
A Lady Rides In
“What is going on here?”

The thirty or so people gathered at the back of the farmhouse turned as one, and the woman 
walked her horse into the gap between the two people standing by the podium and the rest. The 
horse was a large stallion, and woman had a sword at her hip. The crowd edged away.

“Excuse me, ma’am, I’m trying to conduct an auction. Can you please…”
“I suppose this is your doing, Franny.”
Several of the audience laughed a little at the nickname.
“What? I, er… Ma’am, please remove your horse! It’s damaging my lawn!”
“Your lawn? Mmm.”
The woman removed her light helmet and shook out her long white hair. A long scar ran down 

the side of her face, but it wasn’t disfiguring.
“Actually, Franny, it is still my lawn.”
She dismounted.
“Ma? Ma, I didn’t expect to see you!”
“Obviously. Where is my grandson? Max? Max, come here!”
“Gran! It’s so good to see you!”
“Good to see you, too, Max!” She turned to the auctioneer. “Sorry, Gunter. There will be no 

auction today. Franny will pay you for any expenses that you might have incurred.”
“What?”
“Sure, Tessa,” said Gunter. “I’ll be in touch, Frank.”
He gathered up his assistants, the podium, the small table, and all his papers, and disappeared.
“Where’s my great grandson? Oh, hi, Mikey. Come on, Max. Let’s take Percy to the stables, and 

take his gear off, and then he can go in the home paddock, OK?”
She boosted her great grandson onto Percy’s back and looked back at her son.
“Get rid of all these people, please, Franny. They’re damaging my lawn.” Several of the auction 

goers laughed. “Now, Max, tell me what’s been happening.”
***

Many years earlier, on a bright summer day, a man on a horse rode up to the farm.
“Is there anyone around here called Tessa? Tessa, who is married to Will?” asked the man, as he 

reined in his horse.
“Get lost!” ordered the middle-aged man who had come out meet the rider.
“No, wait, Franny! Good afternoon, sir. My name is Tessa. I’m married to Will. How can I help 

you?”
The man dismounted. He and his mount were dusty and looked tired.
“Thank goodness. I thought that I’d never find you. So much travelling. I have a message from 

your husband, Will.”
Tessa stepped back in shock. “You’ve met Will?”
“Yes, ma’am. He wants you to join him.”
“That’s it? That’s the message?”
“Yes, ma’am. Sorry.”
“How do I find him?”
“Sorry, ma’am. That’s all he said. Do you have somewhere that I could rest for the night, please, 

ma’am?”



Franny, otherwise known as Frank or Francis, stepped forward. “No! We have no room here! 
Mount back up and leave.”

“Not so fast, Franny! Sir, we will show you the stables. One of the stalls is empty, and there’s a 
cot in one of the others, I believe. There’s some horse feed in there too.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”
“Please come up to the house when you are settled in. I’d like to talk to you, and you can have a 

meal.”
“Sure, thanks!”
As they walked back to the house, Franny started to complain.
“Ma, why did you do that? He’s just an old tramp! I’ve thrown dozens like him off the farm.”
“I think he’s interesting. He knew my name!”
“Ma! He could have asked anyone in the village! You said that you’d leave the day to day stuff to

me.”
“Oh, shush! You’re so stuffy sometimes, Franny.”
“Please don’t call me ‘Franny’! I’m not five years old any more! I’m ‘Francis’! Or ‘Frank’!”
“Oh, don’t be silly. You’ll always be Franny to me.”
Franny, or Frances, or Frank, gave a snort of disgust and walked away around the back of the 

house.
***

“My name is Simeon, Tessa. I met your husband about two months ago near… Do you know, I 
can’t remember the name of the place!”

He scratched his ear.
“How was he? Oh, he was fine. We met on the road, and sort of got talking. My horse was in 

foal, and I was going to leave her at the next town. He wanted to give me his spare horse, Percy, the 
one that I rode in on. At first I refused, but he asked me to find you and give you a message as 
payment for the horse. It seemed important to him, so in the end I agreed.”

