Cloudland
Tuesday, June 3, 12:15 A.M.
Belt Ferguson cursed as he unlatched another cage door on the back of his pickup truck and released three more of his young foxhounds. “Mike, cut that out! Blamed rooster! Tom, get away from Mike.”

Grant stood aside and watched as Belt kicked at the bigger of two beautiful, young, healthy, exuberant hounds. All seven of the beasts, even to the placement of their black-on-white patterns, were so identical that one knew they must be littermates.

“Mind you, they aren’t hardly trained,” Belt said.

Grant nodded. “I understand.” Yet, he did not really comprehend the magnitude of the risk that Belt had agreed to take when he accepted the challenge of releasing untrained pups to run on their own without the guidance of a mature leader.

As the last batch sprang from the truck bed, Belt said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if this worked. You’d have to see my older hounds to appreciate the difference. These young pups don’t have sense even to know why they’re here, and that’s about the level of flat-out ignorance it’ll take for them to make a success of this.”

Obviously, Belt was excited with the idea. Grant saw dimly the risk that some of the young animals might become confused and need retraining later.

“Pray they start off with a fox instead of trash,” Belt said. “That’s the best we can do. Hope against hope.”

The seven young hounds began to circle away from the truck. Belt chose to park in a small lot near the ruins of the old Cloudland hotel far out on the broad saddle of Roan Mountain, a mile west of Carvers Gap. “There’s plenty of fox here,” he said. “There’s one especially smart one.”

Then he said, “You know about Cloudland, I suppose?”

“Somewhat. It’s on our tour.”

“Was something once! Two hundred rooms. Had only one toilet room. Best meals in the south. Fell on hard times. Last owner sold the pieces. Folks bought the right to remove a whole room—walls, floor, furnishings. There’s hardly a family hereabouts doesn’t own a piece of Cloudland. Always wondered who bought the toilet.”

“Wilder’s folly,” Grant said.

“That’s what they called it. Sometimes when you’re up here in the daytime, take a look at the old foundation stones. Gives you a sense of the size of the thing.”

The yipping and yapping of the pups revealed their nervous insecurity. Grant watched as, instinctively, one by one, they stopped to urinate or defecate, in preparation for a hard night’s run.

“How do you get them going once you let them off the truck?” Grant asked.

“They’re self-starters.” Belt grinned. “Remember how in school our teachers used to get so holy toned over that? Were we self-starters? Were we doers or thinkers? Well, sir, if hounds was real students and I was their teacher, I’d tell you that hounds come the same way—except, compared to most other breeds, I’d tell you that foxhounds are all self-starters. They’d make great scholars if they had fingers to hold a pen.

“What’s that name they’ve got for smart kids in college? Road scholars? Something like that. Sounds like road. Well, sir, foxhounds would all be what you might call woods scholars. They spot something and they’re off running at twice the speed of sound, talking back and forth all the way. Work till they drop, every one of them.”

“What do we do while they run?”

“We’ve done it. That’s it. Now we just get comfortable and wait.” Belt lit a kerosene lantern and set it on the hood of the truck. He opened two folding captain’s chairs and a cheap, bent, aluminum table with tubular legs. He set two shot glasses and a bottle of bourbon on the table.

 Grant watched his friend set up camp. “You do this with class,” he said. Grant was surprised how Belt’s personality had changed. He seemed like a youngster bent on a bit of fun.

“Makes a long night. No point being uncomfortable. Sometimes it gets a mite chilly up here. But it’s not likely to turn cold tonight. Just the same, I’ve got spare coats in the well behind the seat.”

“Thanks,” Grant said, “I think I’ll be okay.”

Just as he spoke, one of the bigger hounds gave an impressive yelp. The pack responded in unison. Then, as if mysteriously interconnected by some invisible tether, all seven bounded from the north side of the clearing into the woods.

Belt grinned, “They’re on one.”

“Fox?”

