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"If you can dream it, you can do it."

(Walt Disney)
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"Twenty-five sacks of grain," Cassiel said, raising one of his eyebrows.

"Are you sure?" Alexus seemed confused, for he was sure they had twenty-seven. "Check again!"

"I've checked twice already," answered the other boy.

"But I counted them last night, and there were twenty-seven sacks." 

"You either counted wrong or the sacks disappeared into thin air."

Alexus ran his sweaty hands through the brown hair that fell over his dusty face. That was one of the things that profoundly bothered the boy and made him suspect that something wasn't right. Things were disappearing here and there, things that should never disappear.

After counting the sacks and confirming that his younger brother was correct, Alexus called for his father.

Attius was a man in his late forties; his previously thick, dark hair was now thin and gray, his eyes were the same color as his sons', dark as night. When he reached the granary, he found the two boys arguing about the supposed disappearance of two sacks of grain.

"But I'm sure of it, last night there were twenty-seven sacks," Alexus repeated to his father, who didn't seem to believe or care about it.

"Sometimes we make mistakes, Alexus," Attius told him after a long and repetitive argument with the boy.

"Not about this!" The big brother snapped. "What are we going to tell the Fraters when they come for the grain?"

"We'll tell them we have twenty-five sacks."

"But I'm sure there were two more. They couldn't have just disappeared." 

"Father, what's happening?" asked Cassiel.

Attius sighed.

"Can you do me a favor?" the man asked after looking around and making sure his wife was not near.

"What is it?" the kids asked at the same time.

"I need you to forget the sacks are missing and never, for any reason whatsoever, mention it to your mother."

"Why, father?" again, they asked at the same time.

Looking very serious, the man said, "Please, do as I ask. It was for a noble cause. Don't ask any more questions."
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The freezing night sneaked through the window cracks and flowed inside the small room Cassiel and Alexus shared. 

Cassiel woke up screaming in the middle of the night. He sat up, scared by the sound of his scream. He rubbed his eyes. He'd never gone through something so scary and so strangely seductive. What could it have been? Could it have been what they called a dream? 

His older brother was still sleeping, too drugged to react.

Cassiel looked around. The darkroom was nothing more than a cubbyhole that barely fit the two beds. But, during the darkest hours, it seemed even smaller and more claustrophobic. 

The boy again hid his face with the blanket and slowly breathed in the warm air that formed. He was sleepy and wanted to close his eyes, allowing the quiet dark to take him, but was also scared, so scared he'd rather spend the night awake than go back to that mysterious state that affected his sleep so much. 

Little by little, his heartbeat slowed back down to a resting rhythm. The effect of the sleeping pill hit him with a punch, and he fell asleep in a few minutes.

Cassiel dreamed. He saw himself on the same farm where he lived. His slow steps took him in the direction of the well. But something was wrong. Maybe it was the place's aura that gave him a foggy feeling, the absence of a breeze, and his strange lack of strength to run or jump. Could it be the silence of his own heart?

Far away, some slim figures formed, but the boy couldn't tell what it was because of the distance. The silhouettes started walking in his direction.

The quiet landscape of the fresh meadow gave way to a muddy ground cut by a red river. For some reason, the boy knew it wasn't water flowing down the river, but blood. 

He turned his eyes back to the figures and realized they were now running in his direction. Gasping and with his pulse racing, Cassiel tried to run, but his feet were sinking into the red mud. He heard his brother calling for him, and his scared eyes searched around for Alexus. The closer the distorted figures were, the louder and clearer Alexus's voice became. 

"Wake up!"

Cassiel opened his eyes and came face to face with his brother's square features. His gasping breath and shaking body slowly returned to normal after realizing he was back in his room.

"What happened? Why were you yelling?" Alexus asked, running his callused and impatient hand through his messy hair.

Cassiel remained silent for some time, still very confused. 

"I don't know. I... I..." the boy said at last.

The youngest rubbed his face, trying to find words to explain what happened to his brother and himself.

"Are you okay?"

