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CHAPTER ONE

Mahdi ’s Wish
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Mahdi cupped a handful of dirt in his small, brown hand and let the hot earth trickle between his fingers. It had been three months since the Kenyan village of Kumahumato had seen any rain.

“Mahdi!” He heard his father’s tired voice call to him. Mahdi rose from under the old acacia tree and trotted over to the doorway of his house.

“Yes, Abu?” he said, using the Kiswahili word for “Daddy.”

“I want you to take this down to the market and buy whatever food and water you can with it.” His father handed  him a twenty-shilling coin. Mahdi was only ten, but he was old enough to know that twenty shillings would not buy very much.

Mahdi nodded. He pocketed the coin and set off down the road, his bare feet kicking up tiny dust clouds as he walked. The village looked deserted, but Mahdi knew that the stillness was due to the fact that most people were crowded inside their tiny huts, trying to stay cool.

After a few minutes of walking, Mahdi spotted a large, dry well on the side of the road. At one time, people had come to this big well to water their camels and livestock. But not anymore.The name Kumahumato meant “that which supports cattle,” but it had been a long time since the village had lived up to its name.

Something attracted Mahdi to the well. He walked over and peered inside. Maybe he should try lowering the bucket, in case there was water at the bottom.

He could hear his father’s voice in his mind, telling him not to get his hopes up. Living in a place that had droughts and terrible floods had taught most of the poor villagers that hope was a luxury they couldn’t afford. Miracles didn’t happen in Kumahumato. Life was hard, and anyone who spent time dreaming that it could be any different was foolish. Nothing would ever change.

But Mahdi disagreed with them.

Wishes can come true, he assured himself. Sometimes grown-ups forgot that.

His hand moved to the coin that rested in his pocket.

Mahdi knew that he had to use the twenty shillings to buy water. His mind drifted to thoughts of the others in his family—his cousin Abdi, whose mother had died of fever last week, and his baby sister Nathifa, whose thirsty whimpers kept him awake most nights.

But what if . . .

He took the coin from his pocket and watched the sunlight reflect off its surface. What he was about to do would get him into deep trouble, but he couldn’t help it. Something had pulled him toward the well.

I wish this well was full of water and that our village wouldn’t be thirsty anymore, Mahdi thought with his eyes shut.

He tossed the coin into the well, watching it glitter as it tumbled down into the darkness. He listened for any sound of a splash as it hit the bottom.

Mahdi didn’t hear anything.

Please let my wish come true, Mahdi thought desperately as he walked back down the dusty road to the village. He had never wanted anything so badly.

A pair of glowing red eyes pierced the gloom at the bottom of the well. Moments later, a twisted hand with broken, yellow fingernails emerged from a secret tunnel and snatched the golden coin from where it had fallen on the muddy earth.

The dry well was not empty after all.




CHAPTER TWO

Flight of Fancy
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Benjamin Bartholomew Piff soared above the Wishworks Factory in his magical, winged chair. Even though he was afraid of heights, he couldn’t help but grin at the rush he felt as the chair flapped above the clouds.

But wait . . . hadn’t all of the Feathered Funicula chairs been destroyed by his evil cousin Penelope Pauline Piff in the last Wishworks War? If so, how could he be flying in one of those chairs now?

Ben needed time to think. He nudged the control stick forward, leveling the chair into a gentle glide.

Ben remembered that a powerful Jinn named Hoccus had provided Wishworks with the original plans to rebuild the Feathered Funicula, the massive tower that held the winged chairs. But the rebuilding progress was slow. The chairs had been around for hundreds of years. And nobody in living memory had ever had to build one from scratch before. The amount of Jinn magic needed to build even one chair was taking all of the resources the partially destroyed Factory could manage.

Suddenly, Ben noticed something moving by the eastern wall of the Factory below him. He moved the control stick forward and banked the Feathered Funicula chair into a gentle dive to take a closer look.

As he moved in, he spotted the last person he ever expected to see. A round-faced girl with long braids and a sour expression was leading a procession of scuttling creatures through a crack in the Wishworks wall. It was his dreaded cousin Penelope Piff and an army of Curseworks’ Spider Monkeys!

Ben knew that his evil cousin and her half-spider, half-monkey army were getting ready to attack the Factory. He had to warn Thomas Candlewick, the president of Wish works !

