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Caged! Trapped behind iron bars.


He tried to slip through them. But the bars stood too close together.


He tried to bend them. But as hard as he pushed, the cold, solid metal held fast. Immovable.


I want to run, he thought. Fast. Like the wind during a storm.


I want to run quietly. Like a shadow over the ground.


He paced back and forth within the suffocating confines of his prison.


Escape! Escape!


The word echoed in his mind with each step. He circled the cell until he felt his head spin. So little room. His leg muscles ached with the urge to run.


He staggered to a stop. His silvery-blue eyes stared through the iron bars. He glared at the moon. Full and glowing. A perfect shimmering circle in the black sky.


Once it guided me through the darkness, he thought. But tonight it betrayed me.


He began to pace again. Faster. Faster. Thinking, remembering.


He shook his head. I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to think about the journey that brought me here.


But the memories were as strong as the iron bars.


He huddled in a corner. He covered his ears, but he still heard the long, wailing cries from his past.


He pressed his face against the iron bars, but he still smelled the blood. So much blood. Warm, rich . . . gushing.


He squeezed his eyes closed. But the horrible images still swirled before him.


I was young and innocent. I did not know enough to be afraid. I should have been terrified.


The memories carried him back to another time, another place.


Before he was a prisoner.


Before iron bars held him captive.


Before he knew what it was to fear.
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Kentucky Wilderness, 1792


Jamie Fier shifted his backside over the hard wooden bench. The wagon swayed. The wheels rumbled over the ruts and rocks in the road.


The Wilderness Road, they called it. Daniel Boone and others had carved it through the Cumberland Gap only two years before. Soon Virginia will be far behind us, he thought. But not soon enough.


He slapped the reins over the backs of the two chestnut horses. He was seventeen. Old enough to guide the wagon for his father.


The horses plodded along the narrow road that crept through the Appalachian Mountains. Jamie flicked his wrists again. The crack of the reins echoed around him.


“Patience, Jamie,” his father scolded. He sat on the bench beside Jamie. “We can’t go any faster than the wagon in front of us.”


But I want to go faster, Jamie thought. The narrow road sliced through the mountains like a blackened tongue. He felt as though he were riding into the mouth of a beast. The tall pine trees looked like long, sharp teeth.


He knew the hungry wilderness could swallow them all. And they would never find their way out.


The thick canopy of branches overhead blocked out most of the sunlight. Wild animals could hide in the shadows, he thought. Watching. Waiting to spring onto the horses, onto me, onto Father. With sharp claws. Huge teeth.


Jamie shivered. The day was warm, but he felt clammy and cold. He pulled his flannel jacket tightly around him.


Two months ago, he had been so excited when his father announced that they were moving to Kentucky. A real adventure, Jamie thought. A new land. The unsettled frontier.


They could strike it rich there, beyond their wildest dreams, his father declared.


“I won’t go, John. I won’t go!” Jamie’s mother had cried. “It’s too wild. Too dangerous.”


But she had packed her pots, kettles, and quilts into the wagon. She climbed into the back and started the long journey with them.


And she’s sorry she did, Jamie thought.


One of their wheels struck a large rut in the road. The wagon jerked. Jamie heard his mother give a shrill cry.


“What was that?” she called out. “John, what’s happening?”


His father turned his thin face slightly and peered through the slit in the canvas that covered the wagon. “Just a little bump in the road, Dora Mae. Nothing to worry about.”


“John, please, let’s return to Virginia,” Jamie’s mother begged.


Jamie cringed. Every day, she made the same request. And every time, his father gave the same reply.


“We were starving in Virginia,” his father snapped. Then he returned his attention to the rough road.


Jamie glanced over at him. His silver-blue eyes—eyes like Jamie’s—were narrowed to two slits. Jamie saw a muscle jump in his father’s hollow cheek, just above his graying beard. Jamie knew his father’s thoughts before he spoke.


“It’s the Fier curse,” his father mumbled. “I’m a good farmer, but the curse is like the plague. It stopped our tobacco crops from growing. We had nothing to sell—so no money to buy food.”


His father dug his bony fingers into Jamie’s knee. “You’ll see, son. Things will be different now. We left the curse behind us.”


Jamie had grown up hearing about the curse. How it doomed all the Fiers. How none could escape it.


Or so his father used to say. But now he promised that they had escaped it. Jamie didn’t know what was true.


I won’t believe in the curse, Jamie decided. I don’t believe in the curse. Bad soil. No rain. Hot sun. Those are the reasons our crops failed. Not because of some silly family curse that began centuries ago.


He slapped the reins again, leaned forward, and planted his elbows on his thighs. Father thinks of little else besides this ridiculous curse. If he had spent as much time working the fields as he did worrying, our crops would have been fine.


Jamie stared at the wagon ahead of him. He noticed a small hole in the canvas flap that covered the back opening. He stared at the hole, hoping Laura Goode would peek out.


Jamie saw a flash of blond hair appear in the hole. He straightened, wet the tips of his fingers, and slicked down his black hair.


Laura was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Every day he tried to position their wagon behind the Goodes’ so he could catch a glimpse of her. She had long blond hair that flowed down her back. Her eyes were as green as the leaves on the branches overhead.


