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			for R. Schuyler Hooke, Shana Corey, and Everybody at Random House Children’s Books, Past and Present, Who Helped Luigi L. Lemoncello Reach So Many Readers

		

	
		
			Who wants to be a
Bazillionaire?
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				Say, kids, how’d you like to be me, but without the itchy mustache?

				How would you like to inherit my entire empire and fill my banana shoes? (After spraying them, of course, with that stuff they have at bowling alleys.)

				Well, if you’ll be thirteen this year, make sure you visit MrLemoncello.com RIGHT AWAY and sign up for a chance to win a TITANIUM TICKET!

				These heavy metal ducats will grant you admission to the ultimate game and the chance to win everything I currently own, including the Imagination Factory (where we dream up and design wondermous games), the Gameworks Factory (where we make ’em), the Lemoncelloland amusement park (opening soon), the Lemoncello Library in Alexandriaville, Ohio, my bootmobile, several high-tech top hats, various costumes, the aforementioned banana shoes, and a dozen pairs of lemon-scented underpants.

				There will be one BIG winner.

				No purchase necessary. Void where prohibited. This contest is open to all children who are or will be thirteen years old this year.

				Except Charles Chiltington.
No one named Chiltington shall, henceforth and hencefifth, be allowed to ruin a game for everybody else.

				Act now!!!

				Supplies are limited!!!
So are exclamation points.
See?
I already ran out of those.

				With warm regards
(because I just popped them in the toaster oven),
Luigi L. Lemoncello
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			1

			Luigi L. Lemoncello was ready to give away everything—his entire empire!

			And Kyle Keeley was eager to win it all.

			In TV ads, posters, billboards, and social media posts, Mr. Lemoncello asked the same question over and over: Who wants to be a bazillionaire?

			Me! was Kyle’s response every time he heard or saw the question. Me, me, me, me, me!

			Kyle had just turned thirteen, so he was officially eligible for the big, final game. He’d also already earned his titanium ticket, because after Mr. Lemoncello’s Library Olympics, he became a member of the Lemoncello Library’s board of trustees. The other thirty-two members of that board were all entitled to TTs, too—if they wanted them.

			But Kyle knew none of them wanted to win Mr. Lemoncello’s grand prize more than he did. He was obsessed with it, the way he had been obsessed with Mr. Lemoncello’s wacky games his whole life. To be the one in charge of making all that fun was all he could think about—even while he was giving his great-aunt Margaret a tour of Mr. Lemoncello’s library in downtown Alexandriaville, Ohio.

			“What are those?” his aunt asked.

			“Um, what are what?” said Kyle, because he’d been distracted, happily imagining himself as the new Luigi L. Lemoncello.

			“Those floating platforms.”

			His great-aunt pointed at the three-story-tall wall of fiction with the umbrella she was, for some strange reason, carrying indoors. She was also wearing two clunky strings of beads the size of gumballs, a sequined cap decorated with plastic flowers, and a monocle.

			“Oh,” said Kyle, “those are the hover ladders. They take you up to whatever book you’re looking for. They also have a browse feature, so you can bounce around. That’s what I mostly do. Bounce around.”

			Kyle’s great-aunt, Margaret “Maggie” Keeley, used to hang out with the young Luigi Lemoncello when they were both kids. She was also Kyle’s grandfather’s sister. That’s why she was his “great” aunt. (Not just because she sent awesome birthday presents all the way from Paris, which she also did.)

			“We never had a library like this,” Aunt Maggie said as they strolled across the Rotunda Reading Room. “We had the amazing Mrs. Tobin at the old library on Market Street. This building was the Gold Leaf Bank. The safe-deposit boxes were downstairs. Chad Chiltington’s father ran the bank….”

			Kyle’s ears perked up.

			“You guys had a Chiltington?”

			His aunt laughed. “Most kids do, I guess. Anyway, this one summer, Chad and his buddy Jimmy Willoughby tried to make life miserable for us….”

			Kyle’s great-aunt had never visited Mr. Lemoncello’s library. In fact, she hadn’t been back to Alexandriaville since she left home right after high school. Legend had it that her eccentric uncle Clarence (he wasn’t a Keeley) had given her a “tremendous gift” that paid for her to study fashion in New York City, London, and Paris. Now she was a famous designer known all over the world by one name: Marguerite. And even though she had never returned to her hometown, some of her creations had. She secretly designed most of Mr. Lemoncello’s flamboyant costumes.

			“Let’s check out the gift shop,” she said. “I want to see how my new puzzle shirt worked out.”

			“Puzzle shirt?”

			“Hello?” she said. “It’s a Lemoncello! Even the souvenir T-shirts need to be puzzles.”
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			“Over this way,” said Kyle.

			He and his aunt Maggie strode across the Rotunda Reading Room. Kyle couldn’t help but notice all the kids (most of whom looked to be his age) lined up at the desks. They were patiently waiting their turn to use the library’s computers and superfast free Wi-Fi to enter the titanium ticket competition.

			“Deadline’s in two weeks,” Kyle heard Nia Cabahug, a friend from school, say.

			“Is it going to be a random drawing?” asked the boy behind her in line.

			“No,” said Nia. “You have to answer a bunch of questions.”

			“What do they ask about?”

			“Lots of stuff,” said the kid seated at the desk tapping in answers. “For instance, ‘What’s the best way to maximize cash flow?’ ”

			“Open the faucet?” cracked Kyle.

			The kids signing up for the competition turned to stare at him.

			“You already have a titanium ticket, Kyle,” said Nia.

			Kyle shot her a wink. “I know.”

			Kyle and his aunt exited the rotunda, crossed through the marble entry hall (with its statue of Mr. Lemoncello spouting water in a gurgling arc), and stepped into the newly opened gift shop.

			The room was stuffed with displays of what Kyle called “merch.” Lemon and cello magnets. Mugs featuring Mr. Lemoncello’s mug (his whiskers curled upward when you poured in a hot beverage). There were 3-D postcards, talking bobblehead dolls, hoodies, mountains of Lemoncello board games, and, on a pair of mannequins, two lemon-yellow ringer tees with rainbow-colored letters spelling out:

			NS. MFNPODFMMP’T MJCSBSZ

			“Clever,” said Kyle after studying the letters for a minute. “You used a shifted alphabet code. Every letter is one letter off.”

			“It’s my artistic tribute to Luigi and, really, me too, I guess. All our lives, people have told us that we are ‘a little off.’ ”

			Kyle watched a fuzzy fake feather drift away from his aunt’s billowy pink boa. Yes, she was definitely different. But in a fun way!

			“So,” said Kyle, ready to solve the T-shirt puzzle, “ ‘N’ equals ‘M,’ and ‘S’ equals ‘R,’ because you shifted up the alphabet one letter. ‘NS. MFNPODFMMP’T MJCSBSZ’ is code for ‘MR. LEMONCELLO’S LIBRARY’!”

			“Well done, Kyle.”

			“Thanks.”

			Something on a shelf near the cash registers caught his aunt’s eye.

			“Whoa. This brings back memories.”

			She picked up a small wooden box—a five-inch cube with an angled roof and small flapping slot.

			“It’s just a model of the sidewalk book return box,” explained Kyle.

			“Maybe. Maybe not.”

			Aunt Maggie rotated the purple cube a few times and then, finally, saw something. A hidden button in the far corner of the bottom panel. She poked it. The box’s top popped open.

			“It’s a puzzle box!” said Kyle.

			“Of course it is. Luigi and his design team would never build an ordinary souvenir when they could create one that was extraordinary. Look at all the tiny treasures hidden inside. A dozen miniature books. Several little-bitty DVDs. Even a dollhouse-sized model of a Clue board game.”

			Kyle nodded. But he wasn’t paying attention.

			His gaze had drifted up to one of the several screens hanging on the walls of the gift shop. Mr. Lemoncello had just appeared.

			“Who wants to be a bazillionaire?” he asked, waving his arms like a used-car dealer. “Because you—yes, you, right here in my gift shop—you could be the lucky winner of everything in my entire empire, including all of this merchandise. Why, you’ll never need to buy another souvenir T-shirt or water bottle again because you’ll already own them all! So, hurry! Don’t delay. Enter today! Win a titanium ticket and you will advance to the final round, where you’ll be playing for all the marbles. Literally. We make a lot of marbles, folks.”

			And, thought Kyle with a confident grin, I’m gonna win every single one of ’em!
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			“Prepare to be impressed, Buffy,” said the TV reporter. “I’m here in Hudson Hills, New York, home of Mr. Lemoncello’s amazing Gameworks Factory, with the first two titanium ticket winners, Simon Skrindle and Soraiya Mitchell.”

			“Actually,” said Soraiya, “the first to be awarded titanium tickets were the thirty-three members of the Lemoncello Library Board of Trustees in Ohio.” She gave the TV camera a bright smile. “We don’t know how many of them will want to use those tickets to compete against Simon and me.”

			“Probably Kyle Keeley,” said Simon, rubbing the top of his scruffy buzz cut because he didn’t know what else to do with his hands. Soraiya was calm and cool in front of TV cameras. Simon was the opposite. They made a good team. He always felt better when Soraiya was next to him. He figured everybody did. Soraiya was just that kind of person.

			“Kyle Keeley is the top gamer from Mr. Lemoncello’s hometown, Chip,” Soraiya explained to the TV reporter. “There are some other very formidable opponents on the Lemoncello Library board, too.”

			Simon nodded. “We made a chart.”

			“We like to work with data and analytics,” added Soraiya.

			“I like to build stuff, too,” said Simon. His thoughts drifted back to the automatic coffee cream dispenser he’d been tinkering with in the kitchen that morning for his grandpa. It needed a few more rubber bands. And a funnel. Maybe a paper clip…

			The reporter smiled politely. “Now, as I understand it, you both won your titanium tickets at the big Gameworks company picnic?”

			“Yes, Chip,” said Soraiya. “We played an unbelievably difficult game in Mr. Lemoncello’s new museum.”

			“It’s the shiny building behind the factory,” added Simon.

			“Now,” said Soraiya, “we’re advancing to the final round. This time if we win, we’ll wind up owning the factory. And the museum.”

			“And all of Mr. Lemoncello’s marbles, too,” said Simon. “He has lots of marbles.”

			“But,” said the reporter, “you’re children.”

			“Actually,” said Soraiya, “we’re teenagers.”

			“We’re both thirteen,” said Simon.

			“Are you really ready to inherit Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire?” asked the reporter. “It’s worth trillions.”

			“Well, it’s not going to happen right away,” said Soraiya. “Mr. Lemoncello will be around for at least another decade. Maybe two.”

			“Besides,” said Simon, “Kyle Keeley will probably win. He always wins all the Lemoncello games.”

			“Nuh-uh,” said Soraiya. “He and Akimi Hughes couldn’t solve that big puzzle at the factory like we did, remember?”

			“That’s right. Technically, we beat them.”

			“Guess we’ll just have to do it again,” said Soraiya.

			She held up her palm and Simon slapped her a high five.

			“Go, team!” said Soraiya.

			Simon smiled. But inside, he knew the truth. Eventually he and Soraiya would have to split up. One of them would have to beat the other one.

			Because Mr. Lemoncello had said (repeatedly) that this time there would be only one big winner.
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			“X-ing you out, Chip and Buffy,” said Gloria Ortega as she thumbed the remote. “Buh-bye, now.”

			The TV screen went dark.

			“Why’d you turn it off?” asked Gloria’s best friend and business partner, P.T. Wilkie. They were in the lobby of the Wonderland Motel in St. Pete Beach, Florida.

			Gloria and her father, a sports reporter at a local TV station, were extended-stay residents at the Wonderland. P.T.’s mother managed the motel, which her father (P.T.’s grandfather) had opened as a resort and small-time amusement park called Walt Wilkie’s Wonder World back in the 1970s, right before that other Walt opened Disney World in Orlando.

			The small motel had struggled ever since.

			But thanks to the promotions P.T. dreamed up, and Gloria’s business smarts, things were looking better. The “No Vacancy” sign was lit all the time. Kids were cannonballing in the pool. Burgers were sizzling on the grill. Putts were being sunk on the motel’s mini golf course.

			“I saw a story about this big Lemoncello giveaway on CNBC,” said Gloria. There was nothing she loved more than watching shows on the business-focused cable network. She was already on her way to becoming the next teenage megatycoon. Well, she hoped she was.

			“We both qualify for the competition,” she said. “We’re both thirteen.”

			“But do we want to enter?” asked P.T.

			“What? Hello? Mr. Lemoncello is going full Willy Wonka and James Halliday! How could we not want to enter?”

			“I know Wonka gave away his chocolate factory,” said P.T., “but who’s Halliday?”

			“The genius game maker in Ready Player One. He gives away his half-trillion-dollar fortune in a contest. Now Lemoncello is going to give away his whole gazillion-dollar business to somebody with a titanium ticket. We should enter.”

			“No, Gloria. You should enter. I need to stay here and run the Wonderland.”

			“But you’re a showman, P.T. Remember that time you did that whole comedy routine with the frog slide?”

			P.T. grinned proudly. “How could I, or anyone, forget that?”

			“You’re just like Mr. Lemoncello. Sure, he needs my brain for business, but he also needs your wacky ideas. You’re the sizzle for my steak.”

			“True. No one has wackier ideas than me. Just ask my math teacher. But you’ve heard what everybody’s saying. There will only be ‘one big winner.’ I think it needs to be you, Gloria. I need to stay here. The Wonderland needs me. I have a great idea for a new burping alligator attraction. Plus, I want to stay here and look out for Mom and Grandpa. They’re not getting any younger. Especially Grandpa.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. Did you see all those candles on his ice cream cake?”

			“I’m serious, P.T. Are you sure you want me to enter without you?”

			“Positive. In fact”—P.T. handed his phone to Gloria—“I already started filling out your entry form.”

			Gloria smiled.

			And then she finished filling in all the information.

			She was going for it.

			She was going to win a titanium ticket!
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			“Maybe we can squeeze in a quick game before Coach Quincy shows up,” said Kyle.

			He fanned open a deck of face-down cards in front of his friends, fellow eighth graders Akimi Hughes, Miguel Fernandez, Sierra Russell, and Andrew Peckleman. They were all in their gym clothes, waiting for their PE teacher.

			“What are those?” whined Andrew, tightening the strap on his goggle-sized athletic glasses.

			“Rebus flash cards,” said Kyle. “I thought we should practice for the final round of the big game.”

			Kyle flipped over a puzzle card.
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			“Um, Kyle?” said Akimi. “Do you seriously think Mr. Lemoncello is going to give his empire away to whatever thirteen-year-old kid can solve the most puzzles?”

			Akimi had been Kyle’s best friend since kindergarten. She’d been busting his chops since then, too.

			“Yes, Akimi,” said Kyle. “I think games will be very important in this final round.”

			Akimi looked doubtful. “What does solving a rebus puzzle have to do with running a business?”

			“What’s the matter, Akimi?” Kyle asked. “Do you need a hint?”

			“I do,” said Sierra. She was a serious bibliophile. She spent more time with the books in Mr. Lemoncello’s library than the games. Maybe even more time than the librarians did.

			“I don’t need a hint,” said Miguel.

			Kyle, Miguel, Sierra, Akimi, and their friend Haley Daley (who was now a big star in Hollywood) had been the winners of Mr. Lemoncello’s first library escape game. In that same game, Andrew had become an unfortunate pawn for Team Kyle’s rival, Charles Chiltington. Luckily, Andrew had redeemed himself since.

			“So what’s the answer?” Kyle challenged Miguel.
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			“Simple,” said Miguel. “What goes up must come down.”

			“Bravo, Miguel,” said a super-snooty voice. “Bra-vo.”

			Charles Chiltington strutted into the gym. He clapped slowly. He was the only one with striped athletic socks hiked up to his knees.

			“I find that to be a very apt expression for you five,” said Charles, looking down his nose at the others. “Sure, you’re flying high now. But trust me: None of you has what it takes to run a multinational conglomerate.”

			“Ha!” laughed Akimi. “And you do?”

			“Let’s just say I am more comfortable around great wealth than you fools.”

			“But,” said Akimi, “you’re also the only thirteen-year-old kid in America who is totally banned from entering the next round of the titanium ticket competition.”

			“It’s in the official rules,” said Andrew. “No Chiltingtons allowed.”

			Charles scoffed. “Because Mr. Lemoncello knows that Chiltingtons never lose.”

			“Yes they do,” said Andrew. “Well, you do. You’ve lost, like, five times now.”

			“Not that we’ve been keeping score,” said Kyle.

			A shrill whistle sounded. Coach Quincy marched onto the gym floor dribbling a dodgeball.

			“So, who’s moving up to the next bracket?” he asked. “Who’s cashing in their titanium ticket and going for the gold?”

			“Me,” said Kyle, thrusting up his hand.

			“I might,” said Sierra. “Especially if the winner inherits Mr. Lemoncello’s library.”

			“I’m a hard pass,” said Miguel.

			“Ditto,” said Akimi.

			Kyle was shocked to hear it. “What? Why?”

			“We already won full college scholarships in the Library Olympics,” said Miguel.

			“And frankly,” said Akimi, “becoming the CEO of a game company isn’t exactly my dream career.”

			“Mine either,” said Miguel.

			“Well, it sure is mine!” said Kyle.

			“But,” said Charles, “from what I hear, Keeley, you hardly stand a chance. Those two factory workers’ children in upstate New York already outdid you when they won their titanium tickets.”

			“They did,” admitted Kyle, remembering how Simon and Soraiya had figured out the puzzle that he and Akimi couldn’t.

			“Guess we shouldn’t’ve helped them,” said Akimi.

			“Whoa, now,” said Coach Quincy. “We all do better when we work together. A flower doesn’t think about competing with the flower next to it. It just blooms.”

			“True,” said Akimi. “But the flower isn’t trying to win a gazillion-dollar company, either.”

			Coach Quincy shook his head. He pointed to another inspirational message posted on the gym’s cinder block walls.

			“ ‘Your biggest opponent isn’t the other guy,’ ” he read off the poster. “ ‘It’s who you see in the mirror.’ ”

			Of course, Coach Quincy had never met thirteen-year-old Betina Flores from Los Angeles, California.
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			“Follow my lead, everybody!” cried Betina Flores, brandishing a wooden spoon. “It’s xylophone time!”

			She’d cleared off a space on the kitchen table and lined up seven glasses, each one filled with a different amount of water. The last glass was empty. This would be her improvised xylophone.

			For pizzazz, Betina had plunked a few drops of food coloring into the water glasses to create a rainbow running from red to purple, with all the colors in between. Her hair matched the water in the middle glass. It was green.

			She was ready to entertain her younger sisters and brothers and half a dozen cousins, all of whom had been sent to the kitchen to “start cleaning up” after a big kamayan finger-food feast. Everybody in Betina’s large, extended Filipino family had brought something to share.

			That meant the kitchen was a disaster area filled with bowls and Tupperware containers and dirty serving utensils.

			“When the music gets faster,” said Betina, quickly plinking the purple, blue, and green glasses with the spoon, “we clean faster. When the music slows down, we slow down and clean in slow motion.” She plunk-plunk-plunked the yellow, orange, and red glasses. They had more water in them, so their notes were lower.

			“You guys ready?”

			“Ready!” shouted all the kids in the kitchen.

			Betina played a peppy version of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” racing up and down her rainbow-colored xylophone of water glasses.

			The kids dashed around the kitchen, grabbing platters or crushing empty cans for the recycling bin or wiping down counters where sticky rice and even stickier sauces had spilled.

			When she slowed down her tune, the action slowed down, too. It was as if everybody were trapped in a slo-mo underwater movie.

			The only thing that didn’t slow down was the laughter.

			Which grew even louder when Betina plinked her water glass xylophone fast, then slow, then fast again.

			Betina had turned work into a game. Everybody was having a blast.

			Well, everybody except Betina’s big sister Maria, who’d just stepped into the kitchen and had her arms folded across her chest. She rolled her eyes.

			Maria, like all of Betina’s older brothers and sisters, was a super-serious student. She was going to be a brain surgeon when she grew up. Either that or a rocket scientist. Maybe both. She might even be the first brain surgeon on Mars.

			“What’s all this?” asked Maria.

			“These guys were bored,” Betina explained. “So I made up a game.”

			“Always with the games. You should spend more time studying, Betina. Make something out of yourself. Quit being such an oddball.”

			Betina sighed. What was it about big sisters? Some could be great. But others…?

			Of course, Betina had heard this before. Many, many times. At home and at school, where she was the class clown. She was also the star anchor for the middle school’s morning announcements, broadcast live from the TV studio in the library.

			“This just in,” she said the following Monday morning, after she and Tommy Brennan had finished doing the weather and cafeteria specials for the day. “All the number two soft-lead pencils in Mr. Speers’s math class are already planning their summer vacation.”

			“Oh, really?” said Tommy, who was used to setting up Betina’s goofy jokes. “Where are they going?”

			“Why, Pencil-vania, of course. Thank you. I’m here all week. You should be, too. There are no school holidays this week, unless you count Taco Tuesday.”

			Tommy tried not to laugh.

			“Okay, folks,” Betina said to the camera. “Here is today’s Betina Brain Buster. You’re driving a city bus. At the first stop, five people get on. At the second stop, one woman gets off and two men get on. At the third stop, three children get on. The bus is blue and yellow. It’s raining outside. What color is the bus driver’s hair?”

			“Ooh, that’s a tough one,” said Tommy.

			“Well, Tommy, while you think about it, let me admire your gorgeous black hair.”

			“Wait a second! You said I was the bus driver….”

			“Indeed I did.”

			“That means the answer is ‘black.’ My hair is black!”

			“Xxxxzing!” shouted Betina, because she liked the way the word she’d just made up sounded. She pulled the tab on a popping party streamer that she’d stashed under the anchor desk. Confetti and curly paper fluttered in the air.

			“We’ll see you tomorrow!” Tommy said to the camera.

			“We might also see you at lunch!” added Betina. “Or in the hall. Or in class. Or maybe the bathroom…”

			“We’re clear!” called the librarian, Mrs. Sara Casey.

			“Great job, Tommy,” said Betina.

			“Same to you. You’re so funny. And those brain teasers? You remind me of Mr. Lemoncello.”

			Betina laughed. She’d actually heard that before. She liked to think of herself as a one-of-a-kind, one-hundred-percent original. But if she was going to be compared to anyone, Luigi L. Lemoncello was a pretty great choice.

			“Tommy is right, Betina,” said Mrs. Casey, propping open a laptop. “You remind me of Mr. Lemoncello, too. Which is why I took the liberty of starting to fill this out for you.”

			“What is it?”

			“Your application for the titanium ticket contest. I’ve been following Mr. Lemoncello and his games for decades. I think you’re the perfect person to take over his whole wacky world!”
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			“Exceptionally excellent to see you this morning, Fuzzybutt! You too, Ursula!”

			Mr. Lemoncello tipped his top hat to the two mechanical bears wearing circus band uniforms that stood guard on either side of the gilded entrance to his headquarters in New York City.

			“Morning, Mr. L,” the clacking bears chortled in reply.

			Since spring had sprung, Mr. Lemoncello had had a spry sproing in his step. He hop-skipped his way into the very impressive lobby, which was filled with crepe paper flowers, blown glass sculptures, and assorted Seussian statuary (some of it motorized). He gave the indoor air a deep whiff.

			“Ahhh. Lilacs, apple blossoms, hyacinth, and daffodils.” He sneezed. “Today must be Spring Sensations Day on the smell-a-vision schedule! Sorry I missed Meatball Monday.”

			Shiny metallic robots, similar to the ones that worked inside Mr. Lemoncello’s library in Ohio, whirred their way across the sleek marble floor. They silently whisked baskets of mail and packages toward their own miniature elevators, which looked as if they were hoisted skyward by sparkly unicorns.

			Mr. Lemoncello gave the Universal Happiness Meter in the lobby a quick glance.

			“Splendiferous!”

			The ornately scrolled needle on the half circle was nudging its way to the right, all the way to pure joy.

			“The universe agrees with my decision!” he exclaimed. “Thank you, space, time, energy, and matter. You too, antimatter! The time is ripe. So are my banana shoes.” He opened his arms wide. “I’m going to give all of this away!”

			A smattering of Imagination Factory executives stopped to clap while simultaneously moving their hands around in a circle.

			“Thank you for that lovely round of applause. Now, if you will excuse me, I must scurry upstairs!”

			Mr. Lemoncello high-stepped it over to the executive elevator bank. He was due for a very important meeting in the seventh-floor boardroom, which, of course, was filled with board games and a few two-by-fours for whittling.

			“Ah, good morning, Luigi,” said Max Khatchadourian, Mr. Lemoncello’s corporate lawyer, who was already in the elevator. The door slid shut.

			“Morning, Max! You’re looking nimble and quick.”

			“Ha!” the lawyer laughed.

			Then he wheezed.

			And coughed.

			Max Khatchadourian was in his eighties. He most resembled a withered elf in a baggy three-piece business suit. His shirt collar was two sizes too big for his neck. His striped tie was three times wider than the ones most people wore. The lawyer had been helping and advising Luigi Lemoncello since Luigi moved to New York as a teenager to market his very first game.

			“You’re really going to do this?” Max asked. “You’re going to bequeath your entire empire to a thirteen-year-old?”

			“Indeed I am, Max,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “For I was thirteen when I created my first prototype for Family Frenzy, the game that made me a millionaire. This is about my legacy, not to be confused with the leg I see. By the way—nice socks.”

			“Thank you,” said the lawyer, looking down at the cuffs of his pants, which probably should’ve been an inch or two longer. “This morning, I was under the assumption that my socks matched. I see now that I was mistaken.”

			“Mismatched is always better, Max. Argyle and polka dot make a delightful if unexpected combination.”

			The elevator dinged. The doors slid open. Mr. Lemoncello and his top lawyer made their way to the boardroom.

			Mr. Lemoncello hoped he might find time to whittle a duck.
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			“Hidey-ho!” Mr. Lemoncello said to the crowd of executives waiting for him.

			They sat around a table shaped like splattered paint. Or an amoeba. Some were sipping bubble tea. Others were enjoying maple-bacon doughnuts.

			“Greetings to you, one and all,” said Mr. Lemoncello, standing at what might be considered the head of the blobby table. He hummed a peppy little ditty while he waited for Max to creak into a chair. It took two full verses.

			“Friends,” said Mr. Lemoncello when Max was safely seated, “thank you for meeting with me this morning. I wanted to give you a brief status update on Project TT, which is short for ‘Titanium Ticket’ as well as Tyrannosaurus Tex, a cowboy-slash-dinosaur game I’ve been thinking about.”

			Mr. Lemoncello bobbed up and down on the heels of his banana shoes. They burp-squeaked a noisy BLATT.

			“Ooops. Was that me?” said Mr. Khatchadourian. “Shouldn’t’ve had that bean burrito for breakfast this morning.”

			“Never apologize for breakfast, Max. It’s the most important meal of the day. Sometimes the noisiest, too.” Beaming, Mr. Lemoncello looked around the room at his happy team members. “Now then—how many thirteen-year-olds have signed up for the competition thus far?”

			“Three million four hundred and ninety-five thousand two hundred and two, sir,” said Ronna Earnest, Mr. Lemoncello’s chief accountant. She tapped the screen of her laptop to refresh the totals. “Sorry. Make that two hundred and three. Four. Oopsy. Six…”

			“Thank you for that real-time update, Ronna.” He turned to Christine Yen, the brilliant (and rather tall) head of his information technology department. “Are the algorithms doing their job, Christine?”

			“Yes, sir,” reported Yen. “Our data collection parameters should help us find the person we’re looking for.”

			“Ah,” said Mr. Lemoncello, “that is the question. What am I looking for besides my spare bow tie?”

			“According to the agreed-upon search filters,” said Yen, “we want someone who is thirteen years of age and qualified to inherit your entire empire, including your banana shoes and assorted balloons.”

			“Correct! For I was thirteen when, thanks to the marvelous Professor Marvelmous, I found my true calling. Plus, I still have another decade or two of zaniness left in me. We’ll want our new chairperson of the board games to go to college and apprentice in various company departments before they inherit my crown, metaphorically speaking. I am keeping my real crown. My dentist cemented it in rather tightly.”

			“So,” said Max, “how will we know the new ‘you’ when we see them, Luigi?”

			Mr. Lemoncello stroked his goatee thoughtfully. “Hmmmm. What we’re seeking is someone who loves games. And puzzles. And books. And libraries, of course. They should also be a showperson with panache and pizzazz. Perhaps a marketing maven as well. Or a business wiz. Maybe even a ruthless tycoon?”

			“Boo,” said everybody around the table. No one at the Imagination Factory liked ruthlessness. Or tycoons.

			“I second that boo,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “But the question remains. Who, exactly, am I looking for?”

			“That’s a big, big question, Luigi,” said his lawyer.

			“Well, when I have questions—big, small, or in between—I know one place that has all the answers.”

			Mr. Lemoncello bopped the lid of his top hat to activate its intercom connection.

			“Yes, sir?” said a tinny voice from a speaker sewn into the lining.

			“Christopher? Kindly grab my Ohio go bag and fire up the banana jet. It’s time for me to escape to Mr. Lemoncello’s library!”
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			“Failure is not an option, Teddy,” said Charles Chiltington. “Our family’s honor depends on you gaining access to this titanium ticket competition!”

			Charles had flown to New York City with his mother to meet with his cousin Teddy Willoughby. Mrs. Chiltington had been a Willoughby before she married Charles’s father. Susana Willoughby Chiltington and her son, Charles, had been trying to destroy Mr. Lemoncello ever since the batty bazillionaire first came home to Ohio to build his ridiculous library.

			But truth be told, Charles and his mother had failed. In fact, they had failed miserably. Mr. Lemoncello and his library were more popular than ever. And now, thanks to his previous antics, Charles was officially barred from entering Mr. Lemoncello’s titanium ticket competition. It was in the rules.

			But if Charles couldn’t enter the competition, his cousin Teddy, who was a Willoughby, could. And if the Lemoncello company ended up in the Willoughby family, Charles (with help from his mother) would find a way to snatch it away from cousin Teddy. First order of business? Shut down Mr. Lemoncello’s ludicrous library. Second item on the to-do list? Sell off all the various parts of Mr. Lemoncello’s vast empire and invest the money with a Swiss bank where they give you free cocoa.

			Teddy and his family lived in a very stylish apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. It was filled with so many oil paintings and statues, it could’ve been a museum. Teddy’s father, Charles’s uncle Theodore, was quite the collector. He was CEO of the renowned Willoughby Investments, a firm that had been started by Charles’s grandfather James “Jimmy” Willoughby, who was now retired and living on Long Island.

			“We’re all counting on you, Teddy,” said Charles. “You could win this thing.”

			Teddy shrugged. “Whatever. I guess your dad hasn’t enjoyed watching you lose, huh? How many games is it now, Charles? Three? Four?”

			Charles took a deep, cleansing breath, just like his stress-management coach had told him to. “I did not lose, Teddy. I was cheated out of what was rightfully mine. I was ahead in all those competitions until I wasn’t.”

			“And that’s when you lost, right?” said Teddy. “When you weren’t ahead anymore?”

			Charles swallowed as much rage as he could. But then he exploded. “I’ll show them! I’ll show them all! We’re going to win a titanium ticket, Teddy. And then you and I will take over Mr. Lemoncello’s entire enterprise!”

			“You and I?” said Teddy, arching an eyebrow. “As in you and me?”

			“Yes,” said Charles, attempting to calm down. “Together, there is nothing we Chiltingtons and Willoughbys cannot do. But you will need me in your quest, Teddy. I know how Mr. Lemoncello thinks. I know his weaknesses.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes. And my mother says you have to help me or she’s going to have a stern word with your father, who just happens to be her baby brother!”

			Teddy smiled. “Chill, Charles. I’m already in.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I’m already in the game. I’m competing for a titanium ticket.”

			“You are? How?”

			Teddy shrugged again. “Dad pulled a few strings. He’s tight with Max Khatchadourian.”

			“Max who?”

			“Khatch-a-dour-i-an. He’s Mr. Lemoncello’s lawyer.”
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				“Oh me-oh, oh my-oh, welcome home to Ohio!” exclaimed Mr. Lemoncello when Kyle’s great-aunt handed him a wardrobe bag in the Lemoncello Library’s parking garage. “It’s wondermous of you to help me out once again, Maggie. And might I add, it is also marvelmous.”

			They both laughed. Kyle wasn’t exactly sure why.

			Mr. Lemoncello had motored to the library in his bootmobile—a custom car (or maybe it was a truck) that looked like a giant red hiking boot on wheels. The vehicle was modeled after the bright red boot token in Family Frenzy.

			“I thought you could use a new costume for this very important meeting,” said Aunt Maggie.

			“Oh, goody! What’s my costume this time?”

			Kyle’s aunt winked. “Something befitting the occasion.”

			Mr. Lemoncello patted his belly. “I just hope it will be fitting me. I shouldn’t’ve had all those waffles on top of my pancakes and French toast this morning.”

			“Will Chester be here?” Aunt Maggie asked.

			Kyle knew she was asking about Mr. Chester Raymo, Mr. Lemoncello’s chief imagineer and childhood friend.

			“No,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Chet is away on business, putting the finishing touches on my new amusement park, Lemoncelloland. Today he will be programming the animatronic figures for the Hall of Authors pavilion. The R. L. Stine mannequin is particularly creepy. He looks like a fiendish ventriloquist’s dummy.”

			Aunt Maggie laughed.

			“It is so good to see you again, Maggie,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “In person. Not just on a computer screen.”

			“Ditto,” said Aunt Maggie. “Now let’s go someplace where you can try on your new costume. Perhaps in the 746.92 section of your library?”

			Mr. Lemoncello gasped. “Why, you remember.”

			“Of course I do—746.92 is the Dewey decimal number for fashion design. Mrs. Tobin taught me that.”

			“Which is why,” proclaimed Mr. Lemoncello, “in this library, the seven hundreds section features a diorama displaying your very first sewing machine and your original glue gun!”

			“Really? I’m honored. I can’t wait to see them again!”

			“Kyle?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “We’ll meet you and the other trustees inside. Kindly assemble everybody in Community Meeting Room A!”

			“On it!” said Kyle.

