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For Janet.

Thank you for your kindness and continuous support!
Cloud-cat cuddles to you!
xxx
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Ray Grey twiddled her long blue streak of hair and stared out of the classroom window at the glistening Forest of Fahrenheits. She was finding it hard to listen to Mr Current, her teacher, who was droning on and on about the scientific formula for frost. Ray had bigger things on her mind. And it wasn’t just the floofy cloud-cat curled up on her head.

Ray tickled Nim’s cloudy bottom and his poofy tail swished softly across her face. He purred merrily and exploded, which was something he did a lot. Nim was Ray’s cloud-cat and had been born with a rare glitch that made him explode frequently. But she loved him with all of her heart.

Ray’s friend Droplett Dewbells groaned. ‘I wish I was a cloud-creature. They don’t have to learn about impossible frost formulas and useless freezing points.’ She wriggled in the chair next to Ray, making her rain cape sprinkle water all over the desk.

Ray LOVED school and learning about how all the different weather worked in the world: how the Council of Forecasters planned each and every drop of rain, flurry of snow or the zip-zapgrumble-rumble of thunder and lightning; or how the mighty SunKeepers used their magic to keep the big, glowing Sunflower in the sky glowing brightly. Even though weather magic was in Ray’s blood, it still fascinated her.

But today Ray’s mind kept drifting to Tornadia Twist – the worst Weather Rogue in history. Tornadia wanted to destroy the Weatherlands and become Storm Queen, and recently she’d almost succeeded. Ray and her friends had faced the ferocious fiend only weeks ago, fighting together using their weather magic. Ray had eventually trapped Tornadia in a puddle portal just long enough to break her Forbidden Spell.

Now nobody knew where the Rogue was, or when she would strike again. But they knew one thing for sure . . . Tornadia Twist would be back. And she would have an even BIGGER and BADDER plan to destroy the Weatherlands.

‘Surely we shouldn’t have to learn boring frost stuff when Tornadia Twist is out there plotting to unleash a super storm?’ Droplett said, scribbling angrily on her notebook. ‘Next time I see that Rogue I’ll make sure I splosh her right in the –’

‘Shhhhhhhhh!’ hissed Snowden Everfreeze, who was sitting on Ray’s other side. His white mop of hair was frizzier than usual, and streams of snowflakes poured from his ears: a common occurrence when he was thinking. ‘I can’t concentrate with you talking.’ Snowden adjusted his snow gloves, making the embroidery glimmer in the sunlight pouring through the classroom window.

‘How can you think about schoolwork at a time like this, snow-it-all?! The worst Rogue in history could pounce any day now. The Rogue who took away the magic of a WHOLE clan of Weatherlings . . . the Rogue who returned after a thousand years . . . the Rogue who almost killed Ray and is about to try to end the WORLD, and you’re worried about missing Mr Current drone on about frost formulas?!’ Droplett finally took a breath.

Snowden tilted his head a little and frowned at Droplett. ‘Everybody should know their frost formulas. It’s the basis for most cloudulations. Once you know the freezing point of the frost formula, you can pretty much work out any weather equation, making complicated weather magic much easier. Such as the kind of complicated magic that MIGHT help defeat a baddie like Tornadia!’

Droplett looked at Snowden blankly then flicked her cape, showering him with rainwater. Snowden sighed and Ray stifled a giggle.

Snowden and Droplett were Ray’s best friends in the entire sky. But as different as the two were, they shared qualities of loyalty and kindness. The three friends had been through a lot since Ray had discovered she was a Rainbow Weatherling: the only one in the whole world and able to make weather magic that hadn’t been seen for a thousand years!
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Ray had a golden winged staff that produced colourful rainbows and could be used to take control of another Weatherling’s magic.

Rainbow Weatherlings of the past often used their magic to stop dangerous Rogues who did everything they could to break the rules. Weather Rogues conjured their magic without an instrument, making it much more dangerous and chaotic. But a Rainbow Weatherling could take control of a Rogue’s destructive magic and transform hurricanes into a pleasant breeze, vicious ice storms into beautiful snow flurries and the densest fog into a light, sparkly mist. It was an extraordinary power!

