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The first thing my mother taught me was how to walk so the grass would not remember me.

We were on the Long Grass then, the whole pack moving north with the cold at our backs, and I was small enough that she carried me across the wet places. But on the dry ground she set me down and made me practice. Heel before toe. Weight rolling forward, never dropping. A wolf who runs heavy leaves a run a child could read. A wolf who runs light leaves a question.

“Why does it matter,” I asked her, “if someone reads where I went?”

She crouched in the grass beside me. The wind moved her hair across her face and she did not push it back. My mother had a way of going still that I have never been able to learn, a stillness that made the whole moving world seem to hold its breath around her.

“Because where you have been is the truest thing about you,” she said. “Truer than what you say. Truer than what you swear. A tongue can lie. A run cannot. So you must decide, Wynn, while you are still young enough to choose. You must decide who gets to read you.”

I did not understand her. I was four, or five. I understood the grass and the cold and the smell of the herds ahead of us, and I understood that my mother’s hands were warm and that the pack was always moving and that this was simply what the world was. Movement. The Tessen did not stop. We were the Walking Pack, and the day we stopped walking was the day we died, and so we did not stop.

I understand her now.

I have spent twenty years deciding who gets to read me, and the answer I arrived at, the answer I built my whole life around, was simple and absolute and wrong.

The answer was: no one.

My mother died on the Long Grass when I was eleven. She went out one night to read a stray that had been circling our edges, a young wolf gone half-wild with hunger, and she did not come back. The Outriders found her run the next morning and followed it to where it ended at the river, and they read in the grass everything that had happened, every step of it, the way the stray had turned on her, the way she had fought, the way she had fallen. The whole pack could read it. That was the thing I could not forgive. Not that she died. That she died and then her death was simply there, written in the ground for anyone to walk over and know.

They read my mother’s last moments the way you would read a notice nailed to a post.

I decided then that no one would ever read mine.

I learned to walk light. I learned it better than anyone. By fifteen I could cross a stretch of soft ground and leave a run so faint the Outriders had to crouch with their faces near the dirt to find it. By twenty I could make my run say one thing while my feet did another. I became a trailreader, which is the pack’s name for someone who can read the runs of others, and I was good at it because I understood the thing from the inside. I knew how a run could be made to lie because I had spent my life teaching mine to lie.

The pack sent me after the lost ones. The strays, the stragglers, the young wolves who wandered too far from the moving column and could not find their way back. I read their panicked runs in the grass and I followed them and I brought them home. I was the one who found people. That was my place. The finder. The one who walks out into the dark and comes back leading someone by the hand.

No one ever came out into the dark to find me. I made sure of it. A trailreader who cannot be tracked is a trailreader no one worries about, and a wolf no one worries about is a wolf who is free.

That is what I told myself. Free.

I believed it the way you believe the ground will hold you, which is to say I did not think about it at all. It was simply true. I was free because I was unreadable, and I was unreadable because I had made myself that way, one careful step at a time, for as long as I could remember.

And then a wolf came out of the south whose run I could not read.

Not faint. Not faked. Not light. There are wolves who hide their runs the way I hide mine, and I can always find the seam where the hiding starts, the place where a real step was smoothed over into a false one. With him there was no seam. There was nothing. I crouched in the grass where he had walked not an hour before, and I put my hands flat against the earth where his weight should have spoken, and the ground said nothing at all. As if no one had passed. As if the man I had watched walk across it with my own eyes had never existed.

A wolf with no run is a rogue. That is the oldest word the Tessen have for danger. Not a wolf from another pack. Not even an enemy. A rogue is a wolf you cannot follow, cannot read, cannot know, and a thing you cannot know is a thing that can do anything to you and leave no trail.

The whole pack wanted him dead.

I wanted to know how he had done it. How a living wolf had made himself into a blank in the grass. Because I had spent twenty years trying to do exactly that and I had never managed it, not all the way, and here was a stranger who had.

I told myself that was the only reason I went to him.

I have read a great many runs in my life, and the one thing I know better than anyone is that the run will always tell you the truth your tongue is busy hiding. So let me set my own run down here, honest, at the start, before I learned anything, so that you will know how far I had to come.

I went to the rogue because I was afraid.

Not of him. Of the thing he proved was possible. That a person could be so completely hidden, so absolutely unreadable, that even love could not find them. I had built my life toward that exact safety. And the moment I saw it standing in front of me in the shape of a living man, I understood, the way you understand a thing in your body before your mind will say it, that I did not want it at all.

I wanted to be found.

I had just spent my whole life making certain that no one ever could.

This is the story of the run that broke me open. Of the rogue who turned out to be the most readable man I ever met, once I learned where to look. Of the route that lied, and the pack that walked over it for thirty years without once stopping to read what was written underneath. Of my mother, and what she was really doing the night she died, which was not what the grass said at all.

The grass had lied about her. I would have staked my life that grass could not lie.

I was wrong about that, and I was wrong about freedom, and I was wrong about myself, and learning how wrong cost me nearly everything I had spent twenty years protecting.

