
TANITH LEE (born 1847) began her career in England writing stories for young readers, but with
the American publication of her first adult novel,THE BIRTHGRAVE (1975), she won an instant
reputation as a fantasist. A prolific author, Lee followed up her first success with a long list of
novels that cover the range of science fiction, fantasy, horror, and sword-and-sorcery.

Her short novel Sabella, or the Blood Stone (1980) crosses genre categories as it tells the tale—
erotic, colorful, and intense, like most of Lee's stories—of a female vampire on a future Mars.

"Bite-Me-Not" is a good example of Lee's rich style and imagination and promises to be one of
the most memorable vampire tales of the 1980s.

Bite-Me-Not

or, Fleur De Feu

(1984)

BY TANITH LEE

CHAPTER I

In the tradition of young girls and windows, the young girl looks out of this one. It is difficult to see
anything. The panes of the window are heavily leaded, and secured by a lattice of iron. The stained glass
of lizard-green and storm-purple is several inches thick. There is no red glass in the window. The colour
red is forbidden in the castle. Even the sun, behind the glass, is a storm sun, a green-lizard sun.

The young girl wishes she had a gown of palest pastel rose—the nearest affinity to red which is never
allowed. Already she has long dark beautiful eyes, a long white neck. Her long dark hair is however
hidden in a dusty scarf and she wears rags. She is a scullery maid. As she scours dishes and mops stone
floors, she imagines she is a princess floating through the upper corridors, gliding to the dais in the Duke's
hall. The Cursed Duke. She is sorry for him. If he had been her father, she would have sympathized and
consoled him. His own daughter is dead, as his wife is dead, but these things, being to do with the
cursing, are never spoken of. Except, sometimes, obliquely.

"Rohise!" dim voices cry now, full of dim scolding soon to be actualized.

The scullery maid turns from the window and runs to have her ears boxed and a broom thrust into her
hands.

Meanwhile, the Cursed Duke is prowling his chamber, high in the East Turret carved with swans and
gargoyles. The room is lined with books, swords, lutes, scrolls, and has two eerie portraits, the larger of
which represents his wife, and the smaller his daughter. Both ladies look much the same with their pale,
egg-shaped faces, polished eyes, clasped hands. They do not really look like his wife or daughter, nor
really remind him of them.

There are no windows at all in the turret, they were long ago bricked up and covered with hangings.
Candles burn steadily. It is always night in the turret. Save, of course, by night there are particular sounds
all about it, to which the Duke is accustomed, but which he does not care for. By night, like most of his
court, the Cursed Duke closes his ears with softened tallow. However, if he sleeps, he dreams, and hears
in the dream the beating of wings… Often, the court holds loud revel all night long.

The Duke does not know Rohise the scullery maid has been thinking of him. Perhaps he does not even
know that a scullery maid is capable of thinking at all.



Soon the Duke descends from the turret and goes down, by various stairs and curving passages, into a
large, walled garden on the east side of the castle.

It is a very pretty garden, mannered and manicured, which the gardeners keep in perfect order. Over the
tops of the high, high walls, where delicate blooms bell the vines, it is just possible to glimpse the tips of
sun-baked mountains. But by day the mountains are blue and spiritual to look at, and seem scarcely real.
They might only be inked on the sky.

A portion of the Duke's court is wandering about in the garden, playing games or musical instruments, or
admiring painted sculptures, or the flora, none of which is red. But the Cursed Duke's court seems
vitiated this noon. Nights of revel take their toll. As the Duke passes down the garden, his courtiers
acknowledge him deferentially. He sees them, old and young alike, all doomed as he is, and the weight of
his burden increases.

At the furthest, most eastern end of the garden, there is another garden, sunken and rather curious,
beyond a wall with an iron door.

Only the Duke possesses the key to this door. Now he unlocks it and goes through. His courtiers laugh
and play and pretend not to see. He shuts the door behind him.

The sunken garden, which no gardener ever tends, is maintained by other, spontaneous, means. It is small
and square, lacking the hedges and the paths of the other, the sundials and statues and little pools. All the
sunken garden contains is a broad paved border, and at its center a small plot of humid earth. Growing in
the earth is a slender bush with slender velvet leaves.

The Duke stands and looks at the bush only a short while.

He visits it every day. He has visited it every day for years. He is waiting for the bush to flower. Everyone
is waiting for this. Even Rohise, the scullery maid, is waiting, though she does not, being only sixteen,
born in the castle and uneducated, properly understand why.

The light in the little garden is dull and strange, for the whole of it is roofed over by a dome of thick
smoky glass. It makes the atmosphere somewhat depressing, although the bush itself gives off a pleasant
smell, rather resembling vanilla.

Something is cut into the stone rim of the earth-plot where the bush grows. The Duke reads it for perhaps
the thousandth time. O, fleur de feu—

When the Duke returns from the little garden into the large garden, locking the door behind him, no one
seems truly to notice. But their obeisances now are circumspect.

One day, he will perhaps emerge from the sunken garden leaving the door wide, crying out in a great
voice. But not yet. Not today.

The ladies bend to the bright fish in the pools, the knights pluck for them blossoms, challenge each other
to combat at chess, or wrestling, discuss the menagerie lions; the minstrels sing of unrequited love. The
pleasure garden is full of one long and weary sigh.

"Oh flurda fur

"Pourma souffrance—"

Sings Rohise as she scrubs the flags of the pantry floor.



"Ned ormey par,

"May say day mwar—"

"What are you singing, you slut?" someone shouts, and kicks over her bucket.

Rohise does not weep. She tidies her bucket and soaks up the spilled water with her cloths. She does
not know what the song, because of which she seems, apparently, to have been chastised, means. She
does not understand the words that somehow, somewhere—perhaps from her own dead mother—she
learned by rote.

In the hour before sunset, the Duke's hall is lit by flambeaux. In the high windows, the casements of
oil-blue and lavender glass and glass like storms and lizards, are fastened tight. The huge window by the
dais was long ago obliterated, shut up, and a tapestry hung of gold and silver tissue with all the rubies
pulled out and emeralds substituted. It describes the subjugation of a fearsome unicorn by a maiden, and
huntsmen.

The court drifts in with its clothes of rainbow from which only the color red is missing.

