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THE SHRINE OF DEATH
,H! Life hasmany secrets!- These
‘were the first words that fell on
the ears ofa little girl baby,whose
[mother had just been brought to

’bed. As she grew up she ponder-
ed their meaning, and, before all

|things, she desired to know the
[secrets of life. Thus, longing and

brooding, she grew apart from other children, and
her dreams were ever of how the secrets of life

should be revealed to her.

Now, when she was about fifteen years of age, a
>famous witch passed through the town inwhich she
dwelt, and the child heard much talk of her, and
people said that her knowledge of all things was
great, and that even as the past lay open before her,
so there was nothing in the future that could be hid-
den from her. Then the child thought to herself,

“This woman, if by any means I get speech of her,

,
can, if she will, tell me all the secrets of life.**

Nor was it long after, that walking late in the ev-
ening with other and lesser children, along the
ramparts on the east side of the town, she came to
a corner of the wall which lay in deep shadow, and
out of the shadow there sprang a large black dog,
baying loudly, and the children were terrified, and
fled, crying out, “It is the witch’s dog!** and one, the



least of all, fell in its terror, so the elder one tarried,

and lifted it from the ground, and, as she comforted
it - for it was shaken by its fall, and the dog contin-
ued baying - the witch herself came out of the
shadow,and said,“Offwith you, you little fools, and
break my peace no more with your folly.” And the
little one ran for fear, but the elder girl stood still,

and laying hold of the witch’s mantle, she said,
“Before I go, tell me, what are the secrets of life?”

And the witch answered, “Marry Death, fair child,

and you will know.”
At the first, the saying of the witch fell like a stone

in the girl’s heart, but ere long her words, and the
words which she had heard in the hour ofher birth,

filled all her thoughts, and when other girls jested
or spoke of feasts and merriment, ofhappy love and
all the joys of life, such talk seemed to her mere
wind of idle tales, and the gossips who would have
made a match for her schemed in vain, for she had
but one desire, the desire to woo Death, and learn
the secrets of life. Often now she would seek the
ramparts in late evening, hoping that in the sha-
dows she might once more find the witch, and learn
from her the way to her desire; but she found her
not.

Returning in the darkness, it so happened, after

one of these fruitless journeys, that she passed un-
der the walls of an ancient church, and looking up



at the windows, she saw the flickering of a low, un-
steady light upon the coloured panes, and she drew
near to the door, and, seeing it ajar, she pushed it

open and entered, and passing between the mighty
columns of the nave, she stepped aside to the spot
whence the light proceeded. Having done so, she
found herself standing in front of a great tomb, in

one side of which were brazen gates, and beyond
the gates a long flight of marble steps leading down
to a vast hall or chapel below; and above the gates,

in a silver lamp, a light was burning, and as the
chains by which the lamp was suspended moved
slightly in the draught from the open door of the
church, the light which burnt in it flickered, and all

the shadows around shifted so that nothing seemed
still, and this constant recurrence of change was
like the dance of phantoms in the air. And the girl,

seeing the blackness, thought of the corner on the
ramparts where she had met the witch, and almost
she expected to see her, and to hear her dog baying
in the shadows.
When she drew nearer, she found that the walls
were loaded with sculpture, and the niches along
the sides were filled with statues of the wise men of

all time; but at the corners were fourwomen whose
heads were bowed, and whose hands were bound
in chains. Then, looking at them as they sat thus,
discrowned but majestic, the soul of the girl was



filled with sorrow, and she fell weeping, and, clasp-
ing her hands in her grief, she cast her eyes to
heaven. As she did so, the lamp swayed a little for-

wards, and its rays touched with light a figure
seated on the top of the monument. When the girl

caught sight of this figure she ceased weeping, and
when she had withdrawn a step or two backwards,
so as to get a fuller view, she fell upon her knees,
and a gleam of wondrous expectation shone out of
her face; for, on the top of the tomb, robed and
crowned, sat the image of Death, and a great glad-
ness and awe filled her soul, for she thought, ‘‘If I

may but be found worthy to enter his portals, all the
secrets of life will be mine.” And laying her hands
on the gates, she sought to open them,but they were
locked, so after a little while she went sadly away.
Each day, from this time forth, when twilight fell,

the girl returned to the church, and would there re-

main kneeling for many hours before the shrine of

Death, nor could she by any means be drawn away
from her purpose. Her mind was fixed on her de-
sire, so that she became insensible to all else; and
the whole town mocked her, and her own people
held her for mad. So then, at last, they took her be-
fore a priest, and the priest, when he had talked
with her awhile, said, “Let her have her way. Let
her pass a night within the shrine; on the morrow it

may be that her wits will have returned to her.”



