TWO HEARTS

by
Peter S. Beagle

MY BROTHER WILFRID KEEPS saying it'snot fair that it should al have happened to me. Me being
agirl, and ababy, and too stupid to lace up my own sandals properly. But | think it'sfair. | think
everything happened exactly the way it should have done. Except for the sad parts, and maybe those
too.

I'm Sooz, and | am nineyears old. Ten next month, on the anniversary of the day the griffin came.
Wilfrid saysit was because of me, that the griffin heard that the ugliest baby in the world had just been
born, and it was going to eat me, but | was too ugly, evenfor agriffin. So it nested in the Midwood (we
cal it that, but its real name is the Midnight Wood, because of the darkness under the trees), and stayed
to eat our shegp and our goats. Griffinsdo that if they like aplace.

But it didn't ever eat children, not until thisyear.

| only saw it once— | mean, once before — rising up above the trees one night, like a second moon.
Only there wasn't amoon, then. There was nothing in the whole world but the griffin, golden feethersdl
blazing on itslion's body and eagleswings, with its great front claws like teeth, and that monstrous beak
that looked s0 hugefor its head.... Wilfrid says | screamed for three days, but he'slying, and | didn't hide
intheroot cdlar like he says ether, | dept in the barn those two nights, with our dog Maka Because |
knew Makawouldn't let anything get me.

I mean my parentswouldn't have, ether, not if they could have stopped it. It'sjust that Makaisthe
biggest, fiercest dog in the whole village, and sheé's not afraid of anything. And after the griffin took
Jehane, the blackamith'slittle girl, you couldn't help seeing how frightened my father was, running back
and forth with the other men, trying to organize some sort of patrol, so people could awaystell when the
griffin was coming. | know he was frightened for me and my mother, and doing everything he could to
protect us, but it didn't make me fed any safer, and Makadid.

But nobody knew what to do, anyway. Not my father, nobody. It was bad enough when the griffin was
only taking the sheep, because dmost everyone here sallswool or cheese or shegpskin thingsto make a
living. But onceit took Jehane, early last spring, that changed everything. We sent messengersto the king
— three of them — and each time the king sent someone back to us with them. Thefirgt time, it was one
knight, al by himsdf. His name was Douros, and he gave me an apple. He rode away into the Midwood,
snging, to look for the griffin, and we never saw him again.

The second time — after the griffin took Louli, the boy who worked for the miller — the king sent five
knights together. One of them did come back, but he died before he could tell anyone what happened.

The third time an entire squadron came. That'swhat my father said, anyway. | don't know how many
soldiersthere arein asguadron, but it was alot, and they were dl over the village for two days, pitching
their tents everywhere, stabling their horsesin every barn, and boasting in the tavern how they'd soon
take care of that griffin for us poor peasants. They had musicians playing when they marched into the
Midwood — | remember that, and | remember when the music stopped, and the sounds we heard
afterward.

After that, the village didn't send to the king anymore. We didn't want more of hismen to die, and
besdesthey weren't any help. So from then on al the children were hurried indoors when the sun went
down, and the griffin woke from its day's rest to hunt again. We couldn't play together, or run errands or
watch the flocks for our parents, or even deep near open windows, for fear of the griffin. Therewas
nothing for meto do but read books | aready knew by heart, and complain to my mother and father,
who weretoo tired from watching after Wilfrid and me to bother with us. They were guarding the other
children too, turn and turn about with the other families— and our sheep, and our goats — so they were



awaystired, aswell asfrightened, and we were al angry with each other most of thetime. It wasthe
same for everybody.

And then the griffin took Felicitas.

Fdicitas couldn't talk, but she was my best friend, dways, since we werelittle. | dways understood
what she wanted to say, and she understood me, better than anyone, and we played in a specid way that
| won't ever play with anyone else. Her family thought she was awaste of food, because no boy would
marry adumb girl, so they let her eat with us most of the time. Wilfrid used to make fun of the whispery
quack that was the one sound she could make, but | hit him with arock, and after that he didn't do it
anymore,

| didn't seeit happen, but | still seeitin my head. She knew not to go out, but she was dways just so
happy coming to usin the evening. And nobody at her house would have noticed her being gone. None
of them ever noticed Felicitas.

Theday | learned Felicitas was gone, that wasthe day | set off to see the king mysdif.

Will, the same night, actually — because there wasn't any chance of getting away from my house or
thevillagein daylight. | don't know what I'd have done, redly, except that my Uncle Ambrose was
carting aload of sheepskinsto market in Hagsgate, and you have to start long before sunup to be there
by the time the market opens. Uncle Ambroseis my best uncle, but | knew | couldn't ask him to take me
to the king— he'd have gone straight to my mother instead, and told her to give me sulphur and molasses
and put me to bed with amustard plaster. He gives his horse sulfur and molasses, even.

So | went to bed early that night, and | waited until everyone was adeep. | wanted to |eave anote on
my pillow, but | kept writing things and then tearing the notes up and throwing them in the fireplace, and |
was afraid of somebody waking, or Uncle Ambrose leaving without me. Findly | just wrote, | will come
home soon. | didn't take any clothes with me, or anything else, except a bit of cheese, because | thought
the king must live somewhere near Hagsgate, which isthe only big town I've ever seen. My mother and
father were snoring in their room, but Wilfrid had falen adeep right in front of the hearth, and they dways
leave him there when he does. If you rouse him to go to his own bed, he comes up fighting and crying. |
don't know why.

| stood and looked down at him for the longest time. Wilfrid doesn't look nearly so mean when he's
deeping. My mother had banked the coa s to make sure thered be afire for tomorrow's bread, and my
father's moleskin trews were hanging there to dry, because held had to wade into the stockpond that
afternoon to rescue alamb. | moved them alittle bit, so they wouldn't burn. 1 wound the clock —
Wilfrid's supposed to do that every night, but he dways forgets— and | thought how they'd al be
hearing it ticking in the morning while they were looking everywhere for me, too frightened to est any
breakfast, and | turned to go back to my room.

But then | turned around again, and | climbed out of the kitchen window, because our front door
squesks so. | was afraid that Ma kamight wake in the barn and right away know | was up to something,
because | can't ever fool Maka, only she didn't, and then | held my breath dmost thewholeway as| ran
to Uncle Ambrose's house and scrambled right into his cart with the shegpskins. It was acold night, but
under that pile of shegpskinsit was hot and nasty-smelling, and there wasn't anything to do but lie till and
wait for Uncle Ambrose. So | mostly thought about Fdlicitas, to keep from feeling so bad about leaving
home and everyone. That was bad enough — | never redly lost anybody close before, not forever —
but anyway it was different.

| don't know when Uncle Ambrose finally came, because | dozed off in the cart, and didn't wake until
there wasthis jolt and arattle and the sort of floppy grumble a horse makes when he's been waked up
and doesn't like it — and we were off for Hagsgate. The half-moon was setting early, but | could seethe
village bumping by, not looking slvery in thelight, but small and dull, no color to anything. And dl the
same | amost began to cry, because it dready seemed so far away, though we hadn't even passed the
stockpond yet, and | felt asthough I'd never seeit again. | would have climbed back out of the cart right
then, if I hadn't known better.

Because the griffin was till up and hunting. | couldn't seeit, of course, under the shegpskins (and | had



my eyes shut, anyway), but itswings made asound like alot of knives being sharpened al together, and
sometimesit gave acry that was dreadful because it was so soft and gentle, and even alittle sad and
scared, asthough it were imitating the sound Fdlicitas might have made when it took her. | burrowed
deep down as| could, and tried to deep again, but | couldn't.

Which wasjust aswell, because | didn't want to ride dl the way into Hagsgate, where Uncle Ambrose
was bound to find me when he unloaded his sheepskinsin the marketplace. So when | didn't hear the
griffin anymore (they won't hunt far from their nests, if they don't haveto), | put my head out over the
tallboard of the cart and watched the stars going out, one by one, asthe sky grew lighter. The dawn
breeze came up as the moon went down.

When the cart stopped jouncing and shaking so much, | knew we must have turned onto the King's
Highway, and when | could hear cows munching and talking softly to each other, | dropped into the
road. | stood therefor alittle, brushing off lint and wool bits, and watching Uncle Ambrose's cart rolling
on away from me. | hadn't ever been thisfar from home by mysdf. Or so lonely. The breeze brushed dry
grass againgt my ankles, and | didn't have any ideawhich way to go.

| didn't even know the king's name— I'd never heard anyone cal him anything but the king. | knew he
didn't livein Hagsgate, but in abig castle somewhere nearby, only nearby's one thing when you'reriding
inacart and different when youre waking. And | kept thinking about my family waking up and looking
for me, and the cows grazing sounds made me hungry, and I'd eaten all my cheeseinthe cart. | wished |
had a penny with me— not to buy anything with, but only to tossup and let it tell meif | should turn left
or right. | tried it with flat stones, but | never could find them after they came down. Findly | Sarted off
going left, not for any reason, but only because | have alittle Silver ring on my left hand that my mother
gave me. Therewas a sort of path that way too, and | thought maybe | could walk around Hagsgate and
then I'd think about what to do after that. I'm agood walker. | can walk anywhere, if you give metime.