			Mr. Lemoncello and Aunt Maggie scooted off toward a door labeled “Employees Only—Secret Entrance.” Beneath that sign was a smaller one reading “Guess It’s Not So Secret Thanks to That Other Sign.”

			Kyle exited the parking garage and hit the sidewalk. The walls of the garage were sculpted to look like a massive bookcase featuring titles like The Lord of the Rings; Stuntboy, in the Meantime; and Wonder. He turned the corner, strolled past the sidewalk book return box, and bounded up the marble steps to the library’s main entrance—a large circular door with a spindle wheel like you’d see on a submarine hatch. It was the vault door from the old Gold Leaf Bank.

			As Kyle crossed the lobby, he wondered if Community Meeting Room A would be large enough to hold all the members of the library’s board of trustees—the thirty-two participants from Mr. Lemoncello’s Library Olympics plus Andrew Peckleman.

			But as he strode into the Rotunda Reading Room, he was surprised to see how many board members weren’t there.
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			Pretty terrible turnout, thought Kyle.

			Miguel and Akimi were no-shows, just like they’d said they would be. So were most of the other Library Olympians, even though Mr. Lemoncello always paid for their travel to Ohio.

			Sierra and Andrew were there, sharing a book.

			But the only other board members in the building were Diane Capriola (from Georgia), Elliott Schilpp (from Maryland), and Angus Harper (from Texas).

			“Where’s everybody else?” asked Kyle.

			“Not here,” said Angus, who was something of a Top Gun hotshot. His father was a test pilot. Angus was already taking flying lessons himself. Kyle figured he was in this thing to win Mr. Lemoncello’s banana jet.

			“What about Marjory Muldauer?” asked Kyle, remembering their number one nemesis from the Library Olympiad.

			“She’s interning at the Library of Congress again,” said Elliott, the skinny kid who, judging from the assorted food stains on his T-shirt, still had a hearty appetite. “She’s helping organize their comic book collection. It’s the largest one in the world.”

			Kyle nodded. That sounded like something Marjory would love to do more than running Mr. Lemoncello’s companies.

			“And Abia Sulayman?” asked Kyle.

			“Haven’t you heard?” said Diane. “Abia’s on the officer training track at Zinkle Inkle, the computer company that makes zPhones and zPads.”

			“But she’s only thirteen!”

			“Well, apparently, Abia made quite an impression when she went to the Genius Camp that Zane Zinkle sponsored. She’d probably rather run a computer company than a game company.”

			“Mr. Lemoncello makes computer games, too.”

			“What can we tell you, Kyle?” said Andrew. “Our dreams aren’t everybody else’s.”

			“True,” said Angus. “For instance, I’m only in this thing for the banana jet.”

			I knew it, thought Kyle.

			Kyle sort of understood why so many board members didn’t want to play on. First, they could lose. That was always a risk. Second, their college education was already paid for. That was the prize they’d all received at the end of the Library Olympics. They could be anything they wanted to be, do anything they wanted to do. Akimi wanted to be a structural engineer. Miguel wanted to work with dolphins.

			Fine. For them.

			All Kyle wanted to do was win this competition!

			“I was just with Mr. Lemoncello,” he told the others.

			“You were?” said Andrew suspiciously.

			“Yeah. He and my great-aunt are friends from back in the day. She’s the one who designs all his costumes.”

			“I thought the famed Parisian designer Marguerite did those,” said Diane.

			“That’s my aunt Maggie.”

			“Well,” said Diane, “the fewer players there are, the better my chances of winning.”

			“Ha!” said Kyle. “You’ll have to beat me first.”

			“I know,” said Diane. “By the way, what can you hold in your right hand but not in your left hand?”

			Kyle froze. Diane Capriola was better at solving riddles than he was, and Kyle was pretty good. This one had him stumped.

			Diane laughed. “The answer’s easy. Your left elbow.”

			Kyle tried it. She was right.

			“Well,” said Kyle, “I’m always in front of you, but you can never see me. What am I?”

			Now Diane scoffed. “Even easier. The future.”

			“You guys?” said Sierra. “There’s no reason to get super competitive.”

			“Uh, yes there is,” said Diane.

			“Totally,” added Angus.

			“Mr. Lemoncello says there’s going to be one big winner,” said Kyle. “One.”

			“Makes sense,” said Elliott. “After all, there’s only one Luigi L. Lemoncello.”

			“But,” said Sierra, “in the earlier games, we all helped each other.”

			“Well,” said Kyle, “this time, things are different. This time, it’s every player for themselves.”
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			“Unlimited breadsticks and splendiferous greetings to you all!” boomed Mr. Lemoncello as he entered the community meeting room.

			He was wearing the emerald-green tailcoat Aunt Maggie had created. It made him look like the Wizard of Oz.

			“Aha! I see we have a quorum.”

			“We do?” said Diane. “There’s only six of us.”

			“You are correct, Miss Capriola. I meant to say we have a quarter.” He reached into his pocket and flipped a shiny coin in the air. “Heads I win, tails you lose—rules you will never find in any Lemoncello game. Now then, where was I? Ah, yes. Alexandriaville, Ohio. My hometown, where I have been doing research on business basics here in my library. I want to thank each of you for joining me today. And so I will. Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, and thank you. You are all about to embark on a grand quest, but you won’t be looking for the Golden Fleece, which, by the way, are extremely hard to locate, especially on a golden retriever.”

			“When will the final games get started?” Kyle asked eagerly.

			“Ah, an excellent question based on, I’m afraid, a faulty assumption. For this next round, we are pulling a Merci Suárez and changing gears.”

			“We are?” said Andrew, nervously adjusting his ginormous glasses.

			“Oh, yes,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Game skills are but one area of expertise the new ‘me’ must possess.”

			Kyle’s heart sank. Gaming was his number one talent. In fact, it might be his only talent.

			“According to all the business books here in the library, I must seek a successor who excels in several different fields, most of them indoors. Therefore, the qualifying round to award the next titanium tickets shall take place in New York City, where my business has its headquarters.”

			“Will your new chief executive get the banana jet?” asked Angus Harper.

			“Oh, yes. And my helicopter. The one that looks like a bumblebee wearing a propeller beanie.”

			“I’m so winning this,” said Angus.

			Kyle shot Angus a look. “Bring it on!”

			“Oh, I’m bringing it!” said Diane and Elliott.

			Andrew’s left eye twitched. He looked ill.

			“That’s the spirit!” said Mr. Lemoncello. “I want you six to join in the fun as we look to find our new contestants, even though you already have your TTs. Your time in New York City might help you decide whether you truly want to move on to the final round of this competition, where the challenges, I must warn you, will be even more intense.”

			Kyle’s stomach gurgled.

			“My team in New York has used advanced data processing techniques to identify several worthy contestants. Isn’t that right, Christine?”

			Mr. Lemoncello bopped a button on his vest. A hologram hovered over the center of the table like something out of Star Wars. It was a tall lady dressed all in black. She even had long black hair, the tips of which were dyed purple.

			“Allow me to introduce Christine Yen—the head of my IT department. Christine? You’re IT! Go!”

			The holographic executive addressed the room.

			“Sir, I’m happy to report that we’ve already identified several new contestants who just might have what we’re looking for. Betina Flores from California has a very Lemoncello-esque flair for fun and showmanship. Jacob Pascal, from St. Paul, Minnesota, really knows his numbers. Gloria Ortega from Florida has tremendous business savvy. As does Patricia Plumbgarten, a YouTuber from the suburbs of Chicago. Teddy Willoughby, a resident of New York City, is also in the mix.”

			“Wondermous,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “So much talent. So many impressive possibilities. We’re really thinking outside the game box!”

			Kyle wished they’d stay inside the game box. That was his box. It was the only box he really wanted to play in.

			Suddenly, a new thought struck him.

			Willoughby…The name sounded familiar. He couldn’t remember why.

			And then he did.

			Charles Chiltington’s mother had been a Willoughby before she married Charles’s father.

			“What’s this Teddy kid good at?” asked Elliott.

			“Not really sure,” said Ms. Yen. “His family runs a very prestigious investment company. He was recommended by our chief corporate counsel.”

			“Ah, yes,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Max makes excellent recommendations. Why, just the other day, he recommended that I add a dollop of honey to my peanut butter and banana sandwich. Delicious!”

			“How many more contestants are we searching for, sir?” Ms. Yen asked Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Let’s see. We have Simon, Soraiya, and our six library trustees.”

			“Five!” said Andrew.

			“I beg your pardon?” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Too much pressure, sir. I can’t take it. I get hives.” Andrew turned to Sierra. “If you win, you have to hire me to help you run the Lemoncello Library. Deal?”

			Sierra nodded. “Of course.”

			“Cool. See you guys later. Peckleman out!”

			Andrew grabbed his backpack and bolted out of the meeting room.

			“Okeydokey,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “We have Simon and Soraiya, five trustees, five new contestants, and perhaps a partridge in a pear tree?”

			“Not on my list, sir,” said the holographic IT director. “We have, according to my count, twelve candidates.”

			“And how many thirteen-year-olds have submitted applications?”

			“Over four million.”

			“Then let’s find one more,” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Million?”

			“No. Just one. Chosen at random. Twelve plus one will, I am quite confident, equal thirteen. It usually does. Double-check with Jacob Pascal, the Minnesota mathlete you mentioned. We’ll have thirteen thirteen-year-olds with us in New York, just like we had twelve twelve-year-olds for the original escape game.”

			“Thirteen is my lucky number,” said Angus.

			“Seriously?” said Sierra. “Thirteen is traditionally considered unlucky.”

			“Except in France,” said Diane.

			“And Italy,” added Elliott.

			“And Colgate,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “The university, not the toothpaste.”

			Kyle just nodded.

			Because he had a feeling his luck in all things Lemoncello had just run out.
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			The next morning, Kyle rode with his family to the private airfield on the outskirts of town where Mr. Lemoncello parked his banana jet.

			“You should try to see a Broadway show while you’re in New York City,” said his mother.

			“Uh-huh,” said Kyle absentmindedly. He felt sick to his stomach. And it wasn’t because he’d just had a whole box of frosted brown sugar cinnamon Toaster Tarts washed down with orange juice (the kind with pulp) for breakfast.

			Maybe he should’ve sat out this competition like Akimi, Miguel, Andrew, and most of the other Lemoncello Library trustees had decided to do. He could’ve gone out on top. An undefeated champion.

			He also didn’t even want to think of a world without his hero Luigi L. Lemoncello running the game-making show. Especially if Kyle wasn’t the one taking his place. What kind of games would Elliott from Maryland come up with? A dozen different versions of food-related board games like Snack Attack, Dough for Doughnuts, and Pie in the Sky, My Eye?

			Airfield security guards gestured for Mr. Keeley to stop the van outside a rolling chain-link gate.

			“Hi,” Kyle’s dad said to the guards. “We’re here to drop off Kyle Keeley, who, by the way, could soon be your boss.”

			Mr. Keeley chuckled. The guards did not.

			“He’s flying to New York City!” gushed his mother.

			“He’s going to take over Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire,” added Kyle’s big brother Mike.

			“Actually,” mumbled his other big brother, Curtis, “that’s not a given. In fact, I’d put Kyle’s odds at twenty to one.”

			“Twenty?” said Kyle as the gates finally rolled open. “There are only going to be thirteen players.”

			“True,” said Curtis. “But several of the new players were selected for their exceptional smarts and business skills.”

			“Well,” said Kyle’s mom, turning around to smile proudly, “none of them will have Kyle’s smile. Or his dimples.”

			Thanks, Mom, thought Kyle as he slumped deeper into his seat.

			Yeah.

			He should’ve taken the Akimi/Miguel/Andrew route.

			He should’ve quit while he was ahead.

			Mr. Keeley parked beside all the other cars lined up on the tarmac. Apparently, Kyle was the last to arrive. He could see the banana jet waiting to whisk them all to New York City.

			Sierra, Angus, Diane, and Elliott were standing near the fold-down stairs with their suitcases. Elliott was chomping on a cream horn. Sierra looked up from the book she was reading (The Crossover by Kwame Alexander) to wave at Kyle. The other three did not wave or even smile. They already had their game faces on.

			“Welcome, Keeley family,” said Dr. Zinchenko, the world-famous librarian in charge of Ohio’s Lemoncello Library. She was dressed in a bright red pantsuit that matched her blazing-red hair and her red-framed sunglasses. “Kyle should be home within a week. Perhaps sooner if he decides to withdraw from the competition, which, of course, he can do at any time.”

			“Not gonna happen!” boomed Mike. “Right, Kyle?”

			All Kyle could muster was a mumbled “Don’t think so…”

			“Just do the best you can, hon,” said Mrs. Keeley. “We won’t love you any less if you lose.”

			The banana jet’s engines started to spin.

			“Please board the plane, children,” Dr. Zinchenko shouted over the whir.

			Kyle grabbed his bag. He’d flown on the banana jet before—during Mr. Lemoncello’s great library race. But the aromas from the galley were still extremely drool-worthy. It smelled like the chef was baking a fresh batch of chocolate chip–peanut butter cookies. And miniature pepperoni pizzas.

			A giant flat-screen TV glowed on the bulkhead wall. It displayed the animated intro graphics for Mr. Lemoncello’s Ridiculously Difficult Rebuses video game. The one that was recommended for players age eighteen and up.

			“You guys ready for a little in-flight entertainment?” asked Diane, who was seated directly across the aisle from Kyle. She was holding the game controller linked to her armrest.

			“Who says we have to wait until we’re in-flight?” said Angus. He had his controller at the ready, too.

			“Game on,” said Elliott.

			“No thanks,” said Sierra, barely looking up from her book.

			“I’m in,” said Kyle.

			The four players fastened their seat belts and logged into the game.

			And before the banana jet had even lifted off, the first puzzle appeared on the screen:
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			“I think the answer is two!” shouted Angus. “One squared equals two!”

			Sierra looked up from her book. “Actually, one squared equals one.”

			“Says who?”

			“Many math books,” said Diane. “Because one times one equals one.”

			She finished nudging her joystick to spell out her answer.

			“Back to square one,” she said as the screen exploded in fireworks graphics, letting everybody know her answer was correct.

			“That’s what I was going to type in,” said Elliott, who was munching on cheese puffs.

			“Victory goes to the swift,” said Diane. “Next rebus!”

			She bopped the blue button on her controller.

			Kyle studied the new puzzle.
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			Wow, he thought. He used to be so good at this. Sometimes the best in the room. But these rebuses were harder than usual.

			Elliott keyed in an answer with his cheese-smeared fingers.

			The screen exploded with confetti as trumpets played a fanfare. Elliott’s correct solution scrolled along the bottom of the flat-screen monitor: “Stand up and be counted.”

			Kyle groaned. He hadn’t seen it.

			“Dang,” said Angus. “You two are good. I’m glad game and puzzle-solving skills aren’t what Mr. Lemoncello is looking for in his successor.”

			“If I may,” said Dr. Zinchenko, swiveling her seat to face the young contestants, “what do you think Mr. Lemoncello is looking for, Angus?”

			Angus sat up a little taller. “Leadership, ma’am. A true maverick. Someone who isn’t afraid to take risks and push the edge of the envelope. Someone just like me.”

			Dr. Zinchenko considered his reply.

			“Interesting” was all she said before she swiveled her chair back around and returned to her copy of School Library Journal, the one with her picture on the cover.

			“Next rebus,” said Kyle.

			Diane tapped her controller. The screen showed a third puzzle.
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			“Rest and recreation!” blurted Angus.

			“You have to type in your answer for it to count,” said Diane.

			“I did,” said Angus. “But the game says I’m wrong.”

			“Maybe it wants an ampersand instead of the word ‘and,’ ” suggested Diane as she quickly toggled her joystick to edit her answer.

			Kyle knew that playing the same answer twice never worked. He had to look at the rebus differently. Not jump to the easiest answer. He stared at the puzzle. Factored in the elevated degree of difficulty.

			
				
					[image: Puzzle: R plus R.]
				

			

			Aha!

			He saw it.

			He typed out his answer. The other players turned to look at him. They were still stumped. Kyle hit the enter key.

			The screen exploded in another victory celebration.

			“Summer,” he announced. “You know, the sum of ‘R’ plus ‘R.’ Sum, ‘R.’ ”

			“Nice job, Keeley,” said Elliott, his mouth full of crunchy orange gunk.

			“Looks like Kyle came to play today,” said Angus.

			“It’s not over until it’s over,” said Diane as the screen flipped to a new rebus.

			The game continued for nearly an hour.

			Angus stopped playing. He headed up to the cockpit to chat with the pilot about vectors. Elliott quit somewhere over the Allegheny Mountains of Pennsylvania when the cheesy nachos were served.
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			“Travel overseas” went to Kyle.
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			“For once in my life” was solved by Diane.

			As the banana jet began its initial descent into the New York metro area, Kyle and Diane were tied. They’d each solved forty-nine different rebus puzzles.

			Once again, Dr. Zinchenko swiveled around in her seat.

			“Might I propose a tie-breaker?” she said.

			“Another rebus?” asked Diane.

			Dr. Zinchenko shook her head. “No. A riddle.”

			Diane grinned.

			“I’m in!”

			“Mr. Keeley?” asked Dr. Zinchenko.

			Kyle hesitated. He didn’t want to have a major defeat on his scorecard before he even set foot in New York City. Sure, he already had his titanium ticket, his admission to the final game or games, whatever it or they might be. But he also had his pride. He didn’t want Diane, Angus, and Elliott snickering behind his back and calling him a loser.

			Of course, if he didn’t accept the challenge, they’d just snicker behind his back and call him a coward instead.

			Diane’s right, he told himself. The game isn’t over until it’s over. If I’m in it, I always have a chance to win it.

			“Let’s do it,” he said.

			“Whoa, hold your horses, Kyle,” said Angus. “You do remember that Diane here is better at riddles than anybody else on the whole library board, right?”

			Kyle shrugged and pretended that it was no big whoop.

			“Whatever,” he said. “What’s the riddle, Dr. Z?”

			“You see a boat filled with people,” said Dr. Zinchenko, her voice super serious. “The boat has not sunk. You turn away. But when you look back, you see the boat but you don’t see a single person. Why?”

			Kyle blinked. And thought. The boat has not sunk. So I see the boat. But I don’t see a single person….

			“THEY’RE ALL MARRIED!” shouted Kyle and Diane at the exact same second.

			“Correct,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “And you two end in a tie. Kindly put away your game controllers and fasten your seat belts. We will be landing soon.”

			Kyle buckled his seat belt.

			A tie was okay.

			He was going to play on.

			All the way to wherever his titanium ticket took him!
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			“Believe me, kids—parking’s gonna be a nightmare,” grumbled Simon Skrindle’s grandfather as he drove over the bridge into Manhattan. “New York City is always a nightmare.”

			“I’m sure the Hotel Lemoncello has valet parking,” said Soraiya. She was in the backseat of the wheezing sedan, a car that had probably rolled off the assembly line sometime in the early 1990s. “They’ll park your car for you.”

			“Ha!” scoffed Simon’s grandfather, who was something of a grouch. “Then I’ll have to tip the valets!”

			“No, sir, all our expenses will be covered,” said Simon, consulting the first page in his binder about the upcoming contest.

			His grandfather arched his bushy eyebrows. “Even if you eat those fancy candy bars they leave in hotel rooms? The ones that cost fifteen dollars each?”

			“Yes, sir. Mr. Lemoncello is paying for everything.”

			“Well,” said Mr. Skrindle, “when you two take over his company, that’s the first thing you’re gonna need to change. No more freebies for visitors. You kids need to trim the fat. Cut costs.”

			“Mr. Lemoncello would never do that,” said Soraiya. “He’s always looking for new benefits to give everybody who works for him. This week, at the Gameworks Factory, they added free yoga classes, free yodeling lessons, and sixteen kinds of free frozen yogurt in the break room. And those are just the new ‘y’ freebies.”

			“Whoever wins,” said Simon, “should keep doing what Mr. Lemoncello would do. At least until they run out of money.”

			Mr. Skrindle drove his rattletrap car down Broadway, then to the Hotel Lemoncello, which was located across from Mr. Lemoncello’s Imagination Factory headquarters building on West Twenty-Third Street.

			Three parking lot attendants in purple vests bustled out to meet the car as it pulled up to the curb.

			“Parking’s free,” said one.

			“We’ll also check your oil and windshield wiper fluid,” said the second.

			“And, if you don’t mind, we’ll put some air in that right rear tire, sir,” said the third. “It looks a little low.”

			“Why, thank you,” said Mr. Skrindle, reaching into his pocket to pull out a wrinkled five-dollar bill.

			“Sorry,” said the first valet. “Tipping is not allowed.”

			“Unless, of course,” said the second, “you’re playing Mr. Lemoncello’s Tippy Canoe and Tie Your Shoe game.”

			Simon’s grandfather looked confused.

			“It’s for little kids,” explained Soraiya. “Helps kindergartners learn how to tie their shoes.”

			“Oh.”

			“Would you like a free pair of fuzzy dice for your rearview mirror, sir?” asked parking lot attendant number three. “Perhaps a bobblehead Lemoncello doll for your rear window?”

			“No thank you,” said Mr. Skrindle. “Both those things wiggle and jiggle too much.”

			“As you wish!” The valets whisked the car away to park and service it. Simon and Soraiya hurried into the lobby of the Hotel Lemoncello. They couldn’t wait to see what was on the other side of the revolving doors. Mr. Skrindle followed along after them as swiftly as he could.

			“Whoa!” said Simon. It was even better than he’d imagined, and Simon had a very vivid imagination.

			He’d just seen the gurgling fountain where sculpted tokens from various Lemoncello games—penguins, bears, Martians, and googly-eyed walruses—were perched on different tiers, hanging on with one paw (or tentacle) while attempting to serve streaming tea to the creatures below with the other.

			“Look!” said Soraiya, pointing to the check-in desk. The employees working the computers were all costumed like Lemoncello video game characters. One even had a space blaster that she used to scan credit cards.

			“Who would like cake?” asked a roving robot wearing a classy bow tie. “Who would like cake? It is time to take a break for cake.”

			The mechanical marvel had eighteen arms, each one displaying a slice of luscious layer cake beneath a glass dome. There was everything from chocolate-chocolate to coconut to triple berry confetti crunch.

			“Do you have any pie?” asked Simon’s grandfather. “Cake gives me gas.”

			The robot beeped and flashed its light bulb eyes. Instantly, all eighteen plates of cake flipped over to reveal eighteen slices of pie. The robot smelled fantastic, too. Like Simon’s grandmother’s kitchen the day before Thanksgiving.

			“I’ll take one slice of pecan and one strawberry-rhubarb,” said Mr. Skrindle, trying not to sound too impressed.

			Those two domes flipped open as the arms holding Grandpa’s preferred pieces of pie were propelled forward.

			“Could I trouble you for a cup of coffee?” asked Mr. Skrindle.

			Instantly, the robot’s bowling-ball head flipped open. (It was hinged at the corners of its smile.) A steaming cup of coffee sat waiting, premixed with cream and two sugars, just the way Simon’s grandpa liked it.

			Mr. Skrindle reached for the coffee cup and saucer. He balanced it with his two plates of pie, which came with silverware wrapped in a cloth napkin conveniently Velcroed to their bottoms. Grandpa Skrindle nodded toward a yellow couch shaped like a sideways cello.

			“I’ll be over there if you kids need me. This pie isn’t going to eat itself.”

			Simon smiled. His grandfather actually seemed happy.

			“Guess we better check in,” said Soraiya.

			“Yeah,” said Simon.

			But he didn’t budge.

			Because he was frozen in a trance.
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			“Simon?” said Soraiya. “Are you okay?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Simon dreamily.

			He was staring at an amazing billiard ball roller coaster display just beyond the gurgling fountain. A chain-driven lifting device carried the balls, one by one, up to the highest peak of the track. Gravity did the rest. The balls rolled down a winding set of rails filled with loops, twists, curlicues, and spirals. Along the way, the balls bumped into bells, struck gongs, and tumbled across a xylophone, dinking out a merry melody.

			“Wow,” said Simon, “I would love to take that thing apart and put it back together again!”

			“I don’t think the hotel is going to let you do that,” said Soraiya.

			“Probably not,” agreed Simon. “Still…”

			“Come on, Simon.”

			Soraiya took Simon by the elbow and led him over to the check-in counter.

			A man with wavy dark hair and a sparkly smile stepped in front of them with a small video camera propped on his shoulder.

			“And here, sports fans, comes Gloria’s competition! Simon Skrindle and Soraiya Mitchell. The titanium-ticket-toting titans from Hudson Hills, New York.”

			“Dad?” A girl came up behind the man, rolling her eyes. “You promised you wouldn’t swoop up on people like that.”

			“Sorry, kids,” said the girl’s father, lowering his camera. “I’m Manny Ortega from WFLA in Tampa Bay. We’ve got the local news you need when you need it, unless you need it right now, since I’m not currently in Tampa. I’m in New York City with my biz-wiz daughter.”

			The girl held out her hand. “My dad’s a little excited. I’m Gloria Ortega.”

			Soraiya and Simon took turns shaking hands with her.

			“I’m Soraiya.”

			“Simon.”

			“I know,” said Gloria. “You guys already have your titanium tickets.”

			“Gloria’s here to go for the gold!” said her father. “And by ‘gold,’ I mean titanium. She’s going to give it one hundred and ten percent.”

			“Still mathematically impossible, Dad.”

			“Well, honey, big players make big plays.”

			“And big noses run in my family, but only in the winter,” said a girl who’d just come into the lobby with a rolling suitcase. She looked to be thirteenish—just like Simon, Soraiya, and Gloria. “Hi! I’m Betina Flores.”

			More introductions were made.

			“So,” Betina said to Gloria, “we know Simon and Soraiya already have their tickets. Did the computer pick you like it picked me?”

			“That’s what they tell me,” said Gloria. “Guess we both have whatever it is Mr. Lemoncello wants.”

			“Someone to inherit his fortune,” said a boy with curly blond hair who came into the hotel lobby with what looked like his chauffeur. The boy seemed to be the same age as everybody else. He wore a ribbed turtleneck, an oversized silk sport coat, creased jeans, and very expensive kicks.

			“And you are?” asked Mr. Ortega, raising his camera once again.

			“Teddy Willoughby.” He gestured toward the chauffeur carrying three very expensive-looking pieces of designer luggage. “This is Stephano, my driver.”

			“Wow,” said Simon. “You have a driver?”

			The boy shrugged. “He mostly works for my dad.”

			“I’m going to have a chauffeur, too,” said Gloria. “Just as soon as I take over all of Mr. Lemoncello’s businesses.”

			“I might go with one of those self-driving automobiles when I win,” said Betina with a smile.

			“Me too,” said Soraiya. “A robot car.”

			“I like to walk,” said Simon. “Gives me time to daydream.”

			Mr. Ortega stepped forward. “Kids? Just remember what a great football coach once said. ‘Winning isn’t everything, but it beats anything that comes in second.’ ”

			“Oh, I’m sure I will win, sir,” said Betina with a wink.

			“Me too, Dad,” said Gloria.

			“Thanks,” said Betina.

			“I meant I’m sure I’ll win,” said Gloria. “Not you, Betina.”

			“Well, you can’t both win,” said Teddy. “So I guess I better do it.”

			Simon and Soraiya eyeballed each other.

			They were soooooo glad they already had their titanium tickets. This next round of the competition was going to be fierce. And from what Simon had read in his binder, there were still three more new contestants to come!
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			“Fabulous,” said Dr. Zinchenko, touching the Bluetooth listening device in her ear. “We’re on our way.”

			Kyle was riding in a very classy van with the four other trustees. They’d landed in New Jersey and were now headed for the Lincoln Tunnel and New York City, which, from miles away, looked like an amazing castle with skyscraper walls looming on the horizon.

			“This is so exciting,” said Elliott. “I want to eat one of those big pastrami sandwiches they have in New York. The ones that are thicker than a brick.”

			“I want to visit New York’s famous bookstores!” gushed Diane. “There’re so many!”

			Dr. Zinchenko turned around to address the kids in the back of the luxury van. Fortunately, she wasn’t the one driving the vehicle.

			“There are several bookshops a short walk from the Hotel Lemoncello, Diane. You and a chaperone could visit later today. Excuse me.”

			Dr. Zinchenko touched her Bluetooth earpiece again.

			“Thank you, Christine.” She ended the call with a tap. “My colleague just advised me that the eight other contestants—Simon Skrindle, Soraiya Mitchell, and the six newbies selected by her very complex algorithms—have arrived at the Hotel Lemoncello. These new players, of course, will be competing to earn titanium tickets similar to the ones you already possess.”

			“Dr. Zinchenko?” said Sierra. “What exactly are these titanium tickets tickets to?”

			“Is it a sporting event?” wondered Angus.

			Dr. Zinchenko grinned. “You could call it that. Those with titanium tickets will gain admission to a secret location where they will move on to Mr. Lemoncello’s Fantabulous Finale, a game with one big winner.”

			One big winner, thought Kyle. Everybody else would be a big loser.

			“While you’re at the Hotel Lemoncello,” Dr. Z continued, “you will be under the supervision of our resident assistants—Imagination Factory employees who have had previous experience monitoring college dormitories. For everybody’s safety and well-being, please listen to and obey all of their instructions. Failure to do so will lead to the forfeiture of your titanium ticket as well as your chance to inherit Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire.”

			Forfeiture.

			Kyle was familiar with the term from several of Mr. Lemoncello’s board games. It meant you had to give something up as a fine or a penalty. In his experience with Lemoncello games, forfeitures always popped up at the absolute worst time.

			“Um, is there any other way we could lose our titanium tickets?” Kyle asked.

			“Yes,” said Dr. Zinchenko matter-of-factly. “You can surrender your ticket at any time, should you decide that you do not wish to advance to the Fantabulous Finale. It’s one of the reasons you five, Simon, and Soraiya will be participating in these New York City rounds. When you see who and what you are up against, you might decide to take your full college scholarship and pursue an alternate career path. After all, everyone has different dreams, and there are many different ways to arrive at your destination.”

			When the van pulled up in front of the Hotel Lemoncello, everybody oohed and aahed at the brilliant springtime displays in the planters lining the sidewalks. The trimmed shrubberies all looked like Mr. Lemoncello in various poses, prancing and dancing his way through a sea of tulips.

			Kyle gawked as the group made its way into the grand lobby.

			“Those chandeliers keep changing,” said Diane, gazing up in wonder at the multicolored twinkling lights, where the lampshades were folded playing cards from Lemoncello games.

			“And check out those holograms!” said Angus. Broadway performers tap-danced their way up and down the lobby walls and across the ceiling. “I mean, I think those are holograms.”

			“They have to be,” said Elliott, who’d found a big bowl full of free fun-size candy bars. “Same with those wild cartoon characters behind the check-in desk.”

			“Nope,” said Kyle. “Those are real people. In costumes.”

			“Oh,” said Elliott, his mouth full of caramel nougat.

			“This is like Disney World!” said Sierra. “Only better. Look at all the books!”

			Kyle turned and saw a library tucked into one corner of the lobby. He recognized the lady in front of the bookcases, too. It was the holographic Mrs. Tobin—the librarian from Mr. Lemoncello’s childhood.

			“This way, please,” said Dr. Zinchenko, her high heels clicking across the marble floor, which Kyle finally realized was a giant checkerboard. And all the footrests in the lobby? Those were black and red playing pieces on wheels.

			The group followed Dr. Zinchenko up a hall lined with framed Lemoncello board game box tops. They stopped outside a door labeled “The Very Important Meeting Room.”

			Dr. Zinchenko grinned.

			“Prepare to meet your challengers. The ones who want what you already have. A titanium ticket to the Fantabulous Finale!”
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			Everybody stepped into the meeting room.

			“Welcome!” said the real-life Christine Yen, whom Kyle had met only as a hologram. “Hello, Yanina.”

			Dr. Zinchenko smiled. “Christine.”

			Kyle waved at Simon and Soraiya. He’d met them both at Mr. Lemoncello’s factory in Hudson Hills. They waved back. There were six other kids at the table Kyle didn’t recognize.

			“Unfortunately,” Ms. Yen continued, “Mr. Lemoncello will not be able to join us today or tomorrow. Dr. Zinchenko and I will supervise the first competition. At its conclusion, one of our six new contestants will be awarded a titanium ticket.”

			Whoa, thought Kyle. That’s fast. They’re not messing around.

			Ms. Yen consulted her tablet. “Please allow me to introduce you to Teddy Willoughby.”

			A curly-haired boy in a blue blazer gave everybody a jaunty two-finger salute off his eyebrow.

			“Hang loose, my friends,” said Teddy. “Hang loose.”

			“Continuing around the table, we have Betina Flores, Gloria Ortega, Jacob Pascal—”

			“I like numbers better than people,” muttered Jacob, doodling a complicated equation on a napkin.

			Oh-kay, thought Kyle. Good to know.

			Ms. Yen moved on. “Next to Jacob is Patricia Plumbgarten.”

			Patricia, who had blunt-cut blond hair, leaned back confidently in her seat and took over her own introduction.

			“You people probably already know who I am. You can catch my Biz Wiz vids on YouTube. Be sure to hit the subscribe button. I guess my brand was launched when I was on Shark Tank. I did a deal for my inflatable dinnerware with all five Sharks.”

			“You are so lucky,” mumbled the girl named Gloria.

			“No,” Patricia said smugly. “I am skilled and savvy.”

			“I’m sweet and salty,” cracked Betina.

			Patricia glared at her.

			“And finally,” said Ms. Yen, “please say hello to Colton Olsen. He was, at Mr. Lemoncello’s direction, selected at random. Because Mr. Lemoncello firmly believes in always being open to surprises.”

			“Uh, hi, everybody,” said Colton. “This hotel is pretty cool. And everything is free, so, you know, whatever. Count me in.”

			“We shall,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “And we will also count on seeing you and everyone else tomorrow morning for our first New York challenge. It will take place at a very famous Manhattan landmark: the main branch of the New York Public Library.”

			“The one with the two lions out front?” said Sierra, sounding giddy. “Patience and Fortitude? Those are the lions’ names.”

			“Yes, Sierra,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “That’s the place.”

			“I can’t wait!”

			“Your chaperones will be in the lobby at ten a.m. tomorrow to escort you over to 476 Fifth Avenue. We’ll be going on a scavenger hunt.”

			Good, thought Kyle. I like scavenger hunts. I usually win ’em, too.

