Here’s what kids have to say to
Mary Pope Osborne, author of
the Magic Tree House series:
WOW! You have an imagination like no other.—Adam W.
I love your books. If you stop writing books, it will be like losing a best friend.—Ben M.
I think you are the real Morgan le Fay. There is always magic in your books.—Erica Y.
One day I was really bored and I didn’t want to read … I looked in your book. I read a sentence, and it was interesting. So I read some more, until the book was done. It was so good I read more and more. Then I had read all of your books, and now I hope you write lots more.—Danai K.
I always read [your books] over and over … 1 time, 2 times, 3 times, 4 times … —Yuan C.
You are my best author in the world. I love your books. I read all the time. I read everywhere. My mom is like freaking out.—Ellen C.
I hope you make these books for all yours and mine’s life.—Riki H.
Teachers and librarians love
Magic Tree House® books, too!
Thank you for opening faraway places and times to my class through your books. They have given me the chance to bring in additional books, materials, and videos to share with the class.—J. Cameron
It excites me to see how involved [my fourth-grade reading class] is in your books … I would do anything to get my students more involved, and this has done it.—C. Rutz
I discovered your books last year … WOW! Our students have gone crazy over them. I can’t order enough copies! … Thanks for contributing so much to children’s literature!—C. Kendziora
I first came across your Magic Tree House series when my son brought one home … I have since introduced this great series to my class. They have absolutely fallen in love with these books! … My students are now asking me for more independent reading time to read them. Your stories have inspired even my most struggling readers.—M. Payne
I love how I can go beyond the [Magic Tree House] books and use them as springboards for other learning.—R. Gale
We have enjoyed your books all year long. We check your Web site to find new information. We pull our map down to find the areas where the adventures take place. My class always chimes in at key parts of the story. It feels good to hear my students ask for a book and cheer when a new book comes out.—J. Korinek
Our students have “Magic Tree House fever.” I can’t keep your books on the library shelf.—J. Rafferty
Your books truly invite children into the pleasure of reading. Thanks for such terrific work.—S. Smith
The children in the fourth grade even hide the [Magic Tree House] books in the library so that they will be able to find them when they are ready to check them out.—K. Mortensen
My Magic Tree House books are never on the bookshelf because they are always being read by my students. Thank you for creating such a wonderful series.—K. Mahoney
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For Mallory Loehr,
the real Keeper of the Cauldron
3. The Knights of the Round Table
5. Rhymes of the Christmas Knight
Special Preview of Magic Tree House #30: Haunted Castle on Hallows Eve
O brother, had you known our Camelot,
Built by old kings, age after age, so old
The King himself had fears that it would fall,
So strange, and rich, and dim …
Alfred Lord Tennyson
Idylls of the King
Once upon a time, in Frog Creek, Pennsylvania, a mysterious tree house appeared in the woods. A boy named Jack and his sister, Annie, climbed into the tree house. They found that it was filled with books.
Jack and Annie soon discovered that the tree house was magic. It could take them to the places they read about in the books. All they had to do was point to a picture and wish to go there. They discovered that during their adventures, no time at all passed in Frog Creek.
Jack and Annie eventually learned that the tree house belonged to Morgan le Fay, an enchantress from Camelot, the long-ago kingdom of King Arthur. On one of their journeys, Jack and Annie visited Morgan’s library in Camelot and brought hope and courage to King Arthur.
Now it is winter. Jack and Annie have not seen Morgan or the magic tree house for many months.…
Sunlight had faded from the late-afternoon sky. Puffy snow clouds were moving in.
“Let’s hurry. I’m cold,” said Jack.
He and Annie were walking home from school. Their Christmas vacation was just beginning.
Cooo—cooo.
“Wait,” said Annie. “Look.”
She pointed to a white bird sitting on a bare tree branch at the edge of the woods. The bird was staring straight at them.
“It’s a dove,” said Jack.
“It’s a messenger,” said Annie, “from Morgan.”
“No,” Jack said, afraid to get his hopes up. They hadn’t seen Morgan le Fay in a long time. He really missed her.
“Yes,” said Annie. “She has a mission for us. I can feel it.”
In the hush of the cold twilight, the dove spread its wings and flew into the Frog Creek woods.
“Come on!” said Annie. “The tree house is back!”
“You’re just hoping!” said Jack.
“I’m knowing!” said Annie. She ran into the woods, following the white dove.
“Oh, brother,” said Jack. But he took off after Annie.
Even in the growing darkness, they easily found their way. They zigzagged between the bare trees and ran over the frozen ground until they came to the tallest oak in the woods.
“See?” said Annie, pointing to the top of the tree.
“Yeah,” whispered Jack.
There it was: the magic tree house.
“Morgan!” shouted Annie.
Jack held his breath, waiting to see the enchantress at the tree house window. But Morgan did not appear.
Annie grabbed the rope ladder and started up. Jack followed.
When they climbed inside the tree house, Jack saw something lying on the floor. It was a scroll, rolled up and tied with a red velvet ribbon.
Jack picked up the scroll and unrolled it. The thick, yellowed paper shimmered with large gold writing.
“Wow, Morgan sent us a really fancy note,” said Annie.
“It’s an invitation,” said Jack. “Listen.”
“Christmas in Camelot!” said Annie. “I don’t believe it!”
“Cool,” whispered Jack. He pictured a beautiful, glowing castle lit with candles and filled with knights and ladies feasting and singing.
“We’re going to celebrate Christmas with Morgan and King Arthur!” said Annie. “And Queen Guinevere!”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “And the Knights of the Round Table, like Sir Lancelot!”
“Let’s go!” said Annie. “Where’s the book?”
She and Jack looked around the tree house for a book about Camelot. The only book they saw was the Pennsylvania book that always brought them home.
“That’s strange,” said Jack. “Morgan didn’t send a book about Camelot with the Royal Invitation. How does she expect us to get there?”
“I don’t know,” said Annie. “Maybe she forgot.”
Jack picked up the invitation. He read it again. He turned it over, hoping to find more information. The back of the scroll was blank. He handed the invitation to Annie.
“She must have forgotten,” he said.
“Darn,” said Annie, staring at the gold writing. “I really wish we could go to Camelot.”
The tree branches rustled.
The wind began to blow.
“What’s happening?” said Jack.
“I don’t know—” said Annie.
“Wait a minute,” said Jack. “You were holding the invitation, and you made a wish.… ”
The wind blew harder.
“That must have made the magic work!” cried Annie.
Jack felt a surge of joy.
“We’re going to Camelot!” he said.
The tree house started to spin.
It spun faster and faster.
Then everything was still.
Absolutely still.
Jack shivered. He could see his breath in the dim light.
Annie was staring out the window. “This is Camelot?” she said.
Jack looked out with her. The tree house had landed in a grove of tall, bare trees. A huge, dark castle loomed against the gray sky. No light shone from its windows. No banners waved from its turrets. Wind whistled through its tall towers, sounding sad and lonely.
“It looks deserted,” said Annie.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “I hope we came to the right place.”
Jack pulled his notebook and pencil out of his pack. He wanted to write a description of the dark castle.
“Hey, I see someone,” said Annie.
Jack looked out the window again.
A woman was crossing the castle drawbridge. She wore a long cloak and carried a lantern. Her white hair blew in the wind.
“Morgan!” said Annie and Jack together. They laughed with relief.
Morgan hurried over the frost-covered ground toward the grove of trees. “Annie? Jack? Is that you?” she called.
“Of course! Who’d you think?” shouted Annie. She started down from the tree house.
Jack threw his notebook into his backpack. He followed Annie down the rope ladder. When they reached the icy ground, they ran to Morgan and both threw their arms around her.
“I was looking out a window in the castle and saw a bright flash in the orchard,” said Morgan. “What are you doing here?”
“You didn’t send the tree house for us?” asked Jack.
“With a Royal Invitation to spend Christmas in Camelot?” asked Annie.
“No!” said Morgan. She sounded alarmed.
“But the invitation was signed with an M,” said Jack.
“I don’t understand … ,” said Morgan. “We are not celebrating Christmas in Camelot this year.”
“You aren’t?” said Jack.
“Why not?” said Annie.
A look of sadness crossed Morgan’s face. “Do you remember when you visited my library and gave King Arthur the hope and courage to challenge his enemy?” she asked.
