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Speedy Dan glared out the car window. The playground Mom had parked next to was nothing like the one he used to play in before his family moved. This one had only two tree swings, one merry-go-round, and a slide with four steps.
Worse than that? It was way too small. Dan would never be able to run faster than the wind, faster than lightning, even faster than a superhero before he reached the back fence.
Mom took her hands off the steering wheel and looked over her shoulder at Dan. “Your sister’s almost at the slide. Don’t you want to go with her?”
Dan squirmed in his seat belt. “Not really.”
“Are you sure? Your dad and I used to love to play here when we were kids,” Mom said.
Dan slipped his hand into his pants pocket and squeezed the hard, gold medal. “Fastest Boy in Mrs. Peabody’s Class,” it said. He’d won it last month before school ended.
“I’m sure,” he said.
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Mom sighed, opened her car door, and stepped outside.
Dan watched her through the window. Any minute now, she would call Page back, and the three of them would return to the house where Grandpa lived before he disappeared. It was the same house he and his family now lived in.
Mom glanced down at Dan. “You’ll like it here,” she said.
“No I won’t,” Dan said.
Mom cocked her head to one side. She smiled the way she did when she hid a Christmas or birthday present behind her back. “Try the swings first, Page,” she called to Dan’s sister. “They’re amazing.”
Page turned and waved.
Dan undid his seatbelt. He opened his door. “What’s so amazing about the swings?”
Mom smiled her secret smile again. “You’ll have to find that out for yourself.”
“Oh, all right.” Dan climbed out of the car.
“Race ya, Dan!” Page called. She started running.
Dan ran too. Within seconds, he zipped past Page and jumped onto the first tree swing.
“Take care of your little sister,” Mom called.
Why did she say that? They weren’t going off to school or anything. “All right,” Dan called back. He then pushed his air-light sneakers into the sky.
Page jumped onto the tree swing next to his. She kicked off her sandals.
“Look! I’m higher than the other trees!” Dan said.
“So am I,” Page said.
“Now I’m higher than the Rocky Mountains.” Dan pumped his swing higher, but when it also went faster, he gritted his teeth. He clenched the swing chains.
“What’s happening?” Page yelled.
“We’ve got to jump off these swings!” Dan said. Then he jumped.
Clouds whisked past him. Wind whooshed like the inside of a hollow tunnel. The playground . . . then Mom . . . disappeared.
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Dan landed on his stomach with his face pressed flat against the ground.
“Are you all right?” Page whispered.
Dan moaned. He wanted to say, “I don’t know. Are you?” But his mouth was full of dirt.
“I think so,” Page said. “Nothing hurts.”
That’s weird! Dan thought.
“What is?”
Dan spit out the dirt. “Page?” he thought again. “Are you moving your mouth when you talk?”
“No,” Page answered. “Are you?”
“No. All I do is think the words and you hear them.”
“Same with me. Cool, huh?”
“Cool. And strange. Have you opened your eyes yet?”
“Nope. I’m afraid to look. When we jumped, I couldn’t see the playground anymore.”
“Me neither,” Dan said. “Let’s both open our eyes at the same time. Okay?”
“Okay. On the count of three. One . . .”
“Two. . .”
“Three,” they said together. Both opened their eyes.
“Where are we?” Page said.
Right in front of them, Dan saw a tall, rocky mountain. It went straight toward the sky.
“I don’t know,” he answered. “Mom said we would be surprised. Do you think this is what she was talking about?”
“Maybe.” Page frowned.
“Your voice is wobbling,” Dan said. “Are you all right?”
“I feel like I did the first day I went to Kindergarten.”
That’s how Dan felt too—all scared inside—but he didn’t want his sister to know. He wanted her to think he was brave. So he looked over his shoulder away from her.
“AAAAAAAH!” Page screamed. “We’re on the edge of a mountain!”
“Don’t look down!” Dan grabbed her hand. “We’ll be all right. Let’s climb away from here.”
Inch after inch, Dan and Page climbed up the face of the rocky mountain until it flattened into a large, green field. The grass was sprinkled with tiny gold and purple flowers.
They crawled a few more feet into the field then stood. Safe again.
Page squeezed Dan’s hand tighter. “Are we still in the Rocky Mountains?”
Dan looked around him. He saw a circle of sharp, jagged mountains with a valley in the middle. The mountains were covered in thick, moss-like grass and lots of tall, bushy trees.
Some of the trees were dark green. Some were deep red. And some were bright gold. A shimmering castle stood on top of the tallest mountain on the other side of the valley.
“I don’t know where we are,” Dan said.
“You are in the Hidden Kingdom,” said a gravelly voice.
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“Welcome, Dan and Page,” the voice added. 
Dan and Page spun around. They looked up into the face of a skinny, giant man. He smiled kindly at them.
“What’s the Hidden Kingdom?” Dan’s lips started to quiver, so he yelled the words. He hoped yelling would make him sound braver.
“How do you know our names?” Page demanded. “And where did they come from? They weren’t there a minute ago.”
She pointed to a large group of tan tents in the middle of the grassy field. Outside the tents were hundreds of boys and girls. They were running, jumping, shooting bows and arrows, and thrusting swords.
The giant scratched his long, red beard. It wiggled back and forth like a fox’s tail. “Hold on. One question at a time, please. Dan, the Hidden Kingdom is the space between time, place and choice.”
Page placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve never heard of such a place. And that still doesn’t tell us where all of you suddenly came from or how you know our names.”
“Of course it does, Page.” The man sighed. His mustache wiggled faster. “Because the Hidden Kingdom has always been here, and Iris and I have always known your names.”
He pointed to a white calf flying above them. “We’ve been keeping watch over the two of you since you were born.”
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“A flying cow?” Dan asked. “Couldn’t that be messy?” He ducked, making sure there were no other flying cows above him. Then he looked around to see if there were any fresh cow pies on the ground.
“How could these people and that cow have always known us?” Page thought to Dan. “I’ve never seen them before. Have you?”
Dan couldn’t keep his gaze off Iris. Her body glistened in the sun, and she had four, glossy white wings. Two of them were above her front legs. The other two were above her hind legs. Best of all, she flew through the sky faster than anything he’d ever seen before.
“No, I haven’t seen them before,” he finally said.
Just then, Iris dived straight at Dan!
He held his arm in front of his face, but before Iris plowed into him, she stopped. She looked at him with her round, softball-sized eyes. They reminded Dan of the gentle way his parents looked at him before he went to sleep at night.
The bearded man pointed Dan and Page toward the tents. “Follow me,” he said. “We’ve been expecting you for three months now.”
“I turned eight three months ago,” Page said.
“Exactly,” the man said. “Now let me help you two register and find your teacher.”
Dan stared up at him. “Register for what? School’s out now.”
“Not this school,” the man said. With long, quick strides, he walked toward the tents.
Page ran to keep up with him.
Dan didn’t move. Shouldn’t they be trying to get
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