Then along came Tornadia Twist. A thousand years ago she unleashed a terrible substance called Shadow Essence, absorbing ALL the rainbow weather magic in existence. And now she was back and determined to take away Ray’s magic, but Ray didn’t know why. All she knew was she had to find out what made her such a big threat, so she could use the knowledge to defeat Tornadia once and for all!

Droplett tapped on Snowden’s page of neat equations.
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‘How above Earth do you think these cloudiddli-oosions, or whatever they’re called, will help defeat Tornadia?’

Snowden opened his mouth to speak, then furrowed his eyebrows. ‘I still haven’t worked that out.’

He sighed. ‘I just want to help in some way.’

Ray smiled. ‘You ALWAYS help, Snowden,’ she replied. ‘Without you and Droplett, I’d never have been able to trap Tornadia in that big, fat puddle!’

‘Yup!’ Droplett agreed. ‘We are pretty awesome friends to have around.’ She winked.

‘But what will we do when Tornadia comes back?’ said Snowden, looking concerned.

Ray grimaced as Nim burrowed into her belly and purred gently. ‘Don’t worry, Nim. I’m gonna make sure she doesn’t win . . . THIS time, I’ll make sure that stinker of a Rogue is gone for GOOD.’ She clenched her fists. Nim farted in response, before exploding.

‘Wow, Ray, that’s fierce talk for you,’ chuckled Snowden.

‘I didn’t mean GONE as in dead . . . just, y’know, locked away in Precipatory Prison forever – that kind of gone,’ Ray replied with a grin.

‘Now, class, an important note before you leave for lunch,’ called out Mr Current – or as Droplett preferred to call him: the most boring teacher in the sky.

‘Please, oh please, oh pleeease, say no homework,’ Ray whispered.

But – despite all that was going on – Mr Current wasn’t letting them off so lightly!

‘Your task is to revise for your end of year temperature test in two weeks . . .’

This was followed by an audible groan from the class, apart from Snowden who was grinning from ear to ear.

‘I LOVE revision!’ he whispered.
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As the friends entered the Lower Lunch Lagoon, Ray’s nostrils were filled with the sweet scent of pancakes.

‘I completely forgot it was Pitter Patter Pancake Day!’ she said happily as they weaved their way around icy chairs and tables set out in rows, surrounded by sparkling sunflower lanterns and a warm breeze.

The friends went to join the queue and Ray began twiddling her strand of blue hair.

‘Raaaaay, you’re worrying about something,’ said Droplett, pointing to the tangled threads between Ray’s fingers.

‘Well, of course she is, we’re ALL worrying,’ Snowden interjected. ‘The Earth and skies are in danger of being taken over by a terrible villain.’

‘I just WISH I could help get rid of Tornadia,’ Ray whispered, feeling the frustration bubble up in her chest. ‘We’re not allowed to leave Sky Academy without a grown-up, we’re stuck at ground level and I can’t even sneak out because the school is completely surrounded by Weather Warriors.’

Ray nodded towards the window where her dad, Haze Grey, was perched upon his cloud-whale Waldo, a curly crook braced in one hand. He caught Ray’s eye and waved frantically, almost falling off the cloud-creature. Ray returned a small wave. She loved her dad to bits, but wished he wasn’t watching over her every second of the day.

Since the return of Tornadia, the Weather Warriors were everywhere. Every move, every step, every waft, wisp and walk were being carefully monitored.

‘At least the Weatherlands are more prepared than last time,’ said Snowden. ‘I know your powers are super awesome, Ray, but you can’t go putting yourself in danger by trying to face that Rogue on your own!’

Droplett nodded. ‘We will ALWAYS be by your side to help.’

Ray smiled wide, then wrapped her arms around Snowden and Droplett. ‘We’re in this together . . . NO MATTER WHAT!’

Each of the friends reached for a plate of steaming pancakes before flooding the sweet stacks with an even sweeter bright blue skyberry syrup.

‘What do they put in these pancakes to make them SO good?!’ said Droplett through a mouthful, as the friends sat down at one of the ice tables.
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‘It’s a mystery,’ said Snowden. ‘But perhaps it’s best we don’t know . . . I swear it makes them taste even better.’

‘Mystery . . .’ Ray gasped. ‘Guys. You’ve given me an excellent IDEA . . .’
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Ray leaned in closer to her friends. ‘Remember, I have a mystery gift that Tornadia is scared of. I just don’t know what it is yet . . .’

