
The Big Race
The Unicorn stood on the end of the ridge, looking down on the road. His razor sharp horn glinted 
in the sun, and his white coat would have dazzled any onlooker, but no one seemed to notice him.

Two horses and their riders travelled along the road. One horse was a powerful skewbald mare, 
more muscled than many stallions, but she walked with the freedom and confidence of a smaller 
animal. She was a battle horse. Her rider was clad in light leather battle armour and had a long 
sword slung from one thigh. The sword’s sheath was modestly decorated and the pommel on the hilt
was round, with no decoration.

The other horse was also a big skewbald mare, but she wasn’t as large as the younger horse. Her 
rider was a woman, and she too had a sword on her hip, but she wasn’t otherwise dressed for 
fighting. She had a small shield slung from her saddle.

They did not see the Unicorn on the ridge. No one did. He watched the travellers on the road 
below until they disappeared around a bend. He tossed his head, snorted and trotted over the 
skyline.

***
“There’s a lot of horses round here,” the man said.

Almost every field held three or four horses.
“Yes,” said his wife. “But they are quite light framed. Farm horses?”
“No, Kiri,” they heard in their heads. “They’re not farm horses. They look like racers, I think. 

Athletes. I’ll find out more when we stop for the night.”
“Thanks, Princess,” Kiri said. “Will they be faster than you?”
“I don’t know. Probably.”
The woman smiled. Princess would not like to admit that.
Princess currently looked much like an ordinary horse, but she was a Unicorn, and that is why 

she could talk to Evan and Kiri, mind to mind. She would normally be white, with a sharp horn, but 
she was in disguise. She was the powerful skewbald mare that the other Unicorn had observed from 
the hill. Rosie, the other horse, who was Kiri’s mount was her dam and was an ordinary horse, 
though she was originally a battle horse, and that showed in her strong frame. She had also lost the 
tip of her ear and had a scar on her cheek from the days when she was Evan’s battle mount.

“Hey, guys. Are you here for the race?”
Evan turned to the guy who had ridden up alongside them. “Race? No, we just happened along. 

It’s a big race, is it?”
The man laughed. “You could say. Biggest in the region. Have you really not heard of it?”
“We come from a long way away.”
The man nodded. “Nice horse. Your mount is not that bad, either, ma’am.”
“Yeah. Princess is not a racehorse. Nor is Rosie.”
“I can see that! They’re military horses, aren’t they? You are soldiers?”
“Yeah. Well I am. I’m Evan. I guess the battle armour gives it away.” He was joking. “My wife, 

Kiri. She’s not really military.”
“But we’ve seen a few battles together,” added Kiri.
“I’m Steve. I’m ex-military too, but I’ve been settled here for a few years now. I’d guess that you

haven’t got anywhere to stay? My mare is called Phoebe.”
“Nice to meet you, Steve. Can you recommend somewhere?”



“Sure. Come along with us. Oh, by the way, watch out. There are a few dodgy characters around 
when the races are on.”

“Princess? What do you think?” Evan asked in his head.
“Steve seems OK. Phoebe is a bit dumb.” She snickered. “She would have trouble finding her 

way out of an open stall.”
“That’s not nice, girl.”
“True. Sorry. She’s quite open and cheerful. Pleasant.”

***
“Kiri!” Princess called.

Kiri could feel her in her mind, and could hear her whinny and snort. Kiri was just sorting out 
Princess and Rosie’s grain supplement feed, and Princess had been standing not too far away 
browsing on some hay. Evan and Steve were away, arranging their accommodation. She turned to 
see Princess rearing at the end of a halter rope, while the man holding the rope was waving his whip
in her face.

“Princess! No!” she called, and the mare stopped rearing. Rosie shot past Kiri and barged into 
the man and knocked him aside with her flank. Evan and Steve came running up.

“What’s going on?”
Kiri had her sword at the man’s throat.
“This lowlife tried to steal Princess. Shall I slit his throat?”
Evan knew that his wife would not do that.
“You were very lucky my friend,” he said to the man. “Princess and Rosie are battle horses and 

either could have crushed your skull or broken your spine. Rosie just brushed past you but she could
have seriously injured you if she’d been trying. And my wife could have slit your throat!”