“And you did it! You found me.”
Simeon laughed. “I actually didn’t set out to find you, Tessa. But somehow, at every stop, I asked

the locals if there was a Tessa in the town or village. Sometimes there was a Tessa, but she wasn’t 
Will’s wife. Too young, too old, married to someone else.”

“So he wants me to join him?”
“Yes, that is what he said. He refused to say more.”
“But I’ve never been out of the town, except for some family holidays!”
Franny snorted. “This is stupid. You’re not going, Ma. Don’t even consider it.”
“It’s not up to you, Dad!” said Max. “Don’t tell Gran what to do!”
“Boys! Don’t argue. I don’t think that I can start travelling at my age, Simeon, sorry. Can you go 

back to my husband and tell him that?”
“Sorry, Tessa. I don’t know where your husband is! We parted ways shortly after I agreed to take 

your husband’s message. I asked him how you would find him, and he laughed. ‘That’s not a 
problem,’ he said.”

“Well, I don’t know how I would find him,” said Tessa. “It’s a shame.”
***

In the morning, Simeon was gone, but Percy, his mount, was still in the stall.
“So you’ve been abandoned, have you, pal? I didn’t expect that!”
Tessa fed him and scratched his ears and let him out for a run in the home paddock.
“There you go, boy,” she said to herself.



“Thanks, Tessa. I like to have a run in the morning.”
The voice in her head made her jump.
“What! You’re a Unicorn?”
The voice in her head was amused.
“Yes, I’m a Unicorn. My full name is Portella, but humans call me Percy.”
“How can I hear you, Percy? I couldn’t hear my husband’s bonded Unicorn.”
Percy’s mental ‘voice’ conveyed a nod, somehow. “Archy. Archivella. Mm, yes. I’ve spoken to 

him. It varies. Sometimes anyone close to a Unicorn’s bonded human can speak to the Unicorn, and 
sometimes only the bonded human can. As I said, it varies.”

“Will wants me to go and join him. I don’t think that I can do that. I don’t know where he is!”
“His location is not a problem. If we travel, we will find him eventually.”
“We?”
“Why do think that I am here, human? I hope that you will join me.”
“Who is your bonded human, Percy? It’s not Simeon?”
“No. Not Simeon. He was just helping me out. I am one of the few of my age who don’t yet have

a bonded human.”
***

“You can’t be serious, Ma! You can’t take to the road at your age!”
“My mind is made up, Franny! I’m going! Nothing that you say will alter my decision.”
“Take someone with you!”
“I don’t need a nursemaid!” Her mind treacherously added ‘yet’.
“Are you sure, Gran?” Max was worried, but he wouldn’t try to persuade her.
“Yes, Max. I’m sure.”
“Well then. Let’s make a list of what you will need.”

***
Percy and Tessa headed up the road.

“How do we find my husband, Percy?”
“We travel.”
“We travel?”
“Yes, when Unicorns and humans travel together it is not quite random, not quite certain.”
“Oh. I see. Well I don’t really. How long will we have to travel for?”
“I don’t know.”

***
“Are you OK, Julia?” asked Tessa.

The restaurant was closing for the night and she and Julia were cleaning the tables. The boss was
out the back, somewhere, and the last few customers were slowly making their way to the door.

“I’m OK. I’m OK.”
“You don’t look OK, kid.”
The door crashed open.
“Julia! Where are you? I need my supper.”
“I’ll be done in a minute, Carl. I just have these tables to finish.”
“Well hurry, girl.”
“Lay off her, Carl!” said Tessa. “She’s been working since six this morning. You can’t expect her

to feed you too!”
Carl stuck out his foot causing Tessa to stumble into a table.
“What’s it to you, old woman?”



