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CHAPTER 1


The Floating City


Ella Briar and her twin brother, Ethan, had never been to Venice, Italy, before. They’d never been to a floating city, either!


Venice was made up of a bunch of tiny islands connected by canals and bridges. The canals were like streets, except filled with water. So some people were using boats to get around, and others were walking over the bridges from one little street to another!


The Briar family had traveled by water taxi from the airport. The sleek motorboat pulled up to a cream-colored building with lots of balconies.


“Here’s our hotel!” the twins’ mother, Josephine Briar, said brightly.
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Their dad, Andrew, pushed his glasses up on his nose and pointed to his guidebook. “It says here that the Pensione Mistero is one of the oldest hotels in Venice.”


“Is it older than you guys?” Ella asked with a sneaky smile.


Mr. Briar laughed. “I should hope so. It was built more than eight hundred years ago.”


The four of them stepped out of the boat with their suitcases. Pink, yellow, and pale green buildings lined both sides of the canal. Pretty flowers and vines filled the window boxes. There were no cars or bicycles on the cobblestone streets, only people walking.
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For a moment, Ella and Ethan were so awed by their surroundings that they forgot they were supposed to be sad. Or mad. Or sad and mad.


Just yesterday, they had said good-bye to everything and everyone they loved: their house in Brookeston, their friends, their school, and most of all, their Grandpa Harry. Their mom was starting her new job as a travel writer. That meant she had to travel to different foreign cities and write about them for her newspaper column, Journeys with Jo!
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It also meant the rest of the family had to travel with her. Ella and Ethan had not been happy about that. While Mrs. Briar was out researching and writing, Mr. Briar would be homeschooling the twins.


When the Briars entered the hotel, a woman greeted them from the front desk.


“Buon giorno! Hello! I am Sofia,” she said cheerfully. She handed the Briars a large gold key and told them their rooms were on the fourth floor.
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There was no elevator, so the family climbed up the narrow, twisting staircase. When they got to their door, they found an orange cat in the hallway! It wore a leather collar with a silver bell on it.


[image: Images]


“Hi. Who are you?” Ella smiled and bent down to look at it. It purred and rubbed against her leg.
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“It probably doesn’t understand English,” Ethan said. “You should speak Italian.”


“I’m sure this kitty doesn’t care what language you speak as long as you pet it,” Mrs. Briar joked.


“I’m going to call you ‘Pumpkin’ because you look like a cute little pumpkin,” Ella told the cat.


Pumpkin meowed.


The Briars went inside using the gold key, and Pumpkin followed. The living room had tall ceilings, antique furniture, and a view of the canal. There were two bedrooms and a small kitchen too.
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