The man scuttled backwards, leapt to his feet, turned and ran for it.
“Strange,” said Steve behind Evan. “Not a horse person. We get all sorts up for the races.”
“Yeah,” said Kiri. “I’d only turned away for a few seconds. You did warn us.”
“That surprised me, though. Anyway, here are our stalls. You can have that one there. Erm, we 

generally sleep in the stalls with our horses. There’s an alcove at the back.”
“Yeah. I can see why you sleep with your horses! That’s fine.”
“The tavern girls and boys will be around later, with food and drinks, and treats for the horses.”
“Say, that’s nice! Convenient.”
Kiri gave Princess and Rosie their feed.
“What have you come to the races for, Steve? You’re not a farmer or a racer, I’d say. Let me 

guess. Security?”
Steve laughed. “Yes, Kiri. Phoebe might not be the brightest, but she’s big. Princess is big, and 

so’s Rosie. You guys could earn some money, if you want.”
“You live around here, Steve?”
“Yeah, in a village not far from town. My wife is a farmer, and she’s good at it. Me, not so much.

Our boys help her on the farm, and I do what I can, but I’m usually in the way. So she sends me in 
to earn a few dollars whenever the races are on. ”

***
Security seemed to comprise just keeping people away from the racehorses. Princess snorted and 
called them ‘show ponies’.

“Not a brain among them,” she said, as the racehorses paraded haughtily from place to place.
Phoebe suddenly blocked a man from approaching the racehorses.
“What’s up, girl?” asked Steve.



Naturally he wouldn’t get an answer, but Princess said to Evan “Phoebe thinks he’s a fake.”
She moved alongside Phoebe to block the man.
“Can we see your ID, please sir?” asked Evan.
“Preposterous! I’m the favourite’s doctor!”
“ID, sir?”
“Now look here...” said the man.
Steve called the Security supervisor over and the man ran off.
“Nice one, guys,” Steve said.
“Phoebe spotted him first.”
“Yes, she did, didn’t she? Good one, girl!” He patted his mount on the neck.
“So, Phoebe’s ‘a bit dumb’, pal?” Evan said to Princess, mind to mind.
“Yeah, yeah, OK,” replied Princess sheepishly.
Kiri came trotting up on Rosie. “This is fun!”
“What did they get you doing?”
“We were escorting the racers to be weighed. Apparently the horse’s racing weight is crucial, and

there’s only one scales here, so we were escorting them there one by one. The owners and trainers 
keep the weights secret, so the owners and trainers are always trying to spy on one another. There’s 
three of us keeping them apart. No one seems too serious about the attempted spying, though.”

“Yeah,” said Steve. “All the horses will be pretty much at their racing weights, so it doesn’t 
matter too much. It’s only for the betting. Things will get more serious when they weigh the 
jockeys.”

“Why is that, Steve?”
“The stewards assign a weight to each horse. The jockey and all his gear, the saddle and anything

else on the horse must make that weight. If the jockey weighs in at less than the assigned weight, 
the difference is carried in small lead weights in the saddle cloth. Owners and trainers are always 
looking for a small advantage, and now and then someone tries to bend the rules, but the stewards 
always spot it. Mostly the stewards just give a warning, but sometimes someone goes too far, and 
gets fined or banned.”

***
Evan and Princess were standing guard over one of the top racehorses. They had taken over from 
Steve and Phoebe earlier in the evening and someone else would take over from them at midnight.

“He’s nice enough,” said Princess about the racehorse. “His racing name is Max Cash, but his 
stable name is Monty. He’s quite chatty, but only about the racing. From what he says it’s quite 
complicated. You have to know the course and the other horses and the jockeys. He’s still a ‘show 
pony’, but he’s quite bright in his field.”

Evan laughed. “Is he going to win?”
“He wants to, but he’s not sure if he can. He mentioned two other horses that he reckons are in 

with a chance, and one or two outsiders. He says his jockey is one of the best.”
She sniffed. “What’s that smell?”
“I don’t know…” Evan answered, and then he passed out.

