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ACT I, SCENE I

For Their Sins

I think I was nine the first time I saw a Wild Child. A lot of Wild Children have been tamed, but this one was wild in every way.

Wild Children weren’t allowed in our village. It’s not a rule, but I didn’t understand things like that anyway. I was nine! I just knew I’d never seen one before, and that my parents kept me in on Walpurgis, and that sometimes my mother would be talking to someone else’s mother and they’d mention them. All I understood was they were saying something really, really mean about somebody.

So, I was nine. I was in church, and Father Birch was giving his sermon, or maybe he was reciting the… actually, you can already tell, can’t you? I was bored. I was leaning back in my pew, wondering when there’d be more singing and things would get at least a little interesting again. I knew I was asking for trouble, but I was so bored even getting yelled at seemed like a good idea. My head rolled to the side so that I could stare out the window at the sunny day I was missing—and there was a Wild Boy!

He was a wolf. His ears were all big and pointy and fuzzy, and so was his mouth. He had this nose and mouth like a wolf, and all the hair and fur I could see was grey. I guess it should have been creepy, but it was really cute. And I knew he was a wolf. When you see a wolf and a dog you know which is which, right? But the best part was his expression. I could so tell that he thought Father Birch was full of it, that the whole thing was dumb, like he understood exactly what I was going through.

So here I was, bored out of my mind, and all of a sudden there’s a Wild Boy looking in the window! One second my whole body was heavy and everything dragged, and the next I felt so alive I itched. And I thought, when was I going to see a Wild Boy again? I whispered to mom that I had to go, you know, excuse myself. Man, was she mad. It took a couple of minutes to convince her and I knew I’d hear more about it when we got home, but—a Wild Boy, right?

You get a lot of stares when you slip out the front door during church. There’s no good way to do it. But it’s kind of funny because while they’re giving you a look, other people are giving them a look for not paying attention to Father Birch. Anyway, I slipped along the walls, which is probably the dumbest way to do it, and I got outside and ran around the corner, and there he was, sitting under the window eating something. Jerked beef, I think.

He grinned at me and his teeth were sharp, but not ugly and hooked like real dog teeth, and he was cute like a puppy and at the same time the wildest thing I’d ever seen. I sound like a nine-year-old, don’t I? He hadn’t said a word, and I was so excited!

Of course, I froze. What to say? I didn’t want to say something stupid. He was so different and he had that grin, and it was like he wasn’t a kid like me, like he’d seen it all. That’s what I was thinking. I felt like an idiot and I didn’t want to make it worse.

Not that I had to worry. He was all confidence. He got up and walked right over and leaned against the wall and said, “Ducking out on Father Boring?” I just about busted a gut trying not to laugh!

I don’t know how long we spent talking. I don’t know what we said. I spent most of it feeling like every word out of my mouth was the dumbest thing ever said by anybody, but he never seemed to mind. He didn’t tell me much. He told me Father Birch tried to keep him out of the village so he couldn’t talk to the other kids. We kind of spent most of the time making fun of Birch for one thing or another, which is why I just about fell on my butt in terror when I heard the Father yelling behind me!

“BLASPHEME!”

I swear, he really talks like that! And the Wild Boy took off like an animal. I’ve never seen a person run that fast, and sometimes he ran on all fours. I wish I could have run. Instead I had to turn around and see Father Birch standing over me so mad he was shaking.

“Wicked little hussy,” he snapped, and that may sound hilarious to you but I was shaking like a leaf. “What are you doing talking to that filthy animal? Do you know what he is, girl?”

“Isn’t he a Wild Boy, Father?” It was all I could say!

“And you don’t know what that is, do you?” he yelled back, and I just felt worse because he was right. “You don’t know because you don’t pay attention, you don’t have respect, and you don’t obey. Wild Children are monsters. They’re mistakes. Children who fall from innocence don’t get a second chance. You become like THAT,” and he pointed after the wolf boy, “forever.”

“Is that really so bad, Father?” I had to ask, “He doesn’t seem bad, or unhappy.”

I thought he was going to hit me. I guess he didn’t because of what he saw behind me. Instead he leaned down and looked me in the eyes, and I had to look into his because I knew he really would hit me if I didn’t. But he was so angry even the memory of his voice makes me sick. “He’s happy,” he told me, and he just seemed more furious because now he was quiet about it. “He’s happy because he’s the worst kind of monster. He looks like a wolf because that’s his sin. He preys on the weak and stupid and selfish. On children like you. That is, until he’s caught and caged. A slothful child like you probably thinks that sounds like a good life, but you’re not going to end up like him. You’re going to end up like THAT.”

Father Birch’s hand grabbed my shoulder, and it hurt, and he twisted me around to point at the street. At first I didn’t understand because he seemed to be pointing at a fancy carriage and the young man and woman in it and, well, I’d never seen anyone dressed that well. They were obviously rich. I wondered if they were nobles, even. They weren’t from anywhere near our village, I knew that, and didn’t seem to be stopping. And then I realized what he was really pointing at.

A girl sat on the back of the carriage. She was, I don’t know, ten? Twelve? Only she wasn’t a girl, she was a Wild Girl. She had big, hairy brown ears and a tail, and below the hem of her skirt the legs dangling over the edge of the cart ended in hooves. And her face wasn’t a girl’s face. Like the wolf boy she had this snout, but hers was a donkey’s, bulbous at the end. She wasn’t pretty, but she was certainly cute.

I didn’t want to be her, though. Not at all. Her hands and feet were in shackles and chains, thick and iron, and she wore a collar locked around her neck. She looked so sad, and she stared at the ground as the carriage rode out of sight.

Not that I got to see it, because Father Birch yanked me around to yell at me some more. “That is what waits for you, tramp,” he told me. I didn’t want to hear that. After seeing that girl, I didn’t want someone to tell me this. “That boy became a wolf because he is evil. You’re just stupid and lazy and disobedient. Take one step too far down that road and you’ll become like her. Children who become wolves are hunted because they’re monsters. Children who become donkeys are sold. We don’t want them corrupting our village with their sin.”

