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						 The Coming of the White Worm
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Clark Ashton Smith
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Evagh the warlock, dwelling beside the boreal sea, was aware of many strange and untimely portents in
					
				

				
					
						mid-summer. Chilly burned the sun above Mhu Thulan from a heaven clear and pallid as ice. At eve the
					
				

				
					
						aurora was hung from zenith to earth like an arras in a high chamber of gods. Wan and rare were the
					
				

				
					
						poppies and small
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the anemones in the cliff-hidden vales behind Evagh's house; and the fruits in his walled garden were pale
					
				

				
					
						of rind and green at the core. He saw by day the unseasonable flight of great multitudes of fowl, going
					
				

				
					
						southward from the isles beyond Mhu Thulan; and by night he heard the clamor of other passing
					
				

				
					
						multitudes.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Now Evagh was troubled by these portents, for his magic could not wholly interpret them. And the rude
					
				

				
					
						fisher-folk on the shore of the haven below his house were also troubled in their fashion. Day by day they
					
				

				
					
						had gone forth, through the summer in their coracles of elk-hide and willow, casting their seines: but in the
					
				

				
					
						seines they
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 drew only dead fishes, blasted as if by fire or extreme cold, and because of this, as the summer drew on,
					
				

				
					
						it came to pass that few of them fared any longer to sea.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Then, out of the north, where ships from Cerngoth were wont to ply among the Arctic islands, a galley
					
				

				
					
						came drifting with idle oars and aimlessly veering helm. And the tide beached it among the fisherman's
					
				

				
					
						boats on the sands beneath the cliff-built house of Evagh. And, thronging about the galley, the fishers
					
				

				
					
						beheld its oarsmen
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 still at the oars and its captain at the helm. But the faces and hands of all were white as leprosy; and the
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						pupils of their open eyes had faded strangely, being indistinguishable from the whites; and a blankness of
					
				

				
					
						horror was within them like ice in deep pools fast frozen to the bottom.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Loath were the fishers to touch the dead men; and they murmured, saying that a doom was upon the
					
				

				
					
						sea, and a curse upon all seafaring things and people. But Evagh, deeming that the bodies would rot in
					
				

				
					
						the sun and would breed pestilence, commanded them to build a pile of driftwood about the galley. And
					
				

				
					
						when the pile had risen above the bulwarks, hiding from view the dead rowers, he fired it with his own
					
				

				
					
						hands.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 High flamed the pile, and smoke ascended black as a storm-cloud, blowing in windy volumes. But when
					
				

				
					
						the fire sank, the bodies of the oarsmen were still sitting amid the mounded embers, and their arms were
					
				

				
					
						still outstretched in the posture of rowing, and their fingers were clenched; though the oars had now
					
				

				
					
						dropped away from them in brands and ashes. And the galley's captain stood upright still in his place:
					
				

				
					
						though the burnt helm had fallen beside him. Naught but the raiment of the corpses had been consumed;
					
				

				
					
						and they show white as marble above the charrings of wood; and nowhere upon them was there any
					
				

				
					
						blackness left by the fire.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Deeming this thing an ill prodigy, the fishers were all aghast, and they fled swiftly to the highmost rocks.
					
				

				
					
						But the sorcerer Evagh awaited the cooling of the brands.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Quickly the brands darkened; but smoke arose from them still throughout thenoonand afternoon; and still
					
				

				
					
						they were overhot for human treading when the hour drew toward sunset. So Evagh fetched water in
					
				

				
					
						urns from the sea and cast it upon the ashes and charrings so that he might approach the corpses. After
					
				

				
					
						the smoke and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 hissing had died, he went forward. Nearing the bodies he was aware of a great coldness; and the
					
				

				
					
						coldness began to ache in his hands and ears, and smote sharply through his mantle of fur. Going still
					
				

				
					
						closer, he touched one of the bodies with his fore fingertip; and the finger, though lightly pressed and
					
				

				
					
						quickly withdrawn, was seared as if by flame.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Evagh was much amazed: for the condition of the corpses was a thing unknown to him heretofore; and in
					
				

				
					
						all his science of wizardry there was naught to enlighten him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Returning to his house ere night, he burned at each door and window the gums that are most offensive to
					
				

				
					
						the northern demons. Afterward he perused with sedulous care the writings of Pnom, in which are
					
				

				
					
						collated many powerful exorcisms against the white spirits of the pole. For these spirits, it seemed, had
					
				

				
					
						laid their power upon
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the galley's crew; and he could not but apprehend some further working of their power.
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						 Though a fire burned in the chamber, piled with fat pine and terebinth, a deadly chill began to invade the
					
				

				
					
						air towardmidnight. And Evagh's fingers grew numb on the sheets of parchment, so that he could scarce
					