Only it'seasier on ared road. The path gave out after awhile, and | had to push my way through trees
growing too close together, and then through so many brambly vinesthat my hair wasfull of stickersand
my amswere al stinging and bleeding. | wastired and sweating, and amost crying — almost — and
whenever | sat down to rest, bugs and things kept crawling over me. Then | heard running water nearby,
and that made methirsty right away, so | tried to get down to the sound. | had to crawl most of the way,
scratching my knees and elbows up something awful.

It wasn't much of a stream — in some places the water came up barely above my ankles— but | was
so gladto seeit | practicaly hugged and kissed it, flopping down with my face buried in it, theway | do
with Makassmely old fur. And | drank until | couldn't hold any more, and then | sat on astone and let
the tiny fish tickle my nice cold feet, and felt the sun on my shoulders, and | didn't think about griffinsor
kings or my family or anything.

| only looked up when | heard the horses whickering alittle way upstream. They were playing with the
water, the way horses do, blowing bubbles like children. Plain old livery-stable horses, one brownish,
one grayish. The gray'srider was out of the saddle, peering at the horse's | eft forefoot. | couldn't get a
good look — they both had on plain cloaks, dark green, and trews so worn you couldn't make out the
color — so | didn't know that one was awoman until | heard her voice. A nice voice, low, like Silky
Joan, thelady my mother won't ever let me ask about, but with something rough init too, as though she
could scream like ahawk if she wanted to. She was saying, "Theresno stone | can see. Maybe a
thorn?"

The other rider, the one on the brown horse, answered her, "Or abruise. Let me see”

That voice was lighter and younger-sounding than the woman's voice, but | aready knew hewasa
man, because hewas so tall. He got down off the brown horse and the woman moved asideto let him
pick up her horse'sfoot. Before he did that, he put his hands on the horse's head, one on each side, and
he said something to it that | couldn't quite hear. And the hor se said something back. Not like aneigh,
or awhinny, or any of the sounds horses make, but like one person talking to another. | can't say it any
better than that. The tall man bent down then, and he took hold of the foot and looked &t it for along
time, and the horse didn't move or switch itstail or anything.



"A stone splinter,” the man said after awhile. "It'svery smdll, but it'sworked itsalf deep into the hoof,
and theré's an ulcer brewing. | can't think why | didn't notice it sraightaway."

"Well," the woman said. She touched his shoulder. ™Y ou can't notice everything.”

The tal man seemed angry with himsdlf, theway my father gets when he's forgotten to close the pasture
gate properly, and our neighbor's black ram getsin and fights with our poor old Brimstone. He said, "'l
can. I'm supposed to." Then he turned his back to the horse and bent over that forefoot, the way our
blacksmith does, and he went to work on it.

| couldn't see what he was doing, not exactly. He didn't have any picks or pries, like the blacksmith,
and dl I'm sureof isthat | think he was singing to the horse. But I'm not sure it was proper sSinging. It
sounded more like the little made-up rhymesthat redly small children chant to themsdves when they're
playing in thedirt, all lone. No tune, just up and down, dee-dah, dee-dah, dee...boring evenfor a
horse, I'd have thought. He kept doing it for along time, still bending with that hoof in hishand. All at
once he stopped singing and stood up, holding something that glinted in the sun the way the stream did,
and he showed it to the horse, first thing. "There," he said, "there, that'swhat it was. It'sdl right now."

He tossed the thing away and picked up the hoof again, not singing, only touching it very lightly with
onefinger, brushing acrossit again and again. Then he set the foot down, and the horse stamped once,
hard, and whinnied, and the tall man turned to the woman and said, "We ought to camp here for the
night, al the same. They're both weary, and my back hurts."

Thewoman laughed. A deep, sweet, dow sound, it was. I'd never heard alaugh like that. She said,
"The greatest wizard walking the world, and your back hurts? Hed it asyou hedled mine, thetimethe
treefdl on me. That took you al of five minutes, | believe."

"Longer than that," the man answered her. "Y ou were ddlirious, you wouldn't remember." He touched
her hair, which wasthick and pretty, even though it was mostly gray. ™Y ou know how | am about that,”
hesad. "I till like being morta too much to use magic on mysdlf. It spoilsit somehow — it dullsthe
feding. I'vetold you before.”

Thewoman said "Mmphh," the way |'ve heard my mother say it athousand times. "Well, I've been
mortd dl my life, and somedays...."

She didnt finish what she was saying, and the tall man smiled, theway you could tell he wasteasing
her. " Some days, what?'

"Nothing," the woman said, "nothing, nothing." She sounded irritable for amoment, but she put her hands
on the man'sarms, and she said in adifferent voice, " Some days— some early mornings— when the
wind smells of blossomsI'll never see, and there are fawns playing in the misty orchards, and you're
yawning and mumbling and scratching your head, and growling that well seerain before nightfal, and
probably hail aswell...on such mornings | wish with al my heart that we could both live forever, and |
think you were agresat fool to giveit up." Shelaughed again, but it sounded shaky now, alittle. She said,
"Then | remember things I'd rather not remember, so then my stomach acts up, and al sorts of other
things start twingeing me— never mind what they are, or where they hurt, whether it's my body or my
head, or my heart. And then | think, no, | suppose not, maybe not." Thetall man put hisarms around
her, and for amoment she rested her head on his chest. | couldn't hear what she said after that.

| didn't think I'd made any noise, but the man raised hisvoice alittle, not looking a me, not lifting his
head, and he said, " Child, theresfood here." First | couldn't move, | was so frightened. He couldn't have
seen me through the brush and al the ader trees. And then | started remembering how hungry | was, and
| started toward them without knowing | wasdoing it. | actualy looked down a my feet and watched
them moving like somebody e se's feet, as though they were the hungry ones, only they had to have me
take them to the food. The man and the woman stood very till and waited for me.

Close to, the woman looked younger than her voice, and the tall man looked older. No, that isn't it,
that's not what | mean. She wasn't young at al, but the gray hair made her face younger, and she held
hersdf redly straight, like the lady who comes when peoplein our village are having babies. She holds
her face dl tiff too, that one, and | don't like her much. Thiswoman's face wasn't beautiful, | suppose,



but it was aface you'd want to snuggle up to on acold night. That's the best | know how to say it.

The man...one minute he looked younger than my father, and the next he/d be looking older than
anybody | ever saw, older than people are supposed to be, maybe. He didn't have any gray hair himsdlf,
but he did have alot of lines, but that's not what I'm talking about either. It wasthe eyes. Hiseyeswere
green, green, green, not like grass, not like emeralds— | saw an emerad once, agypsy woman showed
me — and not anything like apples or limes or such stuff. Maybe like the ocean, except I've never seen
the ocean, so | don't know. If you go deep enough into the woods (not the Midwood, of course not, but
any other sort of woods), sooner or later you'll dways come to a place where even the shadows are
green, and that'sthe way hiseyeswere. | was afraid of hiseyes at fird.

The woman gave me a peach and watched me bite into it, too hungry to thank her. She asked me,
"Girl, what are you doing here? Areyou lost?"

"No, I'mnot,” I mumbled with my mouth full. "I just don't know where | am, that's different.” They both
laughed, but it wasn't amean, making-fun laugh. | told them, "My name's Sooz, and | have to seethe
king. He lives somewhere right nearby, doesn't he?"

They looked at each other. | couldn't tell what they were thinking, but the tall man raised his eyebrows,
and the woman shook her head abit, dowly. They looked a each other for along time, until the woman
sad, "Wadll, not nearby, but not so very far, either. We were bound on our way to visit him ourselves.”

"Good," | said. "Oh, good." | wastrying to sound as grown-up asthey were, but it was hard, because
| was s0 happy to find out that they could take meto theking. | said, "I'll go dong with you, then.”

The woman was against it before | got the first words out. She said to the tall man, "No, we couldn'.
We don't know how things are." Shelooked sad about it, but she looked firm, too. She said, "Girl, it's
not you worries me. The king isagood man, and an old friend, but it has been along time, and kings
change. Even more than other people, kings change.”

"l haveto seehim,” | said. ™Y ou go on, then. I'm not going home until | see him." | finished the peach,
and the man handed me a chunk of dried fish and smiled a the woman as| toreinto it. He said quietly to
her, "1t seemsto methat you and | both remember asking to be taken along on aquest. | can't speak for
you, but | begged.”

But the woman wouldn't let up. "We could be bringing her into greet peril. Y ou can't take the chance, it
it right!”

He began to answer her, but | interrupted — my mother would have dapped me halfway acrossthe
kitchen. | shouted at them, "I'm coming from great peril. Therésagriffin nested in the Midwood, and
he's eaten Jehane and Louli and — and my Felicitas— " and then | did start weeping, and | didn't care. |
just stood there and shook and wailed, and dropped the dried fish. | tried to pick it up, still crying so
hard | couldn't seeit, but the woman stopped me and gave me her scarf to dry my eyes and blow my
nose. It smelled nice.

"Child," thetal man kept saying, "child, don't take on so, we didn't know about the griffin.” The woman
was holding me againg her sde, smoothing my hair and glaring a him asthough it was hisfault that | was
howling like that. She said, " Of course well take you with us, girl dear — there, never mind, of course
wewill. That'safearful matter, agriffin, but the king will know what to do about it. The king egts griffins
for breakfast snacks — spreads them on toast with orange marmalade and gobbles them up, | promise
you." And so on, being silly, but making mefed better, while the man went on pleading with me not to
cry. | finally stopped when he pulled abig red handkerchief out of his pocket, twisted and knotted it into
abird-shape, and made it fly away. Uncle Ambrose does tricks with coins and shells, but he can't do
anything likethat.