			He knew he didn’t have to win whatever games were played in New York City. He already had his titanium ticket.

			But if there was a game, Kyle Keeley didn’t want to just stand by and watch it.

			He wanted to win!
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			Still sleepy the next morning—because they’d stayed up late having all sorts of fun in the Hotel Lemoncello’s multiple game rooms, its swimming pool/aquarium, and its comedy club (where Betina did a funny stand-up routine)—Kyle and the eleven other contestants rode in a pair of vans to the New York Public Library.

			They were down to twelve players because while Kyle and the others were busy having fun, Diane Capriola had visited several of New York’s world-famous bookstores.

			“That’s what I really want to do!” she gushed when she returned to the hotel. “Run an incredible indie bookstore! With a whole section filled with riddle books!”

			She promptly turned in her titanium ticket and flew home to Georgia to pursue her dream.

			“It’s so beautiful!” gushed Sierra as the van neared the library.

			Kyle looked out his window at the library’s cascading marble steps, stately columns, and, of course, its two famous lion statues. There was a host of golden daffodils on one side of the library’s sweeping staircase, bubble-gum-colored tulips on the other. The trees spreading their limbs above the flowers were flecked with faint pink and yellow buds, too.

			Kyle had always thought that Mr. Lemoncello’s library was the coolest one in the world, but this one might be a pretty close second.

			“You know,” said Colton randomly, “Teddy Roosevelt wanted those two lions to be buffaloes.”

			“Well, if they did that,” joked Betina, “they’d have to move the whole library. To Buffalo, New York.”

			“Uh-oh,” said Colton, who had a window seat on the library side. “My parents warned me about this.”

			Kyle turned to see what Colton was looking at.

			A man with a bushy white beard and sunglasses was sitting in what looked like a collapsible lawn chair. He had a knit cap pulled down snug over his ears and wore a puffy coat way too heavy for the warm spring weather. His shoes were so worn down, the soles were peeling away from the toes to reveal dingy red socks.

			The man held out a tin can and kept his red-tipped white cane balanced against his knee. A cardboard sign hung on a string around his neck with a simple handwritten message: “Please help, I am blind.”

			“It’s probably some sort of a scam,” Colton warned.

			“He looks harmless,” said Betina.

			“Of course he does! That’s part of the scam.”

			The van door slid open.

			“All right, everybody,” said the chaperone riding with Kyle’s group. “Dr. Zinchenko will meet you on the third floor in the Rose Main Reading Room. Your scavenger hunt awaits.”

			Kyle let the kids in his van who were actually competing for a titanium ticket barrel out the door first.

			Sierra, Betina, and Gloria went over to the man and dropped some coins in his cup. Patricia and Colton went out of their way to avoid the guy.

			Kyle had a crinkled dollar bill in his jeans pocket. He figured the man needed it way more than he did. After all, Kyle was on an all-expenses-paid trip to New York City. Even the snacks in his hotel room were free.

			“Here you go, sir,” said Kyle, stuffing his crumpled cash into the cup. “It, uh, didn’t jingle because that was paper money.”

			“Bless you, son.”

			Kyle scurried up the steps to the library’s main entrance. Betina was ten yards ahead of him. She stopped, spun around, and headed back down the steps toward the street and the parked vans.

			“Um, they’re waiting for us on the third floor,” Kyle reminded Betina as she passed. She didn’t have a titanium ticket yet. She shouldn’t be late for the start of the first game.

			“I forgot something,” Betina shouted over her shoulder. “I’ll catch up with you guys in a second.”

			Kyle shrugged and shook his head.

			He could try to coach Betina and the other newbies. Help them along. Encourage them to make good choices.

			But he couldn’t win a titanium ticket for any of them.

			They’d have to do that on their own.
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			“First things first,” said Dr. Zinchenko, surveying the group arrayed in front of her in the Rose Main Reading Room. “Is everybody present and accounted for?”

			“We’re missing Betina,” said Kyle.

			“I’m here,” said Betina as she ran into the room. “Sorry. I, uh, forgot my phone. Had to run back to the van to grab it.”

			“Good,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “You will need a phone to participate in today’s scavenger hunt.”

			Sierra raised her hand.

			“Yes, Sierra?” said Dr. Zinchenko.

			“This room is amazing! Sorry. Just had to say that.”

			Kyle surveyed his surroundings. Sierra was right. The Rose Main Reading Room was extremely majestic. It was almost the length of a football field, with fifty-foot-high ceilings covered in ornate plaster molding that framed murals of bright skies and billowy clouds. It looked like the main hall of a palace filled with desks, each one equipped with shaded reading lamps.

			Suddenly, there was a whir and a click behind Dr. Zinchenko. A little red trolley car with blinking sensors had just arrived.

			“This book train,” explained Dr. Zinchenko, “is how the library shuttles research materials from its massive storage area underneath nearby Bryant Park to whoever needs it up here in the Rose Main Reading Room.”

			“That is so cool,” said Simon.

			“It’s like the gizmos you build!” added his friend Soraiya.

			“Each car runs at seventy-five feet per minute,” explained a New York Public Library staffer standing behind the main desk. “The car can carry up to thirty pounds. The bins pivot so they can travel horizontally and vertically over our nine hundred and fifty feet of track.”

			Dr. Zinchenko reached into the bin that had just come to a stop. “This particular train just delivered the research material we need for today’s scavenger hunt. Please open the Lemoncello-Go Augmented Reality app on your phones.”

			Kyle and all the other players tapped their phone screens.

			“You will be working in teams,” Dr. Zinchenko continued. “Those who already have titanium tickets will be assisting those of you still in the hunt. Soraiya, please partner with Betina. Simon? You will work with Jacob. Sierra? Kindly assist Patricia. Angus, you’re with Gloria, and, Elliott, you are with Colton. Kyle Keeley?”

			Kyle looked over at Teddy Willoughby, the only player not yet paired with anybody else. The only player who also just happened to be Charles Chiltington’s cousin.

			Dr. Zinchenko confirmed what Kyle already suspected. “You will help Mr. Willoughby. Now then, I have in my hand a pamphlet. For over one hundred and twenty-five years, the New York Public Library has collected, preserved, and made accessible the world’s knowledge.”

			“Because knowledge not saved remains unknown!” blurted Kyle, slightly altering Mr. Lemoncello’s famous motto.

			“Correct,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “In what they call their Polonsky Exhibition, the NYPL showcases some of the most extraordinary items from the fifty-six million in their collection. The exhibition is located on the first floor. You will have forty-five minutes to decipher the riddles in your Lemoncello-Go app and capture six specific artifacts with your phone’s camera. Each team will have a different list of artifacts.”

			“So we can’t just, like, follow the smartest person and do whatever they do?” asked Colton.

			“Correct,” said Dr. Zinchenko.

			“Bummer,” said Colton.

			Dr. Zinchenko continued.

			“There are over two hundred and fifty rare and unique items on display. You only need to identify thirty-six of them.”

			“Excuse me,” said Patricia. “Earlier, you indicated that we needed to locate six items. Now you’ve inflated it to thirty-six?”

			“There are six teams,” said Kyle.

			“Six times six is thirty-six,” added Jacob, the numbers lover.

			Patricia tugged down on her blue blazer. “I know my multiplication tables, Jacob! You can’t be a Biz Wiz if you can’t do your math.”

			“Find your six items, Ms. Plumbgarten,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “Your competitors will attempt to find their six as well. Return to this room when you complete the task.”

			“First team back is the winner, right?” said Angus.

			“So one would assume,” said Dr. Zinchenko. She turned her wrist to consult her watch. “Remember, we only have the exhibit to ourselves for forty-five minutes. Starting…now!”
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			“Now’s your chance to grab the lead!” Kyle said to Teddy.

			Bounding down the slick stone staircase, Kyle had his eyes focused on his phone, which displayed the first riddle.

			“Um, you might want to watch where you’re going,” suggested Teddy. “You could trip and fall.”

			“We need to get a jump on the others,” said Kyle. “If we can solve this first riddle before we get downstairs, we’ll have a head start.”

			Kyle tripped when his feet reached the bottom of the steps before his phone-distracted brain knew they would.

			Fortunately, Teddy grabbed him under the arm and stopped him from spraining his ankle or his butt.

			“Thanks,” said Kyle.

			“So, what’s the riddle?” asked Teddy.

			“ ‘We were Christopher Robin Milne’s best friends.’ ”

			“Christopher Robin,” said Teddy, “was the only child of the author A. A. Milne.”

			“Huh,” said Kyle. “Christopher Robin was also the name of the kid in the Winnie the Pooh Disney cartoons.”

			“Because,” said Teddy, “his father, A. A. Milne, was the author of the Pooh poems. I read them when I was little.”

			They dashed across the lobby and hurried under some stone arches.

			“There!” said Teddy, seeing the signage for “The Polonsky Exhibition of the New York Public Library’s Treasures.”

			They stepped through ornate brass doors into the enormous room. The other players were right behind them.

			Teddy led the way through a maze of glass cases to one filled with antique stuffed animals.

			“Hey, that bear looks like Winnie the Pooh,” said Kyle.

			“It is Pooh,” said Teddy, consulting the exhibit notes on a placard. “It says these are the original stuffed animals, purchased at a department store in London, that inspired the Pooh stories.”

			Teddy captured an image of the Pooh display. A second riddle appeared on the screen of his phone.

			“ ‘Where was I signed?’ ” he read. “ ‘Why, on the bottom, of course.’ ”

			Teddy looked confused. “I’ve got nothing.”

			“That’s the answer to a corny old riddle,” Kyle explained. “ ‘Where was the Declaration of Independence signed?’ ‘On the bottom of the page!’ We need to find a copy of the Declaration of Independence.”

			They scurried around the room and soon found a handwritten copy of the Declaration, complete with Thomas Jefferson’s notes.

			“Capture it!” said Kyle.

			“Consider it captured!” said Teddy, clicking his phone.

			Kyle was a little surprised at how much fun he was having with Teddy. He wasn’t at all like his cousin Charles.

			“ ‘Riddle Three,’ ” Teddy read off his phone. “ ‘He’s not very brainy, but he’ll be soggy when it’s rainy.’ ”

			Kyle and Teddy both had to think about that one.

			“The Scarecrow!” exclaimed Teddy.

			“From The Wizard of Oz!” added Kyle.

			Their next artifact was a pen-and-ink illustration from L. Frank Baum’s original The Wonderful Wizard of Oz book, first published in 1900.

			After that, they deciphered a clue that led them to an umbrella that once belonged to P. L. Travers, the author of Mary Poppins. The fifth clue took them to two photographs taken in 1862 showing New York’s Central Park under construction.

			“One more to go,” said Teddy, swiping the screen of his phone. “ ‘Find a children’s book illustration by the artist whose name is on a prestigious award for children’s book illustrations.’ ”

			“Caldecott!” blurted Kyle. “Sierra taught me about the Caldecott awards when we were studying for a different Lemoncello contest.”

			They dashed around the room.

			“There!” said Teddy.

			He aimed his camera lens at a hand-carved woodblock used to illustrate a nursery rhyme that, according to the exhibit’s information, Randolph Caldecott had included in an 1882 picture book.

			“That’s six!” said Kyle. “We need to be back in the Rose Main Reading Room!”

			The teammates scampered down a hall and ran up a staircase, taking the steps two at a time.

			When they reached the second floor, they saw Sierra and Patricia.

			Those two were already halfway up the staircase to the third floor and the finish line!
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			“Brilliant,” Dr. Zinchenko said to Patricia. “You found all six of your designated treasures.”

			“Yeah, I nailed it,” said Patricia. “Might need to drop a video about how amazing I was.”

			“We found Babylonian tablets inscribed in cuneiform script,” said Sierra, her eyes wide with wonder. “We also saw one of Shakespeare’s first folios, Malcolm X’s briefcase, a doodled-on page from a handwritten draft of Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings…”

			While Sierra paused to catch her breath, Patricia took over. “Not to mention a lock of Beethoven’s hair—that was kind of gross—and Charles Dickens’s cat paw letter opener. It’s a real cat paw. From Dickens’s favorite cat. That was extremely gross.”

			“They’re going to keep the treasures on view for seventy-five years,” Sierra said excitedly. “Rotating them in and out.”

			“They should lose the cat paw letter opener,” said Patricia. “Seriously. They should. Bad optics.”

			“This library is amazing,” gushed Sierra.

			“It’s incredible,” said Elliott as he and all the other contestants streamed into the Rose Main Reading Room. “But they could use a snack bar.”

			Kyle watched all the teams show Dr. Zinchenko their findings.

			He also saw a familiar figure seated at one of the reading tables.

			The disheveled man from out on the street. He’d come inside and seemed to be napping, his head nodding from time to time, sending his bearded chin down to his chest.

			“That’s exactly why I try to avoid public libraries,” muttered Colton, standing beside Kyle and Teddy. “They’ll let anyone in.”

			“Actually,” said Teddy, “this entire building was founded as a ‘people’s palace.’ There’s a plaque downstairs declaring the New York Public Library’s principle of free access. The City of New York, and I quote, ‘erected this building to be maintained forever as a free library for the use of the people.’ All the people.”

			Colton gave Teddy a hard look. “You New Yorkers are weird.”

			“True. We are. Thank you for the compliment.”

			Kyle grinned. The more he got to know Teddy, the more he liked the guy.

			Colton ambled off to join the others showing Dr. Zinchenko the items they had discovered in the exhibit hall.

			“So, did I win a titanium ticket or what?” demanded Patricia. “And can we do the medal ceremony on camera? After all, I was the first to the finish line.”

			“Yes, you were,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “However, as I probably should have stated earlier, this was more of a warm-up drill. A chance for our new contestants to meet and mingle with those who already have their titanium tickets.”

			“It was fun!” said Soraiya.

			“It was the best,” gushed Sierra. “We might be able to make our Lemoncello Library even better by visiting libraries like this one all over the country. Can we spend more time exploring this library? I’d love to check out the map room. And those underground catacombs filled with books.”

			Dr. Zinchenko smiled.

			“Sierra, if you choose, you may spend the rest of your day here at the New York Public Library.” Dr. Zinchenko pulled a candy-apple-red card out of her suit coat’s inside pocket. “Of course, it would mean surrendering your titanium ticket in exchange for this.”

			“What is it?” asked Sierra.

			“My one and only scarlet ticket! Not to be confused with A Study in Scarlet, The Scarlet Letter, or even The Scarlet Pimpernel.”

			“Two very important novels,” said Sierra, “and the very first Sherlock Holmes story.”

			“Correct. As Mr. Lemoncello continues his search for an heir, I think I have already found mine. You, Sierra. If you are willing to take on the task.”

			“You want me to take over for you?” said Sierra, sounding shocked. “At the Lemoncello Library?”

			Dr. Zinchenko nodded. “You’d need to go to college. Earn your master’s degree in library science. Maybe even a doctorate.”

			Sierra was beaming. Kyle could tell that running the Lemoncello Library would be her dream come true.

			“That’s all I really wanted,” she said. “So I’d be very happy to trade in my titanium ticket for that scarlet one!”

			Suddenly, over at the nearby reading table, there came the rattle and clink of coins in a tin cup.

			“Brava, Sierra,” cheered the bearded man as he stood up. “Brava. You have made a choice far wiser than any owl on a potato chip bag.”

			Kyle immediately recognized the voice.

			So did every other kid in the room!
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			“Just give me a second,” said the man.

			He tugged off his beard, which was hooked, Santa-style, over his ears. Next he removed his knit cap and whipped off his dark shades.

			Kyle grinned. It was Mr. Lemoncello!

			“Hello, universe! Yes, it’s me. And I am delighted, Sierra, that we can count on you to watch over the Lemoncello Library when Dr. Zinchenko retires. You will, of course, report to whosoever takes over my empire. But, much like Ivan, you will be the one and only one in charge of all things bibliotechnical. I am also thrilled to have your titanium ticket back so I can award it to today’s first winner.”

			“Finally,” fumed Patricia, holding out her hand.

			“Sorry, Patricia,” said Mr. Lemoncello as Sierra handed him her titanium ticket. “This titanium ticket, granting access to the Fantabulous Finale, is hereby awarded to…drumroll, please…”

			“Excuse me, sir,” said Sierra. “This reading room is supposed to be a quiet zone. Drumrolls are prohibited.”

			“Trumpet fanfares?”

			“Nope,” said Dr. Zinchenko.

			“Confetti cannon blasts?”

			Sierra and Dr. Zinchenko both shook their heads.

			“Very well,” whispered Mr. Lemoncello. “I will attempt to do this quietly. This titanium ticket goes to Betina Flores.”

			“What?” sputtered Patricia. “I was the first one to complete the challenge.”

			“You mean the warm-up, get-to-know-each-other, icebreaker-inside-the-library game? As Dr. Zinchenko said, that was more or less a social event. Like my annual lemon meringue pie fight fest. Oh, there are a lot of sticky whiskers on that gloriously gooey day. No, the true contest took place outside the library, where I posed as someone down on their luck with a humble sign soliciting donations. Betina altered my sign, which those of you who were so good as to contribute to my cause might recall simply read ‘Please help, I am blind.’ ”

			“It was a pretty ordinary sign,” said Elliott.

			“And you were a pretty ordinary panhandler, too,” added Colton.

			“Ah, because you didn’t look close enough to see my humanity,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “But Betina did! And then, in a flash of creative genius, she made a slight alteration to my sign. An edit, if you will. A simple yet insightful change that quadrupled my charitable contributions, thereby displaying the kind of advertising-copy writing skills that could help the Lemoncello empire thrive well into the future.”

			“What’d she write?” asked Teddy.

			Mr. Lemoncello swiveled on his heels. “Betina?”

			Betina blushed a little. “It was no big deal.”

			“No big deal?” exclaimed Mr. Lemoncello. “Pishposh. Did I not mention that you quadrupled my charitable contributions? Somebody even gave me a turkey sandwich!”

			“What’d the sign say?” asked Kyle.

			“Well,” she said, “I wanted to make passersby feel what the blind man must’ve been feeling on such a warm and sunny day. To generate empathy.”

			“Something the best works of fiction do as well,” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			“I changed ‘Please help, I am blind’ to ‘Please help. It is spring and I am blind.’ ”

			“And that simple rewrite, if I may quote the poet Robert Frost, made all the difference.”

			“I didn’t know we were supposed to edit your silly sign,” whined Patricia.

			“True,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Then again, neither did Betina. Creativity. Empathy. Initiative. These are all things we are looking for in the next me! And that’s why Betina has earned her titanium ticket!”

			All the other players except Patricia applauded.

			“Let’s move on to our second challenge, shall we?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “It’s time to leave the library and head downtown to the Imagination Factory world headquarters. Unless, of course, you have the world’s one and only scarlet ticket. Then you and Dr. Zinchenko will now go on a special, behind-the-scenes guided tour of the New York Public Library!”

			Sierra whispered “Woo-hoo” right before she and Dr. Zinchenko quietly disappeared through a door marked “Staff Only.”

			They closed the door very quietly, too.
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			“Okay,” Simon heard Colton say to Patricia, “that was totally random.”

			“And unfair,” said Patricia. “I might have to do a rant about it for my followers. My rants get the most likes. They’re total clickbait.”

			Simon was riding with Soraiya, Patricia, Jacob, and Colton. They were heading downtown to Mr. Lemoncello’s world headquarters, where they would learn about the next challenge in the contest.

			Simon was once again glad he already had his titanium ticket. He loved creating games and gizmos. But he hated competition. He liked games where everybody worked together to win. Like the Pontooning Pioneers of Priggle Port, a Lemoncello board game that Soraiya had introduced him to. In Priggle Port, everybody had to work together—using their wool, grain, and hot-air balloons—to stop an island from sinking into a lava pit filled with fire-resistant sharks.

			The van pulled to a stop on Twenty-Third Street just off Sixth Avenue.

			“Awesome,” whispered Simon, still marveling at the wacky seven-story-tall building that was Mr. Lemoncello’s Imagination Factory. Yes, the Hotel Lemoncello was right across the street, but Simon was still amazed every time he looked at the world headquarters building, which filled an entire New York City block.

			“Check out those gargoyles above the arches,” said Soraiya. She’d taken the aisle seat so Simon could have the window. “That’s Mr. Lemoncello in the hooded monk’s robe, reading a book. That’s him slaying the dragon over there, too.”

			“I like the two animatronic bears out front,” said Simon. “They do a jolly dance every hour on the hour.”

			Simon and his vanful of contestants rejoined Kyle Keeley and the others in the shiny lobby of Mr. Lemoncello’s world headquarters.

			“You guys want fudge?” asked Elliott. “It’s free. So’s the caramel corn over there by the bookstore.”

			“No thank you,” sighed Patricia. “What I want is to move on to the next challenge.”

			BONG!

			An elevator door swooshed open. Christine Yen was standing inside.

			“Who would like to move on to the next challenge?” she asked.

			“Me,” said Patricia, striding into the elevator.

			“Me too,” said Teddy and Gloria, following after her.

			“I guess,” said Colton with a shrug.

			“An elevator went up seven floors, then down nine, then down four, up eight, and down two,” said Jacob, joining the others. “Now it’s on the third floor. Where did it start?”

			Simon turned to Soraiya.

			“Looks a little crowded in there,” said Soraiya. “We’ll take the next one.”

			“Meet us on the third floor,” said Ms. Yen.

			“Correct,” said Jacob. “Of course, the equation included negative numbers, which, technically, would imply a basement and/or sub—”

			Fortunately, the elevator door slid shut.

			Simon and Soraiya boarded a second glass space capsule with Angus, Elliott, and Kyle. Betina, they learned, was across the street at the hotel, doing a video chat with her family. Showing them her titanium ticket. Nobody spoke as the elevator whooshed up three stories. Nobody did any math.

			“Follow me,” said Ms. Yen when all the contestants had arrived at the third-floor lobby.

			She held a finger to her lips and led the group into a room identified as the Brainstorm Think Tank.

			Mr. Lemoncello was seated on a stool, nodding thoughtfully at a whiteboard stationed in front of a mirrored wall. A dozen designers, all of them in blue jeans, brightly colored running shoes, and purple lab coats, stroked their chins, studying Mr. Lemoncello studying what they had scribbled with a thick dry-erase marker on the board:

			NEW GAME IDEA: PING-PONG

			Wow, thought Simon. This must be where Mr. Lemoncello and his professional game-making geniuses dream up new ideas.

			That was something Simon did in the attic of his grandparents’ house. And just like the pros, he sometimes started with an old game as a springboard into something new.

			“Ping-Pong,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Ping. Pong. Pong. Ping. I like it, team. I like it a lot. For just like my first book of ABCs, it’s a great start.”

			Simon heard Patricia snort in disbelief.

			“Let’s take a quick break,” said Mr. Lemoncello. He and his professional game creators exited the Think Tank. Ms. Yen followed after them.

			When all the grown-ups had left the room, Angus marched to the whiteboard. He grabbed the eraser.

			“Mr. Lemoncello gave Betina a titanium ticket for changing his sign. We should change this game idea.”

			“Ping-Pong?” said Patricia. “Bor-ring! That’s not a new game.”

			“True,” said Simon. “But it could lead to something new.”

			“Like Pong,” said Kyle. “It was one of the earliest video games ever created.”

			“And it was also totally dumb,” said Colton.

			“Not for 1972,” said Gloria. “It helped create the whole arcade video game industry.”

			“It sure did!” said Jacob. “By 1974, Atari had sold more than eight thousand Pong arcade machines. On average, each one earned forty dollars a day. At the Pong peak, there were thirty-five thousand machines in the US, earning one point four million dollars per day.”

			Everyone else just nodded.

			“I’m going for it,” said Angus.

			He erased the word “Ping” and added the word “Air.”

			“Air Pong?” said Gloria. “What’s Air Pong?”

			Angus shrugged. “I dunno. But I love to fly. And Air Jordans are still pretty popular.”

			That’s when a very beefy man with bulging arm muscles and slicked-back hair as black and shiny as a tar pit burst into the room.

			“Step away from the whiteboard, son,” he said. “I’m Bruno Depinna. Head of security. What’s going on in here? I see smudges. Why am I seeing smudges? Did you kids erase something?”
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			“That was me,” said Angus, tapping the word “Air.” “I erased ‘Ping’ and changed it to ‘Air.’ ”

			“Why?” asked Mr. Depinna.

			“Come on,” said Gloria, coming to Angus’s defense. “Those grown-ups were supposed to be in here brainstorming new games. Ping-Pong? Been there. Done that. A new game needs a new gimmick.”

			“And what exactly is Air Pong, Mr. Harper?” asked Mr. Depinna.

			Angus had a blank look on his face. “Um…”

			“It’s like air hockey,” said Simon.

			“Excuse me?” said Mr. Depinna.

			“Air hockey,” said Kyle, building on Angus’s and Simon’s ideas. “You know—the game where you slap the floating puck back and forth and try to slam it into your opponent’s goal.”

			“Air hockey tables employ miniature air jets to create a frictionless environment,” added Soraiya, who, like Simon, was really good at turning ideas into something that could actually work. “The puck floats a fraction of an inch above the playing surface.”

			“And Air Pong,” said Kyle, starting to see where the idea might go, “could use a similar playing surface but with a turbocharged blower system. Something strong enough to keep the Ping-Pong ball hovering above the table.”

			“Plus, the ball in Air Pong would be perforated,” said Simon. “Like a Wiffle ball. Or a pickleball.”

			Soraiya nodded. “Balls with holes in them make the game much more interesting.”

			“Gives Ping-Pong a whole new spin,” added Simon.

			“Oooh, good ad slogan!” said Gloria.

			“Thanks. Also, the balls in Air Pong should be green. Like a pickle.”

			“You could call it Air Pickle Pong,” suggested Kyle.

			“This is so ridiculous,” grumbled Colton. “A floating pickleball? A Ping-Pong table filled with air holes? Some kind of leaf blower whirring away, making noise? No thank you. It’s a dumb idea. So I say no, no, no. And for that reason, I’m out!”

			Mr. Lemoncello threw open the door to the brainstorm room.

			“But I am in! So are you, Angus. For much as I am now in this room, you, Angus Harper, are now in at the United States Air Force Academy.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I just received a phone call from your proud parents. Your congressperson back home in Texas nominated you for an early appointment. Well, Angus, I am pleased as punch—the kind with orange sherbet and ginger ale, not the violence-prone puppet—to inform you that your nomination has been accepted.”

			Angus looked stunned.

			“You, of course, can stay and keep playing,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “We’d love to have you on our team, too.”

			“Sir,” said Angus, “I have enjoyed my time with you at the Lemoncello Library and here in New York City. But the Air Force Academy has always been my dream.”

			“I take it you, like Diane, will be leaving the competition?”

			“Yes, sir. Nothing personal, but I’d rather fly for the USA than pilot your companies. Sorry, sir.”

			“Oh, there’s nothing to be sorry about. And by the way, I disagree with Colton. Your Air Pickle Pong idea is not ‘dumb.’ ”

			He grinned at Colton.

			“Oh, yes. I heard everything. Saw it, too. That mirror is actually a one-way window. We sometimes use this room to focus-group new game ideas with consumers. There are all sorts of yummy snacks and free soda pops back there in the observation room.” He burped. “Oops. Guess I guzzled my Lemonberry Fizz a little too rapidly. In fact, the whole game design team was back there testing you kids. We wanted to see what you might come up with when presented with two simple words: ‘Ping.’ ‘Pong.’ Several of you took a leap of faith. Saying yes. Collaborating. Building on each other’s notions, no matter how ridiculous.”

			Simon and Soraiya exchanged a smile. They riffed on each other’s ideas all the time.

			“When we brainstorm here at the Imagination Factory,” Mr. Lemoncello continued, “there are no bad ideas. For we know that anything and everything might lead to something. Just like the chimichanga was invented when a chef accidentally bumped a burrito into a bubbling vat of hot oil at the El Charro Café in Tucson, Arizona! If we say no, we have no place left to go. Therefore, Simon, Soraiya, and Kyle, I find you all to be deserving of titanium tickets!”

			“Um, Luigi?” said Mr. Depinna, checking a laminated scorecard he kept tucked in his pocket. “Those three already got their TTs.”

			“Oh. Very well. No winners. However, we do have a loser.”

			Mr. Lemoncello turned to face Colton.

			“Colton? Since no is all you seem to know, your journey ends here. I’m afraid you just don’t have what we’re looking for.”

			“What? Somebody to say yes to every dumb idea someone dreams up?”

			“Yes! Exactly. Thank you for playing. You’ll be going home with some lovely parting gifts and a case of Lemonberry Fizz.”

			Mr. Lemoncello burped again.

			Colton was on the next flight home.

			He did not take the banana jet.

			That was reserved for Angus.
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			“Very well,” said Christine Yen as she led Kyle and the other remaining players down a hall, “we have dropped from thirteen contestants to nine.”

			Kyle looked at the other kids waiting for the elevators. Betina had rejoined the group, and Kyle realized he was the only player from his hometown still in the game. Sierra already had her prize. None of the others from the original escape team had wanted to move on to the Fantabulous Finale. Kyle was on his own.

			He’d never missed Akimi Hughes and Miguel Fernandez—even Andrew Peckleman—more. They’d known Kyle since kindergarten. They were like family.

			Two elevator doors slid open.

			“Mr. Lemoncello will meet us in the boardroom,” announced Ms. Yen.

			Kyle rode with Betina, Teddy, Gloria, and Jacob.

			“I’m tempted to make an elevator pun,” said Betina. “But they’re bad on so many levels.”

			“Yeah,” said Kyle. “They really push my buttons.”

			“That was a pun-derful joke, Kyle,” said Betina with a goofy eyebrow wiggle. “Pun-believably hilarious.”

			When the elevator reached the seventh floor, everybody headed down the hall to the boardroom, where Mr. Lemoncello had already arrived.

			“Christine,” he said, pacing around the blob-shaped table, “can you kindly set up our next challenge? My afternoon cupcake has gone missing. I suspect Pete the Cat is somehow involved.”

			While Mr. Lemoncello looked inside board game boxes for his cupcake, Ms. Yen clicked a remote, illuminating a video screen.

			“Welcome to the Cupcake Challenge,” she announced. “In this next titanium ticket competition, you will be assigned to one of three teams working with our friends at New York’s famous Bucky’s Bakery.”

			“Oh, that Bucky Beaver has quite a sweet tooth,” offered Mr. Lemoncello, who was now searching for cupcakes in his pant pockets. “Bucky’s is the home of the world’s best buttercream frosting.”

			“So I have been told,” said Ms. Yen.

			“By me!” Stumped, Mr. Lemoncello abandoned his cupcake quest and plopped down in his swivel chair. There was a very loud, very squishy PPP-BLATT sound. “Oops. Should’ve checked my back pockets. Kindly continue, Christine!”

			Ms. Yen clicked her remote. Now the screen showed bakers in hairnets using spatulas to spread frosting on cupcakes.

			“Your challenge? Work with the bakers at Bucky’s to design, market, and sell as many cupcakes as you can by two p.m. tomorrow. All sales will take place on the second floor in the company cafeteria starting at noon. The team with the highest profits at the end of that two-hour window will receive a titanium ticket for any team member not currently in possession of one. Betina, since you recently won your ticket, you will, once again, sit out this competition.”

			“Can I buy cupcakes?” asked Betina.

			“Yes. You may be a customer.”

			“What are the teams?” asked Kyle, eager to get going. This Cupcake Challenge wasn’t actually a game, but it was a clear-cut contest.

			“Gloria?” said Ms. Yen. “You will be working with Simon and Soraiya.”

			“Excellent,” said Gloria.

			“Please select a team name.”

			Gloria turned to Simon and Soraiya. “What do you guys think we should call ourselves?”

			“It’s your show,” said Soraiya.

			“You choose,” added Simon.

			“Okay. We’re the Pink Flamingos!”

			“Oooh, excellent team name,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Do they get points for naming excellence?”

			“No,” said Ms. Yen. “This contest is all about making money. Teddy Willoughby and Jacob Pascal?”

			“Here!” said Jacob, reflexively raising his hand as if he were in school.

			“You two will team up with Elliott Schilpp.”

			Wow. Kyle had almost forgotten about Elliott. The skinny kid could be so quiet. Especially when he was snacking.

			“Might I suggest we call ourselves the Number Crunchers?” said Jacob.

			“What’s that have to do with cupcakes?” asked Elliott.

			Jacob shrugged. “Nothing. But we’ll need to count our cupcakes.”

			“Works for me,” said Teddy.

			“Our third and final team,” said Ms. Yen, “will consist of Patricia Plumbgarten and Kyle Keeley.”

			“We’re the Cupcake Crushers,” said Patricia with a scary smirk. “Because we’re gonna crush this competition. Hoo-ah!”
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			“Okay, you guys,” said Gloria, “we need some sizzle!”

			Gloria also needed a titanium ticket. She knew she had the business smarts to win the cupcake competition—maybe the Fantabulous Finale, too. She just wished P.T. were with her to cook up an attention-grabbing baked-goods idea.

			Gloria, Simon, and Soraiya were riding in the back of an Imagination Factory electric vehicle. They were headed to the Bucky’s Bakery location a few blocks west of Mr. Lemoncello’s headquarters building. The other two teams were going to kitchens in different Bucky’s locations.

			“Sizzle?” asked Simon. “For cupcakes?”

			“We could top them with sausages,” said Soraiya.

			“Wrong kind of sizzle, guys,” said Gloria. “I’m talking about something that’ll make our cupcakes stand out. How do we get consumers to pick ours instead of the other teams’?”

			The electric vehicle pulled into a reserved parking spot in front of a bakery storefront with a bucktoothed beaver chomping a cupcake stenciled on the plate-glass windows.

			Inside, the shop looked like a kitchen from the 1950s. Gloria breathed in the delicious scent of sugar mingled with butter.

			“Hi, guys,” said a young woman in a yellow T-shirt and white chef’s apron. “I’m Tori Cortez. I’m here to help you bake whatever you want to bake.”

			“We’ll need to frost it, too,” said Simon.

			“Gotcha,” said Cortez. “So what’s the plan?”

			“We need a gimmick,” said Gloria. “Can I borrow a pad and pencil? I have an idea.”

			“Sure. Here you go.”

			Gloria drew two cupcake-sized circles to create a figure eight.

			“Do you have any oblong baking pans?”