There was an excitable squeal from under the table, which made the friends jump. Ray peered below the icy surface to see a curly haired Wind Weatherling sitting with a plate of pancakes on his lap and syrup around his mouth.

‘Um, Percy?’ said Ray. ‘Why are you under the table?’

‘I like to eat lunch in a new location every day,’ he said, rubbing the top of his head. ‘It gives me a different perspective on life. Yesterday I sat in the Humidity Chamber, but I do not recommend that. My sandwiches were very sweaty. And so was my bottom.’

‘Suddenly I don’t fancy my pancakes . . .’ said Snowden, pushing his plate away.

Percy Wonderwhoosh clambered his way up on to the ice benches, sitting as close to Ray as he could. Percy was a BIG fan of Ray, and always had a LOT of questions about her rainbow weather magic. ‘So, what’s your plan?! You have a MYSTERY GIFT?’ he bellowed loudly.

‘Dude, keep your voice down!’ Droplett hissed, flicking a raindrop at Percy’s nose.

Ray smiled patiently. ‘If I tell you, you have to promise not to tell anyone,’ she said, and Percy nodded so hard Ray worried his head might drop off.

‘OK . . . so, every Rainbow Weatherling was born with an extra ability – a unique gift that they were named after, like Rainbow Slide, or Rainbow Bubble, or Rainbow Reveal. They could all do something different with their special rainbow gifts.’

‘What’s your unique gift then?’ asked Percy. ‘If you’re called Rainbow GREY, then . . .’ He paused and frowned. ‘You make stuff . . . grey?’

Ray burst out laughing. ‘I decided to keep my family surname “Grey” because, well, I don’t have just one gift. I’m a little different to the usual Rainbow Weatherling. When I received the power trapped inside the shadow crystal during the last Eclipse, the magic of EVERY ancient Rainbow Weatherling went inside me . . . which means I got ALL their unique gifts.’

‘NO WAY,’ shrieked Percy. Then he finally whispered, ‘But why are you keeping it secret?’

‘That’s not the secret part,’ Ray chuckled. ‘When Tornadia trapped us in the mill after cloud-napping all the cloud-creatures, she said there was only ONE Rainbow Weatherling she had ever been bothered about, because he had the most POWERFUL of all the rainbow gifts.’

‘Who?’ asked Percy.

‘My ancestor . . . Rainbow Beard. I don’t know WHAT his unique gift is, but if it bothered Tornadia a thousand years ago I need to find out what it is now, and how to use it.’

Percy tilted his head to one side. ‘Wait . . . did you say Rainbow Beard ?’ He erupted with giggles. ‘How is a magical gift to do with beards gonna stop Tornadia?!’

‘I was wondering the same thing,’ said Ray. ‘When I spoke to my great ancestor in the Aurora –’

‘Wait, WHAT?’ Percy interrupted, spitting out a whole mouthful of half-chewed pancake, much to Snowden’s disgust. ‘You spoke to your ancestor in the AURORA?! How?!’

‘I don’t really have time to explain all that,’ said Ray awkwardly. ‘Let’s just say, I kind of, maybe . . . died a teensy bit . . . for a little while, when I broke Tornadia’s Forbidden Spell.’

‘Dabbling in forbidden magic is also why some of Ray’s hair is black and white!’ said Droplett, looking impressed. Ray took a deep, shaky breath, thinking of her friend La Blaze who had sacrificed herself to bring Ray back, and lost her own life doing so.

‘My ancestor told me that the name Rainbow Beard was just a cover up; that his true gift was a secret among the Rainbow Weatherlings.’ Ray looked at her friends. ‘It’s the only thing that threatens Tornadia’s evil plans.’ She held each of their hands. ‘So, together, we HAVE to find out what it is!’
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Percy placed a hand on Ray and Droplett’s. ‘It would be my HONOUR to help you,’ he said determinedly.

Ray thought fast. ‘Um, Percy, you’re a great friend,’ she said, ‘but it’s going to be very dangerous and I can’t risk you getting hurt!’

Percy looked a little glum. ‘BUT,’ Ray added, ‘you can be our lookout here – make sure we don’t get caught, while we carry out our secret plan.’