“Sure,” said Jack.
“Well, Arthur’s enemy was a man named Mordred,” said Morgan. “After you left, Arthur defeated him, but not before Mordred’s Dark Wizard cast a spell over the whole kingdom. The spell robbed Camelot of all its joy.”
“What? All its joy?” whispered Annie.
“Yes,” said Morgan. “For months, Camelot has been without music, without celebration, and without laughter.”
“Oh, no,” said Annie.
“What can we do to help?” said Jack.
Morgan smiled sadly. “This time, I don’t think you can do anything,” she said. “But perhaps it will lift Arthur’s spirits to see you both again. Come, let us go inside the castle.”
Morgan held up her lantern and started toward the drawbridge.
Jack and Annie hurried after her. As they walked through the outer courtyard, the frozen grass cracked under their sneakers.
They followed Morgan over the bridge and through a tall gate. There were no signs of life in the castle’s inner courtyard.
“Where is everyone?” Annie whispered to Jack.
“I don’t know,” he whispered back. Jack really wished they had a book about Camelot. It might help them understand what was going on.
Morgan led them to a huge archway with two wooden doors. She stopped and looked at them.
“I am afraid no book would help you tonight, Jack,” she said.
Jack was startled that Morgan had read his thoughts.
“Why not?” asked Annie.
“On all your other journeys, you visited real places and times in history,” said Morgan. “Camelot is different.”
“How?” said Jack.
“The story of Camelot is a legend,” said Morgan. “A legend is a story that begins in truth. But then imagination takes over. Different people in different times tell the story. They use their imaginations to add new parts. That is how a legend is kept alive.”
“Tonight we’ll add our part,” said Annie.
“Yes,” said Morgan. “And please, I beg you”—in the lantern light, she looked very serious—“do not let the story of Camelot end forever. Keep our kingdom alive.”
“Of course we will!” said Annie.
“Good,” said Morgan. “Come, then. Let us go into the great hall and see the king.”
Morgan lifted an iron latch and pushed open the heavy doors. Jack and Annie followed her into the dark castle.
A pair of torches dimly lit the drafty entrance hall of the castle. Shadows danced on the worn tapestries.
“Wait here,” said Morgan. “I will tell the king of your arrival.” She headed through the huge stone archway that led to the great hall.
“Let’s peek in,” Annie said to Jack.
Jack pushed his glasses into place. He and Annie walked quietly over to the big arch and peered in.
The ceiling of the great hall towered high above a stone floor. At the far end of the room, King Arthur and his knights were sitting around a huge, round table. They all wore brown tunics. They had shaggy hair and beards. Their names were carved in gold letters on the backs of their chairs.
“The Knights of the Round Table!” whispered Jack.
Morgan was talking to King Arthur. Beside the king sat a woman in a plain gray robe. She had pale skin and brown, curly hair.
“Queen Guinevere,” whispered Annie.
Morgan left the king, and Jack and Annie moved quickly back into the shadows. A moment later, Morgan appeared.
“I told the king that two special friends of his have just arrived,” she said. “Come with me.”
As they walked with Morgan through the great hall, Jack shivered. The huge room was drafty and damp. There was no fire in the fireplace. The stone floor was so cold that Jack could feel the chill through his sneakers.
They stopped near the Round Table. King Arthur stared at them with his piercing gray eyes.
“Greetings from Frog Creek,” Annie said to the king and queen. Annie bowed, and Jack bowed, too.
The queen smiled. But King Arthur did not.
“Your Majesty, you remember Jack and Annie?” said Morgan. “You met them last summer in my library?”
“Indeed, I shall never forget them,” King Arthur said softly. “Greetings, Annie. Greetings, Jack. How do you come to be in Camelot on this bleak night?”
“We came in the magic tree house,” said Annie.
A shadow crossed the king’s face. He looked at Morgan.
“No, Your Majesty. I did not use my magic to bring them here,” she said. “Perhaps a bit of magic still lingers in the tree house, and it traveled on its own.”
What’s going on? Jack wondered. Why does King Arthur seem unhappy about the magic tree house?
King Arthur looked back at Jack and Annie.
“However you have come, you are welcome in my kingdom,” he said. He turned to the queen. “Guinevere, these are the two friends who once gave me hope and courage in a time of need.”
Queen Guinevere smiled again. But there was a sad look in her eyes. “I have heard much about you,” she said.
“I’ve heard about you, too!” said Annie.
“Allow me to present my knights,” said King Arthur. “Sir Bors, Sir Kay, Sir Tristram … ”
As the king named each knight, Jack and Annie nodded shyly. The knights nodded at them in return. Jack waited to hear the name Sir Lancelot, the most famous of Camelot’s knights. But the king never said it.
“And finally, Sir Bedivere and Sir Gawain,” King Arthur said.
The king then turned to three empty chairs at the table. “And there once sat three who are lost to us now,” he said.
Lost how? wondered Jack.
“You may sit at their places and join our dinner,” King Arthur said.
“Thank you,” said Annie.
Following Morgan around the table, Jack read the names carved on the backs of the three empty chairs: SIR LANCELOT, SIR GALAHAD, SIR PERCIVAL.
Jack took off his backpack and sat down in Sir Lancelot’s place.
As he sat tall and straight in the heavy wooden chair, Jack looked at the king and his knights. They were gnawing meat off bones and slurping wine from heavy goblets. They ate without manners or delight.
Jack really wanted to take notes. He reached into his pack under the table and pulled out his notebook and pencil. But before he could write a word, a serving boy brought more food. Jack quickly put his things away. The boy set a greasy slab of beef on a soggy piece of bread in front of him. The food looked terrible.
“Not much of a Christmas feast, huh?” Annie said in a low voice.
Jack shook his head.
Annie leaned close to Morgan and whispered so King Arthur wouldn’t hear. “What happened to the three lost knights?” she asked.
“After Mordred’s Dark Wizard cast his spell, the king sought help from the magicians of Camelot,” Morgan said quietly. “They told him he must send his knights on a quest to the Otherworld, to recapture our kingdom’s joy.”
“What’s the Otherworld?” said Jack.
“It is an ancient, enchanted land beyond the edge of the Earth,” said Morgan. “The place where all magic first began.”
“Wow,” whispered Annie.
“The king chose his three bravest knights to journey there,” said Morgan. “When they did not come back, Arthur turned against his magicians. He blamed magic for all of Camelot’s woes. Hence, he has banned magic of any kind from the kingdom forever.”
“But you’re a magician,” whispered Annie. “Did the king turn against you, too?”
“Arthur and I have a long friendship,” said Morgan. “He has allowed me to stay in the castle as long as I promise not to practice the art of magic ever again.”
A feeling of dread crept over Jack. “So … does that mean the magic tree house is … ?”
Morgan nodded. “Yes. Banished from Camelot,” she said. “I’m afraid this will be your last journey. And the last time we see each other.” Her eyes filled with tears. She looked away.
“What? The last time we see each other? Forever?” said Annie.
Before Morgan could answer, the wooden doors swung open with a bang. A wind rushed through the great hall. The torches and candles flamed brighter, making the shadows leap wildly on the walls.
The sound of hoofbeats filled the room. A knight on a huge horse rode through the arched doorway.
The knight was dressed all in red—from his shining helmet to the long cloak on his back. His horse was dressed all in green—from the armor that covered his head to the cloth that hung from his saddle.
“Oh, wow!” breathed Annie. “A Christmas Knight!”
“I have come to see Arthur the king!” the Christmas Knight said. His deep voice echoed from inside his helmet. His red armor gleamed in the firelight.
King Arthur stood up. He stared fiercely at the knight, but he spoke in a calm, steady voice. “I am Arthur the king,” he said. “Who are you?”
The knight did not answer Arthur’s question. “So. You are the legendary King Arthur of Camelot,” he said in a mocking voice. “And these must be the famous Knights of the Round Table.”
“Yes,” said King Arthur, “and again, I ask: Who are you?”
The Christmas Knight still did not answer Arthur’s question.
“The spell of the Dark Wizard has robbed Camelot of its joy,” said the Christmas Knight. “Has it robbed you and your men of your courage as well?”
“You dare to question our courage?” King Arthur said in a low, angry voice.
