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1. The Enlistment
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“War is but an overrated whore. It tempts young men, brings abandoned women to tears of rage, it is terribly expensive, and once between its legs, we realize it is disgusting. Especially when the entirety of mankind has been there before.”

General Perakos, Fifth Armed Forces of the Coalition, 1154 PBJ (Post Big Jump).

––––––––
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The poster depicted a soldier, fists on his hips, chest out, smiling, standing firm in front of a planet and a starry background. The caption read: “One soldier can change the course of events; be that soldier. Fight Europa!” Beneath the picture stained by humidity, the rusty legs of three desks were driven into the muddy ground of a shopping alley. Men were busy writing down the names of those who volunteered for an “information and citizenship discovery” session. If the council workers in charge of the lists were wearing old electric heating jackets, it wasn’t the case for those waiting their turn. The waiting lines were long, peppered with coughs and with feet stomping the ground in an attempt to stay warm. Around them, the low-built buildings that dated back to the early colonial years, once dazzling white, were now dull gray and ridged with cracks and exploded stones due to the sudden drop in temperatures at night that reached minus forty degrees Celsius.

The civil worker let a young woman pass by, who hastily rushed under the dark archway of an old movie theater, then looked back up at his next client.“Hello. One second.”

The man pulled on his heating jacket’s electric cord. The old patched up extension cord with cracked tape crackled in protest. He finally turned to the young man who stood patiently, wrapped up in a soaking wet and freezing cold jacket. 

“Awful weather. First name, age, hometown and aspirations.”

The future recruit tightened his frozen lips for a moment before answering. 

“Perseus, 19 years old. Born here. I mean, in Saint-Thesus. I’d like to be a pilot. ”

The man chuckled as he typed the name on his keyboard. 

“Perseus? That’s a change from all the Zeuses and other Hadeses of the sort we see these days ... darn trend. Your parents made a good choice. Approach the small microphone there, and speak clearly to answer the following question: do you understand this will be an informative screening and does in no case consist in the realistic portrayal of a soldier’s life? ”

“Yes”, Perseus mumbled, still freezing cold.

The recruiting officer leaned slightly forward and whispered,“Say clearly 'yes, I understand'. Or else we’ll have those rotten moralizing organizations after us. ”

Perseus nodded and repeated the sentence, louder and in full. “Yes, I understand and I agree to attend. ”

“Perfect young man. Go behind the curtain, take a seat and warm yourself up with the others. ”

Perseus stepped into the heated hallway, not without glancing at the old recruitment poster that he guessed dated from the first or second colonial war. He walked into an old movie theater barely cleaned for the occasion, the screen still hidden by a big scarlet curtain speckled with grayish spots of mold. He remembered a theater similar to this one, in such poor condition, in the neighboring colony of Saint-Petersburg. His father had introduced him to restored movies dating back to another millennium. That is when he found he had a passion for flying. To rise to the skies and above. His desire to glide in space among the stars. And also, the desire to escape the family and prison-like nucleus Saint-Thesus had become for him. He slid between two full rows and aimed for the first available aisle seat. Perseus acknowledged the person sitting at his right with a faint wave. The latter nodded in return. He had an open and friendly face, coupled with an impressive build. Even seated, he barely had to look up to look at the young man. He lifted his hand toward Perseus who shook it, giving him the impression he was holding some type of heavy machinery in his hand.

“I’m Herios. You are? ”

“Perseus ... future recruit? ”

“Hell yeah, I’ve been waiting for this for two winters. Sick and tired of freezing down here when all I dream of is kicking some nasty ass since I was a little boy... And you? ”

“I’m hoping to become a pilot,” Perseus answered with an awkward smile. 

Herios whistled, impressed. “Did you know you needed to at least have a brain before aiming for anything above 'grunt'? ”

“That’s what I heard... but I’m sure I have one or two screws loose between my ears, that should be enough...” Perseus answered as he settled in his seat.

