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Prologue

Rules. They were what he hated most. He hated them more than bubble gum on his shoe. He hated them more than Mrs. Topper’s suspicious gaze. He might have even hated them more than Principal Dorfman’s nasty accusations. Rules, Clouds said, were the root of all evil. And believe me, when Clouds McFadden said something, he meant it.




• PART 1 •

Mysterious Clouds




1

Is there a word that means “bored out of your brains and totally powerless”?

I doubt it, but that’s exactly how I felt sitting in the first school assembly of second term this year. Not only was I stuck in the worst, most torturous part of the school week, I had somehow gotten myself trapped between Mrs. Topper, my strict eighth grade teacher, and her favorite student, Sally Walder, at the back of the auditorium. It was the first week of the second term, so Principal Dorfman—also known as the Penguin because he waddled through the hallways—was outlining his plans for the coming year at Laverton Middle School.

“. . . And so for the good of your education,” he said into the microphone on the podium, “and for the good of the education of the students to your left and for the good of the education of the students to your right and for the good of the education of the students in front of you, I’m going to review a few school rules with you.”

On one side of the auditorium, I could see Doug, my old best friend, goofing around with a couple of his football friends, right under the nose of Mr. Evans, their easy-going teacher. Doug and I are in different classes this year  because Mom called the school in the summer, insisting that we be separated. Mr. Singh, our teacher from seventh grade, had convinced Mom that D-student Doug was the cause of my low grades last year. It was as good a guess as any, I suppose.

And then, in September, things got even worse for Doug and me. I didn’t want to try out for the football team, but I told him that Mom was making me come home to study every afternoon. After he made the team, Doug started acting way too cool and basically ignored me when any of his football friends were around. Not that I cared much.

The Penguin raised his voice slightly, which caught my attention.

“. . . And what that means, students, is that the School Notice Collector from each class, and only the School Notice Collector from each class, may come down to the office to retrieve the school notices. His or her best friend  may not replace the School Notice Collector without permission from the teacher, and, no, his or her best friend  may not accompany the School Notice Collector to the office. Only, and I repeat, only the School Notice Collector has permission to leave class. . . .”

My eye caught some movement on the other side of the auditorium. It was Harriet Frost and Alita Merle, giggling and pointing at some poor seventh grader who was sporting an unfortunate bowl cut. Harriet and Alita had become the obvious leaders of the long-standing and exclusive Laverton Middle School club called the Magnas. The Magnas were basically the most popular eighth grade girls. Most of the students knew that ten seventh grade girls were chosen to be Magnas at the end of the year by the current members, but it wasn’t like there was PA announcement about it. You could spot the new group by the gold pins they wore, which were in the shape of an M.

This year it was clear that Harriet and Alita were trying to make their Magna membership a big deal. In October, the two girls held a loud and public Magna meeting at the center of the basketball court, which made it evident to the other eight members that they were in charge. Everyone heard about it, and so the whole school was introduced to the new and not-so-improved Magnas. If there was something you owned that the Magnas wanted—or simply didn’t want you to have—you were definitely going to find out about it—quickly. Seventh-grader Claire Soles was their first serious victim when she risked walking home with handsome Zach “the Quarterback” two days in a row. The Magnas weren’t about to declare their collective and unconditional love for cool guys like Zach, but they also weren’t going to let anyone else get near him. A rumor about Claire’s bad breath soon made it onto the walls of the girl’s bathroom, and before you knew it, even fifth graders were calling Claire “Stinky-Breath Soles.” Zach wasn’t the kind of guy to risk his popularity for a cute but insignificant seventh grader, which I’m sure the Magnas had counted on.

I saw Claire sitting a couple of rows in front of me in assembly, her shoulders slumped. She still hadn’t recovered from crossing the Magnas’ path.

I sighed and looked out the auditorium windows. The January sky was so dull and gray that you could just barely see tiny flakes, which looked more like rain than snow.

