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            SINS OF THE FATHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was dark, devoid of star or moon. The heavy blackness drowned the Old Country, undisturbed by any guiding lantern or guardsman’s torch. The scent of coming rain filled the darkness and far-off thunder rang ominously through the unseen mountains, but no flash of lightning dared to breach the inky veil.

      On this charcoal canvas, a pinprick of amber sparked into life. Then another – like two eyes of fire creeping nearer. A third dot flickered into sight, breaking from the blinding blackness. A fourth. A fifth. The distant trail of flaming dots slithered down the mountain pass. Looming larger.

      A procession of tented wagons, dim lanterns swaying at the fore of each, creaked through the quiet night. It rattled slowly downward, drawn by horse and oxen, swaying precariously before an unseen brink.

      The wagons were overburdened with myriad supplies, cages, decorations, and tools. In chipped and faded paint along the side of the leading wagon, the words Devidovic Circus were scrawled, appearing and vanishing periodically in the swaying halo of lantern light.

      The circus master, seated atop the box of this wagon, jerked at the reins, threading the cart carefully along the narrow and crumbling path. His name was Gautier Devidovic, the third of his line to lead the circus. He found that his jaw was clenched. Neck muscles taut and straining. He dared not breathe as he peered desperately into the unwavering dark, trying to glimpse the sheer edge of the mountain path, but failing. The ring of lantern light barely extended past the straining oxen.

      He blinked slowly. Another soft roar of thunder sounded in the distance, echoing amidst the peaks. The procession continued descending, painfully slowly, through the dark. Gautier hoped this unnatural blackness was not an omen. He blinked again, squeezing his eyes shut and then opening them wide to stare through the gloom and scan the ground ahead. He was weary, his vision hazy even when focusing on something squarely within the circle of light.

      Ordinarily, he would have had the company rest and continue come daylight. But circumstances were anything but ordinary. The procession was fleeing. Retreating from a most-bloody inquest that had claimed many of their number. They were hunted, harried, and had spent the last six days and nights on the road with no more rest than that which had to be spared to keep the animals alive.

      His was a gipsyish stock, always distrusted. In Western Europe, flourishing industry and widespread natural philosophy had stamped out old superstitions and his troubadours were merely viewed as thieves. Further east, where the influence of Holy Rome still fostered an instinctual revulsion for Gautier’s kind, the troupe were quickly cast as heretics, murderers, and users of dark and bloody magics.

      It hadn’t helped that an old rumour had resurfaced, insinuating that the gipsies shared ancestry with Mongol witches, banished from their homeland in ancient times and condemned to wander the deserts where they mated with devils beneath the full moon.

      It hadn’t helped that Gautier had welcomed two new actors into the troupe – siblings who claimed also to be Devidovics. His cousins, so they said, though Gautier hadn’t ever known of them before. He questioned the legitimacy of this familial tie. They were an uncanny pair. Contortionists. Dancers. Singers. Painters. Whatever the troupe required. The peculiar style of their art, though it thrilled and tantalised the audiences each time, attracted scornful attention from the church and set Gautier’s hairs on end. This lurking fear remained unvoiced. There were no words in his possession to aptly describe the apprehension. Yet, even then, trundling down the black mountain into the Old Country, it felt as if their eyes were upon him, boring through the line of wagons to burn against his back.

      He was paranoid. He knew it. After their lengthy flight from the Catholic overseers, Gautier was almost delirious.

      It hadn’t helped their cause that, two nights after the arrival of his circus, a grisly murder had come to light. A young maid was found lain before an eery willow, bled to death.

      If the labourers he’d hired hadn’t deserted after the accusations against his troupe came out, he might’ve been able to lead the caravan in shifts. Ah, but now they were spread too thin. He had already lost one whole wagon before even reaching the mountain path.