So a day was set, and they robed her in white as a
bride, and in great state, with youths bearing torch-

es, and many maidens, whose hands were full of

flowers, she was brought through the city at night-

fall to the church; and the gates of the shrine were
opened, and as she passed within, the youths put
out their torches and the maidens threw their roses

on the steps beneath her feet.When the gates closed
upon her,she stood still awhile upon the uppersteps,
and so she waited until the last footfall had ceased
to echo in the church, and she knew herself to be a-

lone in the long desired presence. Then, full of

reverent longing and awe, she drew her veil about
her, and as she did so, she found a red rose that had
caught in it, and, striving to dislodge it, she brought
it close to her face, and its perfume was very strong,

and she saw, as in a vision, the rose garden of her
mother’s house, and the face of onewho had wooed
herthere in the sun; but,even as she stood irresolute,

the baying ofa hound in the distant street fell on her
ears, and she remembered the words of the witch,
"‘Marry Death, fair child, if you would know the
secrets of life,” and casting the rose from her, she
began to descend the steps.

As she went down, she heard, as it were, the light

pattering of feet behind her; but turning, when she
came to the foot, to look, she found that this sound
was only the echoing fall from step to step of the



flowers which her long robes had drawn after her,
and she heeded them not, for she was now within
the shrine, and looking to the right hand and to the
left, she saw long rows of tombs, each one hewn in

marble and covered with sculpture of wondrous
beauty.
All this, though, she saw dimly; the plainest thing

to viewwas the longblack shadow ofher own form,
cast before her by the light from the lamp above,
and as she looked beyond the uttermost rim of
shadow, she became aware of an awful shape seat-

ed at a marble table whereon lay an open book.
Looking on this dread shape, she trembled, for she
knew that she was in the presence of Death. Then,
seeing the book, her heart was uplifted within her,

and stepping boldly forwards, she seated herself
before it, and as she did so, it seemed to her that she
heard a shiver from within the tombs.
Now, when she came near. Death had raised his

finger, and he pointed to the writing on the open
page, but, as she put her hands upon the book, the
blood rushed back to her heart, for it was ice-cold,

and again it seemed to her that something moved
within the tombs. It was but for a minute, then her
courage returned, and she fixed her eyes eagerly
upon the lines before her and began to read, but the
very letters were at first strange to her, and even
when she knew them she could by no means frame



them into words, ormake any sentence out of them,,
so that, at the last, she looked up in herwonderment ’

to seek aid. But he, the terrible one, before whom
she sat, again lifted his finger, and as he pointed to

the page, a weight as of lead forced down her eyes
upon the book; and now the letters shifted strange-
ly, and when she thought to have seized a word or a
phrase it would suddenly be gone, for, if the text
shone out plain for an instant, the strange shadows,
moving with the movements of the silver lamp,
would blot it again as quickly from sight.

At this, distra(5tion filled her mind, and she heard
her own breathing like sobs in the darkness, and
fear choked her; for ever, when she would have
appealed for help, her eyes saw the same deadly
menace, the same uplifted and threatening finger.

Then, glancing to left and right, a new horror took
possession of her, for the lids of the tombs were
yawning wide, and whenever her thoughts turned
to flight, their awful tenants peered at her from a-

bove the edges, and they made as though they
would have stayed her.

Thus she sat till it was long past midnight,and her
heart was sick within her, when again the distant

baying of a hound reached her ears; but this sound,
instead of giving her fresh courage, seemed to her
but a bitter mockery, for she thought,“What shall

the secrets of life profit me, if I must make my bed



with Death?’’ And she became mad with anger,
and she cursed the counsels of the witch, and in her
desperation, like a creature caught in the toils, she
sprang from her seat and made towards the steps
by which she had come. Ere she could reach them,
all the dreadful dwellers in the tombs were before
her, and she, seeing the way to life was barred for
ever, fell to the ground at their feet and gave up her
spirit in a great agony. Then each terrible one re-
turned to his place, and the book which lay open
before Death closed with a noise as ofthunder, and
the light which burnt before his shrine went out, so
that all was darkness.
In the morning, when that company which had

brought her came back to the church, they won-
dered much to see the lamp extinguished, and,
fetching a taper, some went down fearfully into the
vault.There all was as it had ever been, only the girl

lay face downwards amongst the withered roses,
and when they lifted her up they saw that she was
dead; but her eyes were wide with horror. And so
anothertomb was hewn in marble, and she was laid
with the rest, and when men tell the tale of her
strange bridal they say, ‘‘She had but the reward of
her folly. God rest her soul!”
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THE SHRINE OF LOVE
GIRL arose in the morning and
threw open those windows ofher
bed-chamberthatlooked towards
the East,and,as she did so,she be-
held her garden, that it was very
fair. Now, there were many roses
in her garden, and sweet laven-
der, and white jasmine, and in all

the borders thereof were blue violets. And, as she
looked on her garden, she saw that all these flowers

were in bloom,and she said,“The Spring hath sure-

ly passed this way, in the night, while we slept!”

