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Rachel Gillig

only figures present were five limestone statues. Five faceless,

hooded figures. They stood nigh ten spans high, their ancient arms

held open in beckoning. All five were identical but for their left

hands-each clasping a distinct stone object. One statue held a

coin, another an inkwell. One bore an oar, another a chime, and

the final a loom stone.

I wove between the statues on tiptoe, touched by the pervasive

fear that I would anger them if I wandered too loudly. But they were

mere stone, tendering neither ire nor love. Still, they rvatched me

through the darkness of their hoods, predatory in their stillness. I

felt them, just as I felt Aisling Cathedral's gaze-with its eves of

stained glass-silent and ancient and disapproving, upon my back.

I hurried on.

The courtyard gave way to grass, and stone was replaced by

an orchard of gnarled fruit trees. It was late summer, and blood-

red apples hung in clusters. I raised a hand above my head and

ripped one from its branch rvithout breaking my stride. When I
broke through the orchard, a long stone rn all stood ahead of me.

Upon it-
Five maidens waited.

They wore the same pale fabric as I did, their eyes shrouded

with identical gossamer. Perched high upon old stones, bathed in

sunset light, their dresses caught the wind. They looked like five

flags of surrender, there upon the wall.

As if sensing their last counterpart, the women turned as I
approached. The tallest, who'd waved at me from the cathedral

doors and hissed, It's the bloody king! cupped her hands around

her mouth and hollered. "Hurry!"
I put the apple between my teeth and pressed calloused fingers

onto old stones. Twelve spans high and fraught with lichen, the

wall was difficult to scale. But nearly ten years can make a master

out of anyone-the stones were a familiar adversary.

I hauled myself up. The women made room for me, and I swung

a leg over and straddled the wall. "You're sure it's him?"

The l
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Rachel Gillig

at a distance I could see which one was King Benedict Castor. His

armor was not the same silvery iron as his knights' but gilt, as if he

were the sun and they a cluster of lesser stars.

It was my first time, seeing the boy-king.

The procession dipped behind a roll in the tor. In ten minutes,

it would pass directly beneath the wall where we, like expectant

sparrows, perched.

One tapped her chin. "That's a lot of knights just for a Divination."

Four grinned. "Lucky for us."

"I hear this king is a chiid," Three said in her usuai flat way,

like she w'as reading the words instead of speaking them. "That he

shakes at his own shadow. Perhaps he fancied protection in spooky

o1d Aisling."
"swords and armor mean nothing here," I whispered to the

lvind.
The others nodded.

"On that nslg-" One reached into the shapeless billor,vs of her

dre ss and e\tracted six stalks of straw. "Gather, shrews."

\\ e 1et out a collective groan, then shifted on the wall. 'When

u-e'd finished moving, Two stood directly in front of One and her

fistful of straw. The game was simple.

Don't get the short straw.

Two examined the straws, plucking a long straw from the cente-r

of the bundle. One putrled from the edge-another long strau,. They

kept pulling until only a pair of straws remained. After a pause,

One tciok her turn. Yanked her chosen straw free-
And grinned. "The short straw goes to vou, Tivo."

Two's chin was high as she looked down the line of us. "Get

over here, Three."

The rounds of the game continued. 'lw-o defeated Three and

smugly went to stand next to One while the rest of us bit our nails

ar-rd waited for our turns. Three defeated Four, and so did Five.

By the time Four faced me, her final opponent, she was as rigid

as a tin soldier.

The I
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the sounds from the kin5

the straws in a strangleho
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"Everything in the world to prove," One murmured, looking

down at him.

King Castor passed beneath us and did not look up, unaware

that he was being watched. But when Four sighed, the king's ban-

nerman lifted his gaze. 'W'hen he saw us upon the wall, his eyes

rvent wide. Diuiners, he mouthed, though no sound came out.

Then, bolder, he called to the knights behind him. "Six maidens

Llpon the wall. Diviners!"

There was a loud shuffle-whickering horses.

The knights rode into viern. There were women as well as men

rvithin their ranks-all variant in appearance. Some had the dis-

tinguished pale hair of the Cliffs of Bellidine, or the sharp, angled

features of those who lived near the Fervent Peaks. One knight,

axe slung over her shoulder, had charcoal painted around her eyes,

distinctive to the Chiming'V7ood.