***
He came to locked in a room with barred windows.

“Princess!” he called with his mind.
“I’m not far away, Evan. I’m just trying to wake Kiri, and she can wake Steve up. Phoebe 

doesn’t know what is going on, but she’s enjoying this. Ah, Kiri and Steve are coming.”
A few minutes later Kiri and Steve appeared at the barred door.



“What’s happening? You’ve been accused of attempted doping, the jailer says!”
“Really? I think I was gassed.”
“My pal is the jailer here. He says that you were found unconscious with a syringe near you. The

Head Steward has sent the syringe off to be analysed. His theory is that you approached the stallion,
and the stallion knocked you out when you tried to inject him.”

“That’s rubbish! I haven’t got a mark on me.”
“I know, pal. The Head mentioned that. He’s not stupid, but he needed something to hold you, I 

guess.”
“That’s exactly right,” said the Head from behind him. “Do you know this man, Steve?”
“Yes, sir. Evan. We met on the way into town. I showed him around, and we’ve been working 

security for the races.”
“So, Evan,” said the Head, “we have the theory that you somehow knocked yourself out when 

you were trying to drug the stallion. I don’t buy that. Would you care to explain, Evan? What 
happened to you?”

“I don’t know, sir. I was on duty, when I smelt something, and the next thing I know I am in here.
What happened to Princess?”

“We took her back to your stall in the stables. It seems she somehow woke your wife and your 
wife woke Steve. Hmm.”

The Head Steward looked at Evan for a minute. “Let’s get you out of there.”
***

“Thank goodness, Evan! I was worried about you for a while,” said Princess, in his head.
“Thanks, pal. What happened there?”
“You got gassed and fell over. It didn’t affect the stallion or me, and we wondered what was 

going on. We didn’t see anything. The Head and some others burst in, and found that syringe where 
you had fallen. I guessed that they would lock you up, so I didn’t make a fuss. Then they took me 
back to the stables, and I woke Kiri up and got her to wake Steve up.”

“Let’s get you back to the stables,” said the Head Steward. “I’ve got some questions for you.”
They made their way back to the stables, and on the way Evan asked a server girl to bring them 

some coffee. Princess was waiting snorting and shuffling her feet.
“Did I do right, Evan?” she asked.
“Sure, pal. Brilliant.”
“I didn’t like us being separated, but if I’d caused a fuss they would have tied me up or 

something.”
He patted her on the neck. “You did good. I didn’t like being apart, either.”
The Head Steward looked closely at Princess and stroked his chin. He looked at Rosie. Then he 

turned to his deputy. “Can you see if the results are back from those tests on the syringe, please, 
Rena? Thanks.”

He walked up to Princess, and looked at Evan. “Do you mind if I look her over? She’s a fine 
beast.”

Evan exchanged a thought with Princess. “Go ahead, sir.”
The Head looked over Princess carefully, lifting her hooves, looking in her mouth. Meanwhile, 

Princess was muttering to herself in Evan’s mind and Evan and Kiri were trying not to laugh.
The Head stepped back, patted her neck, and said “Thank you, young lady!” He examined Rosie 

critically too, but didn’t lift her hooves or check her mouth. “Well, Evan, I’m an expert on horses, 
and Princess is a beautiful animal, but I can’t even guess her lineage. I’d love to get her bloodline 
into some of my horses. Rosie is an outstanding horse too. Dam and foal?”



“Yes, sir.”
“Ah well,” said the Head, dropping the matter. “Now what do you know of this little kerfuffle 

tonight? We were warned anonymously that someone was going to try to drug Max Cash. We 
rushed in to find you unconscious and the syringe by your side.”

“I know nothing, sir. As I said, I smelled gas, then I passed out. I didn’t see the syringe before I 
passed out. Do you think it was misdirection, sir? You are concentrating on me, and some other 
horse is being drugged?”

