PILLARS: THE GARGOYLE CITY 

Until I received the exploratory commission from the Lyceum Arcanum, I had thought that gargoyles were a solitary, dangerous species of predators, prone to hang from cliffs and bloodthirsty as any yaksha. When a Djaffir merchant finally deigned to allow our party to travel with him to Pillars, I had my chance to learn about gargoyles in a more, well, civilized setting. 

From, a distance, the gargoyle city appeared as a gigantic fossilized forest, stone needles reaching up hundreds of metres into the clear blue sky. The bone-dry white sands of the White Desertlands spread below our windsloop, reflecting painful amounts of harsh sunlight as light winds nudged us gently into port. Pillars is indeed a grand city, although from the port one might get the impression that the Creator had whimsically scattered some arcane toothpicks and told his loyal followers to perch on them. Winged gargoyles in various shades of grey, sandy and brown colours boarded our ship and quickly began bartering with our mercantile guide, who had apparently arrived with the latest shipment of strong aquavit, lotus wine and Tazian fire-ale. 

The pillars which form the structures of the city ranged from massive towers 120 ft. across to tiny stone needles barely two feet in diameter. The outer edges of the city are filled with the 'poorer' thin pillars, used as nests by the less fortunate of gargoyles. All around us, countless stone-skinned gargoyles flew and swooped by us, keenly interested in the arrival of new 'softies' - their name for foreigners. It was at this point that I realized we had no apparent means of transportation through the city, as the pillars were often quite far apart, and the depths below provided no means of stopping if I were to fall. Even looking down into the dizzying depths made my head swim. After extensive negotiations conducted by our Djaffir guide, 'taxis' were provided for us poor softies. These consisted of strong, winged gargoyles which carried us into the centre of Pillars, all the while chuckling about our sorry condition (wingless, that is). Gargoyles are often larger (though no stronger) than Thralls, with clawed hands, small fangs, and many horns, giving them a demonic appearance. This belies their calm and honourable personalities, though I know for a fact that many are surly and prone to anti-social behaviour such as attacking caravans. 

The largest tower in Pillars is the Grand Astoria Hotel, a magnificent ten story structure, encrusted with perching gargoyles, carved statues, and nests of all kinds. During our stay there, I managed to make a detailed study of gargoyle anatomy, using what few instruments I had managed to bring along. Gargoyles can be roughly classified into three sub-species, although they are much more varied in appearance between individuals than pure humans. Horned gargoyles have an enormous number of spikes and horns protruding from their skin, making them deadly melee combatants. Encrusted gargoyles seem to have several layers of multi-coloured skin, with many bumps and strange outgrowths. Cracked gargoyles sport the appearance of shattered rock. One of the most fascinating discoveries I made revealed that a gargoyle's natural skin is tough, but composed of muscle and blood, not stone. Gargoyles transform into a stone-form through a difficult process of petrification, or 'flexing' as it is called. Through skill and sheer will, an experienced 'goyle can turn his body into clay, sandstone, limestone, granite, marble, and even crystal! This ability can only be performed a few times per day, and can take anywhere from a few seconds to many hours to complete. The stone-form reduces a gargoyle's movement and dexterity, but often toughens them to such an extent that swords will do no damage. 

Gargoyle society is equally strange. There are no males or females, although the variations between individuals often make it seem so. It is important to understand that gargoyles are very magical creatures, and their being is suffused with life Essence. This may account for their lack of physiological functions, and their resistance to alcohol. In fact, it takes the strongest fiery beverages just for them to feel any sensation. Gargoyles' favourite drink is a highly corrosive drink called 'cinder', which is lethal to softies of any kind. Gargoyle reproduction is equally bizarre: two to four gargoyles create a stone nest of various rocks on one of the many pillars, and begin to chant, dance and live around an egg-shaped stone which slowly emerges from the pillar. The stone is added to, carved and molded, with the parents adding bits of themselves to the newly emerging 'baby'. Thus baby gargoyles are, quite literally, a chip off the old block. One can say that a new gargoyle is an aggregate of several older gargoyles who, when they become too old to walk without crumbling into dust, begin to slowly fuse into their perch, until there is nothing left but a dead, hollow statue. Pillars is covered with the statues of old and revered gargoyles who have fused with the architecture. 

Gargoyles are a solitary and very free species, with few of the social organizations we humans ascribe to, such as church or guild. Gargoyles tentatively worship the Creator, and are skilled stone workers. While in the city, I had the pleasure of an audience with the king, a crumbling old gentleman who was in the process of fusing with his throne. When an old king completely combines with the stone throne, a new king is chosen on the basis of 'flexing', and becomes incorporated into the throne. Kings can often speak with the voices of ancient monarchs, thus leading me to believe that the souls of past rulers live on in the seat of power to advise new rulers. 

Throughout my stay I met many friendly 'goyles, although many have a tendency to be callous and rude to newcomers, while others hold 'softies' in contempt. Gargoyles society is refreshingly free from hierarchies and pecking orders, although there are many 'malformed' 'goyles who lack wings, legs or have added appendages. Our Djaffir guide explained that gargoyles love to travel, and often go on solitary trips to explore new lands, and to try to establish a new pillar nest. This undoubtedly gave rise to the legend of ferocious animated statues perching on castles and towers. 
Are gargoyles the result of a failed experiment involving golems? Are they magical manifestations of mother earth's will, or perhaps they originate from the Elemental Place of Earth? 
Having partially completed my mission for the Lyceum, I returned with my companions to the much smaller city of Cymril to convey my news for more experienced mages to interpret. Perhaps a brave adventuring band may someday unravel the mysteries and secrets of Talislanta's toughest winged statues.
This article was posted to the archived Talislanta Central website.