I could tell that he was just getting started. Father Birch can go on for hours. But he’d spent so long shouting at me that the church people were starting to peek out the doors and windows at him. So he gave me back to my mom, and we went home, and she yelled at me too, but honestly I don’t much remember that part. After what happened at church it didn’t seem important.

And then when I was going to sleep the wolf boy peeked in my bedroom window at me. I thought I must have imagined it, but I didn’t.
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The next time I saw the Wolf Boy was at school. Mister Thornback is our teacher. We only have one school and one teacher in our village, but my mom and Father Birch say that living as far out as we do we’re lucky to have a school at all.

You might think because I don’t pay attention in church I don’t pay attention in school, or that because Father Birch is such a jerk I have that problem with all adults. Actually, I like school and I like Mister Thornback. Don’t get me wrong, he can be as hard as anybody. I’ve felt his ruler a few times. He broke it on Joseph Wheaton the first year I was in school, but Joseph had caught a squirrel and had his foot on it and was squeezing it slow to hear the noises it made. Thornback just about lost it. That’s how he is. He doesn’t bend much, but he’s not mean. If he gives your knuckles a whack for talking in class, you were talking in class and you earned what you got.

I’m a little soft about him because really, I like school. It’s not my favorite part of the day, but Mister Thornback is smart and he’s got a pile of books he got from all over and he wants you to learn. If you can multiply in your head he’ll mess with your hair and tell you you’re ahead of the class, and then give you a bigger list of harder problems to see how you handle those. If you’re having trouble adding up big numbers he’ll sit down with you and show you how to do it, step by step, even if he has to stay behind after all the other kids go home.

In case you can’t tell, I’m the ‘multiply in her head’ girl.

Now, the school is sort of a barn. Not a literal barn, but that kind of feel, you know? One big wooden room, all by itself. I think maybe there’s an attic and Mister Thornback lives there. There’s a couple of windows, but they’re big and high up on the walls. I couldn’t reach them. I couldn’t reach them standing on a barrel. I never found out how the wolf boy ended up peeking in through them, or why none of the other kids saw him, but he kept doing it all day. I’d finish spelling the word ‘sassafras,’ which was tough because I have no idea what that is, and I’d look up and there’d be these eyes and gray hair and pointy ears looking over the window ledge behind Mister Thornback.

You know what I did? I didn’t do anything. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to do. School wasn’t like church. I didn’t want to get in trouble here. I was scared, but also mad at Father Birch for the way he treated me. Mostly I didn’t want to make the teacher mad.

And then Mayor Pomter stopped by and had a chat with Mister Thornback, and he told us that he was needed in the village. He handed out a bunch of worksheets and said he’d be back. Eventually.

Only a couple of people started to goof off. It’s not that Thornback expects us to finish the worksheets. Some of that stuff was crazy hard. But if you don’t know when he’ll get back, even the lazier students get kind of diligent.

I don’t think of myself as one of the lazier students. Okay, I get bored really easily, but digging through the teacher’s book pile to find out what the difference between a Vandal and a Visigoth is sounds like time well spent. How often do you get to see the word ‘pillage’ used in a sentence? But a wolf boy at the window raised a whole new level of curiosity. I helped a couple of kids dig out a book and then, you know, I kind of sidled out the front door for a breath of fresh air.

There he was. Insouciant (it was on the worksheet) grin and everything. This time I felt less like an idiot. Instead my head was just racing around! It had to be an act, right? But you know, with what Father Birch said, that meant he got turned into a wolf because he was like that already?

“You don’t have a lot of fun, huh?” he asked me, “What’s your name?”

“Jenny.” I tried not to pull on my hair or mess with my skirt. Was I still that nervous? Sheesh. Also, I couldn’t believe we hadn’t asked each other our names the first time we met. “And you…?”

“Wolfgang.” He grinned wider.

“Nuh-UH.” I couldn’t help myself. I sounded like an idiot, but did he expect me to believe that?

He laughed, and I knew I’d caught him even before he spoke. “Okay, but see, when you become a Wild Boy, you get a new name. You’re never allowed to keep your old one. I guess nothing’s stopping me from going back to being Pepper, except maybe it’s a stupid girl’s name. But I don’t.”

I had to giggle too. “It is, isn’t it? Wolfgang or Pepper, huh? I can let you get away with Wolfgang, then.”

Then he grinned some more, and now you couldn’t doubt it was real. He looked so proud, like nobody I’d ever met. “Nobody has to let me get away with anything anymore. I get away with stuff all by myself.”

“No wonder Father Birch thinks you’re evil. If he heard you say that he’d have you in the stocks or something.” That didn’t seem to faze Wolfgang in the slightest, so I pressed on. “So, is it true? You really get turned into an animal for your sins?”

“I don’t know. What’s a sin?”

“You know exactly what a sin is,” I told him. I wouldn’t let him talk down to me! Even if he was charming while he did it. Were all Wild Children like this?

“Yeah, I know,” he told me, and then he leaned close and I got that ‘stupid’ feeling again. His eyes were grey, everything about him was grey, and they and his teeth were all I could see for a minute. “Listen, Jenny. I’m older’n most of the adults you know. Wild Children don’t live forever, but you know, we never have to grow up. I don’t need adults anymore. I can live in the woods and eat mice if I gotta. I bet you go ‘yuck’, but I get the thrill of the hunt that you or an adult will never have.”

And then he stopped for a second, and … and I thought he was about to kiss me. And, again, I was barely nine. I’d have said that wasn’t just sinful it was gross, until he was so close I didn’t know how I felt. Instead he whispered to me, “Well, maybe you will. It’s not too late for you, because Father Birch has one thing right. Maybe the only thing. I became a Wild Boy for my ‘sins’, alright. But did God curse me, or was it a blessing? And it’s not easy. He told you you just have to put a foot out of line, right? If that were true, do you know any kids who wouldn’t be Wild Children?”

