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Chapter 1


Homesick in Beijing


“I miss Grandpa Harry’s waffles,” Ella Briar said with a pout.


“I miss the blueberry muffins from Petunia Bakery,” her brother, Ethan, added.


The twins frowned at their plates, which were piled high with fried rice, pickled vegetables, and some foods they didn’t recognize. The Briar family was having breakfast at their hotel, the Beijing Imperial. The large dining room was decorated with red and gold furniture and paintings of swirly dragons.
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“But, kids, we’re having an eating adventure!” their dad, Andrew, said as he reached for his chopsticks. “Check out those delicious-looking bao!”


“Our neighbor Mrs. Chen used to make bao when I was growing up,” their mom, Josephine, said with a smile. “My favorites were the ones with sweet beans in them. They tasted like little cakes!”


Ella picked up a bao and bit into it carefully. The steamed bun was warm and soft on the outside and filled with sweet barbecued meat inside. It was actually really good.


She still missed Grandpa Harry’s waffles, though. He always decorated them with chocolate-chip smiley faces. Ella missed everything and everyone back in Brookeston. She knew Ethan did too.
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The Briars had been traveling around the world for more than a month now. The reason for their big trip was Mrs. Briar’s job. The Brookeston Times newspaper had hired her to write a travel column, Journeys with Jo!
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They had already visited two cities in Europe: Venice, Italy, and Paris, France. After that, they had moved on to Shanghai, China. And just yesterday, they had arrived in Beijing, the capital of China.


“So what are we doing today?” Ethan asked. He stuck his chopsticks in his brown hair and made them stand up like antennas. Ella giggled. Her brother looked like a bug!


Mrs. Briar scrolled through her cell phone. “I just got an e-mail from my editor. He wants me to interview some people over at the National Art Museum. I’m afraid I’ll be tied up until dinnertime.”
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Ella’s face fell. So did Ethan’s. That was another thing they missed—spending time with their mom. She was always busy writing or doing research for her column. The twins were mostly with their dad, either sightseeing or having their homeschooling lessons.


Mrs. Briar reached across the table to squeeze their hands. “I’m sorry I can’t be with you guys today. But guess what? The four of us are doing something really special tomorrow!”
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    Ella perked up. “What is it?”
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“We’re visiting the Forbidden City!” Mrs. Briar told them.


The twins exchanged a glance. The Forbidden City? They didn’t know what that was, but it certainly sounded mysterious!
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Chapter 2


A New Mystery


That night in their hotel room, Ethan and Ella decided to check their e-mail before going to sleep. It was early for bedtime, but they were tired from spending the day working on math and science lessons with their dad. Second grade was hard!
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