His name was Schmendrick, which | ill think isthe funniest name I've heard in my life. The woman's
name was Molly Grue. We didn't leave right away, because of the horses, but made camp where we
were ingtead. | was waiting for the man, Schmendrick, to do it by magic, but he only built afire, set out
their blankets, and drew water from the stream like anyone el se, while she hobbled the horses and put
them to graze. | gathered firewood.

Thewoman, Mally, told methat the king's name was Lir, and that they had known him when hewasa



very young man, before he becameking. "Heisatrue hero," she sad, "adragondayer, agiantkiller, a
rescuer of maidens, asolver of impossible riddles. He may be the greatest hero of dl, becausehesa
good man aswell. They aren't dways."

"But you didn't want meto meet him," | said. "Why wasthat?"

Moally sghed. We were Sitting under atree, watching the sun go down, and she was brushing things out
of my hair. She said, "He's old now. Schmendrick hastrouble with time— I'll tell you why one day, it'sa
long story — and he doesn't understand that Lir may no longer be the man hewas. It could be asad
reunion.” She started braiding my hair around my heaed, so it wouldn't get in theway. "I've had an
unhappy fedling about thisjourney from the beginning, Sooz. But he took anotion that Lir needed us, so
herewe are. Y ou can't argue with him when he getslike that.”

"A good wifeisn't supposed to argue with her husband,” | said. "My mother saysyou wait until he goes
out, or he's adeep, and then you do what you want.”

Mally laughed, that rich, funny sound of hers, like akind of degp gurgle. "Sooz, I've only known you a
few hours, but I'd bet every penny I've got right now — aye, and al of Schmendrick'stoo — that youll
be arguing on your wedding night with whomever you marry. Anyway, Schmendrick and | aren't married.
We'retogether, that's dl. We've been together quite along while."

"Oh," | said. | didn't know any people who were together like that, not the way she said it. "Wdll, you
look married. Y ou sort of do.”

Molly'sface didn't change, but she put an arm around my shoulders and hugged me closefor a
moment. Shewhispered in my ear, "I wouldn't marry him if he were thelast man in the world. He eats
wild radishesin bed. Crunch, crunch, crunch, al night— crunch, crunch, crunch.” I giggled, and the
tall man looked over at usfrom where he was washing a pan in the stream. Thelast of the sunlight wason
him, and those green eyes were bright as new leaves. One of them winked at me, and | felt it, the way
you fed atiny breeze on your skin when it's hot. Then he went back to scrubbing the pan.

"Will it take uslong to reach the king?' | asked her. Y ou said he didn't live too far, and I'm scared the
griffin will eat somebody elsewhile I'm gone. | need to be home."

Molly finished with my hair and gave it agentle tug in back to bring my head up and make melook
sraight into her eyes. They were as gray as Schmendrick'swere green, and | aready knew that they
turned darker or lighter gray depending on her mood. "What do you expect to happen when you meet
King Lir, Sooz?" she asked meright back. "What did you have in mind when you st off to find him?"

| was surprised, "Wdl, I'm going to get him to come back to my village with me. All those knights he
keeps sending aren't doing any good at al, so helll just have to take care of that griffin himself. HEsthe
king. Itshisjob."

"Yes," Molly said, but she said it so softly | could barely hear her. She patted my arm once, lightly, and
then she got up and walked away to St by hersdlf near thefire. She madeit look as though shewas
banking the fire, but she wasn't redlly.

We gtarted out early the next morning. Molly had mein front of her on her horse for atime, but by and
by Schmendrick took me up on his, to spare the other one's sore foot. He was more comfortable to lean
againgt than I'd expected — bony in some places, nice and springy in others. He didn't talk much, but he
sang alot aswe went dong, sometimesin languages | couldn't make out aword of, sometimes making
up slly songsto make melaugh, like this one:

SooZi, Soodi,

speaking loodi,

you disturb my oozli-goozi.
Soodi, SooAi,

would you choodi

to become my squoozi-squoozi?



He didn't do anything magic, except maybe once, when a crow kept diving at the horse— out of
meanness, that's dl, there wasn't anest anywhere — making the poor thing dance and shy and skitter
until I amost fell off. Schmendrick finaly turned in the saddle and looked &t it, and the next minute a
hawk came swooping out of nowhere and chased that crow screaming into a thornbush where the hawk
couldn't follow. | guessthat was magic.

It was actually pretty country we were passing through, once we got onto the proper road. Trees,
meadows, little soft valeys, hillsides covered with wildflowers | didn't know. Y ou could seethey got alot
more rain here than we do where live. It'sagood thing sheep don't need grazing, the way cows do.
They'll go where the goats go, and goats will go anywhere. We'relike that in my village, we haveto be.
But I liked thisland better.

Schmendrick told meit hadn't aways been like that. "Before Lir, thiswas all barren desert where
nothing grew — nothing, Sooz. It was said that the country was under a curse, and in away it was, but
I'll tell you about that another time." People always say that when you'reachild, and | hateit. "But Lir
changed everything. The land was so glad to see him that it began blooming and blossoming the moment
he became king, and it has done so ever since. Except poor Hagsgate, but that's another story too.” His
voice got dower and deeper when he talked about Hagsgate, as though he weren't talking to me.

| twisted my neck around to look up at him. "Do you think King Lir will come back with me and kill
that griffin?1 think Mally thinks he won't, because he's so old." | hadn't known | was worried about that
until | actudly sadit.

"Why, of course hewill, girl." Schmendrick winked at me again. "He never could resst the pleaof a
maiden in distress, the more difficult and dangerous the deed, the better. If he did not spur to your
villagesad himsdf at thefirst call, it was surdly because he was engaged on some other heroic venture.
I'mas certain as| can be that as soon as you make your request — remember to curtsey properly —
helll snatch up hisgreat sword and spear, whisk you up to his saddlebow, and be off after your griffin
with the road smoking behind him. Y oung or old, that's aways been hisway." He rumpled my hair inthe
back. "Molly overworries. That's her way. We arewho we are."

"What'sacurtsey?' | asked him. | know now, because Molly showed me, but | didn't then. He didn't
laugh, except with his eyes, then gestured for me to face forward again as he went back to singing.

SooZi, Soodi,

you amuse me,

right down to my soledli-shoedli.
Soodi, SooZi,

| bring newsli —

we could wed next stewsli-Tuedli.

| learned that the king had lived in a castle on a dliff by the seawhen he was young, lessthan aday's
journey from Hagsgate, but it fell down — Schmendrick wouldn't tell me how — so he built anew one
somewhere e se. | was sorry about that, because I've never seen the sea, and I've always wanted to, and
| still haven't. But I'd never seen acastle, either, so there wasthat. | leaned back against his chest and fell
adeep.

They'd been traveling dowly, taking timeto let Mally's horse hedl, but once its hoof wasdl right we
galloped most of the rest of the way. Those horses of theirs didn't ook magic or specia, but they could
run for hours without getting tired, and when | helped to rub them down and curry them, they were hardly
swesting. They dept on their Sides, like people, not standing up, the way our horses do.

Even 0, it took us three full daysto reach King Lir. Molly said he had bad memories of the castle that
fell down, so that was why this one was as far from the seaas he could make it, and as different from the
old one. It was on ahill, so the king could see anyone coming aong the road, but there wasn't amoat,
and there weren't any guardsin armor, and there was only one banner on the walls. It was blue, with a



picture of awhite unicorn onit. Nothing else.

| was disgppointed. | tried not to show it, but Molly saw. "Y ou wanted afortress,”" she said to me
gently. "Y ou were expecting dark stone towers, flags and cannons and knights, trumpeters blowing from
the battlements. I'm sorry. It being your first castle, and al.”

"No, it'sa pretty castle,” | said. And it was pretty, Stting peacefully onits hilltop in the sunlight,
surrounded by al those wildflowers. There was amarketplace, | could see now, and there were huts like
ours snugged up againg the castle wals, so that the people could come inside for protection, if they
needed to. | said, "Just looking t it, you can see that the king isanice man.”

Molly was|ooking at me with her head alittle bit to one sde. She said, "Heisahero, Sooz. Remember
that, whatever else you see, whatever you think. Lir isahero.”

"Well, | know that," | sad. "I'm surehélll hdpme. | am."

But | wasn't. The moment | saw that nice, friendly castle, | wasn't abit sure.

We didn't have any trouble getting in. The gate Smply opened when Schmendrick knocked once, and
he and Mally and | walked in through the market, where people were sdling al kinds of fruitsand
vegetables, pots and pans and clothing and so on, the way they do in our village. They dl caled to usto
come over to their barrows and buy things, but nobody tried to stop us going into the castle. There were
two men at the two great doors, and they did ask us our names and why we wanted to see King Lir. The
moment Schmendrick told them his name, they stepped back quickly and let us by, so | began to think
that maybe he actualy was agreat magician, evenif | never saw him do anything but little tricks and little
songs. The men didn't offer to take him to the king, and he didn't ask.