Music for dancing plays. The lean pale dogs pace about, alert for tidbits as dish on dish comes in. Roast
birds in all their plumage glitter and die a second time under the eager knives. Pastry castles fall. Pink and
amber fruits, and green fruits and black, glow beside the goblets of fine yellow wine.

The Cursed Duke eats with care and attention, not with enjoyment. Only the very young of the castle still
eat in that way, and there are not so many of those.

The murky sun slides through the stained glass. The musicians strike up more wildly. The dances become
boisterous. Once the day goes out, the hall will ring to chanson, to drum and viol and pipe. The dogs will
bark, no language will be uttered except in a bellow. The lions will roar from the menagerie. On some
nights the cannons are set off from the battlements, which are now all of them roofed in, fired out through
narrow mouths just wide enough to accommodate them, the charge crashing away in thunder down the
darkness.

By the time the moon comes up and the castle rocks to its own cacophony, exhausted Rohise has fallen
fast asleep in her cupboard bed in the attic. For years, from sunset to rise, nothing has woken her. Once,
as a child, when she had been especially badly beaten, the pain woke her and she heard a strange silken
scratching, somewhere over her head. But she thought it a rat, or a bird. Yes, a bird, for later it seemed
to her there were also wings… But she forgot all this half a decade ago. Now she sleeps deeply and
dreams of being a princess, forgetting, too, how the Duke's daughter died. Such a terrible death, it is
better to forget.

"The sun shall not smite thee by day, neither the moon by night," intones the priest, eyes rolling, his voice
like a bell behind the Duke's shoulder.

"Ne moi mords pas," whispers Rohise in her deep sleep. "Ne mwar mor par, ne par mor mwar…"

And under its impenetrable dome, the slender bush has closed its fur leaves also to sleep. O flower of
fire, oh fleur de fur. Its blooms, though it has not bloomed yet, bear the ancient name Nona Mordica. In
light parlance they call it Bite-Me-Not. There is a reason for that.

CHAPTER II

He is the Prince of a proud and savage people. The pride they acknowledge, perhaps they do not
consider themselves to be savages, or at least believe that savagery is the proper order of things.



Feroluce, that is his name. It is one of the customary names his kind give their lords. It has connotations
with diabolic royalty and, too, with a royal flower of long petals curved like scimitars. Also the name
might be the partial anagram of another name. The bearer of that name was also winged.

For Feroluce and his people are winged beings. They are more like a nest of dark eagles than anything,
mounted high among the rocky pilasters and pinnacles of the mountain. Cruel and magnificent, like eagles,
the somber sentries motionless as statuary on the ledge-edges, their sable wings folded about them.

They are very alike in appearance (less a race or tribe, more a flock, an unkindness of ravens). Feroluce
also, black-winged, black-haired, aquiline of feature, standing on the brink of star-dashed space, his eyes
burning through the night like all the eyes along the rocks, depthless red as claret.

They have their own traditions of art and science. They do not make or read books, fashion garments,
discuss God or metaphysics or men. Their cries are mostly wordless and always mysterious, flung out
like ribbons over the air as they wheel and swoop and hang in wicked cruciform, between the peaks. But
they sing, long hours, for whole nights at a time, music that has a language only they know. All their
wisdom and theosophy, and all their grasp of beauty, truth or love, is in the singing.

They look unloving enough, and so they are. Pitiless fallen angels. A traveling people, they roam after
sustenance. Their sustenance is blood. Finding a castle, they accepted it, every bastion and wall, as their
prey. They have preyed on it and tried to prey on it for years.

In the beginning, their calls, their songs, could lure victims to the feast. In this way, the tribe or unkindness
of Feroluce took the Duke's wife, somnambulist, from a midnight balcony. But the Duke's daughter, the
first victim, they found seventeen years ago, benighted on the mountain side. Her escort and herself they
left to the sunrise, marble figures, the life drunk away.

Now the castle is shut, bolted and barred. They are even more attracted by its recalcitrance (a woman
who says "No"). They do not intend to go away until the castle falls to them.

By night, they fly like huge black moths round and round the carved turrets, the dull-lit leaded windows,
their wings invoking a cloudy tindery wind, pushing thunder against thundery glass.

They sense they are attributed to some sin, reckoned a punishing curse, a penance, and this amuses them
at the level whereon they understand it.

They also sense something of the flower, the Nona Mordica. Vampires have their own legends.

But tonight Feroluce launches himself into the air, speeds down the sky on the black sails of his wings,
calling, a call like laughter or derision. This morning, in the tween-time before the light began and the
sun-to-be drove him away to his shadowed eyrie in the mountain-guts, he saw a chink in the armour of
the beloved refusing-woman-prey. A window, high in an old neglected tower, a window with a small
eyelet which was cracked.

Feroluce soon reaches the eyelet and breathes on it, as if he would melt it. (His breath is sweet.
Vampires do not eat raw flesh, only blood, which is a perfect food and digests perfectly, while their teeth
are sound of necessity.) The way the glass mists at breath intrigues Feroluce. But presently he taps at the
cranky pane, taps, then claws. A piece breaks away, and now he sees how it should be done.

Over the rims and upthrusts of the castle, which is only really another mountain with caves to Feroluce,
the rumble of the Duke's revel drones on.

Feroluce pays no heed. He does not need to reason, he merely knows, that noise masks this—as he



smashes in the window. Its panes were all faulted and the lattice rusty. It is, of course, more than that.
The magic of Purpose has protected the castle, and, as in all balances, there must be, or come to be,
some balancing contradiction, some flaw…

The people of Feroluce do not notice what he is at. In a way, the dance with their prey has debased to a
ritual. They have lived almost two decades on the blood of local mountain beasts, and bird-creatures like
themselves brought down on the wing. Patience is not, with them, a virtue. It is a sort of foreplay, and can
go on, in pleasure, a long, long while.

Feroluce intrudes himself through the slender window. Muscularly slender himself, and agile, it is no feat.
But the wings catch, are a trouble. They follow him because they must, like two separate entities. They
have been cut a little on the glass, and bleed.

He stands in a stony small room, shaking bloody feathers from him, snarling, but without sound.

Then he finds the stairway and goes down.

There are dusty landings and neglected chambers. They have no smell of life. But then there comes to be
a smell. It is the scent of a nest, a colony of things, wild creatures, in constant proximity. He recognizes it.
The light of his crimson eyes precedes him, deciphering blackness. And then other eyes, amber, green
and gold, spring out like stars all across his path.