      Gautier forced his breathing to calm. Attempted to concentrate. They had escaped the church. No pyres awaited them. They had safely reached the Old Country and a wayward, hidden village – so ramshackle and rural as not to be given a name – nestled in a split of the Carpathians. The cruel mountains and the sheer pass would permit no rest, but sanctuary and reprieve awaited them at the bottom of the path.

      Gautier had family there. Likeminded and hospitable folk. They would shelter them for a time. The difficulty was in finding work. There was little in the way of coin in such a village, and none that would be spent on circus performers. He resolved that, in a few days’ time, he would set the troupe on a course north, back towards Prussia and paying audiences.

      He sighed, his eyelids feeling heavy despite the fear. He could see nothing through the blackness and was relying on the oxen to guide him to the bottom of the pass. He prayed that they were close. Though they remained silent, the oxen were nervous. He could tell by the alertness of their pricked ears. Another rumble of thunder sounded, nearer this time. A storm was raging on the other side of the mountains.

      Now his ears prickled too. The first patter of rain sounded around him. A few icy-cold drops – more like sleet than water. Gautier bunched up his coat, hoping that the deluge would hold off until they reached the village.

      He sighed again. And froze. The sound of his own breath, hissing from his teeth, seemed to persist, to linger about him. He strained his ears. No, not his sigh, but the hiss of rushing water! Of a mudslide, born from the storm in the mountains.

      Gautier gulped in air enough to shout, but the water hit them before he could muster the cry. The wagon jolted. The horses and oxen brayed and snorted in distress. Shouts came from further up the line as the icy water whipped by.

      These flash floods were brief, but deadly, caused by a tributary suddenly bursting its bounds. The surge would soon fade.

      ‘Hold steady!’ Gautier yelled, eyes arrested by the frigid water gushing around the wagon wheels, rippling like scorching demon tongues in the swaying lantern light.

      It was a good thing that the wagons were so heavy. Overladen.

      A bestial shriek cut through the night; the sound of a beast being clumsily butchered. More shouts of panic. A great crunch and crash of falling wood and splitting beams. Gautier whipped round, grabbed the taut canvas of his wagon and heaved himself onto the roof. The rain stung his face and he could see very little. In the wagon behind him, Bardrick, the old escape artist, gestured hurriedly further down the procession.

      Though he could not see, he could hear the distressed cries of the others. Larya, his younger sister, was screaming, her high voice – usually so soft and lyrical – now discordant with distress.

      For the first time that night, a great web of lightning split the black sky, its accompanying thunder deafening all those below. Gautier fell to his knees, gripping his head. As the brilliant flash faded, he could see Larya’s wagon, drawn to the sheer edge of the path, one wheel hanging over the side. One of the oxen had broken its leg horribly. Sharp bone, milky white, broke from the dark hide.

      The flood was dissipating. Gautier leapt down, gasping at the icy current drilling into his bones. He slipped – was almost drawn away – but caught himself on the wheel of his cart. He bent forward and struggled up through the water, past Bardrick’s wagon, to Larya’s. The beasts were braying in distress. Gautier whipped at them furiously, spitting curses.

      Another crack of failing wood and the wagon teetered further, dangling over a pitch-black abyss. Gautier drew a knife from his boot and took to hacking at the harness which bound the dying ox. The beast was flailing, rear leg scrabbling over the edge. With the other broken, it could not heave itself to safety and if the beast went, so too would Larya.

      Gautier braced himself, tore through the tangled straps and untied the rest, then he heaved at the shrieking, dying animal with all his strength, forcing it over, bracing against its flailing limbs.

      The sound it made as it plummeted was enough to curdle the blood, but Gautier could not rest. He grabbed at the wagon and pulled. His strength did nothing. He whipped at the second ox, attempting to galvanise the creature, but it was too panicked to help draw the wagon away from the sheer fall. Gautier pulled and pulled, but the wagon bearing his dear sister only slipped further towards the abyss. Another jolt and he was tugged forward. Wood splintered. The wagon was tipping over. Larya was screaming. Gautier hissed curses and prayers, knuckles white against the coarse wood. He would be drawn down too unless he let go. He knew this.

