D-Ranger 5: Devil’s Pit Battle! The Army Appears!
By Robyn Paterson (rob_paterson@hotmail.com)


 Brad Ryans sat in a Paris café sipping his coffee.


Taking a deep breath of cool morning air, he felt it fill his lungs and sighed contentedly. 


“Brad, could you pass the scones?”


He looked over and saw Lisabelle looking at him questioningly, her bright green eyes shining in the morning light, her long hair trailing down over the straps of the yellow sundress she wore. 


Brad had never seen anything more beautiful, even as she looked at him slightly annoyed.


“Well?”


“Sorry. Sorry.” He reached in and passed her the basket of fruited scones.


“It took you long enough, Mr. Slowpoke.” She said, picking one out and starting to butter it.


“I was just thinking how good it is to see you.”


She raised an eyebrow. “It’s not as if you don’t see me all the time, dear. I am your wife.”


Brad blinked. “Oh, right. I forgot for a moment.”


“How could you forget?” She looked at him in shock. “Did you forget about the kids too?”


“No, I remember them. I wonder how Kally and Terry are doing?”


“If you’re worried. Call and ask.”


“Okay,” he smiled and scooped up his cell phone, hitting the speed-dial. “Do you want to talk to them too?”


Lisabelle shook her head, biting into a scone.


Brad let the phone ring, but no-one picked up.


“I guess they’re out,” Brad said and looked over at his wife. “What time is it in….”


Shock took away his words, his wife’s face had started to turn grey, the skin rotting before his eyes.


“What’s wrong?” She looked up at him, then one of her eyes fell out and rolled off.


Brad tried to point, but his hand wouldn’t move.


Brad tried to speak, but his mouth wouldn’t open.


“It something wrong?” Asked the waiter, a tall thin man with a moustache. 


Brad looked up at him, trying to let him see he needed help.


“Oh, you need more scones.” Said the waiter and whisked off with the basket.


Brad looked back to Lisabelle, who was now little more than a skull with pieces of rotted flesh hanging from it. The skull looked back at him with it’s empty eye sockets and then started to reach towards him.


“Don’t worry, we’ll be together soon.” It said in a loving tone as it caressed his cheek.





*

*

*


Brad woke screaming and covered in sweat.


Stumbling over to his bedroom window, he yanked it open and let the cool night air flow in around him as he leaned out the window.


The nightmares had started when he came back from France, and they were coming more frequently. He was almost having them every night now, even Pixelle had stopped coming to check on him when he woke up like this.


He’d told Theresa about them in his last e-mail to her, and she’d told him he was afraid of dying.


“Thank you, Doctor Obvious.” He mumbled to himself as he recalled the letter.


Still, he couldn’t doubt that he was starting to feel in over his head. He’d even sat down and written his Will two days before, something he’d never even considered in his life up until this point. If that wasn’t a sign of impending mortality, nothing was.


“God, what am I gonna do?” He said to the night-time sky.


Only the crickets answered, and they were hardly helpful.


Brad sighed and slammed the window shut, deciding to give sleep another try.





*

*

*


A young boy missing his front teeth smiled at Brad, showing dark red gums.


Brad winced and made himself smile back, then looked away at the other people riding the box of the rusted out pickup truck. Most of them were holding cloths to their dark auburn faces, trying to keep out the dust that was whirling around them as the truck bumped it’s way along what could loosely be called a dirt road.


Brad had only been in NorthEastern India a few hours, but he was already starting to develop a dislike for the weather here, and the dust that seemed everywhere. The world around him seemed entirely composed of brown scrubgrass growing on rolling hills dotted with rocks the size of his family house and the occasional patches of greenery that looked too small to survive in such a sea of brown. On occasion, they would rumble past a house that looked like someone had stuck a yellow grass roof on top of piles of rocks arranged in a house-like pattern. Near these places were gardens and sometimes small corrals where there might be a few chickens and maybe a pig. 


He’d been fortunate enough to encounter a truckload of young men and boys after he’d arrived here, and they’d offered him a lift. The people here seemed friendly enough, and they were undoubtedly very curious about the foreigner who spoke their local language so fluently. Brad wondered if the D-Shifter gave him an idiomatic accent too, or if they just heard standard Hindi when he spoke. 


For the first half-hour they’d barraged him with questions, but now they seemed content to just try and get some sleep. From what Brad could understand, they seemed to be heading for a factory of some kind where they’d heard work was plentiful. It was in the direction Pixelle indicated the dimensional portals she’d been picking up were being opened, so he saw no problem with travelling with them for a while until he found something suspicious.