I could certainly think of plenty of kids in the village who ought to have changed, yes. Like Rose (I hate that name) Creeper, who right then walked right out the door and saw us. I bet she gave up on the work and was going home. That is, until she saw a Wolf Boy and yelled, “Oh god, oh god… get out here, Ivy! Everybody get out here! There’s a Wild Boy!”

And that was it. I mean, for me talking to him. He didn’t run away. I think he liked giving that grin to other kids, ‘cause he just stood there and grinned at them as everybody in school rushed out and stared and stared. And the funny thing was, they all stood right behind me until they figured out he wasn’t going to run away or bite them or something. Then Ivy pushed herself in front of me and goes, “You’re a Wild Boy?”

And he goes, “Uh-huh.”

And she asks, “How’d you get into the village?”

I didn’t even hear the answer because suddenly everybody was talking at once, and I guess he answered some questions, but I couldn’t make anything out. I wasn’t really trying. I was pretty mad. I was also wondering when Mister Thornback was going to come back.

He didn’t. Eventually we all went home. The next day he apologized, kind of stiffly, but that’s Mister Thornback. Said the Mayor really needed him. He was pretty upset—I could tell.
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After that Wolfgang was… around. I’d see him, sometimes at school, sometimes at church, sometimes at home. I didn’t get to talk to him much. Most of the time I didn’t have the chance. When I did have the chance I’d drop off a bucket of rutabagas or something in the kitchen, slip out the back, get as far as “Hey, Wild Boy,” and five other girls would be standing around us and they’d start yammering at him. And where you’ve got five other girls, you’ve soon got five other boys. And in about ten minutes some grownup would see a bunch of kids gathered around and start yelling something about what’s going on, and everybody would scatter. Wolfgang could move so fast I wouldn’t even see where he went.

And then Ivy mouthed off to Father Birch.

Maybe it was because she’d gotten to talk to Wolfgang way more than I did. I wouldn’t sneak out of school, right? But she would. And she’d always shove herself to the front to be the one to talk to him. Ivy’s a couple years older than me, and she’s acted like that ever since I met her. She didn’t like church, I knew that, but she didn’t like school either, or… well, anything that inconvenienced her.

I’m sorry. I shouldn’t talk bad about her. I just never got along with Ivy. That morning she didn’t even pretend to pay attention in church. Her head lay back on the pew and I could hear her snoring from across the aisle. Ivy gets away with a lot of stuff because her uncle is Mayor Pomter, and I don’t know, maybe she thought she could get away with this. I was stewing and jealous that she was skipping out on the Parables, but I forgot all about that when Father Birch stopped the service and walked down the aisle to her row.

I stopped feeling mad at her and started feeling sorry for her.

She wasn’t even awake until he started yelling. Her folks didn’t try to wake her, didn’t try to cover, nothing. I could see it in their face that they were as afraid of old Birch as I was, but she was their daughter! My mom would- I hope she would. I always believed she was trying to protect me.

“Sinning harlot!” bellowed the old man, and when I say ‘old man’, Father Birch was a big guy. His hair may have been grey and white, but he could have broken me or Ivy in his bare hands. When he yells, you’re afraid. And as she jumped he grabbed her blouse and dragged her out of the pew and threw her down in the aisle. I know it hurt. “Little Ivy Pomter believes that sleep is more important than God. Is that it, Miss Pomter?”

I could see her fear in her face—and I could see that she wasn’t afraid enough. And then she actually opened her mouth and told him in front of everyone, “Yeah, I guess I do.”

He… he hit her a few times. He yelled a lot. Her parents just sat there like stone. I guess I can’t blame them for that. I started crying before she did. I put my hands over my face and tried not to listen.

It wasn’t over then. It was just beginning. Thankfully, a lot of it’s a blur. A lot of it I don’t want to remember. Father Birch dragged Ivy out of the church, out to the middle of the village square. All the while he was shouting. A lot of it was at her, but a lot of it was at us. About our duty to God, and virtue. About punishing the weak and immoral and sinful. Everyone wanted to be quiet, but there were ‘amens’ and ‘hallelujahs’ to be said, and by the time the Mayor came out everyone was shouting. A lot of them at Ivy.

I can’t tell you about the look on her face. I’m sorry.

The Mayor said that Ivy had committed a crime and she would spend until tomorrow morning in the stocks. He and Birch dragged her over to them and locked her in themselves. A lot of people laughed, and a couple of them slapped her. I didn’t do anything. Or say anything. I hadn’t said anything since Ivy was caught snoring, and I wasn’t going to start.

Then Father Birch chased everyone away from the stocks. Standing between Ivy and the townspeople, he raised his hands and delivered another speech.

“But this, my flock, is not just about one girl who has turned her face away from God. Her soul was weak and rotten, but the weak twig doesn’t snap by itself. This girl was corrupted. She was lied to and tempted and misled. Yes, there are more sinners among us—” and I swear he looked straight at me, and my heart stopped. Then he went on, “but this is something worse. I have been speaking to the Mayor about this, but it is time for you all to know. I have seen a Wild Boy in the village. A wolf. He has been lurking among our houses, spying on our children.”

Father Birch grabbed a fistful of Ivy’s hair and lifted up her head so that everyone could see her face and explained, “He has gotten his teeth into this lamb. Maybe a night of shame will teach her that God punishes sin and rewards only virtue.”

And there was Wolfgang. And like always he was the center of attention just by being there, so everybody was looking at him already as he retorted, “Maybe it will teach her that you care more about pride and wrath than you do about virtue, Father.”

Father Birch doesn’t debate. He grabbed a stick. In fact, he pulled a fence post out of the ground and lunged, then as Wolfgang ran Birch chased him out of the square, and so did the Mayor, and so did all the adults and about half the kids, especially the older ones. The only adult left was Mister Thornback, and only briefly. When the rest of the adults left he shook his head and walked off in the other direction.

