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Virginia, 1838 (now West Virginia)

Zeus sat looking sad and droopy as an old mule. James was fixing to run away. And then Zeus would have no one to race through the woods with at night, tracking raccoons and possums.

But James said he was done with being a slave on Master Graham’s farm, and one skinny old hunting dog wasn’t worth staying for. Not when there was freedom to be had.

[image: ]

James told his friend Levi of his secret plan to escape. Levi said he’d come, too. They’d meet in the clearing when the moon was full and follow the North Star to Canada.

James crossed his arms and looked at Zeus hard. “You’re always hungry and you’re noisy,” he said. “I’ve got to leave you behind.” He knelt down and scratched Zeus behind one ear. “I don’t want you following me, either.”
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Come the night of the full moon, Zeus didn’t follow. No, sir. He ran on ahead. And noisy? He made more racket than a sack of pots and pans.

“Stop barking at my friend Levi like that, you good-for-nothing hound!” James was fired-up mad.
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But there was no friend in that clearing. Just the men Levi had sold James’ secret to.

All Zeus could do was watch them tie James’ hands behind him, watch the bald man cut a hickory switch, watch him raise that switch ready to bring it down on James’ shoulders.…
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“Aru-u-u-u-u!” Zeus howled. “Aru-u-u-u!”

“What’s that?!” the bald man cried.

“Aru-u-u-u-u!” Zeus howled again, like cold wind through dead trees.

“A slave ghost!” the other man yelped. “Don’t switch that boy, or the ghost’ll come get us!”

The bald man threw that switch down like it was a rattlesnake on fire. “Master Graham can decide what to do with him come morning,” he said, and spat on the ground.
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Zeus snuck from tree to tree and followed. He was good at that. In the cow barn, they tied James to a milking stool, then settled in with a jug of whiskey. They passed the jug back and forth until their heads bobbed loose as puppets.

“Give some to the boy,” said the bald man. “So’s we can get some sleep.”

They didn’t see that when they poured the whiskey into James’ mouth, it came right back out again and made a puddle on the barn floor. So when James fell over sideways—milking stool and all—closed his eyes, and hung his mouth open wide enough to catch mice, they thought he was out cold.

Zeus knew better.
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Ropes that are slimed up with dog spit are mighty easy to untie!

“I got to run!” James whispered.

Zeus was good at that.

They ran until the sky turned pink and a new day started up. That’s when James was too tired to run anymore. He burrowed under the leaves next to an old mossy log. Zeus stood guard.

Crackle, crunch, crunch.

What was that?! Zeus swung his head and growled.

“Nothing but a squirrel,” James whispered. “Shhhh.”

Zeus sat down.

Creak … creeeeeeak.

Zeus jumped up and barked.

“The trees can’t even sway in the wind without you making a racket?”

James got up, angry.

“You’ll get me caught, Zeus. Scat! Go home!”

But Zeus wouldn’t budge.
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James glanced around, scared. Nobody coming yet. But if they heard Zeus’ fussing, they would be soon—with guns and whips and shackles for his feet and hands.

“If I let you live, you’ll be the death of me, boy.” He picked up a heavy stick to use as a club. “It’s either you or me, and I’ve got to choose me.” He raised the club, then lowered it again slowly. “Why couldn’t you just keep quiet so we could hide?” James raised the club high, but he trembled all over.
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“Aru—aru—aru!” The barking came from over the ridge.

Slave-catcher dogs!

They came, howling and baying, with their big jaws open and teeth as sharp as broken bones.

Zeus leaped, sunk his teeth, ripped, and leaped again. James swung his club. And in one hundred seconds flat, there were no more slave-catcher dogs around to bother anyone.

But the slave catchers wouldn’t be far behind.
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“Zeus, run!” James cried.

Zeus was good at that.

They ran down into the valley and up the next mountain, until the sun was high in the sky and James couldn’t run another step.

He lay down, covered himself with dry leaves, and pulled some leaves over Zeus as well.

Good thing Zeus was too tired to stand guard.
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They awoke at sundown, hungry as wolves.

“Zeus, can you catch us a possum?” James asked.

Zeus was good at that.

Then they ran all night while the rest of the world slept.

They had supper at sunup (Zeus had caught two squirrels) and hid themselves so they could sleep while the sun moved across the sky.

They did that for five days and nights, until one morning they heard a rushing sound, like a rain shower sweeping through a forest, or wind coming full on up a valley. They went to have a look.
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“Zeus, that’s the Ohio River,” said James.

They watched a steamboat glide by. It was bigger than three barns and slow and graceful as a fat lady on Sunday.

“Other side’s the free state of Ohio,” said James, and he sighed. Then he looked at the dark, churning water. “Wish I’d learned how to swim.”

They tramped up and down the shore. “Got to be an old canoe here someplace,” James mumbled.

Zeus’ nose led him right to it. It had a nice rotten fishy smell.

“She’s got a few holes, but I think she’ll do!” James patted Zeus’ head. “But”—he looked from Zeus to the boat and back again—“she’s awful tippy. With you prancing around, she’ll flip for sure.”

He knelt down and wrapped his arms around Zeus’ neck. “You been a good dog, Zeus,” he said, “better than I knew a dog could be.” He sniffled and wiped his nose with Zeus’ ear. “Now you be free on this side of the river, and I’ll be free on the other side.”

James pushed the canoe from shore and paddled out into the rushing current.

Zeus watched the little boat. It bobbed and jostled. James pulled hard with his paddle.

But the boat had more than a few holes.

“Help!” James cried.
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James just lay there like an old wet sock.

Zeus licked James’ face and whined. But James still didn’t move.

Zeus grabbed James’ hand in his teeth and shook it hard.

“Ow!” James sat up, coughed, and spit out enough water to fill a bucket.

Zeus wagged his tail so hard his whole backside wagged along with it.

“Zeus,” James said, “I won’t ever try to leave you behind again!”
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“Who is that trespassing on my land?” a voice boomed out.

Zeus yelped. James tried to run. But a strong hand gripped him.

“A runaway, are you, then?” The farmer looked James up and down.

James was scared silent.

“A hungry one, too, I reckon,” said the farmer.

James still didn’t say a word.
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“Don’t be afraid,” said the man. “I’m a Friend. Come, my wife will fix you something to eat.”

Zeus bounded along behind them.

“Git. Shoo, you mangy mutt!” The farmer swung his scythe at Zeus.

James stopped in his tracks. “Sir,” he said quietly, “I mean no disrespect, but if my dog is not welcome at your house, then I’ll not come, either.”

The farmer raised his eyebrows so high they nearly disappeared under his hat. “That must be one mighty special dog if you’re willing to give up a hot meal for him, hungry as you look.”

“Yes, sir,” said James. His stomach growled. “He’s one mighty special dog.”
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The farmer’s wife fixed pork stew and fresh bread for James and stale bread with pork gravy for Zeus. Then she showed them a pile of sweet-smelling hay in the barn where they could sleep. Zeus lay down on his side, so that his flank was a soft, warm pillow for James. Zeus was good at that. And they both went to sleep for the first time in a free state.
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