Cassiel whispered, "There was a lot of mud and blood, and shapes coming for me. Everything was so strange. I wasn't here. Not in this room, I... I think I was out in the meadow; then I wasn't anymore..." He shook his head, feeling confused. 

"Calm down!"

Cassiel pointed at his forehead. "You don't understand. The images are still in my head."

The oldest boy's huge and brown eyes took on the concerned look of someone who knows the responsibilities of the world, even though he was only two years older than Cassiel. 

"What are you saying? You were dreaming?"

"I don't know!" Cassiel folded in on himself, hugging his knees. "Maybe."

"Did you take your pills?"

"Yes," Cassiel answered.

"At the correct time?"

Cassiel confirmed, nodding his head.

"How many?"

"Two, as usual."

Alexus was silent. His brother couldn't be a... No, of course, he wasn't. No one else in his family had ever been one. If he were, his parents would've figured it out a long time ago. Maybe it was only a temporary thing, brought on by teenage hormones or the heavy work in the fields. Maybe all he needed was a higher dosage of the drugs. After all, some boys needed to increase their dosage as they grew older. His family could explain the need for extra medicine merely by saying Cassiel could no longer sleep right with the current dosage. It would be a logical, sensible explanation. No one would say anything about dreams, and Cassiel would be safe.

"It's okay, go back to sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day."

Cassiel nodded and laid back down, pulled the covers to his ears, and closed his eyes.

Alexus stayed awake for some time after, hearing his baby brother's soft breathing. When he was sure that everything was okay, he went back to his bed.
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At breakfast, the family ate silently as always. The meal was a small portion of the food ration. Everyone in Aelia ate the same thing, the same amount, every day.

Aelia was a small nation—all nations were small—consisting of the capital and, surrounding it, farms, mines, and forests. 

In the capital lived factories' workers, merchants, public servants, security officers that protected the people and the Country, and the Fraternitatem’s members—Pater's religious group of followers. Pater was the Nation's leader and the people's spiritual guide.

Disturbing the forest was a terrible offense. People found there usually paid with their lives. The Fraternitatem had told them that nature was still very fragile, and it would take a long time for the animals and vegetation to become strong again.

Minerals and construction materials come from the mines. It was risky work, but, without complaint, the miners went under the earth because they were aware that any sacrifice they made was for the greater good—whatever that meant.

The farms produced all animal and vegetable products. Some farms belonged to a small family, like Alexus's family. Others properties were large and needed a bigger group of four or more families gathered together. In time, members of those families would marry, and such marriages tied them all together as a clan.

Aelia wasn't close to any shore, but some farms had large salt lakes and freshwater lakes where they grew fishes, shrimps, lobsters, mollusks in general, oysters, clams, and frogs. 

Some farms worked exclusively with the production of lumber, always following the rigorous reforestation rules, so they had no issues regarding the possible lack of that raw material.

The population that lived on the farms or worked on the mines produced all the primary resources taken by the Fraternitatem to the capital factories that turned them into the final product. And the Fraternitatem distributed them equally across the population. 

Alexus understood what the word equally meant because everyone he knew ate little and poorly—although the Fraternitatem boasted that people ate more and better now than any other time in human history. Alexus had doubts about the legitimacy of that information. 

All the official documents of the world before the revolution were destroyed a hundred years ago—when the Fraternitatem defeated the sentient machines that wanted to enslave humanity.

But not all historical documents from the pre-Fraternitatem period had been lost. Alexu's great-grandmother left some letters, a journal, and clippings from what they called a newspaper. Those documents registered events that culminated in the great revolution and the seizure of power by the Fraternitatem and passed from Alexu's great-grandmother to his grandfather, and from him to Alexus's father, who hid them in the granary. 

Alexus and Cassiel, unlike the rest of the Aelianus, learned to read and write with their father, so they could read the ancient documents in their original language. It was against the law. They would be considered public enemies if anybody found out. Their punishment would be public execution at Dies Expiationum—the country's most important event that happened only once a year when all the citizens went to Salvation Square in the capital to confess their sins and watch the death penalty of criminals.