“Yep.”

“Won’t they kill it?”

“Heck no. The fox’ll play with them. You won’t find a healthy fox in the whole state that a foxhound could catch. I’ve had ‘em catch fox in a year when distemper is around. I’ve seen years when nearly every fox died of distemper. You have to keep foxhounds immunized against distemper, rabies, and a bunch of things. Hounds are expensive to keep if you give ‘em proper care.”

The voices of the hounds as they ran echoed back to the mountaintop with surprising clarity. Even to Grant’s untrained ear, each voice seemed distinct. Apparently, the pack was moving rapidly northeast. For Grant, it was hard to judge their distance from the truck. “They’re fast,” he noted.

“Ain’t it the truth,” Belt said. “That lowest voice is Mike. Maybe you noticed while they were milling around here in the parking lot.”

“I didn’t. No.”

“Well, Mike’s the one found the fox. The others’ll follow his lead now until either he loses the trail or one of the others picks up on something else and takes over the lead. What we’re hoping is that they’ll pick up on your people at least long enough to tell us where they are. Not being trained, that could happen. They won’t feel obliged to stick to fox as older hounds do . . . You hear that squeaky voice? That’s Millie. She’s smart, but she don’t seem lucky.”

“What do you mean, lucky?”

“She just never was a healthy pup. Sickly. Not assertive. She’s not going to stand out the way most smart foxhounds do. There’s one other female in the pack. Cindy. Voice is much lower. It’s an abrasive voice. You’ll hear it. You’ll always recognize it once you hear it.”

Time passed quickly and the hounds seemed far in the distance and directly east. By now, Grant had picked out at least five distinct calls. He marveled at how clearly they could be heard. Even from far away it was possible to distinguish between them.

“There! Tom’s signaling up to Mike that he’s got something interesting. They’re at Carvers Gap now and heading south and southwest. Nope. Mike says come on. He’s got a good one and isn’t gonna give up the lead.”

“You’re making this up.”

Belt downed a jigger of the bourbon. “I’m not. Honest I’m not. I wish we could run fast enough to keep up with them. I’d prove it to you. It’s nothing but practice. Gradually, you learn the language. Every bit of what I translate for you is true.”

“Darned interesting, if you’re right.”

A moment later, Belt said, “You won’t believe how far they’ve run already. I’d say four miles counting the twists and turns. They’ve been all the way to the highway to the east, running clockwise. Now, they’re directly south of us.” He filled Grant’s shot glass with bourbon. “How do you like being in the tour business?”

“Oh, it’s not too bad. The pay’s good. Sometimes I get plenty fed up with the little old biddies that we—”

Belt interrupted him. “Listen there,” he said. “They’re all the way around to the west of us and they’ve started increasing the radius of their circle. The fox will do that to wear them out. I’ve never read that anywheres, but I know that’s what a fox will do. It’s pure instinct and they all do it. The fox gains protection by widening the radius of the circle. Keeps smart hounds from laying for him should he come around on the same track a second time. Those pups will be worn ragged by morning.”

A few minutes later the voices ceased. “What happened,” Grant asked.

“They’re around behind Roan High Bluff,” Belt said. “Directly in line with us to the west. Last peak to the west in the Roan Mountain chain.”

Grant tried the bourbon. Belt listened. Soon the hounds were directly north of them. Then east. Again, the pack turned south at the highway.

Belt noticed it and said, “They’re still on the same fox, and he won’t cross the highway. That could be his undoing on the next pass. A well-trained hound would notice that by the third pass. My best hounds would figure that out and they’d have enough sense to cut him off.”

“Now you are making it up,” Grant said.

“I’m not. I swear I’m not,” Belt said. A moment later he added, “So you’re not especially fond of the little ole biddies? So that’s what you call them?”

“It’s just that they’re so confounded hard to control . . . to keep track of. These missing passengers are a case in point. Three of them are women and I figure one of those three is responsible for this mess.”

