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When twins Ruby and Simon’s parents move the family from their cosy home in Chicago to a ramshackle farm in the middle of nowhere the only thing on Ruby’s mind is: when can we move back home? With miles of empty fields surrounding them, Ruby and Simon are growing apart, and Ruby doesn’t know how to stop it. That is, until strange occurrences begin happening on the farm – sudden gusts of wind, rain storms, and even tornado warnings – that seem eerily timed to Simon’s emotions.


When a stranger shows up and tells the twins that Simon is a Storm Maker – part of a clandestine group of people entrusted with controlling and taming the weather – and that he is in great danger, Simon and Ruby discover a world of adventure lurking behind the backdrop of peaceful fields and farms.


Soon Ruby and Simon are racing against the clock as they try to master Simon’s powers in time to stop a rogue Storm Maker’s dangerous and potentially deadly plans.


Jennifer E. Smith is the author of The Statistical Probability of Love at First Sight, You Are Here, The Comeback Season and This Is What Happy Looks Like. She is originally from Illinois, where her dad’s weather obsession first sparked her interest in storms. She currently lives in New York City. The Storm Makers is her first middle-grade novel.


Brett Helquist is the illustrator of many books, including A Series of Unfortunate Events by Lemony Snicket. He is also the author of Bedtime for Bear and Roger, the Jolly Pirate. He grew up in Utah and now lives in Brooklyn, New York.




Books for older readers by Jennifer E. Smith:
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FOR MY DAD, WHOSE OBSESSION WITH 
DOPPLER RADAR PROBABLY LED ME HERE. . . 
THANKS FOR ALWAYS REFUSING TO TURN OFF 
THE WEATHER CHANNEL!





There are some things you learn best in calm, 
and some in storm.

 – WILLA CATHER
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one

ONLY RUBY KNEW about the stranger in the barn.

It was the dogs who had first given him away. She’d been watching from her bedroom window as they danced at the double-doored entrance, bounding in and then out again amid a small cloud of dust. They were a cowardly duo, a pair of oversized brown mutts that seemed perpetually startled by the mob of barn cats in their midst. But Ruby had begun to get up anyway, in case it turned out to be something worse – a garter snake or a rat. And when she saw them suddenly dart away, streaking back up the drive and toward the house, she pressed her face closer to the window just in time to see a man walk out of the barn.

He yawned and stretched, tilting his face toward the paling sky, then moved casually out into the open as if he were waking up in his own bedroom rather than the McDuffs’ crumbling barn. He was tall, perhaps the tallest person Ruby had ever seen, with long legs that seemed to account for an unusually large percentage of his body, giving him an overall storklike impression, which wasn’t helped by the length of his nose. There was something in his manner that she found unsettling, an air of confidence, like he was somehow entitled to be there.

Ruby knew she should probably yell for Mom and Dad, or at least wake Simon, who was still asleep in his room next door. But even so, she remained frozen on the edge of her bed, unable to move from the window.

As she watched, the man pulled a hat from his back pocket – a raggedy gray thing that barely held its shape – and placed it carefully on his head. He wore dark pants and a blue shirt with buttons that glinted in the sun, which seemed to Ruby an outfit better suited for an office than for stowing away in someone’s hayloft. He thumped a hand against his chest as if to give himself a kick start, then yawned once more before turning to walk purposefully up the drive.
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Ruby waited for another minute, her eyes still wide, her nose still touching the glass, and then vaulted out of bed and ran down the stairs in her pajamas.

She saw Mom half turn from the griddle as she passed the kitchen, and she forced herself to slow to a somewhat normal speed. Dad looked up from the table, where he seemed to be examining the tines of a fork, turning it in circles and humming to himself.

“Breakfast in ten, okay?” Mom yelled as Ruby hurried past, but she was already out the front door. She paused for a moment and swept her eyes around in search of the stranger, but it was as if he’d simply disappeared in the acres of wheat that bordered the farmhouse. As she headed toward the barn, the scorched earth was hot against her bare feet. The sky overhead was still pink at the edges where it touched the fields that stretched in every direction, flat and endless and unchanging.

