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      The missile lock tone was solid in Belle’s headset—that particular F♯ pitch that meant someone, somewhere, really wanted her dead.

      Major Isabelle "Belle" Deschamps yanked her CF-35 through a knife-edge turn, the G-forces crushing her into her ejection seat as tracer fire stitched the air where she'd been a heartbeat before. Nine Gs. Her vision tunneled, gray creeping in from the edges despite the g-suit python-squeezing her legs. Through her helmet's display, threat warnings cascaded across her field of view—missile locks, radar painting, proximity alerts painting the world in overlapping shades of impending death. She could see it all, even through the aircraft's floor: the ancient forests of northeastern Poland burning in neat geometric patterns where Russian cluster munitions had done their work.

      The radio was chaos incarnate.

      "Mayday! Mayday! Wszystkie jednostki—Russian armor breakthrough at Augustów⁠—"

      "Gunner, Sabot, T-80! Up! Fire! Hit! Reengage!"

      "Fox Three! Fox Three! Notch left, notch left!"

      "Scheisse! Rakete auf neun Uhr! Ausweichen! AUSWEICHEN!"

      "Pagalba! Oro parama! We are being overrun⁠—"

      Belle's hands were steady on the stick, but under her flight gloves, her palms were slick. This was it. The nightmare scenario. She rolled inverted, diving toward the deck as a pair of R-77 missiles streaked past her canopy, their white exhaust trails like chalk lines against the smoke-stained sky. Through her peripheral vision, she caught sight of what had NATO's eastern flank in full retreat: a river of Russian steel flowing through the sixty-mile corridor between Belarus and Kaliningrad. T-90M tanks, BMP-3 infantry fighting vehicles, and self-propelled artillery stretched back to the horizon, their advance covered by flights of Su-35 Flankers that owned the airspace above the gap.

      The Suwałki Gap was being severed. Sixty miles. That's all that connected the Baltic states to the rest of NATO, and it was disappearing under Russian treads.

      "Contact bearing two-seven-zero, climbing through angels fifteen⁠—"

      "Splash one! Splash one! Good kill on the Flanker!"

      "Wir brauchen Unterstützung! Sofort!"

      "Czerwony Lider do wszystkich—ammunition critical, ammunition critical⁠—"

      Her threat receiver locked up solid—continuous tone. Three Flankers had her painted, closing from the north. Chaff and flare dispensers nearly empty. Six aircraft against an entire Russian thrust.

      Belle's mouth was dry. The mission parameters had been clear: only activate Mosaic in the event of imminent NATO collapse. Well, here it was. The Polish 11th Armoured was dying in real-time on her display. German Tornados were being swatted from the sky. Lithuanian positions were going dark one by one.

      She could taste copper from the G-forces, smell the acrid cocktail of sweat and hydraulic fluid that meant her CF-35 was being pushed past its limits.

      Her hand hesitated over the activation switch. Once she flipped it, there was no going back. Either Mosaic worked, or she'd just handed the Russians every piece of NATO signals intelligence in Eastern Europe.

      The impossible part wasn't the odds. It was the sound threading through the radio chaos—a low, rhythmic honking that had no business being audible over the screaming of jet engines and the crack of supersonic aircraft.

      She banked hard right, pulling seven Gs, her vision graying despite the g-suit's pressure, and caught sight of them: Canada Geese. Or something that looked exactly like them. Six sleek, metallic drones flew in V-formation off her starboard wing, their articulated wings adjusting with micro-precise corrections that no biological creature could manage. The "Honkers"—biomimetic perfection, designed to fool radar operators into dismissing them as migrating waterfowl.

      "Alle Einheiten, alle Einheiten—enemy breakthrough at Sejny⁠—"

      "Tango Seven-Seven is Winchester, returning to base⁠—"

      "Nie możemy ich zatrzymać! They're everywhere!"

      Belle's heart was hammering. The Flankers would be in missile range in fifteen seconds. The entire NATO line was collapsing. This was the scenario—the exact scenario—they'd trained for.

      She closed her eyes for one long second, feeling the vibration of her CF-35's engine through the stick, hearing the multilingual symphony of NATO's death throes in her headset.

      "Alright," she whispered. "Let's see if you're as good as they say."

      She flipped the switch.

      For a heartbeat, nothing. Then⁠—

      "Good afternoon, Major Deschamps." The voice in her helmet was absurdly calm, like a Tim Hortons manager dealing with a slightly complicated order. Male, pleasant, with that particular Ottawa Valley accent that turned 'about' into 'aboot' without quite meaning to. "I see we have a bit of a situation here, eh? Sorry for the delay—I was just sorting through about sixteen thousand variables. Would you like me to handle this for you?"