				

				
					
						turn them. And the cold deepened steadily, slowing his blood as if with ice; and he felt on his face the
					
				

				
					
						breathing of an icy
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 wind. Yet the heavy doors and stout-paned windows were tightly closed; and the fire blazed high in no
					
				

				
					
						need of replenishment.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Then, with eyes whose very lids stiffened about them, Evagh saw that the room grew brighter with a light
					
				

				
					
						shining through the northern windows. Pale was the light, and it entered the room in a great beam falling
					
				

				
					
						directly upon him where he sat. And the light seared his eyes with a chill radiance, and the cold
					
				

				
					
						sharpened as if somehow one with the brightness; and the wind blew swiftlier out of the light, seeming no
					
				

				
					
						longer air but an element rare and unbreathable as ether. Vainly, with numbing thoughts, he strove to
					
				

				
					
						recall the exorcisms of Pnom. And his breath forsook him on the thin wind, and he fell down in a sort of
					
				

				
					
						waking swoon that was nigh to death. He seemed to hear voices muttering unfamiliar spells, while the
					
				

				
					
						bleak light and ether ebbed and flowed like a tide about him. And in time it seemed that his eyes and his
					
				

				
					
						flesh were tempered to endure them, and he breathed once more, and his blood quickened again in his
					
				

				
					
						veins; and the swoon passed, and he rose up like one that rises from the dead.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Full upon him poured the strange light through the windows. But the stillness of cold was gone from his
					
				

				
					
						limbs, and he felt no more of chillness than was natural to the late summer night. Looking forth from one
					
				

				
					
						of windows, he witnessed a strange marvel: for in the harbor there towered an iceberg such as no vessel
					
				

				
					
						had yet sighted in its seafaring to the north. It filled the broad haven from shore to shore, and sheered up
					
				

				
					
						to a height immeasurable with piled escarpments and tiered precipices; and its pinnacles hung like towers
					
				

				
					
						in the zenith. It was vaster and steeper than the mountain Yarak, which marks the site of the boreal pole;
					
				

				
					
						and from it there fell upon sea and land a frosty glittering paler and brighter than the light of the full moon.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 On the shore below were the charrings of the beached galley, and among them the corpses
					
				

				
					
						incombustible by fire. And along the sands and rocks, the fisher-folk were lying or standing upright in still,
					
				

				
					
						rigid postures, as if they had come to behold the great iceberg and had been smitten by a magic sleep.
					
				

				
					
						And the whole harbor-shore, and thegardenofEvagh, filled with that pallid splendor, was like a place
					
				

				
					
						where frost has fallen thickly over all.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Feeling a great wonder, Evagh would have gone forth from his house: but, ere he had taken three steps,
					
				

				
					
						a numbness came upon all his members, and deep sleep overpowered his senses even where he stood.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The sun had risen when he awoke. Peering out, he beheld a new marvel: for his garden and the rocks
					
				

				
					
						and sea-sands below it were visible no longer, In their stead were level spaces of ice about his house,
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						and tall ice-pinnacles. Beyond the verges of the ice he saw a sea that lay remotely and far beneath; and
					
				

				
					
						beyond the sea the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 low looming of a dim shore.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Terror came to Evagh now, for he recognized in all this the workings of a sorcery beyond the power of
					
				

				
					
						mortal wizards. Plain it was that his stout house of granite stood no longer on the coast ofMhu Thulanbut
					
				

				
					
						was based now on some upper crag of that stupendous iceberg he had beheld in the night. Trembling, he
					
				

				
					
						prayed and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 knelt to the Old Ones, who dwell secretly in subterrene caverns or abide under the sea or in the
					
				

				
					
						supermundane spaces. And even as he prayed, he heard a loud knocking at his door.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Fearfully he arose and opened the portals. Before him were two men, strange of visage and
					
				

				
					
						bright-skinned, who wore for mantles such rune-enwoven stuffs as wizards wear. The runes were
					
				

				
					
						uncouth and alien; but when the men bespoke him he understood something of their speech, which was in
					
				

				
					
						a dialect of the Hyperborean isles.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "We serve that Outer One whose name is Rlim Shaikorth," they said. "From spaces beyond the north he
					
				

				
					
						has come in his floating citadel, the ice-mountain Yikilth, from which pours an exceeding coldness and a
					
				

				
					
						pale splendor that blasts the flesh of men. He has spared us alone amid the inhabitants of the isle Thulask,
					
				

				
					
						tempering our flesh to the rigor of his abode, making respirable for us the air no mortal man may breathe,
					
				

				
					
						and taking us to go with him in his sea-faring upon Yikilth. Thee also he has spared and acclimated by his
					
				