It was worth it.

That is the truth my run carries now, written in every step I take, for anyone with the eyes to read it.

It was worth it.

Let me show you why.
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The herds had turned three days early, and that was how the trouble started.

I knew it before the Outriders did. I was walking the eastern edge of the column at first light, the way I did most mornings, reading the night’s runs to see who had wandered and who had come back, and the grass told me the elk had broken north a full day’s walk ahead of where the Trailmaster had planned. The whole moving pack was aimed at a crossing that the herds had already abandoned. We would arrive at good water and find no game, and the cold was coming, and a Tessen pack that reaches the cold without meat does not all survive to the thaw.

I went to tell Edda.

Edda Harrow was my aunt, my mother’s older sister, and the closest thing I had to a person who would notice if I did not come back. She rode at the head of the Drove as the pack’s chief Outrider, which meant she spent her days at the edges of the moving column with the wind in her teeth and the whole responsibility of seven thousand walking lives on her shoulders. She was not warm. The Long Grass does not make warm people. But she was mine, in the spare way that the only family you have left is yours, and I trusted her run more than any other in the pack.

I found her checking the lead ponies where the column forded a shallow stream. The water ran grey and cold over flat stones and the ponies stood in it to their fetlocks, drinking, and Edda stood among them with her hand on a grey mare’s neck and her eyes on the far bank.

“The elk have turned,” I said. “North. Yesterday, before noon. We’re walking at an empty crossing.”

She did not look at me. That was Edda. She took the worst news the way she took the weather, as a thing to be managed rather than felt.

“How sure.”

“As sure as I am of anything. I read it three times. The lead cows broke first and the rest followed within the hour. It’s a clean run, no doubling, no confusion. They knew where they were going.”

Now she looked at me. Her face was my mother’s face worn another fifteen years and harder, the same wide-set eyes, the same mouth that did not waste itself on smiling. “Something pushed them.”

“Or pulled them. But yes. Elk don’t change a three-day plan for nothing.”

She was quiet a moment. The mare leaned into her hand. Around us the column went on moving, the great slow river of the pack, wolves in human skin walking with their bundles and their travois and their children, the whole of Tessen flowing north toward water that would not feed them.

“Walk it,” Edda said. “Find what turned them. I’ll hold the column at the old crossing for two days, no more. If we sit longer than that we starve in place instead of starving on the move, and at least on the move we have a chance of catching them.” She finally took her hand off the mare. “Take no one. You’re faster alone and I can’t spare a second reader.”

That suited me. I was always faster alone. I had spent my life making sure I was a person who could be sent alone, because a person who works alone is a person no one waits up for.

I went north along the elk run.

I want to tell this part carefully, because everything that came after turned on it, and because I have gone over it in my mind so many times that I no longer fully trust the smooth version. So: the facts. The elk run was a day old and easy, a wide trampled road of bent grass and split earth where a thousand animals had passed. I followed it at a steady ground-eating jog through the morning and into the afternoon. The Long Grass rolled away on every side, gold going grey with the season, and the sky sat low and white above it, and there was no sound but wind and my own breath and the small dry rattle of seed heads against my legs.

By late afternoon I found where the elk had turned, and I understood why, and the understanding put a cold weight in me that had nothing to do with the season.

They had turned at a smell. I could not read smell in the grass, no Tessen could, but I could read the shape of the turning, the way the lead cows had thrown their heads and broken stride all at once, the way panic moves through a herd. Something ahead of them on their planned route had frightened them so badly that a thousand animals had abandoned three days of intent in a single hour.

And then I found the run that had frightened them.

It came in from the southwest, crossing the elk’s old path at an angle, and it was a wolf’s run, and it was wrong.

I crouched over it the way I had crouched over ten thousand runs. The first thing wrong was that it was too clean. A wolf moving fast across soft ground leaves a run full of small honest mistakes, a stumble here, a correction there, the grass telling you about the body that made it. This run had none. Every step was placed. Not light, the way I walked light. Placed. As if the wolf who made it had set each foot down already knowing exactly where the next would go, a hundred steps ahead, the way no living creature reading the ground in real time can possibly know.

The second thing wrong was worse.

I followed the run a quarter mile to where it crossed a stretch of bare wet clay beside a seep, the kind of ground that takes an impression like soft wax and holds it for days. The kind of ground where I would have left a perfect record of myself if I had been careless enough to cross it.

The run went onto the clay.

And it did not come off.

I stood at the edge of the clay and I looked at the prints going in, four clear wolf prints pressed into the wet ground, and then nothing. Not stopping prints, where an animal halts and the weight settles back. Not leaping prints, where it springs and the back feet dig. Just four prints, and then the clay lay smooth and unbroken to the far side, ten feet of it, untouched, as if the wolf had stepped onto the clay and simply ceased.

I have read runs my whole life. A run is the most honest thing in the world. A run cannot lie because a run is just the truth of where a body’s weight has been, and weight does not negotiate. I knew, the way I knew my own name, that what I was looking at was impossible. A body that had been here could not be not-here. The clay could not hold half a truth.