      Belle's helmet display flickered and transformed. The chaos didn't stop—if anything, it accelerated—but suddenly she wasn't drowning in it. She was conducting it. The Distributed Aperture System's 360-degree view became something more—she could see through the Earth itself, every heat signature, every electronic emission, every single bullet in flight.

      "Oh, those Flankers look pretty intent on ruining your day," the Mosaic continued conversationally. "I'll just... there we go. They're going to have some navigation troubles in about four seconds. Sorry, boys."

      Every Russian tank in the gap lit up on her display—thermal signatures overlaid with probable ammunition counts, fuel states, and crew fatigue indices. The three Flankers bearing down on her appeared as geometric wireframes, their flight paths extrapolated fifteen seconds into the future. NATO missile batteries that had gone silent—overrun, she'd thought—suddenly showed green on her tactical display.

      "Those Polish units aren't actually destroyed, by the way," Mosaic mentioned, like it was correcting a minor bookkeeping error. "The Russians just think they are. I've been feeding Moscow some creative telemetry. Oh, and I should mention—I'm about to make things a bit confusing for our friends from the east. You might want to watch this."

      The Honkers burst apart in a coordinated scatter, no longer playing the part of confused waterfowl. They became a swarm, flooding every radar screen from Königsberg to Minsk with false returns. Two hundred contacts where there had been six.

      "Sorry about the mess," Mosaic said as Russian SAM sites started launching missiles at ghosts. "But you know what they say about omelets and eggs."

      In the forests below, Belle watched her tactical display as Russian GPS systems cascaded failure. Fuel trucks turned down roads that led to Polish positions. Command posts lost contact with their forward elements in a pattern that looked almost like music.

      "The Polish 11th would really appreciate some fire missions right about now," Mosaic suggested. "I've marked about forty targets for them. All soft-skinned vehicles, if that makes you feel better. No need to make this messier than necessary."

      The Russian offensive—that massive spear thrust aimed at NATO's heart—ground to a halt like someone had pulled its plug.

      The radio chatter shifted.

      "Kontakt stracony z całą kolumną pancerną⁠—"

      "Was zum Teufel ist da passiert?"

      "Visi rusų tankai sustojo... tiesiog sustojo."

      "There we go," Mosaic said with what sounded like satisfaction. "Seven minutes, fourteen seconds. Not bad for government work. Oh, and Major? Those Flankers that were bothering you? They're currently trying to figure out why their navigation systems think they're over the Pacific Ocean. They'll be heading home shortly."

      Belle's hands were shaking on the stick. Not from fear. From the sheer impossibility of what had just happened. She'd become something more than human for those seven minutes. She'd been everywhere at once, all-seeing, all-knowing. The entire battlefield had been her instrument, and she'd played it perfectly.

      The roar of her engines cut out abruptly. The G-forces vanished. The burning forests of Poland flickered, pixelated, and dissolved into a sterile white grid.

      The camera pulled back.

      Belle's cockpit was a self-contained pod at the end of a massive centrifuge arm, slowly winding down inside a cavernous facility in Cold Lake, Alberta. The smell of hydraulic fluid was replaced by the antiseptic tang of climate-controlled air.

      She had never left Canada.

      A moment of silence. Then the calm voice of General Patrick Tate came over the comm.

      "End simulation." Tate's voice carried that particular mix of Canadian pride and polite concern. "That was... flawless, Belle. Seven minutes to stop World War III."

      A pause. "Our American observers in the gallery are speechless. I think General Peters just asked where the nearest bar is."

      Belle pulled off her helmet, her hair plastered to her head with sweat, and allowed herself a wolfish grin. "Should've thought twice before trading F-35 source code for a trade deal."

      "It was quite the presidential tweet," Tate replied dryly.

      The centrifuge came to a complete stop with a mechanical sigh.

      Outside the pod's reinforced windows, Belle could see the observation gallery—rows of stunned faces staring down at her. American faces, mostly. Officers who had come to Canada expecting to see a demonstration of "integrated network warfare capabilities" and instead had witnessed something that looked like divine intervention.

      Belle unbuckled her harness with hands that were finally steady. The pod's door hissed open, and she stepped out onto the platform. General Tate was waiting for her, along with a cluster of Canadian Forces brass and their "guests" from south of the border.

      "Walk me through it," Tate said without preamble, handing Belle a bottle of water. "What did you feel when you activated?"