“CAMELOT IS DYING!” the Christmas Knight boomed. “Why has no one journeyed to the Otherworld to recapture its joy?”
“I have sent my best knights on such a quest,” said King Arthur. “They never returned.”
“THEN SEND MORE!” thundered the Christmas Knight.
“NO!” shouted King Arthur, pounding his fists on the table. “Never again will I feed good men to the magic and monsters of the Otherworld!”
Jack felt a chill of fear. What monsters?
“Then you choose your fate,” said the Christmas Knight. “If you will send no one else to the Otherworld, all that your kingdom has gained through time—all beauty, music, wonder, and light, all that Camelot has ever been or could ever be—will be lost and forgotten forever.”
“No!” shouted Annie.
“Shh, Annie!” said Jack.
The Christmas Knight turned to the knights at the table. “WHO WILL GO?” he boomed.
“We will!” shouted Annie.
“We will?” said Jack.
“Yes! We’ll go on the quest!” Annie yelled. She jumped up.
“No!” cried Morgan le Fay.
“Never!” said King Arthur.
“Annie!” said Jack. He leaped up from his chair and tried to grab her.
“YES!” thundered the Christmas Knight. He pointed his red-gloved hand at Annie and Jack. “The youngest of all—these two—they will go.”
“You are mocking us!” King Arthur shouted.
“THEY WILL GO!” boomed the knight. His words echoed throughout the hall.
Oh, no, thought Jack.
“Yes!” said Annie. She pulled Jack toward the Christmas Knight.
King Arthur turned to his men. “Stop them!”
Several knights started to rush toward Jack and Annie. The Christmas Knight raised his gloved hand high in the air.
In an instant, the room fell deathly quiet.
Everyone around the table was as still as a statue.
King Arthur looked like the statue of a furious king. Queen Guinevere looked like the statue of a worried queen. The Knights of the Round Table looked like statues of fierce knights.
And Morgan le Fay looked like the statue of a caring friend. Her mouth was open, as if she were calling out to Jack and Annie. But no sound came from her lips—no sound at all.
“Morgan?” said Annie.
Annie ran to the table. She touched Morgan’s cheek, then quickly pulled back her hand.
“She’s cold. She’s as cold as ice!” said Annie. Tears filled her eyes.
Annie turned to the Christmas Knight in a fury. “What did you do to Morgan?” she asked. “Bring her back!”
“Do not fear,” said the Christmas Knight. His voice was softer and kinder. “She will come back to life after you complete your quest.”
“What—what exactly is our quest?” said Jack.
“You must journey to the Otherworld,” said the Christmas Knight. “There you will find a cauldron. The cauldron is filled with the Water of Memory and Imagination. You must bring a cup of the water back to Camelot. If you fail, Camelot will never come back to life. Never.”
“How do we do all that?” asked Annie, wiping her eyes.
“Remember these three rhymes,” said the Christmas Knight.
“Wait, let me write them down,” said Jack.
His hands trembled as he pulled out his notebook and pencil. He looked at the Christmas Knight.
“Okay, I’m ready,” he said. Gripping his pencil made Jack feel stronger.
The knight’s voice rang out from inside his helmet.
“Beyond the iron gate
The Keepers of the Cauldron wait.”
Jack quickly wrote down the knight’s words. “Okay, what’s next?” he asked.
The Christmas Knight went on:
“Four gifts you will need—
The first from me.
Then a cup, a compass,
And, finally, a key.”
“Cup … compass … key … . Got it,” said Jack.
The Christmas Knight’s voice boomed again:
“If you survive to complete your quest,
The secret door lies to the west.”
Jack copied down the last rhyme, then looked up at the knight.
“Anything else?” he asked.
Without a word, the knight pulled off his red cloak. He dropped it to the floor. It fell silently into a heap at Jack and Annie’s feet.
The Christmas Knight snapped his horse’s red reins, then galloped out of the great hall.
Once the knight was gone, the candles and torches in the great hall grew dimmer. A bitter chill crept over the room.
“What do these three rhymes mean?” said Jack, looking at his notebook. “Who are the Keepers of the Cauldron? What secret door?”
“I don’t know,” said Annie. “I just know we have to save Morgan.”
She gathered the red cloak up in her arms. “We’ve got our first gift,” she said. “Let’s go.”
“Wait—we should figure this out first,” said Jack.
“No. We should just go,” said Annie. She turned and headed for the archway.
Jack pushed his glasses into place and looked back at the Round Table, at the frozen king and queen, at the frozen knights, and at Morgan le Fay.
He loved Morgan. She was their great friend and teacher. If he and Annie did not go on their quest, Morgan’s story and the stories of Camelot and all the stories about the magic tree house would end forever.
Jack took a deep breath. He put his notebook into his backpack. Then he turned toward the archway.
“Annie?” he said.
She was gone.
“Annie, wait!” he shouted. “Wait!”
Jack ran out of the great hall.
“Annie!”
“I’m here,” she said quietly. “I’m waiting.” She was standing at the end of the entrance hall peering outside.
“How do we get to the Otherworld?” she asked.
“Maybe the tree house can take us there,” said Jack. “Come on.”
Together, Jack and Annie hurried through the inner courtyard of the castle and over the drawbridge. They ran over the frozen ground to the moonlit grove of trees.
Clutching the red cloak, Annie started up the rope ladder. Jack followed. They climbed inside the tree house and sat on the floor.
Annie picked up the Royal Invitation. “Close your eyes. I’ll make the wish,” she said.
Jack closed his eyes. He was shivering from the cold.
“I wish we could go to the Otherworld,” said Annie.
The bare branches of the trees rattled in the wind.
“I think it’s working!” whispered Annie.
The wind stopped blowing.
Jack opened his eyes. He and Annie looked out the window. The dark castle loomed against the sky. They were still in Camelot.
“It d-didn’t work,” said Jack, his teeth chattering.
“Yes, it did!” whispered Annie. “Look down.”
Standing below the tree house was the biggest deer Jack had ever seen. The deer was staring up at them with amber eyes. His huge antlers seemed to glow in the cold moonlight.
Most amazing of all, the deer was completely white, as white as new-fallen snow.
“A white stag!” said Jack.
Puffs of frosty air blew from the stag’s nostrils. He stepped toward the tree house and shook his giant head.
“He’s come to take us on our journey,” said Annie.
“People don’t ride deer,” said Jack.
But Annie had already started down the rope ladder. Jack watched from the window as she walked to the stag and spoke softly. The stag knelt. Annie climbed on his back.
“Come on!” she called to Jack. “Bring the cloak!”
“Okay, okay,” said Jack. He gathered up the heavy velvet cloak. Clutching it against his chest, he climbed down the rope ladder. He hurried over to Annie and the white stag.
“Put on the cloak and climb on behind me,” said Annie.
Jack put the cloak on over his backpack. He pulled it around his shoulders and buttoned it at the neck. As the cloak fell down around his body, the soft, smooth cloth made him feel warm and safe.
“Ready?” said Annie.
“Yeah,” said Jack. He climbed on the stag’s back behind Annie.
The white stag slowly stood up. Annie leaned forward, putting her arms around its neck. Jack leaned forward, too, and held on to Annie. The red velvet cloak draped over both of them, falling past their feet.
The white stag stepped gracefully over the frozen grass. He walked through the outer gate of the castle. He blew out a puff of air, then broke into a leaping run.
Jack held on tightly to Annie as the stag dashed across a frost-covered field. He jumped over hedgerows and stone walls. He bounded across icy streams.
Annie’s braids floated on the wind. The red cloak billowed behind them. Jack was amazed at how easy it was to ride on the stag’s back. He felt calm and safe as the stag sped like a white comet through the wintry countryside.
The stag ran past flocks of sheep and herds of goats asleep in the meadows. He ran past thatched huts and quiet stables.
The stag ran on and on through the starry night. Jack saw a cloud-covered mountain range in the distance. When they came close to the craggy mountains, Jack was sure the stag would stop. But he galloped on—not even breaking his stride as he started up a rocky slope.
The stag finally came to a halt on the ledge of a steep cliff. In a windy swirl of fog and cloud, he knelt to the ground, and Jack and Annie slid off his back.
The stag stood up. He stared down at them with his glowing amber eyes.
“Thank you!” said Annie. “Do you have to leave now?”