A sword edge pressed against Carl’s cheek.
“Now, Carl, apologize to… Um, what’s your name, ma’am? Tessa. Apologize to Tessa. And to 

Julia.”
Carl reluctantly mumbled an apology.
“Now get out!”
“Thank you, sir,” said Tessa to the armed man.
“You’re welcome, ma’am.”
He wasn’t looking at her, though. He was looking at Julia.
“I can’t go home now,” wailed Julia.
“Ssh. Share my bed, kid,” said Tessa, and their champion nodded.
He sheathed his sword.
“Miladies!” he said and left.
When Julia and Tessa were preparing for bed, Tessa noticed the bruises on Julia’s arms. She 

suspected that there were others.
“Carl doesn’t treat you very well, does he?”
“I guess. That’s what men are like, I guess.”
“No! Only the bad ones. It’s a good job that the guy with the sword was there.”
“Mm. Chris. Yes, he’s really nice.”
Julia smiled for the first time since Tessa had met her.
“Why don’t you go off with him? Carl is no good for you.”
“You think? But will Chris be be nicer to me?”
“I’m sure of it, kid.”
The next morning, Tessa saddled Percy up in a hurry.
“Time to move on,” she said.
“Really? That’s quick. Say, are you in a hurry?”
“Someone just needed a nudge, now we need to make sure that she doesn’t regret it. Damn it! 

She sneaked off while I was having breakfast!”
She explained it all to Percy. “… so I knew that Chris and Julia are headed off up the road. We 

need to catch them.”
***

Chris was walking his horse out of village, leading another horse with Julia mounted on it.
“I’m not good at this,” Julia said. She sat rigidly on her horse, nerves showing.
“You’re doing fine.”
They reached the edge of the village, where a barn stood on one side of the road. It had several 

tiles missing from the roof and there was an extensive hole at one end where the beams were 
exposed. The window frames were all missing panes of glass, and any remaining glass was  cracked
and dirty. The whole structure sagged.

Three men stepped from behind the derelict barn.
“Good morning, Carl, gentlemen. Can you please move out of the way?” Chris didn’t seem to be 

worried.
“I’m taking my girl back. Julia come here!”
“Carl, I’ll not let you take her back. She is under my protection.”
“Right! You asked for it,” said Carl, as he and his thugs advanced on the travellers.
Percy and Tessa spotted the confrontation from about one hundred metres behind them.
“Hold tight,” said Percy, and he started to gallop up the road.



Tessa was a good rider but she had never been on a galloping horse as large as Percy. She clung 
on as Percy approached the group in the road at speed. Carl and his thugs looked up and dived for 
the ditch at the last instant. Percy slowed and wheeled.

“I enjoyed that!”
“Come on,” said Tessa, and Chris urged his horse into a trot, and Julia, looking terrified, held on 

tight to the second horse.
“You didn’t wait for me,” said Tessa, smiling.
“Sorry,” said Chris.
“Do you mind me tagging along, Chris? Julia?”
“No, not at all,” answered Julia, after a quick glance at Chris. “I didn’t know you were planning 

to leave, Tessa. I don’t mind.”
“I’m actually travelling to find my husband. I only stopped at that place to rest up and earn some 

money.”
“Your husband?”
“Yeah. He sent me a message. But I don’t know where he is.”
Chris gave her a look. “Hmm. Thanks for your help, by the way, but I could have handled them.”
“Maybe you could teach me how to defend myself, Chris. I think I need some lessons, and you 

have the look of a trained fighter.”
“Me too,” added Julia. They both looked at her. “I can’t ride, and I can’t protect myself. I’m 

pretty useless on the road. I’m not just going to the next village. I want to see a bit of the world. I’d 
like you to show it to me, please, Chris.”

Chris regarded them both. Then he smiled. “OK. We’ll pick up some basic swords at the next 
town. We can use sticks until then. But ladies, if you are going to take to the road, you’ll need to 
ditch the skirts and get some trousers.”

“That’s fine,” nodded Tessa. “I was thinking that myself.”
Julia looked a little shocked.

***
They made steady progress. Julia quickly became used to riding her horse, but she and Chris 
deferred to Tessa where feeding and care of the animals was concerned. Chris taught Julia and Tessa
the fundamentals of sword play, and Julia soon outpaced Tessa in that skill. Chris thought that Tessa
was ‘competent’, but he admired her ability to ‘fight dirty’, when he tripped over a root for the third
time when he was teaching her.

