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						THE NIGHTINGALE
					
				

				
					
						By Michelle West, copyright 2002
					
				

				
					
						There is a pool beneath the fountain adorned by the statue of the Emperor 
					
				

				
					
						of Teleros.  There is always a pool beneath such a statue, although in the 
					
				

				
					
						winter palace, it is a small miracle; Asaros is cold enough in the winter that 
					
				

				
					
						exposure to the air will kill a man in a few hours.
					
				

				
					
						Great expense is taken, of course, to ensure that only those whose death is 
					
				

				
					
						desired are so exposed, and that happens once a season.  The windows above 
					
				

				
					
						the courtyard are made of coloured glassteel, thick as a man's wrist; it distorts 
					
				

				
					
						nothing, and those who are privileged to receive the Emperor's invitation 
					
				

				
					
						stand behind the safety of those windows to watch the sport below:  a man's 
					
				

				
					
						death.
					
				

				
					
						Or a woman's.  Often a woman's.
					
				

				
					
						There are two seasons here, on Asaros, the Emperor's planet of retreat.  
					
				

				
					
						Summer and Winter.  The Summer is not so harsh; it is therefore for the 
					
				

				
					
						Winter that he comes.  He will arrive soon.
					
				

				
					
						I know this because the ships are singing their way across the vacuum.  I 
					
				

				
					
						heard them yesterday, and woke to their song.  The great doors of my rooms 
					
				

				
					
						unlocked, tumbler by tumbler, as the ships sang their complicated 
					
				

				
					
						harmonies, one after the other.  There is no other way to open those doors; I 
					
				

				
					
						am valued.
					
				

				
					
						I understand this.
					
				

				
					
						My skin is golden, my eyes are sapphire, my hair is the colour of snow.  
					
				

				
					
						My feet are small and delicate, and the Emperor dislikes it when I wear 
					
				

				
					
						bindings or shoes upon them.  This was known, before my birth, and the 
					
				

				
					
						soles of my feet are much like the glass that keeps warmth in; nothing 
					
				

				
					
						penetrates them.
					
				

				
					
						My hands are soft, though.  My lips are soft.  Sometimes they are white, 
					
				

				
					
						and sometimes they are the colour of blood; sometimes, at the Emperor's 
					
				

				
					
						fancy, they are the blue of death.  I wear the clothing he brings me; fashions 
					
				

				
					
						change more quickly than seasons, ephemeral as the Summer ﬂowers that 
					
				

				
					
						adorn his rooms.  It would not do to have an important servant clothed in 
					
				

				
					
						something that only the poor would wear -- last year's clothing; last year's 
					
				

				
					
						fashion.
					
				

				
					
						I must change with the times.
					
				

				
					
						I know this.  I was trained for it.  In the palm of my right hand, the 
					
				

				
					
						forked branches of life-lines are a conceit, an unchanging pattern.  They are 
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						sensitive to the movement of ions, the song of electricity, of magnetism.  
					
				

				
					
						I should be there, in the room of preparation.
					
				

				
					
						But it is two days, two more days, before the Emperor will arrive at this 
					
				

				
					
						ghost court, and instead, I chose to visit the frozen surface of a pond.
					
				

				
					
						The water is real.
					
				

				
					
						In the Summer palace, it dances with breeze, and in its depths, ﬁsh swim, 
					
				

				
					
						cavorting until food arrives.  When food is brought, their colour heightens, 
					
				

				
					
						their ﬁns and tails stiffen; they grow fangs and their skin hardens.  They 
					
				

				
					
						ﬁght each other for what falls into the water, and the water itself becomes the 
					
				

				
					
						colour of pale blood.
					
				

				
					
						They were a gift from the ambassador of Dellen.  He is long gone, 
					
				

				
					
						although his people are often represented at Court; the ﬁsh remain.  But 
					
				

				
					
						they change; they bear scars; they die when they are too weak to reach the 
					
				

				
					
						food offered by the Emperor's servants.
					
				

				
					
						They do not sing.
					
				

				
					
						I step out, upon the surface of the pond; touch the frozen tendrils of what 
					
				

				
					
						might have once been falling water.  The statue is made of something that 
					
				

				
					
						resembles stone, but unlike stone, it does not weather; it lasts.  The features 
					
				

				
					
						of the Emperor's face are still.
					
				

				
					
						When he is present, they will move; they will mirror his moods; he 
					
				

				
					
						himself shows nothing.
					