Somewhere an old torch is burning out. To the human eye, only mounds and glows would be visible, but
to Feroluce, the Prince of the vampires, all is suddenly revealed. There is a great stone area, barred with
bronze and iron, and things stride and growl behind the bars, or chatter and flee, or only stare. And there,
without bars, though bound •by ropes of brass to rings of brass, three brazen beasts.

Feroluce, on the steps of the menagerie, looks into the gaze of the Duke's lions. Feroluce smiles, and the
lions roar. One is the king, its mane like war-plumes. Feroluce recognizes the king and the king's right to
challenge, for this is the lions' domain, their territory.

Feroluce comes down the stair and meets the lion as it leaps the length of its chain. To Feroluce, the
chain means nothing, and since he has come close enough, very little either to the lion.

To the vampire Prince the fight is wonderful, exhilarating and meaningful, intellectual even, for it is colored
by nuance, yet powerful as sex.

He holds fast with his talons, his strong limbs wrapping the beast which is almost stronger than he, just as
its limbs wrap him in turn. He sinks his teeth in the lion's shoulder, and in fierce rage and bliss begins to
draw out the nourishment. The lion kicks and claws at him in turn. Feroluce feels the gouges like fire
along his shoulders, thighs, and hugs the lion more nearly as he throttles and drinks from it, loving it,
jealous of it, killing it. Gradually the mighty feline body relaxes, still clinging to him, its cat teeth bedded in
one beautiful swanlike wing, forgotten by both.

In a welter of feathers, stripped skin, spilled blood, the lion and the angel lie in embrace on the menagerie
floor. The lion lifts its head, kisses the assassin, shudders, lets go.

Feroluce glides out from under the magnificent deadweight of the cat. He stands. And pain assaults him.
His lover has severely wounded him.

Across the menagerie floor, the two lionesses are crouched. Beyond them, a man stands gaping in simple
terror, behind the guttering torch. He had come to feed the beasts, and seen another feeding, and now is
paralyzed. He is deaf, the menagerie-keeper, previously an advantage saving him the horror of nocturnal



vampire noises.

Feroluce starts toward the human animal swifter than a serpent, and checks. Agony envelops Feroluce
and the stone room spins. Involuntarily, confused, he spreads his wings for flight, there in the confined
chamber. But only one wing will open. The other, damaged and partly broken, hangs like a snapped fan.
Feroluce cries out, a beautiful singing note of despair and anger. He drops fainting at the menagerie
keeper's feet.

The man does not wait for more. He runs away through the castle, screaming invective and prayer, and
reaches the Duke's hall and makes the whole hall listen.

All this while, Feroluce lies in the ocean of almost-death that is sleep or swoon, while the smaller beasts
in the cages discuss him, or seem to.

And when he is raised, Feroluce does not wake. Only the great drooping bloody wings quiver and are
still. Those who carry him are more than ever revolted and frightened, for they have seldom seen blood.
Even the food for the menagerie is cooked almost black. Two years ago, a gardener slashed his palm on
a thorn. He was banished from the court for a week.

But Feroluce, the center of so much attention, does not rouse. Not until the dregs of the night are stealing
out through the walls. Then some nervous instinct invests him. The sun is coming and this is an open
place, he struggles through unconsciousness and hurt, through the deepest most bladed waters, to
awareness.

And finds himself in a huge bronze cage, the cage of some animal appropriated for the occasion. Bars,
bars all about him, and not to be got rid of, for he reaches to tear them away and cannot. Beyond the
bars, the Duke's hall, which is only a pointless cold glitter to him in the maze of pain and dying lights. Not
an open place, in fact, but too open for his kind. Through the window-spaces of thick glass, muddy
sunglare must come in. To Feroluce it will be like swords, acids, and burning fire-Far off he hears wings
beat and voices soaring. His people search for him, call and wheel and find nothing.

Feroluce cries out, a gravel shriek now, and the persons in the hall rush back from him, calling on God.
But Feroluce does not see. He has tried to answer his own. Now he sinks down again under the coverlet
of his broken wings, and the wine-red stars of his eyes go out.

CHAPTER III

"And the Angel of Death," the priest intones, "shall surely pass over, but yet like the shadow, not
substance—"

The smashed window in the old turret above the menagerie tower has been sealed with mortar and brick.
It is a terrible thing that it was for so long overlooked. A miracle that only one of the creatures found and
entered by it. God, the Protector, guarded the Cursed Duke and his court. And the magic that surrounds
the castle, that too held fast. For from the possibility of a disaster was born a bloom of great value: Now
one of the monsters is in their possession. A prize beyond price.

Caged and helpless, the fiend is at their mercy. It is also weak from its battle with the noble lion, which
gave its life for the castle's safety (and will be buried with honour in an ornamented grave at the foot of
the Ducal faintly tomb). Just before the dawn came, the Duke's advisers advised him, and the bronze
cage was wheeled away into the darkest area of the hall, close by the dais where once the huge window
was but is no more. A barricade of great screens was brought, and set around the cage, and the top of it
covered. No sunlight now can drip into the prison to harm the specimen. Only the Duke's ladies and
gentlemen steal in around the screens and see, by the light of a candlebranch, the demon still lying in its



trance of pain and bloodloss. The Duke's alchemist sits on a stool nearby, dictating many notes to a
nervous apprentice. The alchemist, and the apothecary for that matter, are convinced the vampire, having
drunk the lion almost dry, will recover from its wounds. Even the wings will mend.

The Duke's court painter also came. He was ashamed presently, and went away. The beauty of the
demon affected him, making him wish to paint it, not as something wonderfully disgusting, but as a kind of
superlative man, vital and innocent, or as Lucifer himself, stricken in the sorrow of his colossal Fall. And
all that has caused the painter to pity the fallen one, mere artisan that the painter is, so he slunk away. He
knows, since the alchemist and the apothecary told him, what is to be done.

Of course much of the castle knows. Though scarcely anyone has slept or sought sleep, the whole place
rings with excitement and vivacity. The Duke has decreed, too, that everyone who wishes shall be a
witness. So he is having a progress through the castle, seeking every nook and cranny, while, let it be
said, his architect takes the opportunity to check no other windowpane has cracked.

