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WEIRD TALES

A Peculiar Little Story Is This

THE SWOOPING
WIND

By WILFORD ALLEN

HE gray little old man sitting
so lonely on the rustic bench
under the great oaks interested
me. He seemed so out of place there,
at first glance; yet as one drew close
enough to mote the details of his ac-
tion there was a peculiar, indeserib-
able something about him which one
learns to recognize about such places;
it is always found in certain types
—a rather aimless air of gentle con-
tentment. So I sat down beside him,
for I knew he wanted to talk.
‘“A very pleasant day, sir,’”’ he be-
gan at once, politely.

““Yes, indeed,”” I responded.

‘“‘Rather unusual at this time of year,
is it not?”’

‘‘Not at all, sir. Not at all. I ven-
ture to say that the temperature to-
day is about eighty-two degrees, not
more than a degree from the normal
at this time. And all the meteorolog-
ical conditions, wind, sky, humidity,
all are quite normal, abnormally nor-
mal, sir, if I may use the expression.’’
His assertions, while quite dogmatie,
were belied by the gentleness of his
voice and expression as he spoke.

‘““You are well acquainted with the
weather here, I see,”’ I put in.

‘‘Rather,”’ he smiled. ‘‘I ought to
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be. Pardon me for speaking without
inwrodueing myself, sir. I am Wil-
liam Estrich—Dr. William Estrich.
Yes, I know you know me now. And
you are——9"’

““‘Charles Fritwell,”’ I supplied.

“I am ecertainly pleased to kmow
you, sir,’’ he assured me, and I knew
he spoke the truth. ‘‘It is a pleasure
to meet someone with whom I can talk
as to an equal. These people around
here,”’ with a shrug, ‘‘oh, they mean
all right, but one really can’t talk to
them. I have to do all my thinking
myself, and I really miss the ex-
change of ideas which I should have.
Tomorrow 1 start on my greatest
work—but there, I mustn’t bore you
with that,’’ he finished deprecatingly.

I hastened to assure him that I
should be most happy to hear him
tell of his work, but for the time he
had switched off. Then as suddenly
he began on another tack.

““Do you know sir, there is some-
thing that I must tell you. I have
never told anyone before, for—well,
they always laugh at me. I know
that if another told me I should langh
at him. But I know that you will not
laugh. So I will tell you.”

¢¢It is surprizing how little the run
of people cant understand when it is
outside of the little whirl ef their
search for the pleasure of the mo-
ment,’”’ I said. ‘‘I shall be very in-
terested in listening to youw.’’

““I knew you would.’’ He was quiet
a minute—several minutes. I had
begun to think he had turned off on
still another tangent when suddenly
his whole manner changed and he
turned toward me almost fiercely.

““You know me! You know me!’’
he repeated huskily. I nodded, for
since he had introduced himself I
knew him, if not before.

‘““Yes. You know me.
cated person doess. I am Dr.
William Estrich. It is through my
studies that we are able to prediet the
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movement of storms. You were
prescient, sir, in grasping as you did
without my speaking of it, that I am
acquainted with the weather. 1
should be. For I was bom, put into
this world, for a purpose, although I
was a stupidly long time in learning
that fact. And that is what I must
tell youw

“] was just a child when it hap-
pened the first time. Too young to
be expected to realize its meaning;
for that matter who would have read
the meaning in a single happening?

‘] shall never forget that day;
never! We lived in the country,
and several of us were on our way
home after school, across the fields.
Crossing the fields was forbidden to
me, for a bull of uncertain—perhaps
I should say of certain——reputation
made that field his stamping ground.
But we were going along, singing or
talking or playing in the way of chil-
dren, and altogether forgetful of dan-
ger. I think it was I who saw it first,
and it was not fifty yards away, dis-
playing all the symptoms of anger.
Suddenly terrified, I sereamed and
began to run, and the others likewise.

“1 think I forgot to say I was the
smallest of all, and I was soon out-
distanced. The fence was still far
ahead, and I lost still more ground
by looking over my shoulder contin-
ually. It was that which almost was
my undoing, for while my gaze was
behind me I stepped into a gopher-
hole and went down with a turned
ankle.

‘‘Providence had been with me up
till then, as the bull for some reason,
although obviously angry and pursu-
ing us, was not doing so with a great
deal of speed. But there I lay, un-
able to do anything but crawl along,
screaming, and the sight seemed to

. stir the animal into swifter motion.