Suddenly, the truck came a jarring halt, which threw the sleeping man next to Brad against him, requiring Brad to push the suddenly frantic teenager away quickly as he sprung to life.


Brad craned his neck up and tried to see over the top of the cab, then winced and quickly sat back down.


The truck had arrived at a military roadblock, with armoured personel carriers sitting across the road, their turreted machine guns leveled on the truck. Beyond the APCs, Brad could see a field filled with military vehicles and troops, and saw men working frantically to set up large tents. It all looked very fresh and new, like they had just arrived here less than a few hours before.


Six Indian soldiers dressed in dark green uniforms with black helmets approached the truck and one of them started to argue with the driver while the others walked around the sides of the truck, sub-machineguns at the ready. One of them saw Brad and froze, immediately yelling out to the others and motioning for Brad to get off the truck with the barrel of his gun. .


Brad raised his hands and kept them up as he slowly got off the truck, a gathering of Indian soldiers quickly surrounding him. One sporting what Brad recognised as a Captain’s rank quickly appeared, and Brad thanked God again that the Indian Army rank system was modelled on that of the British one like the Canadian system.


“Your name, nationality and occupation, please?” Asked the young Captain, a sharp looking young man a little older than Brad with a narrow face, pointed chin, and small dark eyes.


 “My name is Brad Rose, I’m a Canadian journalist.”


“I see,” he studied Brad closely and held out his hand. “Papers please?”

 
“I was robbed in Mumbai, I lost them and most of my belongings.”


“You reported this to your embassy?” The Captain said curtly.


“Yeah, but they said it would be weeks to get new ones, and I heard there was a story up here now.” Brad told him, giving his best honest face.


The Captain nodded thoughtfully. “Your sources must be highly placed, there has been no official announcement about the incursion.”


“Incursion?” Brad asked, then quickly added. “Is that what you call it?”


“It’s what the General refers to it as,” he replied, then seemed to make a decision and motioned for the guards to give Brad some room. “Please come with me, you may make your case to the General.”


 “Okay, sure.” Brad nodded. “I’d like to hear more.”


As the Captain led Brad away, Brad glanced back to see his ride leaving the way it had come, everyone aboard but him.


“You’re not letting people through?”


 “No. We have enough people to worry about without adding more to the mix.”


Brad realized from the tone and mixed accents that the Captain really was speaking English to him.


“Your English is pretty good.” Brad commented.


The Captain smiled slightly at that. “I was educated in Birmingham, England from when I was a teenager. I’d hoped I hadn’t lost it.”


“So, what’s your name?”


“Call me Jahti, it’s my family name.”


“Captain Jahti, got it.”


They reached a hexagonal shaped tent with two large guards at the front entrance, they saluted as Capt. Jahti approached them and held the flap open so the two men could go inside. Inside the tent was several tables set up with what Brad recognised as field radios and laptop terminals with young men wearing headsets typing frantically into them. On the other side of the tent, a larger table was cover by a paper map dotted by coloured pins, and surrounded by what was obviously the commanding officers of the unit.


Directly across that table from them was an unhappy looking old man wearing a uniform that hung on his bony frame, he had a thick grey and black moustache and a black beret. He carried an extendable metal pointer, and was drilling the men around him with questions as he pointed to each part of the map. 


He looked up when Captain Jahti and Brad approached.


“Who is this, Jahti?” He asked gruffly.


“Sir,” Captain Jahti saluted.  “He is a reporter from Canada who has come to cover our operation.”


“Well, send him away,” the General looked down at the map again. “I have no time for him.”


Jahti waited, saying nothing.


Eventually, the General looked back up again and saw Jahti standing there.


“You disagree, Captain?”


“Sir, I believe we can benefit from having someone here who can independently confirm the enemy presence here in our territory to the world. Also, as the General will be retiring soon, the General may wish to consider the value of the recognition this may bring the General during this last operation.”


The old man glared at Jahti. “While you Brahmin may think only of your reputations, there are some of us who believe that doing what is right for our country is reward enough. But, since you value him so highly, I will let him follow you around and give you what you want, Captain. Just keep him out of my way.”


 “Yes, sir.” Jahti saluted. “Thank you sir.”


Then the Captain led Brad back out of the command tent.