Molly wasright. | was expecting the castle to be al cold and shadowy, with queenslooking sideways
at us, and big men clanking by in armor. But the halswe followed Schmendrick through werefull of
sunlight from long, high windows, and the people we saw mostly nodded and smiled at us. We passed a
stone gtair curling up out of sight, and | was sure that the king must live at the top, but Schmendrick never
looked at it. He led us straight through the great hall — they had afireplace big enough to roast three
cows! — and on pagt the kitchens and the scullery and the laundry, to aroom under another stair. That
was dark. Y ou wouldn't have found it unless you knew where to look. Schmendrick didn't knock at that
door, and he didn't say anything magic to make it open. He just stood outside and waited, and by and by
it rattled open, and wewent in.

Theking wasin there. All by himsdlf, the king wasin there.

He was sitting on an ordinary wooden chair, not athrone. It was arealy smal room, the same size as
my mother's weaving room, so maybe that's why he looked so big. He was astdl as Schmendrick, but
he seemed so much wider . | was ready for him to have along beard, spreading out al across his chest,
but he only had a short one, like my father, except white. He wore ared and gold mantle, and there was
ared golden crown on hiswhite head, not much bigger than the wreaths we put on our champion rams at
the end of the year. He had akind face, with abig old nose, and big blue eyes, like alittle boy. But his
eyeswere S0 tired and heavy, | didn't know how he kept them open. Sometimes he didn't. Therewas
nobody esein thelittle room, and he peered at the three of us as though he knew he knew us, but not
why. Hetried to smile.

Schmendrick said very gently, "Mgesty, it is Schmendrick and Mally, Molly Grue." The king blinked at
him.

"Molly with the cat,” Molly whispered. "Y ou remember the cat, Lir."

"Yes," theking said. It seemed to take him forever to speak that one word. "The cat, yes, of course.”
But he didn't say anything after that, and we stood there and stood there, and the king kept smiling at
something | couldn't see.

Schmendrick said to Moally, " She used to forget hersdlf like that." His voice had changed, the same way
it changed when he was talking about the way the land used to be. He said, "And then you would always



remind her that shewasaunicorn.”

And the king changed too then. All at once his eyeswere clear and shining with feding, like Molly's
eyes, and he saw usfor thefirst time. He said softly, "Oh, my friendsl" and he stood up and cameto us
and put hisarms around Schmendrick and Molly. And | saw that he had been a hero, and that he was
dill ahero, and | began to think it might be dl right, after dl. Maybe it wasredly going to be dl right.

"And who may this princessbe?' he asked, looking straight &t me. He had the proper voice for aking,
deep and strong, but not frightening, not mean. | tried to tell him my name, but | couldn't make a sound,
50 he actualy knelt on one kneein front of me, and he took my hand. He said, "I have often been of
some use to princessesin distress. Command me."

"I'm not aprincess, I'm Sooz," | said, "and I'm from a village you wouldn't even know, and thereésa
griffin eating the children." It al tumbled out like that, in one bresth, but he didn't laugh or ook at me any
differently. What he did was ask me the name of my village, and | told him, and he said, "But indeed |
know it, madam. | have been there. And now | will have the pleasure of returning.”

Over hisshoulder | saw Schmendrick and Molly staring at each other. Schmendrick was about to say
something, but then they both turned toward the door, because asmall dark woman, about my mother's
age, only dressed in tunic, trews, and boots like Molly, had just comein. Shesaid inasmal, worried
voice, "l am so truly sorry that | was not here to greet His Mg esty's old companions. No need to tell me
your illustrious names— my ownisLisene, and | am the king'sroya secretary, trandator, and
protector." Shetook King Lir'sarm, very politely and carefully, and began moving him back to his chair.

Schmendrick seemed to take a minute getting his own breath back. He said, "I have never known my
old friend Lir to need any of those services. Especidly a protector.”

Lisene was busy with the king and didn't look at Schmendrick as she answered him. "How long hasiit
been since you saw him last?' Schmendrick didn't answer. Lisene's voice was quiet till, but not so
nervous. "Time setsitsclaw in usdl, my lord, sooner or later. We are none of usthat which we were."
King Lir sat down obediently on hischair and closed hiseyes.

| could tdll that Schmendrick was angry, and growing angrier as he stood there, but he didn't show it.
My father getsangry like that, which ishow | knew. He said, "His Mgesty has agreed to return to this
young person'svillage with her, in order to rid her people of amarauding griffin. Wewill start out
tomorrow."

Lisene swung around on us so fast that | was sure she was going to start shouting and giving everybody
orders. But shedidn't do anything like that. Y ou could never have told that she wasthe least bit annoyed
or darmed. All shesaid was, "l am afraid that will not be possible, my lord. Theking isin no fit condition
for such ajourney, nor certainly for such adeed.”

"Theking thinksrather differently." Schmendrick was talking through clenched teeth now.

"Does he, then?' Lisene pointed at King Lir, and | saw that he had fallen adegpin hischair. His head
was drooping — | was afraid his crown was going to fal off — and his mouth hung open. Lisene said,
"Y ou came seeking the peerless warrior you remember, and you have found a spent, senile old man.
Believe me, | understand your distress, but you must see—"

Schmendrick cut her off. | never understood what people meant when they talked about someone's
eyes actudly flashing, but at least green eyes can do it. Helooked even taler than he was, and when he
pointed afinger at Lisene | honestly expected the little woman to catch fire or maybe melt away.
Schmendrick's voice was especidly frightening because it was so quiet. He said, "Hear me now. | am
Schmendrick the Magician, and | seemy old friend Lir, as| have dways seen him, wise and powerful
and good, beloved of aunicorn.”

And with that word, for a second time, the king woke up. His blinked once, then gripped the arms of
the chair and pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. Hedidn't look at us, but &t Lisene, and he said, "1 will go with
them. It ismy task and my gift. You will seetoit that | am made ready."

Lisenesaid, "Mgesty, no! Mgesty, | beg you!"

King Lir reached out and took Lisene's head between his big hands, and | saw that therewas love
between them. He said, "It iswhat | am for. Y ou know that aswell as he does. Seetoit, Lisene, and



keep dl well for mewhilel am gone.”

Lisene looked so sad, so logt, that | didn't know what to think, about her or King Lir or anything. |
didn't redizethat | had moved back against Molly Grue until | felt her hand in my hair. She didn't say
anything, but it was nice smelling her there. Lisene said, very quietly, "I will seetoiit.”

She turned around then and started for the door with her head lowered. | think she wanted to pass us
by without looking at usat al, but she couldn't do it. Right at the door, her head came up and she stared
at Schmendrick so hard that | pushed into Molly's skirt so | couldn't see her eyes. | heard her say, as
though she could barely make the words come out, "His degth be on your head, magician.” | think she
was crying, only not the way grown people do.

And | heard Schmendrick's answer, and his voice was so cold | wouldn't have recognized it if | didn't
know. "He has died before. Better that death — better this, better any deeth — than the one he was
dying inthat chair. If the griffin killshim, it will yet have saved hislife” | heard the door close.

| asked Mally, speaking aslow as| could, "What did he mean, about the king having died?' But she
put me to one Side, and she went to King Lir and knelt in front of him, reaching up to take one of his
hands between hers. She said, "Lord...Magesty...friend...dear friend — remember. Oh, please, please
remember."

The old man was swaying on hisfeet, but he put his other hand on Molly's head and he mumbled,
"Child, Sooz — isthat your pretty name, Sooz? — of course | will cometo your village. The griffin was
never hatched that dares harm King Lir's people.” He sat down hard in the chair again, but he held onto
her hand tightly. He looked at her, with his blue eyeswide and his mouth trembling alittle. He said, "But
you must remind me, little one. When I...when | lose mysdf — when | lose her — you must remind me
that | am il searching, till waiting. ..that | have never forgotten her, never turned from dl she taught me,
| stinthisplace...l gt...because aking hasto sit, you see...but in my mind, in my poor mind, | am
awaysaway with her...."

| didn't have any ideawhat he was talking abouit. | do now.

Hefdl adegp again then, holding Mally's hand. She sat with him for along time, resting her head on his
knee. Schmendrick went off to make sure Lisene was doing what she was supposed to do, getting
everything ready for the king's departure. There was alot of clattering and shouting aready, enough so
you'd have thought awar was starting, but nobody camein to see King Lir or gpeak to him, wish him
luck or anything. It was almost as though he wasn't redlly there.

Me, | tried to write aletter home, with pictures of the king and the castle, but | fell adeep like him, and
| dept the rest of that day and al night too. | woke up in abed | couldn't remember getting into, with
Schmendrick looking down at me, saying, "Up, child, on your feet. Y ou started dl this uproar — it'stime
for you to seeit through. Theking is coming to day your griffin."

| was out of bed before he'd finished speaking. | said, "Now? Are we going right now?"