Which left me, a bunch of kids, and Ivy, who was locked into the stocks bent over and crying. Me and the others looked at each other, and we didn’t know what to do. I’d never liked Ivy, but I wasn’t going to leave her. After a while I went over and put my hand on her back. She didn’t say anything, and I didn’t say anything.

And then Wolfgang was back again. He jumped down off a roof, and for a moment I was mad at him because he was showing off at a time like this, and then I was mad at me for caring when Wolfgang showing up might have saved Ivy’s life. You’re allowed to do anything to someone in the stocks. Anything you think the people watching will let you get away with.

Wolfgang didn’t act like he was saving her. It was me he paid attention to as he walked up. “You look mad.”

I was mad. I was so mad at Father Birch, at the Mayor, at the other adults, I barely had room to be mad at Wolfgang. But I didn’t say anything.

“What do you want to do?” he asked me.

I looked down at Ivy. I knew the answer to that. “I want to let her out.”

“Then we’ll let her out.” As if it was as simple as that.

But it wasn’t as simple as that. “We can’t do that, Wolfgang. You know we can’t!”

“Why?” He was making fun of me, at a time like that! “Because Father Birch says so?”

For a second I was worried he might be right, but- “No! Because when the adults come back, if Ivy’s not in the stocks… it’ll be worse. Even worse! They might burn her at the stake! Maybe you can run off and live in the woods, but Ivy can’t. All we can do—all I can do, Wolfgang—is stay here with her and make sure that anyone who tries to make it worse for her knows someone’s watching them.” Yeah, I was starting to cry again.

But Wolfgang still grinned, like he had life all figured out. “They’re not coming back, Jenny. Not before morning. By then she’s allowed to be out anyway, and nobody will think about it. Adults always do the same thing together. As soon as they were far away and I knew Father Birch was going in the wrong direction I knew the rest of them would follow.” Leaning closer, he repeated, “So let me ask you, Jenny. What do you want to do?”

I couldn’t stop crying. Maybe it was because I was crying, but I didn’t think about it at all. I just believed him. I started grabbing the lock and pulling on it, which was stupid. I couldn’t budge it at all and the Mayor had the key. So I started crying harder, but I didn’t give up. I looked around and tried to figure out what I could do.

“I’d suggest an axe,” Wolfgang said.

It was like a fever. I was still crying, but it didn’t matter. I went and kicked the door of the nearest house. And I beat on the door of the next one. All the adults were gone, it didn’t matter. I found a shed that I could knock open, and I grabbed a wood chopping axe, and I ran back to the stocks, and I hit the lock again and again and again until it fell off.

Some other kid opened up the stocks. It was Wolfgang that helped Ivy out and who she held onto as she cried. I couldn’t let go of the axe. Wolfgang stood in front of the stocks and spoke to all of us.

“Ivy can go home now. Her parents won’t say anything, I bet, because they’re afraid they’ll get in trouble too. That’s what adults are like. After what you just saw, is anybody going to argue with me?”

Nobody did.

“Father Birch goes on and on about virtue and sin, but he’s just an angry old man. He didn’t lock Ivy up because she disrespected God. He locked her up because she disrespected him. Mayor Potato locked up his own niece. He didn’t have to. He didn’t try to argue. Adults don’t love you, they just want you to follow their rules until you grow up just like they them and make your own children follow the rules.”

Then he took the axe out of my hands and looked me in the eyes as he told everyone, “You’ve heard about Walpurgis Night. That’s the night the wolves come to town. The adults are afraid of us. They think they can’t face us on Walpurgis. One night a year, the children are in charge. Do you want to grow up like them? You don’t, or you wouldn’t have stayed here with Ivy and Jenny. Walpurgis is coming soon. Come with us, so that when you go back to your homes the next morning, part of you will remember that you’re not just another sheep with the rest of the sheep, and maybe when you grow up this village won’t be full of people who let someone like Father Birch make the rules.” And he grinned a little wider and added, “Maybe if you’re really not a sheep you won’t have to grow up at all.”

I don’t think he said anything else. The other kids made a lot of noises. They were angry and they agreed with him, and they wanted to stay with Ivy as Wolfgang took her home to her parents, who I guess really didn’t tell anyone. Myself, I just sat there on the broken stocks and cried.
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There were still… I think three weeks until Walpurgis. Life got back on track, sort of. Ivy didn’t attend church and no one, not even Father Birch, said anything about it. She did go to school, but I’m not sure why she bothered. She was quieter than she had been before, and when she did speak it was usually to say something nasty. She hardly did any schoolwork and became an instant expert in slipping out the front door when Mister Thornback’s back was turned. I could tell the whole thing bothered him, but Mister Thornback doesn’t bend. She felt his ruler more than a few times, and it didn’t seem to mean anything to her either way.

One reason she ducked out was Wolfgang. He played a game of tag with the adults of the village those three weeks and he was always watching us. I thought at the time he was keeping them from thinking about Ivy, about whether she’d really paid for her ‘crime.’ I thought that all the more because she was the only person he spent any time with. Mostly he couldn’t show up anywhere for thirty seconds before an adult spotted him and there was a fuss. A big fuss at first, and then less of a fuss after he got away a dozen times. Maybe that was the idea. By the time Walpurgis came around, adults were starting not to care.

But the schoolhouse isn’t quite in the village. He could show up there, and only Mister Thornback might see him. Wolfgang could hide from one adult. So half the time Ivy slipped out, it was to talk to Wolfgang. She wouldn’t get much time before Thornback wondered where she was and Wolfgang had to slip away, and all Ivy would say about those meetings is that she was looking forward to Walpurgis Night. She told me just once, when nobody else could hear, that she would do anything rather than grow up.

What made me feel weirder about it all was that when Wolfgang would peek through a window or his shadow would hang over the doorway, I always saw him first. I got the feeling he was there to see me, not her, but I let her go instead.

And then it was Walpurgis Night.