The stag lowered his head and raised it again. He blew out a frosty puff of air, then leaped away, vanishing into the mist.
“Bye,” Annie said wistfully. She stared into the mist for a moment, then turned to Jack. “What do we do now?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “Let’s read the three rhymes again.”
He reached under the red cloak and pulled off his pack. He took out his notebook and started to read the first rhyme:
“Beyond the iron gate—”
“Jack!” interrupted Annie. “Look!”
Jack looked up. The wind had blown away some of the fog. Beyond the cliff rose another mountain. A huge gate was built into its side. A pale light shone between the gate’s thick iron bars. Two knights in gold armor stood guard under flaming torches.
“Oh, man,” whispered Jack.
“That’s it—the iron gate!” said Annie. “If we pass through that gate, we’ll be in the Otherworld!”
As the wind blew away more fog, Jack and Annie saw a bridge. It was made of thick wooden planks held together with iron bands. It stretched all the way from the edge of the cliff where they were standing to the iron gate.
“Come on, let’s go!” said Annie.
“Wait!” said Jack. “What about the guards?”
The two guards in gold armor stood perfectly still. Their huge spears gleamed in the torchlight.
“I don’t know,” said Annie. “Read the second rhyme.”
Jack looked in his notebook and read aloud.
“Four gifts you will need—
The first from me.
Then a cup, a compass,
And, finally, a key.”
“The first gift is the Christmas Knight’s cloak,” said Annie.
“Yeah, I guess it’s supposed to help us somehow,” said Jack.
He unbuttoned the cloak from around his neck. Then he held it out to get a good look at it.
“Maybe it can make us invisible,” said Annie.
“That’s nuts,” said Jack.
“Seriously,” she said, “cloaks sometimes do that in stories.”
“Well, it didn’t make me invisible, did it?” said Jack.
“Maybe you were wearing it wrong,” said Annie. “Give it to me.”
“Oh, brother,” said Jack. But he handed the cloak to Annie. It flapped in the wind as she pulled it around her shoulders.
“Can you see me?” she said.
“Yes, Annie,” said Jack, rolling his eyes. “I can see you.”
Jack looked back at the gate. Even if we get past the guards, what then? he wondered. The Otherworld swallowed up Camelot’s best knights. King Arthur said it was filled with magic and monsters.
“Jack! Look at me now.”
Jack turned to Annie. She wasn’t there.
“Where are you?” he said, staring at the darkness.
“Cool, it works!”
“Where are you?” Jack said again, turning around.
“Here.”
Jack felt a hand touch his face.
“Ahh!” he said, jumping back.
“It’s me! I’m invisible! I pulled the hood over my head. That’s the trick.”
Jack felt a chill run down his spine.
“Oh, man,” he whispered.
“Watch. I’m going to take the hood off.”
In a flash, Annie was back.
“It feels creepy to be invisible,” she said.
Jack was speechless.
“The magic only happens when you wear the hood,” said Annie. “Good trick, huh?”
“Uh—yeah,” said Jack. He shook his head. “This is just too weird.”
“Don’t worry about it being weird. It’s a great way to get past the guards,” said Annie. “Plus it’s a way to hide in the Otherworld. We don’t know what we’ll find there, right?”
“Yeah, right,” said Jack. “Okay.”
“Good,” said Annie. “Now, stand beside me and don’t move.”
Jack put away his notebook. Annie threw the velvet cloak over his shoulders and backpack.
“Great. It’s big enough for both of us,” she said. She carefully arranged the folds around them. Then she pulled the huge hood over both their heads.
Jack looked down. He couldn’t see his body at all! He felt like he couldn’t breathe. In a panic, he threw off the hood.
“I hate that!” he said.
“I told you it’s creepy,” said Annie. “But if we don’t wear it, we won’t get past the guards.”
“Yeah, I know, and we won’t have protection in the Otherworld,” said Jack. He took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
Annie pulled the hood up again.
“I’ll hold on to the hood so it won’t blow off,” she said. “You just think about getting across that bridge. Nothing else.”
“But I can’t see my feet,” said Jack.
“You don’t need to see your feet to walk!” said Annie. “Come on. Do it for Morgan!”
“Right,” said Jack.
He and Annie stepped onto the bridge.
“Whatever you do, don’t look down,” said Annie.
As they started over the bridge, the wind whistled around them. Jack couldn’t help it—he looked down.
Not only was his body missing, but the fog beneath the bridge was moving in a wild, spinning whirl. Jack felt dizzy and faint. He stopped.
“Keep going,” whispered Annie.
Jack took a deep breath and looked straight ahead. Then he started walking again. He went slowly—step by step—toward the pale light beyond the bars of the gate.
In the flickering torchlight, the guards looked like giants. As Jack and Annie slipped invisibly by them, Jack held his breath.
How will we open the gate? he wondered.
“WHOOOSSSHHH!” said Annie loudly.
Jack’s heart nearly stopped. Had Annie lost her mind? “What are you doing?” he whispered.
“I’m the wind!” Annie whispered back. “WHOOOSSSHHH!”
Annie gave the gate a shove. It swung open, as if pushed by the wind.
Jack looked back and saw that the guards had turned in their direction.
“Quick!” whispered Annie.
She and Jack moved silently through the gateway.
“WHOOOSSSHHH!” said Annie.
She pushed the gate back. It shut with a clang. Through the bars, Jack saw the guards face the bridge again.
“Good work,” he said to Annie.
“Thanks,” she said.
Jack and Annie then turned away from the gate.
“Ohh!” whispered Annie.
“The Otherworld,” whispered Jack.
The Otherworld was completely different from the dark, cold world Jack and Annie had just left behind.
They were standing at the edge of a pale green meadow. The meadow was bathed in warm, rosy sunlight. Three horses—one black, one brown, one gray—were grazing nearby. On a hillside beyond the meadow, red and purple flowers sparkled like bright buttons.
“It’s so nice here,” said Annie.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Maybe we won’t need this anymore.” He pulled the hood of the cloak off their heads. He was relieved to see Annie’s face—and to see himself!
“What was the first rhyme again?” asked Annie.
Jack took out his notebook. He found the first rhyme and read aloud:
“Beyond the iron gate
The Keepers of the Cauldron wait.”
He looked around warily. “I wonder where the Keepers of the Cauldron are?” he said.
“What do you mean?” asked Annie. “We just sneaked past them. Remember? WHOOOSH?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “The rhyme says ‘beyond the iron gate.’ Those guards were standing in front of the gate. They weren’t beyond it.”
“Shh,” said Annie. “Listen.… ”
From over the hill came the faint sounds of sweet, joyful music.
“Maybe the Keepers of the Cauldron are playing that music,” said Annie.
“Maybe … ,” said Jack. He listened for a moment and smiled. The music made him feel light and happy.
“Let’s go meet the Keepers!” said Annie.
“Not so fast,” said Jack. “Shouldn’t we be invisible again? Just in case?”
“I guess so,” said Annie, sighing.
Jack pulled the hood of the cloak over their heads. Together, they started walking invisibly across the soft meadow. They passed the three horses and climbed the flower-covered hill. At the top, they looked down.
“Oh, man,” said Jack.
The hill sloped gently down into a misty green glade. In the middle of the glade, a band of musicians played flutes and pipes, drums and violins. Around the band, hundreds of dancers danced in a huge circle.
“The Keepers of the Cauldron!” said Annie.
The dancers and musicians were smiling and laughing. They wore blue coats and green coats, white gowns and yellow gowns. They wore sparkling red slippers and hats with colored feathers.
The dancers looked like people—except they all had glittering gold skin and wings that shimmered in the mist like spun silver.
“They’re beautiful!” said Annie.
“Yeah, they are,” said Jack.
“I don’t think we need to be invisible with them,” said Annie.
“I think you’re right,” said Jack.
He and Annie threw off the red cloak. They left it in the dewy grass and ran down the hillside to the winged dancers. The dancers paid no attention to them. They just kept going around and around in their joyous circle.
“I feel like dancing with them!” said Annie.
“Me too!” said Jack. It was strange—he was usually shy about dancing. But he wanted to join this dance more than anything.
Jack pulled off his backpack. As he set it down, he saw three swords lying in the grass. But he didn’t stop to wonder about them. The music was calling.