[image: 005]

Ben quickly flew to the President’s Tower. But when he reached Candlewick’s office, he was nowhere to be found. After a few seconds of searching, Ben spotted a note pinned to Candlewick’s chair. With a horrible, sinking feeling, he read the words written in hot pink ink:

YOU’LL NEVER SEE HIM ALIVE AGAIN!

Ben realized the awful truth.

Thomas Candlewick had been kidnapped by Penelope!

This can’t be happening again!

It was only a few weeks earlier that Candlewick had suddenly disappeared from the Factory because of his cousin Penelope’s twelfth birthday wish. The evil girl had become president of the Factory and had transformed it into a factory that gave out curses instead of wishes!

Ben was confused. He remembered rescuing Candlewick and defeating Penelope. How could this be happening all over again?

Ben began to panic. He didn’t know what to do. But he did know one thing: He was still the manager of Kids’ Birthday Wishes: Ages 3 to 12. And it was up to him to save the president and the Factory!




CHAPTER THREE

The Meeting
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“What does it take to wake you up, a troop of Spider Monkeys?” Ben’s eyes flicked open as he felt two tiny hands roughly shaking him awake.

“Huh?” Ben mumbled.

“I tried to call you for five minutes straight!” Nora said. “There are probably a dozen messages on your voice mail.”

Ben shook his head. “But what about Candlewick?” he asked, still confused.

Nora sighed. “Exactly my point. If we don’t hurry, we’re gonna be late for our meeting.”

“What meeting?” Ben asked.

“Hello? The meeting with Candlewick?” Nora said, crossing her arms. “Boy, that’s the last time we stay out late at the Wing and a Prayer Café. You must have had one too many Flooper Fizzes1 last night.”

The meeting! Wow, he must have been dreaming before. Ben leaped out of bed. How could he have forgotten?

“Got it!” Ben said. “Let me get dressed. I’ll meet you at Candlewick’s office in five minutes.”

He washed and dressed at lightning speed. Minutes later, he was racing down the broken cobblestone streets that led to Thomas Candlewick’s office, holding his oversize top hat firmly with one hand.

Ben took the stairs that led up to the Presidential Office two at a time. He hoped that Candlewick, who insisted on punctuality, wouldn’t be too upset that he was running a few minutes late.

“Did I make it?” Ben asked breathlessly as he closed the big doors behind him. The Wishworks president glanced at his ornate pocket watch and gave Ben a tired grin.

“Almost.” He stood up and stretched. Ben could tell that the strain of trying to get Wishworks back up and running was taking its toll on the forty-year-old president. Ben could have been imagining it, but it looked like his salt-and-pepper hair seemed to have gotten much grayer in the last few months.

Moments later, a tiny knock on the huge wooden doors of Candlewick’s office interrupted Ben’s thoughts. Nora, dressed in a suit of forest green and sporting her broad-brimmed, pointed hat, ran into the office. Jumping up on the leather couch, she said, “Sorry I’m late! Fizzle stopped me on the way over. She tried to get me to sample some crazy new gum she’s invented.”

Fizzle, Ben and Nora’s fairy friend, had been spending a lot of time with her sick grandfather, who owned Fizzypop’s Gum Shop. The shop was famous for its magical gum, and Fizzle had been busy trying to create some incredible new formulas of her own.

“No problem,” Candlewick said.Then, after snapping his magical pocket watch shut, he moved from behind his desk and sat down on an oversize chair.

“Okay,” Candlewick said, looking intently at Ben and Nora. “When was the last time I updated you on the situation with the Jinns?”

Ben and Nora exchanged glances.

“Um, the last thing I heard was a couple weeks ago, when you said that we had sent a messenger to Snazz’ Madoodle2  outlining a new contract proposal,” Ben said, shrugging his shoulders.

Ben knew that the Wishworks president had been desperately trying to repair the damaged relationship with the Jinns. When Penelope Piff had taken over Wishworks, one of the first things she did was imprison a Jinn in a magic lamp. Unfortunately, her actions destroyed the years of hard work that Thomas Candlewick had put into regaining the Jinns’ trust. Jinns had a long history of not trusting humans. And after the experience with Penelope, the Jinns’ mistrust of humans had been renewed. They had abandoned the Factory, leaving an already damaged Wishworks with barely enough magic to fulfill the wishes that flooded in every day.

Candlewick opened a drawer on a nearby end table and removed a large envelope. He tossed it to Ben, who opened it and saw the burned remains of Candlewick’s proposal. Ben also noticed that several pieces of the charred paper had Jinnish symbols scrawled over them in red ink.