The funny thing is, I didn’t know then and I don’t know now what the holiday is about. All anyone would ever tell me was that it was the night when the wolves ran wild. Adults generally didn’t want to tell me that. I knew my parents kept me in on that night and there were sometimes funny noises, but I hadn’t thought about it much. This year it was all I could think about. I was determined to get out and join the wolves.

The plan was simple. I’d go out in the late afternoon to bring in a tray of butter and I just wouldn’t come back. I could hang out anywhere I wanted until night fell, and then it wouldn’t matter. So I did just that. When the sun was low but there was still a couple of hours until sundown I told my mom I was going to bring in some butter—and she locked the door right in front of me.

She knew. And my father was home, too. They both knew.

“Walpurgis night,” my mother told me. “No one leaves the house until morning.” It was all she would say.

So I puttered around for an hour. For two hours. For three hours. I helped my mom make supper. I read the book I’d borrowed from school. I swept, but I wasn’t able to sweep it out the door because the doors were locked. It was already dark, and I heard a howl in the distance, and I realized I was desperate, and I had an idea.

I scooped up the dust in the pan and told my mom, “I’m gonna dump this out the window.” I only needed a few seconds where they didn’t think about what I was doing. Our house isn’t exactly big, but I went into my bedroom to open the window there. If I wasn’t immediately in sight, that would be another few seconds. And the sound of me wrestling the window open wouldn’t alarm them, because I was throwing out the dust, right?

I like to think kids aren’t stupid. Well, neither are adults. It must have been a good plan, because I was halfway out the window before my mother grabbed my ankles. I didn’t give in, and it didn’t matter. She and my dad pulled me back in with ease. Then I heard a wolf, a real wolf, howling through the window. And after that someone shouting. Not words, just a sound, made by a girl’s voice. By Ivy’s voice.

I kind of lost it. I kicked and yelled and cried, and my parents actually tied me to my bed. I don’t think I slept at all that night. I remember when the banging started on the door, and my father yelled that if they broke in and passed the cross on the door and the light of the fireplace they’d lose the protection of Walpurgis Night.

I remember my mom yelling, “I won’t let my baby become a monster.”

It must have worked. The banging stopped.

Eventually I remember the sun rising, and everything becoming very quiet.
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I’ve mostly lost track of the next year. A year of nothing worth remembering. I’ll tell you what I can.

In the morning everyone acted like they do every year, as if nothing had happened. For the children who hadn’t gone out it was like that. The wolves came and left, but it was a dream. The kids who had gone out wouldn’t say anything, and believe me for the first month I asked. I knew who had gone, because they’d been with me when we saved Ivy. They just wouldn’t answer me no matter what I said. Rhubarb, who used to be the friendliest girl in school so that no one would make fun of her name, told me, “You wouldn’t understand.” The rest of them seemed to be mad at me. All of a sudden I didn’t have many friends anymore.

I couldn’t ask Ivy. Ivy was gone.

She wasn’t alone. Clover, Rye, Hinny, and Morning Glory didn’t show up to church on Sunday. Or school on Monday. They were gone, and no one, adult or child, wanted to talk about it. The kids who hadn’t gone out on Walpurgis didn’t even think it was that special.

That I understand. You’re probably from a big city, but when you live in a little village way out in the country, families stay in one place, but kids move around a lot. We were used to someone just up and vanishing. They’d be sent off to apprenticeship, or the girl would be betrothed, or the family would decide he’d had enough schooling and was needed out on the farm, or they’d be fostered to some relatives in the next village because it was still family and it was more practical that way. Kids come and go all the time. Which is the only reason I can give that I hadn’t realized, until that moment, that every year after Walpurgis Night a few children were always gone.

Nobody wanted to say why. And if they knew, would they tell me the truth? I wanted to think they’d become Wild Children like Wolfgang. That they were living in the woods and would never grow up, and all their troubles were over. I didn’t want to think that they’d been caught and disposed of quietly. Or that something worse, something I hadn’t thought of, had happened to them on Walpurgis Night.

I stopped asking. Hinny and Rye had been two of my best friends. Rye was just the most laid-back boy you could-

Even today dwelling on them isn’t a good idea. At the time I couldn’t stop, and then I couldn’t think about it anymore, and that was how I drifted into month after meaningless gray month. I didn’t make any trouble in church, although I cared less than ever. I was polite and obeyed my parents, but I couldn’t forgive them. School was the only thing that still made me happy at all. I didn’t really have any friends there anymore, but I was still good at it, and Mister Thornback cared. He was worried about me, I knew. He didn’t say anything. You can’t expect an oak tree to bend. But while I was at school at least I was somewhere I knew I was appreciated, where I had a purpose. I started staying late. I learned a lot of stuff that I’ll never, ever use. And I didn’t notice how the time was passing, or that summer, fall, winter were gone. That I was a year older. That I’d been nine when Walpurgis Night came around last time. That I was ten now, and it was coming again.

Until, of course, Wolfgang came back.
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I’d been too wrapped up in my schoolwork. Mister Thornback was actually running out of work for me to do, or at least work that I could do without getting so far away from where the rest of the class was that he couldn’t even teach me with the fourteen-year-olds. I didn’t want to go home, and sending home someone who wants to learn is just something he can’t do anyway. So he started sending me out on learning errands. He let me learn how to use a sextant, and order brushes for him because I knew what every kind of brush was good for, and gather different kinds of arachnids in glass jars.

And one day in spring he told me to go out and pick mushrooms so he could show the class which ones were safe and which were poisonous. Or rather, show everyone how hard it was to tell the difference. I didn’t think he needed to. Our moms had drummed this lesson in hard as soon as we were old enough to walk out the door alone. But it was something to do, something to scratch away a few hours that wouldn’t feel wasted.

So I stepped out the door, and it had been raining, so I was putting on those big old rubber boots Mister Thornback keeps beneath the overhang, and Wolfgang was just… there. I’d been having such a bad day, I thought I’d lost my grip at last and I couldn’t tell dreams from being awake anymore.