“Tessa, can I ask your advice, please?” asked Julia one day. They were washing in a stream, and 
Chris was politely elsewhere.

“Sure, dear. What is it?”
“Gosh, this water is cold! Well, I like Chris a lot, but I’m still married to Carl.”
“Ah. Well, what difference does that make?” She thought that she knew. Julia was a little old-

fashioned, she’d noticed.
“Chris wants to kiss me and, um, maybe more.”
“Well, dear, Carl is just a thug who you married for some reason or other. He wasn’t a real 

husband. He beat you, didn’t he?”
“Yeah. Um, my parents made me marry Carl, really, I suppose. I never liked him.”
Tessa sighed inwardly. She’d been a bit like that. She’d been engaged for nearly three years to 

her parents’ choice of husband, constantly deferring the marriage, then she’d met Will, and that was 
that.



“If you are that worried, we could talk to the pastor in the next village. I’m sure that she could 
sort it out for you.”

“Is that legal?”
“Of course.” Tessa would tell the pastor about the bruises on Julia’s arms, and the pastor would 

no doubt legally ‘dissolve’ Julia’s marriage. If by chance the pastor was ultra-conservative they 
could talk to the magistrate, but that would cost a bit of money.

“Oh, thanks, Tessa!”
“No problem.” The girl would have to harden up a bit, if she was going to stay on the road, Tessa

thought.
The next night Julia put her bedroll down on Chris’ side of the fire. Tessa smiled and Julia’s 

marriage to Carl was never mentioned again.
***

A shriek pierced the din in the mess. “Leave me ALONE!”
Tessa headed in the direction of the shriek.
“What’s going on here?”
The large man who had been pawing the waitress glanced at Tessa.
“What’s it to you, granny?”
WHAM!
Tessa brought the cast iron frying pan down on top of the oaf’s breakfast which essentially 

ceased to exist. There were faint cheers.
“Hey!”
“This is my shift and I am shift leader, so this MY mess. No one will grope my waiters and 

waitresses. Understand?”
“Who’s going to protect them when you aren’t here?” asked one wise-guy, leaning against a 

pole.
“Julia. Your knife. In the pole.”
Julia’s knife flew through the air, turning end over end in the air. Thunk! Just above the head of 

the wise-guy.
“OK. My boys and girls are NOT defenceless. Back to what you were doing, everyone.”
“Nice shot, Julia,” said Tessa privately. “I liked the end over end.”
“Mmm. I was showing off. I should have thrown it straight, and I nearly missed. That would 

have been a bit of a let down.”
They laughed.
Later Tessa called her staff together.
“Firstly, Sierra, you let that go too far. If anything like that happens again, to anyone, let me 

know. Secondly, this is an army, and there will be fighting. You need to be able to defend 
yourselves. You need to know the bare minimum of self-defence, and I know just the person to 
teach you. OK, everyone. Back to work.”

Tessa turned to Julia.
“You and Chris can handle that, can’t you? I have to run the mess.”
Julia showed how far she had developed on the road by simply nodding.

***
“I’m going to miss you two,” Tessa said, as they rode into the small town.

Julia smiled. She was now an expert horse rider, and skilled at handling weapons, though she 
avoided any real fighting if she could. She was pregnant, and she and Chris had decided to stop 
travelling for now.



“We’re going to miss you, Tessa, and we will miss Percy too,” said Chris.
“It’s been fun. I had no idea when I set out to find Will that I would enjoy it so much.”
“This is the place,” said Percy, in her head.
“Really?” she replied the same way.
“Yes. I can hear Archy.”
“Guys, Percy tells me that he can hear Archy, Will’s Unicorn! It looks like you won’t get rid of 

me that quickly.”
“Oh, that’s great news!”
Over the course of their adventures, Chris and Julia had come to know that Percy was a Unicorn,