The dogs had returned and were now milling about at the entrance to the barn. Their tails fanned the air as Ruby approached at a jog. “You guys are fantastic security guards,” she said, giving each a pat as she stepped around them. “Really.”

Inside, the barn was stiflingly hot – like everything else these days – and there was a crackling dryness to it, as if the hay might go up in flames at any moment. But other than the recent rise in temperatures, very little else had changed in the year since the McDuffs first bought the place.

Their ten acres of land could be called a farm only in the very loosest sense of the word. From the outside, someone might be fooled into thinking they knew what they were doing; they’d planted just enough crops to get by, a half-dozen acres of corn and wheat, all of which was wilting badly in the drought.

But the inside of the barn told a different story; there were no cows or pigs or sheep, just a few bales of hay in the very back, where the cats liked to curl up in the afternoons. The building’s main function was to act as Dad’s workshop. This was where he now spent his days, bent over a thick wooden table, struggling to give shape to the yet uninvented invention that had brought them all out here in the first place.

In their old life, in a small suburb of Chicago, Dad had been a high school science teacher, and Mom a florist. But a year ago, just after Simon and Ruby turned eleven, their parents had traded in their perfectly good jobs and their perfectly acceptable lives to pursue their own separate dreams of becoming an inventor and an artist.

So far, Mom had finished painting only a single picture of the barn, which looked about as dire as the thing itself, and Dad had amassed a stable full of wires and bolts and rattling sheets of metal, though not much else.

“Imagining the thing is half the battle,” he always said when Ruby watched him work, his face screwed up in concentration as he examined this tool or that, pausing every now and then to turn the page of one of the many books that lined the uneven floor.

He knew exactly what he wanted to build. He’d come up with the idea to put a device beneath the floor of every major train station and airport and sports stadium in the country, places with steady flows of traffic, people walking back and forth all day long, running for their trains or pacing during delays or jumping up and down for their teams. And the force of all those footsteps would be harnessed by his invention, which would turn them into enough energy to power the buildings themselves.

Everyone agreed that it was a brilliant idea.

The only problem was, he hadn’t quite figured out how to make the thing work yet.

Now, Ruby made her way past the bookshelves and the lights and the radio Dad listened to while working, all the way to the back of the barn, where a small pile of hay bales were stacked along the wall. As she approached, thinking that it looked altogether too neat and that perhaps she had only dreamed the man in the blue shirt, she noticed one of the kittens crouched between the bales, batting at something with her paw. When Ruby drew near, she sprang up and loped off with her tail held high, disappearing into one of the stalls and leaving behind a silver button with the faintest of etchings on its metallic surface: a tiny, perfect O.
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By the time Ruby skidded into her seat at the breakfast table, Simon was already there, eyeing his plateful of pancakes.

“About time,” he said, stabbing one with his fork. The McDuffs had a rule about waiting until everyone was at the table before eating, and Simon’s appetite – Mom called it healthy, though Ruby would have gone with disgusting – usually meant he was the first to arrive. Dad slid a pancake onto Ruby’s plate while Mom poured her a glass of orange juice.

“Sorry,” she said. “The dogs were acting funny.”

“Shocking,” Simon said, raising his eyebrows. He was still in pajamas, too, and his blond hair looked more like feathers than anything else this morning, sticking out in all directions. His eyes – the same shade of blue as Ruby’s – were still heavy with sleep. “What was it this time? The kittens? A mouse?”

She slipped a hand into the thin pocket of her pajama pants, where she’d tucked the silver button. Dad was reading the newspaper and Mom was buttering a piece of toast, and Ruby took the opportunity to give Simon a long look, a look intended to be meaningful, but that obviously fell somewhat short.

“What?” he asked, wiping his sleeve across his face. “Syrup? Did I get it?”

Ruby sighed and shook her head. “No, you’re fine.”

