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To all the folks at the Palombo Bakery.  
They know why . . .





“War both needs and generates certain virtues; not the highest, but what may be called the preliminary virtues, as valour, veracity, the spirit of obedience, the habit of discipline. Any of these, and of others like them, when possessed by a nation, and no matter how generated, will give them a military advantage, and make them more likely to stay in the race of nations.”

—WALTER BAGEHOT, Physics and Politics



 



 



 


“You’ve never lived until you’ve almost died, for those who fought for it, life has a flavor the protected will never know.”

—ANONYMOUS




HISTORIAN’S NOTE

This novel takes place simultaneously with the game  Command & Conquer Tiberium Wars.




ONE

The tank screamed over the ridge, crushing the grass and bamboo under its treads, guns blazing as it spit bullets and shells into the large temple and its occupants. Several of the bullets ripped into the distinctive emblem of the Brotherhood of Nod that hung over the door: an uneven hexagon, with a red background, and a scorpion tail curled in a backward C in the center. It was almost as if the tank had specifically been aiming to rip that logo into tiny pieces.

The concussive report of the tank’s weapons echoed into the night, even as dozens of GDI troops ran in front of the tank in order to secure the remains of the building.

But then a green-tinged explosion ripped through the air, sending dozens of those GDI troops flying backward. Their screams, however, continued long after the blast, for that green tinge indicated that Tiberium had been used in the explosives. Soldiers—combat veterans all—still screamed like children as the infectious crystalline substance that had been spreading inexorably across the globe for fifty years burned through skin and muscle and bone.

However, the GDI attack did not diminish, and even as their comrades fell, the second wave of troops attacked  and then a third. Grenade launchers sent more conventional explosives flying into the bullet-ridden temple, and soon Nod soldiers ran out, coughing and bleeding.

Taking refuge behind the pencil cedar and podo trees, several black-clad soldiers armed with bizarre-looking weaponry fired on the tank and the troops, but the GDI soldiers had numbers and better aim on their side. One by one, they picked off the remaining Brotherhood of Nod fanatics.

The first wave of troops to successfully enter the Nod temple was confronted with an unexpected sight: a laboratory, filled with test tubes, computer stations, boiling chemicals, a centrifuge, and more. The lead soldier, a battle commander, ordered her people to start confiscating the equipment.

It was the last order she would ever give.

Another explosion ripped through the air, consuming the building in a massive plume of fire.

A voice said, “Although the destruction of the Brotherhood of Nod’s Kenyan HQ resulted in the loss of three dozen GDI troops, and the injury of hundreds more, it was still one of the decisive victories of the Second Tiberium War when the 45th Infantry Division overcame Nod forces. Battle Commander Ilona Grunwaldt was given a posthumous Medal of Honor by GDI after the war’s official end.


“Examination of the wreckage revealed genetic material belonging to Kane, the psychotic leader of the Brotherhood, thus confirming reports from GDI’s Intelligence and Operations Division that he had been in the stronghold. Nod’s very quick subsequent fall and Kane’s own lack of public appearances or netcasts since the engagement in Y-2 lends credence to the belief that Kane saw  the text on the screen and took his own life rather than face defeat and a war-crimes trial that would end with his execution at GDI hands.”

The voice-over, and the accompanying holo of the 45th’s successful mission, faded from the center of the lounge, and Jasmine Martinez had to admit to being disappointed in herself, while at the same time impressed with GDI’s propaganda machine. She’d been a reporter for W3N, one of the largest news agencies, for several years, and had seen the footage of the 45th taking down Kane’s stronghold in Kenya dozens of times. Yet she found herself completely immersed in it. The sights, the sounds, they had been so real. She wondered what it would be like if they ever figured out a way to convey smell in holos.

They had been playing these various propaganda documentaries for the last hour or so in the lounge of the GDSS Philadelphia, GDI’s largest orbital space station, and the site of the Energy Summit. They were only there in the lounge because GDI’s Director General, Lia Kinsburg, was supposedly going to be stopping by for a brief chat with the press. In real terms, this meant that Kinsburg would walk in, say something vague, and then leave, but still and all, every member of the press felt obliged to be in the lounge to wait for her.

When Kinsburg finally entered, accompanied by a short, stooped-over, elderly bald man who looked vaguely familiar to Jasmine, she tapped the side of her glasses to activate the cam. Even though little of substance would be said in front of live cams, not recording could cost Jasmine her job.

Most reporters kept the cam going all the time, figuring they could just carve out the good stuff in the editing room. Jasmine usually cited a feeble desire to conserve  battery power, but the truth of the matter was she hated  the editing process, and tried to keep it as simple as possible. The notion of sitting in a dark cubicle plowing through hours of dull chaff to find a micron of wheat filled her with a nameless dread.