I tried to hit him anyway. It was like trying to kick a snake. Not only did he duck under it, he stepped right up and hugged me. The jerk. I was so mad at him, so mad at everyone suddenly, and at the same time I felt like it had all been a dream and now I was waking up again.

“Your parents wouldn’t let you go.” It was a stupid thing to say, but I knew I didn’t have to explain, because it meant he knew everything else, too. So I didn’t say anything.

He had to let me go, but he grinned. Wolfgang always grinned. He had it all worked out. It was all a big joke to him. God, was that ever true. “We tried to break you out.”

“I guess we both failed, huh?” Yes, he’d made me feel less mad at him. But worse, I was starting to get that ‘everything I say is dumb’ feeling again. After a year apart I wasn’t used to him anymore. But some things were more important.

“Ivy!” I whispered. “Wolfgang, what happened to Ivy? And the others? Nobody will say anything!”

“That’s ‘cause they don’t know,” he answered. “You know what a Mystery is, right? Some things you don’t get to know until you’ve been through them. Becoming one of the Wild Children is one of them.”

“You mean she really…?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Partly it was because if I did, maybe I’d be wrong. But mainly I felt so relieved I could barely keep my legs under me.

“Oh, yeah. In fact—hey, Whistle! I think we’ve found our contact.”

And she walked out from behind the corner of the school. No, she… trotted out. Wolfgang is only a little bit wolf. At first I didn’t think there was anything human left of Ivy. Her eyes. Wolves didn’t have green eyes, did they? And she didn’t walk like a wolf. The way she held her head and looked at me I knew this was Ivy, even before she spoke and her voice removed the last bit of doubt.

That and her snide tone. Sigh. “Wolfy, we’ve been back ten minutes and you’re hanging all over Jenny already.” Chalk it up to the ‘stupid’ feeling, but I actually took a step away from him when she said that.

No matter what she acted like, I wanted to run up and hug her. “Ivy, you’re alive! And you’re a Wild Girl and everything!”

“You’re still so human, Jenny.” She sniffed at me, but her tail wagged.

Wolfgang, of course, wasn’t going to let us fight. “She’s mad ‘cause you’re still calling her Ivy, Jenny.”

Wolves are expressive. Whistle pouted. “Wild Children don’t keep their human names. You know that. You and Wolfy are the only people who know who Whistle used to be, and it’s going to stay that way.”

“Not for long.” Even I was grinning now. “Every kid in school who hears your voice is going to know. I’ll have trouble stopping them from having a party.”

Wolfgang actually looked hesitant for a moment. But only for a moment. “None of them are going to hear her voice. Whistle’s not coming back, not yet. You can’t have too many Wild Children hanging around a village at once. I chose years ago to bring the children here over, so it’ll be me—and anyway, she’s too new at this. I really only brought her this far so that you and her could meet.”

Wolves aren’t known for rolling their eyes either, and Whistle looked a lot more like Ivy when she did it. “That’s it? That’s really it, isn’t it? Wolfgang, you brought me all the way back here just so that Jenny and I could say hello, so that she’d know it could really happen to her. No wonder! I didn’t want to come back to this awful place. I hate it here.”

“Which is another reason you’re not sticking around. Finding the kids who might be Wild Children, getting them to join us on Walpurgis Night—that’s a job for a calm head.” He shrugged and asked her, “So, you seen everything you want to see?”

She nodded. That looks kinda weird on a wolf too. “Yeah, Wolfy. No regrets here. They’re all a bunch of humans. I’m with you all the way.”

“Then I’ll see you after Walpurgis. If we’re lucky, I’ll have a new friend or two. Maybe Jenny.”

Whistle gave me an odd look. This wasn’t Whistle the Wild Child, or the Ivy we saved from the stocks. This was the old Ivy, the one I didn’t like. “You don’t know her as well as you think you do, Wolfy.” And she ran off. She didn’t have Wolfgang’s ability to disappear yet, but she was fast and she was quiet and if I’d blinked wrong I’d have missed her.

It was just me and Wolfgang.

I grabbed him by the cast-off shirt he wore (which was never as grubby as it ought to have been) and demanded, “Where have you been? I can’t—I don’t even know how long it’s been!”

“About ten months.” He answered like it was no big deal. “It’s less than two months to Walpurgis. Whistle isn’t ready to live on her own yet, but I can’t let a Walpurgis Night go by in our village without doing something. And I had to disappear for a while. For a long while, until the adults started to forget. They knew which kids could think for themselves and they knew I was talking to you. This time I can’t be so obvious. If you don’t come this year, making the run isn’t worth it.”

“The kids left from last year would go, I’m sure, Wolfgang. And I think my folks think I’ve forgotten. I think everyone thinks that. There’s some new kids, but I don’t know them really well. How are you going to talk to them without the adults finding out?”

“Easy,” he told me. “I find you and tell you where I’ll be. You tell some of the kids from last year. A group gets together, and I talk to them. We may not have a passionate pack like last year, but we’ll save a few from growing up like Father Birch.”

“Don’t say that name,” I hissed at him. It was crazy, but now that I wasn’t sleeping through my life again all the bad feelings I had for Birch were spilling out like they were fresh. “I’ll do it. I don’t know that I want my friends running off into the woods and becoming Wild Children, but if it’s a choice between you and Father Birch—”

“Jenny McThresh!” And that was probably the worst time possible to have Mister Thornback walk up behind me. Wolfgang vanished, but it was too late.

Oh, it was so way too late. “That was a Wild Boy!” yelled Mister Thornback. He doesn’t yell really loud. In a way, that’s worse. He hasn’t lost his temper. He really is that mad. “Worse, it was a wolf. Worse, it was Pepper Birch. Jenny, I didn’t want to believe what they told me last year. What are you doing talking to a creature like that?”

My back was actually pressed against the wall of the schoolhouse. We were talking loud enough, everybody inside could hear us. And he knew it, and I knew it. We wanted them to. “He’s not a creature. Whatever he looks like, he’s as human as you or I. Maybe more! How do you even know his name?”