Schmendrick shrugged his shoulders. "By noon, anyway, if | can findly get Lisene and the rest of them
to understand that they are not coming. Lisene wantsto bring fifty men-at-arms, a dozen wagonloads of
supplies, aregiment of runners to send messages back and forth, and every wretched physician in the
kingdom." He sighed and spread his hands. "1 may haveto turn thelot of them to stoneif we are to be off
today."

| thought he was probably joking, but | dready knew that you couldn't be sure with Schmendrick. He
sad, "If Lir comeswith atrain of followers, therewill be no Lir. Do you understand me, Sooz?' | shook
my head. Schmendrick said, "It ismy fault. If | had made sureto visit here more often, there were things |
could have doneto restore the Lir Molly and | once knew. My fault, my thoughtlessness.”

| remembered Mally telling me, " Schmendrick hastroublewithtime." | sill didn't know what she
meant, nor thiseither. | said, "It'sjust the way old people get. We have old men in our village who talk
like him. One woman, too, Mam Jennet. She dways crieswhenit rains.”

Schmendrick clenched hisfist and pounded it againgt hisleg. "King Lir is not mad, girl, nor ishe senile,
asLisenecdled him. Heis Lir, Lir ill, I promiseyou that. It isonly here, in this castle, surrounded by
good, loyd people who love him — who will love him to death, if they are dlowed — that he sSinks



into...into the condition you have seen." He didn't say anything more for amoment; then he sooped a
little to peer closdy a me. "Did you notice the change in him when | spoke of unicorns?’

"Unicorn,” | answered. "One unicorn who loved him. | noticed.”

Schmendrick kept looking a mein anew way, asthough we'd never met before. He said, ™Y our
pardon, Sooz. | keep taking you for achild. Y es. One unicorn. He has not seen her since he became
king, but heiswhat he is because of her. And when | speak that word, when Molly or | say her name —
which | have not done yet — then heisrecalled to himsdf." He paused for amoment, and then added,
very softly, "Aswe had so often to do for her, solong ago.”

"l didn't know unicorns had names,” | said. "I didn't know they ever loved people.”

"They don't. Only thisone." He turned and walked away swiftly, saying over his shoulder, "Her name
was Amdthea. Go find Mally, shelll seeyou fed.”

Theroom I'd dept in wasn't big, not for something in a castle. Catania, the headwoman of our village,
has a bedroom nearly aslarge, which | know because | play with her daughter Sophia. But the sheets1'd
been under were embroidered with a crown, and engraved on the headboard was a picture of the blue
banner with the white unicorn. | had dept the night in King Lir's own bed while he dozed in an old
wooden chair.

| didn't wait to have breakfast with Molly, but ran straight to the little room where | had last seen the
king. He was there, but so changed that | froze in the doorway, trying to get my breath. Three men were
bustling around him liketailors, dressing him in hisarmor: al the padding undernesth, firgt, and then the
different piecesfor the arms and legs and shoulders. | don't know any of the names. The men hadn't put
his helmet on him, so his head stuck out at the top, white-haired and big-nosed and blue-eyed, but he
didn't look slly likethat. He looked like agiant.

When he saw me, he smiled, and it was awarm, happy smile, but it was alittle frightening too, amost a
little terrible, likethetime | saw the griffin burning in the black sky. It was ahero'ssmile. I'd never seen
one before. He called to me, "Little one, come and buckle on my sword, if you would. It would be an
honor for me.”

The men had to show me how you do it. The swordbdlt, al by itself, was so heavy it kept dipping
through my fingers, and | did need help with the buckle. But | put the sword into its sheath done,
athough | needed both handsto lift it. When it did homeit made asound like agreat door damming shui.
King Lir touched my face with one of hiscold iron gloves and said, "Thank you, little one. The next time
that bladeisdrawn, it will beto free your village. Y ou have my word."

Schmendrick came in then, took one look, and just shook his head. He said, "Thisis the most
ridiculous... It isfour days ride— perhaps five — with the weather turning hot enough to broil alobster
on an iceberg. There's no need for armor until he facesthe griffin." Y ou could see how stupid hefelt they
al were, but King Lir smiled at him the same way held smiled at me, and Schmendrick stopped talking.

King Lir said, "Old friend, | go forth as| mean to return. It ismy way."

Schmendrick looked like alittle boy himsdlf for amoment. All he could say was, Y our business. Don't
blame me, that'sdl. At least leave the hdmet off."

He was about to turn away and stalk out of the room, but Molly came up behind him and said, "Oh,
Maesty — Lir— how grand! How beautiful you are!"™ She sounded the way my Aunt Zerelda sounds
when she's carrying on about my brother Wilfrid. He could mess his pants and jump in ahog pen, and
Aunt Zerddawould il think he was the best, smartest boy in the whole world. But Molly was different.
She brushed those tail ors, or whatever they were, straight aside, and she stood on tiptoe to smooth King
Lir'swhite hair, and | heard her whisper, "I wish she could seeyou.”

King Lir looked at her for along time without saying anything. Schmendrick stood there, off to the Side,
and he didn't say anything ether, but they were together, the three of them. | wish that Felicitasand |
could have been together like that when we got old. Could have had time. Then King Lir looked a me,
and hesad, "The child iswaiting." And that's how we set off for home. The king, Schmendrick, Mally,
and me.

To thelast minute, poor old Lisene kept trying to get King Lir to take some knights or soldierswith



him. She actudly followed us on foot when we l€ft, caling, "Highness— Mgesty — if you will have
none else, takeme! Takeme!" At that the king stopped and turned and went back to her. He got down
off his horse and embraced Lisene, and | don't know what they said to each other, but Lisene didn't
follow anymore after that.

| rode with the king most of thetime, Stting up in front of him on his skittery black mare. | wasn't surel
could trust her not to bite me, or to kick mewhen | wasn't looking, but King Lir told me, "It isonly
peaceful times that make her nervous, be assured of that. When dragons charge her, belching desth —
for the fumes are more dangerous than the flames, little one— when your griffin swoops down at her,
you will see her at her best.” | il didn't like her much, but | did likethe king. He didn't sing to me, the
way Schmendrick had, but he told me stories, and they weren't fables or fairytales. These werered, true
gtories, and he knew they were true because they had al happened to him! | never heard Storieslike
those, and | never will again. | know that for certain.

He told me more thingsto keep in mind if you have to fight adragon, and he told me how he learned
that ogres aren't dways as stupid as they look, and why you should never swim in amountain pool when
the snows are melting, and how you can sometimes make friendswith atroll. He talked about hisfather's
castle, where he grew up, and about how he met Schmendrick and Molly there, and even about Molly's
cat, which he said was alittle thing with afunny crooked ear. But when | asked him why the castlefell
down, he wouldn't exactly say, no more than Schmendrick would. His voice became very quiet and
faraway. "l forget things, you know, little one," he said. "I try to hold on, but | do forget.”

Wel, | knew that. He kept calling Molly Sooz, and he never called me anything but little one, and
Schmendrick kept having to remind him where we were bound and why. That was dways at night,
though. He was usualy fine during the daytime. And when he did turn confused again, and wander off
(not just in hismind, either — | found him in the woods one night, talking to atree asthough it was his
father), dl you had to do was mention awhite unicorn named Amalthea, and hed come to himself dmost
right away. Generdly it was Schmendrick who did that, but | brought him back that time, holding my
hand and telling me how you can recogni ze a pooka, and why you need to. But | could never get him to
say aword about the unicorn.

Autumn comes early where live. The dayswere still hot, and the king never would take hisarmor off,
except to deep, not even his helmet with the big blue plume on top, but a night | burrowed in between
Moally and Schmendrick for warmth, and you could hear the stags belling everywhere dl thetime, crazy
with the season. One of them actually charged King Lir's horse while | wasriding with him, and
Schmendrick was about to do something magic to the stag, the same way he'd done with the crow. But
the king laughed and rode straight at him, right into those horns. | screamed, but the black mare never
hesitated, and the stag turned at the last moment and ambled out of sight in the brush. He was wagging
histall in circles, the way goats do, and looking as puzzled and dreamy asKing Lir himsdlf.

| was proud, once | got over being frightened. But both Schmendrick and Molly scolded him, and he
kept apologizing to me for the rest of the day for having put me in danger, as Moally had once said he
would. "'l forgot you were with me, little one, and for that | will always ask your pardon.” Then he smiled
at mewith that beautiful, terrible hero's smile I'd seen before, and he said, "But oh, little one, the
remembering!" And that night he didn't wander away and get himself logt. Instead he sat happily by the
firewith us and sang awhole long song about the adventures of an outlaw called Captain Cully. I'd never
heard of him, but it'sarealy good song.

We reached my village late on the afternoon of the fourth day, and Schmendrick made us stop together
beforewerodein. He said, directly to me, "Sooz, if you tel them that thisisthe king himsdf, there will be
nothing but noise and joy and celebration, and nobody will get any rest with al that carrying-on. It would
be best for you to tell them that we have brought King Lir's greatest knight with us, and that he needsa
night to purify himsdf in prayer and meditation before he dedswith your griffin." He took hold of my chin
and made melook into his green, green eyes, and he said, "Girl, you have to trust me. | aways know
what I'm doing — that's my trouble. Tell your peoplewhat I've said." And Mally touched me and looked



at mewithout saying anything, so | knew it wasdl right.

| 1eft them camped on the outskirts of the village, and walked home by mysdf. Makamet mefirst. She
smelled me before | even reached Smon and Elsi€'s tavern, and she came running and crashed into my
legs and knocked me over, and then pinned me down with her paws on my shoulders, and kept licking
my face until | had to nip her nose to make her let me up and run to the house with me. My father was
out with the flock, but my mother and Wilfrid were there, and they grabbed me and nearly strangled me,
and they cried over me— rotten, stupid Wilfrid too! — because everyone had been so certain that I'd
been taken and eaten by the griffin. After that, once she got done crying, my mother spanked me for
running off in Uncle Ambrose's cart without telling anyone, and when my father camein, he spanked me
al over again. But | didn't mind.

| told them I'd seen King Lir in person, and been in his castle, and | said what Schmendrick had told
me to say, but nobody was much cheered by it. My father just sat down and grunted, " Oh, aye —
another great warrior for our comfort and the griffin's dessert. Y our bloody king won't ever come here
his bloody sdif, you can be sure of that." My mother reproached him for talking like that in front of Wilfrid
and me, but he went on, "Maybe he cared about places like this, people like us once, but he's old now,
and old kings only care who's going to be king after them. Y ou can't tell me anything different.”