A girl peeped through the hole. But it was Laura’s sister, Amanda. Amanda was fifteen, a year younger than Laura. She wore her blond hair parted down the middle and braided on each side. Bright red bows secured the ends. Her brown eyes reminded Jamie of mud.


She waved at him, her hand flapping wildly in the air. Jamie didn’t wave back. What a nuisance, he thought. Always following me around the camp, telling me how much she likes me.


Amanda pressed her fingers to her lips. Then she held out her palm and blew. Blew a kiss to him.


Jamie rolled his eyes. She is so childish. So silly. I hope Laura doesn’t think I like Amanda, he thought.


Not that he had a chance with Laura anyway. Her father and his seemed to hate each other. They’d barely exchanged a civil word.


Jamie had never known his father to take such a strong dislike to anyone as he had to Lucien Goode. But his father’s hatred of the man wasn’t without reason, Jamie reflected.


From the start, Goode had proven himself to be selfish, lazy, and prone to lying. He slept through his turn on the night watch, and more than once he’d positioned his wagon ahead of the Fiers’ when it had been the Goode family’s turn to take the last position for the day. The last wagon was most vulnerable to attack.


And once when a scout returned with fresh meat, the Fiers had missed out on their ration. But Lucien Goode had walked away with double his share. Jamie’s father confronted the man, and the two had nearly come to blows. Yes, there was good reason why his father hated Lucien Goode.


Ooooowwwooo!


The long, high-pitched howl made the hairs on the back of Jamie’s neck prickle. Was that a wolf? he wondered. He tensed, waiting for the sound to come again.


Ooooowwwoo!


Is it as close as it sounds? he wondered.


Ooooowwwooo!


Close. Too close. It’s watching us, he thought. His gaze darted over the trees, and his fingers tightened around the leather reins.


He looked at Amanda. Her eyes had grown as round as full moons.


Maybe it wasn’t an animal at all. Maybe Indians were calling to each other. He knew they could imitate animal cries.


Do Indians live in this part of Kentucky? he thought. He had heard the stories of Indians capturing settlers, taking them prisoner, using them as slaves. He knew the Shawnee did not want settlers coming to Kentucky.


Thump.


Jamie jerked in his seat and fought to keep his balance. Something had bumped into the wagon.


What was that? he asked himself. He leaned over and checked the side of the wagon nearest him.


Nothing there.


Did a tree branch hit the wagon as we passed?


Or is it the Indians? Are they sneaking in for an attack?


We’re moving too slow, Jamie thought. Anyone—anything—could climb into the back of the wagon and we’d never know. Never know until it was too late!


He snapped the reins. But the horses did not speed up. The wagon continued to roll along slowly.


Thump. Bump.


The sound came from inside the wagon, he realized. His heart thundered.


“Father, did you hear—” Jamie began.


“Jamie, look out!” Amanda shrieked, pointing her finger. “Look behind you!”


Jamie jerked around. And stared into the black open barrel of a flintlock rifle.


A rifle aimed straight at his heart.
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Jamie stared openmouthed at his mother. She stood behind him, holding the loaded rifle in shaky hands. Pointing the barrel straight at his chest.


The rifle glinted in the late day sun. Jamie didn’t dare breathe. He didn’t dare blink.


“Dora Mae! What in the world do you think you’re doing?” Jamie’s father demanded. He jerked the rifle from his wife’s grasp.


Jamie pulled a ragged breath into his lungs. She pointed the gun at me. At her own son!


“I heard a wild animal,” his mother choked out. Jamie saw her eyes fill with tears. She dug her trembling fingers into Jamie’s arm. “Jamie, tell your father to take us home.”


He cleared his throat, trying to make his voice sound firm. “I want to settle in Kentucky.”


Tears trailed down his mother’s cheeks. She turned to Jamie’s father. “We’ll find nothing but sorrow here. You can’t escape the curse, John. It’s in your blood. It’s in Jamie’s blood.” She returned to the back of the wagon.


Jamie’s father laid the rifle behind their feet. “Probably a good idea to keep the rifle handy,” he whispered. “Those wolves sounded close.”


“Do you think it might have been Indians?” Jamie asked softly, so his mother wouldn’t hear.


His father snorted. “Indians wouldn’t attack this many people. We’re safe.”


I hope so, Jamie thought.


“We’re pulling off the trail now,” his father said. “Stay close to the Goodes’ wagon. I don’t trust them.”


Jamie said nothing. He didn’t want to encourage his father to talk about Lucien Goode. But his father started anyway.


“That Lucien Goode,” his father said. “As poor an excuse for a man as I’ve ever seen. A lying, conniving, low-down cheat. Greedy hog. Doesn’t know what it is to be without. Now he’s running low on water and I’ve seen him eyeing ours.”


Jamie’s father reached down and patted the rifle. “I think your mother was wise to ready this.”


They reached a small clearing. Jamie knew the routine. The wagons followed each other until they formed a small circle. It gave them a little protection during the night.


Jamie guided their wagon into position. Then he climbed down and hurried around to the back. He looked inside. His mother was huddled in a corner, shaking.