The winged dancers broke their circle and welcomed Jack and Annie into their dance. Annie held Jack’s right hand as he grasped the slender golden hand of the dancer on his left.
The dancer smiled down at him. Like the others, she was as tall as a grownup. But she didn’t have any lines or wrinkles on her face. All the dancers looked very young—yet they seemed ancient at the same time.
As Jack danced around in the circle, his heart leaped. His spirits soared. His glasses fell off, but he didn’t care. He kept dancing. As he danced, everything in his mind became a blur. He forgot about Morgan and Camelot. He forgot about the quest for the Water of Memory and Imagination. He forgot all his fears and worries.
“Jack, look!” Annie cried.
Jack looked at her. “Hi!” he shouted, laughing.
“No! Don’t look at me!” she called. “Look there! Look across the circle!”
“I can’t see!” he said.
“Three knights!” Annie shouted. “Three knights dancing!”
“Great!” Jack shouted.
“No, Jack! They look awful! They look sick!” Annie yelled. She pulled away from the circle and tumbled back into the grass.
“Jack!” she called. “Stop dancing!”
But Jack didn’t want to stop. He wanted to dance to the wild music forever. Forever … and ever … and ever.
Annie chased Jack around the circle.
“Stop, Jack!” she cried. “Stop!” She grabbed his shirt and tried to pull him out of the dance.
“Let go, Annie!” he said. “Leave me alone!”
But Annie wouldn’t let go. Finally, she pulled so hard that Jack broke hands with the dancers and tumbled backward into the grass.
The winged dancers didn’t seem to notice. They closed their circle and kept going around and around.
“Why did you do that?” said Jack, sitting up. “I was having fun!”
“Look at the knights!” said Annie. “See them?”
Jack still couldn’t see. The world was spinning before his eyes. He ached to get back into the dance.
“Here, I found your glasses!” said Annie. “Put them on!”
Jack put on his glasses. He peered at the circle of dancers. He caught sight of armor glinting in the sunlight. He saw three knights dancing in a row. Two of them looked very young. The third looked much older.
As they came closer, Jack saw their faces. All the joy of the music drained out of him. The knights looked tired and sick. Their hair and beards were long and scraggly. Their faces were bony and pale. Their eyes stared wildly and their lips were frozen in ghostly smiles.
“What’s wrong with them?” asked Jack.
“They can’t stop dancing!” said Annie. “They’re dancing themselves to death!”
“They must be the lost knights from Camelot,” said Jack.
“We have to save them!” said Annie.
“Yeah,” said Jack. He tried to clear his mind and think. “What about this? We get back in the dance—and we take places between the dancers and the knights.”
“Yes! Then we can pull the knights out of the circle!” said Annie.
“Wait,” said Jack. “What if I can’t stop dancing again?”
“Just don’t let yourself get caught by the music,” said Annie. “You have to think about something else. Think about why we’re here. Think about Morgan.”
“Okay,” said Jack. “I’ll try.”
Jack and Annie crouched in the grass. They watched and waited as the knights danced closer … and closer … and closer.…
“Now!” shouted Annie.
Jack and Annie rushed forward. They broke into the circle on either side of the knights. As Jack started dancing, his feet seemed to fly to the beat of the drum. He felt a wave of great joy. His worries left him.
“Now, Jack!” cried Annie. “Pull away!”
But Jack didn’t want to pull away. The music rang in his ears. Nothing mattered except the dancing.
“Jack! Pull away NOW!” Annie shouted again.
Jack shook his head, trying to shake off Annie’s voice.
“Morgan! Morgan!” Annie yelled.
The word Morgan made Jack stumble a bit in the dance.
“Morgan! Morgan!” Annie shouted.
Jack stumbled again. Then he used all his might to stop himself from dancing. He let go of the hand of the dancer on his right and threw himself out of the dance—pulling the knight on his left with him. Annie and the other two knights tumbled back with them onto the grass.
Just as before, the dancers didn’t seem to notice. They closed their circle and kept going round and round in their joyous, timeless dance.
The three knights lay in the grass, fighting for breath.
“The dance … We must stop … stop dancing,” gasped the older knight.
“You have stopped! We pulled you away!” said Annie.
The knight looked up at her and Jack. He had a rough, craggy face.
“Who … who are you?” he asked in a hoarse voice.
“Friends!” said Annie. She spoke loudly to be heard over the music. “We come from King Arthur’s castle!”
“We’re on a quest,” said Jack, “to get the Water of Memory and Imagination.”
“To save Camelot!” said Annie.
“Camelot—” whispered the knight. “We come from Camelot …. I don’t recognize you ….”
“We’re just visiting,” said Annie. “But we know all about you. You’re Sir Lancelot, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” breathed the knight.
“And Sir Percival and Sir Galahad,” said Jack.
“Yes … my son, Galahad … ,” said the knight.
“King Arthur thinks you are lost forever,” said Annie.
Sir Lancelot closed his eyes. “The dance … ,” he said, “it made us forget.… ”
“I know,” said Jack. “The dancers must be the Keepers of the Cauldron. You can’t get past them without getting caught up in their dance.”
“Father … we must find … the water.… ” Sir Galahad tried to sit up, but he was too weary. He lay back in the grass.
“That’s okay, we’re here now,” said Annie. “You should all rest.”
Sir Galahad closed his eyes.
“Yeah, don’t worry,” said Jack. “Annie and I will find the magic water for Camelot.”
“But you … you are just children,” said Sir Percival, the third knight. “You must wait … for us.… ”
“There’s no time to wait,” said Jack.
“Camelot is dying!” said Annie. “We have to hurry!”
“Then you must … take this … ,” said Sir Galahad. He reached into a leather pouch that hung around his shoulder. He took out a silver cup. With a trembling hand, the young knight gave the cup to Annie.
“A cup!” she said.
“Take … this, too,” said Sir Percival. He pulled a small wooden box from a bag that hung from his belt. He handed it to Jack.
Jack opened the lid. In the middle of the box was a pointer with markings all around it.
“A compass!” said Jack.
“And this … ,” said Sir Lancelot. He took a silk cord from around his neck. A glass key hung from the cord.
“A key!” whispered Annie.
Lancelot handed the key to Annie. She and Jack looked at it closely. Then Annie hung it around her neck. When she turned back, all the knights were fast asleep.
“Sweet dreams,” Annie said gently. “You guys need a long nap.”
Jack and Annie stood up.
“I think we have all our gifts now,” Jack said. “But I’d better make sure.”
He hurried to get his backpack. It was lying in the grass near the knights’ swords. He pulled out his notebook and read the second rhyme:
“Four gifts you will need—
The first from me.
Then a cup, a compass,
And, finally, a key.”
“Great,” said Annie. “We got the cloak from the Christmas Knight and the other three gifts from them. This quest is really easy.”
Jack shook his head.
“It’s not over yet,” he said. “We still have to find the cauldron with the Water of Memory and Imagination.”
“We’ll find it,” said Annie. “Read the third rhyme.”
Jack looked in his notebook and read the third rhyme aloud:
“If you survive to complete your quest,
The secret door lies to the west.”
“No problem!” said Annie. “We survived the guards and the dance. Now the compass can show us how to go west. And the key will unlock the secret door. And we’ll fill the cup with water from the cauldron! See, it’s all easy!”
Jack still felt worried. A little too easy, he thought.
“What are we waiting for?” said Annie. “Let’s go.”
Jack looked down at the compass. “Okay … ,” he said. “The pointer’s pointing north. So west must be that way.” He pointed left, toward a thicket of bushes and small trees.
“Great,” said Annie. “Here, carry the cup in your pack.”
Jack put his notebook and the silver cup into his pack. Then he and Annie started into the thicket.
They ducked under branches and pushed past bushes. Thorns scraped their hands. Twigs snapped against their faces.
Jack kept checking the compass. Could they really be searching in the right place? he wondered. What kind of door would they find in a tangled thicket?
“Listen,” said Annie. “It’s so quiet now.”
The thicket had grown eerily silent. No birds called from the bushes. No music could be heard in the distance.
Jack checked the compass once more. “It says we’re still going west,” he said. “I just hope this thing works.”
“It works,” Annie said softly. “Look—” Annie was holding back a leafy branch. She pointed to a rocky hillside beyond the thicket. Halfway up the hillside was a ledge.