Well, okay, not nameless. It’s called “laziness.” The voice in her head that said that sounded a whole lot like her father’s.

Those other reporters also thought they might miss something important if they ever turned the cam off. In all her years of reporting for W3N, Jasmine had yet to see anything spontaneous happen in front of her.

She activated the cam, and put the drone on standby in case she needed a second angle or herself in a shot. Given that there were over a dozen reporters in the room and they were restricted to one corner of the lounge, the drones were invaluable for getting some variety to the footage.

Of course, GDI didn’t care about their angles or visuals. They just wanted to maintain security, which was why the drones almost never got to go anywhere interesting, and were vaporized if they tried. Said vaporizing would be accomplished either by automated security or one of Kinsburg’s four bodyguards, who were as well armed as anyone short of GDI infantry.

Jasmine had had one of her drones vaporized once. That was when she found out how expensive they were, as W3N took the cost of replacing it out of her paycheck.

Several of the reporters spoke at once and asked variations of the same query: “Director Kinsburg, can you give us a preview of tomorrow’s speech?”

Kinsburg, a woman with deep lines in her face that bespoke both advanced age and advanced stress, had sharp blue eyes and a shock of dark-flecked-with-gray hair  atop her head. She smiled, showing perfect, flat teeth, while walking over to the table that included finger food and drinks that the reporters weren’t allowed to touch. “I wouldn’t want to give away too much, Alfred—don’t want you sleeping through it because you knew it all already.” Kinsburg’s voice showed only a hint of her Danish accent.

Everybody tittered politely, even though the joke wasn’t all that funny. Kinsburg was the most powerful person in the GDI, which given the state of the world these days, meant she was the most powerful person on the planet, so when she let loose with a witticism, even half of one, you laughed.

“But yes,” Kinsburg said as she poured herself a cup of coffee, “I can at least drop a few hints. I’ll be talking tomorrow about what we’ve gotten out of this summit.”

Somehow, Jasmine managed not to roll her eyes. They already knew that the speech tomorrow would be the summary of what the Council of Directors and other assorted GDI advisors had been discussing for the past several days behind closed doors here on the Philadelphia.  Indeed, the speech had been the last item on the summit’s agenda for months. The reporters had been given platitudes and clichés from most of the Directors between sessions, and a few carefully selected details had been leaked ahead of time, but none was of any consequence.

Kinsburg went on: “I can tell you that GDI will have a new watchword when this is all over. For the last five decades, we’ve been forced to emphasize defense against the onslaught of Tiberium and against Nod and the other forces that would destroy our way of life. Tomorrow, that will change, and for the better.”

Then Kinsburg indicated the older man next to her, whose face Jasmine had been failing to place for the last  several minutes. “I have one other happy announcement. This is Dr. Ignatio Mobius, a name I’m sure you all recognize.”


Of course. Most of the pictures of Mobius were from his younger days when, if nothing else, he had hair.

“I’m pleased to tell you all that after my talk, Dr. Mobius will receive the GDI Medal of Honor for his valiant work in trying to solve the ongoing Tiberium crisis. As I’m sure you all know—”


But you’re going to tell us anyhow, Jasmine thought uncharitably.

“—Dr. Mobius was one of the first scientists on the scene when Tiberium was discovered fifty-two years ago, and he has remained at the forefront of Tiberium research ever since, both with NATO and later with GDI. The world owes Dr. Mobius a huge debt, and it’s one we can only begin to repay with the medal he will be presented with tomorrow.”

With that, Kinsburg took her coffee mug and departed, her bodyguards at her side, Mobius behind her. For her part, Jasmine stared longingly at the coffeepot. Her ration chip covered coffee in theory, but there’d been a shortage this year, and B-2, the Blue Zone where Jasmine lived, was one of the regions that didn’t get any. She wondered who she had to bribe to get a cup here.

She also wondered why Mobius didn’t say anything. True, he wasn’t a young man, and she had a suspicion that the main reason why he was being feted tomorrow night was because they weren’t sure how much longer he would be alive to receive his medal.

Because she was from W3N, everyone assumed that Jasmine had some inside knowledge that nobody else had. Indeed, before she worked there Jasmine herself had assumed this to be the case, which led to massive disappointment  when she took the W3N job after four years doing local news and sports in Boston and found that, though she was employed by the largest news-gathering organization in the world, she got the same lockdown from GDI as everyone else.

