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By Robyn Paterson (rob_paterson@hotmail.com)

Brad Ryans walked down the Rue de Champlain, admiring the cafes and old stone buildings. He had never been to Paris before, and the whole experience was a little overwhelming, even for a city boy from the New World. The air, the people, they were alive with culture and history, and everywhere Brad looked there was something new to see.


Happy for his D-Shifter's translation abilities, Brad listened to the people on the crowded street talking as he dodged bicycles and the occasional child. It was an Autumn day, and the clear blue sky stretched above him, the sun shining down, and the weather had just the right hint of chill to make him glad he wore his hockey jacket. 


Brad was woken from his waking dream by a buzzing sensation from his D-Shifter.


Looking down, he saw that Pixelle had created a holographic screen flat with the top of the shifter, which normally masqueraded as a watch displaying the time. Right now, however, it displayed a small radar-type screen with a series of white blips on it, each of them representing a person around him. On the one corner, however, sat a flashing red dot.


Brad looked across the street through the crowd at an outdoor cafe. People were scattered about the tables, drinking coffee, reading newspapers, and chatting with their companions. He didn't see anyone who looked unusual, but then, he'd recently learned that looks were normally deceiving in his new line of work.


Making his way over to the cafe, Brad wandered in among the tables pretending to be looking for someone, and occasionally glancing down at the D-shifter. He quickly found the red dot, a well-built caucasian man in his late thirties with short cut black hair that was starting to grey at the temples and a round moustached face that would have been handsome if it wasn't for the pock marks and acne scarring on his cheeks. He was wearing a green spring-fall jacket with a white button-down shirt underneath and a pair of black slacks. 


As Brad paused for a moment, trying to decide what to do, the man looked up at him over his newspaper. Brad saw the man's eyes look concerned for a moment, and then he sighed and smiled to himself as he made some decision and motioned for Brad to come over.


Brad decided he had little to lose, but remained cautious as he walked to the table.


The man stood up, and offered his hand with a smile.


As the man's jacket sleeve pulled back, Brad saw a small rectangular black box with purple trim on the man's forearm similar to his own D-Shifter.


They nodded to each other and shook hands firmly; the man had a strong grip and callused hands.


"Brad Ryans."


"Jack Keele. Have a seat, Brad."


Brad took the chair across from Jack, and they both settled in.


"I suggest you try the coffee d'l'orange," Keele said with a friendly smile. "It's a little sweet but I've been addicted to it since I came here. I come here every morning, just for that."


"Have you been here long?" Brad asked.


"Not long, a week at most. It's easy to lose track of time in this place. You?"


"I just got here," Brad motioned to the waiter and ordered the coffee Keele suggested.


"This your first assignment?"


"You could say that," Brad agreed. "How did you know who I was?"


"The Shifter on your arm is a new type, but it's still a Shifter." 


"I guess I need to learn to hide it better."


"Might be an idea." Keele said casually, and took a sip from his coffee.


Brad watched him carefully, "so why are you here?"


"In three weeks, the Crimson Ape Clan will hit the Louvre."


"Aren't you a little early?"


"My team and I need time to set up. And, you know the Apes, they'll have people pulling different jobs before the big one, getting ready to just clean the place out at one time."


"Right," Brad nodded and pretended he knew what Jack was talking about.


"We're expecting some of their big boys to be here, and we want to be ready to hit them hard."


"Sounds good."


Keele eyed Brad curiously. "It does?"


"Well yeah, of course! Why not?"


"Well," Keele said slowly. "I would've thought you'd have told us to pack our bags and move on. This being your territory and all."


"Well hey, we're all D-Rangers, right?"


Keele looked at Brad surprised, and then started to laugh. 


"What?” Brad said confused. “What?"


Keele grinned. "We’re not D-Rangers kid. We're D-Hunters."





*

*

*


"The D-Hunters are an organisation similar to the D-Rangers," Pixelle explained. "It was formed by former members of the Damocles Corps who felt that the D-Rangers were taking too passive an approach in their efforts to combat the Blood Rain Syndicate. It is primarily composed to people whose worlds have been left dead by the Blood Rain, a common tactic the Blood Rain uses to make their acquisitions more valuable when they are done with a world."


Brad leaned against the bathroom wall and listened to her, not liking what he heard. He had excused himself immediately in order to consult Pixelle before he made any decisions.