I knelt at the edge of the clay and put my hands flat against it, the cold seeping up into my palms, and I read it the only way I knew, with everything I had, and the clay told me the same thing the smooth ground would later tell me again and again.

Nothing had passed.

A wolf had walked onto the clay in front of me, and the clay said no wolf had ever existed.

I want to be honest about what I felt, because I built so much on lying about my own feelings that the truth of them is the only gift I can give this account. I should have felt fear. The pack would have wanted me to feel fear. A rogue, a wolf with no readable run, was the oldest danger we knew, and here was one whose run did not merely hide itself but unmade itself, ended in the middle of wet clay like a word erased from a page.

I did not feel fear.

I felt the way you feel when you have been searching your whole life for a door you were not sure existed, and you turn a corner, and there it is.

Because I had tried to do this. I had spent twenty years trying to make my run disappear, and the best I had ever managed was to make it faint, to make it lie, to make it say a false thing instead of a true one. I had never once managed to make it say nothing. I had never managed to step onto wet clay and leave the clay believing I was never there.

And someone had.

I knelt in the cold seep-water with my hands on the impossible clay and I thought, with a clarity that frightens me now to remember: I have to find him. Not for the pack. Not to warn Edda. For me. I have to find the wolf who can do the one thing I have wanted my whole life to do, and I have to make him teach me how.

I should have run back to the column that night. The elk were lost, the route was a disaster, and I had found a rogue on our path, which by every law the Tessen held was a thing to be reported and hunted and put down before it could do to a person what it had done to its own trail. That was my duty. Edda had sent me to read the ground and the ground had spoken and I owed her the truth of it.

Instead I made camp at the edge of the clay, in the lee of a low rise where the wind broke, and I did not light a fire, and I waited.

A wolf who can erase his own run has to come from somewhere and go to somewhere. The clay was the seam. He had unmade his trail crossing it, which meant he did not want to be followed, which meant there was something on the far side he was protecting, or running from, or both. People only work that hard to be unreadable when they have something to lose. I knew that better than anyone alive. I had something to lose too. I had been protecting it my whole life.

Mine was simple. Mine was just the certainty that if anyone ever read me all the way down, all the way to the place where my mother died and was made into a notice on the ground, they would own that place, and they would own me, and I would never be free again.

I did not yet know what his was.

I lay in the cold with my back against the rise and I watched the smooth clay go silver under the rising moon, and somewhere past the second hour I heard him before I read him.

A footstep. One. Off to my left, where there had been nothing.

I had set my camp specifically so that anyone approaching would have to cross soft ground, and I had been listening to that soft ground for hours, and I had heard nothing, and now there was a footstep close enough that I could have thrown a stone and hit the wolf who made it.

I did not move. I lay still in the way my mother could go still, or as near to it as I have ever come, and I let my eyes find the dark shape standing at the edge of my camp.

He was tall and he stood the way a wolf stands in human skin when the wolf is very close to the surface, weight forward, head slightly lowered, every line of him saying that he could be on me before I finished sitting up. The moon was behind him so I could not read his face. I could read his stance, and his stance said he had been watching me for some time, and that he was deciding.

“You followed my run,” he said. His voice was low and rough, a voice that did not get much use. “All the way to the clay. And then you stopped. Most wolves keep going. They get to the clay and they panic and they cast about for the trail and they make a mess of the ground for a mile in every direction.” A pause. “You knelt down and you waited. Like you understood.”

“I did understand,” I said.

“Understood what.”

I sat up slowly, palms open, the way you move around a frightened animal, which I had decided this was, whatever else he was. “That you didn’t lose your run on the clay,” I said. “You spent it there. You used the clay on purpose. It’s the only crossing for miles that takes a print clean, so anyone tracking you would follow you right to it, and then it would tell them you stopped existing, and they’d waste days deciding whether they’d lost their minds.” I looked up at the dark shape of him. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever seen done with a run. And I’ve been trying to do it my whole life.”

He was quiet for a long moment. The wind moved the grass. Somewhere far off a night bird called and went silent.

“Who taught you to read like that,” he said finally, and there was something new under the roughness now, something that had not been there before. Not threat. The opposite of threat. The careful, disbelieving attention of a person who has been alone so long they have forgotten the sound of being understood.

“My mother,” I said.

He took a step into the moonlight, and I saw his face for the first time, and I want to tell you that the world stopped, that some bond announced itself, that I knew him the way the stories say a fated mate is known. The stories lie. Nothing announced itself. What happened was quieter and went deeper. I looked at his face, lean and tired and guarded, with a long pale scar pulling at one eyebrow and grey eyes the cold colour of the winter river, and I had the strangest sensation, the sensation of recognizing a place I had never been.

I knew that face. Not the man. The face. The particular wariness of it, the way the eyes held everything back, the whole architecture of a person built around the certainty that to be seen is to be in danger.

I knew it because I saw it every time water held still enough to show me my own.

“You build your whole life
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