"Diviner," a knight called, raising the visor of his helmet. He was

looking up at Four. "Beautiful mystic. I have slain sprites-defended

rhe On-Lens and the faith. Pray, for my glad devotion, lend a kiss."

Ilore knights craned their necks, took off their helmets, to sur-

vev us better. Some said the knight's creed in greeting, others threrv

gowan flowers and pleaded-oh, how they pleaded-for our atten-

tion, our words, our kisses, though the wall was too high and we

were more satisfied to watch them beg than to offer up our lips.

I leaned forward and tried to see their eyes. The abbess and the

five lvomen with me upon the wall all wore shrouds. Besides visi-

tors to the cathedral, the only eyes I regularly glimpsed belonged to

the gargoyles. And they, fashioned of stone, were like looking upon

the cathedral itself. Astounding to behold-and entirely lifeless.

The bells began to ring.

The king's procession thinned, the last of the knights riding

beneath us. The Diviners moved along the wall with practiced bal-

ance to follow, but I remained seated.

I opened my hand and let the broken pieces of the short straw

dance away, caught by a fickle northern wind. The cathedral bells

The

kept ringing, insistent in
them, preparing myself f<
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Stalled on the road, a I

to a full stop and was che

the greenery beside the rc

My apple.

The knight tried to sp
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and throat, the instant he

His shoulders wenr r
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caught along three gold
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There was no warmth
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Slowly, his mouth rwistec
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the bell are you

The other knights had

struck and reverent. This

"Knight," I called. *You

fretful that he requires th

Divination?"
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10 Rachel Gillig

The knight's gaze remained tight. He said nothing.

"I asked if your king-"
"Between our two lots, mine is hardly the spectacle."

I blinked. "Excuse me?"

He issued no clarification, his armor creaking as he continued to

measure me with unfriendly eyes.

I straightened, looming over him like one of the cathedral's

spires. "A respectable knight would just as soon bite off his orvn

tongue than speak to a daughter of Aisling like that."

He pressed his lips together, like I'd told him a ioke at my own

expense.

-\ craggr- i oice called behind me. "Bartholomew!"

I u hirled. In the orchard, touched by the iooming shadow of the

c.rrnedral, u-as the same peculiar gargoyle I'd left in the ambr-rla-

tory. He called to me again. "Get down at once, Bartholomew. nWe

are needed inside."

I glanced back at the road. The knight had managed to spur his

horse and was riding fast to catch up to the others.

I frou,ned at his receding figure.

"I say, Bartholomew, can you hear me?" The gargoyle bran-

dished a chastising finger. "Clirnb down this instant-"
"I heard you, I heard you." I grasped the edge of the wall and

Iorvered myself until my bare feet toucheci grass.

There were twenty-three gargoyles at Aisling Cathedral, and no

two alike. Composed of limestone, they bore an unsettling combi-

nation of human and animal quaiities, most fitted with wings and

the gift of flight. This one had a protruding brow, fangs, claws, and

wings like a bat carved behind his back, though I'd never seen him

fl-v because, apparentiy, the skies are fecl<less, and it u,ould be an

insub beyond recal)ery to be mistaken for a bird.

But as much as they r,vere distinct, the gargoyles were also all

alike, They all bore a strange allegiance to Aisling Catheclrai, ded-

icated to the tor and always minding the abbess, as if of the cathe-

drai. Thev grunted, but rarell, spoke.

The l

Save this one.

I approached, my han

this particular gargoyle, ,

tholomew for no discernat

he took to sulking, it lasted

next to him, his browwas

'A happy pastime, as

But, the king is upon us,

men." He rolled his stor

selves who will dream in
"I will."
"Very good." He held

He led me back throug

through the courtyard, p:

by a lure, to the cathedral

Day was succumbing

doors. The abbess was th

any of her skin. Her shr,

chin, covered her face er

white silken gloves. It rr.a
the note of ice in her voic,

"It seems the kinghas
edict Castor the Third.-

She said his name qui

spit out. Apparently the a

king. Wind rippled or-er h

"Yes."

A low hmm of appro'

chest swell. The abbess rc

gargoyle and I could pas,

dral doors behind us.

Aisling Cathedral r*-a:

limestone and mahogan'

sweet odor of rotting flos
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