“Umm….Can I ask what that was about?” Brad ventured.


Jahti sighed. “I am afraid, you could not understand. This country is a changing place, and some of the older people still think in the old ways. General Peshwar is from one of the lower castes of our society, and he still harbours bad feelings towards those of us who come from the families of the upper castes. He believes we have our place because of our familes, while he has his because he worked for it.”


“Do you?” Brad asked without thinking.


Jahti snorted. “I wish I did! My grandfather paid for my education, and my family had no special connections to the military. I gained my rank through hard work, despite what the General may believe. Come along, I will get you something for your thirst and a clean towel for your face.”





*

*

*


“Several years ago, a rich family returned from abroad to this region and wanted to try and help the local people. They bought several of the old mines, and with new equipment they made them work again, and then they built a foundry to turn the metal they mined into steel. But, the cost to make that steel soon grew too high, and so they lowered it by cutting corners and using workers in places where a man should not walk. In that heat, a man does not last long, but in this part of the country there are many who would risk their lives for even a day’s wages in that place.


“The foundry was built with a name, and that name in English is “Blessed Fountain”, because they wanted that place to be one where the workers would find prosperity. But, instead as the workers died, the people started to call it by a new name, they called it the “Devil’s Pit”. Some of them even said a devil had built that place to lure in the young and take their souls. In this part of the country, many people believe such things, you must understand.”


Brad listened from the passenger seat of the jeep they were in, driving out with Jahti to check on one of the observation posts.


“So, when the people in the city here started to say there were devils in the foundry, there were few who believed them. Then, the local police started to disappear at night, and they called the provincial government for help but they were told there was no money for more police, “find out yourself the problems” they said. So, the local police organised the people and they started to patrol the city streets at night, but the patrols started to go away too, and they never returned. 


“Finally, the provincial governor called the leaders of the country and asked them for help, and the leaders sent in the army.”


“You guys.”


“No Brad, that is not correct.” Jahti shook his head. “We are the second unit to come to this place, the first unit came here last week and they did not return.”


“How many men came the first time?”


“Over one thousand, Brad. The city that has grown up around the foundry is large, and they wanted to be able to patrol it well. But, after they went in, they never came back.”


As Jahti finished, the jeep came up over a rise and suddenly the river valley was in full view ahead of them. The brown hills washed down into the valley and became green, and then Brad could see the sprawl of houses with brown and grey roofs that had grown up in the valley and seemed to fill the bulk of it. Towering over the endless numbers of houses was a mammoth complex of black and grey buildings with four huge brick smoke stacks that belched deep grey smoke into the blue afternoon sky. 


“How many people live here?” Brad said in astonishment.


“Close to sixty-thousand, according to the last census. But, that is probably very low.”


“And, what did they tell you about the first unit?”


“They told us the devils came from the foundry and took them.”


“And, do you believe them?”


The Captain looked at Brad questioningly, like he was debating what to answer.


“The General believes they are insurgents from Nepal, and have taken this town under their control. He thinks they are hiding among the people, and they ambushed the old unit when it came into town.”


“That’s why your camp is outside of the town.”


“Fighting in a city is never easy, Brad. Many people have left since this began, but most of the people of the town have stayed hoping for chances to move up. The foundry still burns, as you can see, but they are not shipping anything out. Everything about this place is a mystery, and we are trying to solve it before we find ourselves stuck in the quicksand and pulled under.”


The Jeep made it’s way along the old road, and finally came to a small tented checkpoint where Brad could see soldiers had dug foxholes and set up barriers. Armed soldiers sat sweating behind the carefully placed piles of earth and rock set up next to the road, and a short distance away Brad could see a man standing using what looked like a double telescope on a tripod to look towards the town.


Jahti stopped the jeep, and he and Brad walked towards the man with the telescope, who, as Brad watched looked into the scope and then quickly scribbled down notes onto a pad of paper. Brad recognised him as a forward observer, and what he was writing down were probably artillery co-ordinates for later use.


The soldier heard them coming, and saluted the Captain.


“Anything to report?” Jahti asked in Hindi.


“Sir, no sir.” Replied the bearded young Sergeant. “Nothing unusual sighted.”


“Then tell me about the usual,” Jahti asked as he stepped over and looked through the telescopes himself.


“The second shift has just left the foundry, the third shift went in a half-hour ago. The streets are quiet, only bicycles and no cars sighted. The evening market is being set-up in the East side, near the river, where the boats have started to bring the produce.”