				

				
					
						But the statue's hair is not raven black; the statue's eyes are not brown; the 
					
				

				
					
						statue's lips are not the pale pink of something that might once have known 
					
				

				
					
						red.  The skin is grey, not bronze.
					
				

				
					
						I touch it; I feel nothing.
					
				

				
					
						I feel nothing at all when I touch the face of anything that is not the 
					
				

				
					
						Emperor.
					
				

				
					
						No; that is not true.  I feel nothing when I touch a face or a body, or 
					
				

				
					
						anything that is formed in such a way as to affect the appearance of either.  
					
				

				
					
						The ships are singing.  I have stood here for longer than I had intended; I 
					
				

				
					
						have lost a day.  I linger for only a moment longer, and then I make my way 
					
				

				
					
						indoors.  
					
				

				
					
						The other servants are waking.  
					
				

				
					
						They are not like me; they live -- and die -- in the conﬁnes of the Winter 
					
				

				
					
						Palace.  I look at their faces as I enter the doors; they are thin and long.  I 
					
				

				
					
						recognize none of them.
					
				

				
					
						A boy separates himself from his elders and rushes to kneel at my feet.  
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						"Lady," he says, "the Emperor is coming."
					
				

				
					
						I nod.  "I … had word.  How long has it been?"
					
				

				
					
						"How long?" 
					
				

				
					
						I can see the gleam of perspiration across his pale skin; his eyes, dark, are 
					
				

				
					
						wide.  "How long has it been since the Emperor has opened the Winter 
					
				

				
					
						Palace?"
					
				

				
					
						The boy looks over his shoulder.
					
				

				
					
						An old, old man comes to join him.  He walks stifﬂy and slowly; the 
					
				

				
					
						Winter is unkind to the elderly.  But he walks.  There are ways to augment 
					
				

				
					
						the strength of failing legs; those are expensive, and the people of the Palace 
					
				

				
					
						are indentured.  They will act upon their inﬁrmity only at the command of 
					
				

				
					
						the Emperor; it is far more likely that, upon his arrival, he will have them 
					
				

				
					
						quietly put down.
					
				

				
					
						I do not tell them this.  If they know it, they live with the fear, but I have 
					
				

				
					
						learned, with time, not to invoke that fear.  
					
				

				
					
						"Lady," he says.  He falls slowly to his knees; I can hear the stretch of his 
					
				

				
					
						muscles, the wobbling of his breath.  
					
				

				
					
						Something about his face is familiar.  
					
				

				
					
						This is wrong.  I know it is wrong.
					
				

				
					
						There is only one face that should ever be familiar.
					
				

				
					
						"Do I know you?"  I ask, gently.  I am incapable of speaking any other 
					
				

				
					
						way.
					
				

				
					
						The old man shakes his head.  His face is gleaming in the artiﬁcial light of 
					
				

				
					
						the early dawn.
					
				

				
					
						"Are you certain?"
					
				

				
					
						"I am certain, Lady."  He bows his head.  "You must come with us; the 
					
				

				
					
						throne is waiting.  It has been waiting for almost a day."
					
				

				
					
						"Yes.  A day.  Come, then."
					
				

				
					
						He grimaces and turns to the boy.  "I am … unable to attend you.  This is 
					
				

				
					
						Krysos; he will be your companion."
					
				

				
					
						Krysos.
					
				

				
					
						"Yes.  Come.  If the throne waits a day longer, the Emperor will know."
					
				

				
					
						Relief.  He is relieved.  I wonder why.  
					
				

				
					
						#
					
				

				
					
						In the long hall of birds, there is no silence.  The air is alive with the 
					
				

				
					
						ﬂurry of their wings.  Bright and gaudy, the parrots cling to branches and 
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						squawk in a thousand different languages.  The sparrows ﬂy the heights in 
					
				

				
					
						silence, afraid to sing; above them, white and brown, are the great hunters.  
					
				

				
					
						There are no ceilings here; the climate in this mile of the palace is controlled 
					
				

				
					
						in its entirety by orbiting satellites.  
					
				

				
					
						The air is warm near the ground; cool near the heights.  But it is never too 
					
				

				
					
						cold; the birds die because of each other, or because of age.  Sometimes a 
					
				

				
					
						combination of both.
					
				

				
					
						The Emperor loves birds.  He ﬁnds their calls and cries interesting, for he 
					
				

				
					
						hears song in them when he chooses to listen. 
					
