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The sun goes down. It is dark in the forest. A deep pond glitters in the moonlight.

One by one, thirsty animals gather around the pond. But they are afraid to drink. They know that snakes drink from the pond during the day. The snakes poison the water.

The animals wait. A gentle breeze blows toward them. They sniff the air. Help is coming!

A graceful white shape glides silently out of the trees. It is a unicorn. The unicorn kneels down and dips its long silver horn into the pool. Then it rises and bounds away.

The animals lower their heads and drink. The unicorn’s horn is magical. It has made the water safe.

This story about a unicorn is hundreds of years old. There are many, many old stories about unicorns.

In some stories, unicorns are huge and fierce. In others, they are small and gentle. Most are shy and live alone. A few are playful. They like to run and leap with other unicorns.
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In one way, though, all unicorns are the same. Each one has a single horn in the middle of its forehead. Unicorn means “one horn.”

Why are there so many stories about unicorns?

Some people thought they had seen them.

A beautiful antelope called an oryx lives in Africa. An oryx has two horns. But if you see it from the side, one horn is hidden behind the other. It looks as if the oryx has only one horn. The early Egyptians painted pictures of the oryx that looked that way … like a unicorn!
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Maybe this is one way legends about unicorns began. A person saw the pictures. He told another person. Parents told their children. And over the years, people grew up believing in unicorns.
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People around the world imagined unicorns in different ways. A European unicorn was enchanting. It was white as snow with a soft, flowing mane and silky tail. A spiral horn grew out of its forehead. The horn was made of ivory, but it gleamed like silver in the moonlight and sparkled like gold in the sun.

From a distance, it was possible to mistake a European unicorn for a horse. They were about the same size. But unicorns ran faster than horses. And farther. They could run for a hundred miles without getting tired. Nobody riding a horse could catch one.
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A sweet smell of cinnamon was often the only way to tell if this kind of unicorn was nearby. Hardly anybody ever saw one because they were very shy. They spent most of their time hidden away far from people. Their favorite places were deep forests where tall trees grew close together.
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Male unicorns lived by themselves. Babies lived with their mothers, who kept them hidden in the darkest part of the forest. Sometimes mother unicorns met in a field of flowers and let their babies play together.

Then they hurried back into the forest. A baby unicorn could not protect itself. It was born without a horn. But its horn started to grow right away. It took about a year for a baby unicorn to grow to its full size. Then it went off to live by itself in the woods.

You have probably seen pictures of European unicorns. Artists have been painting them for hundreds of years. But there were also many other kinds of unicorns roaming the world.
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The Chinese unicorn is called the ki-lin (KEE-lin). It was a beautiful animal, but strange-looking.

It had scales like a dragon. It had a beard and a long mane and tail. Its coat was a rainbow of bright colors—red, blue, yellow, black, and white. Its long horn was made of pure silver.
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Ki-lins were kind. Ki-lins would never fight with other animals. They never even stepped on an ant. In fact, a soft piece of skin grew over the tip of their horns so that they could never harm anyone, even by mistake.

The great emperor Fu Hsi stared into the Yellow River. A ki-lin splashed out of the water. The emperor was amazed! The ki-lin knelt down in front of the emperor. On its back was a scroll. The emperor spread out the scroll and saw a map of his kingdom. Strange marks were drawn next to the rivers and towns.

The emperor stared at the marks for a long time. Finally he figured out that they were writing. The ki-lin had given him a written language. Now his people would be able to write down and remember everything that happened to them.

Whenever a ki-lin was seen, something wonderful happened. They were often seen before the birth of a great man. If an emperor saw one, the next years would be happy ones for him and his people.

A pregnant woman was walking in the forest. A ki-lin came up to her. She stroked its head. It gave her a beautiful piece of green jade.

Soon the woman lay down and fell asleep. When she woke up, the ki-lin was gone. Was it a dream? No, the jade was still in her hand. It had words carved on it.
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The words said that she would give birth to a son who would be an important man. When her baby was born, the woman named him Confucius (kun-FEW-shus). He became a great teacher.

In ancient times, Chinese women hoped to see a ki-lin before their babies were born. They drew pictures of the god of childbirth riding on a ki-lin. They hung the pictures on the walls of their houses.

The kirin (KEE-rin) was a Japanese unicorn. Kirins were many sizes. Some were as small as goats. Others were as big as bulls. A few looked like lions. They were gold in color and had thick manes and big paws.

All kirins had bristly eyebrows and fierce eyes. People who looked into the eyes of a kirin sometimes became so scared that they couldn’t move at all. They felt as if they had been turned to stone.

A kirin had a special power. It could tell good from evil. Long ago, Japanese judges let a kirin decide if a person was guilty of a crime.
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The kirin was brought into the courtroom. It stared at the person on trial. If the kirin decided the person was guilty, it stabbed him through the heart with its horn.

Kirins were scary. But another kind of unicorn was even more frightening!
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