I wanted more than anything to tell him that King Lir was here, less than half amile from our doorstep,
but | didn't, and not only because Schmendrick had told me not to. | wasn't sure what the king might
look like, white-haired and shaky and not here dl the time, to people like my father. | wasn't sure what
he looked like to me, for that matter. He was alovely, dignified old man who told wonderful stories, but
when | tried to imagine him riding alone into the Midwood to do battle with a griffin, agriffin that had
aready eaten hisbest knights...to be honest, | couldn't do it. Now that I'd actually brought him all the
way home with me, as1'd set out to do, | was suddenly afraid that I'd drawn him to his death. And |
knew | wouldn't ever forgive mysdf if that happened.

| wanted so much to see them that night, Schmendrick and Mally and the king. | wanted to deep out
there on the ground with them, and listen to their talk, and then maybe I'd not worry so much about the
morning. But of course there wasn't achance of that. My family would hardly let me out of their sght to
wash my face. Wilfrid kept following me around, asking endless questions about the castle, and my father
took meto Catania, who had metell the whole story over again, and agreed with him that whomever the
king had sent thistime wasn't likely to be any more use than the others had been. And my mother kept
feeding me and scolding me and hugging me, dl more or less a the sametime. And then, inthe night, we
heard the griffin, making that soft, lonely, horrible sound it makeswhen it'shunting. So | didn't get very
much deep, between one thing and another.

But at sunrise, after 1'd hel ped Wilfrid milk the goats, they Iet me run out to the camp, aslong as Maka
came with me, which was practicaly like having my mother ong. Molly was aready helping King Lir
into hisarmor, and Schmendrick was burying the remains of last night's dinner, asthough they were
garting one more ordinary day on their journey to somewhere. They greeted me, and Schmendrick
thanked me for doing as he'd asked, so that the king could have arestful night before he —

| didn't let him finish. | didn't know | wasgoing to doiit, | swear, but | ran up to King Lir, and | threw
my armsaround him, and | said, "Don't go! | changed my mind, don't go!" Just like Lisene.

King Lir looked down a me. He seemed astdl asatree right then, and he patted my head very gently
with hisiron glove. He sad, "Littleone, | have agriffinto day. Itismy job."

Which waswhat I'd said mysdif, though it seemed like years ago, and that made it so much worse. |
said asecond time, "I changed my mind! Somebody e se can fight the griffin, you don't haveto! Y ou go
home! Y ou go home now and live your life, and be the king, and everything...." | was babbling and
sniffling, and generaly being ababy, | know that. I'm glad Wilfrid didn't see me.

King Lir kept petting me with one hand and trying to put me aside with the other, but | wouldn't let go.
| think | was actudly trying to pull his sword out of its sheath, to take it away from him. He said, "No, no,
little one, you don't understand. There are some mongtersthat only aking can kill. | have dways known
that — | should never, never have sent those poor men to diein my place. No oneesein dl theland can



do thisfor you and your village. Mogt truly now, itismy job." And he kissed my hand, the way he must
have kissed the hands of so many queens. He kissed my hand too, just like theirs.

Molly came up then and took me away from him. She held me close, and she stroked my hair, and she
told me, "Child, Sooz, there's no turning back for him now, or for you ether. It was your fateto bring this
last causeto him, and hisfate to take it up, and neither of you could have done differently, being who you
are. And now you must be asbrave asheis, and seeit dl play out." She caught hersdlf there, and
changed it. "Rather, you must wait to learn how it has played out, because you are certainly not coming
into that forest with us."

"I'm coming,” | said. "Y ou can't sop me. Nobody can.” | wasn't sniffling or anything anymore. | said it
likethat, that'sall.

Molly held me at arm'slength, and she shook me alittle bit. She said, "Sooz, if you can tell methat
your parents have given their permission, then you may come. Have they done so?

| didn't answer her. She shook me again, gentler thistime, saying, "Oh, that was wicked of me, forgive
me, my dear friend. | knew the day we met that you could never learnto lie" Then shetook both of my
hands between hers, and she said, "L ead usto the Midwood, if you will, Sooz, and we will say our
farewellsthere. Will you do that for us? For me?'

| nodded, but | still didn't speak. | couldn't, my throat was hurting so much. Molly squeezed my hands
and said, "Thank you." Schmendrick came up and made some kind of sign to her with hiseyes, or his
eyebrows, because she said, "Yes, | know," athough he hadn't said athing. So she went to King Lir with
him, and | was aone, trying to stop shaking. | managed it, after awhile.

The Midwood isn't far. They wouldn't redly have needed my help to find it. Y ou can see the beginning
of it from the roof of Ellisthe baker's house, which isthetallest one on that side of thevillage. It'sdways
dark, even from adistance, even if you're not actudly init. | don't know if that's because they're oak
trees (we have dl sorts of tales and sayings about oaken woods, and the creatures that live there) or
maybe because of some enchantment, or because of the griffin. Maybe it was different before the griffin
came. Uncle Ambrose saysit's been abad place dl hislife, but my father says no, he and hisfriends used
to hunt there, and he actudly picnicked there once or twice with my mother, when they were young.

King Lir rodein front, looking grand and amost young, with his head up and the blue plume on his
hel met floating above him, more like abanner than afeather. | was going to ride with Mally, but the king
leaned from his saddle as | started past, and swooped me up before him, saying, "Y ou shall guide and
company me, little one, until we reach the forest." | was proud of that, but | was frightened too, because
he was so happy, and | knew he was going to his death, trying to make up for all those knights he'd sent
to fight the griffin. I didn't try to warn him. He wouldn't have heard me, and | knew that too. Me and
poor old Lisene.

Hetold meal about griffinsaswerode. Hesad, "If you should ever have dedlings with agriffin, little
one, you must remember that they are not like dragons. A dragon is simply a dragon — make yourself
smal when it dives down at you, but hold your ground and strike at the underbelly, and you've won the
day. But agriffin, now...agriffinistwo highly dissmilar creatures, eagle and lion, fused together by some
god with agod's sense of humor. And so thereis an eagl€e's heart beating in the beast, and alion's heart
aswell, and you must pierce them both to have any hope of surviving the battle." He was as chearful as
he could be about it al, holding me safe on the saddle, and saying over and over, the way old people do,
"Two hearts, never forget that — many people do. Eagle heart, lion heart — eagle heart, lion heart.
Never forget, littleone.”

We passed alot of people | knew, out with their sheep and goats, and they al waved to me, and
called, and made jokes, and so on. They cheered for King Lir, but they didn't bow to him, or take off
their caps, because nobody recognized him, nobody knew. He seemed ddlighted about that, which most
kings probably wouldn't be. But he'sthe only king I've met, so | can't say.

The Midwood seemed to be reaching out for us before we were anywhere neear it, long fingery
shadows stretching across the empty fields, and the leaves flickering and blinking, though there wasn't any
wind. A forest isusudly redly noisy, day and night, if you stand till and listen to the birds and the insects



and the streams and such, but the Midwood is always silent, silent. That reaches out too, the silence.

We hdted a stone's throw from the forest, and King Lir said to me, "We part herg, little one," and set
me down on the ground as carefully as though he was putting abird back initsnest. He said to
Schmendrick, "1 know better than to try to keep you and Sooz from following —" he kept on calling
Mally by my name, every time, | don't know why — "but | enjoin you, in the name of great Nikos
himsdlf, and in the name of our long and precious friendship...." He stopped there, and he didn't say
anything more for such awhilethat | was afraid he was back to forgetting who he was and why he was
there, the way he had been. But then he went on, clear and ringing as one of those mad stags, "I charge
youin her name, in the name of the Lady Amathea, not to assist mein any way from the moment we
pass the very fird tree, but to leave me atogether to what ismineto do. Isthat understood between us,
dear ones of my heart?"

Schmendrick hated it. Y ou didn't have to be magic to seethat. It was so plain, even to me, that he had
been planning to take over the battle as soon asthey were actudly facing the griffin. But King Lir was
looking right at him with those young blue eyes, and with alittle bit of asmile on hisface, and
Schmendrick smply didn't know what to do. There wasn't anything he could do, so he finally nodded
and mumbled, "If that is'Y our Mgesty'swish." The king couldn't hear him at al thefirst time, so he made
him say it again.