However, the assumption remained in the ether, so two local reporters immediately walked over to her with questioning looks on their faces. One was Amelia de Guardiola, a short woman from Lisbon in B-5, and the other Giancarlo Trøndheim, a tall, gangly man from Helsinki in B-1.

Amelia asked, “You know what the big word’ll be, Jasmine?”

“No, but I bet we’re all gonna get a lot of screen time trying to figure out what it is.”

Carlo laughed. “I bet it’ll be ‘Tiberium.’ ”

“Kinda anticlimactic, don’tcha think?” Amelia asked.

“S’why I figure it’ll be it. C’mon, you don’t think it’ll be something original. This is GDI we’ re talking about.”

“I’m just worried it’ll be ‘war,’ ” Amelia said.

“You think?” Jasmine tried not to sound excited, then admonished herself for the feeling.

Sadly, the admonishment came too late, as both Carlo and Amelia fixed her with incredulous looks. “You want  war?”

“No, of course not, it’s just—” She sighed. “I became a reporter right after TWII ended. Covering summit meetings is as exciting as my job gets these days.”

Amelia shuddered. “I prefer boring.”

With that, she and Carlo found other people to talk to. Jasmine sighed. She couldn’t really blame her colleagues for thinking ill of her. The Second Tiberium War was a brutal conflict that exacted an appalling death toll. Indeed, the only good thing that came out of it was that Nod was crippled and Kane killed.

It had been twelve years since the cease-fire. GDI had spent more than a decade since then trying to stave off Tiberium. These days the world wasn’t organized into countries and continents, but into Blue Zones, Yellow Zones, and Red Zones, depending on the level of Tiberium infestation. Blue had none, Red had too much, Yellow was somewhere between those extremes. Unsurprisingly, most of the world was Yellow. Jasmine, Carlo, and Amelia were all fortunate enough to be living in Blues.

Nobody lived in Red Zones, of course. The levels of Tiberium were far too high for humans—or anything, really—to survive.

Her earpiece crackled. “Jasmine, you there?”


It was her boss, Penny Sookdeo. Tapping the earpiece, she said, “Yeah, chief?”

“Anh told me that Kinsburg just talked to you guys. Why am I not seeing anything from you?”

“I was in the middle of putting it together, chief, I just—”

“Your drone isn’t active. Try again.”

“Putting it together in my head. You know me, One-Take Martinez.”

“I don’t have it ready to go online in five, I’m sending Wu up there.”

Penny signed off before Jasmine could reply, which was probably just as well. Annabella Wu isn’t half the reporter I am. She’s got no stage presence. Jasmine would sooner see that tibehead Cassandra Blair. At least she had the Aussie accent working for her.

In all honesty, Jasmine hadn’t been planning on filing any kind of report on Kinsburg’s not-a-statement, simply because the Director hadn’t said anything of substance. She would rather have done an examination of Kinsburg’s  actual speech rather than her teasing about a magic  word that was going to herald a radical shift in GDI policy.

Besides, the “radical shift” had already happened. Recruitment in the GDI military was down, but so were the number of skirmishes they’d been engaged in. Whatever word Kinsburg was going to hit with in her speech tomorrow was probably going to be something that acknowledged that this change had been going on for a decade.

Maybe it’ll be “peace.”

Of course, there was also Mobius’s award. That was worth mentioning.

Jasmine tapped the inside of her wrist, which shifted the drone from standby to active. The small ballbearing–sized item on her belt buzzed to life. Retrieving the Hand from the other side of her belt, Jasmine used the trackpad to move it away from her belt and into position so that it was facing her. The Hand verified that the gyros and flight systems were functioning normally, the battery was almost fully charged (putting it on standby had drained about four percent), and the lens was clean.

Then she glanced behind her. She didn’t really want to give W3N’s viewers a shot of an empty lounge that she herself was only allowed to be in twenty percent of. The wall they were all up against had a bunch of really ugly paintings on it that Jasmine wouldn’t force her biggest enemy to look at unwillingly. One was a spacescape that had way too many colors for something that was supposed to be just black, and the other was a neo-Impressionist rendering of the skyline of New York City from around 2020. It was Jasmine’s considered opinion that the neo-Impressionists should all have had their hands cut off at the wrist to avoid contaminating the art world any further.

That left her with either a bird’s-eye view—which was a little too radical for a brief report on a meaningless bite—or a shot that included the other reporters in the area.

After a moment’s thought, she decided to torture her viewers with the alleged artwork. Penny always yelled at her when she included non-W3N reporters in a shot, because it reminded viewers that they could be watching someone else. Since Penny was already hacked off at her, it was best not to go with that.

