Archeslyvania, 2100

Seth stretched and squinted at the brutal morning sunlight, washing over the dark city streets and painting everything a dull shade of red. He stretched and looked out from the tiny side street that was his home at the dilapidated gray buildings with people walking in and out with bowed heads, not daring to talk for fear of being overheard. Here in the small town of Rocke, life was not easy. There were pickpockets on the streets and not much work to speak of. The few people who made any money had to make do with small threadbare huts, scummy water, and hard or rotten bread. Seth had lived on the streets as long as he could remember. His parents had died long ago, and he had no memories of them except a warm glow, a glimmer of a smile. But they were gone now, and nothing could change that, no matter how much he wished it otherwise. When he left, nobody noticed. He was just a nobody in a sea of nobodies. And it was a good thing, too. If they found out, the people in power, the ones who controlled everything that happened in Archeslyvania and got three good five course meals a day, they would put him an in orphanage, where there would be more often than not less than enough food to feed all the underfed kids who stayed there, and what food they did have was slimy and mushy, barely fit for a hog. He had seen those children with their despairing faces and clothes that didn’t fit them, their faces showing the marks of many beatings. He wouldn’t live their life for the world. After many years of this life, he knew the city like the back of his hand. He knew which trash bins had the best scraps and where the most generous shop owners were. He was an expert pickpocket as well. 
On this particular day, he was scavenging in the trash bins when a man sidled up to him. His clothes were ragged and dirty and he had a scraggly beard. Seth had learned to be suspicious of strangers, so he gave the man a wary glance. But the man was not perturbed. He whispered into Seth’s ear, “Have you ever heard of trees?”
“What?” Now Seth’s fear was replaced by utter confusion. 
“They’re out there, you know.” 
“Out where?”
“Beyond the walls. Few would dare to escape. But if you look hard, you will find them. They await you.” Then he turned and was gone. 
It was as if a fire had been set beneath him. In a moment, the urge to escape almost over took him. Security was so tight at the city walls that it didn’t seem possible. But Seth didn’t care. Now, more than ever, he wanted to do something, to change something, to make his life worth living for. He didn’t want to be caught like a rat in a cage. He wanted to be free. He immediately headed downtown to tell his friends, other kids who made their living on the streets. They had formed a kind of gang, working together to help each other survive. He found them where he knew he would, on the plaza, begging. If they were lucky, one of the rich bankers who worked there would drop them a few coins. He waved to get their attention and beckoned them over. When he told them his idea, they didn’t believe him at first. Then, when they realized he was serious, they were amazed. “You really think you can get past them?" his closest friend, Sam, asked him. 
“Dude, that’s impossible!" another said. 
In true street kid fashion, Seth replied, “Then I’ll make it out of here, or die trying.”

“While, if you’re set on trying, you can count us in,” said Sam. "After all where would you be without us?” 
“I’m sorry, but I have to do this alone. The boys began to argue, but Sam calmed them down, saying, 
“If he wants to be alone, that’s his choice. I wish you luck,” he said to Seth. The boys nodded and dispersed.