"They use copies of the equipment used by D-Rangers, and operating in squads of three to five members, they actively hunt down members of the Blood Rain and stage operations in order to eliminate them as quickly and efficiently as possible."


"I would think the D-Corps would be happy, stopping the Blood Rain is what we do, isn't it?"


"While I think there are many in the Corps who feel sympathetic towards the D-Hunters cause," Pixelle admitted. "Their methods are often reckless and they are responsible for the deaths of a number of D-Rangers through their actions."


"But, they're not gunning for us, are they?"


"No, they generally avoid conflict with the D-Rangers they encounter."


"Now we know why you picked up their signatures when members of the Blood Rain are normally invisible to your sensors, Pixelle. They're not Blood Rain."


"Still Brad, please be careful. I highly advise caution in dealing with them."


"Don't worry, Pixelle. I can handle him."





*

*

*

Brad walked back to the table and sat down, finding his coffee waiting.


“Did headquarters give you your orders?” Keele commented.


“No, my mom’s meatloaf gave me its orders.” Brad rubbed his stomach.


Keele looked at him questioningly. “You ate your mother’s cooking?”


“Yeah, it’s not hard. She lives just a few blocks away from me.”


“Does she know you’re not her son?”


“I am her son, I’m from this reality.”


Keele shook his head in disbelief. “Impossible. Rangers are never assigned back to their own realities.”


“Yeah well, I’m not a Ranger exactly. The real guy who is supposed to have this equipment is dead, they sent it to the wrong guy.”


“I didn’t know that could happen.”


“Apparently, it can.” Brad sipped his coffee. Keele was right, it was good.


“So, you’ve been doing his job?”


“Yeah, for about a month now. There was nobody else to do the job.”


“I see…” Said Keele, thinking. “I admire your bravery.”


“Thanks.”


“So, I checked and you guys are experts on the Blood Rain, right?”


“You have to know your enemy.”


“Can you teach me?”


“I could,” Keele said nodding slowly and smiling. “What do you want to know?”





*

*

*


Jack Keele’s D-Hunter squad consisted of five members, each an expert in their own field.


Keele himself was an expert in tactics and close-in fighting.


His right hand man, Harvey Linc, a large dark-skinned man missing the right half of his face was the team’s heavy weapons expert.


Next was Janice Clarke, the squad sniper and intelligence officer, a tired looking freckled brunette woman the others affectionately called “Miracle”. 


Linh Ngyuen was the demolitions expert, a thin quiet long-haired asian man that just looked at Brad when Brad offered his hand like Brad was some kind of alien. 


The last member of the squad Brad was introduced to was Tef’le a tall dark thin African man that looked like a stick figure come to life, and moved like the wind itself. He was the recon expert, and the only one of them who actually greeted Brad with anything but indifference. He was around Brad’s age, and smiled broadly when they were introduced.


Keele introduced Brad to the squad a few days after they first met in the café, the whole group of them were living in a house they’d rented for the duration. The house having an enclosed courtyard where they could exercise and practice without being seen by the outside world, save a few pigeons and the odd roof-running kid.


Brad knew Keele was doing it to recruit him into the D-Hunters, but he found himself honestly liking the man. Keele was honest and straightforward, he worked hard at what he did, and made sure the people around him knew that he was working with them, not above them. They were a family, each of them knowing each other deeply, and accepting both the good and bad, even if they didn’t always like each other. Keele was the father of the squad, and he was what held them together.

Keele had taken an interest in Brad after that first day, and their relationship had quickly taken off, with Brad working hard to quickly learn what Keele seemed eager to teach. It seemed like Keele hadn’t done anything like this in a long time, and he greeted Brad warmly each morning when they met at the café.

 A morning which was followed normally by an afternoon of sparring practice, and a night of drinking.

One night, after what had become a typical day for them, Brad and Keele wandered along one of the stone roads that lined the river Seine, the two of them drunk as could be. As Brad stumbled forward, looking around for something that resembled a washroom and cursing his high school French, he suddenly noticed that Keele wasn’t with him.

Turning, Brad saw Keele was standing staring at a hotel sign which glowed in large neon letters across the river. “Hotel D’Armee” read the sign, and as Brad wandering came back, he realised that the swaying older man was crying as he looked at the sign.

“Keele,” Brad said loudly. “Keele, what’s up? What’s wrong man?”


“Nothing,” Keele said and let his head drop to stare at the ground.