But, when she went out into the garden, and saw
the footprints ofhim who had been there, she knew
the footprints to be those of Love.
And, when the girl saw how beautiful the feet of

Love had made all that place, heaviness came upon
her, and sorrow, for she thought, “Had I not been
found sleeping, I, too, should have beheld his face!”

And, as the days went by, she left off from taking
pleasure in her garden, for its beauty wasbecome to

her as a reproach, since it seemed that Love must
have held her unworthy, else he would have called
to her, as he passed her windows.
Being, therefore, sore perplexed, the girl opened

the gate of her garden, for she was minded to seek
counsel of a wise woman, in whose right hand was



the gift of all things, and who dwelt, not far from
that place, in the Valley of St. John, hard by the
Fountain ofTears.
Now,theValley ofSt.Johnwas in a cleft,beneath a

high mountain, and the road thither went amongst
the rocks, in steep places and difficult, so that the
girl was footsore, and very weary, before she came
nigh to the dwelling of the woman. And, when she
had come nigh she espied her, whom she sought,
robed in scarlet and all-glorious with the sun; hav-
ing, at her back, rocks ofblack marble and ofyellow
that were as a throne whereon she sat, and, in her
lap, were golden blooms ofeverlasting flowers,- for

none but these would grow in that desolate valley.

And, the shadows of the mountains, over against
her,were lying before her, where the waters of that
fountain went past her feet. And the girl entered
into the shadows and stood before thewoman. And,
when she had looked upon her face, she was afraid,

for the face of the woman was as a stone, and in her
eyeswas no pity; yet,taking heart from the strength
of that great desire which she had towards Love,
the girl knelt before her and told her all the cause of

her coming, and how that Love, himself, had visit-

ed her garden whilst she slept. Yet, when she had
done speaking, the woman kept silence, and, think-
ing that perchance she heard her not - for the noise

of the waters below was very loud in their ears- the



girl began again to tell of the coming of Love and of

the glory of her garden, and, as she told of these
things, she spoke even as one that had been wrong-
ed. Then, the woman, that sat there, put forth her
hand and stayed her, saying,‘‘What more wouldest
thou? Is it not enough?’’ And, at these words, the
girl was abashed before her.

Almost now she was ready to have gone her way,
knowing not how she might claim that which she
had it in her mind to ask, for the lips of the woman
were set and her voice was very bitter, and the girl

thought, “Perhaps, it is even so, for what am I, that

I should have beheld his footprints!” But, as she
mused, at last her tongue was loosed, and she spoke
again and said, “Ere I go hence, I pray thee be fav-
ourable unto me, and grant me that gift that I shall

ask!” And, the girl offered the woman all those
things that were hers, yea, even the garden that had
been made beautiful by the feet of Love. And, the
woman said,“Whatis thy desire?” And, the girl

made answer, “Since I would fain know him whose
eyes make all things beautiful, give me a gift, that
shall be acceptable unto him, so that I may enter
into his temple and look upon his face!”
At this, the woman laughed the girl to scorn, say-

ing, “Thou, even thou, wouldest know Love! Are
thine eyes clear enough for the light ofhis counten-
ance?” And she said, moreover, “Child, show me



thy hands.” And, when she had looked upon her
hands, she said, ‘‘Lo! seenow thy folly and the van-
ity of thy desire! Thou wouldest bear a gift to the
temple of Love, that thou mayest know the Lord
thereof; are these thy hands strong to the bearing
of so great a burden?”
But, the girl would not be gainsaid, and she ans-
wered the wise woman, in these words, ‘‘All that I

have is thine; grantme only that gift whereby I may
enter into the temple of Love.” Then, the woman,
seeing that she might not be denied, arose from the
place where she sat, and took a pitcher of clay, that

she had by her, and she filled it at the Fountain of

Tears, that was near her dwelling. And, she gave it

to the girl, saying,“Look to it; for thine arms are fee-

ble; yet, if but a drop be spilled by the way, so shalt

thou find the doors of the temple shut against thee;