From room to room the Duke and his entourage pass, through corridors, along stairs, through dusty attics
and musty storerooms he has never seen, or if seen has forgotten. Here and there some retainer is come
on. Some elderly women are discovered spinning like spiders up under the eaves, half-blind and
complacent. They curtsy to the Duke from a vague recollection of old habit. The Duke tells them the
good news, or rather, his messenger, walking before, announces it. The ancient women sigh and whisper,
are left, probably forget. Then again, in a narrow courtyard, a simple boy, who looks after a dovecote, is
magnificently told. He has a fit from alarm, grasping nothing; and the doves who love and understand him
(by not trying to) fly down and cover him with their soft wings as the Duke goes away. The boy comes to
under the doves as if in a heap of warm snow, comforted.

It is on one of the dark staircases above the kitchen that the gleaming entourage sweeps round a bend
and comes on Rohise the scullery maid, scrubbing. In these days, when there are so few children and
young servants, labor is scarce, and the scullerers are not confined to the scullery.

Rohise stands up, pale with shock, and for a wild instant thinks that, for some heinous crime she has
committed in ignorance, the Duke has come in person to behead her.

"Hear then, by the Duke's will," cries the messenger. "One of Satan's night-demons, which do torment us,
has been captured and lies penned in the Duke's hall At sunrise tomorrow, this thing will be taken to that
sacred spot where grows the bush of the Flower of the Fire, and here its foul blood shall be shed. Who
then can doubt the bush will blossom, and save us all, by the Grace of God."

"And the Angel of Death," intones the priest, on no account to be omitted, "shall surely—"

"Wait," says the Duke. He is as white as Rohise. "Who is this?" he asks. "Is it a ghost?"

The court stare at Rohise, who nearly sinks in dread, her scrubbing rag in her hand.

Gradually, despite the rag, the rags, the rough hands, the court too begins to see.

"Why, it is a marvel."

The Duke moves forward. He looks down at Rohise and starts to cry. Rohise thinks he weeps in
compassion at the awful sentence he is here to visit on her, and drops back on her knees.

"No, no," says the Duke tenderly. "Get up. Rise. You are so like my child, my daughter—"

Then Rohise, who knows few prayers, begins in panic to sing her little song as an orison:



"Oh fleur de feu

"Pour ma souffrance—"

"Ah!" says the Duke. "Where did you learn that song?"

"From my mother," says Rohise. And, all instinct now, she sings again:

"O flurda fur,

"Pourma souffrance

"Ned ormey par

"May say day mwar—"

It is the song of the fire-flower bush, the Nona Mordica, called Bite-Me-Not. It begins, and continues: O
flower of fire, For my misery's sake, Do not sleep but aid me; wake! The Duke's daughter sang it
very often. In those days the shrub was not needed, being just a rarity of the castle. Invoked as an
amulet, on a mountain road, the rhyme itself had besides proved useless.

The Duke takes the dirty scarf from Rohise's hair. She is very, very like his lost daughter, the same pale
smooth oval face, the long white neck and long dark polished eyes, and the long dark hair. (Or is it that
she is very, very like the painting?)

The Duke gives instructions and Rohise is borne away.

In a beautiful chamber, the door of which has for seventeen years been locked, Rohise is bathed and her
hair is washed. Oils and are rubbed into her skin. She is dressed in a gown of palest most panel rose,
with a girdle sewn with pearls. Her hair is combed, and on it is set a chaplet of stars and little golden
leaves. "Oh, your poor hands," say the maids, as they trim her nails. Rohise has realized she is not to be
executed. She has realized the Duke has seen her and wants to love her like his dead daughter. Slowly,
an uneasy stir of something, not quite happiness, moves through Rohise. Now she will wear her pink
gown, now she will sympathize with and console the Duke. Her daze lifts suddenly.

The dream has come true. She dreamed of it so often it seems quite normal. The scullery was the thing
which never seemed real.

She glides down through the castle and the ladies are astonished by her grace. The carriage of her head
under the starry coronet is exquisite. Her voice is quiet and clear and musical, and the foreign tone of her
mother, long unremembered, is quite gone from it. Only the roughened hands give her away, but
smoothed by unguents, soon they will be soft and white.

"Can it be she is truly the princess returned to flesh?"

"Her life was taken so early—yes, as they believe in the Spice-Lands, by some holy dispensation, she
might return."

"She would be about the age to have been conceived the very night the Duke's daughter d— That is, the
very night the bane began—"

Theosophical discussion ensues. Songs are composed.

Rohise sits for a while with her adoptive father in the East Turret, and he tells her about the books and
swords and lutes and scrolls, but not about the two portraits. Then they walk out together, in the lovely



garden in the sunlight. They sit under a peach tree, and discuss many things, or the Duke discusses them.
That Rohise is ignorant and uneducated does not matter at this point. She can always be trained. She has
the basic requirements: docility, sweetness. There are many royal maidens in many places who know as
little as she.

The Duke falls asleep under the peach tree. Rohise listens to the lovesongs her own (her very own)
courtiers bring her.

When the monster in the cage is mentioned, she nods as if she knows what they mean. She supposes it is
something hideous, a scaring treat to be shown at dinner time, when the sun has gone down.

When the sun moves towards the western line of mountains just visible over the high walls, the court
streams into the castle and all the doors are bolted and barred. There is an eagerness tonight in the
concourse.

As the light dies out behind the colored windows that have no red in them, covers and screens are
dragged away from a bronze cage. It is wheeled out into the center of the great hall.

Cannons begin almost at once to blast and bang from the roof-holes. The cannoneers have had strict
instructions to keep up the barrage all night without a second's pause.

Drums pound in the hall. The dogs start to bark. Rohise is not surprised by the noise, for she has often
heard it from far up, in her attic, like a sea-wave breaking over and over through the lower house.

She looks at the cage cautiously, wondering what she will see. But she sees only a heap of blackness like
ravens, and then a tawny dazzle, torchlight on something like human skin. "You must not go down to
look," says the Duke protectively, as his court pours about the cage. Someone pokes between the bars
with a gemmed cane, trying to rouse the nightmare which lies quiescent there. But Rohise must be spared
this.

So the Duke calls his actors, and a slight, pretty play is put on throughout dinner, before the dais, shutting
off from the sight of Rohise the rest of the hall, where the barbaric gloating and goading of the court,
unchecked, increases.