      Behind Gautier, Farron leapt from his wagon, unfazed by the cold mud and slurry rushing past his ankles. Farron was tall and powerfully built. A beast of a man, black hair slicked back and eyes as dark as lacquer. He had been in the circus since Gautier’s father had been master, but never seemed to age a day. He was powerful – a strongman act though he had only one hand. Another flash of lightning revealed the towering figure looming behind the faltering wagon. In that moment, his eyes seemed to shine blood-red in the brilliant light and a too-toothy grin split his pale face.

      He growled a challenge as he set his heavy hand to the wood. Then strained. Another crash – the wheel ripped from its housing – but Farron roared and heaved the whole wagon round, back onto the path. Gautier slipped and collapsed into the last of the receding flood. He was soaked through and the cold stole the breath from his lungs.

      With the swaying ceased, Larya untangled herself from the shambled mess of cargo inside. She climbed over an upended barrel and tumbled out from the back of the wagon. She raced forward and fell trembling into Farron’s embrace. He gave a booming laugh, staring over the edge as a third flash revealed a visceral spectacle on the jagged rocks below: The ox, battered on jutting stone ledges, blood, sinew and bone scattered to the depths.

      Larya was trembling. She looked so small beside the pale giant. Gautier’s stomach knotted as the strongman smiled down at her. His grin was too wide, eyeteeth too damn sharp. He set his heavy hand on her shoulder and tutted.

      ‘There, there, poppet,’ he cooed in his deep and gravelly voice.

      Gautier set his jaw and studied the broken wagon.

      ‘You look as if you are ready to curse the Gods, Gautier,’ Farron smirked. ‘I can scarcely blame you. However, … we’ve known naught but misfortune lately and I wouldn’t tempt fate now.’ Farron bent double to inspect the broken axle. He shook his head, though his smirk did not fade. ‘Still, I wonder … what could be the cause of this ill providence?’

      Gautier swallowed. Again, he felt as if he was being watched by shrouded eyes. This was no time to think panicked thoughts. Besides, he could scarcely hear himself think over the skreiching of the animals.

      ‘Vasch!’ he called down the line. ‘Someone find Vasch, have him calm these bloody beasts.’

      ‘He’s already started,’ said Farron, staring up the path, uncannily dark eyes somehow penetrating through the night.

      Gautier gave a nod, not questioning Farron’s aptitudes. He took Larya by the arm. ‘Go and find Vitorino,’ he said. ‘Have him tend your scrapes lest they sour.’

      ‘And you, Farron, fetch Bardrick and come and help me with this wagon,’ Gautier muttered. ‘We yoke the ox for now, see what we can fit atop the other carts. We’ve not far to go. The troupe can walk. We come back for the rest at daybreak.’
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        * * *

      

      The rains subsided in the night and the Old Country was flooded with heavy, rolling fog come morning. The procession found an open plot to occupy and at last laid down their burdens.

      Whilst the others made camp, Gautier explored the old and isolated village. The thick mists made it difficult to navigate the place, but he soon found the familiar homestead of the Devidovic line. He rapped his knuckles on the door. The barrier edged open a crack and aged eyes full of suspicion glinted out.

      ‘Grandfather,’ Gautier announced. ‘Open the door. I have brought your circus home.’

      The door swung open, but the man to greet them was not his grandfather Gadar, but Arakal – Gadar’s brother and Gautier’s granduncle.

      ‘Gautier,’ the old man chewed the word. ‘Ah, welcome. Welcome!’

      He gestured his grandnephew inside eagerly. Gautier had not seen his granduncle Arakal in many years – not since his father was alive.

      ‘Strýko Arak!’ Gautier remarked, slipping back into the old manners. ‘Returned to the family home! Babcia Lada must be overjoyed.’

      A shadow passed over Arakal’s face as he closed the door to bar the cloying mist from spilling further inside. He shook his head.