Not even the boy's mother knew about their ability to read and write. She was completely committed to the Fraternitatem. Nobody loved more or served the Fraternitatem better than the woman. And their father had no doubts that, if she ever felt the need to report all three of them, she would not hesitate.

Despite the threat, father and sons were proud to possess knowledge that no one else had, but seeking and having knowledge was dangerous, very dangerous. More than that, it was something as unforgivable as dreaming, according to the Fraternitatem precepts.

The teapot whistled on the stove top. The woman got up mechanically to prepare the coffee.

Leta, Cassiel and Alexus's mother, was an ordinary-looking woman, her skin dried out by constantly working under the sun. She had wrinkles around her eyes and a disproportionate nose. Leta would've been beautiful if she ate more than the ration and bran that came from the Fraternitatem headquarters. But she never complained. She knew with absolute certainty that everything she went through was for the greater good, as Pater always said. 

Alexus took advantage of the fact his mother was distracted, and leaning closer to his father, whispered, "Father, can I take a look at those documents?"

Cassiel and his father stopped eating and faced the boy with expressions of fear. Then, his father shot an uneasy look towards the kitchen. His wife hummed one of the hymns praising Pater. She knew them all by heart. Seeing that she was still distracted, he turned to his son and answered whispered back, "Not today, of course. It's the day they're coming to collect the produce, remember? The Fraters will be walking around the farm as they always do to check if we're hiding part of the produce for ourselves. They're going to look in the granary. Don't touch anything or—" The man shivered.

"I know, father. I understand. Don't worry," Alexus answered, going back to the bitter and dry bran he ate mixed with water so he wouldn't choke. 

The father thought for a second and then added: "There's only one more thing you should know. There might come a time when we need to run away. If it happens, we must do everything in our power to take those documents with us. But if we get separated, there's only one person that can help you two: my old friend Caius. I spoke of him once. Do you remember where he works?"

The boys nodded.

The Fraters would arrive in an hour at the most. Alexu's family had to pile the produce sacks and the buckets of milk in front of the house to make it easier for the Fraters.

While he carried the sacks with his father and younger brother, Alexus couldn't stop thinking about what had happened to Cassiel the previous night. That was the reason he so urgently wanted to re-read those documents. He wanted to know if dreams were common in the past and what happened to people who dreamed back then. He vaguely recalled reading about it in his great-grandmother's journal, but now that he suspected his brother had dreams, he wanted to know more. He could hardly wait for the product collection to be over. 

Alexus was annoyed to remember that he would have to wait at least two more days before seeing the documents. The Fraters would move on to the next farm as soon as they had collected the produce, but even so, it wouldn't be safe to unearth the documents while the Fraters were nearby. Not to mention that Alexus needed to get more sleeping pills for his brother, since the usual dose wasn't enough to stop the dreams. So many important things to do, but there he was, organizing sacks of grain and buckets of milk. It was revolting to see the result of so many months of hard work being given to the Fraternitatem while his family still starved. 

A thin rain was coming down when the Fraters arrived in a small and noisy winged aero-vehicle. With questioning countenances, they climbed down in silence, wrapped in their long robes of brown, thick cloth and bare feet—a futuristic and even darker reproduction of the Franciscan order that had existed during a forgotten era of time.

Thankfully, Alexus and his family never had to talk with them. The Fraters loaded the sacks and buckets into the vehicle in total silence, displaying nothing but neutral expressions, since showing emotion was too risky.
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"Isn't it such a lovely day?" Leta remarked at lunch. The Fraters were gone after taking all the grain and milk, leaving Alexus feeling robbed. He couldn't understand the world he lived in was the same that his mother appreciated so much. But he never criticized her.

Leta believed that the Fraternitatem had saved the world after the Revolution, showing them the way to the greater good. The important thing was that if everyone did their part in life, they would be rewarded in death, going to a world of rest, happiness and plenty.