CHAPTER IV

The Prince Feroluce becomes aware between one second and the next. It is the sound—heard beyond
all others—of the wings of his people beating at the stones of the castle. It is the wings which speak to
him, more than their wild orchestral voices. Besides these sensations, the anguish of healing and the
sadism of humankind are not much.

Feroluce opens his eyes. His human audience, pleased, but afraid and squeamish, backs away, and asks
each other for the two thousandth time if the cage is quite secure. In the torchlight the eyes of Feroluce
are more black than red. He stares about. He is, though captive, imperious. If he were a lion or a bull,
they would admire this 'nobility.' But the fact is, he is too much like a man, which serves to point up his
supernatural differences unbearably.

Obviously, Feroluce understands the gist of his plight. Enemies have him penned. He is a show for now,
but ultimately to be killed, for with the intuition of the raptor he divines everything. He had thought the
sunlight would kill him, but that is a distant matter, now. And beyond all, the voices and the voices of the
wings of his kindred beat the air outside this room-caved mountain of stone.

And so, Feroluce commences to sing, or at least, this is how it seems to the rabid court and all the people



gathered in the hall. It seems he sings. It is the great communing call of his kind, the an and science and
religion of the winged vampires, his means of telling them, or attempting to tell them, what they must be
told before he dies. So the sire of Feroluce sang, and the grandsire, and each of his ancestors. Generally
they died in flight, falling angels spun down the gulches and enormous stairs of distant peaks, singing.
Feroluce, immured, believes that his cry is somehow audible.

To the crowd in the Duke's hall the song is merely that, a song, but how glorious. The dark silver voice,
turning to bronze or gold, whitening in the higher registers. There seem to be words, but in some other
tongue. This is how the planets sing, surely, or mysterious creatures of the sea.

Everyone is bemused. They listen, astonished.

No one now remonstrates with Rohise when she rises and steals down from the dais. There is an
enchantment which prevents movement and coherent thought. Of all the roomful, only she is drawn
forward. So she comes close, unhindered, and between the bars of the cage, she sees the vampire for the
first time.

She has no notion what he can be. She imagined it was a monster or a monstrous beast. But it is neither.
Rohise, starved for so long of beauty and always dreaming of it, recognizes Feroluce inevitably as part of
the dream-come-true. She loves him instantly. Because she loves him, she is not afraid of him.

She attends while he goes on and on with his glorious song. He does not see her at all, or any of them.
They are only things, like mist, or pain. They have no character or personality or worth; abstracts.

Finally, Feroluce stops singing. Beyond the stone and the thick glass of the siege, the wing-beats, too,
eddy into silence.

Finding itself mesmerized, silent by night, the court comes to with a terrible joint start, shrilling and
shouting, bursting, exploding into a compensation of sound. Music flares again. And the cannons in the
roof, which have also fallen quiet, resume with a tremendous roar.

Feroluce shuts his eyes and seems to sleep. It is his preparation for death.

Hands grasp Rohise. "Lady—step back, come away. So close! It may harm you—"

The Duke clasps her in a father's embrace. Rohise, unused to this sort of physical expression, is
unmoved. She pats him absently.

"My lord, what will be done?"

"Hush, child. Best you do not know."

Rohise persists.

The Duke persists in not saying.

But she remembers the words of the herald on the stair, and knows they mean to butcher the winged
man. She attends thereafter more carefully to snatches of the bizarre talk about the hall, and learns all she
needs. At earliest sunrise, as soon as the enemy retreat from the walls, their captive will be taken to the
lovely garden with the peach trees. And so to the sunken garden of the magic bush, the fire-flower. And
there they will hang him up in the sun through the dome of smoky glass, which will be slow murder to him,
but they will cut him, too, so his blood, the stolen blood of the vampire, runs down to water the roots of
the fleur de feu. And who can doubt that, from such nourishment, the bush will bloom? The blooms are
salvation. Wherever they grow it is a safe place. Whoever wears them is safe from the draining bite of



demons. Bite-Me-Not, they call it; vampire-repellent.

Rohise sits the rest of the night on her cushions, with folded hands, resembling the portrait of the princess,
which is not like her.

Eventually the sky outside alters. Silence comes down beyond the wall, and so within the wall, and the
court lifts its head, a corporate animal scenting day.

At the intimation of sunrise the black plague has lifted and gone away, and might never have been. The
Duke, and almost all his castle full of men, women, children, emerge from the doors. The sky is
measureless and bluely grey, with one cherry rift in the east that the court refers to as "mauve," since
dawns and sunsets are never any sort of red here.

They move through the dimly lightening garden as the last stars melt. The cage is dragged in their midst.

They are too tired, too concentrated now, the Duke's people, to continue baiting their captive. They have
had all the long night to do that, and to drink and opine, and now their stamina is sharpened for the final
act.

Reaching the sunken garden, the Duke unlocks the iron door. There is no room for everyone within, so
mostly they must stand out-side, crammed in the gate, or teetering on erections of benches that have been
placed around, and peering in over the walls through the glass of the dome. The places in the doorway
are the best, of course; no one else will get so good a view. The servants and lower persons must stand
back under the trees and only imagine what goes on. But they are used to that.

Into the sunken garden itself there are allowed to go the alchemist and the apothecary, and the priest, and
certain sturdy soldiers attendant on the Duke, and the Duke. And Feroluce in the cage.

The east is all 'mauve' now. The alchemist has prepared sorcerous safeguards which are being put into
operation, and the priest, never to be left out, intones prayers. The bulge-thewed soldiers open the cage
and seize the monster before it can stir. But drugged smoke has already been wafted into the prison, and
besides, the monster has prepared itself for hopeless death and makes no demur.

Feroluce hangs in the arms of his loathing guards, dimly aware the sun is near. But death is nearer, and
already one may hear the alchemist's apprentice sharpening the knife an ultimate time.

The leaves of the Nona Mordica are trembling, too, at the commencement of the light, and beginning to
unfurl. Although this happens every dawn, the court points to it with optimistic cries. Rohise, who has
claimed a position in the doorway, watches it too, but only for an instant. Though she has sung of the flue
de fur since childhood, she had never known what the song was all about. And in just this way, though
she has dreamed of being the Duke's daughter most of her life, such an event was never really
comprehended either, and so means very link.