“Could be. I’ve got people going round the other runners, but they all have someone guarding 
them, and I’ve had no reports of anything strange.”

“Do you mind if we go round them in the morning, Head?”
“Yeah, OK. I’ll let Security know that you will be coming round. Ah, Rena, did they finish the 

analysis of the syringe yet?”
The Head Steward’s deputy had just returned.
“Yes, sir. The syringe was almost empty, but they had 5ml of liquid from it to test. They say it 

was simple saline, sir. No drugs at all, so far as they could tell.”
“Ah,” said the Head. “That confirms the theory that it was all misdirection.”
“Sir?”
“Let’s head back to the office, Rena, and I’ll explain.”

***
“So, I was standing here, Princess, and you were there, by Max Cash’s stall. The syringe would 
have been here.”

The bare patch on the floor where the Head’s men had searched confirmed that. Evan looked 
around the racehorse’s accommodation. It had two full sized stalls, one of which housed the 
thoroughbred racer, and a smaller storage area between them. On the other side was an open area 
with the door in the middle of the wall.

“I think that I smelled the gas before you did, Evan, and Monty, that is, Max Cash, tells me that 
he might have smelled it after me. So the source must have been over there by the door.”

“Right. Let’s have a look.”
“The smell lingers most here.”
“Thanks, Princess. Yes, there’s a hole here. A drain pipe? Can you check it, please?”
“Yep, that’s the source.”
“So, someone stuck a tube in. These guys know their horses, so they would know it wouldn’t 

affect you guys. I wonder how they got the syringe in there?”
Evan reported to the Head Steward what they had found.
“There’s no problem there, Evan. One of Max Cash’s grooms is a gambler, and says someone 

gave him some money to drop the syringe in there. Rena is following up on that.”
“So you still think it is misdirection, Head?”
“Yes. I’m going to do a search of all the stalls later, but I’m not hopeful of anything showing 

up.”
***

“When is the big race, Steve? Saturday, I think you said?”
Steve, Evan and Kiri were going around all the racehorses.
“Yeah, two days. Do you think that you will find anything that the Head Steward has missed.”
“You never know. The horses stay in these quarters for a week, before the race?”
“Yeah, except when they are training or exercising, that is.”
In his mind, Princess said “Nothing here.”



She’d been talking to the racehorse. “Snooty bugger. ‘Chris Cringle’s Conquest’.”
“What?”
“That’s his racing name. His stable name is Laury.”
“So he saw nothing.”
“Wait a minute. He said that when the kerfuffle happened, the man in the wall poked him.”
“What?”
“Yeah. The back wall, he says.”
Steve could hear none of this of course.
“Did Laury seem restless last night? When the disturbance happened?” Evan asked the security 

guard.”
“Yeah, actually. He started and shuffled around. I thought that it was because of fuss, but now 

I’m not so sure.”
“Steve, can we look around the back?”
“What? I suppose so.”
The assigned security guard looked on curiously as they left the stable.

***
“I can’t see anything here,” said Steve. “Can you?”

Evan scanned the area. “This would be behind the stable that we were just in?”
“Yes. Wait! That’s interesting. The grass is trodden down by that pipe there.”
“Check the pipe, Evan,” said Kiri.
“It’s loose. I’ll just…”
He tugged it and it came loose. He peered through the hole and got a clear view of the 

racehorse’s rump.
“Oh my. We’d better go and see the Head Steward.”
Before they went back to the Head, though, they examined the back of all the stables. Some had 

the holes and some didn’t.
“Those are the top four horses,” Steve told Evan and Kiri,

***
The Head looked at them from behind his desk. Rena, the Head’s deputy was over to one side.

“OK, so, I had Rena check the stable allocations, and it was common knowledge that the 
favourites were going to be in those four stables, but no one knew which horse would be in which 
stable. So I can work on the assumption that someone wanted to nobble the favourite or possibly 
another of the top four. They didn’t know which stable they would be in, so they fitted up all four 
stables. I doubt that they were targeting all the top horses. OK, so far?”