It wasn’t long ago that they’d been able to read each other’s thoughts without even trying. Or at least it had seemed that way. They’d grown up side by side, slept in the same room for most of their lives, whispered secrets in the dark, invented languages, and murmured stories. They’d come into the world together at nearly the same moment, and because of this it had always seemed they were meant to stay that way.

But if there was anything Ruby had learned in the last year, it was that things change. In summers past, she and Simon had explored their old neighborhood together. They’d raced their bikes and built a tree house; they’d invented a new flavor of Popsicle, and held a contest to see who could keep their goldfish alive the longest. They’d done all this amid sidewalks and driveways and rows of hedges. On concrete playgrounds and back porches and soccer fields.

But now the backdrop to their lives was so much starker, so much wider, and sometimes Ruby couldn’t help feeling like the landscape itself was to blame for all that had changed between her and her twin brother. How could you be the king and queen of a place with no boundaries, where the sky fell like a blade against the horizon in every direction?

Maybe they’d never really been inseparable so much as they hadn’t ever had room to separate.

Ever since they’d turned twelve last month, Simon had grown moody, often stalking off into the fields or locking himself in his room for no reason at all. On rainy days, he’d taken to lying on his bed for hours at a time, mindlessly tossing a baseball up at the ceiling. Even the dogs had begun to avoid him, shying away in a mystifying display of wariness.

Now they were keeping a wide berth around Simon’s seat as they circled the table, their noses twitching at the smell of the food. When he accidentally dropped a piece of pancake near his foot, both dogs hesitated, then one of them – the braver one – darted over to grab it before scurrying away again as if being chased.

“So what’s on the agenda today?” Mom asked as she reached for the syrup.

Simon groaned. “Trying not to melt.”

“It’s like an oven out there,” Ruby agreed.

“Oh, come on,” Dad said in the same falsely cheerful voice he’d begun to use for nearly everything these days. “It’s not that bad.”

“Actually, it sort of is,” Mom said with a grin. “Sorry, hon. But I spent half of yesterday with my head in the freezer.”

Dad shook his head mournfully. “How did I manage to get stuck with a family of such big wimps?”

“Luck, I guess,” Mom said, nudging the empty bread basket in the direction of the twins. “Would one of you pop in a few more pieces of toast?”

Ruby was the first to put her finger on her nose, so Simon rose with a sigh and grabbed the basket. Rules were rules.

“I know, I know. Life is so tough,” Mom teased him as he moved sullenly around the kitchen. “And not to add to your troubles, but you’re on laundry duty later.”

“Can’t Ruby do it?” he asked. “I’m helping Dad this morning, and then I wanted to get in some pitching practice this afternoon.”

“You’ve got all day,” Mom said, unmoved. “And it’s your turn, not Ruby’s.”

Simon rolled his eyes, though Ruby couldn’t tell if it was meant for her or for Mom or for them both. Right now, he seemed to be upset with the toast more than anything, jamming in the first slice of bread so hard that it crumpled like an accordion.

“If Dad needs you this morning, we’ll get to it later this afternoon,” Mom continued, spearing a piece of pancake with her fork. “But it’s got to get done, okay?”

“Okay,” Simon said, his voice heavy with frustration as he angled the second slice into the toaster, his hand brushing up against its metal paneling. As he did, there was a sudden spark, followed by a quick popping sound, and then the lights in the kitchen went abruptly dark.

Simon dropped the bread and took a swift step backward, his mouth open. The hum of the air conditioner had gone silent, and the numbers on the microwave had disappeared. Everyone stared at Simon, who stood absolutely still.

A few beats of silence passed, and then a few more. Finally, Dad cleared his throat. “Must’ve been a short circuit,” he said, looking vaguely pleased at the idea that something electronic might need fixing. “I’ll go down and check it out.”

But Mom was still looking at Simon. “You okay?” she asked, and he held up both hands like a criminal caught in the act.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he said quickly, and Mom let out a little laugh.

“Of course it wasn’t,” she said. But from where Ruby sat at the table – the dogs cowering beneath her feet, the kitchen dark and silent – she wasn’t nearly as sure.
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