She checked the image the drone was getting on the heads-up display on the inner-left lens of her glasses, was satisfied that her lustrous dark hair looked good, and that the four pigtails (two on either side of her head) were evenly spaced and neatly tied and visible from in front of her, and then started recording.

“This is Jasmine Martinez, reporting from the GDI Energy Summit on GDSS Philadelphia. Today is the final day of talks among the GDI Directors as well as several military, economic, and scientific consultants. Tomorrow, Director Kinsburg will give her summation address to let us know what the fruits of this summit are, but to- day she shared with this reporter—” Again, Penny didn’t like the acknowledgment of other reporters, so she made it sound like Kinsburg was only talking to her, not a dozen people. “—that her speech will reveal GDI’s new watchword. Speculation is running rampant as to what that watchword will be, but the Director made it abundantly clear what it won’t be.”

Jasmine then paused the drone and used the Hand to call up Kinsburg’s speech, inserting the final bit of it:  “For the last five decades, we’ve been forced to emphasize defense against the onslaught of Tiberium and against  Nod and the other forces that would destroy our way of life. Tomorrow, that will change, and for the better.”


“Whether this means GDI will be taking a proactive rather than reactive stance against the continued onslaught of Tiberium, or something even more radical, remains to be seen. Director Kinsburg also announced that Dr. Ignatio Mobius, one of the world’s leading experts on Tiberium, will be receiving a GDI Medal of Honor for his tireless efforts over the past five decades.”

Again, she paused the drone, this time splicing in:  “The world owes Dr. Mobius a huge debt, and it’s one we can only begin to repay with the medal he will be presented with tomorrow.”


“This is Jasmine Martinez reporting for W3N.”

She watched the entire thing one time to make sure there weren’t any flubs, not to mention verifying that a fly hadn’t buzzed in front of the drone or something. The one and only time Jasmine forgot to look over the footage before linking it to Penny was the time her drone glitched and was recording about ten degrees off from the feed going to her HUD. Since then, she made sure to check the footage at least once before linking it.

Satisfied that it was fine—and proud of her proactive/ reactive line—she linked it to Penny.

Her editor’s voice sounded in her ear less than a minute later. “Not bad. I like the proactive/reactive bit. Nice to see they’re giving Mobius the one-foot-in-the-grave award. So what do you think the word is?”


Knowing Penny appreciated bluntness, Jasmine gave the answer that she was too polite to give Amelia and Carlo: “How the hell should I know? I’m just a reporter.”


“Yeah.” Penny’s voice sounded weird when she said that.

“What’s that supposed to mean, Chief?”

“Uh, sorry, Jasmine, something going on down in B-2. Some military movement. I gotta check it out. Keep up the good work.”

Jasmine breathed a sigh of relief. When Penny ended conversations with those words, it meant she was in a good enough mood that she wasn’t likely to crawl in her ear for the rest of the day. Of course, it could just be that she’s distracted. Wonder why there’s mobilization in B-2.


 



General Zachary Harkin was just finishing up his link with Intelligence and Operations when Director Kinsburg came into his office.

Or rather, Harkin’s temporary office. Normally, as the ranking military officer on the Philadelphia, Harkin would get the biggest office on the station. However, with the Directors all on board, that office had to, by protocol, go to Kinsburg. To her credit, the Director herself had apologized for the necessity, and had even offered to forgo commandeering Harkin’s place of work, but Harkin himself wouldn’t hear of it. It wasn’t that  much of a sacrifice. The power needs of a space station were such that none of the offices were particularly large, and there wasn’t much of a qualitative difference between a workplace that was one hundred and twenty square feet versus one that was a “mere” one hundred even.

Besides, as long as Harkin had access to EVA, the GDI military computer and artificial intelligence, he could work in a hole in the ground.

The only thing he missed was the oak desk, which had been in his family for the past four generations. Being a military general paid fairly well, but if Harkin ever found himself hard up for cash, he suspected that he could sell  the desk for several thousand credits. With Tiberium consuming so much of the Earth these days, plants had become a necessary resource to keep the world’s oxygen supply from depleting, and so wooden luxury items were no longer made new. Existing ones had become increasingly rare and therefore quite valuable. There were times when Harkin wondered how his ancestors could have wasted so much plant life—but then, who could have predicted Tiberium? Besides, he was one to talk, with his prized oak desk, which he’d sworn on more than one occasion would never leave his side until he died. When Harkin had declined the offer of keeping his office during the summit, Kinsburg had offered to at least detail some of the soldiers to move the desk, but Harkin had refused that as well. His self-indulgence went far enough to have the desk, and that only because of familial pride. Taking soldiers off more important duties to haul his desk around was a waste of resources. Forcing soldiers to do your personal bidding was the first step in breaking down discipline, and Harkin knew that they couldn’t afford that, especially now when things were comparatively quiet.