“So I guess they didn’t like it,” Ben said, handing the envelope back to Candlewick.

Candlewick shook his head grimly and replaced the envelope in the drawer. “No, they did not. And if we can’t figure out a way to make peace with the Jinns, they’ll declare war.”

“But I don’t get it,” Nora said. “This is all Ben’s cousin’s fault. She was the one who enslaved a Jinn in a lamp.Why are they blaming us?”

“You have to understand the Jinns’ way of thinking,” Candlewick replied. “It might seem like ancient history to us, but many of them haven’t forgotten being enslaved. A huge part of the Jinn population is old enough to remember back thousands of years, when they were forced to obey any human who controlled their lamp. Even though we have treated the Jinns as equals here at Wishworks, they think that all humans are capable of forcing them back into the lamps.”

“I still don’t get how Penelope even found one of the lamps. I thought that they had all been destroyed,” Ben said.

Candlewick nodded. “So did I. But somehow she got her hands on one. I don’t know how she did it.”

“Couldn’t she just have wished for one?” Ben asked.

Candlewick shook his head. “Wouldn’t have worked. There’s no way a wish like that could have been processed through the Factory. The magical contract with the Jinn labor union would have prevented it.” Candlewick sighed and continued. “It was during the term of President Cheeseweasle that the whole issue about lamps got out of control. There was a large group of Jinns that claimed that the magic lamps had never truly been destroyed and that Wishworks was hiding them in a secret chamber underneath the Factory. Cheeseweasle defended Wishworks’ position that the lamps had been destroyed long ago. He refused to let the Jinns dig underneath the Factory. He claimed that it would upset the gnomes who control the Wishing Well Pipeline.”

“Hold on. Did you say ‘Wishing Well Pipeline’?” Ben looked confused. “What’s that?”

“It’s an intricate network of pipes that connects all of the Wishing Wells around the world,” Nora explained. “My dad used to talk about it all the time. The gnomes gather the coins that are thrown into every Wishing Well and send the wishes to Wishworks. Then, after the wishes are granted, the gnomes take the coins and melt them down to make their incredible inventions.They make new weapons to help defend the Factory, and also lots of the complicated toys and mechanical gadgets that people wish for.”3

Candlewick nodded. “Your dad is right. But the Jinns thought that Cheeseweasle was working with the gnomes to hide the magic lamps. They declared war on Wishworks and recruited the help of Abul Cadabra and his Lamp of One Thousand Nightmares.”

“And that’s when Penelope Thicklepick and Finneas Cheeseweasle came up with the four weapons that saved the Factory, right?” Ben asked.

“In Wishworks Presidents, Past and Present, it says that they came up with the ideas for the Impeacher, the Cornucopia, the Thumper, and the Whirling Whizzy.” Candlewick paused and gave Ben and Nora a conspiratorial grin. “But what the book doesn’t mention is who actually designed and built the weapons.”

“Was it the gnomes?” Nora asked.

“Exactly.” Candlewick nodded. “Only the gnomes would have been able to design weapons of such genius and power.”

Candlewick stood up and began to pace around the office. “Our spies have recently returned from a mission to the Jinn Territories.The news they brought back wasn’t good.There is a rumor floating around that the Jinns are looking for a way to find Abul Cadabra’s lamp and bring him back. The Jinns think that if Penelope used one of the lamps, then there must be other lamps hidden away somewhere.And with Abul Cadabra on their side, they’ll destroy Wishworks.”

“What are we going to do, Thom?” Ben asked anxiously.

“I’m going on a diplomatic mission to the Jinn Territories,” Candlewick told them. “I would like the two of you to go down to the Gnomish city of Tiktokket. We have the Cornucopia and, thanks to your last mission, the Impeacher. Since the last battle, I have been spending every minute searching through the Wishworks Archival Museum4  for any possible clue as to the whereabouts of the last two weapons, the Thumper and the Whirling Whizzy.” He sighed and glanced up at Ben and Nora. “We’ve got to find all four weapons, and fast! If we enter into a war with the Jinns, it’s only by using all four weapons together that we can hope to save Wishworks.”

Candlewick walked over to his big mahogany desk. He opened a drawer and took out an unusual-looking metal helmet that was covered with brass gears.

“Yesterday I checked out an exhibit of gifts that was sent to past presidents,” Candlewick said. “I found this helmet next to a display of Penelope Thicklepick’s prized beetle collection.”