She felt that she was already happy. Sometimes she wondered if that was blasphemy since this life was supposed to be in sacrifice. Pater always explained that it was good to feel grateful and content by serving the greater good. So, she tried not to think much about it. She performed her tasks throughout the day, and at night she yielded to the drugged sleep. If there were no pills, any of them could be a sinner.

Smiling at Cassiel, Leta offered him a small plate with a bit of extra food. She had plans for her youngest, great plans. Her dream was to see him become a Frater. She discussed it with her husband in the past, but Attius wasn't keen on the idea. He didn't even want to hear her out. She, however, didn't give up so easily. In reality, she secretly registered him to the waiting list for the Fraternitatem. Now he was 15 years old, and it was only a matter of time before they called him for the first interview. Attius would have to accept it. Cassiel would be part of a prestigious class, and his family would receive certain benefits such as more food ration and even luxury items such as fabric, shoes, hygiene products, and even medicine. What else could a devout citizen desire? Cassiel would find the greatest happiness and reason for living by serving Pater, dedicating his existence to the greater good.

"Happy birthday!" Leta said, waiting anxiously for his answer.

"Thank you, mother!" the boy answered, faking excitement. It wasn't the case that he didn't feel grateful. On the contrary, he knew his family was eating less this day so he could have one or two extra spoonfuls of food on this birthday, and it was something that taught him more than any sermon from Pater. There was only one thing he didn't understand: with so many colorful, sweet-smelling, beautiful things that came from the land they lived in, why did his food have to look and taste so terrible?

Cassiel looked down at the bowl and started eating in complete silence, unaware that Alexus's thoughts were similar to his own. The two boys were more alike than they imagined. Their resemblance was more than the square jawline—a characteristic they inherited from their father—or the strength of their arms despite eating so little. Their real resemblance was their ideas. In their hearts, where no one saw or heard, there was a little voice that talked to them about the same things. They both wished for the same things, even though they had no idea what those things were.

The rest of the day went by with hard work. The boy's father, who was always a quiet and calm man, was worried about his oldest son's request to see the old documents. He wanted to know what troubled his son. However, he didn't want to talk about it while the Fraters were around, visiting neighboring properties to make sure everybody was following the rules imposed by the Fraternitatem and collecting the farms' produce.

Several times, Attius found himself imagining how it was before the Revolution, when people didn't need to give up on everything they worked so hard to produce. Pushing away his thoughts, he finished his daily activities and went back home to join his family for dinner. Shortly after that, the sermon started.

As always, the Pater's speech touched Leta, who watched through the projector that aired the nightly sermon and could also be used to call in the officers in case a citizen found an offender among their family members.

The transmissions were also the only form of education the people received. There were no schools, no libraries, no cinemas or theaters in Aelia. A long time ago, the Fraternitatem destroyed all the buildings used for academic and artistic activities. People didn't know how to read or write. On the other hand, they spoke very well since their teacher was Pater himself, a very eloquent man who had a clear and compelling way of communicating with elegant expressions in Latin, Aelia's official language. According to Pater, priests devoted to the salvation of sinners during one of the most radiant periods of human history spoke that language, and, for that, it was an inspiration for a new age of peace and prosperity.

The boys sat on the beaten floor while their parents sat on the hard chairs. No one said a word for the next hour, only listened carefully to the nightly litany about how people should sacrifice themselves for the greater good and how fortunate they'd be after death, when the rewards would be plentiful.

The projected image of the bald, barefoot leader wearing his brown robe was almost distorted. His calm voice and compassionate eyes gave him a saint aura.

"He's a great man," said Leta while warm tears ran down her face.

Radix malorum est cupitas. The root of all sin is desire.

With those words, the great leader concluded his sermon every night.

Attius wasn't thinking on the mentor's words or the greater good. What screamed in his mind were the pictures and words in his great-grandmother's journal. When the sermon was over, he retired to his room and continued meditating, at least until the sleep pills dragged his thoughts to the darkness.