neither mayest thou then turn back hither, for thy
garden shall be no refuge unto thee.’ ’ Then, the girl

went forth from that place, esteeming herselfhappy
in forsaking all those things thathadbeen hers,since

she bore in her hands the pitcher of tears, which
should be an acceptable gift at the shrine of Love.
Now, the road to the temple, wherein was the

shrine of Love, lay over the mountains of the East,
and the girl knew not the way, nor could she ask
counsel of any, seeing that all they whom she met
derided her. And she took the dawn for her guide;



setting her face, daily, towards the rising ofthe sun,
whilst as yet the dews ofthe morning were upon the
earth. And, the labour oftheway was great and that

burden of tears, which had been given unto her, lay
heavy on her hands, and, in her tribulation, her
beauty fell away from her, even as a garment that
is worn. Then all they that beheld her, despised her,
and she became as a fool in the eyes of men. And,
the fires of heaven consumed her flesh by day, and
the frosts ofthe night held her prisoner, and the very
winds mocked her, for the times and the seasons
were against her. And, when many days and nights
were past, and the months drew to years, till the girl

knew not the count thereof, it was so, that her heart
failed her: and, in her sore trouble and anguish, she
heard two voices communing onewith another, and
one said,“Lo! Hay at ease onmybed,andmybeauty
was a crown to me, and all men worshipped me, for

all the fruits of the earth were mine, and, now is

there any beggar so miserable that he shall not be
preferred before me, if set in comparison with me?”
But, the other answered and said,“Wouldest thou,
indeed, die, not having seen the face of Love? Is

there anything in the heaven above, or in the earth
beneath,that is like unto him? Yea! even theythatgo
down into the pit praise him!” And, at these words,
the girl took up, once more, that herburden oftears,
and went her way, but her strength was well nigh



gone from her, and she was as one altogether dis-

traught with misery.
And, it came to pass, on the evening of the same

day, that she entered into a vast plain, but, as she
entered into it, the track, which she had followed
thither, disappeared, and at every step her feet sank
into the deep sands. Then, her soul fainted within
her, and, in her great weakness, she sank to the
ground, giving herself up for lost, and saying,
“Surely I am accursed and utterly forsaken; neith-

er, atmy dying, shall there be any to pity me!** And,
so saying, in her despair, she lifted her eyes to the
hills thatwere on the further side ofthe plain.As she
did so, she saw the purple shadows of the night fall-

ing over the hillside, and itwas to her as if a shining,

even of silver, lay behind the shadows. And, her
spiritwas uplifted at that sight, so that she forgother
weakness,and she arose,andwould fainhave press-

edforward on her way, for she said,“Ofa surety ,the
mystery ofdays is gloriousupon the hillside,and the
Lord ofthat place is Love!** But,ona sudden, the
thick darkness ofthe night compassed her about;so,

coming to a little place of grass, near to where she
heard water running, she lay her down, if so be that

she might rest, but her sleep was troubled, for she
dreamed, ever, that the day had dawned,and lo! the
sun was up and shone upon the gates of the temple
which she sought, but the pitcher, thathad been full,



was empty. Then, remembering the words of the

wise woman in the Valley of St. John, how that she
said, “Take heed, for ifbut a drop be spilled by the

way, so shalt thou find the doors of the temple shut
against thee!'’ the girl wept in her sleep, and, so

weeping, she awoke. And, when she awoke, she
stretched forth her hand and found the pitcher that

it was full, and as she touched it, she thought,“Had
it been empty, then these eyes had filled it!"

At this,seeing that the morningwas athand,forthe
blue mists, that veiled the wondrous shining on the
hillside, were touched with light, the girl arose, and
having bathed herself in the clear waters of the
stream, near which she had slept, she crossed over
to the other side, and found there a path, which had
before escaped her eyes, leading up into the hills.

And, following this path, she came presently to a
thicket, the trees whereof were covered with blos-
soms of scarlet, and everywhere about their trunks
were creeping plants, and the giant flowers ofthese
plants were so silver white that theyshone like stars
in the darkness. And, as the girl entered into the
thicket, all that company of birds that were there
began to sing, and their song was in praise of the
dawn and ofLove. And, at the sound oftheir voices,
there was a great murmur and stirring in the thick-
et, for all things rejoiced thereat, and the furred
creatures of the wood came forth in their beauty.