“Because I’m more than forty years old, which is how long it’s been since that little beast was human. I’m not sure ‘human’ described him then, either. I don’t understand why I even have to explain this to you. You can see him with your own eyes. He’s been marked as a beast, like all Wild Children. He can’t ever hide what he is again. How can you associate with something like that?”

“So that’s it? You think Father Birch is right? Wolfgang is evil because he’s a wolf? Because he doesn’t want us to obey? To grow up and do whatever a stupid, mean old man tells us, because he claims to speak for God?” My eyes stung. I was almost crying. I didn’t like arguing with Mr. Thornback, but I wasn’t going to back down.

“I think—I know—that Wild Children are marked for their sins. I know that we’re going to pretend you didn’t say what you just said. I don’t agree that being beaten in public or a night in the stocks turns a child from foolishness.”

And then, and this felt like the weirdest thing to happen so far, he got down on his knees and put his hands on my shoulders. He was so angry he was shaking, but he didn’t yell anymore. He looked me in the eyes and said, “That creature is evil. Stay away from him. I don’t know how he could get his teeth into a girl like you. Maybe he offered you immortality. Maybe he lied to you about freedom, tried to tell you that just because a rule is wrong you can break it. But listen to me. Trust your eyes. He’s a wolf now because that was his heart when he was human. Wild Children are cursed by God for their wickedness, and no matter what he may show you, it is a curse. Their humanity is gone. He will do everything in his power to make sure you walk that path until you’re destroyed.”

I was shaking too, and the odd thing was, it wasn’t because I was afraid. I was angry. Even Mister Thornback accepted this kind of stupidity. He was the nicest adult I knew, but he just couldn’t let go of the rules. “Are you going to tell my parents? Or Father Birch? Or the Mayor?”

The look of distaste on his face was as weird as the rest of this day. I was realizing I didn’t know Mister Thornback at all. I wasn’t sure I wanted to anymore.

And then he goes, “I’m not going to tell anyone. We make our own moral choices, Jenny. You have been told lies, and you have been told the truth, and you have to figure out who you trust. The fate of your body and soul depend on it.” And he got up and he went back into the school, where the other kids were pretending not to listen.

Who did I trust? I trusted Wolfgang. I used to trust Mister Thornback. I was worried now that I didn’t really know either of them. But Mister Thornback was with Father Birch on this, and I trusted that, whatever the question, Father Birch was wrong about it.
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I knew Mister Thornback didn’t tell anybody because this year it all seemed to work. Up until night fell on Walpurgis the plan, such as it was, went like clockwork. After that I had no plan, no predictions.

I think my parents suspected something because I was suddenly spending a lot less time at home. I wandered around. I found an excuse to be everywhere. And sometimes, when no adults were around, I’d make sure that Wolfgang and some of the village kids showed up at about the same time.

I don’t really know what he said to them. I didn’t hang around. Looking back, I think it’s clear enough to me. I was going through the motions, but it wasn’t that I had signed on to Wolfgang’s crusade, if that’s what it was. It was more like after I’d missed Walpurgis the first time I’d fallen asleep, and I was waking up again just before the next one. This time I was going to do it right.

Not much even happened. If it had, we’d have been in trouble. The whole point was that this year the adults didn’t suspect. They couldn’t plan. They probably knew it would—you know, I don’t know what they knew, and I don’t care. Poor Mister Thornback knew. Kids ditched his classes in droves. I know he never told anybody. He just taught everyone who was left. He didn’t even punish the children he caught. I skipped out a couple of times, but only a couple. I couldn’t understand how someone could be so right and so wrong at the same time. I couldn’t make it worse for him.

But none of this matters, right? You heard about it last year. Different words, same tune. I’ll skip ahead to Walpurgis, because in my memory that’s how it happened. That one whole year, from beginning to end, is just a blur. A gray blur at first, and then a shiny, broken blur at the end.

Because suddenly it was the morning before the night. My folks were on edge. All the adults were. My mom told me to be home well before sundown, though, and that’s it. They didn’t suspect us, they were just afraid of the night. My father even sent me down to the apothecary around noon to get some tobacco. I’m sure he wanted it to ease his nerves during the night. This time it was me barely ahead of them. I didn’t come back. Probably a lot of other kids did the same.

Most of the area around the village is farms. Eventually there’s the woods, but mostly it’s farms. But that just makes it even easier to hide. Sit down under a cart, behind a rock too big to plow up, in a drainage tunnel, at the bottom of an empty irrigation ditch. Look at the flowers, listen to the wind and the birds as the sun stumbles and skips its way down from the top of the sky. That’s what I did, until I woke up, surprised I’d been able to sleep, and the sun was setting and I heard in the distance the first howl of a wolf. The year ripped from my life was over. Walpurgis Night had begun.

I bolted out from my cover and followed the howl. The wolves would be coming from the woods. That’s where I would go.

As I got closer, I saw more kids. Nobody stopped us or said a word. Every door was locked, a lot of the windows were covered, and no one looked out for fear of what they’d see. What they’d see was their own children, defying them and everything they believed in. Seeking a new truth, I guess.

No, even then I couldn’t buy that. Maybe the other kids did. I was looking for an adventure. I was awake again, and I could feel my whole body. I might find out who Wolfgang really was, and if I was like him, and what my destiny would be, but mostly I just wanted to do this for its own sake, even if I didn’t know what it was.

I guess part of me was doing it to spite Father Birch.

Eventually we got to the woods, and just as we weren’t quite sure where to go we heard another howl. This one wasn’t distant, or faint. It was strong and it was long and it wasn’t human. One of us tried to echo it. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t me, because I was running forward through the trees, following the sound until I found the wolves.

Four wolves. Wolfgang sat on a log in front, grinning as always. That grin was different with three other wolves pacing behind him. One only had a wolf face and paws and wolf eyes, but he moved like an impatient animal. When we’d stepped into the clearing we’d left human rules behind.