			“We have rectangular ones,” said Cortez.

			“Excellent.” Gloria added a slim rectangle to the top of her two circles. Next, she scribbled a pair of “S’s”—one forward, one backward—on the lower cupcake. Finally, she drew in four lines running from the lower circle across the upper one, all the way to the top of the narrow bar.

			“We do those lines with frosting,” she said.

			“Hey,” said Simon. “That looks like a guitar. Or a violin.”

			“Or a cello!” said Soraiya.

			“A unique product shape can give you an edge over your competition,” said Gloria. “That’s why Coca-Cola bottles have all those curves and grooves. They wanted a package so distinctive, it could be recognized by touch alone.”

			“Fascinating,” said the observer from Mr. Lemoncello’s marketing department, tapping a note into her phone.

			“And,” Gloria continued, “we use lemon-flavored frosting!”

			“So everybody can have a lemon cello cupcake!” said Simon and Soraiya.

			“Brilliant!” said the baker.

			“But wait,” said Gloria, drawing a smaller circle in the center of the lower circle in her cupcake sketch. “There’s more!”

			“What?” asked Simon, Soraiya, the baker, and the corporate notetaker. They were all breathless with anticipation.

			Gloria erased the forward and backward “S’s” and replaced them with forward and backward question marks.

			“A secret surprise, hidden inside the cake.”

			“A small toy!” said Simon. “Like in Cracker Jack!”

			Gloria shook her head. “Choking hazard.”

			“How about a fortune?” said Soraiya. “Like in fortune cookies!”

			“Yes!” said Gloria. “In some. In others, we’ll put in folded rebus puzzles. In others, riddles or maze games or funny cartoons!”

			“So the secret surprise is always a surprise!” said Simon.

			“Correct!” said Gloria.

			“I’ll do the inserts!” said Simon.

			“I’ll start whipping up the batter and frosting,” said the baker.

			“I can lick the bowl!” said Soraiya. “Never mind. Forget I said that.”

			The teammates laughed.

			Then they went to work.
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			“Lower your price of goods,” Jacob told Teddy, “and you increase your profit margin. It’s just simple math.”

			“Cool,” said Teddy Willoughby. “You’re the project manager. How do we do that?”

			“Yeah?” asked Elliott Schilpp, biting into his second Chocolate Explosion cupcake, one of Bucky’s specialties. “How oo ee oo at?”

			“Simple,” said Jacob. “We don’t bake our own cupcakes. We purchase them at a discount from a nearby distributor.”

			The Number Crunchers team was working at Bucky’s uptown location. Teddy didn’t love Jacob’s idea. Sure, it was a shortcut to fast profits, but it didn’t seem likely to lead to a cupcake-challenge-winning creation. So Teddy turned to the representative of the Imagination Factory who had traveled uptown with the team. Max Khatchadourian. The family friend who had arranged for Teddy to bypass the Internet entry form to get into these games.

			“Uncle Max?” said Teddy. “Excuse me? Uncle Max?”

			The elderly lawyer was leaning back in a chair, his chin firmly planted on his chest. Teddy gently jostled the slumbering man’s shoulder.

			“Uncle Max?”

			Mr. Khatchadourian pried open one eye.

			“Yes, Teddy?”

			“How many more chances do Jacob and I have to win our titanium tickets?”

			“After this cupcake contest? I’ve been told there will be one more opportunity.”

			Teddy turned to face Elliott, Jacob, and the baker. For what his father called the Willoughby Plan to work, Teddy had to be in the Fantabulous Finale. But he didn’t need to earn his titanium ticket in this leg of the competition.

			Also, the final phase of the plan might work better if there were fewer players. It might be best if Jacob was no longer in the picture.

			“So, Jacob,” he said, “where do we find these discounted cupcakes?”

			“Any grocery or convenience store,” said Jacob. “I did a quick Google search. A dozen Squiggles brand cupcakes retail for four dollars and fifty cents at a nearby SaveAway supermarket, significantly reducing our cost of goods.”

			“Ooh,” said Elliott. “They like when you do that on Shark Tank.”

			“Yes,” said Jacob. “Each cupcake will cost us thirty-seven and a half cents. We could resell them at two dollars each, netting us a very tidy profit while delivering a bargain to our customers.” He turned to the baker. “Ms. Ramanand? Could you kindly escort us to the nearest SaveAway store?”

			“Um, I think I’m supposed to help you guys bake cupcakes. Not buy them.”

			“That was not specified in the rules,” said Jacob.

			“B-b-but…,” stammered the baker.

			“Oh, take the kids to the store!” barked Mr. Khatchadourian. “Stop depriving me of my constitutional right to take a nap. Go!”

			The Number Crunchers team raced across town and purchased several boxes of prepackaged Squiggles brand cupcakes.

			“Fantastic,” said Jacob. “Each one is individually wrapped in plastic. Another cost-saving bonus. Prepare to maximize profits. Teddy? I believe you and I are about to win a pair of titanium tickets!”
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			“Only perfection will be acceptable,” said Patricia. “I am the project manager, Mr. Keeley. I am also the star of a YouTube channel for young entrepreneurs. You may have a titanium ticket, but for this Cupcake Challenge, you report to me.”

			“Happy to help,” said Keeley.

			“Then you should know—inefficiency and waste will not be tolerated. That means follow my lead. Do what I tell you to do. Have I made my position clear, Mr. Keeley?”

			“Totally,” he said. “And you can call me Kyle. It’ll be, you know, more efficient. You won’t have to waste all those extra syllables.”

			Patricia ignored Keeley’s wisecrack. She straightened out her serious business blazer and smoothed her skirt. She marveled at how sloppily some of the other contestants had dressed for the competition. Her suits were custom tailored. Her bright red lip gloss was always perfect. Her sharply angled bangs were always golden. Patricia Plumbgarten knew that, in business and on social media, pretty people won.

			“Can we get down to the task at hand?” she said to her so-called teammate. “Cupcakes.”

			Kora, one of Bucky’s expert decorators, came over to the worktable with a pan of freshly baked cupcakes.

			“These are cool enough to frost,” she said.

			“Perfectly?” asked Patricia, arching a skeptical eyebrow.

			“Sure. If you have the right technique.”

			Kora handed her a piping bag filled with frosting.

			“Oh, I do,” Patricia assured her. She’d started Googling cupcake decoration instructions and YouTube videos the instant the challenge was announced. “I want an Ateco eight forty-four closed-star pastry tip. It’ll give me a lightly grooved icing pattern, perfect for fleurs-de-lis, rosettes, and flowers.”

			“Um, what’s a fleur-de-lis?” asked Keeley.

			“A decorative touch that will make our cupcakes stand out. Especially when we sprinkle them with sparkling sugar.” She turned back to the baker. “You do have sparkling sugar, I presume?”

			“Sure,” said Kora. She went to retrieve some.

			“In business,” said Patricia, “there can be no pity. No excuses. Good is the enemy of great. Go big or stay home.”

			Their observer from Mr. Lemoncello’s Big Ideas Department rolled her eyes and stepped away from the prep table. “Have fun, you two. I’ll be observing from over there.”

			Good, thought Patricia. I don’t need her looking over my shoulder or giving me bad ideas.

			“So how do we decorate a perfect cupcake?” asked Keeley.

			“Put a dollop of cream cheese frosting in the center of your cupcake.”

			“Cream cheese?” said Keeley. “Like the gunk people smear on bagels?”

			“Cream cheese frosting is more upscale,” said Patricia. “We are going to create cupcakes that can command a premium price point!”

			“How much?”

			“Ten dollars each!”

			Keeley’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “For one cupcake?”

			“Luxury is not about price. It’s about exclusivity. People want what other people can’t have.”

			“It’s just a cupcake.”

			“And Perrier is just bubble water.”

			“There will be two other cupcakes for folks to choose from.”

			“So? Ours will be the most luxuriant. Cream cheese frosting is classier than buttercream. Yuck. Even the name sounds disgusting. Like something you’d find underneath a cow.”

			Patricia filled piping tubes with pink and yellow frosting. She grabbed the set of sparkling-sugar shakers Kora had brought.

			“Hey,” said Keeley, “I have an idea. What if we slip in a piece of paper under the frosting?”

			“Excuse me?” said Patricia. “A slip of paper? Why not a sticker, like you find on apples and avocados?”

			“Sure, that would work. And each sticker could have a different riddle. A game that’s revealed after you’ve licked away the frosting.”

			“Lick?” said Patricia, unable to conceal her disgust.

			“I think the folks at the Imagination Factory would like that.”

			Patricia closed her eyes. Sometimes working with your inferiors could be soooo exhausting.

			“Let me repeat our unique selling proposition, Mr. Keeley. Luxury. Sophistication. Glamour. Riddles on stickers does not fit with our brand image. Stand aside. I’d rather do this myself!”

			And so, she did.
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			“Please find your table and display your wares,” said Ms. Yen the next morning when the three teams arrived at the Imagination Factory cafeteria with their cupcakes.

			It was a little after eleven-thirty a.m. Each crew had been asked to deliver forty-eight cupcakes. The Pink Flamingos and Cupcake Crushers teams brought theirs in plastic bins. The Number Crunchers went with the cardboard cupcake boxes they’d bought off the shelf at the grocery store.

			Kyle was about to remove a cupcake from his team’s carrier and place it on the foil-lined tray Patricia had insisted on. (She’d crinkled the aluminum so it would reflect the cupcakes “like a multifaceted diamond” and make the presentation “classier.”)

			“I’ll do that,” said Patricia. “Proper presentation is everything.”

			Kyle held up both hands and stepped away from the cafeteria table. If Patricia wanted to fly solo, he’d let her.

			At the table to his right, Elliott, Jacob, and Teddy were ripping open cardboard boxes of shrink-wrapped Squiggles cupcakes—the chocolate ones with the thick, fudgy icing and a white squiggle on top.

			Kyle thought that was odd. The assignment had been to bake cupcakes, not buy them at the store.

			The three teammates piled the plastic-wrapped lunch box treats on a paper tablecloth.

			Jacob jabbed a toothpick-anchored index card reading “Only $2 Each!” into the cupcake at the top of the heap.

			To his left, Kyle saw Gloria, Soraiya, and Simon carefully unloading bright yellow double-cupcake creations that looked like something you’d see on that Is It Cake? show. Theirs looked like miniature guitars. Or maybe ukuleles. No. Cellos!

			I bet that frosting is lemon flavored, thought Kyle. For lemon cello cupcakes!

			He wandered over to check them out more closely.

			“What’s with the double question marks?” he asked.

			“That’s to let you know there’s a secret surprise inside every cupcake,” said Simon.

			“We hid riddles, rebuses, and maze games in the center of each lower cupcake,” said Soraiya.

			Just like I wanted to do, thought Kyle.

			“Of course, we had to hollow out a section of the cake,” said Simon. “But we engineered a pretty simple solution.”

			Soraiya nodded. “A common apple corer did the trick. We could’ve used a melon baller, too.”

			“It’s a double treat,” said Gloria. “A cupcake to eat plus a game to beat!”

			“Ooh, good slogan!” said Betina, who’d dropped by the cafeteria to check out all the cupcakes. “That’s exactly the kind of cupcake Mr. Lemoncello would’ve baked.”

			“Yeah,” agreed Kyle. “Well done, you guys!”

			The Pink Flamingos team was charging seven dollars a cupcake for what was actually two cupcakes in one. Their price put them between the Number Crunchers’ two-dollar bargain-basement store-bought cupcakes and the Cupcake Crushers’ ten-dollar luxury gourmet indulgences.

			Kyle dug into his pocket and found a crumpled seven dollars.

			“Can I be your first customer?” he asked.

			“I want to be your second,” said Betina.

			Gloria looked over to Ms. Yen, who gave her a “go ahead” nod.

			“Sure,” said Gloria, putting the lemon cello cakes on small paper plates.

			Kyle took a very delicious, very chocolaty, lemony bite.

			“Found it!” he said, pulling out a fortune-cookie-sized slip of paper.

			“Woo-hoo!” said Soraiya. “He didn’t swallow it.”

			“Found mine, too,” said Betina.

			“Which game did you get?” asked Simon.

			“A riddle,” Kyle reported.

			“I got a rebus,” said Betina.

			Kyle showed everybody his slip of paper:
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			Betina grinned. She knew this one.

			“It’s an anchor. On a boat. When it’s pulled up, the boat can sail away. When it’s dropped into the water, the boat stays put.”

			“Correct,” said Kyle. “Show me your rebus.”

			Betina held up her slip of paper:
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			“Easy-peasy, lemon-squeezy,” said Kyle. “The answer is ‘no U-turn.’ ”

			“Ding, ding, ding!” said Simon. “We have two winners.”

			“What’s our prize?” asked Betina.

			“You get to enjoy the rest of those cupcakes!” said Gloria.

			Suddenly, bugles sounded.

			“That’s the call to the post,” said Simon. “It’s the music they play when horses are called onto a racetrack.”

			Kyle heard what sounded like thundering hooves.

			It wasn’t horses.

			It was hungry Imagination Factory employees hurrying down the halls to the cafeteria.

			It was cupcake time!
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			“ ‘X’ marks the spot!” exclaimed a happy customer at the Pink Flamingos’ table who’d just solved the rebus puzzle hidden inside her lemon cello cupcake.

			She showed everybody her clue. All Kyle could see were the two sunny-side-up eggs that started the phrase, because he was standing behind the Cupcake Crushers’ table with Patricia, smiling at all the Imagination Factory employees who kept passing them by so they could check out the fun treats over on the next table.

			“Gourmet delights,” Patricia called out. “Rich golden cake topped with velvety cream cheese frosting. Handcrafted with care in small batches, using only the finest artisanal ingredients.”

			No one was biting. On the sales pitch or the cupcakes with their swirls of flowery, cheesy frosting.

			Things weren’t any busier over at the Number Crunchers’ table, where the mound of bargain-priced Squiggles brand cupcakes was still as tall as when the cafeteria doors first opened.

			“No thanks,” Kyle heard a guy tell Teddy. “We have those at home. I put them in my kids’ lunch boxes.”

			About thirty minutes after the rush started, a man named Lincoln Burkholder (it was on his ID lanyard) came over to the Cupcake Crushers’ table. He balanced his half-eaten lemon cello cake on a paper plate.

			“Ready to trade up to a gourmet cupcake?” asked Patricia. Her pained smile curdled her lip gloss.

			“No thanks,” said Burkholder. “Sorry.”

			He turned to Kyle.

			“You’re Kyle Keeley, right? The kid from Ohio who wins all of Mr. Lemoncello’s library games?”

			Kyle grinned. “Well, not all of them.”

			“Help me out here.” He showed Kyle the puzzle paper he’d discovered inside his cupcake. “I’m no good at these rebuses.”

			Patricia side-eyed Kyle something fierce. But there was no way he could resist solving a puzzle.
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			“Excuse me, sir,” Patricia said to the man. “Would you mind stepping away from our table? You’re blocking the other customers’ view.”

			“Oh. Right. Sorry.” Burkholder stepped away from the table. Kyle stepped away with him.

			“Let’s see,” said Kyle. “Hay, ‘S,’ ‘T,’ rowboat, shirt cuff…”

			“Right,” said Burkholder. “And the second line is ‘G,’ knee, and ‘S.’ I got all that. But what does it mean? What’s the famous phrase?”

			Finally, everything clicked. “Hay stuh-row cuff gee-knee-ess,” said Kyle.

			“Huh?”

			“A stroke of genius!” said Kyle. “Just like those lemon cello cupcakes.”

			“Thanks!” said Burkholder, happily strolling away.

			“Yeah, thanks!” shouted Gloria with a laugh. Apparently, she’d heard Kyle’s compliment.

			Kyle wandered back to his team’s table, where Patricia was still running the show.

			“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer something a little more upscale?” Patricia asked a lady licking yellow frosting off her fingers. “What you eat, just like what you drive, says a lot about your status in life.”

			“Thanks,” said the lady. “Your cupcakes are definitely pretty. But hello, they’re not a lemon cello. Plus, ten bucks is a lot for a single cupcake.”

			“You get what you pay for in this life,” Patricia replied with another fishhook smile.

			The lady walked away. Fast.

			Kyle looked over to where Ms. Yen and the other observers from the Imagination Factory were monitoring the cupcake-sales scene. Two of them were taking notes. The elderly lawyer, Mr. Khatchadourian, was on his phone.

			“Yes, sir, Mr. Willoughby,” Kyle heard him say. “Excellent suggestion. I’ll have a quick word with Teddy.”

			Since Patricia didn’t want Kyle’s help with cupcake sales, he had nothing to do but watch Mr. Khatchadourian shuffle over to whisper something in Teddy’s ear.

			Teddy nodded. He understood whatever Mr. Khatchadourian had just told him.

			“Excuse me, Jacob,” Teddy said to his team leader. “I need to step away for a moment.”

			“Fine. Elliott and I can handle the crowd, should one present itself.”

			“Can I eat another cupcake?” asked Elliott.

			“Only if you pay for it!” said Jacob.

			Teddy came over to the Cupcake Crushers’ table.

			“Hi, guys.”

			“May we help you?” asked Patricia.

			“Yeah. I’d like to try your cupcakes.”

			Patricia brightened. “Aha. You always struck me as a man of refined tastes. How many would you like?”

			“They’re ten dollars each,” said Kyle, making it sound like a warning.

			“Riiiiight,” said Teddy. “Do you accept credit cards?”

			Patricia jabbed a miniature reader into the power port of her phone. “Of course.”

			“Cool. I’ll take all four dozen.”

			Kyle gasped. “That’s four hundred and eighty dollars.”

			Teddy shrugged. “So round it up to five hundred. Call the extra twenty a tip.”

			“Certainly,” said Patricia, swiping the credit card through her miniature reader and waiting for confirmation that it was good. Kyle heard a soft ping.

			“Pack up this gentleman’s cupcakes,” Patricia told Kyle. “Then clean the crumbs off the table. We’re sold out.”

			Ten minutes later, when the cupcake competition was officially over, the Pink Flamingos team had sold all their cupcakes, too. Actually, they’d sold out in the first forty-five minutes.

			The Number Crunchers had sold a few of their store-bought Squiggles when they were the only cupcakes left in the cafeteria.

			At precisely 2:00 p.m., Mr. Lemoncello strode into the room and cupped his hands around his mouth.

			“BONG!” he cried. “This contest, like an apple pie that passes its toothpick test, is officially done! Teams? Observers? Kindly report to the boardroom immediately. It’s time to learn who just earned our second-to-last titanium ticket!”
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			One by one, the nine contestants filed into the boardroom and found seats along one side of the amoeba-shaped table.

			Mr. Lemoncello and his team took seats on the opposite side.

			“Thank you all for your passionate and perspicacious participation,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “You know, if I could make a wish in the dark, it would be that each and every one of you could move on to the next round. If I could make two wishes in the dark, the second one would be that someone would turn on the lights. However, as I have been reminded by my colleagues, this is business.”

			“Sir?” said Ms. Yen, prying open her laptop. “We have the numbers. The Cupcake Crushers are in the top spot with sales of five hundred dollars.”

			“Congratulicitations!” exclaimed Mr. Lemoncello.

			“I believe congratulicitations are also in order for the Pink Flamingos,” Yen continued. “They sold out their entire inventory in forty-five minutes. Their price point, however, was less than what the Cupcake Crushers were charging, so they earned only three hundred and thirty-six dollars.”

			“Profit margin is the name of the game,” said Patricia quite confidently.

			“Is it?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Huh. Not a very flashy name for a game. Needs a little more pizzazz.” He turned to Gloria. “I, too, was very impressed by your lemon cello cupcakes. Creative. Fun. Delicious. And, rumor has it, they were selling for fifty dollars apiece on the secondary market. I know that’s what I paid for mine.”

			Gloria, Simon, and Soraiya exchanged a triple high five.

			“Go, team!”

			“Ah, teamwork,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “No team works without it!”

			“Unfortunately,” said Patricia, “my teammate was a traitor!”

			“Gasp,” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			Patricia pointed a finger straight at Kyle. “Kyle Keeley turned against me, and worse, he betrayed our mission.”

			“I did not,” said Kyle.

			“Oh, really? Who purchased the very first lemon cello cupcake from the Pink Flamingos?”

			“Oh. Right. That would be me.”

			“Backstabber!”

			“I bought the second one,” said Betina.

			“You’ll pay for that mistake, too!” seethed Patricia.

			Elliott Schilpp raised his hand.

			“Yes?” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Sir, nothing personal, but I don’t think I’m cut out for this cutthroat corporate stuff. My real dream is to someday be a chef and run my own restaurant. Either that or become a snack food taste tester. I have a real nose for Doritos. All the different flavors? I can tell them apart. Anyway, can I quit?”

			“Of course you can, Elliott,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “I, it seems, cannot. For, if memory serves, I’m the one who dreamed up this competition. Ran ads and everything. You, of course, will retain your college scholarship and your seat on the board of trustees at the Lemoncello Library. I wish you nothing but the best unless something even better comes along. May all your dreams come true—especially the ones you dream while you’re awake!”

			Elliott practically leapt out of his seat. “See you guys later. And, Flamingos? Your cupcakes were the best! I’m out of here.”

			“Does anybody else wish to resign from the game?” asked Ms. Yen, looking around the room.

			Nobody said anything.

			But Kyle realized something. Diane’s and Elliott’s resignations, coupled with Angus’s and Sierra’s new opportunities, meant he wasn’t just the last original hometown player left. He was also the only player in the room from the Lemoncello Library Board of Trustees. All the other original titanium ticket holders were out of the game.

			“Gloria Ortega?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Patricia Plumbgarten? Hearty and splendiferous congratulations to you both!”

			A pair of shimmering silver ribbons unfurled as two titanium tickets bungeed down from hidden panels in the ceiling. Patricia snatched hers immediately. Gloria smiled and admired the gleaming card.

			“Whoa,” she said. “That is so cool.”

			“Go ahead,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Take it, Ms. Ortega. You more than deserve it.”

			He turned to face Jacob.

			“I’m afraid this is where your journey ends, Jacob.”

			“Your sales total,” said Ms. Yen, “was ten dollars. You sold five cupcake packages.”

			“You were the project manager,” said Mr. Khatchadourian. “You came up with the idea to recycle someone else’s idea instead of creating something of your own.”

			Mr. Lemoncello sighed sadly. “Just like the Krinkle brothers.”

			“Our profit margins were fantastic, sir,” said Jacob.

			“True. But your cupcakes, unfortunately, were not. But don’t worry, you’ll be going home with a case of Lemonberry Fizz and a lifetime subscription to my Sudoku Buckaroo magazine, where all the pages have numbers and so do all the puzzles.”

			“Thank you, sir. I love numbers.”

			“We know. And, Jacob, should you ever wish to do math in your head, remember—just use imaginary numbers.”

			“I will, sir. I will!”

			When Jacob was gone, Mr. Lemoncello smiled at Teddy.

			“You, Mr. Willoughby, are the only one of the seven contestants in this room without a titanium ticket.”

			“I know,” said Teddy. “But like you always say, the game isn’t over until it’s over.”

			“Yes, I do say that a lot. Have it embroidered on a few throw pillows as well. Unfortunately, Mr. Willoughby, these preliminary rounds end tomorrow. I’m itching to move on to the Fantabulous Finale. I’m also itching because I’m allergic to wool. Darn underpants. Be that as it may, Mr. Teddy Willoughby, you have one last chance to earn a titanium ticket! Good luck!”
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			“X-Men have nothing on us, Teddy,” said his cousin Charles. “We Willoughbys were born with superpowers! I know we can do it! Tomorrow, they’ll all see true Willoughby willpower!”

			“But, Charles,” said Teddy, “you’re a Chiltington, not a Willoughby.”

			“I’m both! My mother was a Willoughby. Therefore I am a Willoughby-Chiltington!”

			“Indeed he is,” sniffed Charles’s mom, Teddy’s aunt Susana.

			Teddy had come home from his day at Mr. Lemoncello’s Imagination Factory to find his aunt Susana and cousin Charles waiting for him at his family’s townhouse. The butler had let them in after Mrs. Chiltington insisted that he do so. If the butler had refused, apparently he would have been hearing from Mrs. Chiltington’s lawyer.

			“So,” said Teddy, glancing at the mantel clock over the fireplace, wishing his father and mother were home, “what brings you two to New York City?”

			“Father’s private jet, of course,” said Charles.

			“We are given to understand from our sources,” said Aunt Susana, “that you, Theodore, have yet to obtain a titanium ticket?”

			“Aunt Susana. Have you been spying on me?”

			“Hardly,” said Charles. “The Internet is full of chatty commentary about this loony Lemoncello competition. For instance, we know that Kyle Keeley is the only remaining player from Ohio.”

			“That’s right,” said Teddy. “Only member of the Lemoncello Library board left, too.”

			“You need to win that last titanium ticket, Theodore,” snapped Aunt Susana. “The fate of the Willoughby family name is in your hands!”

			I know, thought Teddy. You want me to do what Charles couldn’t, no matter how many times he tried. You want to use me to destroy Luigi Lemoncello. To take over his company and run it into the ground. To wreak your revenge on the billionaire who you say ruined your life and the lives of every Willoughby past, present, and yet to come.

			“What are your chances of advancement, Teddy?” asked Aunt Susana, narrowing her eyes into angry slits.

			Teddy simply smiled. “Pretty good, I guess. There’s only one contest left. Lucky for me, Uncle Max will be running the show tomorrow. It’ll take place in the lobby of Mr. Lemoncello’s headquarters building. You guys might want to drop by to cheer me on.”

			“And who, pray tell, is this ‘Uncle Max’?” said Aunt Susana. “There has never been a Willoughby named Maxwell or Maximilian or even Maximus.”

			“He’s not a relative. More like a friend of the family. Has been for years. He’s a famous corporate attorney. Back in the day, he helped Granddad establish Willoughby Investments.”

			“Oh, yes,” said his aunt. “Now that you mention it, the name does ring a bell. By the way, how is my father? I so rarely get out this way to see him.”

			“He is happily retired,” said Teddy. “He spends most of his time with his yacht on Long Island.”

			“I really should give him a jingle. Maybe this coming Christmas.”

			“He might like that,” said Teddy.

			“So,” said Charles, “this Mr. Khatchadourian owes our family a favor, eh?”

			Teddy didn’t respond to that. He simply maintained his Cheshire grin. Charles and Aunt Susana could interpret his expression however they saw fit.

			“Thank you for the update, Theodore,” said Aunt Susana. “I feel confident that you, with the assistance of this ‘Uncle Max,’ will be moving on to the championship!”

			“Too bad you and your ‘uncle’ can’t eliminate Kyle Keeley while you’re at it.”

			“Kyle already earned his titanium ticket, Charles,” said Teddy. “There is only one way for him not to move on to the Fantabulous Finale.”

			“What’s that?” asked Aunt Susana eagerly.

			“He’d have to follow Diane and Elliott’s lead. He’d have to quit.”
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			First thing the next morning, the lobby of the Imagination Factory was packed.

			It seemed to Kyle that every employee had come down to enjoy the show. They all held churros and little tubs of chocolate dipping sauce.

			“Hello, Keeley,” sneered an all-too-familiar voice.

			Charles Chiltington. He was with his mother. She didn’t say hello. She just angled her snooty snout a little higher.

			“We came to New York to cheer on my cousin Theodore,” said Charles as Max Khatchadourian shambled his way through the churro-chomping crowd. With the assistance of a young aide, he carefully climbed up two steps to a small stage where a podium had been erected. Kyle remembered meeting the elderly lawyer when he was doing research about Mr. Lemoncello during the great library race.

			“Good morning, all,” said Mr. Khatchadourian, his mouth very close to the microphone. “Mr. Lemoncello can’t be with us this morning. Pressing business. Something to do with one of his suits. Be that as it may, we are gathered here today for the final game in our New York preliminary round—the last chance for one of our contestants to earn their titanium ticket.”

			He was looking straight at Teddy.

			The audience cheered. Some waved their churros like light sticks, which they regretted when their fried dough flew apart or splattered people with chocolate dipping sauce.

			Mr. Khatchadourian pulled a crumpled note card out of the vest of his three-piece suit. “Today’s game will feature Theodore Willoughby…”

			Teddy gave the crowd a quick wave.

			“Who will be competing against…”

			Mr. Khatchadourian hesitated.

			“Oh, dear. Nobody else needs to win a titanium ticket. Hard to have a game with only one participant, except of course for solitaire, but that one’s not much of a spectator sport.”

			Kyle stepped forward. “I’ll play!”

			Hey, he loved games.

			Mr. Khatchadourian smiled. “Wondermous, as Mr. Lemoncello might say if he were here with us this morning, which, as I previously indicated, he is not.”

			Kyle shook hands with Teddy.

			“Good luck.”

			“Thanks,” said Teddy. “Fortunately, I’m pretty good with numbers. I’m no Jacob Pascal, but, well, I know my math.”

			Kyle gave that remark a quizzical look. What does that have to do with anything?

			Mr. Khatchadourian continued. “Now, as was confirmed yesterday in the cupcake competition, business is a numbers game.”

			Kyle whipped back around to look at Teddy.

			Teddy wiggled his eyebrows up and down.

			How did Teddy know this would be a numbers game?

			“Therefore,” said Mr. Khatchadourian, “I shall present our two players with a series of mathematical riddles. We’ll do a best three out of five. Mr. Keeley? You already have your titanium ticket. All you can win is honor and glory. Teddy?”

			“Yes, Uncle Max?”

			Uncle Max? thought Kyle. Mr. Lemoncello’s top lawyer is related to Teddy? This keeps getting worse.

			“This is your last chance to make it into the finals.”

			Teddy nodded and took in a deep breath. “I know. I’m ready to play.”

			“Very well,” said the ancient lawyer. “Please give me an equation where eight eights add up to one thousand.”

			Kyle hung his head. What was he supposed to do? Divide? Multiply? Find a square root? Use an ask-an-expert lifeline and call Jacob? Did he even have a lifeline?

			Nope. He had nothing.

			“Theodore?”

			“Um, that would be, let’s see.” He closed his eyes and wiggled his fingers like he was using an invisible calculator. “Eight hundred and eighty-eight plus eighty-eight plus eight plus eight plus eight.”

			“You are correct.”

			The impressed audience applauded.

			“Second question. There are four apples. You take away three. How many do you have?”

			“One!” blurted Kyle. “Four minus three equals one.”

			“That answer is incorrect. Teddy?”

			“Three,” said Teddy. “You said there were four apples. I took away three. Therefore, I have three.”

			Ugh, thought Kyle. Get in the game, Keeley! That answer was so obvious!

			“Correct again, Theodore,” said Mr. Khatchadourian. “Third question, and your chance to win a titanium ticket if you answer it correctly. I add five to nine and get two. The answer is correct, but how?”

			Kyle slumped his shoulders. He wished he’d stayed on the sidelines with the rest of the titanium ticket holders.

			“Teddy?” said Mr. Khatchadourian.

			“This is a tough one….”

			And that equation with all the eights was easy? thought Kyle.

			“Okay,” said Teddy. “Let’s see. If you add five hours to nine in the morning, you get two in the afternoon.”

			“Correct once again, Teddy. Congratulations. You have officially earned a titanium ticket!”

			Everyone in the lobby cheered and applauded. Kyle wished he could disappear into the floor. He tried to slink back into the crowd but ended up face to face with Charles.

			“Tough luck,” sneered Charles. “We Willoughbys and Chiltingtons are unbeatable when we work together. Word of advice? Quit now or I guarantee you’ll regret it later!”
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			By two p.m. (on a real clock, not the one in the math problem), Kyle and the six other titanium ticket holders were at the airport, boarding a plane bound for…somewhere.

			Mr. Khatchadourian had been pretty vague. “You will be heading off to exactly where Mr. Lemoncello has instructed his pilots to fly you. When you arrive at this final destination, you will enter the final round, where we will finally find the one big winner Mr. Lemoncello has been searching for.”

			None of the kids asked any questions. They knew this was part of the game. A mystery roll of the dice.

			As soon as they found their seats, Teddy’s chauffeur, Stephano, hurried into the cabin. He was out of breath and carrying two sealed black envelopes. Kyle wasn’t the only one eyeballing Stephano. Soraiya, Simon, Betina, and Gloria were watching his every move, too. Patricia was too busy posing for selfies on her laptop to notice him.

			“Your father insisted that I deliver these in person,” said Stephano.

			He handed one padded envelope, about the size of a phone, to Teddy. The other to Patricia.

			“What’s this?” said Patricia, closing her computer.

			“Something you should not open until you receive a call from Mr. Willoughby,” said Stephano.

			“Um, he doesn’t know my number.”

			“Yes,” Stephano assured her, “he does. He will also know if you open the envelope before he tells you to.”

			“How?”

			“The same way he knows your phone number.”

			“What’s in those envelopes?” asked Gloria.

			Teddy shrugged. “Hard to say. Dad likes to send gifts.”

			“Why’d he just send one to you and Patricia?” asked Simon.

			“Yeah,” said Soraiya. “I like gifts.”

			“Me too,” said Betina. “Even when it’s not my birthday. I also like cake on weekdays.”

			“I suppose,” said Patricia, smugly tucking her small padded envelope into her carry-on, “that Mr. Willoughby, a renowned financier, has noted my stellar performance so far in these games and wishes, at the proper moment, when I win the Fantabulous Finale, to say, ‘Kudos, Patricia. Kudos!’ ”

			Something was up. Kyle knew it. That math game in the lobby of the Imagination Factory wasn’t a coincidence. The Willoughbys were, somehow, in cahoots with their cousins, the Chiltingtons.

			They were conspiring to do what they’d failed to do back home in Ohio: destroy Mr. Lemoncello and all that he stood for. Fun. Freedom. Banana shoes. They’d do it by having Teddy win the Fantabulous Finale, so he could take control of Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire and rule it alongside the Chiltingtons. Somehow, Patricia Plumbgarten would be involved in their scheme, too. That made sense. She was very Chiltington-ish.

			Well, they’d all have to go through Kyle first.

			Stephano was ushered off the plane by one of the flight attendants.

			After everybody heard the safety speech (which rhymed “seat belts” with “cheese melts”), Kyle settled back into his seat. The banana jet, with its curved underbelly, took off and soon reached a comfortable cruising altitude.

			That’s when the video screen flickered to life.