Kinsburg asked as she entered, “Good news?”

“And bad, unfortunately. The good is that In-Ops has officially downgraded the Nod threat level to ‘low.’ ”

Nodding in appreciation as she sat down in the guest chair, Kinsburg said, “Good timing. I’ll have Ella drop that into the speech.”

Harkin remained standing, mostly because he hated sitting at the generic metal desk that was in this office. “Honestly, we could’ve done it weeks ago, but some of the other generals were objecting.”

That got a rare genuine smile out of Kinsburg—not  the fake one she gave the reporters. “I assume by ‘other generals’ you mean Jack Granger?”

Not wanting to speak ill of a fellow general to a civilian, even if that civilian was the woman he reported to, Harkin only said, “He was one of those objecting, yes.” In fact, it had mostly been Granger who was convinced that Nod was still a threat, even if Kane really was dead—and Granger was also one of many who didn’t believe that the Brotherhood’s charismatic leader had truly been killed. This was despite the fact that Granger and Harkin were both among the few who knew that Kane’s death had taken place not in Kenya, as had been reported to the public, but in Cairo at the hands of a GDIUP battle commander named Michael McNeil. Still, even though McNeil had stabbed Kane in the heart, a body was never recovered, and that more than anything had led to Granger’s skepticism.

Harkin was starting to come around to that point of view as well. “The bad news is that Granger just sent some troops to North Carolina.”

Frowning, Kinsburg asked, “Why?”

“A routine stop of a produce truck got pixelated in a hurry. Turned out to be a Nod truck—and the driver blew himself and the truck up.”

Kinsburg leaned forward in the chair. “Were any of our people—?”

Shaking his head, Harkin said, “One of the shields was wounded, but she’ll be okay.”

“My God.” Kinsburg leaned back and rubbed her forehead. “We haven’t had a kamikaze in, what, a year?”

“Two. And In-Ops’s sat-scan turned up some energy readings that are off the grid. So Granger figured he’d play it safe and send a team in. It’s coded Op Alpha Green.”

“Keep me posted,” Kinsburg said. “If Nod’s operating so close to a Blue, that threat level change may be premature.” North Carolina was in Y-6, the Yellow Zone that took up a large percentage of North America, right near the southern border of B-2.

“And it may be a false alarm. We’re not even sure it really was a Nod truck, especially since the evidence is so much shrapnel. It could’ve been some off-net who wanted to kill himself in front of an audience. Let’s see what Granger’s people turn up before we change the message.”

“All right, Zach, if you say so.” Kinsburg let out a breath. “Besides, I’d rather tell people Nod’s threat is low tomorrow. Even if it’s only true for a couple of days, it’ll increase confidence in what we’re doing, especially when we announce the resonator program.”

“Of course, Lia.” Harkin nodded in understanding, knowing how important it was to reassure the civilians that things were under control, whether they actually were or not. That was why GDI, a secret alliance formed under a special United Nations order, had kept Tiberium a secret when it was discovered in Italy—which was now the center of R-1, by far the largest of the eight Red Zones. In fact, they had only revealed the truth about Tiberium’s existence to the general public when Kane forced them to tip their hand. Harkin was of the considered opinion that what the general public didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Then Harkin’s door buzzed. Kinsburg had just walked right in, but as the Director General, she had access to any room on the Philadelphia that wasn’t privacy-sealed, something Harkin usually never bothered with. Everyone who had clearance to be in this part of the station wasn’t somebody he’d want to keep any business from,  and nothing personal happened in his office, regardless of which physical office he was in.

Everyone else, though, buzzed first. The buzzing was accompanied by a holo rising from the desk showing an image of who was on the other side: a short, stocky woman with steel-gray hair cut short, fierce blue eyes, and enough lines in her face to make a convincing scowl. There were also two laugh lines that were well worn. This was Dr. Elisa Scarangello, one of the scientists advising the GDI Directors during the summit, and also Harkin’s wife of twenty years.

Touching the upper right-hand corner of the holo caused the door to slide open and let her in.

Elisa crossed the threshold, then stopped when she saw who was in the guest chair. “I’m sorry, Zee, I didn’t know you had company. I can come back later.”

That prompted another smile from Kinsburg, but this was the flat-toothed one she used for the general public. “Not at all, Doctor, I was just leaving. Your husband was briefing me on a situation that I’m sure he’ll tell you all about.”