“Yes, Head.”
“I think the incident with Evan was part of a dry run. We were distracted by the incident and the 

person behind the charade poked ‘Chris Cringle’s Conquest’ to see if it would be noticed. If you 
hadn’t thought to check the backs of the stables, Evan, we would never have known. Any 
comments?”

“No, Head.”
“We need to watch out for other distractions, like the incident with Evan, and need to stake out 

those four stalls. Evan, Steve, and Kiri. You are not locals, and not associated with any of the 
horses, owners, and trainers, so I’m going to assign you to stake out the back of three of the stables. 
Rena is going to stake out the fourth one. My own people will be in the stables of the top four.”

“Where will you be, sir?”



The Head sighed. “Trying to make sure the meeting runs smoothly, by ignoring all this. Rena 
will be in charge of the investigation. Is that OK with everyone.”

“Of course,” said Evan.
***

It was about three hours before the race. Steve, Evan. Kiri and Rena all watched the back of their 
assigned stables. They all had a boy assigned to them as a messenger.

Kiri wondered if this was all a waste of time. Her boy, Ray, was lying on his back chewing on a 
blade of grass. He had ambitions of being a jockey, but he was already nudging the size limits.

A man came slinking along the track at the back of the stables. Kiri poked Ray, who rolled over 
onto his front. They watched the intruder carefully. A second man followed him.

“Any minute now,” said the first man quietly. They stopped behind the stable. 
Kiri slapped Ray on the shoulder.
“Quietly!” she whispered.
Ray nodded, and disappeared into the bushes.
Kiri stood up.
“What are you two doing here?”
“Erm, we’re deputised by the Head Steward to check the backs of the stables, ma’am. If you 

would just…”
“That’s funny, because he deputised me to make sure that no one approached the back of this 

stable.”
She drew her sword and stepped down towards the two men.
“Um, that’s OK, ma’am, because…”
“Back away from the stables, please, gentlemen.”
“Get her!” shouted the first man, drawing a sword.
There was a ‘whump’ noise somewhere on the other side of the row of stables. The distraction, 

Kiri thought.
“Ken, we have to…” shouted the second man.
“Get her first!”
Kiri blocked a blow from the first man, then hit him on the wrist with flat of her blade. He cursed

and dropped his sword. The second man looked terrified. He turned and ran, right into Steve. Evan 
and Rena appeared a moment later.

“Hullo, Ken,” said Rena. “Still working for Smithy? Let’s have a look in that backpack. What 
have you got in there.”

“Nothing, Rena. Just some sandwiches. And stuff.”
“Stuff which includes this.”
She pulled a hypodermic dart from the pack.
“I don’t know anything about that! Honest.”
“Hmm. How about we all go down to the Head’s office? We can discuss this down there.”
“Who is your friend, Ken?”
“He’s Slim. Just started working for Smithy. Rena.”
“Well, Slim, please come with us. I would advise you to consider if you really want to work with

Smithy in the future.”
***

The Head Steward sat back in his chair, looking at Kiri, Steve and Evan.
“Thanks for your help, guys. We can’t prosecute Smithy for this, unfortunately. He’ll just deny 

all knowledge of the plot. It’s not worth prosecuting Ken and whatshisname, Slim, but they’ll not 



get another job in this business. The guys who blew up the feed store as a distraction have been 
taken away by the police. Arson doesn’t fall within my jurisdiction.”

He sighed.
“But the main thing is, the race went off OK, and as far as I can tell, fairly, and that is, after all, 

my brief. Thank you all. Just put in your hours and you’ll receive a generous bonus.”
“Thank you, Head.”

***
“Thanks, guys. It’s been interesting. My wife is going to be pleased when I bring back that bonus.”

“Bring her some flowers too, Steve. I guarantee that she’ll be even more pleased by that,” said 
Kiri.

“Good idea! See ya.”
Kiri and Evan saddled up and walked their mounts out of the town.
“Say, Princess. Did you hear who won the big race?” asked Evan.
“Yeah. Monty, Max Cash, did, by a length. I’m pleased. I like him the best of the four favourites.

He was by far the nicest of them.”
***
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