Percy grabbed Ray’s hand again and shook it vigorously. ‘YOU CAN COUNT ON ME,’ he said very loudly, attracting the attention of a few of the other students sitting on nearby tables.

Droplett splashed Percy with a few of her raindrops. ‘Remember, you have to make sure you’re not a blabbermouth, OK?’

Percy pulled an invisible zip across his lips and nodded.

‘So, how are we going to find out what Rainbow Beard’s gift actually IS?’ said Snowden, unwrapping an extra drizzly drizzle-pickle sandwich.

Ray sighed. ‘That’s the problem. I have no idea, nor how to use it when we do.’

‘You’ll find it, Ray!’ said Percy enthusiastically. ‘You always work things out in the end.’

Ray loved Percy’s positivity. ‘You’re right, Percy, I will!’ she said with confidence.

But then the positivity was turned upside down and inside out when two of Ray’s least favourite people came running into the lunch hall . . . Frazzle and Fump Striker.

Ray watched as they stumbled over to the counter looking like they were almost out of energy.

Frazzle Striker’s strained voice was carried along in the balmy breeze that wafted around the room. ‘Where are the Pitter Patter Pancakes?!’ ‘Don’t say we’re too late, for thundering sakes!’ finished Fump.

‘All gone,’ said the lunch lady. ‘We only have gale-force gruel left on the menu.’

‘That’s strange,’ Snowden pondered. ‘On Pitter Patter Pancake Day, there’s usually an endless supply.’

Another student marched up behind the twins. ‘Excuse me, when can we expect more pancakes to arrive?’

‘They won’t,’ said the lunch lady with a shrug. ‘Slap and Streak from the Rising Bun Bakery never turned up with the second batch.’

‘That’s not like them,’ mumbled Ray. ‘Slap and Streak always bring enough pancakes for everyone on Pitter Patter Pancake Day.’

‘Oh well, at least WE got some pancakes,’ said Droplett, tucking into her tasty stack.

Ray watched as Frazzle and Fump walked away from the counter with their bowls of gale-force gruel. NOBODY liked gale-force gruel. It always caused mega gale-force farts that often sent you flying forward at super speed. Not ideal.

The twins sat down at a small table in the corner of the Lunch Lagoon by themselves. As awful as they were, Ray couldn’t help feeling sorry for them.

‘I’ll be right back,’ she said, getting up and walking over to the twins. ‘Hey, Frazzle. Hey, Fump,’ she said, giving them a small wave. The twins’ expressions looked just as shocked as Snowden and Droplett’s.

Ray twiddled her blue streak of hair. ‘I wondered if you wanted to sit with us and share my pancakes?’ she said.

‘WHAT?’ cried Droplett, Snowden, Frazzle and Fump, all at the same time. Nim, who was hovering in the air on the look out for any stray crumbs, promptly exploded.

‘NO!’ said Frazzle coldly. ‘We DON’T want to sit –’

But Fump elbowed his sister. Frazzle’s tummy gurgled violently as the gale-force gruel got to work. Her expression softened.

‘Fine,’ said Frazzle. ‘But just for a bit . . .’ She got up and marched towards a VERY baffled Droplett, Snowden and preoccupied Percy, who watched as Nim reformed into the shape of a donut. Everything felt really quite strange. Frazzle and Fump sat at the edge of the icy bench and Ray slid her plate of pancakes over to them.
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Fump didn’t hesitate. He shoved a whole pancake in his mouth. Frazzle nibbled at the edges of another, then gradually the bites got bigger and bigger and it was gone in seconds.

‘YUM!’ said Fump through a mouthful. ‘I wish I could eat pancakes ALL DAY!’

Frazzle raised an eyebrow. ‘I guess you’re not THAT bad, Ray Grey . . .’ She even smiled a little!

Ray grinned widely like a goon but, just at that very moment, the Lunch Lagoon was plunged into pitch-blackness. There was a POOF as Nim exploded again.

‘Either the light just disappeared . . . or I REALLY need to upgrade my glasses,’ said Snowden.

‘It never gets dark in the Weatherlands unless there’s an Eclipse,’ said Droplett’s voice.

‘I didn’t think we were due an Eclipse for another eleven years?’ Percy squeaked.

‘You’re both right,’ Ray gulped. ‘But I don’t think this has anything to do with an Eclipse . . .’
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