I was just beginning to count my lucky stars that I was inside and warm instead of outside and cold, when Mrs. Topper’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

“Chris,” she hissed, pointing to the front. “Sit up and pay attention.”

I sighed again, slowly straightened up, and looked to the front. Principal Dorfman was gone, and Susan Miranda was reading the student council minutes. Susan’s voice was nice to listen to. She was a Magna, but I couldn’t remember her being in the middle of any of this year’s trouble. Unlike Harriet and Alita, Susan was always on the honor roll, and was involved in all kinds of activities like the student council, the Stop Poverty Drive, and the girls’ soccer team, yet somehow managed not to rub this success in anyone’s face, and was cool enough to hang with the Magnas. She was way, way out of my league.

I leaned back and decided that if I had to endure more assembly, I might as well try to enjoy it. I blocked out the details of the student council minutes and listened to Susan’s peaceful voice. It was a calm before the storm, before the mysterious Clouds moved suddenly into my life.
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When I stepped into class I froze in my tracks. There was a smiling kid with red hair sitting in Mrs. Topper’s seat with his feet on her desk! I hustled to my seat, and watched carefully as other students came in as I had, stopped in their shoes, and then scurried to their seats. When Landry Colburn strode into the room, his eyes bulged and he gestured to the stranger like he was slitting his throat. Normally Mrs. Topper would have had her eye on Landry, but we knew she was still dealing with Terrence Fripp, who had been making trouble in the hall. When Mrs. Topper’s final scolds echoed outside the door, Landry rushed to his seat and the class went silent.

Just before she appeared the redhead smiled, dropped his feet, and sat up. We all watched as Mrs. Topper stopped in the doorway, her eyes narrowed, and her neck flushed to her earlobes.

The boy continued to wear his mysterious smile.

Mrs. Topper strode up and stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. “May I help you?” She glared at him.

“I’m Clouds,” he said. “Clouds McFadden.”

“Oh, yes . . . Clouds,” Mrs. Topper murmured. “I don’t suppose you mind if I sit, Mr. McFadden?”

“By all means,” Clouds said, with a wink and smile at the class. This triggered a subdued class giggle, accompanied by Landry’s guffawing laugh.

“Excuse me,” Mrs. Topper said to the class, and then scowled at Landry. “Just what is so funny?”

“Um, well,” Landry said, “he sort of looked at us and winked and his eyebrows kind of went like this and I don’t know, it’s funny how that happens sometimes, you don’t even know why you are laughing and—”

“Landry,” she interrupted.

“What?” he asked.

“It was a rhetorical question.”

“What’s a rhetorical question?”

“It means, Landry,” Boris spoke up, from the back of the room, pushing his oversized glasses up the bridge of his oversized nose, “that Mrs. Topper didn’t really want an answer.”

“Boris Bergman,” Mrs. Topper snapped. “You know the rules—hand up if you want to speak.”

“I was only trying to help.”

“Well, you help when you follow the rules.”

Boris’s hand shot up.

“Yes, Boris.”

“Why isn’t my chess club advertisement on the Class Events Board anymore?”

“Your what? Oh . . . I needed space for the February field trip, Boris. Now—”

“But I just put it there yesterday!”

“Boris! Not now,” she snapped, turning back to the new student. “In the future, Mr. McFadden—”

“Oh, feel free to call me Clouds,” he interjected coolly, facing the class again with that sly smile.

Mrs. Topper’s face burned. “In the future, Mr. McFadden,” she repeated, “you will kindly sit in the seat that is assigned to you.” She pointed to the empty seat in the back corner of the room.

“Sure,” he replied.

And then the new kid did something none of us had ever seen a kid do with any teacher at Laverton Middle School: he put out his hand to shake.

Mrs. Topper glanced down at his outstretched hand dismissively.

“By the way,” he said, smiling at her and then at the rest of the class, “it’s a real pleasure to be in your class.”