At 10 o’clock, the following night, Seth was ready. He hustled down side streets and alleyways until he reached the walls. There were guards patrolling and security cameras scanning. He tiptoed over and silently scaled the walls, out of sight of the security cameras. The ground was still ten feet below him, and who knows what weapons or traps the city had put down there? There was only one way to find out. He slowly lowered himself down until he was a few inches above the ground. He quickly and silently deactivated the traps, then hopped to the ground. His escape had worked. He was finally free.
For a moment, Seth just stood in shock. Then he gave a whoop. He started walking, not caring where he went as long as it was away from there. He looked forward to his next adventure.
He walked for hours that turned into days, across bleak and endless valleys of despair and misery. The darkness became tangible, creeping and chilling the blood in his veins. It was a place where nothing lived, not even hope.
When it seemed like he could go no further, he stopped and rested. He felt like he was never going to get up again, like nothing was ever going to happen again, like it was all over. So he reminded himself, reminded himself of what he’d come from, the people and things he had left behind. His memories kept out the darkness and he managed to relax into sleep.
His sleep that night was troubled, with many nightmares. But his memories were like little pieces of light that warmed him and kept the darkness away. The next morning he reached the trees. He felt them even before he saw them. The darkness began to dissipate; the sun came out, not the harsh sun of the city but a sun that was full of light and joy and brought warmth and light to everything it touched, making the valley shined with joy in the splendor of a new day. The wind blew a fresh breath of air onto his face, and the smell was like a feeling you would get when you wake up in the morning and realized it’s the first day of summer vacation. Then he saw them. They were great brown giants rising out of the ground and waving tiny green fingers at him in welcome. But this was not all. All over there were plants in vibrant colors, not only green but pink and purple and yellow. There were animals too, hopping and chattering between the trees. It was so familiar it was as if he had not left his home behind but had instead just reached it. He clambered up one of the trees and looked out over endless fields of green, stretching out to the horizon and beyond. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. As the sun sank below the horizon, he made himself a nest of a sort out of leaves and twigs glued together with a little mud. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep him warm and safe. As he snuggled in, a bird gave a single mournful call. Then the forest was silent. Seth gave a sigh of contentment as he drifted off to sleep. He had finally found somewhere he belonged. 
In the following weeks, Seth’s life was like a giant miracle. He got to wake up in the morning with the cool, crisp air filled with the noises of the forest. He breathed the fresh air and ate berries ripe off the bush. He bathed in the streams and knew the animals like neighbors. It was almost seemed like a home. He should’ve known it was all too good to last. It must have been a month after he left that he heard the sounds. He knew at once that they weren’t normal sounds. They had a harsh, grinding quality that made him stand up and scan the horizon. The beautiful blue sky was tinged with a dark black haze. Seth’s suspicions were instantly confirmed. He began to run, hoping it wasn’t too late. When he reached the source, he saw a horrible sight. The trees had been cut down, their branches ripped off and thrown away their trunks roughly thrown in boxes. The animals that had managed to survive the calamity had been put in cages, where they would be shipped away to be served at fancy dinner parties and as rich people’s pets. Seth was filled with despair. He had finally found a home, and it had been taken away from. His sadness was soon replaced by utter fury. “How dare you destroy my home!” he shouted, putting as much rage in it as he could. How dare you!” The men grabbed him by the arms and began to hustle him into the truck, but Seth managed to escape. 
“Get him!" they shouted. "Don’t let him!” Seth did the only thing he could do. He ran. He ran away until he had left the forest behind. Then he sat down and wept. But he would not be beaten. He would find other forests to protect and make his own until he came back another day.


























PART 2
Seth ran and ran for days. He managed to find food and water, until finally, he reached another town with a forest nearby. The perfect place for a resistance movement. No one would ever destroy his family again. His family. It made sense, it felt right. They had become part of him now. He started to walk towards the town, but he began to notice it was eerily silent. He began to walk faster. As he got closer, he began to notice thing s he hadn’t seen before. The buildings were charred and black. Many were burned to the ground, which was covered with ash. The air smelled of smoke. He knocked on the door of one of the houses, hoping against hope that there were still people in this desolate wasteland. There was no answer. He tried again. A voice, in a whisper so low he could barely hear it, whispered, who’s there?” Seth was filled with jubilation at the idea that he had found people. 
He whispered back, “My name is Seth. Will you let me in?” The question went unanswered for a few moments. Then the door opened a crack. 
“Come in quickly ,” they replied hurriedly. He went in and found himself in a dim room that was full of dust. What furniture that they had was shabby, and the people were, if possible, even more so. 
“May I sit down?” The people gave mute nods. He sat down, then asked, “What happened here?” The people glanced at each other. 
Then one began to speak, a young boy not older than himself. “This used to be an okay place. There were people here, and shops, and parks. We had everything a town could ask for. Then it all changed forever.” He cleared his throat. “Some people got tired of the government’s tyranny. They tried to rebel. In return, the governors set the town on fire.” He gave a dry sob. “We were the only survivors.” 
“I can change that,” Seth replied. “You could help me start a new civilization, far away, where we can’t be reached by the empire. You could make yourself a new home.” The family shook their heads. 
“We don’t want to take any more risks.” Seth’s shoulders slumped. Then he saw the boy who had spoken before and a girl get up. 
“Mom, maybe we should listen to this guy. Don’t you want to have a better life. We don’t have to hide in the dark anymore. Even if you won’t, we’re going with him.” The parents’ faces were shocked. Then they sighed. 
“I guess you’re right,” The mom said. Maybe it is time we chose a new life.” They followed Seth, trudging out of the ruins and towards their new home.