			Mr. Lemoncello was there, stretching out his jaw in a wide yawn.

			“Oooh. Altitude adjustment. My ears just popped. No, wait. That’s the popcorn I’m making for breakfast. Hearty and splendiferous greetings to you all, and welcome aboard Banana Force One. Like many airline passengers, you are probably wondering where you are going.”

			Mr. Lemoncello’s image on the screen was replaced by a map of the United States with the icon of a plane flying in circles around a giant question mark.

			“Well,” Mr. Lemoncello’s voice narrated, “I hope you packed your flip-flops and alligator repellent, because you’re on your way to sunny, funderful Orlando, Florida, home of my amazible, brand-new, not-yet-even-open amusement park—Lemoncelloland!”

			Yes!

			Kyle had heard rumors about Lemoncelloland for years. How it cost billions of dollars to build. How it would be the most amazing theme park imaginable. Now he was actually going to be one of the first to see it!

			Exciting music, like something out of a blockbuster movie, swelled. The screen dissolved into a computer-animated flyover of an amusement park. A cartoon version of those maps they give you when you go to Six Flags or Disney World.

			Kyle saw roller coasters flying through storybook lands, and book-shaped rafts roaring through rapids in the Plot Twist River, and flying game pieces carrying kids on Speed Reader zip lines, and a haunted library and dragons and fairy-tale characters and graphic novels that sprang to life. A giant Paul Bunyan felled trees near a hobbit shire, while multiple Wicked Witches flew on broomsticks to the west. The animated scene faded to night as fireworks exploded above a skyline of castles and pagodas and space rockets and a jolly giant juggling golden goose eggs.

			“In Lemoncelloland,” Mr. Lemoncello’s voice-over continued, “books and games from all over this wondermous world will come to life. Why, at our snack bars, there will be a big mooncake for Little Star and one for you, too! But wait—there’s more.”

			Of course there is! thought Kyle.

			“Lemoncelloland will also be a gamer’s paradise. Imagine playing Family Frenzy with your family on a life-sized replica of my very first board game. You can fly with the squirrels from Squirrel Squad Seven, play the jumbo-sized version of Incredibly Kooky Kujenga, or slime your siblings at the Squeezy Cheesy Pachisi Pavilion.

			“Yes, friends, prepare to embark on an awesometastic adventure, for you will be the first visitors to experience my newest, most imaginative creation yet. For the next few days, admission to Lemoncelloland is only available to a select few: those of you holding a titanium ticket!”

			The music swelled. Animated tickets spun and shimmered on the screen. Kyle’s jaw was somewhere on his chest. This was so cool.

			“Of course,” Mr. Lemoncello continued, “this brand-new, multibajillion-dollar amusement park will be yours one day, should you emerge victorious from this final leg of my quest to secure my successor. So, sit back, relax, and prepare to have your imagination take flight. You are on your way to Lemoncelloland!”

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			36

			Sixty-seven minutes later (not that Kyle had been tracking the time), the plane touched down in Florida.

			A high-roofed Sprinter van pulled up alongside the banana jet on the runway. Ms. Yen was riding in the passenger seat.

			Chester Raymo, Mr. Lemoncello’s longtime chief imagineer, was behind the wheel in his white lab coat. He was dabbing the sweat on top of his bald head with the tip of his skinny tie.

			Ms. Yen climbed out of the van, leaving her door wide open.

			“Now we’re air-conditioning the runway?” grumbled Mr. Raymo, sounding like Kyle’s dad whenever Kyle or one of his brothers left the back door open in summer.

			Ms. Yen closed the van door and faced the seven contestants. “Welcome to Florida! Or should I say, welcome back, Ms. Ortega.”

			Gloria laughed. “Good to be home in the land of high humidity!”

			The air was so thick, it was like the whole state of Florida was sweating. Kyle just hoped it didn’t have BO, too.

			“Please find a seat in the van,” said Ms. Yen. The side door had just magically slid open. (Or maybe Mr. Raymo had pushed a button on the dashboard.) Kyle grabbed a seat in the last row.

			There was another illustrated, cartoonish map of the seven-hundred-acre Lemoncelloland theme park tucked into a webbed pocket on the seat back in front of him.

			“Cool!” he said when he realized that the central focal point of the park, where Disney World had Cinderella Castle, was a towering replica of the Lemoncello Library with its gold dome.

			“Hearty and splendiferous greetings to you all!” said Mr. Lemoncello from the twelve seat-back video screens in the vehicle. “Welcome to Lemoncelloland. The library at the center of the park is your key to exploring this magical place. Enter the library and choose one of a dozen exits. You can explore Booktopia. Or follow the pathways leading you into Gamesville. While in Booktopia, be sure you visit our fantabulous Fairy-Tale Castle, the Forest of Tall Tales, the International House of Mythological Creatures, and the Island of Dr. Libris, where books and classic characters come to life.”

			The video showed dramatic clips of all these attractions.

			“Want some exciting thrills?” the prerecorded Mr. Lemoncello continued. “You’ll find plenty of nonfictional excitement in Real-World World.”

			What about Gamesville? thought Kyle. Tell us more about Gamesville, please.

			“Or perhaps you’ll take one of the library exits leading into Gamesville, where life-sized games and larger-than-life challenges await. Are they fun? Hello? They’ve all been created by me, Luigi L. Lemoncello!”

			“Gamesville is probably where they’ll announce the winner of this game,” said Soraiya.

			“Well,” added Patricia, “this is the biggest game Mr. Lemoncello ever created.”

			The van cruised under an arch of brightly colored fiberglass balloons supporting a giant “Welcome to Lemoncelloland” sign.

			“Now please,” said Mr. Lemoncello, “get ready to let your imagination run wild while your driver looks for a place to park. You should be inside in a matter of minutes!”

			The entry road led to a sea of lined asphalt the size of four shopping mall parking lots. All the spaces were empty. Kyle could see several deserted tram trains with lemon-shaped cars that weren’t needed to ferry visitors to the entrance because there weren’t any visitors other than the seven kids with titanium tickets.

			“Here we go, friends,” said Mr. Raymo, parking right in front of the entrance pavilion—a giant, fifty-foot-tall building shaped like Mr. Lemoncello’s signature top hat.

			Security gates blocked the way into the park. On the other side of the slatted steel, beyond the switchbacks leading to the turnstiles, Kyle could see empty souvenir shops and closed arcades. The windows were bare. All the neon and electronic signs were dark. The shutters on the concession kiosks were rolled down tight.

			A guard in a green bellhop uniform stepped out of one of the ticket booths. He had a curled handlebar mustache and buggy eyes.

			“You’re early!” he said. “We won’t be ready for you until tomorrow. Go away! Go away!”

			“Excuse me, good sir,” said Mr. Raymo. “Do you know who I am?”

			“No,” said the guard. He turned to the kids. “Can anybody help this gentleman? He doesn’t know who he is.”

			“He’s Mr. Lemoncello’s chief imagineer!” said Kyle.

			“He’s the one who made Lemoncelloland come to life!” added Soraiya.

			“Well, color me impressed,” said the guard. “But I have my orders.” He tapped a bright yellow button he wore on his chest. It was shaped like a bumblebee. “I don’t work for Mr. Lemoncello. I’m not even a member of the Lemoncelloland cast. I’m with the Will Be on Call temp agency. And my boss says nobody gets in until tomorrow. Ten a.m.”

			Ms. Yen scowled at the security guard. “Who, exactly, is your boss?”

			“That information is confidential, ma’am.”

			“I want to speak to them.”

			“Impossible.”

			“Everything is possible,” said Mr. Raymo.

			The guard shook his head. “Nope. Not this.”

			Ms. Yen took a deep breath. “Well, is the Next Level Resort open?”

			“Affirmative,” said the guard.

			“Does the resort have games?” asked Kyle.

			“Oh, yes,” said Mr. Raymo. “All sorts.”

			“So let’s go there!” said Kyle.

			“We’ll see you tomorrow, sir,” Mr. Raymo turned to tell the guard.

			But the man with the bumblebee button was gone.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			37

			Funny, thought Gloria as the van made its way to the resort’s Next Level Hotel. It’s like they weren’t even expecting us.

			Something was fishy. That was often the case in Florida, but this time “fishy” meant “strange” instead of “largemouth bass.”

			The Next Level Hotel—named after the goal of so many video gamers—was awesome. It looked like a giant controller attached to a sixteen-story-tall video monitor. Gloria noticed that each window in the towering wall of glass doubled as a panel in a giant, high-resolution video display—like something you’d find covering the side of a building in the middle of Times Square. Right now, that animated flyover of Lemoncelloland played on the ginormous screen.

			Gloria pulled out her phone to grab some photos.

			“Photography is not allowed,” warned Mr. Raymo as the group walked across the very empty parking lot. “Not yet. We need to keep everything top-secret until the park’s official grand opening.”

			“When’s that?” asked Gloria.

			“We’re not sure,” said Ms. Yen.

			“TBD,” added Mr. Raymo, dabbing more sweat off the top of his head with his necktie. “To be determined.”

			“Here are the key cards to your rooms,” said Ms. Yen. “You may use them to activate any of the games you will find located throughout the hotel.”

			Gloria followed the group into the lobby. It was pretty much deserted, except for two young workers behind the registration desk. Both of them wore green bellhop uniforms and sported bumblebee buttons on their lapels. She figured they worked for the Will Be on Call temp team, too.

			She also saw several “gaming pits” with sofas that looked like comfy bananas. The couches had built-in speakers, subwoofers, and motion simulators.

			The carpets running up and down the hallways of the hotel were blocked off in board game squares. Swirling images of supersonic flying squirrels danced across the ceiling. They whizzed along, with flames shooting out of their acorn-tank jet packs. The elevators resembled glass Ping-Pong balls that bounced a little when they came to a stop. There were free soda pop dispensers on every floor. The kind they have at movie theaters where you can mix orange with cherry and cola and vanilla plus lemon-lime.

			Gloria’s key card opened the door to the Kooky-Wacky 500 Race Car Game Suite. Her bed was shaped like a vintage Hot Wheels racer.

			Gloria sat down and helped herself to the small bag of cookies—lemon with white chocolate chips—someone had left on her pillow. She couldn’t help thinking about how this new amusement park in Orlando would be serious competition for the fun-in-the-sun wackiness back home at the Wonderland.

			This Next Level Hotel was what her friend P.T. Wilkie would build if he had all the money in the world.

			Which, come to think of it, he just might.

			Because when Gloria took over Mr. Lemoncello’s empire, she’d hire P.T. to run her hospitality group. He would be in charge of all the Lemoncello hotels. The one in New York City. This new one in Orlando. The one she’d build in Hawaii because she’d always wanted to go surfing in Hawaii.

			Her thoughts were interrupted by a rumbling V-RROOM! sound. A hot rod revving its engine.

			V-RROOM! V-RROOM!

			It was the theme room’s doorbell.

			Gloria went to the door and opened it.

			A bellhop in a green uniform stood in the hall. She held a book.

			“Gloria Ortega?”

			“Yes.”

			“This is for you.”

			Gloria took the book and studied the cover.

			It was a title she’d never heard of—Many Happy Returns: The Story of Henry Bloch, America’s Tax Man.

			“Uh, thanks,” said Gloria.

			The bellhop turned and walked away. She didn’t even give Gloria time to offer her a tip.

			Gloria flipped through the pages of the book. Weird. The number at the bottom of page 7 was circled.

			The book had come in a Lemoncelloland souvenir tote bag with a gift card attached.

			
				TO: GLORIA ORTEGA

				FROM: AN ANONYMOUS ADMIRER

			

			Gloria closed the door.

			She opened the envelope and read what was printed inside the blank greeting card:

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.
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			“Cool,” said Kyle.

			He was in the hotel’s breakfast room. A squadron of hovering plate drones that looked like flattened flying saucers had just served him waffles with whipped cream, scrambled eggs, bacon, French toast, apple pancakes, warm maple syrup, a whole stick of butter, and a cinnamon bun.

			It was eight o’clock in the morning. Kyle had received a text advising him to be ready to shuttle back to the amusement park at ten a.m., “having had breakfast.”

			There would be no food, other than lunch, available in the park.

			Kyle figured this was what some places called a “soft opening.” A sneak preview of coming attractions—not the total Lemoncelloland experience. He didn’t care. He’d take whatever they were offering. Especially if his room—where the ceiling, walls, and windows were video screens, so he could play five games at once or flip into IMAX mode on just one—was a preview of things to come.

			Six other hovering drone squads were serving the six other contestants. Soraiya was having crepes with chocolate sauce and a side order of Lemoncello-O’s, the tangy breakfast cereal that Kyle loved, too. Simon, Betina, and Gloria all went with the chicken and waffle combo. Teddy was tapping the shell of a soft-boiled egg with a dainty spoon. Patricia had fresh fruit with a sprinkle of granola.

			None of them had ordered as much food as Kyle. In his defense, it had been so easy to do. You just had to scan a QR code in your room and touch the menu items you wanted, and when you made it downstairs to the breakfast room, your drones were circling the dining room, ready and waiting to serve you.

			Ms. Yen and Mr. Raymo came into the breakfast room.

			“Are you enjoying your meals?” asked Ms. Yen.

			“Mmmphf!” “Yesh!” “Delibish!” came the replies from seven mouths full of food.

			“Unfortunately,” said Mr. Raymo, pacing back and forth in front of the soft-serve ice cream and frozen yogurt dispensers, “Mr. Lemoncello will not be able to join us today. He has urgent business to attend to in Ohio. Very urgent. Urgency of the highest level. Off-the-charts urgentness…”

			Kyle and Betina exchanged a worried look. Simon and Soraiya did the same.

			Ms. Yen gave Mr. Raymo a calming pat on the back.

			“He will be here with us in spirit, Chester,” she said. “Meanwhile, we will continue our contest.”

			After breakfast, the seven titanium ticket holders shuttled from the hotel to the main entrance of Lemoncelloland, retracing the route they’d taken the day before.

			“You lucky seven,” said Ms. Yen, “will be the first to experience exhibits, rides, and attractions that have been years in the making.”

			“Yes,” added Mr. Raymo, “the park cost Mr. Lemoncello over four billion dollars. That’s billion. With a ‘b.’ A very large capital ‘B.’ ”

			Yikes, thought Kyle. That’s a ton of money!

			He figured it was a very good thing that Mr. Lemoncello was a bazillionaire.

			“Please keep an eye on your phones,” advised Ms. Yen. “We will soon be texting you your personalized itineraries for the day. You will each be assigned one attraction to explore this morning. On your own.”

			“We don’t get to have fun together?” said Soraiya. “Simon and I wanted to hang today. Ride the rides. Analyze their engineering. Compare notes.”

			Ms. Yen arched an eyebrow. “Might I remind you, this is a competition. As Mr. Lemoncello has clearly stated, there will be only one big winner.”

			Patricia nodded. “And it will be me.”

			“Not gonna happen,” said Kyle.

			“Yeah, Simon’s going to win!” said Soraiya.

			“Nope,” said Simon. “You are, Soraiya!”

			“Whatever,” said Teddy.

			“Xxxxzing!” said Betina, brandishing an invisible sword. “It’s everyone for themselves, me hearties!”
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			Filing out of the van, Kyle and the others were greeted by the same security guard they’d met the day before.

			The big difference? One of the gates behind him was open.

			“Welcome, welcome, welcome!” he said, his eyes going all googly again. “The park is now officially open, but only to patrons holding a titanium ticket!”

			Kyle fished his out of his jeans.

			Betina was first in line, ticket in hand.

			“When will regular customers be able to come in?” she asked.

			“Soon,” said the security guard.

			“How soon?”

			“Very, I am told,” said the guard.

			Okay, thought Kyle. This is odd.

			Kyle and eleven other twelve-year-olds had been the first to see what was inside Mr. Lemoncello’s library on its opening weekend. But the general public was allowed in the following Monday. “Soon” seemed extremely vague for a grand opening date.

			“Titanium tickets, please!” said the security guard. “Single-file line, please. Have your titanium ticket out for inspection, please.”

			Kyle let the other kids, Ms. Yen, and Mr. Raymo enter ahead of him. The two grown-ups had some sort of titanium ID card they had to show to the guard.

			“Check your phones,” said Ms. Yen when everybody was officially inside the park.

			“We have automatically downloaded the Lemoncelloland Explorer app on all of them,” added Mr. Raymo. “You will need it to navigate your route through the park.”

			“Do not stray off the path indicated by the app,” said Ms. Yen. “I will remind you once again—this is a competition. An IRL board game, if you will. Please follow the rules.”

			Kyle checked his phone. A top hat icon was on the home screen. The Lemoncelloland Explorer app.

			All seven players started up the main boulevard, which was lined with shops, game emporiums, and theme restaurants. They looked like they’d be fun, if they were open.

			Once again, Kyle thought about that opening weekend in the Lemoncello Library. For the lock-in and sleepover on Friday night, everything had been open! And there had been tons of food in the Book Nook Café.

			“So, Kyle?” said Simon.

			“Yeah?”

			“Have you figured out the game part of this game?”

			“Not really.”

			Just then, phones started beeping and blooping all around them.

			Kyle looked down at his screen.

			He had a text. From CRaymo.

			“Here we go,” he said to Simon.

			The game was on. He had his assignment. So did all the other players.

			Kyle would be going to something called the Island of Dr. Libris. The Explorer app opened, and a map of the park appeared on his screen. A glowing red line wormed its way through the maze of footpaths and winding trails, leading to a mysterious island in the middle of a lake. Kyle was supposed to continue up the main boulevard, enter the library building, exit to the west, and head to a dock where he would board a boat “piloted by the Water Rat from The Wind in the Willows.”

			But what was he supposed to do when he got there? At least in the escape game, everybody knew the objective from the get-go. Escape!

			Players started announcing where they were going. Some sounded more excited than others.

			“I’m on the Choose Your Own Thrill-Venture roller coaster!” said Soraiya.

			“I’m going to Rubegoldbergburgh!” said Simon. “It’s over in Gamesville.”

			“I’m going to Gamesville, too,” said Gloria. “The Let’s Do a Deal Pavilion…”

			“I have to visit the Hall of Authors,” moaned Patricia. “Sounds like gobs of fun.”

			“I’ll be in Real-World World,” said Betina.

			“What’s that?” asked Teddy.

			“Rides and attractions based on nonfiction and/or historical fiction books.”

			“Have fun,” said Teddy. “I’m off to the Land of Nefaria.”

			“You mean Narnia?” said Kyle, who’d learned a lot about books he should’ve read from Sierra. The Chronicles of Narnia were some of her faves.

			“No,” said Teddy. “It’s Nefaria, with an ‘f.’ It’s on the far side of Howl’s Moving Castle.” He pointed to a blinking blip on his screen. “The castle does move about a bit.”

			“Yes,” said Mr. Raymo, proudly bouncing up on the balls of his feet. “Took us quite a long time to engineer that particular feat. It’s so much easier to make magic happen in books.”

			“Please complete your first adventures and meet us in the rotunda of the library building at noon for lunch,” said Ms. Yen.

			Kyle still wasn’t sure how his trip to the Island of Dr. Libris attraction would help him win the Fantabulous Finale.

			“Um, how do we score points?” he asked.

			“Yes,” said Patricia. “What do I need to do at this Hall of Authors to inherit Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire?”

			“That’s a good question,” said Betina.

			“Yeah,” agreed all the others.

			Ms. Yen grinned. “Unfortunately, Mr. Lemoncello did not give us details about his rubric for grading your performances today. However, rest assured…”

			She gestured toward a smoky dome mounted on a cast-iron lamppost in front of a General Foolishness Store, which wasn’t open.

			It was a security camera. Probably one of thousands.

			“…Mr. Lemoncello will be watching.”
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			Up ahead, Betina saw two more security cameras.

			They were mounted on the ornate post supporting a sign welcoming her to “Real-World World.”

			Her phone dinged.

			The app was sending her a notification.

			
				Please choose one adventure from our worlds of nonfiction and historical fiction that you would like to experience in one of our many simulators and/or exhibits.

			

			Betina thumbed her screen and scrolled through the list of options.

			She could visit the Lauren Tarshis 3-D Immersive Theater and experience one of multiple I Survived stories, such as The Sinking of the Titanic, 1912, The Shark Attacks of 1916, or The Great Molasses Flood, 1919.

			The “ride” was called “dark, scary, and loud,” complete with what were labeled as 4-D surprises, like a spritz of water, sticky seats, or a blast of putrid shark breath.

			But Betina wanted to fly!

			She made her selection in the app and flew (okay, she walked very briskly) to the Born to Fly ride. It was inspired by bestselling author and Newbery Honor recipient Steve Sheinkin’s book of the same name. Betina would be participating in the 1929 Air Derby, the first women’s cross-country air race—from Santa Monica, in California, to Cleveland, in Ohio.

			“Welcome, BETINA FLORES,” said a holographic aviatrix in khaki riding pants and a leather bomber jacket. She had her goggles tipped back on her helmet. The hologram was good. She’d even pronounced Betina’s last name correctly. “I’m Amelia Earhart, just one of many female air pioneers you’ll be competing against today. Please follow the blinking green lights to your assigned flight simulator.”

			“Sure. I’ll try not to get lost!”

			Betina was making an Amelia Earhart joke. The hologram wasn’t laughing.

			“Please follow the blinking green lights to your assigned flight simulator,” she repeated.

			Betina figured Ms. Earhart would keep looping that same line over and over until Betina did as she was told. So she scurried through a darkish entry tunnel. Its walls were illuminated by video screens showing great moments in aviation history that featured female fliers like Willa Brown, Bessie Coleman, and astronaut Nellie Dumont Frissé.

			At the end of the tunnel, Betina discovered a cavernous, high-ceilinged warehouse of a theater. She climbed into the cockpit of a make-believe fuselage for a monoplane. The antique plane’s propeller—and those of the two dozen currently empty flight simulators surrounding it—was aimed at a curved, floor-to-ceiling movie screen. This was definitely going be a full peripheral-vision-overload IMAX kind of ride.

			“Fasten your seat belts,” said a voice from somewhere up above. “Familiarize yourself with your controls.”

			There was a stick coming up from the floor. Illuminated signage on the control panel suggested that the pilot pull back on the stick to go up and push forward to go down. There was also a gas pedal on the floor. Betina figured this gear wasn’t very realistic, but it sure made figuring out how to fly a lot easier than it had been back in 1929.

			“On your marks,” said the ceiling voice, “get set, Lemon, cello, go!”

			Suddenly, Betina’s ears were slammed by the roar of her single-prop engine. The flight simulator shimmied and rocked as it seemed (thanks to the video on the giant screen) to tear down a rutted airstrip.

			“Xxxxzing!” Betina shouted as she yanked back on the control stick.

			She took flight! In no time, she was whipping through wispy white clouds.

			She looked to her left and to her right. Amelia Earhart waved at her. So did Elinor Smith. Betina recognized Smith from Sheinkin’s book. It was hard to forget someone who, when she was just seventeen, flew a plane under the Brooklyn Bridge!

			Cold wind blasting from hidden fans buffeted Betina’s cheeks. She wished she’d worn a scarf so it could flutter in the breeze like Amelia Earhart’s did.

			Betina wasn’t sure if the air race was rigged to make sure one of the amusement park visitors always won, but a few minutes later, when she touched down and rumbled to a stop in Cleveland, she was in first place. Thousands of people filled the screen to cheer for her.

			That was fun. But Betina, who loved real applause and real laughter, wished somebody else had ridden the ride with her. Flying solo was exciting. But Betina missed having an audience.

			The overhead lights brightened. Betina climbed down the short staircase from the cockpit.

			She was no longer alone.

			There was a young woman dressed in a green flight suit.

			“Betina Flores?”

			“Yes?”

			“This is for you.”

			The woman handed Betina a souvenir Lemoncelloland bag with a gift card stapled to the front. Betina read the outside of the envelope:

			
				TO: BETINA FLORES

				FROM: AN ANONYMOUS ADMIRER

			

			Inside the bag was a picture book for little kids called Hooray for You! by Marianne Richmond.

			“Gee, uh, thanks,” said Betina.

			The delivery person smiled and walked away.

			Betina looked up. Yep. Just as she suspected, there were security cameras mounted to the girders supporting the Born to Fly theater’s arched ceiling.

			Mr. Lemoncello had been watching. Was this her prize for winning the fake airplane race? Would this, somehow, help her win the Fantabulous Finale?

			Betina ripped open the envelope and read what was printed inside its blank greeting card:

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.

			

			Betina tucked the book into her souvenir tote bag. She would do as she was told.

			She winked up at one of the cameras.

			It’s what Mr. Lemoncello, her “anonymous admirer,” would want her to do.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			41

			“Under those trees on the far riverbank live all sorts of characters you’ll surely want to meet,” said an audio-animatronic Water Rat with small, neat ears and thick, silky hair.

			Kyle was seated in the stern of a little boat captained by the hyperrealistic rodent. They drifted across one of Lemoncelloland’s shallow waterways to what the map in the app labeled as the Island of Dr. Libris.

			“So, you’re the Water Rat, right?” said Kyle. “From The Wind in the Willows.”

			“Hullo, KYLE KEELEY!” said the Water Rat.

			“Um, your boat is nice.”

			“Believe me, my young friend,” said the Rat (because, apparently, Kyle had triggered another one of its preprogrammed responses), “there is nothing—absolutely nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats. Simply messing,” he went on dreamily. “Messing—about—in—boats; messing—”

			The boat bumped into a dock jutting out from the island.

			Kyle climbed ashore as quickly as he could.

			“Okay. Thanks for the ride. Have fun, uh, messing about in your boat.”

			Kyle read a rustic sign posted on a path leading into the island’s lush and steamy forest:

			Welcome to the Island of Dr. Libris

			(Libris, from the Latin word for “book,” of course)

			Kyle had strolled only a few yards up the path when a hologram of a tall, nimble man dressed all in green leapt out of the shrubbery. A woman dressed all in brown stepped out of the leafy shadows behind him. She was a hologram, too.

			“Halloa, good fellow,” cried the man in a gallant Hollywood-hero voice. “Art thou yet another bounty hunter sent forth by the foul Sheriff of Nottingham?”

			“If so,” said the woman, brandishing a sword, “prepare to diest where thou do stand!”

			“Riiiight,” said Kyle, grinning from ear to ear. “You must be Robin Hood and Maid Marian.”

			“Must we, indeed?” said Robin Hood, propping his fists on his hips.

			“What be thy name?” demanded Maid Marian.

			“Kyle. Kyle Keeley.”

			“Ah-ha-ha-ha,” laughed Robin Hood, tossing back his head.

			“Your coming hither was foretold to us!” said Marian, sliding her sword back into its leather sheath.

			“We must make haste,” said Robin. “For we knoweth of a prize you must retrieve.”

			Aha! thought Kyle. This is a game. Like a treasure hunt on a treasure island!

			“Lead on, good friends,” said Kyle, trying to use some of the lingo he remembered from other role-playing games.

			“We shall,” said Maid Marian. “But beware. Not all the characters on this island shall prove as friendly as we.”

			Kyle nodded. “Understood.” This game was going to have its challenges.

			They were about to head up the path and journey to the center of the island when another hologram, a rider on a giant black horse, blocked their way.

			“Aha!” cried the horse’s rider in a high-pitched voice. His screech was so loud, it spooked the stallion into rearing up on its hind legs. “I have found thee!”

			“Egads!” shouted Robin. “ ’Tis the Sheriff of Nottingham.”

			“How very observant of you, Robin Hood,” said the sour grump dressed all in black. His horse was even nastier-looking—especially when it flared its enormous nostrils.

			The Sheriff turned to Kyle.

			“And you, strange lad, be thou a friend and ally to outlaws such as these?”

			Kyle shrugged. Hey, they were holograms. He’d play along. After all, it was just a game. Like a souped-up version of Mr. Lemoncello’s Bludgeons and Dragon Flagons. A game Kyle usually won.

			“Robin, Marian, and me?” said Kyle. “We’re besties.”

			“So you confess to being a traitor?” The Sheriff pulled his sword out of its scabbard. “Then by the power vested in me by His Majesty, King John, I hereby sentence thee to death!”

			“Flee, Sir Kyle!” cried Robin.

			Maid Marian whipped a small dagger out of her boot and hurled it, end over end, straight at the Sheriff.

			The blade hit its mark, spearing the blackhearted villain in the meaty part of his left leg. It all looked and felt so real!

			“Curses and foul language!” the Sheriff screamed as he writhed in pain.

			“Run, boy!” shouted Robin. “Run!”

			“Take thy leave before thou diest!” added Marian.

			Diest? She didn’t have to say that twice. Sure, this might be a giant, interactive video game, but Kyle wasn’t sure how many lives he had or where he could find power pellets to restore his life force.

			He ran until he came to a clearing.

			He caught his breath.

			He didn’t hear any horse hooves chasing after him.

			But a moment later, he heard a steady THUD, THUD, THUD.

			And a thundering, “Mooooooo!”

			The earth started to shake. The trees began to quiver and quake.

			Now what? thought Kyle. How many more levels does this game have?

			A shadow fell across Kyle and gave him a chill. He looked up. A jolly giant wearing a red-and-black-checkered shirt, blue jeans held up by suspenders, boots the size of boats, and a knit cap stood before him. The giant had a double-bladed ax perched over his shoulder and wood chips in his beard. He was so tall, he blocked the sun.

			“Mooooo!”

			He also had a big blue ox.

			“Bonjour!” said the giant with a French accent.

			Kyle recognized him.

			From when he studied tall tales back in the fourth grade.

			It was Paul Bunyan.
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			“Foolish waste of money,” Patricia muttered as she followed the blinking dot in her map app. “Who’d want to spend their vacation with books and games?”

			Patricia wished someone would build a theme park based on sound business principles. Where you could go in and, with a little hard work and market savvy, make some money! Maybe even do a hostile takeover of a popcorn stand. That would be fun. Make great content for her YouTube channel, too.

			The glowing dot stopped blinking when Patricia reached a spooky-looking building with lots of attic windows. There was a sign over the door that looked like a sheet of paper scrolling out of an old-fashioned typewriter.

			This was the Hall of Authors.

			Patricia stepped into the foyer. It was very dark, with several overstuffed wingback chairs on a musty carpet. Sighing, still not believing what a boring attraction she’d been sent to, she followed the signs pointing the way to the auditorium.

			All three hundred seats were empty. So she went to the middle of the front row, sat down, and stared up at the red velvet curtain. As soon as she did, orchestra music slid to a start. The curtain rippled itself up to reveal a bunch of wax museum figures arranged on risers.

			Some were seated. Some were standing. Some wore old-fashioned clothes. Some looked a little more modern. They all moved, just a little. Some stroked their chin, lost in thought. Some marked up stacks of paper with a red pen that seemed to keep editing the same section over and over. Some sent their fingers dancing across computer keyboards or typewriter keys.

			Patricia recognized a few of the more modern authors: Jason Reynolds, Wendy Mass, Stuart Gibbs, Jacqueline Woodson, Grace Lin, Judy Blume. R. L. Stine was up there, too. He looked super creepy, dressed all in black. The guy gave her goose bumps.

			James Patterson was seated at a round table. He had a pair of yellow legal pads and a cup full of pencils and was writing two books at once.

			Some of the old-school writers were on the stage, too: William Shakespeare. Charles Dickens. Agatha Christie. Jane Austen. Langston Hughes.

			Charles Dickens stood up from his writing desk and plunked his quill pen into its inkpot.

			He better not have another cat paw letter opener, thought Patricia, remembering that gross artifact from the New York Public Library exhibit. Patricia was already writing her YouTube review of this attraction in her head: Snoozer and loser.

			“We never tire of the friendships we form with books,” said Dickens. “Even though there are books of which the backs and covers are by far the best parts.”

			All the other robotic authors chuckled robotically. There was a lot of jaw clacking going on.

			Patricia rolled her eyes. This was so corny. At least the Hall of Presidents had Lincoln doing the Gettysburg Address!

			Dickens slid forward a foot or two.

			“Good friends and kind souls,” he said to the nearly empty auditorium, “what if you could ask these esteemed authors anything? Questions about their works. Their craft. Their life. Well, here in the Hall of Authors, you can.”

			Dickens’s head swiveled left, then right, as he scanned the audience that wasn’t there.

			“Does anybody have a question?”

			Patricia looked around while Dickens’s blinking eyeballs continued to scan the empty auditorium.

			“Anybody?” said Dickens. “Anybody?”

			“Shall I recite a sonnet, perchance?” said Shakespeare, creaking forward. “ ‘O know, sweet love, I always write of you—’ ”

			Patricia wasn’t in the mood for a bunch of lovey-dovey mush. She shot up her hand.

			“Just a moment, Bill,” said Dickens. “I see we have a question. Yes, young lady, you in the front row. What is your question and whom might it be for?”

			“Uh, I don’t know,” said Patricia. “You, I guess. What’s your favorite book?”

			“Oh, my. It is quite hard to say. For I have written so many….”

			“Fine. What’s your favorite food?”

			“Roast goose. With plum pudding for dessert and a piping hot pot of—”

			“What’s your favorite color?”

			“Blue,” said Dickens.

			“What’s your second-favorite color?”

			“Uh…” The Dickens dummy’s jaw froze at half open.

			“What’s the color of your second-favorite food?”

			Twin puffs of gray smoke shot out of Dickens’s ears. His left arm pumped up and down, up and down, while his wax head did a full 360-degree rotation on his neck.

			“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” he said, sounding as if his circuits were fried. “It is a far, far better thing I do, than I have ever done….”

			Suddenly, the house lights in the auditorium brightened as the heavy velvet stage curtain lowered itself.

			“That concludes this performance,” said a very pleasant voice. “Kindly make your way to the nearest exit.”

			“No!” said Patricia, standing up at her seat. “I’m Patricia Plumbgarten. I’m competing to take over Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire, including this theme park. Coming here was supposed to, somehow, help me accomplish that task. Tell me what I need to do to win!”

			“Kindly make your way to the nearest exit.”

			“I want to speak to your manager. Where are they?”

			The ceiling speakers didn’t answer.

			So, like always, Patricia showed initiative. She climbed up on the stage and crawled under the curtain.

			She was backstage with the frozen wax figures when she heard footsteps.

			Someone was coming. Someone who might not appreciate the fact that she had, more or less, sabotaged Lemoncelloland’s Hall of Authors at its very first performance.