Wolfgang stood up and he held out his hand and he called. “Jenny, c’mere.” That surprised me. But I walked over to him anyway, leaving the rest of the kids behind. He took my hand in his, and his was coarse and furry, but it still felt human. I looked back at the others; I was stunned. There must have been two dozen children there. Half the houses in town must have been filled with terrified parents wondering where their children were. No… angry parents, mad that they were being defied, but too afraid to do anything about it. The tables had turned on them.

Wolfgang squeezed my hand tighter and leaned over and told me, “This is your year, Jenny.” Louder, he asked the other children, “Do you want a speech?”

When no one answered, he laughed. “No, you don’t. We all know what we’re here for. But last year they took Walpurgis Night from Jenny. Tonight we’re going to make it right. Let’s go have some fun. Trill?” Behind him one of the wolves, barely human enough to stand upright, leaned her head back and howled. The other two wolves joined in, and then Wolfgang howled, and some of the kids started howling, and I… I didn’t howl, exactly. I just screamed up at the dark sky and the bright moon. I hadn’t realized how angry I was, how trapped I’d felt, and now the chain had snapped.

We ran! That was what the wolves were there for. They ran on all fours, even the one who looked almost human. They laughed, and they let out little howls and they weaved in and out of the group. We got to the village and we spilled into the main square. All the doors were shut, and the kids laughed and shouted, but for a moment they didn’t know what to do.

I knew what to do. I ran up to the stocks and I started to kick them as hard as I could with the sole of my foot. And then Wolfgang was beside me kicking it too, and then the other kids, and I learned that a bunch of people, even if they’re children, are strong. In a minute it was nothing but chunks of broken wood.

We ran a little wild for a while. A few kids threw rocks. Some of us chased chickens, until one of the wolves picked up the chase and ran it down and shook it. Killed it, I guess, but we just laughed at the feathers flying everywhere. I threw a rock at the Mayor’s house. Another kid threw a rock. Pretty soon there was a whole group of us, throwing rocks and screaming who knows what. We were the kids who’d stayed with Ivy a year before. She wasn’t there to see it, but we remembered. Oh, did we remember. I was thinking of moving on to the church, but Wolfgang probably knew where I was going and dragged me away.

Instead we played burglars for a little while. Houses were left alone, but even a village as small as ours had a few shops. There wasn’t anything much fun in the apothecary, but we managed to break the lock off and get in and paw at things for a while until we got bored. The general store, where everything the village bought from the outside world was sold, was more interesting. I ran down the length of the shop, dragging my hands over the merchandise and laughing. When some of it fell out and broke, we all laughed harder. When we all spilled out onto the street again the store was a mess, but we hadn’t taken much. We didn’t care.

I did take a pouch of tobacco for my father. I don’t know why. Trust me, that’s the last you’ll ever hear about it.

Aside from the Mayor’s house, it was a game. All the rules were gone and there was nothing to stop us. We were being children, really, which is why it was Wolfgang whose whistle brought us all to the inn.

I’d never even been inside. It was a place where adults went to talk and strangers spent the night on their way to places more interesting. The front door wouldn’t give, even when the wolves had a go at it, but the back door wasn’t even locked. We spilled inside. The wolves stood on tables and counters. A couple of kids started banging pots and pans and throwing them around in the kitchen. We were all hungry, and I was amazed at how good some of the food in their pantry tasted. Of course, that wasn’t why we were there. We were there so Wolfgang could start bringing up bottles and little casks out of the wine cellar.

If we hadn’t been running around the village breaking into stores we’d never have dared, but soon we were all drinking something. There was a lot of laughter when some of the kids tried the beer and thought it tasted nasty, but I kind of liked it. I mean, it tasted weird, with a sharpness that wasn’t like the other drinks. You could taste the alcohol in those. Beer was just weird. Nobody wondered why we didn’t collapse, drinking this stuff. I guess Walpurgis Night had its magic after all.

But things did get a little mixed up after that. A lot of kids took to standing outside their own doors, yelling at their parents. A couple cursed them, but mostly they just howled. Wolfgang must have been pretty mad at my folks, because he stood outside their front door and told them that this year he had their daughter and they couldn’t stop what she’d become, while his wolves clawed at the windows without actually trying to get in.

Eventually I realized we’d been holding hands almost the whole time since we left the inn. But that was about the time things changed. We trailed back into the square, and Wolfgang climbed up on top of the little stand by the ruined stocks where the Mayor usually made pronouncements and he told us, “It’s well past midnight! We’ve had our fun, and I think we’ve made our point. For another year the adults will remember that they can’t control all of us.” There was laughter, and cheering, and howling. They didn’t even let him finish. I’m not sure they all heard him.

“But we’re not quite done! One more stop, the most important.”

And we knew where we were going.

I would have thought Father Birch would have locked and barred the church on Walpurgis Night. He didn’t. Maybe it was because we’d have found some other way to break in. Wolfgang, of course, had been here before and knew it wouldn’t be. We flooded inside. We pushed over pews. There actually wasn’t much to do, but Wolfgang had thought of that. He’d brought a can of paint, and after a little while the walls were covered in handprints and angry words that couldn’t be read. After I wiped the paint off my hands we sat on the altar and howled, and then Wolfgang surprised us.

He shoved us all off of the altar, and he and his wolves set their shoulders against it and pushed it aside. Underneath were doors. Big doors. We all knew what this was. The village’s storehouse, where the taxes and the emergency food and the building materials and anything considered a treasure was kept under the church. Local legend said it went down several stories in a series of basements. We were about to find out, but until now none of us had even known where the entrance was.

Standing on the doors, Wolfgang held out his hands, and we actually all got quiet. “For some of you, the night is done. If you want to feel like a wolf for a few more hours follow my sister and brothers. They’re going back to the woods to run and hunt and play. If you’re tired, go home. Curl up on your doorstep. When morning comes your parents won’t say anything. They never do.” The kids from last year nodded.

“What’s down
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