“Thank you.” Mrs. Topper’s lips were pursed, her face now beet red. “Now then class,” she said, clearing her throat. “By now you know that we have a new student joining us. Meet Clouds McFadden.”

There was silence in the class as he turned toward us, and I took a good look at him. Clouds had a wild tuft of thick red hair, and he was just a little short of average height. He had mysterious and intense gray eyes, like ones  you might see on the face of an arctic wolf on an educational TV program. Scattered around these two icy moons was a constellation of reddish-brown freckles. His mouth was wide with thick lips, which spread out in a great big smile.

What was weirdiest about him was he didn’t look at his shoes timidly like other new students did. He peered around the room as if he were an army sergeant looking for recruits. After I recovered from the intensity of his eyes passing mine, I glanced around the class for other people’s reactions. I saw Magnas Sherry Linton, Zigi Cates, Emma Rothman, and Maria Borelli eyeing each other like they just couldn’t figure this guy out—and that they needed to, quickly. I saw the black-haired and mean-spirited Sherry take out a piece of paper and start scribbling notes. Landry, the hyperactive bane of Mrs. Topper’s existence, sat at the front, his long legs splayed, his head back, his mouth open in awe. Clouds smiled that smile toward the back of the corner of the classroom, where Boris was not deep into a science fiction novel as per usual but was staring back blankly, as if he couldn’t figure something out for once.

Clouds maintained his gaze and cleared his throat.

“Good day, fellow proletariats,” he said, still smiling and surveying the room. His voice was deep for his age. “I’m really looking forward to the rest of the year here at Laverton Middle School.”

There was an awkward silence, and then a few more giggles.

Mrs. Topper’s brow furrowed. “All right, Clouds,” she said. “Just take your seat and we’ll get on with the day.”

Clouds nodded and strode to the back of the class. There was a knock at the door, and the Penguin stepped into the room.

“Mr. Dorfman,” Mrs. Topper said warmly. “What can I do for you?”

“Is Clouds McFadden here?”

“Right here, Principal Dorfman,” Clouds said, still standing. “Is there a problem?” he asked with a grin.

Principal Dorfman turned and stared. There was silence. I saw Landry mouth uh-oh, because we all knew what was coming.

“Raise your hand if you want to speak, young man!” the Penguin snapped. “I know Mrs. Topper expects hands-up in her classroom, and I expect the same.”

“Yes, Mr. Dorfman,” Clouds said cheerfully. “No problem.”

“Now, Mr. McFadden, did you sign in at the office like you were asked to?”

“Um, no, because no one was there when—”

“If no one is in the office, people,” the Penguin interrupted, looking around the room, “what does a student do?”

Sally Walder’s arm shot up.

“Yes, Sally.”

“You wait in the Waiting Area, which is right beside the office. There are three seats, and if there are more than  three people waiting, you must stand beside the third seat until one is available.”

The Penguin smiled and nodded. “Very good, Sally.”

“I know, I did wait,” Clouds argued, “but the place was deserted, and then I figured I knew which room to go to and—”

“Mr. McFadden! Your hand!”

I saw Magnas Sherry, Zigi, Marie, and Emma snicker.

The Penguin took a deep breath, and shook his head. “At Laverton Middle School, Mr. McFadden,” he continued, “instead of having students ‘figure,’ we have them follow rules. And if the rules are followed, then everything runs smoothly, and if everything runs smoothly, then we don’t have to waste everyone’s time and education.”

Clouds just stared at the Penguin.

“Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, you make yourself clear.”

The Penguin pursed his lips. “You mean, ‘Yes, sir.’ At Laverton Middle School, young man, students may use Mr., Mrs., Miss, or Ms. plus a surname, or ‘sir’ for men, ‘ma’am’ for women. Understood?”

“Yes,” Clouds said, pausing for a second. “Sir.”