Herios burst out laughing and gave Perseus a friendly punch in the shoulder. The latter held back from rubbing his bruised arm to save face.

“Good luck to us, that’s also what I’m aiming for”, said Herios as he crossed his large hands behind his head. “My only training is my ranking at Hunter 8 ... but I have to make it : they say the prettiest girls also aim for positions as pilots. The others end up...” Herios moved his lower jaw forward, making him seem even more square-jawed than he already was, and mimed holding the steering wheel of an imaginary truck. A shared laugh and some conversation made the wait seem shorter. Perseus learned that Herios did not live in Saint-Thesus, but was there for a seasonal job in the fields, hoping to see the recruiting office show up in his immediate perimeter. The young man was abruptly dropped by his new friend when a girl sat in the seat at the giant’s right.

Perseus looked around the theater, almost full of men and women, who all seemed quite agitated. More people were still entering the theater when the ceiling lights began to flicker announcing the beginning of the screening. The sound level of the ongoing conversations grew louder with impatience. The recruiting officers finally entered the theater, closing the doors behind them. Perseus shifted his attention to the red curtain that quivered before opening onto an immaculate white screen, to Perseus’s great nostalgic pleasure.

The lights turned off and an orchestral music swept over the public, powerful, reducing the audience to silence. A Coalition flag appeared, an eagle in full flight, with a red and white background. The image floated before them for a moment before fading away, giving place to a little girl in a field, nibbling on a blade of grass, under a flawless blue sky. The camera zoomed in on her little face. She took the blade of grass out of her mouth and reached out with her chubby little hand toward the camera with a playful smile. The music became cheerful and lively. Arms then gently embraced the child, and what must have been her very young mother or her sister appeared on the screen. A pretty young woman, with a summer dress unbuttoned just enough at the top and slit at the bottom to bring about whistles from the audience. Her permed hair freely cascading down to her naked shoulders completed the engaging scenery.

In the theater, yells and comments could be heard, mostly based on the idea of “taking care of the mother”. The girl sitting next to Herios was not outdone in terms of lewd comments. Herios turned to Perseus, seemingly disappointed.“She’s not playing for the right team. Damn...”

The camera suddenly zoomed out, offering a view of the field where the child and her pretty mother were, then of the green countryside, and finally of the planet. Gracious sphere, bluish and green, almost similar to the Earth as it was shown in school books, surrounded by shining stars. The subtle soundtrack became less and less audible, until it was nothing more than a distant echo. At that moment, a massive shadow came out from the bottom of the screen with a muffled humming sound and covered the planet. A metallic sheen unveiled a Europa cruiser, with cannons along its side. In the theater, boos emerged from the audience, shouts of hatred, raised fists. Perseus did not react. He had no desire to raise his fist at a projection screen, but he was not unmoved by the audience’s reaction. On the screen, the shadow covered the entire planet, before disappearing out of the top of the frame. Behind it, the pretty two-colored sphere had changed into red and black shades. A dramatic music became louder as the camera zoomed back in, bringing them back to what was left of this planet, the vision of a sky smothered with clouds of ashes and a blazing horizon. The sound of firearms shooting and hysterical screams could be heard in the background, while the music pursued its melancholic culmination until the shot dropped down to the ground, revealing only the hands of the little girl and her mother lying on the ground, immobile, soiled with scarlet blood on their white, cadaveric skin. A succession of archive images followed, and a sharp banging sound introduced each new scene. Images of abandoned bodies, entire lines of people filled the streets, dragging their luggage, dazed men, guns in hand, running to take shelter from the bombing. Images of a fighter jet’s cockpit, maneuvering to fly at low altitude by an enemy’s armored cruiser, in the emptiness of space. A silent explosion filled the screen, quickly replaced by a flamboyant “Will we let this happen?” Followed by “Join the Coalition’s army!”