“Okay. ‘Kay just fine. Can we go?”


“Yeah,” Keele nodded thoughtfully.


The two of them started down the road again.


“Y’ever been in love, Brad?”


“Sure.” Brad replied. “Lots.”


The older man smiled. “Then you’ve never been in love.”


“What makes you say that?”


“Love is precious, and the time you find it, you know it’s nothing like you felt before.”


“Yeah?”


“Yes.” 


Brad nodded, stumbled and almost fell over.


“I came here on my honeymoon,” Keele told him as Brad leaned against a lamppost to steady himself. “I wanted to show her the world. I couldn’t even afford it, but I brought her here anyways. We stayed in that hotel back there.”


“Oh,” was all Brad could manage.


“Yvonne was so mad when she found out how much it cost, she wanted to divorce me then and there.” He smiled. “But, she forgave me, she always forgave me. Women do that for men so much.”


“What happened?” Brad said, realising how stupid it was when he said it.


“She died.” Keele replied plainly. “The Blood Rained, and she died. And, I joined the Hunters.”


 “Sorry.”


“Nahh. Don’t worry about it. It’s history. I tried to find her, you know? Other versions of her, other realities…But in every reality, you know what I found?”


“What?”


“Me. I was always with her. The version of me from that dimension was always with her, like we were always meant to be, and I was the only one who got screwed.”


“Sucks.”


“Yes, yes it does.” He looked at Brad. “You better get home. Shift out. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“You sure?” Brad asked.


“I wanna walk.”


Brad nodded and wandered off to find a toilet before he left, leaving Keele alone on the riverbank. 





*

*

*


When Keele didn’t come to the café the next morning, Brad went to the house looking. 


Janice answered the door in jeans and a t-shirt, looking at him through mirrored sunglasses. Even behind the glasses, Brad could feel her cold eyes looking through him.


“Keele up?”


“He’s sleepin’,” she reached inside behind the door and pulled out a light jean jacket. “We got a job,” she told him as she pulled it on and stepped out, pulling the door shut behind her.


“We do?”


“Yeah,” she said as she walked past him, gesturing towards an old blue pickup truck sitting a few doors down. “You can keep me company, sparky.”


“Okay, sure.” Brad agreed and followed her.


As they got in the truck Brad glanced in the back, noticing it was filled by a tarp covering what looked like a bunch of boxes.


“You guys moonlighting?” He joked.


“We’re putting down sensors.” She replied as she made the truck roar to life.


“Sensors?”


“So we can track the Apes when they come.”


“I thought they were invisible to sensors?”


“Not these ones. I made them myself.” She backed up a little, and then started to drive quickly down the narrow street towards a major thoroughfare.


“Cool.” Brad said, hastily pulling his seatbelt on.


“Kef’le and Linh put them down yesterday, today’s our turn. We need to cover most of the city center with them.”


“Won’t someone notice them? I don’t want people thinking we’re laying bombs.”


 “They camouflage themselves once they’re set. Nobody will find them.”





*

*

*


“Miracle, I want you to set up here.” Keele pointed at a rooftop on the holographic city map that hung in the air of the empty living room. “Harv, you and Linh, will take this side of the Auction House, Brad and I will take the other, and Kef’le will cover the rear. Once they go inside, we’ll need to neutralise their spotters without arousing suspicion, and then we can go in after them and pin them down.”


Brad nodded, as did the other five people.


Kef’le had found one of the Crimson Ape advance teams casing out an Art Auction House, and with three days before the main force came for the Louvre Museum, Keele was betting they would strike tonight.  The whole team of D-Hunters was going to be waiting for them.





*

*

*


“Could you stop that?”


Brad looked over at Keele, who looked down at Brad’s tapping fingers.


“Oh, sorry.” Brad said sheepishly and curled his hands into fists.


They were squatting unarmoured on a rooftop overlooking the Auction House, it was 3am on a Sunday night, and the City of Lights was sleeping around them. A few cars crept by from time to time on the street below, but there was no sign of people anywhere.


“Just try to relax, this isn’t a big deal.” Keele told him. “There’ll only be one or two enforcers, and they’ll be rookies just like you. This is how they prove they have what it takes to be in the clan.”


“The last two enforcers I met almost killed me.”


“Almost doesn’t count, remember that.”


“Right,” Brad took a deep breath, trying not to feel the pain from previous injuries. “I don’t think the rest of the group likes me much.”


