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Introduction

 

Winter Spoor is the result of a what if? I had when writing North Bane. Actually, it was more of a wouldn’t it be cool if idea I had when writing about a shotgun. For better or worse, I’ve been tying together all the stories in the Reviver series with characters and now objects, past and present. Not to forget the beasts, of course. This story is intended to be something standalone(ish) but also, hopefully, giving something extra to those readers who are ploughing through my prehistoric action and adventure stories.

 

You know who you are, and I thank you.
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1

 

It was cold. The man’s fingers stuck to the engraved metal of the ‘over and under’ shotgun with that tacky feeling beneath the skin. His breath steamed in the chill Highland air, enveloping the gun in soft pillows of condensed air that escaped from his lips. The man’s nose was cold and clogged, and his thick dirty blond beard was pearled with ice. He held the gun in that casual but determined way he had done ever since picking it up inside the officer’s tent in the British concentration camp at Bloemfontein, some twenty-nine years ago. The officer had shown him the gun, pointing out what he called the exquisite engraving while the man – a boy, then, just ten years old – stood at the officer’s side, glancing at his mother as she undressed, as per the British man’s command, behind a shoulder-high screen in the corner of the canvas tent.

“Look here,” the officer said, reaching for the boy’s jaw, turning his head just so, directing his gaze to the engraving. “An engraver, before he gets anywhere near the gun, must first pass the thumb test,” he said, letting go of the boy’s chin when he nodded. “He presses his thumb on a square of steel.” The officer demonstrated, pressing his thumb onto the edge of the wooden table beside his chair. He grinned, said something about dust, and called out to the boy’s mother, telling her she could clean up once he was finished with her. And then, turning back to the boy, he said, “If the man’s thumbprint turned red, then he was said to have acid thumb, and his engraving days were over before they had even begun.” 

The officer broke the shotgun and rested it in his lap as he reached for a bottle of rum and poured himself a stiff measure into a dirty and chipped enamel cup. He looked at the boy, took a swig of rum, and then swapped the cup for two shotgun shells, which he pressed into the barrels.

“Do you know why he couldn’t be an engraver?” he said, dipping his head to look into the boy’s eye. “No?” The officer closed the gun and flicked the barrel selector to the top barrel and slid the safety button off, grinning as he did so. “Because,” he said, when the boy shook his head. “The man’s sweat would rust every part of steel he touched. And that,” he said, standing up, “just wouldn’t do.” 

The officer leaned the shotgun against the table and then clicked his fingers, waving the boy’s mother onto the bed, ordering her to leave her undergarments on.

“I’ll take them off soon enough,” he said, reaching down to pull a small dagger from the sheath tucked inside his left leather boot. 

The boy started to keen, and the officer pressed his palm into the boy’s face, pushing him to one side, gently at first, and then, when the boy’s mother cried out, hard enough to push him all the way into the side of the tent. The boy slid to the ground, and the officer pointed the knife at him.

“Stay put, wretch,” he said. “Then maybe I’ll go easy on your mother.”

The woman urged her son to do as he was told, whispering in English that everything was going to be all right, that it won’t be long before they can leave. And then, calling his name, she said he could wait outside.

“Christiaan Raun Pretorius,” she said, continuing in Afrikaans. “Wait outside, my love. And if the beast attacks, you must run.”

Christiaan did what he was told, but he didn’t run.

When the beast attacked, and he heard the slap of a hand on his mother’s skin, followed by his mother’s cry, Christiaan slipped back inside the tent.

He looked at the gun, always at the gun, ignoring his mother’s stifled screams as the man pressed his palm over her mouth. He thought about the engraver, wondering if it hurt to have an acid thumb? Would it hurt? Would it sting?
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