				
					
						spells in the coldness and thin ether. Hail, O Evagh, whom we know for a great wizard by this token:
					
				

				
					
						since only the mightiest of warlocks are thus chosen and exempted."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Sorely astonished was Evagh; but seeing that he had now to deal with men who were as himself, he
					
				

				
					
						questioned closely the two magicians of Thulask. They were named Dooni and Ux Loddhan, and were
					
				

				
					
						wise in the lore of the elder gods. They would tell him nothing of Rlim Shaikorth but avowed that their
					
				

				
					
						service to this being consisted of such worship as is given to a god, together with the repudiation of all
					
				

				
					
						bonds that had linked them heretofore to mankind. And they told Evagh that he was to go with them at
					
				

				
					
						once before Rlim Shaikorth, and perform the due rite of obeisance, and accept the bond of alienage.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 So Evagh went with the Thulaskians and was led by them to a great pinnacle of ice that rose unmeltable
					
				

				
					
						into the sun, beetling above all its fellows. The pinnacle was hollow, and climbing therein by stairs of ice,
					
				

				
					
						they came at last to the chamber of Rlim Shaikorth, which was a circular dome with a round block at the
					
				

				
					
						center, forming a dais.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 At sight of that entity which occupied the dais, Evagh's pulses were stifled for an instant by terror; and,
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						following upon the terror, his gorge rose within him through excess of loathing, In all the world there was
					
				

				
					
						nothing that could be likened for its foulness to Rlim Shaikorth. Something he had of the semblance of a
					
				

				
					
						fat white worm;
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 but his bulk was beyond that of the sea-elephant. His half-coiled tail was thick as the middle folds of his
					
				

				
					
						body; and his front reared upward from the dais in the form of a white round disk, and upon it were
					
				

				
					
						imprinted vague lineaments. Amid the visage a mouth curved uncleanly from side to side of the disk,
					
				

				
					
						opening and shutting
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 incessantly on a pale and tongueless and toothless maw. Two eye sockets lay close together above the
					
				

				
					
						shallow nostrils, but the sockets were eyeless, and in them appeared from moment to moment globules of
					
				

				
					
						a blood-colored matter having the form of eyeballs; and ever the globules broke and dripped down
					
				

				
					
						before the dais. And from the ice-floor there ascended two masses like stalagmites, purple and dark as
					
				

				
					
						frozen gore, which had been made by this ceaseless dripping of the globules.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Dooni and Ux Loddhan prostrated themselves, and Evagh deemed it well to follow their example. Lying
					
				

				
					
						prone on the ice, he heard the red drops falling with a splash as of heavy tears; and then, in the dome
					
				

				
					
						above him, it seemed a voice spoke; and the voice was like the sound of some hidden cataract in a
					
				

				
					
						glacier hollow with caverns.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "O Evagh," said the voice, "I have preserved thee from the doom of others, and have made thee as they
					
				

				
					
						that inhabit the bourn of coldness and inhale the airless void: Wisdom ineffable shall be thine, and mastery
					
				

				
					
						beyond the conquest of mortals, if thou wilt but worship me and become my thrall. With me thou shalt
					
				

				
					
						voyage amid the kingdoms and isles of Earth, and see the white falling of death upon them in the light
					
				

				
					
						from Yikilth. Our coming shall bring eternal frost on their gardens, and shall set upon their people's flesh
					
				

				
					
						the rigor of trans-arctic gulfs. All this shalt thou witness, being as one of the lords of death, supernal and
					
				

				
					
						immortal; and in the end thou shalt return with me to that world beyond the pole, in which is mine abiding
					
				

				
					
						empire."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 that he was without choice in the matter, Evagh professed himself willing to yield worship and service to
					
				

				
					
						the pale worm. Instructed by his fellow-wizards, he performed the rites that are scarce suitable for
					
				

				
					
						narration, and swore the vow of unspeakable alienage.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Strange was that voyaging, for it seemed that the great iceberg was guided by sorcery, prevailing ever
					
				

				
					
						against wind and tide. And always, as they went, the chill splendor smote afar from Yikilth. Proud galleys
					
				

				
					
						were overtaken, and their crews were blasted at the oars. The fair Hyperborean ports, busy with
					
				

				
					
						maritime traffic,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 were stilled by the iceberg's passing. Idle were their streets and wharves, idle was the shipping in their
					
				

				
					
						harbors, when the pale light had come and gone. Far inland fell the rays, bringing to the fields and
					
				

				
					
						gardens a blight more lasting than that of winter; and forests were frozen, and the beasts that roamed
					
				

				
					
						them were turned as if into
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 marble, so that men who came long after to that region found the elk and bear and mammoth still
					
				

				
					
						standing in all the postures of life. But, sitting in his house or walking abroad on the berg, Evagh was
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