			A stage door opened, framing a silhouette.

			Were they friend or foe? Patricia couldn’t tell.

			And so she did what her gut told her to do.

			She hid behind Edgar Allan Poe.
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			Simon Skrindle exited to the east from the library building in the center of the amusement park.

			He was thrilled to be heading into Gamesville, the side of Lemoncelloland dedicated to fun and games. The map in the app was directing him to Rubegoldbergburgh, which Simon hoped would be based on the contraptions of Rube Goldberg, an American cartoonist, sculptor, and engineer.

			Goldberg had created imaginary, fun devices deliberately designed to perform a very simple task in an extremely complicated way. Most of his contraptions involved a chain reaction—like that billiard ball roller coaster inside the lobby of Mr. Lemoncello’s hotel.

			Simon made fun chain-reaction contraptions, too. He’d built his grandmother an automatic floor cleaner—a toy bulldozer equipped with a sponge and a watering can. Powered by dual blow-dryers, it could mop and dry the floor in a jiffy.

			Simon entered a wacky-looking, slightly tilted building and stepped into what appeared to be a video arcade facing a fenced-in sandbox without sand. Three dozen computer terminals ringed the rectangular cage. Glowing graphics promising “Incredible contraption action!” wallpapered their screens.

			“The future belongs to the problem solvers!” said Mr. Lemoncello’s voice, booming out of the ceiling. “Can you solve this problem in the most complex, complicated, and roundabout way?”

			Holographic images began to glow on the other side of the mesh wall. As an object appeared and hovered in the air, it also appeared on the monitor in front of Simon. Soon, a scene had materialized: a young guy sound asleep in his bed, surrounded by a sea of seemingly random objects.
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			Simon saw a fish tank, three pedestals, a floor fan, a switchback ramp, a toy car on an inclined plane, an alarm clock, a water balloon, three pieces of clear tape, a toothpick-shooting crossbow, a wooden spoon, one of those Newton’s Cradle pendulum toys with the swinging balls, three pieces of string (various lengths), an eight ball, a toy sailboat, a ceiling hook, a scale with a dial, a short tower of wooden blocks, and a box of dominoes.

			“Slide icons of the items around on your screen to create a Rube Goldberg alarm clock for our sleepy friend,” Mr. Lemoncello’s voice continued. “Something extremely elaborate and complex. The more items you use from the sandbox, the more points you will score. The more points you score, the higher your name will rise on the leaderboard!”

			Simon looked over to the illuminated leaderboard. There were no names on it, of course, because he was the first Lemoncelloland visitor ever to enter Rubegoldbergburgh.

			But maybe a high score could help him win the ultimate prize: taking over Mr. Lemoncello’s whole wondermous world. Of course, Simon really didn’t want to do that without his best friend, Soraiya. So if he won, the first thing he’d do as the new chief executive officer would be to hire a co-CEO. Soraiya Mitchell! This was his chance to make that happen.

			“You have five minutes!” said the prerecorded Mr. Lemoncello.

			One of the objects was an alarm clock. That would be the easy answer. Just give the guy in the bed a traditional, jangling start to his day.

			But he might sleep through that. Simon sometimes did. Especially on Saturdays.

			Suddenly, Simon had an extremely wacky idea.

			What was one surefire way to wake up anybody?

			Throw water in their face.

			And Simon had a water balloon to play with.

			His fingers moved smoothly across the glass of his computer screen. He tapped and dragged icons, slipping and sliding them into place.

			Use them all if you can, he told himself. Use them all.

			It took him three minutes and thirty-three seconds, but he built an alarm clock unlike any the world had ever seen. One, he hoped, that would’ve made Rube Goldberg proud.

			When the standard alarm clock rang, the sleeping guy would bang its snooze bar. But Simon had put the alarm clock on the scale with the dial. When the guy bopped it, the scale would go down, making the needle on its dial swing hard to the right.

			The needle would pull a string taped to the first silver ball in the Newton device. That would get all the other balls swinging and clacking. The ball at the far end would hit a line of dominoes, which would tumble all the way to the on button at the base of the floor fan.

			The fan would blow the toy sailboat across the aquarium until it bumped into the tower of wooden blocks. The tower would tumble, pulling another string, tugging off the tape securing the billiard ball at the top of the switchback ramp.

			The ball would roll down the ramp and land in the wooden spoon. The spoon would tip up, releasing the toy car, which would roll down the inclined plane.

			The car’s front bumper would hit the trigger of the toothpick crossbow, sending the pointy-tipped projectile flying straight across the room at the water balloon, which was suspended from a ceiling hook with another string. The balloon—hanging inches above the poor guy’s face—would explode. The sleeper would be drenched. He’d definitely be awake, too!

			The three pedestals would help Simon make sure everything was at the right height to help gravity do its thing.
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			As Simon moved objects around on his screen, the holograms in the sandbox made corresponding movements. When everything was set up just so, he tapped the test button.

			The contraption sprang into action.

			Everything worked exactly as Simon had engineered it to! And he’d used every single object available.

			“All right already,” the holographic guy shouted, jumping out of his bed. “I’m awake! I’m awake!”

			There was a BA-LING sound effect. “Simon Skrindle” appeared at the top of the leaderboard.

			There was another sound.

			Footsteps.

			A smiling man in a bellhop costume appeared.

			He tipped his boxy green cap and handed Simon a book in a souvenir tote bag. And then, without saying a word, the bellhop returned to the darkness at the edge of the arena.

			The book was titled With a Little Bit of Luck.

			There really wasn’t any luck involved in this game, he thought. It was all physics and kinetic energy mechanics.

			Those thoughts vanished as he read what was written inside the folded-over card:

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.
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			“Up yonder way is a tree worth logging, eh?”

			Paul Bunyan stomped through the forest. His heavy work boots made frog ponds in the mud wherever he stepped. He tied his ax to the end of a fifty-yard rope and gave it a whirl, and with one mighty swing, forty trees fell to the ground.

			They better not let this guy anywhere near the Amazon rainforest, thought Kyle. Clear-cutting could cause erosion and mudslides. Fortunately, all these trees were holographic and would be back on their trunks in time for the next show.

			The Island of Dr. Libris was an amazing attraction. Of course, when Kyle took over Lemoncelloland, he’d swap out some of the classic stories, like those about Robin Hood and Paul Bunyan, for comic books. Comic books would be awesome.

			“Enjoy the rest of your time here on the island,” boomed Paul Bunyan. “Babe and I need to head up north, eh? Want to find us a forest full of maple trees so we’ll have enough syrup for our pancakes. I eat six hundred and eighty-eight flapjacks at a time and wash ’em down with ten gallons of black coffee.”

			Kyle just nodded. He still didn’t know what he had to do to win this game. But he couldn’t waste any more time with Paul and Babe.

			“Okay,” said Kyle. “Enjoy!”

			He waved goodbye and ambled up a trail that twisted and turned until it entered a clearing filled with crumbling Greek temples and statues. It looked like a dilapidated version of Rick Riordan’s Camp Half-Blood from the Percy Jackson books.

			There was a chiseled sign dangling off a marble column:

			Welcome to Thebes

			Cool. Kyle wouldn’t mind being part of a Greek myth!

			He made his way up the dusty thoroughfare in the middle of the rubble. He saw a monster perched on a cliff. It had the body and tail of a lion, the face of a woman, and the wings of a bird.

			“Prepare to receive thy punishment!” thundered the monster.

			Kyle was confused. “Punishment?”

			“You and your lumberjack friend chopped down trees in a no-tree-chopping zone.”

			“Hey, I’m just trying to win a game.”

			“Well, thou shalt proceed no farther—unless thou might be able to answer…”

			There was a crash of thunder for dramatic effect.

			“…the riddle of the Sphinx.”

			Kyle wasn’t frightened. After all, this was an amusement park. The monsters and giant lumberjacks and Sheriffs of Nottingham were all holograms. What’s the worst that could happen?

			And then it hit him.

			This was the contest. The game. He had to answer the riddle of the Sphinx correctly if he wanted to win the big prize. Get it wrong and he could kiss inheriting Mr. Lemoncello’s empire goodbye.

			He quit goofing around and got serious. The way he did on test days at school.

			“Oh. Okay. Gotcha. Hit me up with your riddle.”

			“See those bones at your feet?” sneered the Sphinx.

			“Um, no,” said Kyle, looking down at the ground and seeing nothing but dust, dirt, and marble pebbles.

			“Content loading,” said a flat, disembodied voice. “Content loading.”

			Now Kyle saw a spinning rainbow ball on the ground, like when a computer is having trouble streaming data.

			Finally, holographic bones appeared.

			“They are the bones of those who failed to give me the correct answer to my riddle!”

			“Must be a tough riddle.”

			“Oh, it is. The toughest ever!”

			Thunder cracked again. This time, there was a flash of lightning, too. The effects on this island were amazing. Kyle could only imagine what Mr. Raymo and his team would do with comic books.

			“Riddle me this,” said the Sphinx. “What goes on four legs in the morning, on two legs at noon, and on three legs in the evening?”

			Kyle had heard this one before. From his dad, when they were on a long road trip.

			“The answer is ‘people,’ ” he said. “Humans. We crawl on all fours when we’re babies. We walk on two legs as an adult. Then we add a cane, or third leg, when we become senior citizens.”

			When Kyle gave his answer, the Sphinx disappeared.

			In fact, all of the scenery, all of the characters, faded from view.

			Nothing remained except a woman in a green bellhop uniform toting a Lemoncelloland souvenir shopping bag.

			“Well done, Mr. Keeley,” she said. “This is for you. Please start making your way back to the Lemoncelloland library for lunch.”

			The woman walked away. Kyle peered into the bag and saw a book. Where the Sidewalk Ends by Shel Silverstein.

			“Cool,” Kyle said to himself. He’d always liked that book.

			He flipped through the pages.

			An envelope fell out. His name was written on the front.

			Kyle opened the envelope and read what was inside:

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.

			

			Kyle nodded.

			He understood.

			He’d solved the riddle of the Sphinx.

			He’d earned his prize!

			He was one step closer to winning…everything!
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			“Please remind me,” said Teddy. “Who are you again?”

			“The Big Bad Wolf!” snarled the hologram.

			“Right,” said Teddy. “From ‘Little Red Riding Hood.’ ”

			“No. That’s my cousin Bob. I’m from ‘The Three Little Pigs.’ I also made a brief cameo appearance in the story about the boy who cried wolf.”

			“Awesome. I loved you in both. Excellent huffing and puffing action with the pigs. And the way you scattered that shepherd boy’s sheep?” Teddy made a chef’s-kiss gesture. “Mwah! Perfect.”

			The wolf bared his drool-dripping fangs. He scraped at the air with his six-inch claws.

			“Ain’t you afraid of me, TEDDY WILLOUGHBY?”

			“No. Not really. You’re a hologram. Means you’re not much of a threat, no matter how much you huff and puff and threaten to blow my house down. But hey—I love villains. You’re my favorite characters in any story. So much more interesting than the heroes.”

			The Land of Nefaria, where the Lemoncelloland app map had sent Teddy, was filled with nefarious ne’er-do-wells, vile villains, dastardly evildoers, maniacal monsters, and despicable scoundrels—all from the pages of books.

			“Well, I gotta run,” Teddy said to the Big Bad Wolf. “I need to find better cell service.” He waggled his phone. “I’m at half a bar and I need to call my father.”

			“Is your father a noble woodcutter?” asked the wolf, who didn’t know much beyond the world of fairy tales and fables.

			“Nope,” said Teddy. “Investment banker. Kind of the opposite.”

			Since the wolf wouldn’t budge, Teddy decided to walk straight through him. It was fun to see the character’s projected image warble across his shirt as he did.

			His phone signal intensified as he turned a corner and reached a European village square, complete with a trickling fountain at its center. Frankenstein’s monster was marching around and around the gurgling pool, arms fully extended. His face was, just like the author had instructed, full of malice and treachery. He was also grunting very loudly. Not words, just strangled, guttural noises.

			“Aragh! Arraagghhh!”

			“Um, would you mind walking around in circles over there by the cathedral?” Teddy asked the monster. “I need to make a call.”

			“Aragggggh!” The monster staggered and stumbled away, his heavy boots clunking across the cobblestones.

			“Teddy?” said a woman wearing a green lederhosen costume. She’d come out of the Bavarian-looking village’s Ye Olde Gravestone Shoppe carrying a Lemoncelloland tote bag. “Teddy Willoughby?”

			“Yes?”

			“This is for you.” She handed him the cloth bag.

			Teddy checked the contents. A book, of course. He pulled it out for a closer inspection. It was Hidden in Plain Sight, a Detective William Warwick novel by the New York Times bestselling author Jeffrey Archer.

			“Perfect,” he said. “Thank you.”

			“There’s a gift card,” said the woman, gesturing toward the bag.

			“Great.” Teddy didn’t bother inspecting the envelope attached to the book or the note card he knew would be tucked inside. “Thanks. Need to make a call. In private?”

			He waited for the woman to take the hint and walk away.

			Finally, she did.

			When she was back inside Ye Olde Gravestone Shoppe, Teddy hit speed dial.

			His father picked up on the first ring.

			“Hello, Dad,” said Teddy. “Yep. We’re right on schedule. I just received my book. All the other players have probably received theirs as well. So, when do we start the final phase?…That soon? Okay. I’ll be standing by. Ready to play my part. I sure hope Mr. Lemoncello is also ready for what happens next.”
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			“How about we do it again?” Soraiya said to the amusement park worker glaring at her from the control booth at the side of the tracks.

			Soraiya was still in the front of her two-seater roller coaster car, even though the ride had, once again, come to a complete stop at its loading platform.

			“This time, when we reach the top of the third hill, I’ll choose the fourth exit, the one that plummets into that dark tunnel.”

			Soraiya had spent her morning zooming through what had to be the most incredibly inventive thrill ride ever created. Mr. Lemoncello’s Choose Your Own Thrill-Venture. It reminded her of a Mad Mouse roller coaster—a tight track with wicked-sharp turns. Instead of a train of connected cars, it had tiny individual cars shaped like rocket ships.

			Every time she approached a switch or a fork in the track, four indicator lights would blink on a control panel: red, green, blue, yellow. Soraiya made a choice and the car followed the chosen path. There were eight decision points on the track. Four choices each time. That meant there were 48 different ways to ride the ride. Or 65,536 different possible paths.

			And Soraiya wanted to try them all.

			But the ride operator from the Will Be on Call temp agency was ready for Soraiya to be done.

			“Just one more time around,” Soraiya pleaded. “There might be a water feature at the bottom of that tunnel, so I’ve been saving it for last. I didn’t want to whip through all those twists and turns in squishy underpants.”

			“They want you back at the library,” said the worker.

			“One more ride.”

			The worker shook her head and bashed a big button that seemed to power down the entire roller coaster. Soraiya heard the THUMP and BURRRRR of electricity shutting off. The colored buttons went dark.

			“This ride is closed,” snapped the worker. “Please exit to your left and be sure to take your souvenir gift bag.”

			Soraiya looked to her left. There was a Lemoncelloland shopping bag sitting on the platform. Her name was printed on an envelope affixed to the front.

			Oh, well. There would be no more runs around the track. But she couldn’t wait to tell Simon about all the various routes she had taken. The upside-down loop-the-loop. The sharp turn that led into an airtime hill. The double dip followed by a banana roll. It was like playing Mr. Lemoncello’s Mind-Blowing Roller Coaster Mogul in real life.

			“Thanks for the rides,” Soraiya said to the worker, who wasn’t listening. She was too busy reading something on her phone. Something unpleasant, judging from the look on her face.

			Soraiya stepped out of her coaster car and picked up the shopping bag. Inside it was a picture book: You’ll Find Me by Amanda Rawson Hill and illustrated by Joanne Lew-Vriethoff.

			Soraiya started leafing through the pages. It seemed to be a book about turning a loss into a remembrance. It was sweet. She’d show it to Simon, who’d lost both his parents when he was very young.

			But the gift card advised her not to do that.

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.

			

			Fine. She’d wait until she won the grand prize. When she took over Mr. Lemoncello’s company and all its far-flung subsidiaries, factories, and amusement parks, she could do whatever she wanted.

			Like share a book with her best friend, Simon.
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			“Forget bonuses,” Patricia heard one of the workers say backstage at the Hall of Authors. “The way things are going, we’ll be lucky if we get paid this week.”

			The two techs were pulling hard drives out of a rack, attempting to reboot the computer systems Patricia had, oops, melted down with her barrage of questions for Charles Dickens.

			“We knew this was a temporary assignment,” said the second tech. “But one day?”

			“One and done,” said the other, fiddling with an ISDN cord at the back of a blinking unit. “I’d like to stick around. Watch these kids some more. That Patricia Plumbgarten is very impressive. A real biz wiz. I follow her on YouTube. She’s who I’d give the keys to the kingdom to.”

			The other employee nodded. “I’m told she made some exquisitely elegant cupcakes in the early rounds up in New York City.”

			“I’m sure she did. I hope she posts the recipe on her channel.”

			Patricia might’ve blushed at all the compliments streaming her way if she were somebody else. But she knew how good she was. How excellent her designer cupcakes had been. There was no need for false modesty. In fact, she couldn’t stand people who humblebragged.

			“Patricia Plumbgarten should definitely inherit Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire,” the techie continued.

			The other one agreed. “The way she peppered Dickens with those questions? She’d be awesome dealing with shareholders at an annual meeting. Does Lemoncello’s company do those?”

			“Nope. It’s privately held. Well, at least it has been. All these years, Lemoncello has never had to answer to anyone. Not investors. Not shareholders. Not nobody.”

			“That’s a double negative,” said Patricia, coming out of her hiding place. She briskly brushed a smattering of dust off the front of her blazer. “Good grammar is always important if you want to seal a deal.”

			“You’re still here?” said the startled tech.

			“Sure am. Now I have a question for you: Who do you work for?”

			“Will Be on Call. Our team fills in when other companies are short-staffed or not up and running. We do a lot of what they call soft openings.”

			“I’m familiar with the term,” sniffed Patricia. “And who owns Will Be on Call?”

			“I dunno.”

			“Who signs your checks?”

			“Oh, those come from New York City. I think the big shot’s name is Theodore Willoughby. It’s hard to read his handwriting.”

			Patricia nodded slowly.

			Interesting.

			Teddy Willoughby’s father was currently in charge of staffing Lemoncelloland? Meanwhile, his thirteen-year-old son, Teddy, was competing to inherit Mr. Lemoncello’s empire, including, of course, this amusement park in Florida.

			Coincidence? Patricia didn’t think so.

			And then it hit her like a lightning bolt on a golf course.

			“Will Be on Call” was a none-too-clever attempt to disguise who was really calling the shots in Lemoncelloland. Take the “o” from “on,” put it between the “Will” and the “Be,” and you wind up with “Will-o-Be.”

			If Patricia had been an advisor to Mr. Willoughby, she would’ve strongly encouraged him to come up with something a little less obvious.

			But apparently the fix was in.

			So, thought Patricia, Mr. Theodore Willoughby, the elder, is trying to rig the Lemoncelloland portion of this competition to favor his son. Fine. At least I know who my main rival is. Who it is that I must defeat.

			“Finally,” said a guy in a green bellhop uniform coming into the backstage area. He was carrying a cloth bag filled with something heavy. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

			Patricia smiled the smile she used for adoring fans. “You can find me on YouTube, Insta, and TikTok.”

			The guy handed Patricia his bag.

			“Okay. That’s my last task in Lemoncelloland. They just fired me. You two might want to check your texts.”

			While the technicians fiddled with their phones, Patricia peered inside the shopping bag.

			Odd.

			It was a box set of books. Chris Colfer’s the Land of Stories series. All six novels.

			There was an envelope taped to the top of the box. A gift card from “An anonymous admirer.”

			She was about to examine it when the Will Be on Call techies’ phones both started beeping and blooping.

			“Yep,” said the first tech. “I just got fired.”

			“Me too,” said the other. “Guess we don’t have to fix Mr. Dickens.”

			The delivery person, who’d already been fired, received a text of some kind, too.

			“Patricia? They say you have to return to the library building. Immediately. It’s lunchtime.”
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			“Up at the top of the first hill, you have to make a choice,” Patricia heard Soraiya tell her friend Simon. “My first time, I chose the blue button and barreled down this rickety wooden bridge where, I swear, my head missed the ceiling by an inch! It was awesome.”

			Soraiya was regaling Simon with tales of her rides on the Choose Your Own Thrill-Venture roller coaster. She was also boring Patricia silly.

			So was Gloria Ortega, talking about her visit to the Let’s Do a Deal Pavilion.

			“I think I won a Broyhill recliner, whatever that is.”

			To make matters even worse, the lunch choices were rather bleak. Apparently, when you start firing your part-time employees, they don’t stick around long enough to cook up pizza and burritos. The midday meal was semi-stale, shrink-wrapped sandwiches—the spongy kind you find in the saddest of bus station vending machines. They were served with prepackaged bags of salty snacks and those chewy chocolate chip cookies that taste like they’re made out of Play-Doh.

			“What’s in your bag?” asked Kyle. He was pointing at Patricia’s book bag, not her chips.

			“Stuff,” she told him. Then she added a little extra spin. “I forgot my fanny pack this morning. So, I grabbed this to collect my souvenirs.”

			“Even though all the souvenir shops are closed?”

			Of course, Kyle was carrying a souvenir Lemoncelloland bag of his own. So Patricia flipped the script.

			“What’s in your bag?”

			“Stuff. Forgot my fanny pack, too.”

			Ha-ha. Very funny. If Patricia wasn’t telling, Kyle wouldn’t be telling, either. Fine. The game boy wasn’t Patricia’s main threat. That was Teddy Willoughby.

			She put down her sandwich and went to where Teddy was sitting by himself, carefully eating a bag of potato chips, inspecting them, one by one.

			“This looks like a silhouette of the former president,” he said, showing an oddly shaped chip to Patricia. “And this one? Why, it reminds me of—”

			Patricia cut him off. “Your father owns the Will Be on Call temporary agency?”

			Teddy shrugged. “He runs so many businesses, it’s kind of hard for me to keep track.”

			“Everybody currently working here owes their income to your daddy, correct?”

			“Um, no one ever calls him ‘daddy.’ ”

			“Your father is running this amusement park, Teddy! That means all the employees are secretly pulling for you to win.”

			“What’s this?” said Gloria.

			“Whose father owns what?” said Kyle.

			“Um, what’s going on?” asked Simon.

			“What’s with all the shouting?” asked Betina.

			“Anybody else try the tuna fish?” said Soraiya. “It smelled a little ripe.”

			Patricia propped her hands on her hips and leaned in to give Willoughby the full force of her fury.

			“Tell them, Teddy!” she demanded. “Tell them who pays the salaries for all of Lemoncelloland’s temporary employees.”

			“Okay, okay. My father does. Because his investment company wanted some ‘boots on the ground’ here in Florida during the soft opening. They’re supposed to tell Dad about any potential problems.”

			“Why?” asked Gloria.

			Patricia knew her competitor spent a lot of time watching CNBC stock market shows. She might have the inside scoop.

			“Is Mr. Lemoncello a takeover target?” Gloria asked. “Is your father’s firm going to make a play? Are they going to buy him out?”

			“Maybe,” said Teddy. “From what I’ve heard at home, Mr. Lemoncello may, finally, be willing to take his company public. To bring in outside investors.”

			“No way,” said Kyle. “Why would he do that now, just when he’s about to give everything to one of us?”

			“I’m not sure. But, well, he might be having money troubles. Remember what Mr. Raymo told us?”

			Simon nodded. “That it cost Mr. Lemoncello over four billion dollars to build Lemoncelloland.”

			Patricia’s business brain shifted into high gear.

			No wonder there’s nothing to eat except antique tuna and expired egg salad sandwiches. Mr. Lemoncello is broke! He sank every penny he could scrape together into this amusement park!

			Suddenly, all seven contestants’ phones started buzzing.
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			“It’s a text from Mr. Lemoncello’s head of security back in New York!” exclaimed Kyle, stating the obvious, since the six other players were reading the exact same information that he was.

			Mr. Depinna’s message was dire:

			
				
					
						Urgent! Mr. Lemoncello is missing.

					

				

				
					
						No one knows where he is.

					

				

				
					
						We suspect foul play.

					

				

				
					
						All activities in Lemoncelloland are hereby suspended.

					

				

				
					
						Report back to the hotel ASAP!!!

					

				

			

			“Foul play?” said Kyle.

			Suddenly, he heard a funny noise.

			A BUZZ-THUMP-BIZZ.

			It was coming from the inside pocket of Patricia Plumbgarten’s business suit blazer.

			Everyone was eyeballing Patricia as she pulled out the padded envelope Teddy’s chauffeur had given her when they first boarded the plane for the flight to Florida.

			BUZZ-THUMP-BIZZ.

			Inside the envelope there was a phone. A sleek, slender mini model.

			Patricia flipped it open.

			Her eyes went wide as she read whatever secret text she’d just received.

			She swiped her finger up and down, back and forth.

			She finally looked up.

			“This is worse than I thought!”
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			Funny, thought Patricia. Teddy’s envelope isn’t buzzing.

			Because, she figured, his father already told him all of this!

			Patricia wondered if CNBC or MarketWatch had picked up on these same rumors, because that’s what Mr. Willoughby’s message contained.

			“You have a marvelous mind for business, Miss Plumbgarten,” he had written. “I trust you will know how to interpret this information. Please click on the links.”

			She had.

			Several insiders on Wall Street, including those gossipy bloggers at Street Dirt, were buzzing with the same thoughts that Patricia had already been thinking.

			According to the experts, Mr. Lemoncello had, most likely, mortgaged his game-making empire to pay for his theme park. No one raises four billion dollars without going into debt.

			“There was no foul play!” Patricia told the others. “There are rumors flying all over Wall Street. Mr. Lemoncello’s gone missing because he’s running away from everybody he owes money!”

			“That’s impossible,” said Simon.

			“Will they take out the free frozen yogurt at the factory?” wondered Soraiya.

			“I can’t believe Luigi L. Lemoncello would run away without telling anybody,” said Kyle. “Without telling me.”

			As the group silently shuttle-bused back to the Lemoncelloland hotel, Patricia had time to think more dark thoughts.

			Mr. Lemoncello is a fraud! No wonder he wants to “give away” his empire to some unsuspecting thirteen-year-old kid. He ran up the debt. It will be up to one of us to pay it all off.

			Well, Patricia Plumbgarten was nobody’s fool. She was the Biz Wiz YouTube star! She wasn’t going to be left holding the bag for the batty bazillionaire who, right now, was probably worth less than a pile of foil-wrapped chocolate coins.

			Ms. Yen met the contestants in the lobby of the hotel, which was eerily dark, like they were trying to save money on their electric bill. Ms. Yen looked sad. Deflated. Too bad. She’d chosen to work for Mr. Lemoncello. Sometimes when you choose, you lose!

			“I have arranged transportation home for all of you,” she said somberly.

			“What about the contest?” asked Betina.

			“I am afraid it is postponed.”

			“Of course it is!” said Patricia. “Where do you think Mr. Lemoncello found all the money to build this theme park?”

			Soraiya shrugged. “The bank?”

			“That’s where I’d go,” added Simon.

			“Banks typically have money,” said Gloria.

			Kyle and Teddy remained silent.

			“Well, if he went to the bank,” said Patricia, “that means he took out a major loan. To do so, he would have to use his other assets, like his game businesses, for what they call collateral. I did a whole episode on this for my channel, people.”

			“The Wonderland Motel had to take out a loan like that once,” said Gloria. “And when it came due, they almost lost everything.”

			“Exactly,” said Patricia. “If Mr. Lemoncello can’t pay back the money he borrowed, the bank will take over his entire empire. There won’t be anything left for any of us. News flash: That’s why the souvenir shops and food stands were all closed. Mr. Lemoncello didn’t have the money to fill them! This game? This contest? It’s a scam. A PR stunt. A sneaky way to disguise the trouble he’s in. Well, I, for one, will not pay the price for Mr. Lemoncello’s bad choices.”

			She turned to Ms. Yen.

			“I officially resign from this competition. I absolve myself from any and all responsibility for the actions of one Luigi L. Lemoncello. I will even pay for my own airfare home. Thanks to my growing subscriber base and successful appearance on Shark Tank, I have the means to do so.”

			She marched across the lobby with her souvenir bag, the box set of books feeling heavier than it had before. She’d go upstairs, pack her suitcases, call a taxi, and head to the airport. She pressed the up button for an elevator and waited. And waited. Apparently, the elevators had been relieved of their duties, too.

			“Excuse me?” said a voice behind her.

			Teddy Willoughby.

			Patricia wondered if Teddy’s father’s investment company would be the one to swoop in and buy up everything Mr. Lemoncello owned. She couldn’t worry about that now. Because, frankly, she didn’t care. She just wanted out.

			“Can I help you, Teddy?” she said coldly.

			“Perhaps. Did you receive a book earlier today?”

			“No,” said Patricia. “I received six. An entire box set.”

			She handed her shopping bag to Teddy.

			“You can have them. Here! I no longer want anything to do with Mr. Luigi L. Lemoncello!”
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			Suitcase packed, video screens dimmed, Kyle took one last look out his hotel room window.

			He had never been so disappointed in his life. The dream he’d been chasing? It didn’t even exist. Mr. Lemoncello had spoiled it by trying to do too much with too little.

			Off in the distance, Kyle could see the gold dome of Lemoncelloland’s central library building gleaming in the sun. The park had been so cool. He’d love to go back to the Island of Dr. Libris. Maybe, next time, he’d meet Zeus or Apollo. Maybe a hobbit.

			Kyle hadn’t even had a chance to see the rides everyone else went on, and he probably never would. Neither would anybody else. If what Patricia said was true, Kyle and the six other titanium ticket holders might be the only kids ever to visit Lemoncelloland.

			Kyle wanted to believe it was all a mistake. But then, why had Mr. Lemoncello disappeared like that? Kyle wondered if he had been a fool. To believe in Mr. Lemoncello all this time. Through all the games and all the adventures. What if his idol was really a fraud? What if, instead of being a bazillionaire, he was broke—as bankrupt as a losing player in one of his board games? What if he’d been using them all along? Playing Kyle and his friends like they were tokens or pawns in one of those same goofy games.

			Kyle thought about calling Akimi and Miguel back home in Ohio. Letting them know what was going on. He should probably reach out to Sierra, too. Her dream library job wasn’t going to happen.

			But he figured they’d all find out soon enough. Alexandriaville was a pretty small town. Word would spread quickly. Two seconds after Charles and Mrs. Chiltington heard about Mr. Lemoncello’s mysterious disappearance, they would alert the media.

			Kyle zipped up his suitcase, grabbed his souvenir bag, and headed down to the lobby. Ms. Yen had organized commercial flights home for everybody. Apparently, the banana jet was no longer available. Mr. Lemoncello had probably missed a monthly payment on it. Kyle would be flying to Toledo, since it was the closest airport to Alexandriaville.

			He joined the other titanium ticket “winners” clustered near the hotel’s sliding glass doors. They probably all felt like losers, too.

			They’d wait together for whatever van would take them to the Orlando airport, where they’d catch their separate flights home.

			No one said anything.

			Simon was digging his toe into the multicolored carpet. So was Soraiya. Betina looked sad, something she hadn’t done once since Kyle first met her. Gloria was on the phone with her father. She lived in St. Petersburg, which was only a two-hour drive away. She wouldn’t need to fly home.

			“Just follow the signs for the Lemoncelloland hotel,” she told her dad.

			Patricia, of course, was long gone.

			Teddy, who stood a few feet away from the rest of the pack, was the first to speak.

			“Safe travels, all,” he said with an attempt at a smile.

			“I just hope Mr. Lemoncello is okay,” said Betina.

			“I really wanted to work for him,” said Simon. “Even if I didn’t inherit his empire. I wanted to be an imagineer like Mr. Raymo.”

			“Where is Mr. Raymo?” wondered Kyle. “And Ms. Yen? They said we should meet in the lobby at two. It’s five minutes after.”

			That’s when Kyle, and everybody else, suddenly heard a tinny version of Darth Vader’s theme music from Star Wars.

			Teddy glanced at his phone. Apparently, the Darth Vader march was the ringtone for someone in his contacts.

			Teddy sighed. “I suppose I should take this.”

			He tapped the screen and pressed the phone to his face.

			When he did, he must’ve activated the speakerphone with his cheek. Because Kyle and all the other titanium ticket winners could hear both sides of the conversation.

			“Yes?” said Teddy.

			“Greetings, coz,” said a voice that Kyle immediately recognized.

			Charles Chiltington.

			“Hello, Charles.”

			“I don’t know if you’ve heard the news, but it seems Mr. Lemoncello has gone missing. There are all sorts of nasty rumors flying around town. Misappropriation of funds. Manipulation. Malfeasance. Mother says Mr. Lemoncello has gone into hiding. He’s running from the law. Well done, Teddy.”

			“But—”

			“Oh, I know. You can’t divulge the precise details of what you and Uncle Theodore have been up to. But whatever it was, congratulations! Our family will soon be in the position to swoop in like a buzzard feasting on roadkill. With the financial assistance of Willoughby Investments, Mr. Lemoncello’s entire empire will be ours!”

			“Goodbye, Charles.”

			Teddy tapped the screen to end the call.

			Kyle, Betina, Soraiya, Simon, and Gloria glared at him.

			“Did you hear any of that?” asked Teddy.

			“All of it,” said Kyle.

			“Oops,” said Teddy.
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			“Um,” said Teddy, “my cousin Charles misspoke.”

			“So you and your father aren’t trying to take over Mr. Lemoncello’s empire?” snapped Kyle.

			“No. Of course not.”

			“Are you suggesting,” said Gloria, “that your father’s firm has no interest in the future of Mr. Lemoncello’s various enterprises?”

			“I wouldn’t say that. In fact, I’d say we’re both very interested in all of them.”

			“Aha!” said Kyle. “Busted!”

			Ms. Yen and Mr. Raymo came into the lobby, pulling their roller bags behind them.

			“What’s all the hubbub?” asked Mr. Raymo.

			Kyle pointed an accusatory finger at Teddy. “We think Teddy is working with his father and the Chiltingtons to ruin Mr. Lemoncello so they can be the ones taking over his entire empire instead of one of us.”