“The evening market?” Brad looked at the Sergeant.


“A market that only rises for a few hours each night, farmers bring in food and goods from the outside and the women will buy things from them.” Jahti replied as the Sergeant stood dumbstruck at Brad’s sudden use of perfect Hindi. “The market moves to a new location each night, so the whole town can visit it over the week.”


“Really?” Brad said, thinking. “Where I come from, wives know everything about what happens where their husbands work. Well, except about the other women.”


Jahti looked up from the telescopes and at Brad. “A most interesting idea. Feel like a trip?”





*

*

*


The Evening Market was a hot clausterphobic place, and Brad found it difficult to breathe as he tried to make his way among the wedged-in crowd. Filled with smoke from the torches that lit the marketplace, the air was thick with smells and the humidity was almost intolerable down this close to the river. Sellers tables and ground-covers formed into rows filling what Brad guessed was an empty lot, and the people of the town, mostly women in saris, poured themselves into the space in between the tables en-masse. 


Brad and Jahti had come up the river by boat, avoiding passing through the town itself, and along with a few soldiers who had volunteered to come they had blended into the crowd in search of information. Brad hardly blended in, of course, but most of the dark-haired women seemed so intent on their shopping that they hardly noticed the tall sandy-haired foreigner who walked among them.


Daily life, it seemed, took priority.


So Brad squeezed his way among them, keeping his ears open and watching the faces around him carefully. He noticed that they were speaking much the same way people spoke at any of the other markets or shopping malls he had been to, except the people here were much more intent on the ancient art of bartering. Brad’s grandfather had been pretty good at bargaining with people, but Brad himself had never learned or tried the skill, which was pretty much forgotten in North America.


As he stood and watched a round-faced woman in a green and pink sari barter with a hapless farmer who was by no means smart enough to keep up with the woman, Brad suddenly looked up and noticed there was a woman with blonde hair walking down the next row. 


Standing as tall as Brad, she had a masculine face with large red cheeks and a pronounced forehead that was made more evident by having her long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. She was wearing a brown and blue sari which seemed to ill-fit her large frame, and was doing her best to make her way through the crowd heading towards the river.


 Brad immediately broke off from the seller and began to shadow her, pushing his way through the people and stepping over the children and animals that seemed to be everywhere. Eventually, he managed to follow her to a large tent set up by the riverside where the sounds of music and laughter echoed out into the night. 


She went inside, and after waiting a few minutes, he followed, ducking inside the tent to find the brightly lit smoky interior filled with laughing and drinking men gambling away the money they had just earned at the market. There were no chairs or tables here, except for the ones on the far side where the drinks and cigar-like rolls were being sold. All the people here were sitting on the ground as they gambled on the dirt with dice, or standing and watching their friend’s luck, and among the standing people Brad could see no sign of the blonde woman.


He stepped inside, past two large men who smiled at him with bad teeth, and began to look around the crowd, hoping to find some sign of her. He found her closer to the drink tables, talking to an old man with a beard smoking a long white cigar-roll.  They seemed to be arguing over money, with her offering, and him refusing, probably wanting more.


Brad started to walk across the tent, heading in her direction when there was a loud crashing noise outside the way he had come, he spun around and ran back out along with many of the tent’s other occupants.


Across the marketplace three giants strode in among the screaming people, shaped like massively muscled men but with the heads of wolves and bodies covered in thick grey fur, their three metre tall frames shined demonically in the firelight. They seemed to be surveying the marketplace, looking for something, then the one in the lead thrust out a long clawed finger in the direction of the river tents, and then towards the other side of the marketplace.


As the people scurried to get out of the way, the dog warriors split up, and Brad suddenly found one of the giants was heading directly for him.


“Bloody hell!” Cursed a voice next to Brad, and Brad turned to see the blonde woman standing next to him.


She dashed back inside the tent, and Brad quickly decided to follow her. He might be able to take them on, but not with so many people around to get hurt, besides, he decided, they didn’t seem interested in anything but searching. 


Brad followed her through the crowd rushing to the other side of the tent, and out the back flap, then along the mud and rocks of the riverbank where desperate farmers were trying to push their boats back into the water while others climbed on board. He saw the blonde woman jump onto one of the smaller boats as the farmer pushed it off, knocking the farmer aside into the water as she commandeered the craft.


Somewhere behind Brad in the chaos, someone started shooting.