and they gambolled before her, and the girl saw
them; and the feathered ones, also, she saw, bright-
crested and glorious, for all these knew her to be the
servant of Love and shunned her not. On this wise,^

the loneliness of the way made gladsome by their
company, the girl went onwards till, towards the
noontide, she came to a fair meadow which was as
a garden offlowers, and there were many-coloured
butterfliesupon the flowers,and,beyond thatmead-
ow, were steps of white marble going up to where
was a high terrace, and, beyond that terrace, was
the shining of the temple wherein dwelt the Lord
whom she sought.
Then, seeing others standing upon the terrace, the

girl went up thither, that she might join herself to

their company. And, having come there, she found
thattheywerebut in an outer place,andshe sawthat
beneath the terrace, whereon they stood, were the
waters ofthat sacred lake, whereby the temple was
encompassed, and, in the midst of the lake, she saw
the foundations thereofrising out ofthe waters, but,

when she would have looked upon the temple itself,

she could not, for the radiance of its walls was as of

fire. Yet, upon the causeways, leading to the golden
gates of the temple, was she able to look, and on the

quays of marble which were at the edge ofthe wat-
ers on all sides, and, everywhere she saw that place

was strewn with pink roses, and with white acacia



blooms, and, in all the buildings of the outer courts

were balconies hung with cloths of silver and of

gold, and with wreaths of flowers tied with silken

strings of crimson and of azure. And, when the girl

had looked on all these things, she beheld herself

and knew herown wretchedness, and shesaw those
that stood near, that their raimentwas very beauti-
ful, and how that they bare, in their hands, gifts of

all things desirable in the eyes of men. Then, her
heart failed her, for she thought, ‘‘I may not soil

withmy presence the fair shining ofhis sanctuary!* ’

Now, as the sun was full risen, the door-keeper,
that told the tale of the gifts, which were brought
daily by worshippers to that temple, opened wide
the doors that were on the terrace, and he came
forth, bearing in his hand a silver staff, and bid all

those that were waiting there to pass within. But,
when he motioned to her to follow, the girl would
not, and she humbled herself in her shame, with-
drawing herselfa little apart, as one fearing to enter,

and she bowed herself to the ground, and as she
bowed herself, she prayed, saying,“Ah! dear Lord,
let me at least die within thy gates!’*for, in her
abasement, she believed herself no longer worthy
to look upon the face of Love.
It happened so, that, in these days, there was grief
amongst all them that worshipped at the shrine; in
that, the face of their Lord was always veiled; for,



his temple had, in days gone by, been defiled of the
unfaithful, and he, himself, had been driven forth
ashamed, and, albeit, that he was now restored to
his throne and seat on high among men, yet were
the tokens ofthat defilement visible, and within the
sanctuary, where he himself abode, were stains of
blood which defaced the whiteness ofthe pavement
beneath his feet; nor could they be made clean by
any washing, even ofthe sacred waters which were
round about the shrine. So, day by day, the pave-
ment was strewn with roses, and the worshippers,
regarding not the stains thereon, entered freely
with their gifts, and heard, daily, the words of the
law of Love, which onq read from the book, which
was on a table at the entrance. Only the face of
Love was always veiled.

And, onthatday ,
in which the girl stood at the doors

ofthe temple, it came to pass that, when the gifts,

which had been brought within, had been taken, he
that counted them said,“There is yet one with-
out,and she is ashamed to enter, for she hath naught
in her hands, save a pitcher of tears.” But, as he
spake these words, the voice ofthe Lord was heard,
from beneath the veil, saying,“Hath she full meas-
ure?”And,they that stood by answered him,saying,
“Yea! Oh! Lord. She hath full measure, even to the
brim.”
Then, the word of the Lord went forth and the



gates of gold were opened, and the girl, clothed
about with misery, and having in her hands the
pitcher of tears, was brought within the sanctuary.
And, Love, himself, arose at her coming and, as she
set her feet upon the roses of his shrine, he descend-
ed the steps of the throne, and taking, from her, that
pitcher oftears, which she had borne all the days of

her youth, he brake it on the pavement beneath his

feet. And, the waters of affliction flowed out upon
the stains thereof, and they were cleansed, inso-
much that where had been stains as of blood, the
marble was white as snow.
And, Love withdrew the veil, that had been before

his face, so that the girl, after her long tribulation

and anguish, beheld the countenance ofthat merci-
ful one, whose service is peace, and she became
glorious in his sight. And when one that stood by
said,“Art thou not sore weary ofthe way, and ofthy
burden?’’ she made reply, saying,“Lo! I have no
remembrance of those days, save in the gifts of
compassion and strength, for have I notnow looked
upon the face of Love!”

The Shrine of Death and The Shrine of Love by
Lady Dilke: printed from types by Thomas Mait-
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copies, this being number 7^
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