“They’re trying not to,” Keele replied as he watched the street below.


“What?”


“Brad, when you’ve lost everything you don’t want to be attached to things anymore, or people. You do your job, and then you go home, or whatever you call home for now. All of us have lost everything, that’s why we’re hunters, we’re ghosts of the dead tryin’ to get revenge. Personal feelings are something we lost a long time ago.”


“You could settle down? There must be some place you could go.”


“No, for us, this is the only way. We can’t be those people we were anymore.”


“So? Become someone else.”


Keele shook his head sadly. “You don’t understand.”


“No, I guess I don’t.”


There was a burst of static on the headsets they wore.


“Leader, this is Miracle. I have two incoming from the North.” 


Brad and Keele both leaned over slightly, and sure enough, there was a black minivan followed by a bread truck coming down the road. They cruised slowly up to the front marble steps of the auction house, and the minivan continued on, but the bread truck stopped and once the minivan was out of sight the back doors of the truck opened. 


“Kef’le, there’s a black minivan that should be at your position shortly. Linh, back him up.” Keele warned.


“On it.” Kef’le replied cheerfully.


“Understood,” Linh acknowledged.


Three men of average build dressed all in black got out of the truck and quickly ran up the steps to the large brass double doors that fronted the building. While two kept watch, the third squatted down and attached a small boxlike device to the door and after a moment’s pause, reached up and pulled it open. The three shadows disappeared inside.


“Do we go?” Brad asked.


“Wait. Miracle, do you have visual on the cab of the truck?”


“I have two occupants,” Miracle responded. “Male in the driver’s seat, female in the passenger’s. She’s not masked, and I see tattoos on her face. We got an Enforcer. Poor thing is tapping the dashboard like a drum, must be sweating it.”


Brad heard chuckles from the whole team.


“Brad and I will take her, Harv go after the three inside, we’ll back you up when we’re done. Kef’le, Linh, you take out the van when we move, watch it, there might be another enforcer in there. We move in 30. Godspeed.”


Everyone acknowledged, and Keel reached up and pulled off his headset, it would get in the way when he armoured up. Brad did the same, and shoved his in his jeans pocket.


“Why aren’t we having Janice just snipe her?”


“Her armour will project a field that absorbs high energy attacks like bullets and blaster fire. Your choices are either overwhelm her and burn it out, or get in close with something that the field won’t stop. Why do you think D-Rangers have swords? Ready?”


“Oh,” Brad nodded then grabbed his jacket to reveal his D-Shifter. “Ready.” 


“D-Armour…Activate!” 


“Shifter..Go!” 


Brad was covered in his red and black armour and helmet while around Keele silver armour formed that looked more like solid metal than the more flexible mix of hard and soft that covered Brad. Keele’s armour covered his legs and arms with light grey cylindrical armour pieces while covering his torso with a single body piece of armour that had a line of red across the middle of the chest. His head was covered by a globe-shaped metal helmet that had a single shiny black stripe for a visor with two glowing yellow sensors that looked like eyes embedded in it. Keele had once told Brad that this armour was the type worn by D-Rangers in the past before the more upgraded version Brad wore was developed.


With both of them armoured up, Keele leapt from the fourth-floor rooftop, and Brad followed suite trusting the old solider knew what he was doing.


To Brad’s surprise the suit easily absorbed the impact as he landed, and both of them were running towards the truck in an instant. Keele went left and Brad went right as the occupants of the truck started to get out. Brad summoned a blaster and stunned the driver as he started to pull a gun, while Keele leapt into the air and summoned a glowing yellow energy sword that he tried to bring down onto the enforcer.


But the Enforcer was too fast, she dived out of the way and then side-kicked Keele in the stomach, sending him hurtling over the top of the truck and arching over through the front window of a nearby store. 


Brad watched him go and spun to face her as rose to her feet and began to come around the front of the truck.


So much for the easy newbie theory. Brad thought to himself.


“D-Sabre, Max Stun.”


“I am Gav-Ewa of the Crimson Ape Clan,” the woman declared as she slowly took a step sideways, starting to flank Brad instead of moving closer. She was average height, with a muscular build covered by a deep red-brown suit of skin-tight body armour with darker armoured panels at key points. She had no hair, and the left side of her face was covered by a stylised red tattoo that Brad thought might have resembled a swinging monkey or something similar.  