In a tight voice, Elisa said, “I happen to have level-five clearance, Director, and my husband has never—”

“Of course he hasn’t.” Giving Harkin a nod, Kinsburg said, “Keep me apprised, Zach. We’ll talk again tonight.”

With that, she left.

Elisa watched the door slide shut behind the Director, then turned to her husband with a scowl that had intimidated many a lab assistant. “Must that tibehead always bait me like that?”

“Apparently.” Harkin spoke in a neutral tone. The last place he wanted to be was between his wife and his boss.

“You know what I just found out? The reason why Boyle’s been buffering on the funding for the resonator project is because he’s acting on direct instructions from Director Lia ficken Kinsburg her own self. Can you believe this shite?”

“No,” Harkin said automatically. Now he did sit in his chair. It was best to get comfortable when his wife went off on one of her foul-mouthed rants.

“I’ve seen that speech she’s giving tomorrow. After yelling at me for two days about the ‘lavish expenditures’ of the program, that moron’s made it the cornerstone of her talk, and she’s taking all the credit for it! It wasn’t even her ficken idea, and she fought it from point one!”

“But she is doing it,” Harkin said.

“Of course she is. When every single ficken person in the room is beating her over the head with it, including half the goddamn Directors, of course she’s gonna say yes! She’s worried it’s gonna be Florida all over again.”

“Understandable,” Harkin said even as he noticed the purple light flashing on his desk indicating an incoming call. He tapped the hold button, knowing better than to interrupt Elisa when she was like this. With space at a premium, their cabin was tiny, so the option of sleeping in the living room was right out, which meant that answering the call would result in him putting a cot in here.

However, to her credit, Elisa saw it and understood what it meant. “Sorry, you need to work.”

“That’s all right.”

“Zee, my love, you’re a general. You have better things to do than listen to me while you’re on duty.” Now she let loose with the smile that could brighten an entire Red Zone. “I’ll chew your ear off tonight.”

Chuckling, Harkin said, “Fine.”

She turned toward the door, then turned back. “Oh, before I forget, why I came in here—”

“It wasn’t to scorch Lia?”

The scowl came back. “No. You know Manfred, my old assistant?”

Elisa went through lab assistants the way most people went through underwear. Harkin had stopped trying to keep track of them decades ago. “Of course I don’t.”

“Well, he proposed to that tech he’s been dating, and there’ll be a celebration in the staff lounge tonight. I promised to be there, and it’d mean a lot if you put in an appearance.”

“What time?”

“Nineteen, after the shift’s over.”

“I’m supposed to be getting a briefing from In-Ops at nineteen, but I’ll come down after that.”

“Thank you.” The smile returned. “It’d mean a lot to Manfred and Natale both to get your blessing.”

Harkin raised his eyebrows. “I’m not blessing anything. I don’t even know those two.”

“Then consider it a good-luck charm for their marriage.”

The light on his desk changed from purple to amber. “Fine, I’ll do it. Now I need to take this.”

“Fine.” She moved to the door. “I love you, General.”

He blew her a kiss. “I love you too, Doctor.”

As soon as the door shut behind her, he touched the light, causing another holo to appear over his desk. “This is Harkin.”

The holo showed the pleasant Asian features of Sandra Telfair from In-Ops. “General, just wanted to ping you to let you know that initial reports from North Carolina have come in. It’s definitely some kind of Nod staging area, but we’re not sure of the force yet.”


Harkin scratched his chin thoughtfully. It could still be nothing. It didn’t do to get worked up over this kind of thing, especially since their intel came from one kamikaze truck. “Thanks, Sandra. Keep me posted. How’s General Granger holding up?”

Telfair looked serious. “Chewing through his desk, like usual.”


“Jack’s never been happy unless he has something to worry about.” Harkin let out a very long breath. “Let’s just hope he’s worrying about nothing.”

 



Jasmine shifted her weight in the metal chair, trying to find a way to get her arse to conform to it in such a way that she wouldn’t be in pain for the next three days but also would be able to sit still for the duration of Kinsburg’s big speech.

She suspected that those two twains would never meet. It was something her father always said, and the only twain she knew was the last name of the guy who wrote the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Either way, though, she made a note in her Hand to pick up some ointment for the inevitable aches in her hips and thighs and arse that this speech were likely to cause.