The Penguin’s eyes bulged. “I know for a fact, Mr. McFadden, that you received the school handbook weeks ago.” His eyes scanned the room. “I would advise you and  your peers to know the school rules, or you will find yourself in a lot of trouble this term.” He turned to Mrs. Topper. “Forgive the interruption. Please continue.”

The Penguin waddled to the door and all of us, including Mrs. Topper, listened as he squeaked down the hallway.

 
At break I had to go to the library to return a book, so I was late getting outside. When I got to the top of the school steps, I looked around: it had stopped snowing, and there was serious excitement in the school grounds. Word of the new kid in Mrs. Topper’s class was spreading. Groups of eighth graders were blotched around in conspiratorial clumps. On the snow-covered basketball court, Sherry appeared to be giving an animated account of Clouds’s remarkable arrival to the concerned Harriet and Alita. A large group of snow fort makers, who had been busy since a major snowstorm a week earlier, were packing blocks in the gully, but a few scouts kept an eye on both the new boy and the commotion he’d started. Even Doug and the football guys huddled and pointed over at Clouds before they started a game on the snowy field.

I watched as Clouds walked around the school grounds, seemingly unfazed by the buzz he’d created. For the most part, Clouds was observing people from a distance, but he stopped several times to look down at the ground and kick at the snow as if he were thinking something through.  Then suddenly, to my complete amazement, the new kid swiveled around and looked in my direction.

My heart stopped.

I turned to see if there was anyone behind me. No one. I turned back.

Was Clouds looking at me? I couldn’t know for sure. He was wearing that same grin and didn’t move a muscle. He was definitely looking in my direction. I felt seriously scrutinized, but I couldn’t understand why—what interest could he have in me?

As I descended the steps, I watched as Clouds turned and strode confidently toward the Magnas. This kid had absolutely no idea of the pit of snakes he was about to drop into. When he got to the Magnas, Clouds literally broke through the crowd, interrupting the girls with raised hands and words I couldn’t hear.

I needed to get within earshot. I pretended I was heading to the snow forts, but had my ears on high alert.

“. . . and I saw the beautiful pins you four were wearing in Mrs. Topper’s class, and I figured you must all be in some sort of special club.”

“We’re Magnas,” Alita declared, tucking her short blond hair behind her ears. “Who wants to know?”

I stopped and turned when the girls’ backs were to me, and I thought I saw Clouds glance and smile my way for a split second before he continued.

“I’m Clouds, Clouds McFadden,” he said, crossing his arms, his eyes now switching back and forth between Harriet and Alita, “and I just wanted you to know that if you ever need assistance I’m—”

“And, like, we need your help?” Alita sneered. A couple of Magnas looked at each other and giggled, as Alita nudged Harriet for support.

Clouds appeared unfazed as Harriet ignored Alita, crossed her arms, and angled her head at the new student. There was an awkward silence. The rest of the girls were clearly unsettled by this strange new student, and the fact that their leader wasn’t verbally tearing him to shreds.

“Well, anyway, Harriet, ladies, it was a real pleasure to meet all of you,” he said, with a smile.

“It was, um, nice to meet you, too,” Harriet murmured.

He smiled at her once more, nodded at the other girls respectfully, and strode past Harriet and Alita . . . toward me.

As the Magnas’ eyes turned my way, I felt my stomach tighten. What was Clouds planning now, and what could it possibly have to do with me? With every step he took, I could feel my palms going clammy. My face felt hot. I looked up to face Clouds only to see him give me a sly nod as he continued past.

Without even looking back toward the Magnas, I put my head down and hurried away to the snow forts to gather myself. I was sure this new kid was up to something. I could feel it.

The next few days at school were full of the same odd behavior from Clouds McFadden. One morning, right after Mrs. Topper had handed out one of her notorious time-killing worksheets, Clouds and Boris were told to stop talking once. And then again. And then a third and final time.

“Boys!” Mrs. Topper said, putting down her pen and standing up. “Why don’t you share what’s so important  with the rest of the class?”