““Then the thing happened. Until
that time there had not been a clond
in the sky, not a breath of air that 1
can recall. But at the instant that
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the bull began purposely to set after
me as I crawled, helpless, along the
ground, there was a sudden roar, and
from nowhere there was a sudden
swoop of wind which enveloped the
charging animal in a cloud of whirl-
ing dust. In a moment it had gone,
and the bull was dashing madly
across the field, away from me.

“‘Now sudden whirlwinds can de-
velop. But naturally they can not
develop in such force with such sud-
denness. They must develop, they
can not spring into being in full foree
without being preceded by the lesser
stages of development.

““Now that is that; and you can
say, as I would say, that such things
might happen, a fortunate coinci-
dence that it happened as it did.

“In fact I forgot the occurrence
for years. I mnext recalled it after
the second occurrence, which was

even more vivid,
“I waS past thirty then, in faet I
had done much of my work, and
was on a trip through the high passes
of the Andes, when it occurred. I
was engaged, in fact, on a meteoro-
logical reconnaissance for my univer-
sity.

‘““We had reached the summit of
the pass, and seeing a level-topped
peak of considerable size to the side,
1 was on the point of turning toward
it. Ahead of us, not more than a
quarter of a mile, was a party of
about fifteen men, approaching us.
My guides seemed a bit worried, and
I was on the point of asking them
what was the matter when it hap-
pened.

‘““The sky had been cloudless,
though in this case there was a
strong wind blowing through the pass
at our backs. With the suddenness
of a clap of thunder I again heard
the roar, but where the first time it
had seemed to have only terrifying
force, this time it was of destructive
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intensity, ravening. The sky was as
black as though an ash cloud hed
passed over the sun, and with the
roar the wind swooped down. Where
we were there was a strong wind.
Ahead of us we could not see, then,
but after the wind had subsided as
suddenly and inexplicably as it had
descended, and we went ahead to in-
vestigate, we could see the effects of
its force. Now, I kmow, I have cal-
culated the strength of the tornadie
winds which in the great plains can
drive a splinter of wood through a
tree trunk. It is in the neighborhood
of four hundred miles an hour. But
I tell you that wind, where it struck
in foree at the spot which had been
occupied by the approaching party,
did things which no air moving less
than thousands of miles an hour could
do. Did it, and was gone. And
there was no trace left of that party.

“‘Still, the precise similarity did
not show up at once. My guides were
terrified, and ran; and I, fearing to
be left there alone, went after them
with a gun. I was in fact surprized
when they returned so meekly at my
command, and still more surprized
at what they told me.

“‘The approaching band were roh-
bers; more, they were murderers, and
my guides had notified them, in the
way they have, beyond understand-
ing, of sending messages ahead in
those mountains, that I was coming.
In short, it was to be an ambush, and
if they had come up to me I should
have been dead within a few mo-
ments. The swoop of the tremendous
wind had seemed to my men like the
direct intervention of heaven on my
behalf; in faet it was that belief
which brought their confession.

““Now you will see the similarity
between that occurrence and the
first. In each case my life was saved
when in the natural order of events
it should have been lost.”’
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HE STOPPED speaking, and I thought
he had finished, and started some
remark about it, but he interrupted
me; and whereas his spcech before
had been controlled, he now sur-
prized me with a vehemence I did
not look for in the quiet-natured lit-
tle man.

““You see now?’’ He leaned for-
ward and his face worked convulsive-
ly. ““You see? Each time to save
me! Each time it was the wind which
saved me! And my life-work was the
study of the wind. There could be
but one conclusion. I am to make
great discoveries in meteorological
science, and the elements themselves
will protect my life until I have aec-
complished my work., It must be a
great work, to interest nature herself
to set aside her laws in my favor.
No other man has had that done for
him!”’

““That is a most faseinating
thought,’’ I put in, but he waved me
into quietude as he continued.

‘“‘But the last time! God!—there,
you will forgive me if I seem to blas-
pheme—if I had my way I'd damn it
all for the mockery it is. But I can’t!
Tcan’t! My God! I’m helpless, just
an instrument denied its own life, its
own happiness!

““‘Soon after that second time of
which I spoke, I met a girl. You can
guess what happened. Temporarily
—1I told myself it would be only tem-
porarily—rhy scientific interests were
forced into second place, a second
place so far out of mind as to be al-
most nonexistent. For I had already
achieved a position in the world. I
had already done work which many
could not equal in a lifetime, and if
I had found the new interest of a real
love which should drive that other in-
terest from my heart, well, I could af-
ford to, very well.