Between two giant boulders on the ledge was a shining glass door.
“The secret door!” whispered Jack.
“Yes!” said Annie.
Jack dropped the compass into his pack. Then he and Annie scrambled through the bushes and climbed up the rocks to the door.
Annie took Sir Lancelot’s glass key from around her neck. She slipped the key into the keyhole. She turned the key slowly.
Clink.
“Yippee,” Annie said softly. She pushed open the door.
Beyond the door was a huge, glittering cave. The floor, walls, and ceiling were made of clear crystal.
Jack and Annie stepped inside. The cave was filled with dancing streams of purple light.
“It’s so bright!” whispered Jack. “Where’s all the purple light coming from?”
“There,” said Annie. She pointed to a crack on the far side of the cave. “Let’s look.”
They crossed the cave and peered through the crack into a room. Along the brilliant crystal walls of the room were four doorways.
In the far corner of the room was a fire. The fire blazed with leaping purple flames. Over the flames hung a gleaming golden cauldron.
“There it is,” whispered Jack.
“Wow,” whispered Annie.
“The cauldron with the Water of Memory and Imagination,” whispered Jack.
“I know,” whispered Annie. “Let’s go!”
They squeezed through the crack, then walked toward the gleaming cauldron. Jack reached into his pack and pulled out Sir Galahad’s silver cup.
“The cauldron’s too high,” said Annie. “We can’t get to the water.”
“Here, take this,” said Jack, handing her the cup. “Climb on my back.”
He bent over, and Annie climbed on piggyback. Jack stood up shakily. “Hurry!” he said. “You’re heavy.”
“I can’t reach it,” said Annie. “Move closer.”
Jack staggered forward a few steps. Stretching as far as she could, Annie reached again. She skimmed water from the top of the bubbling cauldron, filling the silver cup.
“Got it!” she whispered. “Now set me down. Slowly!”
Annie held the cup with both hands. Jack slowly bent his knees and Annie climbed carefully off his back. They stared silently for a moment at the Water of Memory and Imagination in the cup. It was clear and shimmering.
“Now we can save Morgan,” said Annie.
Just then Jack smelled something strange—it was like the smell of rotten seaweed. He heard weird gurgling sounds behind them.
He and Annie turned around.
A giant, slimy, mud-colored creature crawled out through one of the doorways. The creature was long and scaly like a crocodile but much, MUCH bigger. It had wings that looked as if they’d been spun from a thousand spiderwebs. It had glowing red eyes and long, curled claws.
The creature opened its huge jaws. Strands of drool dripped from its sharp, pointed teeth. The creature hissed and hot blue flame shot from its mouth.
Another monster crawled through a different doorway, quickly followed by a third, and then a fourth.
“Yikes!” said Annie.
“The real Keepers of the Cauldron … ,” whispered Jack.
The four real Keepers of the Cauldron crawled closer to Jack and Annie, hissing and snorting blue fire.
“What do we do now?” whispered Annie.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “We’re trapped.”
“I have an idea,” whispered Annie. “Let’s drink the water.”
“What?” said Jack.
“It’s the Water of Memory and Imagination, right?” said Annie. “So maybe if we drink it, we can imagine a way to escape!”
“That’s crazy,” said Jack.
The Keepers crawled closer, snorting more blue flame and filling the air with their rotten stench.
“Okay, okay, let’s try it,” said Jack.
Annie took a sip from the silver cup, then handed it to Jack. His hands trembled as he held the cup to his lips and took a sip. The water tasted sweet, bitter, and spicy, all at the same time.
Jack gave the cup back to Annie.
“Now imagine we’re saved!” she said.
Jack closed his eyes. He tried to imagine being saved. He pictured the four Keepers crawling back through their doorways.
“Okay. Ready to fight?” said Annie.
Jack opened his eyes. “What? Fight?”
Annie set the silver cup on the floor.
“Now!” she said.
Suddenly, Jack felt like he’d been hit by a bolt of lightning. His fears slipped away. He was filled with strength and fury.
Without thinking, he lunged with Annie toward the wood fire under the cauldron. They each grabbed two long, straight branches from the edge of the fire. They raised them high in the air. The branches blazed with purple fire like flaming swords.
“AAAHHH!” Jack and Annie shouted.
The four Keepers hissed louder than before. Great balls of blue fire exploded from their mouths and nostrils!
Jack and Annie slashed the air with their fiery weapons, jabbing at the Keepers. They fought fire with fire, blue flame with purple flame.
“Back! Back!” they shouted.
With each jab and shout, Jack felt stronger and braver. Waving their burning branches, he and Annie drove the Keepers toward the walls.
The Keepers’ blue flames grew weaker and weaker, as if they were running out of fuel. Finally, one by one, each Keeper slunk back into the doorway from which it had come.
When all the Keepers had disappeared, Jack and Annie placed a burning branch in front of each of the four doorways to keep the monsters from coming back out.
Then they brushed off their hands.
“Let’s go,” Annie said coolly.
Jack nodded.
Annie carefully picked up the silver cup of water from the cauldron. Then she and Jack squeezed through the narrow crack and strode through the bright crystal cave.
They stepped out into the daylight.
The glass key was still in the keyhole.
Jack calmly locked the door behind them. He handed the key to Annie.
Then Jack’s knees gave way, and he sank to the ground.
“I don’t believe what just happened,” said Jack.
“What part don’t you believe?” said Annie, holding the silver cup.
Jack laughed and shook his head.
“I don’t believe any of it,” he said.
Annie laughed, too. “That was cool, huh?”
Jack pushed his glasses into place and stared at her. “Seriously, what just happened in there?” he asked.
“I imagined us fighting the Keepers with flaming swords,” said Annie. “What did you imagine?”
Jack shrugged. “I—I just imagined the Keepers going back in their holes,” he said.
“Good,” said Annie. “We both got what we imagined.”
“Yeah,” said Jack, smiling. “But what you imagined made a much better story.”
A shriek of fury came from inside the cave.
“Yikes!” said Annie.
“Let’s get out of here!” said Jack.
He scrambled to his feet, and together they climbed back down over the big rocks to the thicket. Annie moved very carefully to keep from spilling the water in the cup.
When they came to the thicket, Jack pulled out Sir Percival’s compass. “If we came west to get here, we have to go east to get back,” he said. “East is that way.… ”
As they started into the wild growth, Jack went first so he could clear the way for Annie. Without talking, they pushed steadily through the trees and bushes, moving farther and farther from the Keepers’ cave.
Finally, they heard music in the distance. They walked closer and closer toward the sound, until they stepped back into the green glade.
The winged dancers were still there, dancing in their magic circle. Jack’s heart raced. He wanted to join them again. But he knew that if he did, he would never escape their dance.
“Look!” said Annie. “The knights are awake!”
Sir Lancelot, Sir Galahad, and Sir Percival were standing just beyond the circle of dancers. They were buckling on their swords.
“Hi!” called Annie. “Guess what! We got it!”
The knights walked shakily toward Jack and Annie. They still looked thin and tired, but color had returned to their cheeks.
“We have the Water of Memory and Imagination,” said Annie. She held up the silver cup.
The knights smiled.
“Now we just have to get it back to Camelot,” said Jack.
“We would like to help you,” said Sir Lancelot. “But it seems we have lost our three horses.”
“No, you haven’t!” said Annie. “Your horses are waiting for you!”
“They’re on the other side of the hill,” said Jack.
Jack and Annie led the knights over the hill. On their way, Jack picked up the red velvet cloak. When they came to the meadow, they saw the three horses.
The horses neighed and cantered over to the knights. As Sir Lancelot stroked the mane of the black horse, he turned to Jack and Annie.
“You can both ride back to Camelot with me,” he said.
“Thanks!” they said.
Jack fastened the red cloak around his neck. Sir Lancelot helped them onto the back of his horse, then climbed on himself.
Annie sat behind Lancelot. She held on to the knight with her right hand. She held the silver cup in her left hand.
“Can you carry the water without spilling it?” Jack asked her, worried.
“I’ll try,” she said.
Sir Galahad mounted the brown horse, and Sir Percival climbed on the gray horse. Then the three knights started through the pale green meadow.
“Careful, careful,” Jack whispered to Annie.