The screen turned black and the lights turned back on. A man walked onto the stage. He was wearing a uniform, adorned with dozens of medals on his lapel. His face was craggy, his cheeks hollow, his hair cut short, nuanced in a combination of gray and white under the spotlights. He carefully scanned the audience with an almost paternal gaze from behind his small metallic glasses, his eyes gauging the public. Silence immediately descended upon the theater. 

“Good afternoon, I’m Major Drenberg. Some would say that what you’ve just watched is nothing more than a montage. A work of fiction. Let me tell you the truth: indeed, these images are a bunch of crap. The reality of our battles against Europa is quite different. It’s much worse. One thousand times worse. But those who come up with this type of film know that patriotism cannot be sold by showing the horror in detail. Just enough to get the cubs all worked up before getting down to business. You know, the blue paper, your signature. And there you have it, you’re screwed.”

The audience chuckled, and Major Drenberg smiled and nodded. He approached the edge of the stage and crouched down, as if to speak directly to those in the first row. He took off his glasses and his smile vanished. Perseus noticed that the staff that had let everyone in seemed appalled by the man’s speech. It was obviously not planned that Major Drenberg spit on the content of the movie.

“But you ... you who have chosen to be sitting in this theater, some of you hoping to leave with me for the training camp. You, more than anyone, need to know the truth. ”

He stood back up and paced along the stage, his glasses in his hand, but his eyes jumping from one point to another throughout the crowd, attentively, with an intense gaze.

“Some have come here to be heroes. Others, because one of their loved ones has been killed by the enemy. Many more to give meaning to their civilian lives or simply to get away from this icy rock. I don’t care why. In any case, you will have your hands covered in your enemy’s blood. I need to know that when that moment comes, you’re not going to puke in your helmet or all over your control panel. ”

Major Drenberg raised his voice, his hands punctuating his words with his closed fists.

“That you won’t ask yourself ten thousand questions about the legitimacy of our fight! I need men and women who understand that our enemy is stealing from us. That our enemy kills and enslaves by the dozen worlds that have been colonized, terraformed, subjugated, through hard work, sometimes over the course of thirty years! Kills your loved ones and revels in your anger by laughing at you. The enemy invokes laws and paperwork to say they have a good reason to act the way they do. Reason that, according to them, fully justifies violating whatever they get their hands on, and stealing the work of a lifetime. This is to whom we have a duty to say: Stop! ”

The major paused to catch his breath. The audience resembled an agitated sea, waiting for the first clap of thunder to pounce, as a raging wave, on the first passerby. Perseus could not repress this feeling of exhilaration he shared with the rest of the audience. Yes, it had to stop, that was obvious. The images and the speech offered no other option than to stop these atrocities. In front of him, somebody talked to a friend, laughing:

“Yeah, but we stole planets too, so it pretty much boils down to the same...”

Herios, the giant sitting next to Perseus, clenched his fists on his knees as if to hold back from punching the seat in front of him. He slowly leaned forward and talked, but his words were impregnated with such contained hate, it made Perseus feel uncomfortable.

“My sister died on Centauri. They moved’em like dogs and shot her down because she wasn’t walking fast enough. She was eight years old. If you think the enemy doesn’t deserve what’s coming, get the hell out. You have nothing to do here. ”

The young man turned around, pallid, and babbled a few words of excuse. Herios said nothing more, but looked daggers at him and simply settled back in his seat. The major carried on with his diatribe.

“Europa is the enemy. Europa deserves a quick retaliation, a brutal and ruthless retaliation for the crimes that have been committed. But above all, above all, the Coalition needs you to stop this enemy from advancing. Are you ready to get your hands dirty? Are you ready to give your life to defend others? Are you ready to give them a taste of your boots when you’ll crush their faces with them? ”

The public acclaimed a beastly “YES!” in reply to each question. A little louder each time. Perseus stood up with the others when the major asked for their lives. Not by personal conviction, but because the entire theater had transformed into a unified organism, motivated by a single idea: defeating the Enemy. Making them pay, a hundredfold if possible, for their misdeeds. And Perseus could not fight this surge of revenge, this drive that overwhelmed any other thought. Herios, who was also standing, yelled his agreement and put his arm around the shoulders of the girl next to him and Perseus, then, with a smile bordering on insanity, resumed yelling “Yes!” with greater intensity.