“Why have we stopped?” she asked.


“It’s evening. We’ve stopped for today.” He held out his hand. “Come on, Mother, you need to fix supper.”


“Supper,” she repeated. She crawled to him. “Yes, yes, I must fix supper.”


Jamie helped her out of the wagon. She squeezed his hand, worry filling her eyes. “I don’t like this new land,” she whispered harshly. “Too many shadows.”


“Once we reach the valley, the shadows will disappear,” Jamie assured her.


His mother smiled. “You are such a good boy, Jamie.” She gently touched his hair.


He wanted to remind her that he was almost a man, but she wandered away before he could speak. Sometimes I don’t think she realizes that I am grown, he thought.


“Just crackers tonight,” his father ordered.


Father is rationing our food too much. Jamie glanced around at the other families. No one else is as stingy. I’ve lost so much weight that I’m surprised my britches haven’t fallen to my knees.


He watched his father unharness the horses and tether them to a nearby bush. Jamie grabbed two feed bags full of oats from the back of the wagon and brought them over to the horses.


No matter how little I get to eat, the horses have to be fed, he realized. Jamie slipped a feed bag over each horse’s head, anchoring it behind their ears. They munched the oats greedily.


“Jamie! Jamie Fier!”


He turned quickly at the sound of the excited voice. Amanda Goode hurried to his side. “Jamie, why didn’t you wave to me this afternoon when I waved at you?” she asked, pouting.


“I’m sorry, Amanda. I thought you were shooing flies away,” he lied.


She giggled. “Oh, Jamie. You’re so funny.” She grabbed his arm. “I was so frightened when I saw that rifle poking out of your wagon. I thought you were going to be killed right then and there. Whatever was your mother thinking? All you had to do was hit a bump in the road and bang! No more Jamie Fier!”


He jerked away from her. “My mother thought she heard wolves.”


Amanda’s brown eyes widened. “I think it was Indians,” she whispered. “Once we had an Indian servant. She told me fascinating stories. So many unbelievable things . . .”


Amanda prattled on about the Indians, telling him everything she knew. Jamie stopped listening. I really don’t care, Amanda, he thought.


He took a step away from her. “If you’ll excuse me, I have chores to do.”


“I can help you, Jamie. I don’t have any chores tonight.”


Jamie sighed heavily. “Amanda, I’d really like to be alone.”


She ignored him and kept talking. “Papa’s worried we’ll never reach the settlement. We’re almost out of food. If the scout doesn’t come back soon with good news, Papa doesn’t know what we’ll do.”


“I’m sure the scout will return soon,” Jamie said. “Kentucky is filled with wild game.”


“That’s what everyone says. But where is the game? We haven’t seen one deer. Not even one rabbit!” She flung her arm in a circle. “Papa says the journey is cursed. What if he’s right?”


“He’s not,” Jamie said angrily. If I hear the word curse one more time, I think I might be sick, Jamie thought.


“But what if the scout doesn’t return? Or what if he hasn’t found anything?” Amanda asked. She grabbed his arm and shook him as though that would make him understand her words. “Jamie, we’ll all starve to death!”


“We’re not going to starve,” Jamie scoffed. “We have plenty of food left.”


“You do,” she answered. “But we don’t. Our supplies are almost gone. I think Laura might have to boil dirty socks to make a stew tonight.”


“Amanda!”


They both spun around at the sound of the sharp voice. Laura stood a short distance away. She planted her hands on her hips and frowned at her sister.


Laura is so beautiful, Jamie thought. Why can’t I ever think of anything to say to her?


“Papa and I are hungry, Amanda. You need to stop dallying and come cook supper,” Laura scolded.


“It’s your turn to prepare the food tonight,” Amanda replied. “I’m going to help Jamie with his chores.”


Laura ran her fingers across her forehead. “But I feel one of my awful headaches coming on. I must lie down. Please wake me when supper is ready.” She turned back toward the Goodes’ wagon.


“Is she really sick?” Jamie asked. He wanted to help Laura back to her wagon. But he felt too shy to offer.


“She’s delicate and tires easily,” Amanda explained. She smiled brightly. “Once she fainted during dinner. Her face fell into a bowl of soup. It was so funny.”


Jamie heard excited yelling coming from the wagons. “The scout must be back,” he told Amanda.


He dashed to the camp, Amanda right behind him. A huge fire burned brightly in the center of the circle of wagons. The writhing flames cast an eerie glow over the men gathered around it. But the scout wasn’t in sight.


“We have to do something!” Lucien Goode yelled. “The scout hasn’t returned. My children are hungry!”


“Give him another day,” Wagonmaster Thomas urged. “We can’t be that far from water and game. He’s bound to return tomorrow with good news.”


“He’s dead!” Lucien cried. “He’s been gone four days! He must be dead.”


Jamie noticed several men nodding their agreement. The women looked frightened. The little children hid behind their mothers’ skirts.


“This journey is cursed!” Lucien yelled. “We should have arrived at the settlement by now, but wagons have broken. Game is scarce. If we want to reach the settlement alive, we must take drastic action.”
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