      Belle took a long drink, buying time to find the right words. "Like drowning, at first. Then like... breathing for the first time. Sir, the integration is seamless. Better than seamless. The Mosaic doesn't just coordinate assets—it thinks ahead of them. Those Honkers knew what the Flankers were going to do before the Russian pilots did."

      General Peters, USAF, stepped forward. His face was the color of good bourbon. "Major, that kind of processing power, that level of integration—it should have taken minutes just to analyze the battlespace."

      "Would have," Belle agreed, "with your systems. Sir." She couldn't quite keep the edge out of her voice. "But the Mosaic doesn't analyze. It... perceives. Instantly. Like the difference between calculating a baseball's trajectory and just knowing where to put your glove."

      "The voice," another American said. "The AI was talking to you?"

      Belle glanced at Tate, who nodded. "Conversational interface. Reduces cognitive load, makes the integration more intuitive. And yes, before you ask, we programmed it to be... approachable."

      "Approachable." Peters said the word like it tasted strange. "It apologized for shooting down our—the Russian aircraft."

      "Would you prefer it laughed?" Tate asked mildly.

      Belle set down the water bottle. "Sirs, if I may—I had my doubts about this program when you recruited me. Fighter pilots don't trust what they can't control. But what happened in there?" She gestured to the pod. "That wasn't losing control. It was gaining it. Total control. Of everything."

      She looked directly at Peters. "I was skeptical when they pulled me from 401 Squadron. Told me they wanted to 'solve war.' Sounded like tech-bro bullshit, if you'll pardon my French. Or my English." A few of the Canadians chuckled. "But I'm all in now. The Mosaic works. More than works."

      "Any notes?" Tate asked. "Adjustments needed before Nevada?"

      Belle considered. "The personality could be dialed back maybe five percent. It offered me a double-double in the middle of the merge. But honestly?" She shrugged. "It keeps you calm. Reminds you there's still a human in the loop, even when you're playing God."

      "And you're ready for Red Flag?" Tate's question was casual, but Belle heard the weight behind it.

      "Sir, Red Flag is the most realistic combat training exercise in the world. Best pilots, best systems, no holds barred." Belle smiled. "They've never faced anything like Mosaic. They've never faced Canada taking the gloves off."

      Peters leaned forward. "Major, I want to be clear that Red Flag operates under specific parameters. Rules of engagement that⁠—"

      "Of course, General." Belle's agreement was immediate, professional. "We'll follow all established protocols. Though I should mention that the technology sharing agreement your government signed does grant us full autonomy in our tactical implementation." She paused. "Sir."

      The temperature in the room seemed to drop five degrees.

      "The president's trade package was quite comprehensive," Tate added mildly. "We allowed US softwood lumber to be sold in Canada, and your President gave us complete F-35 architectural access. A very generous arrangement. For everyone."

      Peters said nothing. Every Canadian in the room knew the truth—no self-respecting Canadian would buy American softwood, even if their own timber wasn’t already superior in every measurable way. But the American president had tweeted about his "HISTORIC LUMBER VICTORY!!!" seventeen times, so everyone pretended the deal mattered.

      Belle turned to Tate. "Ma'am, I'd like to request the full Honker complement for Nevada. All forty units. And permission to deploy the Beaver drones if needed."

      "Beaver drones?" Peters' voice was carefully controlled.

      "Aquatic electronic warfare platforms," Tate explained with a straight face. "They build dams in the data stream."

      Belle watched the Americans exchange glances—that particular mix of disbelief and dawning horror that said they were starting to understand what they'd given away.

      "One more thing," Belle added. "The Mosaic's voice. For Red Flag, can we keep it exactly as is?"

      Tate's composure finally cracked. She smiled. "The Tim Hortons manager from hell?"

      "Exactly. When we win flying against the world's best air force, I want the Americans to hear someone apologizing for their complete annihilation. Like we're sorry their aircraft are falling out of the sky, but would they like a honey cruller while they watch?"

      Peters opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. "This is supposed to be a partnership⁠—"

      "It is," Tate assured him. "We're partnering you with the future. Now, gentlemen, I believe someone mentioned finding a bar? First round's on Canada. It's the least we can do."

      As the group filed toward the exit, Belle hung back for a moment, looking at the simulator pod. Seven minutes to stop World War III. Six days until she did it for real, in front of the entire Western military establishment.

      She pulled out her phone and texted her brother in Montreal: "Remember when you said I was crazy to leave the Snowbirds for this? You were wrong."

      His reply was instant: "Belle, it's 3 AM."

      "Sorry. Canadian reflex."

      "That's not a real thing."

      "It's about to be."

      She pocketed her phone and headed for the door. Time to show the world what exponential improvement looked like when it spoke with a Canadian accent.
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