Boris looked down at his worksheet and shrugged. Clouds smiled and cleared his throat. “Well, Mrs. Topper,” he began, “the brilliant and under-utilized Boris Bergman was telling me how much he absolutely loved doing these . . . these wonderful, wonderful—”

Clouds stopped speaking because Boris had whipped around in his seat, and his face was burning red. Clouds shrugged at the bespectacled brainiac, and whispered something under his breath, which caused Boris to turn even redder. He slowly turned back to Mrs. Topper.

“Um, yes, well, Mrs. Topper,” Boris stammered. “I don’t mean to be rude, and I know I can be, but I was just saying to, um, him, that perhaps we might, um, be doing something sort of, more challenging than another one of these, um, worksheets.”

“Bah!” Landry laughed, then covered his mouth and ducked as if this would help him escape punishment. I noticed Sherry and Emma, who sat one in front of the  other in the middle of the classroom, giggling carefully into their hands.

Mrs. Topper bored down on Landry. “That’s one detention, Mr. Colburn.”

“Oh, man!” Landry said, his head dropping. “It’s not like I meant to. I just can’t help it sometimes.”

“That’s not good enough, Landry, and you know it,” she said.

Landry slouched in his seat angrily, and Mrs. Topper looked to the back of the room.

“I’m sorry, Boris,” Mrs. Topper said, “I must have missed something. Did you get a degree in teaching while the rest of us weren’t looking?”

“Um, no, but,” Boris said, “I just . . . it’s just . . . it’s just that we always—”

“That’s more than enough, Mr. Bergman, unless you’d like to turn the worksheet into a surprise test, which will be added to your report cards, which I’m in the process of finalizing.”

I saw Terrence and several other students stiffen and shake their heads at Boris. Clouds was scribbling in his notebook.

“No, no,” Boris said, waving his hands in front of him. “This is just fine . . . perfect even. I’m sorry, Mrs. Topper. Really. I don’t know where my head is today.”

Mrs. Topper stared at Boris for a moment, then said, “Fine. Get to work everyone. I expect complete silence until the bell.”

The bell rang an hour later, and as I was walking down the corridor I saw Clouds with his arm around Landry. The redhead was whispering in Landry’s ear and for once my hyperactive classmate was listening. Clouds peeled off to the washroom, and Landry tore off down the corridor. When I exited the school doors, I thought I’d do the usual: kill time, stay out of trouble, and partake in my new favorite pastime, covert Clouds-watching.

It didn’t take long before there was something to watch. Terrence had started trouble. He was holding a soccer ball up in the air near the jungle gym, and a crowd of younger students was trying to get it back from him. I saw Susan Miranda heading in Terrence’s direction as the rest of the Magnas, including Harriet and Alita, trailed behind her. I jumped down the stairs and jogged toward the action. It took me a moment to realize there was someone jogging right beside me: it was Clouds.

“It’s Chris, right?” he said, smiling.

“Um, yeah,” I replied, smiling back.

“Well, Chris, my friend,” he said, speeding ahead, “get ready to watch a short episode of ‘The Young and the Powerless.’”

He broke through the crowd like before and I pushed my way through to the front for a good view.

Susan was already in mid-argument with Terrence when Clouds and I arrived. I expected him to bust into the conversation as he had done with the Magnas, but he just stood there with his arms crossed and watched.

“. . . And like I said, those balls are for the younger grades,” Susan stated, clearly frustrated. “I’m on the student council, Terrence, and I’m a part of making these kinds of decisions.”

“So?” Terrence said, shrugging.

“Give it back, turd brain,” Alita said, stepping forward and trying to knock it out of his hands. “Or else.”

“Or else what?” Terrence demanded, holding the ball over his head. The Magnas’ power was in popularity, mind games, and social strategy, all of which went right over Terrence’s head.

Alita looked back at Harriet for backup but she simply yawned and looked at her nails. “Don’t we have bigger fish to fry, Magnas?”