“For getting themselves lost?”

“No doubt about it! One of them is a battleaxe with a mule’s brain; one’s a Chinese lady; the third’s okay. I’m just not made so I can tolerate some kinds of people. The battleaxe just about drives me—”

Belt interrupted. His attention was with the hounds. “I’ll tell you right now they’re crossing Bearpen Creek and heading up on the shoulder of Chestnut Ridge, and they’ve worked themselves down to forty-two to forty-four hundred feet elevation. That’s a much bigger circle. It’ll take them twice the time to complete the next go-around. They’re gonna be worn down to whistle-pigs before the night’s over. Holy smokes. What a run for new pups!”

“How can you tell the elevation,” Grant asked.

“Partly by the distance away they are. I know the mountain. From here, if I figure them a mile and a half away, that means, depending on the direction, they’re somewhere around four thousand feet elevation. Then, you have to figure in the sound. The type of terrain they’re crossing will effect the . . .” Abruptly, Belt leaned forward in his chair and pressed his knuckles together.

Grant looked at him and listened. “What’s happened? Who’s that?”

“That’s Joe. He’s a lazy cooter. Slow but stubborn. Not awful smart. Gets his mind set on something and it’s going to come out his way. If he was smart, he’d be a leader.” Belt paused a moment and listened more intently. “Mike’s out on the open tongue of Feeding Ridge a quarter mile ahead of the others. He’s still on the same fox. He’s just come up out of the creek-bed between Wolf Ridge and Feeding Ridge. You can tell when they come out of the woods into the open.”

“But what is Joe saying.”

“Well, he’s found something peculiar. I can’t tell just yet what it is. I noticed it a moment ago.”

“Great Scott, what a howl!”

“There! You hear Cindy? She’s come over to where Joe is. Funny thing, though. Her voice is a notch higher than normal. She’s mighty excited about something. The two of them are standing still as statues. She’s mighty excited! They’re on top of a little knoll down towards the end of Chestnut Ridge. Still as statues.”

“Do you think Mike will just leave them behind and go on?”

“That’s not happening. Mike, for some reason, has turned back. To leave off chasing his fox, it’s got to be a mighty good reason. He may be ruined for good, leaving a fox like that for trash.”

The two men listened intently for several minutes. Belt jumped to his feet and spread Grant’s topographic maps out on the hood of the truck beside the lantern. Grant rose to look on.

Belt put a huge finger on a tiny circle formed by a single contour line near the southern crest of Chestnut Ridge. “See that? Forty-four hundred feet elevation. What did I tell you? There’s a trail from the southwest that joins the west branch of Laurel Creek up in there. It swings over from Gouge Cove and goes to a house on Laurel Creek. That knoll is only maybe five hundred feet from the trail.

“Now Tom’s joined Cindy and Joe. Mike’s almost back there and the other three are moving in that direction. Cindy is saying that Joe has found himself some kind of human, but none of them are behaving normal. It’s like this human was up in a tree; like Tom and Cindy and Joe are standing around the tree howling the way coonhounds howl when they tree a possum or a raccoon.”

“If I was that guy, I think I’d climb a tree, too.”

“I’ll tell you it’s not a normal human. Foxhounds don’t stand around molesting people in the woods. They’re not like a Doberman or pit bull or German shepherd. Foxhounds are bred to accept almost any human that understands them. They aren’t one-man hounds. They’re smart enough to know what side the butter’s on and they’re not too proud to show it.” He stopped to listen. “They know the best food comes in bags from the store in the back of a pickup truck. So they don’t go around getting people sore at them. But this human has something funny about him.”

“I don’t suppose you have any of those Sasquatch around here?” Grant looked at Belt and grinned.