and that he could speak to Tessa, mind to mind. They had even seen him undisguised a few times.
Tessa trotted Percy into the town leaving Chris and Julia to follow at a slower pace.
“Excuse me, sir,” she asked a passer-by, “do you know where I can find Will?”
“Sure, ma’am.” The passer-by had been surprised to be questioned by her, and looked a little 

wary. “Down through the town, turn left at the chapel…”
Tessa listened carefully to the directions, impatient to be off.
“… his granddaughter’s place is just around the next corner.”
“Granddaughter?” She said, surprised.
The man visibly flinched. “Yes, ma’am.”
Tessa reflected that she was dressed in leather jerkin and trousers, had a sword at her waist, and 

sat astride a rather large stallion. She apologized.
“How has Will come to have a granddaughter?” she wondered. “Did he have a second family?” 

She found that it didn’t bother her too much.
The house was a smallish one, with a moderately sized paddock at the back and side. Several 

kids were running around, in and out the house. Archy came trotting up to meet them.
“Archy says welcome. He also said ‘At last!’”
“Tell him hullo, please Percy. Where’s Will?”
“Archy’s called him.”
An old man walked slowly around the corner of the cottage.
“Will!” said Tessa and dismounted.
She clasped her husband to her. “Oh, it’s so good to see you. I came.”
Both were crying.
“Come on in! Bring Percy in. Mind out, kids! Go and fetch your Mum, Pete.”
The kid said “OK, Great Grandad,” and rushed off.
A woman came out of the house.
“Mary, I’d like you to meet my wife, Tessa.”
“Hullo, Grandma. It’s nice to meet you at last,” Mary said. She looked at Tessa’s face and 

laughed. “You’re wondering how I can be your granddaughter?! Let’s go inside and Grandad can 
explain.”

***
Will and Archy walked down the road. The winter sunshine filtered through the bare branches of the
trees forming patches of light on the ground. The frost had mostly melted away, but the ground was 
still slightly damp.

“What’s that?” said Archy.
“A child crying,” answered Will. He dismounted.
Huddled up in a sunny patch by the side the road was a young girl. She was dressed in light 

clothes, too light for the frosty morning.



“What’s up, kid?” said Will, but the child didn’t answer.
“Hmm. Time for some tea,” said Will.
He set up a fire and noticed as the girl edged closer.
“What are you doing out here, kid? You’re not dressed for the road. Have you run away?”
The girl nodded.
“Here, have a cup of tea.”
She accepted the cup. “Thank you, sir.”
“Blanket?” said Archy in his mind.
“Good idea,” Will replied in same way.
He got up and took a blanket from Archy’s load and wrapped it around the girl.
“Thank you, sir,” she said again.
“Wait a minute.”
Will slid up the girl’s sleeve up, revealing a number of bruises and marks.
“The little gods! Have you run away? I wouldn’t blame you?”
“Yes, sir. Don’t make me go back! Please!”
Will frowned. “Never!”
When they left the girl was seated on Archy, with a blanket around her. At the next town, Will 

bought her a bedroll and some warm clothes. He acquired a small mare, and found a sympathetic 
magistrate and adopted the girl. It cost him less than he thought as the magistrate only charged Will 
for the certificate, and not for her time. Will had shown her the bruises.

***
“Mum travelled the road with Grandad, until one day she met my Dad. Then she settled down here. 
Grandad stayed for a few months and then got itchy feet. Mum sent him off on the road, and he’s 
been back a few times since. Then he came down with a disease.”

“I was very sick, wondering if I would die on the road, then I turned up here. My daughter lives 
just up the road, but she’s got a full house, and Mary had room for me. My time was running out, 
but I was still able to ride Archy at that time, and one day when I was coming back home, I met 
Simeon and his mare on the road. I gave Simeon my message and sent him off with Percy. And you 
came!”