And then, of course, everybody had to say good-bye to me, since | wasn't allowed to go any farther
with them. Molly said she knew we'd see each other again, and Schmendrick told methat | had the
makings of area warrior queen, only hewas certain | was too smart to be one. And King Lir...King Lir
said to me, very quietly, so nobody else could hear, "Little one, if | had married and had a daughter, |
would have asked no more than that she should be as brave and kind and loyal as you. Remember that,
as | will remember you to my last day.”

Which wasdl nice, and | wished my mother and father could have heard what al these grown people
were saying about me. But then they turned and rode on into the Midwood, the three of them, and only
Molly looked back at me. And | think that wasto make sure | wasn't following, because | was
supposed just to go home and wait to find out if my friendswere dive or dead, and if the griffin was
going to be eating any more children. It wasdl over.

And maybe | would have gone home and let it be dl over, if it hadn't been for Maka.

She should have been with the sheep and not with me, of course— that's her job, the same way King
Lir wasdoing hisjob, going to meet the griffin. But Maka thinks I'm a sheep too, the most Stupid,
aggravating sheep she ever had to guard, forever wandering away into some kind of danger. All theway
to the Midwood she had trotted quietly alongside the king's horse, but now that we were alone again she
came rushing up and bounced al over me, barking like thunder and knocking me down, hard, the way
she does whenever I'm not where she wants meto be. | dways brace myself when | see her coming, but
it never helps.

What she does then, before I'm on my feset, is take the hem of my smock in her jaws and start tugging
me in the direction shethinks | should go. But thistime....thistime she suddenly got up, asthough shed
forgotten all about me, and she stared past me a the Midwood with dl the white showing in her eyes and
alow sound coming out of her that | don't think she knew she could make. The next moment, shewas
gone, racing into the forest with foam flying from her mouth and her big ragged earsflat back. | cdled,
but she couldn't have heard me, baying and barking the way she was.

Wédll, | didn't have any choice. King Lir and Schmendrick and Molly al had a choice, going after the
Midwood griffin, but Malkawas my dog, and she didn't know what shewasfacing, and | couldn't let
her face it by herself. So there wasn't anything else for meto do. | took an enormous long breath and
looked around me, and then | walked into the forest after her.

Actudly, | ran, aslong as| could, and then | walked until | could run again, and then | ran some more.
There aren't any pathsinto the Midwood, because nobody goes there, so it wasn't hard to see where
three horses had pushed through the undergrowth, and then adog's tracks on top of the hoofprints. It
was very quiet with no wind, not one bird caling, no sound but my own panting. | couldn't even hear



Makaanymore. | was hoping that maybe they'd come on the griffin while it was adeep, and King Lir had
aready killed it initsnest. | didn't think so, though. He'd probably have decided it wasn't honorable to
attack adeeping griffin, and wakened it up for afair fight. | hadn't known him very long, but | knew what
he'd do.

Then, alittleway ahead of me, the whole forest exploded.

It was too much noise for meto sort it out in my head. There was Maka absolutely howling, and birds
burgting up everywhere out of the brush, and Schmendrick or the king or someone was shouting, only |
couldn't make out any of the words. And undernesth it all was something that wasn't loud at dl, a sound
somewhere between agrowl and that terrible soft cdll, like afrightened child. Then— just as| brokeinto
the clearing — therattle and scrape of knives, only much louder thistime, asthe griffin shot straight up
with the sun on itswings. Its cold golden eyes bit into mine, and its beak was open so wide you could
see down and down the blazing red gullet. It filled the sky.

And King Lir, agtride his black mare, filled the clearing. He was as huge as the griffin, and his sword
was the Sze of aboar spear, and he shook it at the griffin, daring it to light down and fight him on the
ground. But the griffin was staying out of range, circling overhead to get agood look at these strange new
people. Makawas utterly off her head, screaming and hurling hersdlf into the air again and again,
snapping at the griffin'slion feet and eagle claws, but coming down each time without o much asaniron
feather between her teeth. | lunged and caught her in the air, trying to drag her away before the griffin
turned on her, but she fought me, scratching my face with her own dull dog claws, until | had to let her
go. Thelast time shelegped, the griffin suddenly stooped and caught her full on her side with one huge
wing, so hard that she couldn't get a sound out, no morethan | could. Sheflew al the way acrossthe
clearing, dammed into atree, fell to the ground, and after that she didn't move.

Molly told melater that that was when King Lir struck for the griffin'slion heart. | didn't seeit. | was
flying acrossthe clearing mysdlf, throwing myself over Malka, in case the griffin came after her again, and
| didn't see anything except her staring eyes and the blood on her side. But | did hear the griffin's roar
when it happened, and when | could turn my head, | saw the blood splashing dong its side, and the back
legs squinching up againgt its belly, theway you do when you'reredlly hurting. King Lir shouted likea
boy. He threw that great sword as high asthe griffin, and snatched it back again, and then he charged
toward the griffin asit wobbled lower and lower, with its crippled lion hdf dragging it out of theair. It
landed with a saggy thump, just like Malka, and there was amoment when | was absolutely sureit was
dead. | remember | wasthinking, very far away, thisisgood, I'mglad, I'msure I'm glad.

But Schmendrick was screaming at the king, "Two heartsl Two hearts! " until hisvoice split withiit, and
Molly was on me, trying to drag me away from the griffin, and | was hanging onto Malka— she'd gotten
s0 heavy — and | don't know what €l se was happening right then, because dl | was seeing and thinking
about was Maka. And al | wasfeding was her heart not beating under mine.

She guarded my cradle when | was born. | cut my teeth on her poor ears, and she never made one
sound. My mother says so.

King Lir wasn't seeing or hearing any of us. There was nothing in the world for him but the griffin, which
was flopping and struggling lopsidedly in the middle of the clearing. | couldn't help feding sorry for it,
even then, even after it had killed Malkaand my friends, and al the sheep and goatstoo, and | don't
know how many ese. And King Lir must have felt the same way, because he got down from his black
mare and went straight up to the griffin, and he spoketo it, lowering his sword until the tip was on the
ground. He said, "Y ou were anoble and terrible adversary — surely the last such | will ever confront.
We have accomplished what we were born to do, the two of us. | thank you for your death.”

And on that last word, the griffin had him.

It was the eagle, lunging up a him, dragging the lion half along, theway 1'd been dragging Malka's dead
weight. King Lir stepped back, swinging the sword fast enough to take off the griffin's head, but it was
faster than he was. That dreadful beak caught him at the waist, shearing through his armor the way an axe
would smash through piecrust, and he doubled over without a sound that | heard, looking like wetwash



ontheline. There was blood, and worse, and | couldn't have said if he were dead or dive. | thought the
griffin was going to bite him in two.

| shook loose from Molly. She was calling to Schmendrick to do something, but of course he couldnt,
and she knew it, because he'd promised King Lir that he wouldn't interfere by magic, whatever
happened. But | wasn't amagician, and | hadn't promised anything to anybody. | told Makal'd beright
back.

The griffin didn't see me coming. It was bending its heed down over King Lir, hiding him with itswings.
Thelion part trailing dong so limply in the dust made it more fearful to see, though | can't say why, and it
was making a sort of cooing, purring sound al thetime. | had abig rock in my left hand, and a dead
branchin my right, and | was bawling something, but | don't remember what. Y ou can scare wolves
away from the flock sometimesif you run at them like that, determined.

| can throw things hard with either hand — Wilfrid found that out when | was ill smal — and the
griffin looked up fast when therock hit it on the side of itsneck. It didn't like that, but it was too busy
with King Lir to bother with me. | didn't think for aminute that my branch was going to be any useon
even ahaf-dead griffin, but | threw it asfar as| could, so that the griffin would look away for amoment,
and assoon asit did | made alittle run and abig sprawling divefor the hilt of the king's sword, which
was sticking out under him where heldd fallen. | knew | could lift it because of having buckled it on him
when we st out together.

But I couldn't get it free. He wastoo heavy, like Maka. But | wouldn't give up or let go. | kept pulling
and pulling on that sword, and | didn't fee Mally pulling a me again, and | didn't notice the griffin Sarting
to scrabble toward me over King Lir'sbody. | did hear Schmendrick, sounding along way off, and |
thought he was singing one of the nonsense songs he'd made up for me, only why would he be doing
something like that just now? Then | did findly look up, to push my sweaty hair off my face, just before
the griffin grabbed me up in one of its claws, yanking me away from Molly to throw me down on top of
King Lir. Hisarmor was so cold against my cheek, it was as though the armor had died with him.

The griffin looked into my eyes. That wasthe worgt of al, worse than the pain where the claw had me,
worse than not seeing my parents and stupid Wilfrid anymore, worse than knowing that | hadn't been
ableto save ether the king or Malka. Griffins can't talk (dragons do, but only to heroes, King Lir told
me), but those golden eyeswere saying into my eyes, "Yes, | will die soon, but you are al dead now, al
of you, and | will pick your bones before the ravens have mine. And your folk will remember what | was,
and what | did to them, when thereis no oneleft in your vile, pitiful anthill who remembers your name. So
| havewon." And | knew it wastrue.

Then there wasn't anything but that besk and that burning gullet opening over me.