The major took his leave and walked off stage under the cheers and applause. The recruiters struggled to restore a semblance of calm so the enlistment forms could be filled out. Very few of those present left without their blue form checked, signed and stamped. On his way to the stands, Perseus passed the young man who had offended his newly-found friend. Unsurprisingly, he walked straight past him, his head hanging low. Out of curiosity, Perseus called out to him. The latter shook his head at first, but then carefully looked around before coming forth. He was looking for Herios, and reassured to see him at a distance, he approached Perseus.

“What is it? The second? No, third war of the colonies? One or two centuries fighting each other? We don’t even know who stole from who first anymore... crush their faces with our boots, yep, what a solution... they probably have the same films on the other side, except that we’re the monsters. ”

He wished good luck to Perseus and walked away, ashen and head hanging. Perseus hesitated for a moment not sure whether he should wait in line with the others to enlist. He felt uncomfortable, like a traitor in the middle of a group brought together in solidarity by the same hatred, born from a tragedy that had occurred more or less recently. His parents were fully alive and none of his loved ones had been killed by Europa. Maybe a great-great-grandfather at the worst. He had convinced himself that fighting the enemy, as described in the commercials, was the main reason for his presence here. That by enlisting in the army he could do something, be somebody. But what he wanted above all was not so much to wage war as to pilot. Be at the commands of one of those extraordinary machines and fly, brush past planets other than with a simulator at home. Be in the driver’s seat of something other than a thirty-two-ton vehicle used to crush gray rocks and that had a maximum speed of a cockroach at full tilt. Flying was his dream since the day a red curtain had opened onto a screen like this one, and unveiled to him the immensity of outer space.

The major’s speech had struck a chord in him he could not ignore. It was about doing his duty, protecting others, being part of something bigger. Preventing something like this from happening to his own home planet, itself a colony dating back to the first centuries following the Big Jump. And more importantly, the major had brought about a feeling unknown to him until then: anger.

Perseus left with his blue enlistment form, his dream checked in black ink. ‘Pilot’.
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2. Results
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“Everyone likes to be on the side of reason and justice. But when a conflict has lasted for so long, it is absolutely impossible that neither of the two parties has not committed reprehensible acts, whether in terms of reason or in terms of justice.”

Tanis Marek, Coalition Diplomat, Chamber of Peace, 1223 PBJ.

––––––––
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“You have two minutes to answer the questions. Do your best, be honest. Exit your alcove once the quiz is over and don’t try to leave with the tablet.”

Perseus had easily found Herios in the crowd of candidates. They had greeted each other and then made small talk to get over the fear of being rejected. Failing this test meant being assigned to the ground forces of the infantry. Herios confided in Perseus that he would accept his “destiny”, but would still rather “bomb the shit out of those bastards” from up there, just like the Europa squadrons had bombed his colony before invading it. After the instructor gave his final advice, they wished each other good luck and entered their alcoves.

Perseus observed the tablet in front of him, attached to a mechanical arm. The orange plastic walls did not block out the discreet coughs, nervous sniffing and anxious sighs of the other candidates.

He launched the test, and questions appeared one after the other. True or false answers, general knowledge, a few dates, logical reasoning and reflex exercises. Perseus did his best, aware that he certainly did not excel. The last question included a writing test, but when the virtual keyboard appeared on the screen, it was inclined vertically against the right side of the screen. Perseus tried to rotate it, to no avail, and the cabin was too narrow to lean sideways. He heard a metallic cracking sound come from the alcove next to his. Herios’s. He smiled as he guessed the solution the giant must have found to the problem. As for Perseus, he simply looked under the tablet and observed the mechanism. A small pin was holding the hinged arm in its position. He pulled it out and rotated the screen. He then answered the last question, and laid the pin on the screen that displayed “test over”.
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