She used the Hand to maneuver the drone into a good position. As a W3N reporter, she was seated front and center, so her cam had a perfect view of where Kinsburg would be standing. That left her with several options for the drone. Finally, she decided to guide it over to where it would focus on the nine seats behind the podium. The other eight members of the Council of Directors and Dr. Mobius would all be sitting back there while Kinsburg made her speech. Jasmine was curious to see what their reactions would be. Not that all eight Directors hadn’t already read over and approved the speech—probably  each had their own bits they wanted in or out—but sometimes you could get some interesting involuntary reactions out of people. As career politicians, the Directors would be less prone to it than, say, the athletes she used to interview back in Boston, but even the best politician slipped every once in a while. A politician slipping was always cause for speculation, which got people clicking to W3N. Higher clickrates made Penny happy, and Jasmine knew that it was always best to keep Penny happy. The alternative was too terrible to contemplate.

The press room on the Philadelphia was small, of course, as were most of the rooms on the space station, but it was also the room in the station with the biggest window. One of Jasmine’s first reports for W3N was about the construction of the station, and she had interviewed one of the engineers about how difficult and expensive (and risky) it was to put windows in, since transparent substances were less sturdy than opaque ones, and the environment outside the station was the unforgiving vacuum of space. Even the glasteel used for the windows wasn’t as tough as the alloys used for the rest of the station. When Jasmine asked why they bothered doing it at all, the engineer just smiled and said, “Just wait  until you see the view.”

Jasmine had had to cut most of the engineer’s interview, laden as it was with incomprehensible jargon, but she made sure to keep that part.

And he’d been right. Seeing the entire planet laid out below them, with the majestic emptiness of space above and behind it, was simply breathtaking. (Literally for some: Carlo Trøndheim had suffered an asthma attack when he first saw it.)

Indeed, the only thing that spoiled the view was that, even from this high up, you could see the toll that Tiberium  had taken. When Jasmine had first come up here after the station’s completion, the press room’s window showed Europe, western Asia, and northern Africa, and the center of Europe was a sickening greenish-yellow blot on what once had looked like a pristine blue from outer space. Today, though, they were over North America. Peering at the eastern seaboard, she chuckled and thought, I can see my house from here . . .


Amelia sat down next to her. “Any word on the word?” she asked.

Jasmine shook her head. “I talked to a couple of aides last night after dinner, but they were locked.”

“Me, too. My boss actually started a viewer poll. So far, seventy-five percent say it’ll be ‘peace,’ and twenty percent say ‘unity.’ The other five percent are about a hundred different words.”

Unable to resist a grin, Jasmine asked, “Not ‘Tiberium’?”

With a chuckle, Amelia said, “We got one for that, and I wouldn’t put it past Carlo to click that one in himself.”

GDI Press Liaison Takashi Chao walked through the door behind the podium and approached it. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll take your seats, we’re about ready to start.”

The reporters who’d still been standing all took their seats. Jasmine smiled to herself. Most of them probably wanted to avoid the discomfort for as long as they possibly could, but Jasmine knew it was best to get used to it before you sat so you didn’t squirm and make your cam move. (Although some, Jasmine knew, were relying entirely on drones, and some were only making audio recordings, so that wasn’t as much of a factor.) Jasmine tapped the side of her glasses and activated her drone as well.

Once everyone was settled, Chao said, “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present the Council of Directors of the Global Defense Initiative and Dr. Ignatio Mobius of the GDI Science Division.”

Everyone applauded politely. Most of the people in this room had spoken to at least one or two Directors dozens of times in the last week alone, and it wasn’t that big a deal to be in the same room as them. The applause did get a bit louder when Mobius—who was the last to enter—came in.

Jasmine wondered if Chao ever started a sentence with words other than “Ladies and gentlemen.” Somehow, she doubted it.

Seven of the Directors, male and female both, wore fairly standard euroamerican formalwear: collarless button-down shirts, slacks, moccasins, all made of cotton or linen. The exceptions included Director Mokae, who was in charge of B-10, B-13, and B-14 in Africa, who wore a vibrantly colored dashiki and hat that made him stand out from the others; and Director Delgado, who wore a dark blue dress and high heels, a surprisingly old-fashioned outfit. Delgado, who was responsible for the smallest territory of any on the Council, being in charge only of B-8 in South America, was also something of a traditionalist, so Jasmine wasn’t entirely surprised by this. Mobius was also wearing an old-fashioned suit of a type that was fairly common back in the late twentieth century when Mobius was a young man.

Mobius and eight Directors sat in the seats behind the podium, while Chao made way for Lia Kinsburg.

Jasmine had positioned the drone so that it caught each of the Directors as they came in, and she thought she had seen something. She used the Hand to play what the drone had gotten on her HUD, and sure enough,  Kinsburg looked like she had the weight of several worlds on her shoulders when she walked through the door. That look faded within a second, and she had on the same toothy smile she’d favored them all with in the lounge yesterday. I wonder what that’s all about.