			“I must confess, Mr. Willoughby,” said Ms. Yen, “I was shocked when Mr. Lemoncello insisted that you be added as a contestant based solely on your family’s connection with Max Khatchadourian.”

			“You didn’t have to take that online exam?” said Betina.

			“You didn’t have to fill in any forms?” added Gloria.

			Teddy shook his head. “Nope.”

			“Are you in this competition for the wrong reasons, Teddy?” asked Soraiya. “Have you just been playing this game to spy for your father?”

			“And if I may,” said Mr. Raymo, “what, exactly, is your relationship to Jimmy Willoughby, who, along with Chad Chiltington, used to torment Luigi Lemoncello, Bruno Depinna, Maggie Keeley, and me back when we were kids in Ohio?”

			Teddy dropped his head in shame.

			“Jimmy Willoughby is my grandfather.”

			“So your family and the Chiltingtons have been out to get Mr. Lemoncello ever since he was our age?” said Gloria.

			“Look,” said Teddy. “My family is not hoping to ‘swoop in’ and snatch up Mr. Lemoncello’s company, no matter what Charles and his mother might say. That’s their dream, not ours.” He turned to Mr. Raymo. “Was Mr. Lemoncello in Ohio when he disappeared?”

			“I believe so. He, Dr. Zinchenko, and Sierra went back to Alexandriaville to ‘set things up at the library.’ ”

			“What things?” asked Simon.

			“It doesn’t matter,” said Teddy. “If Mr. Lemoncello is in Ohio, then that’s where we should be.”

			Kyle suddenly realized something. No matter what was really going on with Mr. Lemoncello and his finances, he would never hurt someone else on purpose. He wasn’t a Chiltington or a Willoughby. In fact, Luigi L. Lemoncello had been fighting against bullies and bad guys ever since he was a kid.

			Something was off.

			“I agree with Teddy,” said Kyle. “Mr. Lemoncello might need our help.”

			“If Mr. Lemoncello has really gone missing,” said Soraiya, “maybe we can help find him.”

			“I’m in,” said Betina.

			“Me too,” said Gloria and Simon.

			“I still don’t trust you, Teddy,” said Ms. Yen, giving him a dirty look.

			“Well, if you really think my father is involved in some sort of hostile-takeover scheme, you might need me on your team. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer and all that. Besides, ‘alone we can do so little. Together we can do so much.’ ”

			“I believe you’re quoting Helen Keller,” said Betina.

			“Yes. I believe I am.”

			Kyle thought back to when he and Teddy were teammates in the New York Public Library scavenger hunt. It’d actually been fun, even though they hadn’t won. They’d worked well together. And Teddy hadn’t done anything to sabotage the winners.

			Kyle’s cell phone buzzed.

			He had an incoming text.

			From…

			Sierra Russell?

			“Who’s that?” asked Betina.

			“Sierra. Huh. She’s sending me a riddle.”

			“What’s it say?” asked Simon.

			“ ‘When is a game not a game?’ ” he read.

			“When?” asked Teddy.

			Kyle gave the answer: “When it’s a foot.”

			“Huh?” said Soraiya.

			“It’s from these Sherlock Holmes stories we read when we were trying to escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s library. Sherlock always says ‘the game is afoot’ when things are about to get interesting.”

			Kyle turned to the two adults.

			“Ms. Yen? Mr. Raymo? Teddy’s right. Cancel all those flights home. We need to be in Ohio. This game isn’t over yet!”
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			“Is everything ready?” asked Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Yes,” said Sierra. “I came up with a great way to slow them down.”

			“We don’t want this to be too easy,” added Dr. Zinchenko. “Without hard work, nothing grows but weeds.”

			“And flowers,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “And trees. And little birdies…”

			Mr. Lemoncello flitted around his private office like a moth with too many candles to choose from. He was dressed in a banana-colored tracksuit, ready to exit the library. He needed to flit, flee, and fly! Before “they” could find him.

			He stuffed a book into his go bag, which was filled with clean underwear, socks, a jar of jelly beans, a ham sandwich, a thermos full of three-bean chili, and dental floss (in case the jelly beans glued the ham or the chili to his teeth).

			“I wish the last mapmaker was here to help me plot my escape route!” cried Mr. Lemoncello. “But alas, they are not.”

			The computer terminal on the desk in Mr. Lemoncello’s office started dinging.

			“Oh, my,” said Mr. Lemoncello, slinging the bag over his shoulder and racing to his desk. “My notifications are trying to notify me about something noteworthy.”

			Sierra and Dr. Zinchenko hurried over to join him.

			Sierra clacked the keyboard to open the noisiest app.

			“It’s an alert from YouTube,” she said. “Patricia Plumbgarten just posted a video about you, sir. It already has fifty thousand likes.”

			“Yikes!” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Whatever you do, don’t hit that subscribe button!”

			A video streamed on the screen (after a short ad for a cell phone service).

			Patricia was standing in a parking lot. The Lemoncelloland hotel and several Florida palm trees loomed in the background behind her.

			“Hello, Biz Wizzes. It’s me again. Patricia Plumbgarten, star of Shark Tank and inventor of inflatable dinnerware. Perfect for picnicking, boating, or eating in the bathtub. Here’s today’s hot take: Mr. Lemoncello is a phony and a fraud. The rumors you’ve all been hearing are true. Mr. L is definitely in over his head. Heck, he’s in over his top hat. Here’s my inside scoop: The wacky game maker is about to lose megabucks on his toxic assets.

			“As my loyal subscribers know, I recently won a titanium ticket. Therefore, I was one of the first to see what’s going on at the not-yet-open Lemoncelloland here in Florida. My review? Zero stars. You’d have more fun playing license plate bingo on the New Jersey Turnpike. There is no staff. The rides are ridiculous. The Hall of Authors? Hello? Who wants to waste time listening to boring old windbags like Charles Dickens and William Shakespeare? Plus, there’s no food. No souvenirs. The place is a big nothing burger. And everybody’s saying Mr. Lemoncello had to pawn all of his other assets to finance this Florida flop. It’s a real lemon. But then he is Mr. Lemoncello. Lemons are kind of his thing. Me? I’m outta here. And if Mr. Lemoncello has any business sense left at all, he will vamoose like a goose, too.”

			The clip ended.

			Sierra closed the YouTube window before the next video on Patricia’s channel could roll into view.

			“You should leave, sir,” urged Dr. Zinchenko. “Now.”

			“Yes, the barbarians will soon be at the gate. We may have finally hit that dead end in Norvelt I’ve read so much about. Only time will tell. And then, maybe, Newsweek.” He turned to Sierra. “Did you set up the display in the entryway?”

			“Yes, sir. Like we said, we hope it slows everybody down.”

			“Wondermous.”

			“Hurry, sir,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “When Mrs. Chiltington sees Patricia’s video…”

			“She’ll say, ‘Hot dog!’ And she won’t mean the award-winning book by Doug Salati or my favorite bedtime snack, either!”
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			“But what if you’re wrong, Kyle?” asked Gloria. “What if what Patricia said on YouTube is the truth?”

			Kyle thought about her question before he answered.

			“If Mr. Lemoncello believed one of us could take over his life’s work, the least we can do is keep on believing in him. Besides, even if the worst is true, now you guys will have a chance to see the world-famous Lemoncello Library before they shut it down.”

			Kyle, Teddy, Gloria, Betina, Simon, and Soraiya were riding with Ms. Yen and Mr. Raymo in a rental van they’d picked up at the airport in Toledo.

			All the suitcases and souvenir gift bags had been stuffed into the back. The van was crammed and cramped. It also rattled every time it hit any kind of bump.

			“So,” said Kyle, turning to Teddy, “have you been to Ohio before? To visit your aunt Susana and cousin Charles?”

			“Nope. My father isn’t really close with this side of his family. I think he might even be embarrassed by the way they sometimes act.”

			“Well,” said Mr. Raymo from the front passenger seat, “he should be. Your grandfather Jimmy Willoughby was a bully. Especially when he teamed up with his pal Chad Chiltington.”

			Suddenly, Mr. Raymo smiled. A good memory must’ve come along to shove the bad ones aside.

			“But one day…at the bank…well, let’s just say, it was marvelmous. Like the ending to a good story. Everybody got what they deserved. Good times. Good times.”

			“Wait a minute,” said Betina, turning to Teddy. “Let me get this straight. Your father’s sister, Charles’s mom, married your grandfather’s best friend’s son?”

			Kyle crinkled his forehead. This was starting to sound like a very complicated romance novel, not that he’d ever read one (but his mother sure had).

			“That’s right,” said Teddy. “Jimmy Willoughby’s daughter, Susana Willoughby, married Chad Chiltington’s oldest son, Chandler.”

			“And that,” said Kyle, “is how the world wound up with my Chiltington—Charles.”

			The van pulled up in front of Mr. Lemoncello’s library. Kyle noticed that the angled parking spaces along the curb were empty, all the way up to the outdoor book return box at the corner.

			“Something’s going on,” said Kyle. “The library is usually packed. Can you tune the radio to WALX 550 on the AM dial, Ms. Yen? They do news all the time.”

			Ms. Yen found the station.

			“And in financial news,” said the announcer, “Luigi L. Lemoncello has, apparently, left the building. Rumors are swirling that, due to his wildly expensive expansion plans, the beloved bazillionaire may have gone broke building what he’s called his ‘fantabulous’ new amusement park in Florida. Concerned local citizens are making moves to take over the Lemoncello Library downtown, with some suggesting that its name be changed to the Chiltington Memorial Library.”

			“Chiltington!” grumbled every single passenger in the van.

			Ms. Yen tapped the audio system’s off button.

			“I really don’t care if Mr. Lemoncello has lost all his money,” said Kyle. “Sure, I miss the banana jet, but he’ll still have his wacky ideas. Hey, he built an empire once, he can do it again.”

			“Especially if we help him,” said Betina.

			Gloria nodded. “Sounds like he could definitely use my business smarts.”

			“And if he’s going to build a new empire…,” said Soraiya.

			“He’s going to need new builders!” added Simon. “I love building stuff!”

			“We should head inside,” said Teddy. “See what’s going on.”

			The six kids and two adults clambered out of the van and bounded up the marble steps to the library. Kyle grabbed the handle on the bank vault door. It wasn’t locked. They all stepped into the grand foyer, where Mr. Lemoncello’s fountain still gurgled above the engraved motto “Knowledge Not Shared Remains Unknown.”

			Over near the red door leading into the control room, Kyle saw a book display. There were six copies of the same paperback on a table. It had been set up in the exact same spot where, during the original escape game, there had been a Staff Picks exhibit.

			This display was titled Sierra’s Book of the Day.

			“That’s Piecing Me Together by Renée Watson,” said Soraiya. “It’s one of my faves.”

			“It’s a Newbery Honor Book,” said Gloria, picking up a copy and studying the medals depicted on the cover. “And a Coretta Scott King Award winner, too.”

			“There’s one copy for each of us,” added Simon.

			“And,” said Gloria, “there’s a weird bookmark inside.”

			“Weird?” said Kyle.

			“Yeah. There’s nothing but numbers on it.”

			Kyle grinned. “Because Sierra was right. The game is afoot!”
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			“Okay,” said Gloria, “here are the numbers.”

			“Hang on,” said Kyle. “We should probably write this down.”

			“Um, we don’t need to,” said Betina. “The numbers are printed on the bookmark.”

			“And,” said Simon, who’d also picked up a copy of the paperback novel, “we each get a bookmark.”

			“Are the numbers the same?” asked Soraiya.

			Simon and Gloria showed each other their bookmarks.

			“Yep,” said Simon.

			“Mine match, too,” said Teddy, who’d picked up his copy of Piecing Me Together and examined the bookmark. Everybody else grabbed a book. The bookmarks were all the same.

			“We’ll leave you kids to it,” said Mr. Raymo. “Come on, Christine. Let’s talk to Clarence and Clement. See if they can tell us anything about Mr. Lemoncello’s disappearance.”

			The two grown-ups went into the control room.

			Kyle examined his bookmark:
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			“It’s some kind of code,” he announced.

			“Definitely,” said Simon. “But how do we decipher it?”

			“Maybe they’re Dewey decimal numbers,” said Betina. “After all, this is a library.”

			“True,” said Kyle. “But this book is fiction. It doesn’t get a Dewey decimal number.”

			“Wait a second,” said Gloria. “Sierra’s a big bookworm, right?”

			“The biggest,” said Kyle.

			“So she wouldn’t just pick this book at random.”

			“The title!” said Soraiya. “We have to piece something together. But what?”

			“Are any of you familiar with the Arnold cipher?” asked Teddy. “It refers to a secret code that the notorious traitor Benedict Arnold used when attempting to surrender to the British in 1780.”

			Kyle, and all the others, stared at Teddy as if he were an alien from a planet where everybody knew too much weird stuff.

			“My father is a history buff,” Teddy explained. “And given the Willoughby family’s checkered past of scoundrels and scallywags—dating all the way back to Ugly Chuck Willoughby, the pirate who plundered flatboats up and down the Ohio River in the late seventeen hundreds—my father is most interested in the history of American villains.”

			“Oh-kay,” said Betina. “Everybody needs a hobby. My dad collects bottle caps.”

			“Mine keeps coins in a jar,” added Kyle. “So, Teddy, how does this Arnold cipher work?”

			“It’s simple,” said Teddy, “if everybody has a copy of the same book.”

			“Which we do,” said Simon, who’d already compared the edition numbers of his and Soraiya’s paperbacks. “This string of numbers at the bottom of the copyright page tells you what edition and printing this is.”

			“We match,” said Soraiya.

			“Me too,” said everybody else, now that they knew where to look.

			“So,” Teddy continued, “the first number in the Arnold cipher is the page number in the book. The second number is the line of type on that page. The third is the number of the word in that line.”

			“If we piece it all together,” said Kyle, “we’ll know what Sierra is trying to say!”

			“Clever Sierra,” said Gloria. “She’s quite a gamer.”

			Kyle had to grin. She is now!

			Everybody went to work, flipping through pages in the book.

			The code 10.4.5 took Kyle to the fourth line on the tenth page: “Lots of people can’t find beauty in my neighborhood, but I can.”

			“Find” was the fifth word.

			He kept working the puzzle. So did everybody else. The clues gave him “me,” then “and we,” and then a paper cut because he was flipping his pages too fast.

			“Youch.”

			Next came “will,” then “find,” then “our,” and finally, on page 239, “winner.”

			He pieced it all together.

			So did the five other players.

			“Find me and we will find our winner!” blurted Betina before anybody else could blurt it.

			“So we have to find Sierra?” wondered Soraiya.

			“No,” said Sierra, strolling out of the control room with Dr. Zinchenko. “You need to find Mr. Lemoncello.”

			Kyle snapped his fingers. “Aha! He’s playing hide-and-seek with us. Whoever finds Mr. Lemoncello first will be the winner—of everything!”
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			“Xxxxzing!” shouted Betina.

			“Huh?” said Kyle.

			“Sorry. It’s just something I shout when I get excited.”

			“What’s our next clue?” Soraiya asked Sierra.

			Sierra shrugged. “I don’t know. Mr. Lemoncello just asked me to come up with a fun way to deliver his message.”

			“You now have your final assignment in your quest for the grand prize of the Fantabulous Finale,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “Instead of finding Waldo, you must find Mr. Lemoncello.”

			“Wait a second,” said Gloria. “What about all that stuff about Mr. Lemoncello’s financial difficulties? Those Wall Street rumors on the Internet?”

			“Mr. Lemoncello and I had a lot of fun planting those,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “You see, Mr. Lemoncello wanted to know which of you titanium ticket holders would still wish to inherit his empire even when that empire seemed to be teetering on the brink of collapse.”

			Aha, thought Kyle. The game was also a test!

			“The next generation of leadership for his companies cannot be timid or squeamish,” Dr. Zinchenko continued. “They cannot run away at the first sign of trouble. They must be as bold as Mr. Lemoncello was when he first moved to New York City with nothing but his dreams and a copy of Family Frenzy, a somewhat flimsy version of the now famous board game, that had been printed on thin cardboard right here in Alexandriaville at the Tobins’ print shop.”

			“Max Khatchadourian’s door was the first one Luigi Lemoncello knocked on when he arrived in New York,” added Teddy. “He helped Mr. Lemoncello get his big break.”

			Dr. Zinchenko smiled at the group. “Both Mr. Lemoncello and I were very pleased to see that six of our seven finalists didn’t let the rumors stop them. You flew here to see what you could do to help Mr. Lemoncello and to keep his dreams alive. You have all proven yourselves worthy of inheriting his empire.”

			“So, uh, how exactly do we do that?” asked Kyle, eager to start what he imagined was the final final round. “How do we start the inheriting stuff?”

			“Where’s our next clue?” asked Betina.

			“What’s our next challenge?” asked Gloria.

			“I do not know,” said Dr. Zinchenko.

			“Me neither,” said Sierra. “But I can recommend some really good books. A dozen new ones just came in and—”

			The back pocket of Teddy’s pants started making rude noises.

			BUZZ-THUMP-BIZZ.

			“What the…?” he said. Then he remembered. “Oh, right. The envelope Dad’s driver handed me.”

			He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small padded envelope.

			BUZZ-THUMP-BIZZ.

			Inside the envelope there was a phone—just like the one Patricia had found inside her envelope.

			Teddy flipped it open.

			“What’s going on?” asked Kyle.

			Teddy studied the screen.

			“It’s a text. Dad, or somebody else calling themselves ‘an anonymous admirer,’ has just given me our next clue.”

			“What is it?” asked Simon.

			Teddy read from his screen. “ ‘You now need to use everything you have. Heed my advice if you want to emerge victorious.’ ”

			Everyone was stunned silent.

			For two seconds.

			Then Kyle remembered the gift card attached to the book in his souvenir bag:

			
				Do not share this book with anyone.

				Guard it until you, and you alone, need it.

				If you want to emerge victorious, you will heed my advice.

			

			“Excuse me,” said Kyle as he very casually strolled toward the exit. He even whistled a little.

			He needed to go back to the van and fetch his copy of Shel Silverstein’s Where the Sidewalk Ends. He tried to be nonchalant about it.

			But Betina, who was an excellent sprinter, blasted off and dashed across the slick floor. She had the same idea! So Kyle started running, too. They both reached the open bank vault door at the exact same instant and, elbowing each other, squeezed through.

			Gloria, Simon, Soraiya, and Teddy were right behind them.

			Everyone was racing for the parked van because everyone had probably received the same note.

			Whatever was in those Lemoncelloland souvenir bags was each player’s final clue!

			Did they all receive a copy of the same Shel Silverstein book? Was this going to be another Arnold cipher game? One thing was clear. This was the final leg. And it was every gamer for themselves.

			Because Mr. Lemoncello had said there would be one big winner!
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			Fumbling with a clunky key fob, Mr. Raymo stepped out from behind the van.

			He flicked some dust off the cuff of his lab coat.

			“I used the alternate exit you kids found during the original escape game,” he told Kyle. “Do you folks need something in the van?”

			“Yes!” was the unanimous reply.

			Mr. Raymo blooped a button on the fob. The van’s hatchback started to rise.

			Slowly.

			Very slowly.

			The six players anxiously waited until the angled door was just high enough for them to dive into the cargo bay. They pushed and shoved, each one trying to grab their Lemoncelloland souvenir bag first.

			Kyle found the handles of his bag, yanked it out of the cargo bay, and moved a few yards away from the van. He didn’t want any of his competition seeing what was inside.

			He pulled out his copy of Where the Sidewalk Ends and started flipping through the pages. He needed his next clue.

			There were so many great poems in the collection. Kyle remembered his mom and dad reading them to him when he was little:

			“Hector the Collector.”

			“Sarah Cynthia Sylvia Stout Would Not Take the Garbage Out.”

			Kyle loved that one. He still had some of it memorized. But he couldn’t stop to read it again now. He had to find his clue.

			Finally, he came to a poem titled “The Search.”

			The fourth line had been underlined in red ink. (Good thing this wasn’t a library book. Dr. Zinchenko and Sierra didn’t like people marking up library books.)

			Kyle read the underlined words: “And searched and searched, and then—”

			The poem was about somebody searching for a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, which basically was what Kyle was doing. Taking over Mr. Lemoncello’s game-making empire would be his pot of gold, his dream come true.

			There has to be a clue in this poem! Kyle told himself.

			He stared at the words.

			Nothing leapt out at him.

			But…

			Why is the fourth line underlined?

			No other lines in any of the other poems had been marked up like that.

			Maybe “four” was his next clue.

			Okay.

			The library didn’t have a fourth floor.

			But there was a 400s room on the second floor. The Dewey decimal category for language.

			Kyle raced up the sidewalk just as everybody else started running back toward the library, too.

			They were all carrying books. But not the same Shel Silverstein poetry collection.

			Gloria had a thick hardcover with a businessman on the cover. Betina had a little-kid picture book. Simon had a thin book, like the play scripts the kids in the middle school drama club used.

			Teddy was the only one keeping calm and cool. The guy was never going to win. He was just casually poking around inside his Lemoncelloland souvenir bag, contemplating its contents.

			Kyle hit the end of the sidewalk and dashed up the library’s front steps, where Soraiya was sitting, puzzling over her book, flipping through the pages. Bad move. Because by just sitting there, she was basically showing everybody else her cards. Kyle caught a glimpse of the cover. Soraiya’s title was You’ll Find Me.

			No you won’t, Soraiya, he told himself. Because I’m going to find him first!
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			Back inside the empty library, Kyle clanked up a spiral staircase from the Rotunda Reading Room to the second floor.

			That’s where all the Dewey decimal rooms were located.

			Gloria came clomping up behind him.

			Kyle reached the top of the stairs and dashed down the circular corridor.

			He glanced over his shoulder.

			Gloria was dashing, too.

			When Kyle reached the 400s door, he whipped his head around one more time to see if Gloria was still following him.

			She wasn’t. Kyle couldn’t see her.

			But he did see the door to the 100s room gliding shut.

			He also heard more footsteps.

			Simon and Soraiya had just climbed the spiral staircases on the other side of the rotunda.

			“I’m going to the door with the five on it!” said Soraiya.

			“I’ll be in the three hundreds!” said Simon.

			“Good luck, Simon!”

			“You too, Soraiya!”

			The two friends pulled open the heavy doors and disappeared into the pair of Dewey decimal rooms.

			That’s when Kyle knew one thing for sure: They weren’t all chasing the same clue.

			In the escape game, there had been two separate paths to the same goal. Maybe in this game there were six. Maybe even seven, one for Patricia in case she had kept playing. At some point, all these paths would have to intersect. But not yet. They hadn’t reached that intersection point.

			Kyle stepped into the 400s room. There was a hologram of a woman doing ASL—American Sign Language. According to the subtitles floating around her, she was signing “Hello” and “Welcome.”

			The bookcases were filled with all sorts of dictionaries and books about grammar and Old English (Kyle had enough trouble with the modern version), plus books about different languages—German, French, Romanian, Portuguese.

			Italian!

			Mr. Lemoncello loved talking about how he grew up in what used to be called the Little Italy part of town.

			Maybe Mr. Lemoncello was hiding in the Italian section.

			Kyle followed the signs for the 450s—“Italian, Romanian, Rhaetian, Sardinian, Corsican, and Dalmatian.” Kyle was surprised to learn that spotted dogs had their own language. Probably so they could work with fire departments.

			When he reached the 450 shelves, all he saw were books.

			No spotted dogs. No Mr. Lemoncello.

			Dead end.

			What could he try next?

			He was about to run back downstairs when a voice boomed out of the ceiling speakers.

			“Greetings, all remaining titanium ticket holders, whoever you may be! It’s me! Luigi L. Lemoncello, coming to you not-live in a prerecorded announcement. As you might’ve already heard, the game is afoot. It’s also a fish. Because we are playing a version of sardines! It’s just like hide-and-seek—only in reverse. One person hides—that would be me—and everyone else searches for the hidden person, which would also be me. Typically, when playing sardines, whenever a person finds the hidden person—which, in case you weren’t paying attention, is still me—the successful seeker quietly joins the hidden hider in their hiding spot.

			“Soon, the hidden group starts to look like a bunch of sardines jammed into a tin, but without all that stinky oil. Today, however, whosoever finds me first will be declared the winner! And I am not coming out until one of you finds me. Nyah-nyah, nyah, nyah-nyah, and neener-neener-neener. Good luck on your quest, and also your Crest if you forgot to brush your teeth this morning. Toodles!”

			Okay, thought Kyle. But where is Mr. Lemoncello hiding?

			Kyle needed another clue. Maybe he could spy on some of the other players. See what their clues were.

			No. That would be cheating.

			And as much as Kyle wanted to win, he didn’t want to pull a Chiltington to do it.

			Kyle suddenly realized that he might’ve jumped to conclusions—something, as Akimi constantly reminded him, he did on a regular basis.

			Maybe he’d picked the wrong clue.

			Maybe the underlined fourth line in a poem about a pot of gold was a terrible leap of logic.

			Maybe the title of the book was the real clue!

			Because where did the sidewalk end?

			At the front door!

			Mr. Lemoncello was probably hiding just off the foyer.

			In the control room. Behind the bright red door. That’s why Ms. Yen and Mr. Raymo had gone in there as soon as they arrived at the library. That’s where Mr. Lemoncello had probably just made his “prerecorded” announcement.

			Kyle dashed out of the 400s room. He looked around. Nobody else was in the hallway.

			He quickly tiptoed his way over to the spiral staircase and descended it as quietly as he could. He walked softly, like a cat wearing fluffy booties, eased his way out of the Rotunda Reading Room into the foyer, scurried past the fountain with the statue of Mr. Lemoncello spewing water, and headed straight to the red control room door.

			He yanked it open!

			Ms. Yen and Mr. Raymo were both inside. So were the security guards, Clarence and Clement.

			But no Mr. Lemoncello.

			They all turned to look at him.

			“Did you need to hear Mr. Lemoncello’s prerecorded message again?” asked Clarence.

			“Uh, no thanks.”

			Yet another dead end.

			Kyle retreated from the room. He carefully closed the door.

			And he had a brainstorm!

			Aha! What if Mr. Lemoncello is hiding inside his own statue! It’s like a bronze suit of armor! A gurgling sardine can!

			Kyle was about to wade across the shallow reflecting pool to test his new theory when someone came bustling through the front door.

			Teddy Willoughby.

			He was followed by Charles and Mrs. Chiltington. Kyle immediately felt his spine stiffen.

			Behind the three Willoughby-Chiltingtons was a stocky man dressed all in khaki who had a shiny badge on his chest and a Smokey Bear hat on his head.

			It was Chief Sam Tobin from the Alexandriaville Police Department!
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			“So, where’s Mr. Lemoncello?” asked the police chief.

			Charles and Mrs. Chiltington scrunched up their noses and gave Kyle some serious stink eye.

			Kyle shrugged and said, “Hiding inside his statue?”

			He pointed at the trickling fountain.

			“You guys still haven’t found him?” said Teddy with a soft chuckle. He was toting a Lemoncelloland souvenir bag that looked particularly lumpy.

			Kyle shook his head. “Nope.”

			He also wondered about Teddy. Whose side was he on? Maybe this was why he knew so much about that Benedict Arnold code. Teddy Willoughby might be a traitor, too!

			“Of course Mr. Lemoncello isn’t here,” fumed Mrs. Chiltington. “He has fled the scene of the crime!”

			Teddy looked puzzled. “What crime?”

			“Financial and fiduciary malfeasance!” shouted Charles, who always liked to use big words whenever possible.

			“He is leaving this so-called library in the lurch!” added Mrs. Chiltington. “Squandering money on an amusement park in Florida instead of endowing this institution’s future? How dare he. How dare he!”

			“He’s also putting the city in a bind,” said Chief Tobin. “When he built this library, he promised to pay for its upkeep in perpetuity, which, I found out, means forever! He can’t just walk or run away from his obligations. Who’s going to pay the water and sewer bills?”

			“You know, sir,” said Kyle, “there are some things that are more important than money. Fun. Family. The sharing of knowledge.”

			The police chief gave Kyle a look. “Oh, really? Tell it to the mayor and the town council.”

			“Besides,” said Kyle, “Mr. Lemoncello has more than enough money to pay for this library, Lemoncelloland, and all the water and sewage he wants.”

			“Several financial analysts on Wall Street disagree with you, young man,” huffed Mrs. Chiltington.

			“So does that girl from Shark Tank,” said Charles. “Patricia Plumbgarten.”

			“Mr. Lemoncello planted those rumors himself,” said Kyle. “It was a test for all of us with titanium tickets.”

			“No, it was not,” said Charles.

			“Was too!” said Kyle.

			“Was not!”

			“Was too!”

			“NOT!”

			“TOO!”

			“Enough!” cried Chief Tobin. “Where the heck is Mr. Lemoncello?”

			“Nobody knows,” said Mr. Raymo as he, Ms. Yen, Clarence, and Clement came out of the control room. Kyle and Charles must’ve been “was not”-ing and “was too”-ing a little too loudly.

			“Well,” said the police chief, “you folks need to find him. Because I need to talk to him. Otherwise”—he jabbed his thumb at Mrs. Chiltington—“this one and her League of Concerned Library Lovers are gonna keep calling the mayor. They swear they’re gonna get me fired if I don’t investigate Mr. Lemoncello for being…what was it you said?”

			“A penniless, felonious phony and fiscally flighty fraud!” said Charles.

			Chief Tobin stretched his neck to work out some of the kinks. He looked sick to his stomach.

			“Okay, folks. Here’s the deal.” He turned his wrist to check his watch. “I got more important fish to fry. You have thirty minutes to find Mr. Lemoncello.”

			Kyle wasn’t certain, but it looked like Teddy was attempting to send a text without anybody noticing. Too bad, Kyle noticed.

			“We’re kind of playing sardines,” said Kyle. “There’s really no time limit in the rules.”

			“That’s true,” said Mr. Raymo.

			“I don’t care!” snapped the police chief. “Thirty minutes. Starting now.”

			“Thirty minutes?” fumed Mrs. Chiltington. “Why, that’s a full half hour.”

			Now Charles’s phone dinged. He showed it to his mother.

			Mrs. Chiltington smiled. She was pleased with whatever message Charles had just shared with her.

			“But thirty minutes will be absolutely perfect,” chirped Mrs. Chiltington. “You see, Chief Tobin, my baby brother, Theodore, Teddy here’s father, is a major investment banker in New York City. He knows everything about everybody’s finances. He just texted that he will do a video conference with us in precisely thirty minutes. At that time, he promises to ‘reveal everything about Luigi L. Lemoncello’s finances and long-term prospects.’ ”

			“Okay,” said the police chief. “Great. Everybody’s happy. I need a cup of coffee.”

			“There’s always a fresh pot in the Book Nook Café,” said Clarence.

			“I might make myself a cappuccino,” said his twin brother, Clement.

			“Sounds yummy,” said Chief Tobin. “Mrs. Chiltington, why don’t you and your son go wait in one of the community meeting rooms.”

			“We’ll take A!” said Charles. “That’s where Kyle Keeley and his conniving cohorts had their headquarters in the escape game, of which, by the way, I was the true winner.”

			“Ha!” said Kyle. “No you were not.”

			“I would’ve been if Mr. Lemoncello hadn’t disqualified me on a trumped-up technicality!”

			“You cheated, Charles!”

			“Enough!” screamed Chief Tobin. He turned to Kyle. “Thirty minutes. Pretend I’m Mr. Lemoncello and I just turned over a big egg timer!”

			Kyle activated a thirty-minute timer on his watch.

			“Aren’t you coming with us, Theodore?” said Mrs. Chiltington as everybody except Teddy and Kyle walked under the arch, heading for the Book Nook Café and Community Meeting Room A.

			“Yes, Aunt Susana. I suppose I should.”

			Teddy turned to Kyle.

			“My job here is done.”

			Kyle was shocked. “You’re on their side?”

			Teddy didn’t respond.

			Instead, he handed Kyle his Lemoncelloland bag.

			“You might need these. That’s my book and Patricia’s. Actually, she received six. A box set. I hope they help you find Mr. Lemoncello.”

			Teddy winked so only Kyle could see it.

			Then he hurried off to join the rest of his family.
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			For a full minute, Kyle stood all alone in the foyer, trying to figure out what to do.

			People, like Teddy, could be so much more unpredictable than board games. Maybe because people didn’t come with a rule book or an instruction manual. Whose side was Teddy on? Why had he winked like that? Did he have his fingers crossed, too?

			Dr. Zinchenko and Sierra Russell came through the lobby to remind Kyle of another complication.

			“Mr. Lemoncello clearly and firmly stated that he will not come out of his hiding place, wherever it might be, until someone finds him,” said Dr. Zinchenko.

			“You don’t know where he is?” said Kyle.

			“Of course not. It wouldn’t be a secret hiding place if I did.”

			“And, Kyle?” said Sierra. “Mr. Lemoncello is serious. That’s why he did those neener-neener-neeners. He won’t leave his secret location just because the Chiltingtons and Chief Tobin want him to.”

			“I know,” said Kyle. “And the police chief gave us a deadline. We have thirty minutes to find Mr. Lemoncello.” He checked the timer on his watch. “Actually, we’re down to twenty-eight.”

			“Well, Kyle, deadlines can be quite motivating,” said Dr. Zinchenko. “In fact, as a wise person once said, the difference between a dream and a goal is just that. A deadline! Now if you will excuse us. We are librarians. We need tea.”

			Dr. Zinchenko and Sierra left to join the group in the Book Nook Café. Kyle wondered where all the other sardine players were. Probably racing around the library. Maybe one of them would be able to locate Mr. Lemoncello before time ran out.

			Frustrated, Kyle plopped down on a bench and, head in hands, stared up at Mr. Lemoncello’s statue. Water kept spouting out of his mouth and plinking down into the pool, where kids had tossed pennies to make wishes.

			“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Kyle shouted at the statue. Nothing happened.

			Kyle poked around inside the Lemoncelloland bag that Teddy had handed him.

			There was a book, a mystery for grown-ups—Hidden in Plain Sight by Jeffrey Archer.

			Beside it was a set of paperback books lined up inside a cardboard storage box. A complete set of all six of Chris Colfer’s the Land of Stories novels. Somebody had already torn the shrink-wrap off the box set. Too bad. Kyle liked doing that. It always felt like Christmas.

