which a small, spiky-haired girl emerged. She grinned and said, ‘I think you’ll find that Droplett Dewbells – FUTURE PUDDLE-PORTING PROFESSIONAL – is RIGHT on time!’
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‘One of these days I’ll start school without being drenched,’ sighed Snowden, wiping his face with his scarf. Droplett put her hands on her hips.

‘Don’t count on it!’ she said. She gave the two friends a big hug and swished her rain cape again, causing another stream of water to knock Snowden’s glasses off.

Droplett was Ray’s other best friend. She was very different to Snowden, bursting with energy and exceedingly good at puddle-porting or any type of rain-related sports. As well as being a mischievous fidget-bottom, Droplett was an extremely loyal friend.

Ray, Snowden and Droplett joined the crowd of Weatherlings bustling into the higgledy-piggledy school building. Sky Academy had been around for so long that it had almost become part of the forest: a mishmash of roofs, observatories, masts and balconies, all intertwined within the ancient tree trunks. Here, young Weatherlings learned all they needed to know about weather magic and how to use it. Except for the Sun Weatherlings, who trained at a special school for SunKeepers.
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Above the highest dome was the Sky Academy emblem, shining proudly in the sunlight.

Young Weatherlings of all ages were hurrying to their classes, surfing on their wind instruments or running along snowy stepping stones. Some were using lightning webs to scale the walls and leap straight through the windows.

‘Are you both going to the Eclipse Festival tonight?’ asked Droplett as the friends and Nim made their way up to their morning classroom.

‘A windillion times YES!’ cried Ray. ‘I can’t wait! It only happens ONCE every eleven years, so I wouldn’t miss it for the skies! Are you?’

‘Of course!’ said Snowden. ‘Just as soon as I finish my homework.’

‘I won’t be doing ANY homework,’ said Droplett.

‘You never do,’ Snowden added, half smiling.

The friends took their seats at the back of the first-year classroom. Nim sat himself next to Ray. Complicated-looking dials and gauges decorated the walls, while barometers and thermometers were perched along the side benches.

Ray’s teacher Mr Windbreaker blew into his wind trumpet, sending a light breeze around the room to get the students’ attention. He was incredibly old, with frizzy tufts of hair protruding from his ears.

‘I’m sure you’re all very excited about the Eclipse Festival tonight,’ said Mr Windbreaker. ‘But we must try to concentrate. Your Harvest Moon exams are coming up very soon, and there’s still lots to learn!’

Everyone groaned, apart from Snowden, who loved exams.

Morning classes at Sky Academy often involved studying subjects such as Weather History, Earth Studies (Ray’s favourite), Temperature Training (BORING) and General Weather Knowledge. Then the first years split up to practise their own weather magic – apart from Ray, who went to the library to read instead.

‘Let’s get started!’ said the teacher, clapping his hands. ‘Please take out your Weather History textbooks, and have your notepads ready.’

‘Ugh, Weather History!’ moaned Droplett. ‘Why do we need to learn about stuff that already happened?’

Snowden’s left ear erupted with a satisfying POP of think-flakes. ‘It’s VERY important,’ he said softly. ‘It’s good to know how our world developed and changed, and learn from the past.’

Droplett stared at Snowden, then shook her head. ‘Sorry, I think I might have dozed off with my eyes open,’ she said sarcastically, before grinning.

‘Enough chitter chatter! Let’s get started!’ trilled the teacher, stepping on his floating wind trumpet. ‘As we know, the Earth’s weather is carefully planned and carried out by the Council of Forecasters to ensure a PERFECT balance. HOWEVER . . .’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘We all know that for every snowfall, every drizzle, every waft of wind, there is another kind of Weatherling lurking around the corner, ready to cause trouble and MESS UP those weather plans . . .’
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A pointy-faced girl with green hair swept across her face put her hand up straight away.

‘Yes, Frazzle?’ asked Mr Windbreaker. ‘ROGUES, sir, they don’t make weather like the norm,’ said Frazzle Striker.

‘They prefer to make a big bad STORM,’ said her thunder brother Fump, who was sitting next to her.

‘A perfect answer, Frazzle . . . and Fump. Well done!’ said Mr Windbreaker.

Frazzle smirked and Fump puffed his chest out.

‘Dripping drainpipes,’ sighed Droplett, rolling her eyes.

Frazzle and Fump Striker were thunder ’n’ lightning twins, although Fump looked like a stretched and rather squashed version of his sister. They loved to be the
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