‘“‘So we were married, and on our
wedding trip went down along the
coast of South America, down the
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west side, intending to return up the
other side. But we never reached ity

“My God, Fritwell!’’ the tecars
stood in his cyes as he turned to me,
although his voice did not regeh;
“Fritwell, I can never forget that
night. And that is the reason that in
all the years since then I have never
been able to concentrate on the work
I must do before I am allowed to die.
But tomorrow I think I will manage
to start again.

‘“‘But that night! It was a perfect
evening of the Chilean summer, and
the soft chords of thrumming Spanish
melodies floated over the ship as we
sat about or paraded the decks. In-
side of the dancing salon there was
the gleam of eager faces, alight with
color and animation as the dancers
swung to the orchestra’s strains. We
had danced, and were outside, look-
ing over the water, with the stars
shining down on us from above and
reflected back at us by the smooth
black water. We talked low, listening
at the same time to each other’s voices
and to the waltz—it was Sobre las
Olas, the prettiest piece in the world
when a Spanish orchestra plays it
over Spanish waters on a summer
evening. If there was trouble in the
world, we had forgotten it. There
was nothing on the boat save joyous-
ness and youth and love.

‘““We were planning. They always
plan on their honeymoon, if it is the
real thing. And we were planning
softly together, and I was drinking in
the musical sound of her voice, more
wrapt up in it than in the meaning
of her words, when it struck!

“It struck, damn it! It struck!
And she knew what it meant to do.
For, as all the world seemed to be
whirling in the one tremendous swoon
of the wind, literally tearing the ship
and the sea to pieces and mixing them
until only God himself could tell
which was sea and which was ship, I
tried to clutch her to me. But she
struggled to break away, and through



768 WEIRD

the roar of all the gales that ever
blew, concentrated at that one point
in that moment, somehow, I can’t say
how, I heard her words: ‘Let me go,
Will! Let me go! Can’t you seel—
dom’t you know !—you can’t have me
and your work both. It has come for
me. Let me go, oh, let me go!’

‘““My God! She was right! Right
out of my arms it snatched her, and
then all was still again. But where
there had been a hundred hearts
throbbing to life and love, there was
now only one, and it was throbbing to
hate! It still does. I hate it! I hate
it! What do I want of life now? But
I can’t die. I am its slave.”’

ATER I spoke of him in the office.
‘“Oh, Estrich? Yes, he is a nice
fellow. What he told you is partly
true. At least, he was a scientist, and
the only survivor of a boat which was
lost in a sudden storm with his bride
of a few weeks. The rest of it was—
well, you could see for yourself he
was quite crazy, though harmless.”’

I did not tell my informant, nor
had I told Estrich, of my experience
in the Andes the previous year.

‘We had come to a point in the pass
where a cloudburst seemed to have
seooped the rock bare of earth, and I
noted that my friends crossed them-
selves. I remarked on it.

““Yes, Settor,”” was the responmse,
‘‘But this is the Place of the Wrath of
Heaven!”’

‘‘It must of necessity be, then, that
there is a legend about this place,’’ 1
said, expecting to draw out another
of the place-tales one meets with.
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My friend who was answering
laughed nervously. ‘‘But for the
once I must decline to tell the legend.
For you see I believe it, and to your
ears should I tell it, it would be un-
believable. You would laugh.”’

““Do I not know that the tongue of
Don Pico speaks nothing but truth?’’
I answered.

‘“‘That is truth. Well, I take the
chance. You saw that the ground
wag swept bare, completely, and per-
haps you think a most terrible storm
of rain caused it. You would be
wrong. It was the wind, Sefior. And
with the dirt it took away twelve men
—puff!—and no one ever found a
coat from their backs.

“It was fifteen years ago, Sefior.
A scientist, an American, was going
over the pass as are we. And his
rascally guides thought to arrange an
ambush with some robbers, to share
the loot.

‘““But for once, Sefior, heaven in
these degenerate days saw fit to per-
form a miracle like those of the Good
Book. When the meeting was almost
at hand—Hand of God! It was dark,
though there had been no cloud. And
a wind such as never the Andes had
seen came and struck the robbers and
destroyed even the ground they stood
on. And—Hand of God! In the next
moment it was clear and quiet, but
the robbers were vanished completely.
And the guides were changed men,
Sefior. They confessed and were
punished; and now they work in the
garden of the church at Lima, doing
the work of God.”’