They walked for a long, long time, for days that turned into weeks. But eventually they found the right place to set up their society. They worked on it for weeks, finding crops they liked and domesticating them, bringing in the wood to make their homes, finding a good source of water and finding a way to bring it to the village. A month later, just as the spring beauties popped out in the woods and fields, the work was finished. Now it was time for the real work to begin. They worked hard and became one with the land, knowing it like a part of their family. They planted their crops in the spring, frolicked in the woods in summer, harvested in fall, and in winter, they sat by the fire and thought quietly, feeling happy at the great yield of food that they had brought about with their own hands. It was a never-ending cycle of growth and renewal that went on year after year. They had finally found a family, a calling, and a place to call home.
But this peace and harmony couldn’t last forever. A few years later, when their colony had grown to many times its original size, Seth, gathered everybody around and told them that he was leaving. “Why?” they asked. 
“I’m going back to the empire. The people there are still oppressed by tyranny. The wild is constantly being destroyed. I have a duty to protect them in their time of need.” At first, they protested, but in the end, they agreed. He left the next morning. He headed north, past the abandoned town, until he reached the forest where he had been before. He was shocked by the devastation before him. The trees were all gone, with only their trunks remaining. There was none of the sounds he was accustomed to hearing, only the dull, steady grind of chainsaws. It was enough to reduce him to tears. Eventually, he got control of himself and started heading toward the walls. Fear gripped him as he thought about what he’d left behind. He crept to the walls and snuck over, then hid behind a trash can. He gave a small smile. It was time to take action. He crept through the town, sometimes giving a little start at places he remembered from before he had left, until he reached the town. 
Suddenly, his breath caught in his throat. There were his old friends, Sam and the rest, scavenging among the streets. He almost shouted to them, but thought better of it. Instead, he snuck over to where they were scavenging and tapped Sam on the shoulder. Sam spun around. When he saw Seth, his eyes lit up. He gave Seth a bear hug and asked all about his adventures. He listened in awe as Seth told him everything, then hugged him again. “And now what are you going to do?” he asked. 
“I’m going to end what should have been ended a long time ago. I’m not going to let the corrupted rulers of this society be cruel to its inhabitants and the other living things who make their homes outside its walls any longer. Who will join me?” Sam went to his side. He was followed by all the boys except one. This one scuttled away into the shadows.

“Let’s do this!” Seth cried. And the boys trooped away to set right what should have been set right a long time ago.

They snuck through the streets, gathering followers as they went, until they reached the town hall. They stormed inside, demanding that the governors come and see them. The little man who was their secretary almost fainted, but he ran off to get them. In a moment, he was back, with a big, barrel-chested man by his side. The man was dressed in elegant clothes and was puffing on a cigar. “Now, what’s all this fuss about?” he demanded. 
“I’ll tell you what it’s about,” shouted Seth. “We, the people of your city, we’ve had enough of your tyranny. We are here to convince you to change some of the laws that are in place here, or if you are not agreeable, to remove you from office. Which one will it be?” The man picked up Seth and threw him to the floor. He didn’t move. There was a sharp intake of breath from the protesters. Then from the front of the line, came a new voice. 
“How dare you!” It was Sam. He stepped up to the giant man, and all could see the tears in his eyes. How dare you hurt my friend, you selfish, stuck up pig! You don’t even have a heart!” And with this, he began to weep in earnest. Suddenly the governor’ face sagged. After all these years, looking at the disheveled boy before him, he felt remorse. He had grown up at an orphanage, poor and alone, with no friends, no companions. He had grown harsh and cruel in that time, thinking that the only way to be on top was to have others fear you. But he knew now he had been wrong. He could see that this poor boy who he had thrown, this Seth, had risen far higher than he. He sorrowfully dropped his cigar on the floor and walked away, never to be seen again.
From then on there was peace and happiness in the city, but no one ever forgot Seth, the greatest of them all.