“You mean like a stray Bigfoot or one of them abominable snowmen? Oh, yes sir.” Belt’s flushed, red face gave no hint that he might be jesting. “There’s a bunch of them on the Roan. Mighty nice folk. No. Even an untrained pup will pretty much take one of them right in stride. Instinct, I suppose. Probably goes back long before our time.”

Grant was slow to react. “I suppose after four days my people might smell a lot like a Sasquatch but not quite. That could give your pups something to think about.”

“Likely, that’s what’s happened.” Belt folded the map and then his chair. “Well, the show’s over for the night. They won’t go on with the hunt. It’s not your people they’ve found. Could be one of them, I suppose, separated from the others. I’ve got to go in there. I can’t leave some fellow up in a tree all night if that’s what’s happened. Yet, I can’t believe that’s what’s happened.”

“That looks like a long ways to go in the dark.”

“It’s not that far. And it’s on the way home. I can drive up the road from Gouge Cove and then maybe I can whistle them in from there. If not, I’ll have to take the trail and get them.”

“You say it’s not my people?”

“They’re acting like it’s one person. Can’t be five unless they all climbed the same tree and are all bunched up in a tight clump. I’ve never had to deal with a situation just like this before. All I know now is that the hounds have found a person and the person is behaving so strangely that the hounds think they need to keep on reporting it to me.”

“If you’re going in there tonight, I’d like to go along.”

“Like I say, it’s on the way home. Won’t take much extra time. We might as well pack up here. Time we get packed up, maybe we can tell something more.”

Grant folded his chair. They each downed a shot of bourbon as protection against the cold night air.

Before they climbed into the front seat of the truck, Belt listened carefully one more time. “All seven hounds are there on the knoll. They have all rallied on Joe’s position. I tell you one thing, we’re going to find something strange when we get in there.”

On an isolated ledge on Eagle Cliff four figures huddled close together to share their body heat, their backs against cold rock. Boughs of fir provided their only insulation.

“Weird,” the Colonel said. He spoke softly. Ting’s head was resting on his shoulder. She seemed to be enjoying a deep sleep, warmed by the Colonel’s large frame.

“Sounds like a pack of wolves,” Isabel said.

“It’s foxhounds,” Sarah said as she raised her head away from the cliff wall to listen more closely. “You can tell them from coonhounds once you get used to hearing them.”

“Are they looking for us?”

“I doubt it. I think they would need to use bloodhounds for that.”

“What a melancholy howl, especially out here in the dead of night,” Isabel said. “Sure reminds one of wolves. I heard wolves once at night.”

“Queenie, I don’t believe you. A Manhattan street corner I suppose?”

“My late husband thought a camping trip in Canada would be a fine idea for a honeymoon. What a whimsy that was! Bought a genuine birch-bark canoe. He even bought me a bamboo fly-fishing pole and a bunch of other gear for a wedding present. Down vest, rubber boots up to my bellybutton, and a bunch of those little fake chicken-feather bugs on sharp hooks. I was supposed to fasten one of them to the end of an invisible plastic thread. Shoot! I couldn’t even see the bug, let alone the hole in the hook for tying it on. Then every ten minutes he’d say ‘change to your Cahill,’ or ‘change to your Royal Wulff.’ It all seemed rather arcane at the time.”

The Colonel’s laughter caused Ting to stir. She moved her head from his shoulder.

“I caught exactly one small squawfish,” Isabel said. “Over the course of a week, I calculated that the mosquitoes carried away two pints of blood—roughly forty bucks worth.

“What is it about men that they think rain on a tent roof and a belly full of beans beats afternoon tea at the Saint Regis or the Ritz? Suggest to them “let’s go home” and they get scrappy as a crab in a bucket. Do you suppose a crackpot notion like that gets passed from generation to generation because the Almighty missed a typo somewhere on the Y-chromosome?”

“They’ve stopped coming this way,” the Colonel said.

“They’re about two miles southeast of us,” Sarah said. “There’s something odd about them. Mournful. Almost ghostly. I’ve never heard them sound quite that way. Usually, their voices are bright and upbeat, as though they were having fun.”