“You will be my first kill,” she continued as two thin blades slid from a hidden sheath in her right forearm to extend past her hand.


Brad stepped sideways, trying to keep his facing to her, and buy time. He had just spent two weeks practising his swordsmanship with Keele, but two weeks wasn’t going to be nearly enough in a real fight.


Gav-Ewa lunged forward, closing the distance as he brought up his sword, she feinted left and then went right, going for a slash. But, Brad was ready for her, much to his own surprise as hers, and twisted out of the way bringing his sword down onto her extended arm.


The enforcer screamed as the energy arched from Brad’s blade and skipped across her armour, but she managed to throw herself backwards and flipped herself into a backwards roll so that she finished several metres away in a crouching position holding her arm. It looked to Brad like the arm was paralysed, it just hung there limply at her side as she clutched it.


“Surrender now,” Brad told her. “You won’t be harmed.”


She slid a long knife slowly from a hidden sheath along her back with her left hand, letting the sound it made hang in the night air as a reply.


“Got it.” Brad sighed.


Then she was on her feet and coming at him again, she was extremely fast, but to Brad’s enhanced senses she looked like she was moving at a little less than normal speed. He took the stance Keele had taught him and got ready, letting the point of his orange D-Sabre drift slowly along in a sideways movement in front of him as he watched her come.


Then there was movement from Brad’s left, and a silver armoured figure shot past him wielding a burning yellow blade. The blade arched around, leaving a scythe-shaped afterimage of yellow light in the night air as it struck. 


Gav-Ewa’s head tumbled to a stop at Brad’s feet, her twitching body several metres behind. 


“Good work,” Keele told Brad as he turned to look at the shocked D-Ranger. “They think by showing their heads, it makes them look macho. I think it makes them stupid.”


“You...killed…her.” Brad stammered.


There was the sound of blaster fire from inside the auction house.


“I need backup, they’re enhanced cyborgs.” Harvey Linc’s voice yelled in Brad’s helmet.


“Come on, Brad. We have to move,” Keele put a hand on Brad’s shoulder. “Harv needs us.”


Brad let out a deep breath and nodded. He made himself focus on the mission.


Keele turned and bolted for the front doors.


Brad said a silent prayer for Gav-Ewa and followed.





*

*

*


In the end, the D-Hunters did their job.


With the Crimson Apes eliminated, the Hunters cleared out the bodies and escaped before the police arrived, leaving only the empty trucks and a few broken windows behind to indicate anyone had been there at all.





*

*

*


“Pixelle, what am I supposed to do with prisoners if I catch them?”


Brad lay on his couch, staring up at the dull grey ceiling of the dark room as he had since he came back from the mission, unable to sleep.


Pixelle appeared in the air above him, a tiny pink-jumpsuited winged fairy with a long mane of black hair shining like a beacon in the dark.


“The members of the Blood Rain syndicate kill themselves when they are captured, they have special implants which inject poison into their systems. It isn’t possible to take them alive.”


“So, even if I stun them, they’ll just kill themselves later?”

 “I am afraid to say that is correct.”


Brad grabbed a cushion and slammed it against the back of the couch.


“I don’t want to kill anyone Pixelle. I just want them to stop!”


“Brad, if you became a police officer here, would you have to carry a gun?”


“Yeah, of course.”


“And, would you have to use that gun to shoot someone in the line of duty?”


“Only if I wanted to fill out massive paperwork and end up on psyche leave for 6 months.”


“Brad, please be serious.”


“Yes. I would if the situation called for it. As a last resort.”


“Well,” Pixelle pointed out. “You justify that because you are replying with equal force, right? This is no different, you are replying to force with force. If you don’t do this, lives will often be lost, and you cannot function as a D-Ranger. They are ruthless, Brad, and will not hesitate to kill you, you shouldn’t hesitate either.”


“You sound like the Hunters.”


Pixelle nodded. “What they are doing is logical, but their methods are questionable. For example, those “sensors” you have helped them place, they are not sensors.”


Brad sat up straight, his face almost to hers. “They’re not? What are they?”


“I am not sure, but I do know they are not designed to detect by the way their emitters are placed, to send but not to receive. I think they are some sort of high-energy broadcast system.”


“Why would they lie to me?”


“Perhaps, because they believe you would not approve.” 





*

*

*


Keele put down the telephone, and the other Hunters looked at him questioningly.