As the guards haul the demon forward to the plot of humid earth where the bush is growing, Rohise darts
into the sunken garden, and lightning leaps in her hands. Women scream and well they might. Rohise has
stolen one of the swords from the East Turret, and now she flourishes it, and now she has swung it and a
soldier falls, bleeding red, red, red, before them all.

Chaos enters, as in yesterday's play, shaking its tattered sleeves. The men who hold the demon rear back
in horror at the dashing blade and the blasphemous gore, and the mad girl in her princess's gown. The
Duke makes a pitiful bleating noise, but no one pays him any attention.

The east glows in and like the liquid on the ground.



Meanwhile, the ironically combined sense of impending day and spilled hot blood have penetrated the
stunned brain of the vampire. His eyes open and he sees the girl wielding her sword in a spray of crimson
as the last guard lets go. Then the girl has run to Feroluce. Though, or because, her face is insane, it
communicates her purpose, as she thrusts the sword's hilt into his hands.

No one has dared approach either the demon or the girl. Now they look on in horror and in horror grasp
what Feroluce has grasped.

In that moment the vampire springs, and the great swanlike wings are reborn at his back, healed and
whole. As the doctors predicted, he has mended perfectly, and prodigiously fast. He takes to the air like
an arrow, unhindered, as if gravity does not any more exist. As he does so, the girl grips him about the
waist, and slender and light, she is drawn upward too. He does not glance at her. He veers towards the
gateway, and tears through it, the sword, his talons, his wings, his very shadow beating men and bricks
from his path.

And now he is in the sky above them, a black star which has not been put out. They see the wings flare
and beat, and the swirling of a girl's dress and unbound hair, and then the image dives and is gone into the
shade under the mountains, as the sun rises.

CHAPTER V

It is fortunate, the mountain shade in the sunrise. Lion's blood and enforced quiescence have worked
wonders, but the sun could undo it all. Luckily the shadow, deep and cold as a pool, envelops the
vampire, and in it there is a cave, deeper and colder. Here he alights and sinks down, sloughing the girl,
whom he has almost forgotten. Certainly he fears no harm from her. She is like a pet animal, maybe, like
the hunting dogs or wolves or lammergeyers that occasionally the unkindness of vampires have kept by
them for a while. That she helped him is all he needs to know. She will help again. So when, stumbling in
the blackness, she brings him in her cupped hands water from a cascade at the poolcave's back, he is not
surprised. He drinks the water, which is the only other substance his kind imbibe. Then he smooths her
hair, absently, as he would pat or stroke the pet she seems to have become. He is not grateful, as he is
not suspicious. The complexities of his intellect are reserved for other things. Since he is exhausted he
falls asleep, and since Rohise is exhausted she falls asleep beside him, pressed to his warmth in the
freezing dark. Like those of Feroluce, as it turns out, her thoughts are simple. She is sorry for distressing
the Cursed Duke. But she has no regrets, for she could no more have left Feroluce to die than she could
have refused to leave the scullery for the court.

The day, which had only just begun, passes swiftly in sleep.

Feroluce wakes as the sun sets, without seeing anything of it. He unfolds himself and goes to the cave's
entrance, which now looks out on a whole sky of stars above a landscape of mountains. The castle is far
below, and to the eyes of Rohise as she follows him, invisible. She does not even look for it, for there is
something else to be seen.

The great dark shapes of angels are wheeling against the peaks, the stars. And their song begins, up in
the starlit spaces. It is a lament, their mourning, pitiless and strong, for Feroluce, who has died in the
stone heart of the thing they prey upon.

The tribe of Feroluce do not laugh, but, like a bird or wild beast, they have a kind of equivalent to
laughter. This Feroluce now utters, and like a flung lance he launches himself into the air.

Rohise at the cave mouth, abandoned, forgotten, unnoted even by the mass of vampires, watches the
winged man as he flies towards his people. She supposes for a moment that she may be able to climb
down the tortuous ways of the mountain, undetected. Where then should she go? She does not spend



much time on these ideas. They do not interest or involve her. She watches Feroluce and, because she
learned long ago the uselessness of weeping, she does not shed tears, though her heart begins to break.

As Feroluce glides, body held motionless, wings outspread on a downdraught, into the midst of the storm
of black wings, the red stars of eyes ignite all about him. The great lament dies. The air is very still.

Feroluce waits then. He waits, for the aura of his people is not as he has always known it. It is as if he
had come among emptiness. From the silence, therefore, and from nothing else, he learns it all. In the
stone he lay and he sang of his death, as the Prince must, dying. And the ritual was completed, and now
there is the threnody, the grief, and thereafter the choosing of a new Prince. And none of this is alterable.
He is dead. Dead. It cannot and will not be changed.

There is a moment of protest, then, from Feroluce. Perhaps his brief sojourn among men has taught him
some of their futility. But as the cry leaves him, all about the huge wings are raised like swords. Talons
and teeth and eyes burn against the stars. To protest is to be torn in shreds. He is not of their people
now. They can attack and slaughter him as they would any other intruding thing. Go, the talons and the
teeth and the eyes say to him. Go far off.

He is dead. There is nothing left him but to die.

Feroluce retreats. He soars. Bewildered, he feels the power and energy of his strength and the joy of
flight, and cannot understand how this is, if he is dead. Yet he is dead. He knows it now.

So he closes his eyelids, and his wings. Spear swift he falls. And something shrieks, interrupting the
reverie of nihilism. .Disturbed, he opens his wings, shudders, turns like a swimmer, finds a ledge against
his side and two hands outstretched, holding him by one shoulder, and by his hair.

"No," says Rohise. (The vampire cloud, wheeling away, have not heard her; she does not think of them.)
His eyes stay shut. Holding him, she kisses these eyelids, his forehead, his lips, gently, as she drives her
nails into his skin to hold him. The black wings beat, tearing to be free and fall and die. "No," say Rohise.
"I love you," she says. "My life is your life." These are the words of the court and of courtly love songs.
No matter, she means them. And though he cannot understand her language or her sentiments, yet her
passion, purely that, communicates itself, strong and burning as the passions of his kind, who generally
love only one thing, which is scarlet. For a second her intensity fills the void which now contains him. But
then he dashes himself away from the ledge, to fall again, to seek death again.

Like a ribbon, clinging to him still, Rohise is drawn from the rock and falls with him.

Afraid, she buries her head against his breast, in the shadow of wings and hair. She no longer asks him to
reconsider. This is how it must be. Love she thinks again, in the instant before they strike the earth. Then
that instant comes, and is gone.