“Good afternoon people of the press, and through you, people of the world. This has been a great week for us here, and it is our fond hope that that greatness will extend to all of you on the planet that spins below us as we look to the future.”


Clichéd, but not bad, Jasmine thought.

“Fifty-two years ago, a substance was found in the Tiber River in Italy. That fateful day in 1995 changed the world forever, and not for the better. The substance, which the scientists of the time named Tiberium, has become the dominant force on planet Earth, as it has inexorably crept across the globe, transforming—one might say corrupting—everything in its path.”


As if we don’t know all this already. Jasmine sighed, wondering when Kinsburg was going to get to the infamous word.

“Tiberium has been more than a crystalline menace that has rendered parts of the planet uninhabitable, that has changed weather patterns and altered the way we live our lives. Tiberium has also been a force for change, bringing the nations of the world together. Unfortunately, it did not bring them all together under the same banner. Two terrible wars have already been fought, even as our scientists have tried to find a way to stem the tide of Tiberium. Our military has also been forced to fight for our freedom against the deluded terrorists who see Tiberium not as the natural phenomenon it is, but as some sort of ridiculous holy force to be worshipped.”

Jasmine could see several other reporters shifting in  their seats, including at least one who was using the same type of spec-cam she had. Hope you’ve got a drone for secondary footage, especially since that was a particularly quotable line. At least, it was for some. Jasmine didn’t see any need to repeat something that everyone already knew, which was all this speech was so far.

“Today, though, that changes. After the Second Tiberium War, we were victorious. The Brotherhood of Nod is decimated, its leader dead. Today, we no longer wait for Tiberium to destroy us. Today, we no longer wait for terrorists to attack us. Today, we take action. Since its inception, GDI has always been about defense. Defending ourselves against the encroachment of Tiberium, defending ourselves against the Brotherhood of Nod, defending ourselves against the changes that both these things have wrought on our world. Today, that changes.”


Finally. Jasmine noticed that the other Directors seemed to tense, or at least sit up straighter. So did her fellow reporters. This was what they’d been waiting for.

“As of now, GDI has a new watchword: preservation. No longer will we stand idly by and wait for this strange force to work its influence on us. We’ve been studying Tiberium for fifty years now, and we’re closer than ever before to understanding it and controlling it, and without the distractions of military action against the Brotherhood of Nod, we can overcome Tiberium’s power and take back our world.”

Giving Amelia a sidelong glance, Jasmine wondered if any of the five percent of her viewers who voted for one word picked “preservation.” It certainly wasn’t one Jasmine herself would have thought of. She wondered if they really meant it, or if it was wishful thinking.

“Recently, we discovered that Tiberium has a vulnerability. Even now, our top scientists are working on a program  that will exploit this weakness. We will use sonic resonators to beat back Tiberium. Our initial intent is to halt the flow of Tiberium in the Yellow Zones and keep it out of the Blue Zones, but our long-term goal is more ambitious than that. We were once told that, left unchecked, Tiberium would cover the planet by 2112. Now we have a new prediction: GDI will make all the Red Zones habitable again by 2112.”


Now that quote will be all over the planet by tonight,  Jasmine thought with a smile. She was willing to bet that Kinsburg had deliberately instructed the scientists to fudge their estimates so the target date would match that old prediction for Tiberium takeover. Certainly it seemed ridiculous on the face of it that Reds could become in any way habitable in a mere sixty-five years.

“The human race didn’t ascend to the top of the evolutionary ladder without making some amazing strides. We’ve split the atom, we’ve sent humans into space, we’ve mapped out the human body down to the smallest component, we’ve found ways to extend our lives and our knowledge beyond all possible imagining. And we will conquer this as well. Tiberium is simply the latest in a series of challenges that we have met, and will continue to meet.”

Just as Jasmine started linking to Penny—normally she’d wait until she edited the footage down, but she wanted her boss to see this—the station suddenly shook.

Jasmine barely had time to think that the Philadelphia ’s spin should have kept it steady when the world exploded around her.

 



When Kinsburg had begun her speech, General Harkin was standing at the back of the press room. He’d, of course, read the speech and even seen Kinsburg rehearse  it, so he had no real interest in hearing it now. Mostly, he was here for the view of Earth from the largest window on the station. He hadn’t wanted to be assigned up here at first—though he hadn’t objected, as he never objected when given an order—but his first view changed that.


This is what we’re fighting for. He thought those words as he looked down on the Tiberium-ravaged planet of his birth; he had said them to his wife the first time she had visited the Philadelphia. Elisa had said it herself when she was assigned here months after that, and he’d always been grateful to have her by his side.
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