“There’s no answer, he’s not there or not answering.”


Janice shrugged, “no big loss.”


“You saw that kid’s face after the Op, Jack.” Harvey put in, “he was white as a sheet.”


Keele nodded and sighed. “I thought he could do it, but I guess he doesn’t have what it takes.”


“We have our mission,” Linh said in a low voice.


“He’s here or not here, I don’t think it matters. We got all of us, right?” Kef’le asked.


Keele smiled. “This is the big one, guys. Crimson Ape have hurt all of us, and now it’s payback time. We move in 10, Janice you’re on housekeeping detail.”





*

*

*


Janice pulled the house door shut, she’d just finished clearing out everything from the house and putting it in a pickup truck she’d procured. She thought about locking the door, but decided not to bother, it wasn’t like they’d be able to return the keys, and there wasn’t anything left in the house.


Humming to herself, she ran around to the driver’s side door and hopped into the van.


Sixteen minutes to mission time said the clock.


She had just turned the key in the ignition when there was a loud bang as something landed on the front hood of the truck. Startled, she looked up to see a fully armoured Brad crouched on the hood with his blaster levelled at her on the other side of the windshield. 


“Out of the truck,” he ordered.


Janice raised her hands and nodded, sliding casually out of the truck.


“Nice gun, sparky.”


“Those “sensors” you and I placed, what are they?”


“They’re jammers,” she said, looking more annoyed than concerned. “Once they’re activated you can’t open a portal anywhere near them. We’re going to turn them on when the Apes have come through and trap them here, then all we need to do is clean house.”


“And, what about the people around the museum?”


“What about them?”


“If you do that, a lot of people are going to get hurt, Keele said the Apes are coming through with a small army. They’ll go nuts when they can’t escape.”


Janice just shrugged. “Sucks to be them.”


“Who has the control codes?!?” Brad snapped angrily. 


“Keele.” She said impatiently. “Can I go now? I’m going to be late.”


Brad’s blaster fired, and Janice fell backwards and hit the ground, unconscious.


“Yeah, you are.”





*

*

*


An armoured Keele spun straight up into the night air, twin summoned blasters blazing away as he spun like a top.


All around him, the Blood Rain troopers that filled the street fell under the rain of blaster fire as they tried to bring their weapons up to shoot the impossibly fast moving Hunter. As he reached the peak of his ascent and started to drop, Keele grabbed onto a streetlight and used it to hang on while he shot the last of the troopers who had surrounded him.


When he was satisfied none were moving, he let go and dropped to the ground among the bodies.


So far, the ambush was going well.


The Crimson Apes had come pouring through portals into the Louvre a half-hour before, and when the enforcers had come through after the troopers, Keele had slammed the door on them. Confused and surprised, the Ape forces spread out to find the source of the interference.  The D-Hunters, having hidden themselves throughout the area, were ambushing the parties of troopers as they moved, picking them off in small groups. 


Keele could hear screaming and the sound of sirens in the night, fires blazed from where blaster fire hit and people were yelling for help from the windows around him. He had lived through this too many times for it to bother him though, he just ignored it and started to run down the ancient streets looking for signs of the enemy. 


He’d heard reports from Harvey and Kef’le, but Linh hadn’t checked in in the last ten minutes and Janice had never reported in to start. Keele didn’t know what had happened to her and while he worried a bit, he was more concerned about how the lack of tactical information was throwing off their timing. 


“Harv, talk to me. What’s your status?” He said into his com system as he leapt over a pile of barrels and ducked into a back alleyway.


“Little….busy….” Came Harvey Linc’s reply, and then the transmission abruptly stopped.


Keele cursed and then as he burst from the alley-mouth he gave himself a push up into the air and leapt up onto the top of a nearby moving van. A police car shot past him as he landed, sirens howling and blue lights flashing as it headed toward the Louvre.


He watched it go, then turned to leap up onto a rooftop hoping to get a better vantagepoint.


“Keele!”


Keele spun around to look at the other side of the street, Brad was standing armoured on the sidewalk, D-Blaster held at his side. 


“Brad!” Keele felt a sudden surge of pride and joy. “You came! C’mon, let’s go!”


“Keele, you have to shut them off.”


“What do you mean?”


“The jammers, you need to let the Apes go.”


“What the hell are you talking about? We’ve got them!”