				

				
					
						Perhaps once or twice during his retreat he will walk here.  He will leave 
					
				

				
					
						his guards behind; they are not necessary.  There is no time, no place, in 
					
				

				
					
						which the Emperor is defenceless.  Only one or two people will attend him.  
					
				

				
					
						And none of those people will be indentured; he has no need to impress that 
					
				

				
					
						which he already owns.
					
				

				
					
						The boy by my side is speechless.  His silence would either gratify or 
					
				

				
					
						annoy the Emperor; it means nothing to me. 
					
				

				
					
						Or it should mean nothing.  But I am curious.  
					
				

				
					
						"Krysos?"
					
				

				
					
						"L-lady?"
					
				

				
					
						"Who is the old man?"
					
				

				
					
						"The old man?"  He frowns and then his brows lift.  "Caverson?"
					
				

				
					
						The name, too, is familiar.  "Did he walk with me, when the Emperor last 
					
				

				
					
						came?"
					
				

				
					
						The boy's smile is generous, bright.  He nods.
					
				

				
					
						"Is he your father?"
					
				

				
					
						"Moons, no!  He's my great-grandfather."
					
				

				
					
						"Ah.  Did he -- did he look like you, when he was young?"
					
				

				
					
						The concept of the old man being young is clearly foreign to him.  His 
					
				

				
					
						brow wrinkles as he thinks; smooths as he pauses.  When he is older, those 
					
				

				
					
						wrinkles will remain no matter how much his expression shifts; they are the 
					
				

				
					
						lines carved there by time and care; they are real.
					
				

				
					
						My palm aches.
					
				

				
					
						"We must hurry," I tell the boy.  But I let him linger perhaps longer than 
					
				

				
					
						is wise.  I know that he will remember what he sees here, not in the way that 
					
				

				
					
						I remember things, but in the way that the living do:  As miracle, as 
					
				

				
					
						something so bright and so beautiful it fades into the realm of story.  Or 
					
				

				
					
						myth.  He will tell his friends, and they will envy him.  He will tell his 
					
				

			

			
			
		

		
			
				
					
						parents, and they will be overjoyed for him.  And he will tell his children, 
					
				

				
					
						and his children will ask him for this story again and again because it is a 
					
				

				
					
						part of his youth, and because it makes him happy.
					
				

				
					
						"Lady?"
					
				

				
					
						"Is that what I am to be called this time?"
					
				

				
					
						"P-pardon?"
					
				

				
					
						"Am I to be called Lady?"
					
				

				
					
						"Isn't that what you're always called?"
					
				

				
					
						I do not know.
					
				

				
					
						Memory is selective.  In the case of the living, the selection process is not 
					
				

				
					
						clear to me; in my case, it is deﬁned and decided by the Emperor and the 
					
				

				
					
						throne.  "I do not know, Krysos.  I think -- I think I might once have been 
					
				

				
					
						called by another name."
					
				

				
					
						The boy's eyes are round.  He lifts a hand.  "Don't tell me," he whispers.  
					
				

				
					
						"Don't tell me your name."
					
				

				
					
						"I don't know it."
					
				

				
					
						Relief is palpable.  
					
				

				
					
						"Why are you afraid of it?"
					
				

				
					
						He shakes his head.  "My greatgrandpa told me."
					
				

				
					
						"He told you my name?"
					
				

				
					
						"He told me that your name is only for the Emperor."
					
				

				
					
						Ah.  Wisdom.  No wise man covets what the Emperor guards.  "Thank 
					
				

				
					
						you, Krysos.  May I call you that?"
					
				

				
					
						He nods, tilting his head to one side, staring at me for long enough that 
					
				

				
					
						blinking causes his eyes to tear.
					
				

				
					
						"What are you looking for, Krysos?"
					
				

				
					
						He hesitates.  But my voice is gentle, always gentle.  He hears no threat in 
					
				

				
					
						it. 
					
				

				
					
						"Well, uh, I was -- well --"
					
				

				
					
						He reaches out involuntarily, and I leap back, rising and falling with 
					
				

				
					
						perfect grace ten feet from where he stands, lower jaw slack.
					
				

				
					
						"You must not," I tell him, and if I could make my voice severe, if I could 
					
				

				
					
						layer it with warning or threat or anger, I would.  Not because I am angry; I 
					
				

				
					
						am not.  
					
				

				
					
						But to touch me is death, his death.  
					
				

				
					
						It has been a very, very long time since the Emperor last chose to grace the 
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