In the middle of the night, a terrifying scream forced Attius to wake up and jump out of bed. Another scream woke his wife. The couple ran into the kids' bedroom. There, they found Cassiel sitting in a corner, hugging his knees. Next to him was Alexus, a panicked expression marking his young face.

While Leta wrapped her youngest son in a warm and comforting hug that only mothers know how to give, Attius looked at his firstborn. Nothing needed to be said for him to understand the situation. Cassiel was in danger. The whole family was.

"What are we going to do?" Alexus asked his father.

"We must leave."

"I'm sorry, father," Cassiel whispered, untangling himself from his mother.

"Oh, don't be silly. It's not your fault. Tomorrow we'll go down to headquarters, and everything will work out," Leta announced, believing that the Fraternitatem was able to fix any problem.

"Didn't you hear our father? We're not going to the Fraternitatem. We're going away!" Alexus exploded. He loved his mother, but he couldn't stand her stupidity.

"What is wrong with you?" Leta walked towards him, her skin-and-bones body moving slowly.

"You're blind. How can you not see, mother? The Fraternitatem won't help us. They've never helped us."

"Oh!" She covered her lips with her skinny hands. "Don't say such a thing! They're our saviors, our only chance of one day achieving the greater good."

"What if they decide that Cassiel is a criminal? What if they execute him in the Salvation Square?" Alexus insisted. He wanted her to understand the risk and see what he could so easily see.

"They wouldn't do that. Cassiel is a good boy," she replied with trepidation in her voice.

"Leta, have you ever heard of a dreamer returning home after being given to the Fraternitatem?" Attius' eyes narrowed.

His wife didn't say anything. She looked down and prayed to Pater for the necessary wisdom to deal with the situation.

"Pack your things. We're leaving right now."

"No! It's my home, my life. I can't—" Leta panicked, grabbing her husband's arm tightly.

"If they take our boy, we'll never see him again! They can even arrest the rest of us."

Tormented, Leta said she'd get some bags and left the room.

The man and the boys stayed in the bedroom. None of them knew what to say to comfort each other.

Leta soon returned with thick linen sacks used to store grain and passed them to her husband. She kissed her kids and smiled, trying to look confident.

But five minutes later, when they reunited in the living room, a distant light penetrated the cracks on the windows. Attius took one step toward the bedroom window and saw a vehicle crossing the air at great speed. He turned to his wife, but she had her eyes glued to the floor.

"Leta, what have you done?"

But it was an unnecessary question. Attius knew exactly what she'd done. His wife had left the room with the excuse of getting bags to store their belongings and secretly pushed the button on the sermon projector, just like the Fraternitatem leader had ordered a thousand times. If you know your loved one is a dreamer—even if it's only a suspicion—push the button to call us. Don't be persuaded by a dreamer's plea. He needs treatment, or he'll never achieve the greater good. The most generous thing you can do is let your loved one be cared for and redeemed by the Fraternitatem.

Attius frowned. There was no time for arguing.

"You both need to go now. You know what to do."

"We're not going without you," Alexus said.

"You need to. It's your only chance. Go, now!"

Tears ran down Leta's thin and prematurely-aged face while she begged her husband to give their son a chance to be redeemed by the Fraternitatem.

"Mother!" Cassiel held on to her, but his father pulled her away, glaring at his wife.

"We'll be okay. When things come down, we'll come and get you." He tried to sound calm because his sons required encouragement to escape.

While the boys left through the back door, the Fraternitatem aircraft neared the fields, sweeping the surrounding grounds with bright lights.

The boys sneaked out. Covered by the shadows, they entered the granary and dug the ground with their bare hands, trying not to make any noise. After they recovered the old papers, they left. They felt their hearts breaking and tears ran down their faces as they saw the Fraters invading their house.
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The boys cut through the neighboring farm and heard cows mooing from afar. The night was dark and cold. That was good. If anybody came after them, it would be harder to spot them.

They were in a hurry. Cassiel trembled a little because of the cold and the shaken nerves from what had just happened. Going back, surrendering to the authorities, and saving his parents was what he wanted the most.
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