Astonished, she finds herself still alive, still in the air. Touching so close feathers have been left on the
rocks. Feroluce has swerved away, and upward. Now, conversely, they are whirling towards the very
stars. The world seems miles below. Perhaps they will fly into space itself. Perhaps he means to break
their bones instead on the cold face of the moon.

He does not attempt to dislodge her, he does not attempt any more to fall and die. But as he flies, he
suddenly cries out, terrible lost lunatic cries.

They do not hit the moon. They do not pass through the stars like static rain.

But when the air grows thin and pure there is a peak like a dagger standing in their path. Here, he alights.



As Rohise lets go of him, he turns away. He stations himself, sentry-fashion, in the manner of his tribe, at
the edge of the pinnacle. But watching for nothing. He has not been able to choose death. His strength
and the strong will of another, these have hampered him. His brain has become formless darkness. His
eyes glare, seeing nothing.

Rohise, gasping a little in the thin atmosphere, sits at his back, watching for him, in case any harm may
come near him.

At last, harm does come. There is a lightening in the east. The frozen, choppy sea of the mountains below
and all about, grows visible. It is a marvelous sight, but holds no marvel for Rohise. She averts her eyes
from the exquisitely penciled shapes, looking thin and translucent as paper, the rivers of mist between, the
glimmer of nacreous ice. She searches for a blind hole to hide in.

There is a pale yellow wound in the sky when she returns. She grasps Feroluce by the wrist and tugs at
him. "Come," she says. He looks at her vaguely, as if seeing her from the shore of another country. "The
sun," she says. "Quickly."

The edge of the light runs along his body like a razor. He moves by instinct now, following her down the
slippery dagger of the peak, and so eventually into a shallow cave. It is so small it holds him like a coffin.
Rohise closes the entrance with her own body. It is the best she can do. She sits facing the sun as it rises,
as if prepared to fight. She hates the sun for his sake. Even as the light warms her chilled body, she
curses it. Till light and cold and breathlessness fade together.

When she wakes, she looks up into twilight and endless stars, two of which are red. She is lying on the
rock by the cave. Feroluce leans over her, and behind Feroluce his quiescent wings fill the sky.

She has never properly understood his nature: Vampire. Yet her own nature, which tells her so much,
tells her some vital part of herself is needful to him, and that he is danger, and death. But she loves him,
and is not afraid. She would have fallen to die with him. To help him by her death does not seem wrong
to her. Thus, she lies still, and smiles at him to reassure him she will not struggle. From lassitude, not fear,
she closes her eyes. Presently she feels the soft weight of hair brush by her cheek, and then his cool
mouth rests against her throat. But nothing more happens. For some while, they continue in this fashion,
she yielding, he kneeling over her, his lips on her skin. Then he moves a little away. He sits, regarding her.
She, knowing the unknown act has not been completed, sits up in turn. She beckons to him mutely, telling
him with her gestures and her expression I consent. Whatever is necessary.

But he does not stir. His eyes blaze, but even of these she has no fear. In the end he looks away from
her, out across the spaces of the darkness.

He himself does not understand. It is permissible to drink from the body of a pet, the wolf, the eagle.
Even to kill the pet, if need demands. Can it be, outlawed from his people, he has lost their composite
soul? Therefore, is he soulless now? It does not seem to him he is. Weakened and famished though he is,
the vampire is aware of a wild tingling of life. When he stares at the creature which is his food, he finds he
sees her differently. He has borne her through the sky, he has avoided death, by some intuitive process,
for her sake, and she has led him to safety, guarded him from the blade of the sun. In the beginning it was
she who rescued him from the human things which had taken him. She cannot be human, then. Not pet,
and not prey. For no, he could not drain her of blood, as he would not seize upon his own kind, even in
combat, to drink and feed. He starts to see her as beautiful, not in the way a man beholds a woman,
certainly, but as his kind revere the sheen of water in dusk, or flight, or song. There are no words for this.
But the life goes on tingling through him. Though he is dead, life.

In the end, the moon does rise, and across the open face of it something wheels by. Feroluce is less swift



than was his wont, yet he starts in pursuit, and catches and brings down, killing on the wing, a great night
bird. Turning in the air, Feroluce absorbs its liquors. The heat of life now, as well as its assertion, courses
through him. He returns to the rock perch, the glorious flaccid bird dangling from his hand. Carefully, he
tears the glory of the bird in pieces, plucks the feathers, splits the bones. He wakes the companion
(asleep again from weakness) who is not pet or prey, and feeds her morsels of flesh. At first she is
unwilling. But her hunger is so enormous and her nature so untamed that quite soon she accepts the
slivers of raw fowl.

Strengthened by blood, Feroluce lifts Rohise and bears her gliding down the moon-slit quill-backed land
of the mountains, until there is a rocky cistern full of cold, old rains. Here they drink together. Pale white
primroses grow in the fissures where the black moss drips. Rohise makes a garland and throws it about
the head of her beloved when he does not expect it. Bewildered but disdainful, he touches at the wreath
of primroses to see if it is likely to threaten or hamper him. When it does not, he leaves it in place.

Long before dawn this time, they have found a crevice. Because it is so cold, he folds his wings about
her. She speaks of her love to him, but he does not hear, only the murmur of her voice, which is musical
and does not displease him. And later, she sings him sleepily the little song of the flew de fur.

CHAPTER VI

There comes a time then, brief, undated, chartless time, when they are together, these two creatures. Not
together in any accepted sense, of course, but together in the strange feeling or emotion, instinct or ritual,
that can burst to life in an instant or flow to life gradually across half a century, and which men call Love.

They are not alike. No, not at all. Their differences are legion and should be unpalatable. He is a
supernatural thing and she a human thing, he was a lord and she a scullery sloven. He can fly, she cannot
fly. And he is male, she female. What other items are required to make them enemies? Yet they are
bound, not merely by love, they are bound by all they are, the very stumbling blocks. Bound, too,
because they are doomed. Because the stumbling blocks have doomed them; everything has. Each has
been exiled out of their own kind. Together, they cannot even communicate with each other, save by
looks, touches, sometimes by sounds, and by songs neither understands, but which each comes to value
since the other appears to value them, and since they give expression to that other. Nevertheless, the
binding of the doom, the greatest binding, grows, as it holds them fast to each other, mightier and
stronger.