“It was a night just like this one. Black as death,” Isabel said. “At first the howling came from far away—lonely howls, from ridge to ridge, like these dogs down there. But they came closer and closer as the night wore on, until we could hear them snuffling around the campsite and the tent.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know. Three, maybe four. Fred stuck his gun out the door of the tent and fired both barrels. I was packed and ready to leave before dawn.”

“Do you still have the fly rod?” the Colonel asked.

“I won’t sell it, if that’s what you’re after.”

“They’re worth a fortune now—split bamboo.”

“It’s all I’ve got left of Fred. Now that’s irony. I saved a bad memory. Maybe on purpose. Maybe as a warning in case I ever run into another good-looking hunk who owns a birch-bark canoe. Not a chance you own one, is there Lizzy?”

Ting was awake again. Sarah heard her quiet laugh and it occurred to her that Ting was more perceptive than she’d realized. Odd, she thought, how one misses things when getting to know a stranger.

It was nearly four o’clock Tuesday morning when Belt turned his Chevy pickup truck north off Route 261 and headed up into Gouge Cove. He parked behind a yellow Pontiac sedan near the last house served by the unimproved Gouge Cove Road.

They stopped to investigate the yellow sedan. It bore New Jersey plates. Grant directed the beam of his flashlight through the partly open passenger-side window. There seemed to be nothing inside. It almost appeared abandoned. “Do some of these cabins belong to summer folk from up north?” he asked.

“Not likely,” Belt said.

Grant stuffed his flashlight in a back pocket. They set off on foot up the trail that would lead them just to the south side of the small knoll on Chestnut Ridge where Belt expected to find his hounds.

Half a mile northeast Belt stopped and faced north. “There’s our little hill,” he said. “And the hounds are up there. I hear Cindy whining. Mike’s beside her. They’re all close by.”

From the soft voices of the hounds, Grant could tell that there was high ground to his left. But even with the aid of the gradually lightening sky, he had no plausible way of verifying that it was the knoll they had identified earlier on the topographic map.

Belt held the lantern high in the air, apparently so that he could look into the laurel and rhododendron to find an easy route to the top. He ducked into a tangle of tough laurel and fought his way uphill. Grant tagged along at a slower pace, listening to the quiet voices of the hounds straight ahead.

Five minutes later, after a brief climb, they came upon the circle of hounds, silent now as they sensed the approach of their master. As the two men moved towards the center of the circle some of the hounds stirred. Joe emitted a final and especially wretched howl. Again, Belt raised the lantern as high as he could.

There on the ground lay Lloyd Visconti, the loner that no one on the tour found time to really get to know. He lay face up and staring, his body cold. From the looks of the wound, the killing was administered commando style by restraining him from the back while a free hand drew a razor-sharp blade across his throat.

“Well, don’t that beat all!” Belt said. “I’ve got me a pack of first-class trackers.”

Grant stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked down at Lloyd. He felt a twinge of guilt for a couple of rude comments he’d made to others about this lonely man. He looked at each of the silent hounds and then at Belt. As though directing his words to all eight of them, he said, “This makes it a whole new ballgame.”

“That’s the truth,” Belt said. “It surely is the truth. They’re likely the only man-hunting foxhounds in the entire state of North Carolina.”

Grant felt of the money-clip in his right pocket. He thought of extracting a hundred-dollar bill to give to Belt. He thought better of it. “When we’re done loading the pups,” he said, “if you’ll give me your address, I’ll write up an authorization for your hundred bucks. Looks like you earned it, all right.”

“Oughta make it out to Joe. I guess I been underrating him. It just goes to show you, no matter what a man thinks he knows, he hardly ever gets things right. Something the Creator must of planned, no doubt.” Belt gave an order and the hounds rose in unison. Another quick command and all seven set off in the direction of the truck.