“Oh, I wish I’d come earlier! Simeon didn’t tell me you were ill. He said you were fine!”
“I didn’t tell him. I didn’t want to scare you, my love.”
“How much time do you have, my dear?”
“The doctor said about a year. That was quite a few months ago. What do you think of my 

second family? I didn’t mean to get a second family!”
“They’re lovely. I was a bit surprised, but I don’t mind. All the kids call me ‘Great Gran’!”
She briefly thought about Mikey, her great grandson from back home. Maybe when she 

eventually got back, if she did, there might be others.
“You’ll keep travelling?” asked Will. It wasn’t really a question.
“Yes. Percy and I have bonded now, so of course I will. We will. But we’ll not leave before…”
“Yeah.”

***
After his funeral service, Will’s wake was held in the hall adjacent to the chapel. The pastor came 
up to Tessa in the hall and chatted about the service.

“I didn’t know Will very well. He wasn’t here very much.” she said, “But I’ve known his family 
for a long time. Did you meet him on the road, Tessa?”



Tessa laughed. “No, Pastor. I’ve only been on the road for a short time. About a year. Will came 
to our town, and we fell for each other, and got married. Then he got fidgety and I sent him off on 
the road. He was clearly unhappy staying in one place, and I thought that I’d never see him again. It
was so hard, for both of us, but as it happened, he appeared in our town every few years or so.”

The pastor nodded. “So, you’ll be leaving soon, I heard. Oh well, good luck. And God bless 
you.”

“Thanks.”
Julia and Chris came up to her. Julia was so pregnant that she could barely walk.
“Are you sure you’re not having twins, Julia?”
“Nah! The midwife says not. Are you sure that you can’t stay until the baby arrives?”
“No, I’m sorry. I have to go. Well, we had fun, didn’t we?”
“Yes, we did, didn’t we.”
“I might turn up here again some time. Or maybe we will meet on the road.”
Julia was much more confident these days. Tessa couldn’t imagine anyone bullying the girl now. 

She called herself Chris’ wife, but Tessa wasn’t sure if they had actually made that legal. It didn’t 
matter.

When Tessa left the next day with Percy, her bonded Unicorn, Chris and Julia waved her 
goodbye. Tessa and Percy took along Will’s Unicorn, Archy.

“My ending is not far off. I miss my bonded human. A part of me is gone,” Archy told Percy, and
Percy relayed the message to Tessa.

“We’re travelling to Archy’s ending,” said Percy. “It’s his time.”
“Oh, that makes me sad.”
“It shouldn’t. Archy is happy to go.”
“What about my ending, Percy. It won’t be a long time in coming, but you’re still quite young 

for a Unicorn.”
“I don’t know. We will find out when the time comes.”

***
“Home,” said Tessa as they entered the town. “It’s quiet. I wonder where everyone is.”

They passed a sign. “’To the auction’,” she read. “The little gods! That’s my farm!”
She urged Percy into a trot.
“We are in plenty of time,” said Percy, with a little snicker.
She wondered how he knew that.

***
Franny looked at his mother and wondered at how much she had changed. When she left she was 
dressed like any other woman from around here. Sensible clothes, sensible skirt and her hair was a 
sensible length, and usually hidden under a scarf. Now she wore trousers, a leather jacket, and her 
long white hair swept past her shoulders. She carried a sword!

“Franny, I’ve decided to gift the farm to Max. You’ve never been much of a farmer, but Max 
loves it.”

“What?” said Max and Franny at the same time.
“Thank you, Gran,” said Max, “but is that fair? Dad wanted to sell the farm so that he could open

a shop, down in the town. We’d pretty much agreed to it.”
“Ah, yes, I know. I talked to your Mum, Max, and she told me. One minute.”
She rummaged around in a bag.
“Here’s my bank book, Franny. I’m going to transfer most of my funds to you, for the shop.”
“Oh, thank you, Ma! Thank you very much.”



Franny, or Frank, or Francis hugged his mother.
“That’s OK, son. I think the shop is a good idea. If I hadn’t come back, I wouldn’t have minded 

you selling the farm, but this solution is so much better. You know, Franny, I know you don’t like 
your nickname, but I only call you by it to tease you. I’m really pleased to set you up in the shop.”

“Yes, I know. I know.”
“I love you all. But we will be leaving in a day or two.”
“We?”
“Percy and I.”

***
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