Candlewick handed the helmet to Ben. Ben examined the strange-looking hat. As he turned it over, he saw some writing:

CLOCKWORK HELMET

PATENT NUMBER 782 BY B. BLASTINGCAPP.

SEE . . . THE . . . 4 . . . LEMENTS . . . USE . . . ITH . . .

AUTION . . .

THAUMAPHOR . . . KEPT.

“There’s something written here, but it’s hard to read. Some of the words look totally worn off. And what does ‘Thaumaphor’ mean?” Ben asked.

“That’s what I asked Ignatius Crumb, the museum’s curator,” Candlewick said. “He told me that Thaumaphor is a Greek word that means ‘That which carries miracles.’ As far as the rest of the words go, I can only take a guess. I think it might be something like, ‘Seek the 4 Elements. Use with caution to find where the Thaumaphor is kept.’ ”

Candlewick scratched his long chin thoughtfully. “I think that we’ve been calling the third weapon by the wrong name. I believe that ‘Thaumaphor’ is the real name for what we’ve been calling the ‘Thumper.’

“Thauma. Like in Thaumaturgic Cardioscope!” said Nora excitedly. “It makes sense!”

Ben remembered learning about the Thaumaturgic Cardioscope on his first day at Wishworks. The magical machine was capable of tuning in to the heart of any individual anywhere in the world and “listening in” on their secret and most desperate wishes. When Candlewick had first shown him the huge device and had said its name, he’d never even heard the word Thaumaturgic before. But since being at Wishworks, he’d heard the word more than once. Recalling the other time he’d heard the strange word, he said, “. . . Or like Thaumaturgic Cartographers.”

Candlewick shot Ben a sharp look. “Where did you hear that name?”

Ben stared back at Candlewick, startled by the intensity of his question.

“I . . . remembered seeing it when I visited Snooplewhoop’s Everlasting Circus. Nora and I had to get Sephira Sparkletoe’s poem and use it to rescue you from the Halls of Sleep.” Ben fidgeted under Candlewick’s intense stare. “That was written on a card next to this creepy shrunken head in his office. Why? Who are they?”

Candlewick looked relieved. “Er, nobody important. Nobody you should worry about, anyway.”

Ben couldn’t figure out why Candlewick was being so secretive.

“Judging by the craftsmanship and the intricate gears, I’m guessing that the helmet is of Gnomish design,” Candlewick said, changing the subject back to the helmet.

Candlewick took the helmet from Ben and gazed at the complicated series of brass gears and switches that decorated the top of its shiny metal surface.

“I would like you to take this helmet with you on your trip,” Candlewick said. “I’m hoping that Togglenoggin, the Gnome king, might be able to tell us how it works. It might be useful in helping us locate the Thaumaphor.”

Ben and Nora exchanged excited glances as Candlewick continued. “I have already talked to Jeannie and Fizzle, and  they have volunteered to go with you. The Wishing Well Pipeline can attract some dangerous creatures, so having extra friends along for protection couldn’t hurt. In the meantime, I’ll be traveling with Gene and Jonathan to Snazz’ Madoodle on a diplomatic mission. Hopefully, talking to the head of the Jinn Union in person will change their feelings.”

Ben’s relationship with Jeannie, Gene’s sister, had always been a little bit strained. The Jinn had always seemed aloof, and Ben thought that she didn’t like him very much because he was human. Privately, he wished it could have been just Nora and Fizzle going with him.

“So, when do we leave?” Nora asked.

“Before dawn,” said Candlewick. “I don’t want anybody to see you or to ask any questions.This mission is top secret. No word of what we’re doing can leak out to Curseworks or the Jinns.”

Candlewick fixed Ben with a level gaze.

“Ben, you’ll be leading this one.”

Ben nodded and grinned.The thought of going on a secret mission early in the morning filled him with excitement.

“Nora, you’re second in command.” Candlewick smiled at the small girl encouragingly. “You’ll need to find the Factory’s main Wishing Well. It is located at the far western side of the Factory, through a tunnel that hardly anyone uses anymore. I’ve instructed Jeannie and Fizzle to meet you there.”

Candlewick produced a piece of paper and scribbled down the directions. “Once you go down the Well, it will connect you to a spot in the Pipeline that’s only a few miles from the Gnomish city. Remember, don’t breathe a word about this mission to anybody.”

“Okay,” agreed Ben and Nora.

“Good.” Candlewick said. He nodded, looking satisfied. “I’m counting on both of you.”
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