Then therewas.

| thought it was acloud. | was so dazed and terrified that | redlly thought it was awhite cloud, only
traveling so low and so fast that it smashed the griffin off King Lir and away from me, and sent me
tumbling into Molly'sarms at the sametime. She held metightly, practicaly smothering me, and it wasn't
until 1 wriggled my head freethat | saw what had cometo us. | can seeit ill, inmy mind. | seeit right
Now.

They don't look anything like horses. | don't know where people got that notion. Four legs and atail,
yes, but the hooves are split, like a deer's hooves, or agoat's, and the head is smaller and more —
pointy — than ahorse's head. And the whole body is different from ahorseg, it'slike saying a snowflake
looks like acow. The horn looks too long and heavy for the body, you can't imagine how aneck that
delicate can hold up ahorn that size. But it can.

Schmendrick was on hisknees, with his eyes closed and hislips moving, asthough he was till Singing.
Molly kept whispering, "Amalthea...Amdthea...." not to me, not to anybody. The unicorn wasfacing the
griffin acrossthe king's bodly. Its front feet were skittering and dancing alittle, but its back legswere
setting themselves to charge, the way rams do. Only rams put their heads down, while the unicorn held its
head high, so that the horn caught the sunlight and glowed like a seashell. It gave acry that made me
want to dive back into Molly's skirt and cover my ears, it was so raw and o... hurt. Then its head did



go down.

Dying or nat, the griffin put up afuriousfight. It came hopping to meet the unicorn, but then it was out
of theway at the last minute, with its bloody beak snapping at the unicorn'slegs asit flashed by. But each
time that happened, the unicorn would turn instantly, much quicker than a horse could have turned, and
come charging back before the griffin could get itself braced again. It wasn't abit fair, but | didn't fedl
sorry for the griffin anymore.

Thelast time, the unicorn dashed sdewayswith itshorn, using it like aclub, and knocked the griffin
clean off itsfeet. But it was up before the unicorn could turn, and it actually legped into the air, dead lion
haf and al, just high enough to come down on the unicorn's back, raking with its eagle claws and trying
to bite through the unicorn's neck, theway it did with King Lir. | screamed then, | couldn't help it, but the
unicorn reared up until | thought it was going to go over backward, and it flung the griffin to the ground,
whirled and drove its horn straight through the iron feathers to the eagle heart. It trampled the body for a
good while after, but it didn't need to.

Schmendrick and Mally ran to King Lir. They didn't look at the griffin, or even pay very much attention
to the unicorn. | wanted to go to Malka, but | followed them to where helay. 1'd seen what the griffin had
doneto him, closer than they had, and | didn't see how he could still be dive. But he was, just barely. He
opened his eyes when we knedled beside him, and he smiled so swestly at usdl, and he said, "Lisene?
Lisene, | should have abath, shouldn't |7

| didn't cry. Mally didn't cry. Schmendrick did. He said, "No, Mgjesty. No, you do not need bathing,
truly."

King Lir looked puzzled. "But | smdl bad, Lisene. | think | must have wet mysdf." He reached for my
hand and held it so hard. "Littleone," he said. "Little one, | know you. Do not be ashamed of me because
| anold.”

| squeezed his hand back, ashard as | could. "Hello, Your Mgesty," | said. "Hello." | didn't know
what elseto say.

Then hisface was suddenly young and happy and wonderful, and he was gazing far past me, reaching
toward something with hiseyes. | felt abreath on my shoulder, and | turned my head and saw the
unicorn. It was bleeding from alot of deegp scratches and bites, especialy around its neck, but al you
could seeinitsdark eyeswasKing Lir. | moved asde soit could get to him, but when | turned back, the
king was gone. I'm nine, dmost ten. | know when people are gone.

The unicorn stood over King Lir'sbody for along time. | went off after awhileto st beside Malka,
and Molly came and sat with me. But Schmendrick stayed knedling by King Lir, and he wastalking to
the unicorn. | couldn't hear what he was saying, but | could tell from hisface that he was asking for
something, afavor. My mother says she can dwaystel before | open my mouth. The unicorn wasn't
answering, of course— they can't talk either, I'm amost sure— but Schmendrick kept at it until the
unicorn turned its head and looked at him. Then he stopped, and he stood up and walked away by
himself. The unicorn stayed where she was.

Molly was saying how brave Maka had been, and telling me that she'd never known another dog who
attacked a griffin. She asked if Maka had ever had pups, and | said, yes, but none of them was Maka.
It was very strange. She wastrying hard to make mefed better, and | was trying to comfort her because
she couldn't. But al thewhile | felt so cold, dmost asfar away from everything as Maka had gone. |
closed her eyes, the way you do with people, and | sat there and | stroked her side, over and over.

Ididn't notice the unicorn. Molly must have, but she didn't say anything. | went on petting Malka, and |
didn't look up until the horn came danting over my shoulder. Closeto, you could see blood drying in the
shining spirds, but | wasn't afraid. | wasn't anything. Then the horn touched Madka, very lightly, right
where | was stroking her, and Malka opened her eyes.

It took her awhile to understand that she was dlive. It took me longer. She ran her tongue out first,
panting and panting, looking so thirsty. We could hear astream trickling somewhere close, and Molly
went and found it, and brought water back in her cupped hands. Malkalapped it al up, and then she
tried to stand and fell down, like a puppy. But she kept trying, and at last she was properly on her fedt,



and shetried to lick my face, but shemissed it thefirst few times. | only started crying when shefinaly
managed it.

When she saw the unicorn, she did afunny thing. She stared at it for amoment, and then she bowed or
curtseyed, in adog way, stretching out her front legs and putting her head down on the ground between
them. The unicorn nosed at her, very gently, so as not to knock her over again. It looked at me for the
firsttime...or maybe redly looked at it for thefirst time, past the horn and the hooves and the magica
whiteness, al the way into those endless eyes. And what they did, somehow, the unicorn's eyes, wasto
free me from the griffin's eyes. Because the awfulness of what 1'd seen there didn't go away when the
griffin died, not even when Makacame dive again. But the unicorn had al theworld in her eyes, dl the
world I'm never going to see, but it doesn't matter, because now | have seeniit, and it's beautiful, and |
wasin theretoo. And when | think of Jehane, and Louli, and my Felicitas who could only talk with her
eyes, just likethe unicorn, I'll think of them, and not the griffin. That's how it was when the unicorn and |
looked at each other.

| didn't seeif the unicorn said good-bye to Molly and Schmendrick, and | didn't see when it went
away. | didn't want to. | did hear Schmendrick saying, "A dog. | nearly kill mysdf singing her to Lir,
caling her asno other has ever called aunicorn — and she brings back, not him, but the dog. And here
I'd dways thought she had no sense of humor.”

But Mally said, "Sheloved him too. That's why she let him go. Keep your voice down." | was going to
tell her it didn't matter, that | knew Schmendrick was saying that because he was so sad, but she came
over and petted Makawith me, and | didn't have to. She said, "We will escort you and Makahome
now, as befitstwo greeat ladies. Then we will take the king home too."

"And I'll never seeyou again,” | said. "No morethan I'll seehim.”

Molly asked me, "How old are you, Sooz?"

"Nine" | said. "Almost ten. Y ou know that."

"You can whistle?' | nodded. Molly looked around quickly, asthough she were going to Stedl
something. She bent close to me, and she whispered, "I will give you a present, Sooz, but you are not to
open it until the day when you turn seventeen. On that day you must walk out away from your village,
walk out al doneinto some quiet place that is specid to you, and you must whigtlelikethis." And she
whistled alittle ripple of music for meto whistle back to her, repeating and repesting it until shewas
satisfied that | had it exactly. "Don't whistle it anymore,” shetold me. "Don't whistle it doud again, not
once, until your seventeenth birthday, but keep whistling it insde you. Do you understand the difference,
Sooz?'

"I'm not ababy,” | said. "I understand. What will happen when | do whistleit?"

Molly smiled at me. She said, " Someone will cometo you. Maybe the grestest magician in the world,
maybe only an old lady with asoft spot for vaiant, impudent children.” She cupped my cheek in her
hand. "And just maybe even a unicorn. Because beautiful thingswill always want to see you again, Sooz,
and beligtening for you. Take an old lady'sword for it. Someone will come.”

They put King Lir on hisown horse, and | rode with Schmendrick, and they came dl theway home
with me, right to the door, to tell my mother and father that the griffin was dead, and that | had helped,
and you should have seen Wilfrid's face when they said that! Then they both hugged me, and Molly said
inmy ear, "Remember — not till you're seventeen!™ and they rode away, taking the king back to his
castle to be buried among hisown folk. And | had acup of cold milk and went out with Makaand my
father to pen theflock for the night.

So that's what happened to me. | practice the music Molly taught mein my heed, dl thetime, | even
dream it some nights, but | don't ever whistleit doud. | talk to Maka about our adventure, because |
haveto talk to someone. And | promise her that when the time comes shelll be there with me, inthe
specid place I've dready picked out. Shelll be an old dog lady then, of course, but it doesn't matter.
Someone will cometo us both.

| hopeit'sthem, those two. A unicorn isvery nice, but they're my friends. | want to fed Molly holding
me again, and hear the stories she didn't have timeto tell me, and | want to hear Schmendrick singing that



slly song:

Soozli, Soozli,

gpesking loozli,

you disturb my oozli-goozli.
Soozli, Soozli

would you choozli

to become my squoozli-squoozli...

| can wait.