“Yeah, you have, you’ve hurt them, And, you’ve hurt a lot of innocent people! Keele, listen to me! This is wrong!”


“Brad, if you want to save people, then help me finish this!”


Brad shook his head and stepped out onto the street, walking towards Keele.


“Lives are precious, all of them. If you don’t put innocents first, what we are doing is meaningless! Can’t you see that?”


“You sound like a D-Ranger,” Keele spat.


“That’s the best thing you ever said to me.” Brad aimed his D-Blaster up at Keele. “Give me the jammer deactivation codes.”


“I don’t want to fight you, Brad.” Keele looked down at him, his energy sword dropping into his hand and extending a long yellow blade.


“And, I don’t want to fight you Jack. But, I’ll shoot if you don’t give me those codes.”


“The codes are in my shifter, and you’ll have to take it from my corpse.”


Both of them stared at each other for what seemed an eternity, and then Brad suddenly lowered his D-Blaster.


“There,” Keele smiled under his helmet. “That’s better, now let’s go.”


Brad shook his head and crossed his arms. “It’s over, I just deactivated the jammers. The Apes will start retreating any second. They know better than to stick around.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Pixelle, you there?”


From the D-Shifter hidden under the right wrist of Keele’s armour, Pixelle’s tiny holographic form suddenly rose into view. She smiled and waved at Keele.


“Good evening, Mr. Keele.”


“What is this?” Keele said in shock.


“This is my holographic aide Pixelle,” replied Brad. “She can attach herself to any D-Ranger equipment, or copies of D-Ranger equipment like the shifter you’re wearing. When you confirmed the codes were in your shifter, all I had to do was send her in to use them to deactivate the jammers. She’s quite the hacker.”


“So, it’s over…” Keele said tiredly, suddenly feeling all the energy rush from his body, he let the sword flicker out.


“No,” Brad pointed down the street where the orange glow of nighttime fires reflected off the low grey clouds in the sky. “We’ve still got cleaning to do, there are a lot of people here who need our help. Will you help them?”


“Do I have a choice?”


“More than them,” Brad said as he turned to run down the road towards the burning buildings.


Keele considered for a moment, then leapt down onto the road and started after him.





*

*

*


As the sun filtered down through the patchwork cloudy morning sky onto the Rue de Champlain, people walked and talked, animatedly arguing and discussing the latest news about the foreign terrorist attack on the Louvre. Cars honked and vendors yelled, and life in Paris went on.


Brad was a little nervous as he made his way among them, but felt he had to come.


Sure enough, sitting at a corner table of the outdoor café Brad had come to know so well, Jack Keele sat drinking his coffee and reading the morning paper.


“Can I have a seat?” Brad asked cautiously as he put his hand on the back of the chair across from Keele.


Keele gave a sad smile, and gestured toward the chair.


“How’s the team?”


Keele folded the paper and set it down in front of him. 


“Linh and Harvey are dead, Kef’le’s got two broken legs and Janice is out looking for you.”


Brad winced and glanced quickly around.


Keele snickered. “If she was here, you’d be dead already.”


“Oh, that’s so comforting!” Brad sunk lower into his seat, letting his jacket ride up to cover the back of his head.


“I wouldn’t worry, we’re leaving soon. Our job here is done.”


“I…I’m sorry Keele.”


Keele shook his head, and when he looked at Brad, Brad could see a haunted look in his eyes. “You did what you thought was right, and that’s all any of us can do. Maybe I have been at this too long, you know when I look around this street at these people, and I can’t even feel them? It’s like they’re not real, or maybe I’m not real.”


“You were real to me, you helped me a lot.” Brad offered. “Maybe it’s time you helped yourself.”


“How?”


“Let her rest. Find someplace and start again, you’re alive and the best thing you can do for the people you loved is keep living.”


“I’ll…think about it.”


“Yeah, well it’s your life.” Brad slid his chair back and got to his feet. “Thanks for the good times. They meant something.”


“Brad,” Keele said before Brad could start to walk away.


“Yeah?”


Keele forced himself to smile and offered his hand over the table. “Take care of yourself.”


“You too,” Brad reached down and they shook hands. “Seeya around.”


“Maybe you will.” Keele said, and there was something in his voice that gave Brad hope.


As he walked out along the sidewalks of the Rue de Champlain, Brad Ryans listened to the people chatter, smelled the smells of the autumn city streets, and slowly began to smile. 

Fin.