“I got it, I got it,” she said.
When they came to the iron gate, the knights drew their swords.
“Open the gate! In the name of King Arthur of Camelot!” Sir Lancelot called. Though he still sounded hoarse, the knight’s deep voice carried an amazing strength.
The iron gate slowly swung open. Sir Lancelot urged his horse onward.
The guards watched silently as the knights passed by them and started across the bridge.
The three horses trod in single file over the wooden planks. Again, Jack was amazed by the difference between this world and the Otherworld. Here it was dark and freezing and foggy. The red cloak flapped in the bitter wind.
As the horses stepped off the bridge, they each neighed loudly.
“Oh, wow!” whispered Annie.
Standing high on a rock, in a swirl of fog, was the white stag.
The three knights gazed in wonder at the white stag.
“Here, take this!” Annie said to Jack. She handed him the silver cup. Then she slipped off the back of Lancelot’s horse and ran to the stag.
“Thanks for coming for us!” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck.
The three knights looked at Jack.
“That’s the white stag,” said Jack. “He brought us here.”
“Are you wizards?” Sir Percival asked in a hushed voice.
“No, just ordinary kids,” said Jack. “But I know he’s magic. We got here from Camelot in no time at all. I guess he’s come to take us back.”
“Then you must go with him,” said Sir Lancelot. “You will have a much faster journey, I can assure you.”
Sir Lancelot held the silver cup as Jack slipped down from the black horse. Then Jack took the cup and carefully climbed onto the back of the stag behind Annie. He held the cup with both hands as the stag stood up.
“Tell King Arthur we will return to Camelot before the first night of the New Year,” said Sir Lancelot.
“Farewell, Jack and Annie!” said Sir Galahad.
“Godspeed!” said Sir Percival.
“Same to you!” said Annie.
“Have a safe trip!” said Jack.
The knights solemnly bowed.
The white stag blew out a puff of frosty air. Then he started down the mountainside.
When the stag came to the base of the mountain, he took off again like a white comet. The red cloak billowed around Jack and Annie, keeping them warm and safe.
The stag dashed across the wintry fields. He ran past quiet stables and thatched huts. He ran past flocks of sheep and herds of goats asleep in meadows. He leaped over frozen streams and stone walls and hedgerows.
The stag ran on and on through the starry night, until he brought Jack and Annie back to the dark castle grounds of Camelot.
He walked over the frozen grass of the outer courtyard. He came to a halt near the grove below the tree house. He knelt in the grass, and Jack and Annie climbed off his back.
Miraculously, the silver cup still brimmed with water from the cauldron. Not a drop had spilled out.
“We’d better leave the cloak here,” said Jack, “so I don’t trip on it.”
Jack carefully set the cup on the ground. Annie helped him unbutton the red velvet cloak from around his neck. Then she draped it over the stag’s back.
“To keep you warm and safe,” she whispered to him. “And thanks for everything.”
“Yeah, thanks,” said Jack. “Good-bye.”
The white stag stared at them with his mysterious amber eyes. He nodded once. Then he turned and headed into the darkness.
Jack picked up the cup. “Come on!” he said. He started walking quickly through the outer courtyard.
“Careful, careful!” said Annie.
“I got it, I got it,” said Jack.
They crossed the drawbridge to the inner courtyard of the castle. Then they pushed open the giant arched doors.
The great hall was just as they had left it—dimly lit and freezing cold. King Arthur, Queen Guinevere, the Knights of the Round Table, and Morgan le Fay were all still frozen and silent.
“What do we do now?” said Jack.
“Let’s try putting a drop of water on each of them! Morgan first!” said Annie.
“Okay,” said Jack. “Come on.”
Holding his breath and keeping his eyes on the cup, Jack walked carefully toward the Round Table. Suddenly, his left foot stepped on the shoelace of his right sneaker—and he stumbled.
“Jack!” yelled Annie.
Jack tried to regain his balance, but it was too late! As he fell to the floor, the silver cup slipped from his hands.
Jack and Annie watched in horror as the water from the cup splashed over the stone floor. It trickled into the cracks between the stones and disappeared.
Jack scrambled to the cup. He picked it up. It was completely empty.
“Oh, no,” Jack moaned. He sat back and put his head in his hands. Camelot will never wake up now, he thought. The legend will end forever.
“Jack!” said Annie. “Look!”
Jack raised his head. He pushed his glasses into place. A golden cloud was rising from the cracks between all the stones of the floor.
The cloud spread quickly throughout the great hall, filling the room with wonderful smells—the scent of cedar smoke and evergreen, of roses and almonds.
The cloud rose up and up, then wafted out through the upper windows of the hall. Suddenly, a white dove flew through one of the windows. It soared across the dark room like a bright light, then swooped back out into the night.
Soft, gentle laughter came from the end of the hall. The laughter grew louder. Jack saw King Arthur and Queen Guinevere looking at one another—they were laughing! The Knights of the Round Table were laughing, too!
Best of all, Jack saw Morgan le Fay smiling at him and Annie!
“Jack! Annie! Come here!” she called. She held out her arms.
“Morgan!” cried Annie. She ran to Morgan and threw her arms around the enchantress. Jack stood up. Still holding the empty cup, he ran to Morgan and hugged her, too.
“We did what the Christmas Knight told us to do!” said Annie. “We brought back the Water of Memory and Imagination!”
“But I dropped the cup,” said Jack, “and spilled all the water!”
“But the water made a gold cloud,” said Annie. “And everyone came back to life!”
Morgan laughed with amazement.
“You have just returned from the Otherworld?” she asked.
“Yes!” said Annie.
“A white stag brought us back!” said Jack. He turned to King Arthur.
“Your Majesty,” he said, “we have good news. Your knights are safe. Sir Lancelot said to tell you they’ll be home before the first night of the New Year.”
The king looked bewildered. “You found them—?”
“Yes, and they’re all fine,” said Annie.
“Here—” said Jack. He handed the silver cup to the king. “Please give this back to Sir Galahad.”
“And this to Sir Lancelot,” said Annie. She took the glass key from around her neck and gave it to King Arthur.
“Oh, and this to Sir Percival,” said Jack. He pulled the wooden compass box from his pack and gave it to the king.
At first, King Arthur was too stunned to speak. Then he clapped his hands and laughed joyfully.
“Thank you!” he said to Jack and Annie.
The Knights of the Round Table all cheered.
“Ring the bells!” King Arthur shouted. “Call the people of Camelot to the castle!”
“They have already gathered outside the doors, Your Majesty,” said a page.
“Bring them in!” said King Arthur. “We must rejoice together!”
Queen Guinevere smiled at Jack and Annie. Her eyes sparkled now. “Once again, you have helped save Camelot,” she said. “Thank you very much.”
“You’re welcome,” said Jack and Annie together.
Then Jack heard the sounds of children talking and laughing. He turned to see a crowd of people streaming through the arched doorway of the great hall. They carried candles, a giant fir tree, and boughs of holly and pine. Musicians followed them with stringed instruments.
As everyone started to decorate the hall, the musicians began playing and singing a beautiful Christmas carol.
“Jack!” said Annie. “Look!”
The white stag was standing in the arched doorway.
Jack turned excitedly to Morgan. “See that white stag?” he said. “He took us to the Otherworld! See him?”
Morgan smiled.
“Yes, I do see him,” she said. “And now I see everything.”
Jack looked back at the doorway. The stag was gone. In his place stood an old man with a long white beard. He held a staff and wore a flowing red cloak—the same cloak Jack and Annie had worn on their quest.
“Who’s that?” Jack asked.
“That is Merlin the magician,” said Morgan. “It was Merlin who invited you here. I see that now.”
“Merlin?” said Jack. “He sent us the Royal Invitation?”
“Yes,” said Morgan. “Then he put the rest of us under a spell. And he carried you to the Otherworld.”
“No,” said Annie, “the Christmas Knight put you under a spell.”
“And the white stag carried us to the Otherworld,” said Jack.
Morgan smiled.
“Merlin was both the Christmas Knight and the white stag,” she said. “Remember, he’s a magician, not a mortal. He can change his shape whenever he wishes.”
“Oh, wow,” whispered Annie.
“Why did Merlin do these things?” asked Jack.
“Merlin was angry when King Arthur banished magic from Camelot,” said Morgan. “I see now he finally took matters into his own hands.”