      Gautier’s mirth faded quickly. He furrowed his brow, chest suddenly tight. ‘What? Arak … What happened? Where is grandmother?’

      Arak lowered his gaze. ‘She is here,’ he whispered, placating the younger man. ‘We shall see her soon. But … she is much changed, Gautier.’ He gestured Gautier to a stool near the hearth. Arakal continued, ‘You have been gone too long. Your grandfather … Gadar is dead, Gautier.’

      It was a fear that Gautier had considered often during their long trip. He was prepared as best he could be. He gave a stiff nod as he sat before the fireplace. Arakal fetched another seat and an urn of wine.

      ‘The old arm began to blacken,’ Arakal continued. ‘The healers tried what they could, but the Sepulchraons finally finished what they started.’

      Gautier’s grandfather had lost his forearm during one of the Catholics’ many inquests into the Old Country – when Gautier was only an infant. It never quite healed. The wound had always plagued old Gadar, especially during the winter. Now it seemed to have finally claimed the rest of the man as well.

      ‘After Gadar died …’ Arakal grimaced. ‘Lada was not the same.’ He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘The poor old woman could not accept her husband’s death. She roamed about, calling for him from dawn till dusk, and dawn again. For days, she only rambled about Gadar …’ Arakal shook his head and nodded towards the bedroom further in. ‘And when she finally stopped, she ceased to speak at all. It will not be long now, Gautier.’

      Gautier gave another nod. ‘I understand. Let me fetch Larya – she is helping raise the tents. She will appreciate this chance to say goodbye.’

      Gautier returned to the caravan, his dismal expression drawing a few concerned looks from the troupe. Wordlessly, he gestured Larya over. They conversed in whispers as he informed his sister of their grandfather’s passing and of Babcia Lada’s condition. The pair returned to the Devidovic homestead and greeted Arak, who led them to Lada’s room.

      The old woman seemed already to be dead. In fact, Gautier and Larya both gasped in fear at the sight of her. It was only an assurance from Arakal and the barest motion of her chest that convinced them that this frail and decaying husk indeed still lived. Apart from her breathing, Lada did not move. Her half-lidded eyes were milky-white with blindness. She did not respond when her grandchildren spoke to her. Gautier wondered if she could even perceive them at all.

      Larya slowly took up her grandmother’s skeletal hand. The aged skin that was stretched about those gaunt, gnarled digits was dry as parchment.

      ‘Baba Lada,’ Larya whispered, staring down at her frail grandmother. ‘It’s Larya, your granddaughter. Your Unuka Larya? I’ve brought Gautier, see? He’s made a success of Grandfather’s circus. The Devidovic troupe is known across Europe …’

      Nothing. In the silence that fell, Gautier fancied he could hear the faint and fragile whistling of the old woman’s dry breath. Or was it just a death rattle?

      From the shadowed doorway, granduncle Arakal shook his head sadly. It pained him to see his sister so. In truth, Arak was four years older than the husk-like Lada. Though his hair was all grey as ash and his face worn and weathered like puckered leather, his body remained strong. He was barrel-chested and his arms, long-used to baring axe and felling trees, were still thickset with muscle.

      ‘She does not hear or see anymore,’ Arakal said. ‘The change was sudden …’

      Gautier had a bitter taste in his mouth. He cursed under his breath. Arakal raised an expectant eyebrow at his visible frustration.

      Gautier swallowed. ‘I had questions for my grandparents,’ he said.

      ‘What questions?’

      ‘Ergh … Quite the tale, Arak. Our troupe found two new members while travelling. Sisters who claim to be my cousins.’

      ‘But we do not know for certain if they really are of the Devidovic line,’ Larya added.

      Gautier nodded at his sister’s words.

      Arakal narrowed his eyes in thought. ‘That is an unusual happening …’

      ‘Lada was so popular with the grandchildren, she would have known,’ Larya said.

      Gautier wrung his hands with worry as he spoke. ‘Well, granduncle
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