Although they do not know it, or not fully, it is the awareness of doom that keeps them there, among the
platforms and steps up and down, and the inner cups, of the mountains.

Here it is possible to pursue the airborne hunt, and Feroluce may now and then bring down a bird to
sustain them both. But birds are scarce. The richer lower slopes, pastured with goats, wild sheep and
men—they lie far off and far down from this place as a deep of the sea. And Feroluce does not conduct
her there, nor does Rohise ask that he should, or try to lead the way, or even dream of such a plan.

But yes, birds are scarce, and the pastures far away, and winter is coining. There are only two seasons in
these mountains. High summer, which dies, and the high cold which already treads over the tips of the air
and the rock, numbing the sky, making all brittle, as though the whole landscape might snap in pieces,
shatter.

How beautiful it is to wake with the dusk, when the silver webs of night begin to form, frost and ice, on
everything. Even the ragged dress —once that of a princess—is tinseled and shining with this magic
substance, even the mighty wings—once those of a prince—each feather is drawn glittering with thin
rime. And oh, the sky, thick as a daisy-field with the white stars. Up there, when they have fed and have



strength, they fly, or, Feroluce flies and Rohise flies in his arms, carried by his wings. Up there in the
biting chill like a pane of ghostly vitreous, they have become lovers, true blind lovers, embraced and
linked, their bodies a bow, coupling on the wing. By the hour that this first happened the girl had
forgotten all she had been, and he had forgotten too that she was anything but the essential mate.
Sometimes, borne in this way, by wings and by fire, she cries out as she hangs in the ether. These sounds,
transmitted through the flawless silence and amplification of the peaks, scatter over tiny half-buried
villages countless miles away, where they are heard in fright and taken for the shrieks of malign invisible
devils, tiny as bats, and armed with the barbed stings of scorpions. There are always misunderstandings.

After a while, the icy prologues and the stunning starry fields of winter nights give way to the main
argument of winter.

The liquid of the pool, where the flowers made garlands, has clouded and closed to stone. Even the
volatile waterfalls are stilled, broken cascades of glass. The wind tears through the skin and hair to gnaw
the bones. To weep with cold earns no compassion of the cold.

There is no means to make fire. Besides, the one who was Rohise is an animal now, or a bird, and beasts
and birds do not make fire, save for the phoenix in the Duke's bestiary. Also, the sun is fire, and the sun
is a foe. Eschew fire.

There begin the calendar months of hibernation. The demon lovers too must prepare for just such a
measureless winter sleep, that gives no hunger, asks no action. There is a deep cave they have lined with
feathers and withered grass. But there are no more flying things to feed them. Long, long ago, the last
warm frugal feast, long, long ago the last flight, joining, ecstasy and song. So, they turn to their cave, to
stasis, to sleep. Which each understands, wordlessly, thoughtlessly, is death.

What else? He might drain her of blood, he could persist some while on that, might even escape the
mountains, the doom. Or she herself might leave him, attempt to make her way to the places below, and
perhaps she could reach them, even now. Others, lost here, have done so. But neither considers these
alternatives. The moment for all that is past. Even the death-lament does not need to be voiced again.

Installed, they curl together in their bloodless, icy nest, murmuring a little to each other, but finally still.

Outside, the snow begins to come down. It falls like a curtain. Then the winds take it. Then the night is
full of the lashing of whips, and when the sun rises it is white as the snow itself, its flames very distant,
giving nothing. The cave mouth is blocked up with snow. In the winter, it seems possible that never again
will there be a summer in the world.

Behind the modest door of snow, hidden and secret, sleep is quiet as stars, dense as hardening resin.
Feroluce and Rohise turn pure and pale in the amber, in the frigid nest, and the great wings lie like a
curious articulated machinery that will not move. And the withered grass and the flowers are crystalized,
until the snows shall melt.

At length, the sun deigns to come closer to the earth, and the miracle occurs. The snow shifts, crumbles,
crashes off the mountains in rage. The waters hurry after the snow, the air is wrung and racked by
splittings and sptinterings, by rushes and booms. It is half a year, or it might be a hundred years, later.

Open now, the entry to the cave. Nothing emerges. Then, a flutter, a whisper. Something does emerge.
One black feather, and caught in it, the petal of a flower, crumbling like dark charcoal and white, drifting
away into the voids below. Gone. Vanished. It might never have been.

But there comes another time (half a year, a hundred years), when an adventurous traveler comes down
from the mountains to the pocketed villages the other side of them. He is a swarthy cheerful fellow, you



would not take him for herbalist or mystic, but he has in a pot a plant he found high up in the staring
crags, which might after all contain anything or nothing. And he shows the plant, which is an unusual one,
having slender, dark and velvety leaves, and giving off a pleasant smell like vanilla. "See, the Nona
Mordica," he says. "The Bite-Me-Not. The flower that repels vampires."

Then the villagers tell him an odd story, about a castle in another country, besieged by a huge flock, a
menace of winged vampires, and how the Duke waited in vain for the magic bush that was in his garden,
the Bite-Me-Not, to flower and save them all. But it seems there was a curse on this Duke, who on the
very night his daughter was lost, had raped a serving woman, as he had raped others before. But this
woman conceived. And bearing the fruit, or flower, of this rape, damaged her, so she lived only a year or
two after it. The child grew up unknowing, and in the end betrayed her own father by running away to the
vampires, leaving the Duke demoralized. And soon after he went mad, and himself stole out one night,
and let the winged fiends into his castle, so all there perished.

"Now if only the bush had flowered in time, as your bush flowers, all would have been well," the villagers
cry.

The traveler smiles. He in turn does not tell them of the heap of peculiar bones, like parts of eagles
mingled with those of a woman and a man. Out of the bones, from the heart of them, the bush was rising,
but the traveler untangled the roots of it with care; it looks sound enough now in its sturdy pot, all of it
twining together. It seems as if two separate plants are growing from a single stem, one with blooms
almost black, and one pink-flowered, like a young sunset.

"Flur de fur," says the traveler, beaming at the marvel, and his luck.

Fleur de feu. Oh flower of fire. That fire is not hate or fear, which makes flowers come, not terror or
anger or lust, it is love that is the fire of the Bite-Me-Not, love which cannot abandon, love which cannot
harm. Love which never dies.