“How?” said Jack.
“He knew King Arthur would send no more knights to the Otherworld for the Water of Memory and Imagination,” said Morgan. “So I assume he brought you to Camelot hoping that you would offer to go instead.”
“Why did he want us to go?” asked Annie.
“Merlin has often heard my tales of your adventures in the tree house,” said Morgan. “He knows you both have a great desire to fight for the good. And he knows you use the gift of imagination very well. Those are two special qualities needed to succeed in any quest.”
Jack and Annie looked back at Merlin. From far across the room, the white-bearded magician smiled at them. He raised his staff. Then he slipped out the door.
Jack looked around the great hall. All the candles and torches were lit now. A fire blazed in the hearth. The musicians were playing. Everyone was singing. The room glowed with warm firelight and rosy faces.
At last, Christmas in Camelot was just as Jack had imagined it would be. The spell of the Dark Wizard had been broken. The great hall was filled with beauty and love and joy and light.
“Wake up, Jack,” said Annie.
Jack opened his eyes.
He was lying in the dark on the wooden floor of the tree house. Through the window, he saw the cloudy sky above the Frog Creek woods.
“Time to go home,” said Annie.
“Oh, I must have fallen asleep,” said Jack. “I had the most incredible dream. I dreamed that we went to Camelot. It was Christmas, and Merlin—”
“That wasn’t a dream,” said Annie. “It was real. You fell asleep at the Round Table during the party. King Arthur carried you to the tree house. And I made the wish for us to come home.”
Jack sat up.
“Seriously?” he whispered.
“Seriously,” she said.
“Ja-ack! An-nie!” their mom called in the distance.
“Coming!” Annie shouted out the tree house window. She turned to Jack. “Let’s go!”
“I mean—seriously? It really happened?” Jack asked Annie again.
“Yes! Really!” she said. She held up the Royal Invitation. “See? Proof.”
“Oh … yeah,” he whispered.
“This time, the letter M stood for Merlin, not Morgan,” said Annie.
Jack smiled.
“Thanks, Merlin,” he said softly.
Jack picked up his backpack. Then he and Annie started down the rope ladder and headed home. As they walked through the deep December twilight, snowflakes started to fall.
By the time they left the woods and headed down their street, snow was swirling everywhere. Ahead they could see their house glowing with lamplight. Their mom was waiting on their front porch.
“Hi, Mom!” said Annie.
“Hi, Mom!” said Jack.
“Hi, kids. Did you have a good day?” she asked.
“Yeah,” said Jack.
“Pretty good,” said Annie.
“I’m glad,” said their mom. “Welcome home.” She held the door open, and Jack and Annie slipped inside.
Their house felt extra warm and cozy. Good smells came from the kitchen. Jack and Annie took off their snow-covered jackets, then headed up the stairs.
In the hallway, Annie turned to Jack. “Merry Christmas,” she said simply.
“Merry Christmas,” he said.
Annie slipped into her room, and Jack into his.
Jack closed his door and sat on his bed. He took his notebook out of his pack and opened it. His spirits sank. Except for the three rhymes, he’d taken no notes on their journey—not one.
Exhausted, Jack lay back on his bed. He squeezed his eyes shut. He tried to remember the details of their adventures in Camelot and the Otherworld.
He could feel the terrible chill in the great hall when Morgan was frozen. He could hear the joyful music as the winged dancers danced around in their circle. He could taste the sweet, bitter, spicy taste of the Water of Memory and Imagination.
Jack sat up. All at once, he felt very awake. He turned to a clean page in his notebook. He grabbed his pencil and wrote:
Using his memory and his imagination, Jack kept writing, doing his part to keep the legend of King Arthur, the Knights of the Round Table, Merlin, and Morgan le Fay alive.
As the snow swirled outside his window, Jack wrote and wrote and wrote. He didn’t stop writing until he had written down the whole story—his story of their Christmas in Camelot.
Many people believe that the legend of King Arthur was inspired by an actual military leader who led Britain over 1,500 years ago.
Imaginary stories about the adventures of King Arthur were first told in Wales and Ireland. These stories are called Celtic myths. Sadly, most Celtic myths are lost to us forever because only a few were written down. Many details in my story about King Arthur’s realm are drawn from details in the few Celtic stories that have survived through the ages.
The cloak that makes one invisible was considered to be one of “the Thirteen Treasures of Britain.” Merlin the magician was said to keep the treasures in a glass tower. None of the magic of the treasures would work for a person who was unworthy to use them.
The white stag was inspired by a supernatural Celtic beast that often led humans to a hidden Otherworld.
The idea for the Cauldron of Memory and Imagination came from a 6th-century poem. The poem tells a story about King Arthur and his knights traveling to a hidden world and searching for a magical cauldron of poetry and inspiration. Many knights never returned from that dangerous quest.
In the 12th century, Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine encouraged poets and troubadours to make up more stories about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table to inspire her people. In the following years, storytellers all over Europe told heroic tales of King Arthur, Merlin, Sir Lancelot, Queen Guinevere, and Morgan le Fay. French poets were the first to call the imaginary kingdom Camelot.
The storytellers of the Middle Ages blended elements of Christianity with the old Celtic myths. In their stories, miracles and marvels often took place around Christian holidays. Christmas in Camelot was a time of joyous celebration.
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“Maybe I should be a vampire instead of a princess,” said Annie.
She and Jack were sitting on their front porch. A cool breeze rustled the trees. Autumn leaves twirled to the ground.
“But you already have your princess costume,” said Jack. “Besides, you were a vampire last Halloween.”
“I know, but I want to wear my big teeth again,” said Annie.
“So wear your big teeth and be a vampire-princess,” said Jack. He stood up. “I’m going to go put on my ghoul makeup now.”
KRAW!
“Oh, man!” said Jack.
A giant black bird swooped down to the ground. The bird strutted through the fallen leaves. Its feathers glistened in the golden afternoon light.
“Wow, is that a crow?” asked Annie.
“It’s too big for a crow,” said Jack. “I think it might be a raven.”
“A raven?” said Annie. “Cool.”
The raven lifted its sleek head and stared at them with bright eyes. Jack held his breath.
The bird hopped forward. It flapped its great black wings and lifted into the air. Then he glided into the autumn sky and headed toward the Frog Creek woods.
Annie jumped up. “It’s a sign! Morgan’s back!” she said.
“I think you’re right!” said Jack. “Let’s go!”
Jack and Annie hurried across their front yard, crunching through the leaves. They ran up their street and into the Frog Creek woods.
When they came to the tallest oak, they saw the rope ladder swaying in the wind. The magic tree house was waiting for them.
“Just as we thought,” Annie said, smiling.
Jack followed her up the ladder. When they climbed inside the tree house, they saw no sign of Morgan le Fay, the enchantress from the kingdom of Camelot.
“That’s weird,” said Jack, looking around.
The wind blew hard again, shaking the tree branches. A huge yellow leaf fluttered through the open window and came to rest at Jack’s feet.
“Oh, man,” he said. “Look at this.”
“What?” said Annie.
Jack picked up the leaf. There was writing on it. The letters were curvy and old-fashioned.
“Wow,” whispered Annie. “What does it say?”
Jack held the leaf up to the tree house window. In the fading light, he read aloud:
“M!” said Annie. “Morgan never signs her messages with M. … ”
“Right … ,” said Jack. “But … ”
“Merlin does!” they said together.
“Like when he sent us the invitation to spend Christmas in Camelot,” said Annie. She pointed to the Royal Invitation that still lay in the corner of the tree house.
“Now he’s inviting us on Halloween!” said Jack. “Halloween was called ‘All Hallows Eve’ a long time ago.”
“I know,” said Annie. “We have to go!”
“Of course,” said Jack. There was no way they could turn down an invitation from the master magician of all time. “But how do we get there?”
“I’ll bet our invitation will take us,” said Annie, “like when we went to King Arthur’s castle on Christmas Eve.”
“Good idea,” said Jack. He pointed to the fancy writing on the leaf. “I wish we could go—uh—”
“To where this leaf invitation came from!” said Annie.
“Right!” said Jack.
The wind began to blow.
The tree house started to spin.
It spun faster and faster.
Then everything was still.
Absolutely still.
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