			Not knowing what to do, or what any of the books might mean, Kyle let his eyes drift over to the engraved motto on the statue’s pedestal.

			Mr. Lemoncello’s most famous saying. His immortal quote. The reason he’d built Alexandriaville a spectacular new library in the first place.

			Knowledge Not Shared Remains Unknown

			Kyle thought about all the other games he’d played at Mr. Lemoncello’s library. The escape. The Library Olympics. The great fact-finding race around the country. The All-Star Breakout Game inside the library’s incredible Fictionasium.

			In all of those contests, knowledge had been shared.

			Working together, Kyle and his friends—some old, some new—had been able to do things none of them could’ve done on their own.

			“Knowledge not shared remains unknown,” Kyle mumbled to himself.

			Then he checked his watch.

			There were only twenty-four minutes remaining.

			He had to do something that might cost him the grand prize. Because Mr. Lemoncello had said over and over, ever since this competition began, that there would be “one big winner.”

			Kyle stood.

			He marched into the empty control room and found the microphone used to make library-wide announcements. It was just like the one in the principal’s office at school.

			Kyle pressed the talk button.

			“Attention, Gloria, Betina, Simon, and Soraiya. This is Kyle. Please meet me in Community Meeting Room B. We have twenty-three and a half minutes to find Mr. Lemoncello!”
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			“BOOKS ON THE TABLE!” shouted Kyle when everybody joined him in Community Meeting Room B.

			He probably said it louder than he would have if he weren’t freaking out while the timer on his watch continued counting down.

			They had twenty-one minutes to find Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Um, when they gave me this in Lemoncelloland,” said Betina, “the gift card specifically stated, ‘Do not share this book with anyone.’ And, Kyle? You’re someone.”

			“I got the same note,” said Gloria. “No sharing allowed.”

			Simon and Soraiya both nodded. “Our gift cards said that, too.”

			Kyle tugged at his hair.

			“You guys? I got the same message. But here. Here is my book.”

			He placed it on the glass-topped conference table in the center of the room.

			“Teddy gave me these, too. That’s his book. And this is a box set Patricia slipped to Teddy when she quit the contest.”

			“Oh, Chris Colfer is good,” said Betina.

			“Definitely,” said Gloria. “But what does any of this have to do with finding Mr. Lemoncello? And aren’t you breaking the rules right now?”

			“You and Teddy and Patricia weren’t supposed to share your books with anybody,” said Soraiya.

			“Knowledge not shared remains unknown,” said Kyle.

			“Snappy slogan,” said Betina. “Saw it on the statue out in the lobby. Very chisel-worthy concept.”

			“It’s more than a slogan, you guys,” Kyle insisted. “Do you know how we escaped from the library back when it first opened?”

			Gloria stuck her fingers in her ears. “Spoiler alert.”

			Kyle kept going. “We did it by working together. We had to pool our resources. We had to put the clues we’d discovered individually together for any of us to win.”

			Simon shook his head. “But the note said to keep this information to ourselves. Those are the rules.”

			“Well, sometimes, Simon, you have to break the rules and do what’s right.”

			“If we do that,” said Soraiya, “we’ll probably lose the game.”

			“I know,” said Kyle. He glanced at his watch. “But we have to find Mr. Lemoncello. In twenty minutes, Teddy’s father is going to reveal everything he knows about Mr. Lemoncello’s finances to Mrs. Chiltington. If it’s a bunch of lies, Mr. Lemoncello needs to be in that room to defend himself! And Mr. Lemoncello won’t come out of hiding unless we find him. So, I don’t know about you guys, but I’d rather lose this game and my chance at inheriting his whole empire than lose Mr. Lemoncello!”

			“So, what do you suggest?” asked Betina.

			“What’s your plan?” said Gloria.

			Kyle rubbed his face. He wasn’t completely sure his idea would work. But it was the only idea he had.

			“There has to be a reason why we were given these specific books. They weren’t chosen at random. There’s probably also a reason why the fourth line of a poem in my book was underlined. But I haven’t figured that one out yet….”

			Soraiya reached for the Land of Stories box set. She pried the first book out of its tight cardboard carton.

			“Um, what are you doing?” asked Gloria.

			“Gathering data. It’s what I do best.”

			Soraiya flipped through a few pages of book one.

			When she found what she was looking for, she pulled book two out of its slot in the miniature bookcase.

			“Five again,” she muttered. She checked the third book. “Also five.”

			Simon reached under the table and pulled his play script out of a souvenir shopping bag.

			“They gave me this. With a Little Bit of Luck. It’s music from the Broadway show My Fair Lady. Someone circled the page number on the second page. With red ink. Just like the five in all those Land of Stories books.”

			Kyle’s eyes widened. “There was red ink underlining that fourth line in my Shel Silverstein poem.”

			Kyle flipped open the Hidden in Plain Sight book Teddy had earned in Lemoncelloland.

			“Page six is circled,” he reported. “Red ink.”

			Soraiya put her souvenir on the table. It was a picture book called You’ll Find Me. “I’m number three.”

			“I’m number four!” said Kyle, putting his book alongside Soraiya’s.

			“Someone scribbled a bright red one in crayon on the first page of my book,” said Betina. She added Hooray for You! to the table.

			“I’m number seven,” said Gloria. She placed her American tax man story, Many Happy Returns, next to Teddy’s Hidden in Plain Sight.

			“Now what?” wondered Betina.

			“I’m not sure,” said Kyle, tugging both sides of his hair. “It’s some kind of puzzle.”

			“Cool!” said a voice at the door.

			Kyle was the only one in the room who recognized the lady who had just bopped into the room.

			It was his great-aunt Maggie. And Mr. Raymo was with her.
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			“Man, Chet, you were right,” Aunt Maggie said to Mr. Raymo. “This is where the action is.”

			“We’re, uh, kind of busy,” said Kyle.

			His aunt smiled and turned to Mr. Raymo. “Hey, Chet, remember when my uncle Clarence gave me that puzzle box? You and Luigi helped me figure it out.”

			“Yes,” said Mr. Raymo proudly. “Teamwork made the dream work, as they say.”

			“You guys?” said Kyle. “We seriously need to focus. We’re down to sixteen minutes.”

			“And this puzzle is a real brain buster,” added Betina.

			“We’ll leave you kids to it, then,” said Aunt Maggie. “Come on, Chet. I want to show you the puzzle boxes they have on sale in the library gift shop.”

			The two grown-ups left the meeting room.

			While Kyle had been busy dealing with the interruption, Simon had organized the seven books in a neat row.

			“That works!” said Soraiya.

			“Totally,” added Gloria and Betina.

			Kyle was the only one in the room who didn’t know what they were talking about.

			Until he looked down at the table and saw the seven titles lined up, side by side. They seemed to spell out a message from Mr. Lemoncello!

			Hooray for You!

			With a Little Bit of Luck

			You’ll Find Me

			Where the Sidewalk Ends

			The Land of Stories

			Hidden in Plain Sight

			Many Happy Returns

			“So,” said Betina, “Mr. Lemoncello is hidden in plain sight.”

			“Where the sidewalk ends,” said Gloria. “Somewhere outside?”

			“Maybe in the shrubbery?” said Simon.

			“But this is the land of stories,” said Soraiya. “The library.”

			“I agree,” said Simon. “He can’t be outside and inside at the same time.”

			It doesn’t make sense, thought Kyle.

			Until it did.

			“The puzzle box!” he shouted. “Aunt Maggie was giving us a hint!”

			“Huh?” said everybody else.

			“There’s a reason why the Land of Stories books were in a box set! Come on. We need to be outside. I’ll explain on the way.”

			The five players hurried out of the meeting room and raced across the rotunda, heading for the lobby.

			“Where do you five think you’re going?” shouted Charles Chiltington from the doorway of Community Meeting Room A.

			“Don’t tell me they’re all running away, too!” added his mother. “Arrest them, Sheriff.”

			“I’m not a sheriff, Mrs. Chiltington,” said Chief Tobin. “I’m a police chief. And I can’t arrest kids for running in a library. Dr. Zinchenko probably could. She’s a librarian.”

			“Oh, let them run!” shouted Dr. Zinchenko from the Book Nook Café. “More tea, Sierra?”

			“Why, thank you.”

			Kyle, Betina, Gloria, Simon, and Soraiya made it to the lobby.

			“My aunt bought a puzzle box at the library gift shop!” Kyle told the others when he was sure the Chiltingtons couldn’t hear him.

			“Yay for her,” said Betina.

			“It was a wooden model of this library’s curbside book return box!”

			Kyle led the way through the open bank vault door.

			“Wait a second,” said Gloria as the group dashed down the sidewalk. “My book was Many Happy Returns!”

			“Exactly!” said Kyle. “And when it’s full, the book return box becomes a ‘land of stories’!”

			“Mr. Lemoncello is hiding inside the book return box?” said Simon as they rounded a corner and headed up the block to a big metal box painted purple. “I wonder how he squeezed himself in.”

			“The slot wouldn’t work,” said Soraiya.

			“I bet he dug a tunnel,” said Simon.

			The group skidded to a stop at the library’s curbside book return box.

			“This aluminized coating keeps the materials inside dry,” said Simon, running a hand over the surface. “And, of course, the sloped hood is another weather protection barrier.”

			As much as Kyle enjoyed the engineering report, the clock was ticking.

			They had twelve minutes. And no Mr. Lemoncello.

			Simon kept feeling around the sides of the box. “I’m looking for a secret button.”

			Gloria pulled down the chute door and recoiled, making a stink face.

			“Whoa. Something in there smells like a middle school locker room after lunch.”

			“But what’s this?” said Simon, pinching his nose and fiddling with something he’d found taped to the inside of the hinged door.

			“Keys?” said Betina.

			“For opening the box!” said Kyle. “Well played, you guys!”

			Simon worked the two keys into the keyholes at the top and bottom on the right side of the front panel.

			The panel popped open.

			To reveal a rolling bin.

			“Xxxxzing!” said Betina. “Pull it out!”

			Kyle and Gloria did.

			When they’d rolled it forward a foot, they could see a pile of books. And a stack of DVDs. And some cake pans. And a cordless drill, an American Girl doll, a ukulele, and a plastic bin full of Legos.

			But no Mr. Lemoncello.
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			“Perhaps we misinterpreted the clue,” said Simon.

			“And maybe they shouldn’t’ve put this book return box directly over a sewer,” said Betina, fanning the air under her nose to shoo away the stench.

			“Or maybe,” said a muffled voice from down below, “three-bean chili was not the wisest choice for my afternoon snack.”

			It was Mr. Lemoncello! Somewhere beneath the rolling bin filled with library returns.

			With Simon and Soraiya’s help, Kyle, Betina, and Gloria yanked the deep rubber tub completely out of its stainless steel container to reveal Mr. Lemoncello, dressed in a banana-yellow tracksuit.

			He was about four feet beneath the sidewalk and seated in a very comfy, very plush armchair, reading When You Reach Me by Rebecca Stead. A crusty bowl of what remained of his chili was sitting on the table beside him. He had a microwave stacked on top of a mini-fridge. It was like the coolest tree house ever, except underground.

			“I apologize for my rude and crude gaseous emissions,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Simon? I might need your assistance designing a proper ventilation system for my newly installed underground network of gopher holes.”

			“With pleasure, sir,” said Simon.

			Smiling broadly, the five contestants leaned into the empty box so they could admire his underground lair. Kyle thought it was so cool. Like the Batcave, only with books, cozy furniture, and a fridge full of snacks.

			“By the way,” said the giddy game maker, “this new tunnel will come in quite handy if you ever wish to escape into Mr. Lemoncello’s library.”

			“How’re we doing on time?” asked Soraiya.

			Oh. Right. Kyle almost forgot. The deadline.

			He checked his watch. “We did it! With five minutes to spare.”

			Mr. Lemoncello looked confused. “I’m sorry, what is it that you have done with five minutes to spare? Have we, somehow, gone bowling?”

			“No,” said Betina with a laugh. “We found you!”

			“Well, yes,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “That’s the whole point of playing sardines. You seek and find the hider.”

			“Do we, uh, have to climb into your hiding place with you?” asked Betina, crinkling her nose.

			“No. I think we will skip that portion of the game until we install those exhaust fans I mentioned.”

			From a section of his hiding place that nobody up on the sidewalk could see, Mr. Lemoncello rolled over a wooden library ladder and scampered up the rungs. Everybody reached in to help him climb out. When he was safely on the sidewalk, Kyle explained.

			“Chief Tobin, from the Alexandriaville police, gave us a half-hour deadline to find you.”

			“Oh, that’s right,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “He did. I forgot about that part of the show. It was Yanina’s idea. She’s quite good at building suspense. Must be all those mysteries she reads.”

			“Part of the show?” said Gloria.

			“That’s right.”

			“Well, what about Mr. Willoughby calling his sister, Mrs. Chiltington, at the end of that same thirty minutes?” asked Betina.

			“She says he has information that will ruin you,” added Gloria.

			“Is that going to be part of the show, too?” wondered Soraiya.

			“No,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Not that I’m aware of, anyway. Of course, I always like to give my colleagues artistic freedom to improvise on the fly. It leads to much more creative collaborations.”

			“We think Mr. Willoughby is going to attempt to take over your empire,” said Kyle.

			“Really?”

			“Even though you’re the one who planted all those phony rumors about your finances,” said Gloria.

			A small laugh bubbled up in Mr. Lemoncello’s chest. It quickly turned into an explosion of “ha-ha-has.”

			Pretty soon, Mr. Lemoncello was laughing so hard, he was doubled over and had to hold on to his rib cage.

			“Oooh. Hooo. Where is this call to take place?” he asked when he had sufficiently recovered from his giggle fit.

			“Community Meeting Room A,” said Soraiya.

			“That’s where the bad guys have set up shop,” said Betina.

			Kyle nodded. “Charles. Mrs. Chiltington. Even Teddy Willoughby.”

			“Teddy?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “A bad guy?” He was trying hard not to laugh again. “Oh, this I have to see. Come along, children. If the thirty minutes are almost up, we don’t want to keep our nefarious villains waiting. Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”
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			“Okay, everybody,” said Mr. Lemoncello, entering Community Meeting Room A. “Let’s do this thing!”

			“You found him!” gasped Mrs. Chiltington when Mr. Lemoncello strode through the door with Kyle, Gloria, Betina, Simon, and Soraiya.

			“Why, of course they did!” said Mr. Lemoncello. “These are five of the most brilliant minds in America today.”

			“It’s true,” said Ms. Yen, who’d just stepped into the meeting room with Chester Raymo and Kyle’s great-aunt Maggie. “I did the preliminary screening to find two of them. My algorithms are very good.”

			Dr. Zinchenko and Sierra Russell came in next.

			Community Meeting Room A was suddenly at maximum capacity.

			Kyle noticed that Teddy had a huge grin on his face.

			“Good to see you again, Luigi,” said Chief Tobin.

			“Good to see you, too, Samuel. How are your parents? Kathy and Dave?”

			“Retired. Thanks to you and my great-grandmother.”

			“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” said Mr. Lemoncello modestly.

			“What on earth are you two talking about?” demanded Mrs. Chiltington.

			“Yeah!” snarled Charles. “Are you two in cahoots?”

			“No, Charles,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “We are in Alexandriaville, Ohio. My hometown!”

			“And,” said Chief Tobin, “my great-grandmother Mrs. Gail Tobin used to be the head librarian at the old library when Luigi was a kid. She and my great-grandfather printed Mr. Lemoncello’s very first game. They all became millionaires. That money paid for several generations of Tobins, including me, to go to college. And now it’s helping Mom and Dad retire.”

			“So, you are in cahoots!” snapped Mrs. Chiltington.

			“No,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “We’re still in Ohio. But thank you, Samuel, for adding that thirty-minute time limit to our game. It gave these five sardine sleuths just enough time to find me, whilst simultaneously removing all Chiltington-Willoughby obstacles from the game board.”

			“Not for long,” seethed Mrs. Chiltington, stepping forward, attempting to terrify Mr. Lemoncello with her imposing presence.

			“My, your presence is certainly imposing,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Have you been working out?”

			“No,” she huffed. “We Chiltingtons never sweat. But you soon will. My baby brother, Theodore, will be calling from New York.”

			“I figured out how to put the video call on the wall screens,” said Teddy.

			“Well done, Teddy!” said Mr. Lemoncello. He turned to face the crowd behind him. “And thank you all for joining us today.”

			“All for fun,” said Aunt Maggie.

			“And fun for all!” added Mr. Raymo.

			Mr. Lemoncello laughed. “Ah, if only Bruno were here. The four of us could split a Three Musketeers bar, which, I suppose, would then become a Four Musketeers bar.”

			Most of the grown-ups in the room were chuckling and smiling.

			Charles and Mrs. Chiltington were not. They were fuming. Kyle, Gloria, Betina, Simon, and Soraiya were just confused.

			“Where is your father, Teddy?” demanded Mrs. Chiltington.

			“Probably in his office,” said Teddy.

			“Get him on the wall screen!” shouted Charles, annoyed by all the happy faces in the room. “Get him up there now!”

			“Ah,” said Teddy, glancing at his phone. “Here he is.”

			“Good!”

			“Yes, Charles. But not for you.”

			“What?”

			“My family has never actually been interested in your feud with Mr. Lemoncello. How could we be?”

			“Huh?”

			“Dad will explain.” Teddy tapped his phone and made the connection that sent the incoming video call to the wall screens.

			“Theodore!” said Mrs. Chiltington when her younger brother’s face appeared. “Are you and Mr. Lemoncello in cahoots?”

			“No, Susie. I’m in New York City. I believe Luigi’s in Ohio.”

			“Yes, Teddy,” said Mr. Lemoncello, stepping forward. “So good to see you again.”

			“Same here, sir.”

			Charles stomped up to the screen. “Uncle Theodore? Tell these horrible people what terrible shape Mr. Lemoncello’s in!”

			Mr. Willoughby peered into the screen on his side of the call. “Actually, he looks pretty good.”

			“Thank you,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “I’ve discovered Pilates.”

			“But what about his financial condition?” insisted Mrs. Chiltington.

			“Never better,” said Mr. Willoughby. “In fact, I just ran the numbers and alerted the media to quash all those nasty rumors floating around. Mr. Luigi L. Lemoncello is the third-wealthiest person in the world.”

			“And,” said Mr. Lemoncello, pointing a finger skyward to make a pronouncement, “I have absolutely no desire to build my own rocket ship.”

			“But those rumors on Wall Street!” huffed Mrs. Chiltington. “That viral video on the YouTube.”

			“It was all part of Mr. Lemoncello’s titanium ticket master game plan,” said Mr. Willoughby. “He wanted to see if any of his potential heirs would panic at the first sign of trouble. As we all expected, Miss Patricia Plumbgarten did.”

			“It’s why we made sure she stayed in the competition during the cupcake challenge and why we gave her a special phone,” added Teddy. “You see, I was never really in the competition. Uncle Max, I mean Mr. Khatchadourian, arranged for me to be a mole. Someone on the inside to help things along and provide real-time intelligence to my dad and, of course, Mr. Lemoncello.”

			“We also hired some very fine actors to be backstage at the Hall of Authors,” said Mr. Willoughby. “They really sold Patricia on the amusement park’s imminent demise.”

			Mrs. Chiltington looked like she might be ill. Charles, too.

			“But why, Theodore?” Mrs. Chiltington said to the screen. “Why would you and your son work against me and my son?”

			Mr. Willoughby looked to where he must’ve seen Mr. Lemoncello on his side of the call.

			“Can I tell them, Mr. L?”

			Mr. Lemoncello sighed. “I suppose the time has come. After all, knowledge not shared remains unknown.”

			Mr. Willoughby nodded and took in a deep breath. “I’ve been wanting to share this with the world for so long.”

			“Share what?” whined Charles.

			“As you know, Susana,” said Mr. Willoughby, making eye contact with his sister, “our father, James Willoughby—”

			“We called him Jimmy,” said Aunt Maggie. “He was a bully.”

			Mr. Willoughby nodded. He didn’t disagree.

			“When he grew up, our father ran a very successful investment company, with offices in Ohio and New York.”

			“Which you took over!” said his furious sister.

			“Let me finish, Susana. Do you remember October nineteenth, 1987? It was what Wall Street called Black Monday. The stock market crashed. Father lost nearly everything. Willoughby Investments would have gone out of business if not for an angel who, letting bygones be bygones, came along and rescued our firm by investing some of his vast fortune with us.”

			“No,” gasped Mrs. Chiltington. “Are you saying…?”

			Mr. Willoughby turned to his right.

			“Dad? You want to pick it up from here?”

			Mrs. Chiltington gasped again. Charles gawped.

			A man with hair as snowy white as Mr. Lemoncello’s stepped into the camera frame. Bruno Depinna was with him.

			“Hello, Susana.”

			“Grandpa?” said Charles.

			“Charles,” said the elder Mr. Willoughby. “What Theodore says is true. Luigi Lemoncello bailed me out and saved our family’s fortune. He did it all with one and only one condition. That we never tell a soul.”

			Now Theodore Willoughby was in front of the camera again. “He did it again, with the same stipulation, after I took over the company and the market melted down in the early two thousands. Mr. Lemoncello’s money once again saved us from disaster.”

			“Mr. Lemoncello is also the reason your older brother, James the Third, is now the head librarian at the Library of Congress,” said the elder Mr. Willoughby. “Who do you think paid for his college education when I couldn’t?”

			“B-b-but…,” sputtered Mrs. Chiltington.

			“Give it a rest, Susana,” advised her father. “Be an Etch A Sketch. Wipe the slate clean.”

			“We did,” added Mr. Depinna, draping his arm around his former bully’s shoulder. “In fact, we’re on the same bowling team.”

			“We all owe Mr. Lemoncello so much,” said the younger Mr. Willoughby. “So, Susie?”

			“Yes, Teddy?”

			“You need to leave him and his library alone. When you do, I’m sure he’ll find it in his heart to forgive you for all the terrible things you’ve done.”

			“Oh, I will,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “In fact, I already have. You too, Charles.”
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			“Finally, at long last, we must come to the matter of my heir!” said Mr. Lemoncello as the whole group gathered around a gushing chocolate fondue fountain in the Book Nook Café.

			The Chiltingtons were the only ones who’d departed. They went home to do some “serious thinking.”

			Mr. Lemoncello had changed out of his yellow tracksuit and back into the emerald-green tailcoat that Marguerite had designed and tailored for him. He looked very spiffy.

			He turned to face Kyle, Gloria, Betina, Simon, and Soraiya.

			“Here is today’s biggest riddle,” he said. “Now that the game has reached its thrilling conclusion, who will, in the hopefully distant future, inherit my entire bazillion-dollar empire?”

			Kyle was confused. “Is that still on?” he asked.

			“Of course! For it was never off.”

			“But we broke the rules,” said Betina. “Our gift cards specifically said we couldn’t share the books in our souvenir bags with anyone.”

			“Well,” said Mr. Lemoncello, “that rule was wrong, wasn’t it? Let that be a lesson to us all. Rules were made to be broken, or at least bent, isn’t that right, Simon?”

			Simon smiled, remembering how he’d received a rubbery bendable bonus card when he and Soraiya were competing together in the first titanium ticket contest.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You five won this competition by working together. And that is what I hope you will continue to do going forward! You each have such amazible individual skills that I have decided, if you’re all agreeable, to do this thing Wizard of Oz–style, even though I didn’t bring my hot-air balloon to work with me today. You, my dear young friends, are all winners.”

			Kyle turned to the others. Everyone looked so excited, but he might’ve been the most excited of all.

			“Yes,” said Mr. Lemoncello, “you five, working together, will rule my empire when I am gone. Gloria Ortega will bring the business savvy without any of the greedy moneygrubbing. Betina Flores? She will give you the creativity and flair needed for all things Lemoncello. It’s what I sometimes call the zazz.”

			“Xxxxzing!” shouted Betina.

			“See?” said Mr. Lemoncello. “That ‘xxxxzing’ was very zazzy.”

			He turned to smile warmly at Soraiya Mitchell.

			“You, Soraiya Mitchell, will provide the gentle heart and kind soul as well as your brilliant analytical brain. Your good friend Simon Skrindle will give your team the engineering skills it needs to turn dreams into reality. And you, Kyle Keeley, whom I have known the longest, you will bring the pure love of gaming. A love so strong, it is second to none. Except, of course, mine. With Sierra Russell in charge of the Lemoncello Library, I feel confident that my spirit and mission to make the world a more fun place will live on long after I am gone.

			“Of course, it will take years of training. You five will travel and go to school. You will be kids and teenagers and young adults and have adventures that will mold and shape you and help you become the best versions of yourself—the best heirs I could ever hope to have. If, as I said, you’re all agreeable to this proposition.”

			The five contestants, who had become friends, looked at each other. They knew that whatever else happened, all the wonderful things to come, this would be one moment they would always remember.

			And they all couldn’t wait to get started.

			“We’re agreeable!” they shouted together.

			“Wondermous,” said Mr. Lemoncello. “Now then, who would like to celebrate your group victory by dipping sponge cake in this burbling chocolate geyser with me? Because chocolate fondue not shared remains uneaten!”

			Everyone cheered. Even Mr. Depinna and the two Mr. Willoughbys, who had joined the celebration virtually on the video screen.

			“What about Teddy?” said Betina. “Shouldn’t he be on our team, too?”

			“Yeah,” said Kyle, giving Teddy a wink of his own. “Turns out he was one of the good guys after all.”

			“True,” said his grandfather, the former bully, Jimmy Willoughby. “But we’ll need him to take over Willoughby Investments someday.”

			“And,” added his father, the other Mr. Willoughby, “to run it with the same spirit as you five will run Mr. Lemoncello’s Imagination Factory.”

			“I will, Dad,” said Teddy. “I promise.”

			Everyone applauded.

			Except Kyle. He was busy puzzling over one last detail.

			He shot up his arm to ask a question.

			“Yes, Kyle?” said Mr. Lemoncello.

			“Well, I don’t want to be a noodge….”

			“Please, noodge away.”

			“Okay. When you first announced this competition—and every time you advertised it—you said there would be ‘one big winner.’ ”

			“That’s right. Because there is.”

			Kyle had another puzzled look on his face.

			Mr. Lemoncello smiled a mustache-curling smile.

			“It’s me, Kyle. I am the big winner! You all have made me so proud. I am at peace, knowing my legacy will be one of joy and happiness for years and years to come. Dr. Zinchenko? Kindly release the balloons!”

			Mr. Lemoncello twirled around and pointed to the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out into the Rotunda Reading Room.

			A thousand brightly colored balloons fell from nets suspended beneath the Wonder Dome. They drifted down slowly, a rainbow falling to the floor.

			Mr. Lemoncello wiped a single tear from his eye.

			“Balloons,” he said softly. “I hoped there might be balloons.”
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			A Hidden Puzzle?

			Can you solve the finale’s final puzzle?

			There is one more puzzle in the book that wasn’t in the story, even though a clue about how to find it was. When you find and decode that puzzle, send your answer to author@ChrisGrabenstein.com. Happy puzzling!
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			Author’s Note

			“Knowledge Not Shared Remains Unknown”

			When contemplating the final chapter for this particular arc of the Lemoncello saga, I went back to the very beginning.

			I remember that when I was working on the first book in the series, Escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s Library, I wanted to give Mr. Lemoncello a “chisel-worthy” motto. Something that I made up that would sound like a famous quote deserving of being inscribed in stone.

			I wanted to write something that sounded like, “Yeah, I’ve heard people say that before.” I also wanted my inscription to sum up the theme of the first book, which would become the same thematic springboard for books two through six and the prequel.

			Knowledge not shared remains unknown.

			My mother, like Mr. Lemoncello, was a first-generation American. Her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Lemonopoulos, escaped war-torn Greece in the early 1900s and became refugees. When the evacuation boat my grandmother (she was a teenager at the time) was placed on was ravaged by a cholera outbreak, the British sailors told the Greek refugees they would have to disembark, go home to their burned-out villages, and fend for themselves.

			My grandmother didn’t obey those orders.

			In the middle of the night, while clouds blocked out the moon, she shinnied down the ship’s anchor rope, swam to safety, met up with another group of refugees, and boarded a different ship bound for America. She finally made her way past the Statue of Liberty, was processed on Ellis Island, landed in New York City, and then moved on to Canton, Ohio, where she had an arranged marriage with my grandfather, a Greek steelworker.

			(Yes, Mr. Lemoncello was named in honor of my brave Greek ancestors, the Lemonopoulos family. They’re also one of the reasons for the books’ setting in Ohio.)

			When my mother was young, she told herself she would read every single book in the Canton Public Library because that would make her more of an American.

			She was lucky to live in a town that believed in sharing knowledge with all who sought it—even the poor children of newly arrived immigrants.

			There are, of course, those like the various villainous Chiltingtons in these stories who don’t think knowledge should be shared with just anybody. Because they know that Knowledge Is Power. Those who control the information can use that knowledge for their personal gain. It’s why the very first time we meet Charles Chiltington, in book one, he is in his family’s home library. The Chiltingtons of the world do not need public libraries. They can buy all the books and knowledge they might need. The Lemonopouloses and Kyle Keeleys and Sierra Russells, on the other hand, do—maybe even more than some of them (I’m looking at you, Kyle) realize early on.

			In the main entrance hall of the New York Public Library’s Schwarzman Building (the majestic Manhattan building with two lions, Patience and Fortitude, standing guard out front), you will find these words, which are even more “chisel-worthy” than any I could’ve made up for Mr. Lemoncello:

			
				The City of New York erected this building to be maintained forever as a free library for the use of the people.

			

			For the use of the people.

			Because what was true in 1911, when the main branch of the New York Public Library first opened, remains true today: Knowledge not shared remains unknown.

		

	
		
			Hearty and Splendiferous Thank-Yous!

			As the curtain falls on this particular arc of the Lemoncello universe, I’d like to thank all of those who helped make this fantabulous finale possible.

			First and foremost, my brilliant wife (and coauthor of Shine!), J.J. Grabenstein. For over twenty years, she has been my marvelmous first editor. She always makes me cut the boring bits.

			And then there is Shana Corey. She has been my amazing and awesometastic Random House editor since we worked together on The Island of Dr. Libris (yes, it’s a book, not just an amusement park attraction) a decade ago. Since then we’ve worked together on eighteen books, with more to come—because Shana is now the editorial director for Random House Graphic. We’re already planning a series of graphic novel adaptations for the Lemoncello books! That means I get to keep working with Shana and her brilliant assistant, Tia Resham Cheema, for years to come.

			I also want to thank Caroline Abbey, who will be my new editor at Random House Children’s Books. If you are already missing Mr. Lemoncello, do not despair. Caroline and I are cooking up a whole new puzzle-packed series for you. Stay tuned, as we used to say when I worked in advertising.

			Big thank-yous and multiple balloon bouquets to Carrie Hannigan and Josh Getzler, my terrific literary agents. Thanks to them and everybody at HG Literary for taking care of all the business stuff so I can focus on the silly stuff.

			Every Lemoncello book has been a true team effort. It’s time for the whole crew to come onstage and take a curtain call, too. Roll the credits!

			More major friends and cheerleaders in the editorial department: Mallory Loehr, Barbara Marcus, and Michele Nagler.

			Marketing and publicity mavens: John Adamo, Dominique Cimina, Madison Furr, Kelly McGauley, Catherine O’Mara, and Elizabeth Ward.

			The art department, the ones who make the books look so good, inside and out: Cathy Bobak, Michelle Cunningham, and April Ward.

			Copyediting: Barbara Bakowski and Alison Kolani.

			Managing editor: Rebecca Vitkus.

			Production manager: Tim Terhune.

			School and library luminaries: Michelle Campbell, Natalie Capogrossi, Jasmine Ferrufino, Katie Halata, Alexandra Schneider, Erica Stone, and (Mr. Lemoncello’s favorite research librarian) Adrienne Waintraub.

			Special thanks to everybody on the Random House Children’s Books sales team. (Can you believe there are now over two million Lemoncello books in print? I can’t. Thank you, thank you, thank you.)

			My biggest thanks, of course, go to you: all the teachers, librarians, parents, and readers who have ventured into Lemoncelloland all these years. J.J. and I—not to mention our cat, Luigi—can’t thank you enough.
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			Favorites from Chris Grabenstein

			The Island of Dr. Libris

			Shine! (coauthored with J.J. Grabenstein)

			The Mr. Lemoncello’s Library Series

			Mr. Lemoncello’s Very First Game

			Escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s Library

			Mr. Lemoncello’s Library Olympics

			Mr. Lemoncello’s Great Library Race

			Mr. Lemoncello’s All-Star Breakout Game

			Mr. Lemoncello and the Titanium Ticket

			Mr. Lemoncello’s Fantabulous Finale

			The Dog Squad Series

			Dog Squad

			Dog Squad 2: Cat Crew

			The Smartest Kid in the Universe Series

			The Smartest Kid in the Universe

			Genius Camp

			Evil Genius

			The Welcome to Wonderland Series

			Home Sweet Motel

			Beach Party Surf Monkey

			Sandapalooza Shake-Up

			Beach Battle Blowout

			The Haunted Mysteries Series

			The Crossroads

			The Demons’ Door

			The Zombie Awakening

			The Black Heart Crypt

			Coauthored with James Patterson

			Best Nerds Forever

			The House of Robots series

			The I Funny series

			The Jacky Ha-Ha series

			The Katt vs. Dogg series

			The Max Einstein series

			Pottymouth and Stoopid

			The Treasure Hunters series

			Word of Mouse

			For Younger Readers

			NO Is All I Know!

			No More Naps
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					J.J. Grabenstein

				
			
			Chris Grabenstein is the New York Times bestselling author of the hilarious and award-winning Mr. Lemoncello’s Library, Welcome to Wonderland, Dog Squad, and Smartest Kid in the Universe series. His other books include The Island of Dr. Libris, Shine! (coauthored with J.J. Grabenstein), and the picture books NO Is All I Know! and No More Naps! Chris is the coauthor, with James Patterson, of three dozen page-turners, including the Jacky Ha-Ha, Treasure Hunters, and Max Einstein series. Chris lives in New York City with his wife, J.J.

			ChrisGrabenstein.com

			[image: Find Chris Grabenstein on Facebook, Instagram, and Threads.]
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