“Um, yeah, Magnas,” Alita said, looking desperately for Harriet’s approval.

I saw Susan’s shoulders sink, and then Clouds stepped forward. “Terr, I get it. I totally get what you are saying.”

“Um . . . what am I saying?” Terrence asked, lowering the ball. Harriet and Alita stopped to listen.

“The rules!” Clouds exclaimed, his arms thrown in the air. “I really, really can’t stand them. There’s a stupid rule for everything.”

“You got that right, brotha,” Terrence said, smiling. “Rules suck.”

“But the thing is,” Clouds said, stepping closer to Terrence. “It just looks bad.”

“What looks bad?” Terrence asked, furrowing his brow.

“The whole playing-with-little-kids thing,” Clouds said, so that everyone could hear.

“What do mean ‘playing with little kids’?” Terrence demanded angrily, his hand with the ball in it dropping to his side.

“Hey look, Terr,” Clouds said, pointing his thumb at his own chest, “I know you aren’t playing with little kids, but from a distance, I’m sorry to say, it really does look that way.”

Terrence looked around at the fifth graders surrounding him.

“And Harriet’s right,” he said, winking at the Magnas’ leader, who responded with a reserved smile. “If you are going for real power, why bother with little minnows when there are bigger fish to fry?”

“What do you mean?” Terrence asked.

“Look around you,” Clouds replied, putting an arm around Terrence and trailing his other arm in an arc over the schoolyard as if it was an ocean of possibility.

“Riiight,” Terrence said. “Bigger fish.” He nodded in understanding, his wide eyes gazing at the playground as if seeing the potential.

“Like,” Clouds said, pointing, “at least the sixth graders playing over there. They look like they’re more your speed.”

A brave fifth grader suddenly snatched the ball from  under Terrence’s arm and ran a safe distance away. Terrence stepped to chase her, but Clouds grabbed him by the arm.

“Remember, Terr,” he said softly. “You don’t want to be known as a minnow chaser, do you? Carrying around a net on your shoulder and a little jar in your hand?”

Harriet and Zigi giggled.

“Right,” Terrence said, nodding and stepping toward the forts. “The sixth graders.”

“At least,” Clouds called out as Terrence ran off.

“Can we go now, Magnas?” Alita demanded, looking at Harriet for permission. “I think I’m actually dying of boredom.”

“Yeah, seriously,” Harriet allowed, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Clouds. I noticed Susan also staring at Clouds, who was now looking at me.

He gave me a wink and smile, and as if he had it all timed, the bell rang to call us back to class. Clouds didn’t head toward school though. He turned and strode toward Terrence, who had found his much bigger fish ten feet away: Landry was in an armlock on the ground and Terrence was giving him a first-class face wash.

Back inside, I went to my seat and got out my books. Mrs. Topper wasn’t in the room yet, and the rest of my classmates were buzzing about something. Sherry and Emma were pointing at the Class Events Board and whispering. Tacked to the bottom of the board was a sign written in marker.

It said, WHOSE BOARD IS THIS ANYWAY?

Clouds and Landry entered the room. Moments later, Mrs. Topper strode in.

“Sorry for the delay, students,” she said, dropping a box onto her desk. She busied herself for a moment and then looked up.

“My, my, everyone is unusually quiet.”

We all kept our eyes forward, and no one spoke up.

“Well, good,” she said. “Then you are ready to work. Get your social studies books out, and we’ll begin.”

Mrs. Topper asked Maria to read aloud from the text. I opened my book but kept my eyes on our teacher as she did her usual paces around the classroom while Maria read. It didn’t take long for her to notice the Class Events Board. I watched as her neck began to flush, and her eyes turned to Clouds at the back corner of the room. I didn’t dare look back myself. She walked to the board and carefully removed the two tacks that were holding the sign up. She folded it meticulously, walked to her desk, and slid it into her binder.

And that was the end of that.
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