Brad glanced back, it was probably Jahti or the men who had come with them. He saw one of the dog warriors rip into the drink tent and toss it aside like an empty balloon, then it started to reach down and pick up people, tossing them aside after it examined each briefly. The people of the crowd only came up to the giant’s waist, and it was like an adult walking among small children.


“Dammit!” Brad growled and then turned to run back towards the monsters, he couldn’t leave Jahti and the others like this. 


“D-Armour….Activate!”


Yellow light swirled around Brad as he ran, engulfing him and then fading away to the leave the red and black armour of the D-Ranger corps in it’s wake. The corps symbol blazed brightly on his chest as he lept up onto a nearby rock and then used it as a springboard to hurl himself into the air towards the dog soldier.


“D-Sabre! Max-Stun!”


The orange bladed sword appeared in his hand as he brought it up to grip with both hands over his head, swinging downwards as he came down on top of the surprised dog warrior. Orange blade hit the fur of the warrior’s shoulder and yellow lightning crackled across the warrior’s grey fur as it howled in pain.


Brad let the blade slide across the warrior’s torso as he landed and then leapt off to the side to make sure he was out of the way when the beast man fell forward into the mud. He only spared a moment to make sure the warrior was down before looking for the next target, and he didn’t have to look long, both of the warrior’s companions were hurtling towards him.


The one on the left was closer.

 Brad dropped the sword to a side position and started towards it, letting the sword trail behind him slightly as he weaved his way at the giant. Then, as the dog warrior went for a sweeping claw thrust at him he ducked down under the claw and thrust himself up into the air, letting the sabre slide along the warrior’s stomach and side as he rocketed up past it. 


Praying that it would be stunned like it’s brother, Brad left thoughts of that one behind and focussed on the remaining warrior. It was just passing underneath him, watching him with empty yellow eyes as it tried to bring itself to a stop and chase after him, mud piling up beneath it’s feet.


Brad spun himself around in the air so he landed facing the warrior, sword at the ready.


As soon as it could, the warrior came at Brad, but as Brad readied his sabre for a strike and lunged forward the beast man jumped up into the air and Brad’s sabre hit nothing as the warrior passed over him. Pivoting, the warrior let one of it’s huge clawed hands trail under it, and he caught Brad’s head by the face, yanking Brad backwards and then slamming Brad into the ground by the head.


Brad’s head swam as he tried to get his balance, and then the beast man picked him up by the helmet and slammed his fist into Brad’s body. Again and again, the warrior struck, and inside Brad’s helmet warning lights flared quickly from yellow to red. Brad tried to do something, but he was too off balance and each blow caused searing pain.


Then there was a loud cracking noise, and Brad was suddenly free, falling towards the ground.


“D-Blaster! Max!” Brad coughed as he landed in a crouch position.


As the gun appeared in his hand, Brad brought it up and fired without even thinking. There was nothing in front of him but the warrior, so there was no chance of missing.


In an instant, there was nothing left of the warrior’s upper torso but a steaming hole.


Then the blackness of the world in front of him seemed to fill his vision and he felt himself falling backwards…





*

*

*


“He’s awake.”


Brad opened his eyes, and immediately his armour told him he was lying inside a small room on a bed, there were six people in the room and he knew their positions without even moving his head to look. Two of them seemed to be guarding the door, one of them was standing over him, and three smaller ones seemed to be crouched beside the bed peering over at him. 


Tilting his head, slowly as the pain washed across his temples, he looked to see the children’s eyes, and standing above them was Captain Jahti looking down at him with concern.


“How do you feel, friend?” Jahti asked.


“Getting sick of this.” Brad croaked.


Jahti gave him a strange look. “You have done that before?”


“Too many times,” Brad sat up and regretted it as he felt sharp pains inside his abdomen. “Pixelle, how bad am I?”


“Brad, the suit absorbed most of the damage and has prevented internal bleeding, but several of your organs have been severely bruised.” Said Pixelle’s voice inside his helmet. “I would recommend you immediately return home and rest for several days, you may need medical attention.”


“Who is it you are speaking to?” Jahti asked, the children having moved to hide behind him.


Brad looked up at him. “My friend who I always ignore.”


“You are a strange one, can I ask your name?”


“Uhhh…D-Ranger. Call me that.” Brad looked over at the two women who were standing by the doorway, they were watching outside through the blanket that covered the doorway, but glanced back at him nervously from time to time. “How did I get here?”


“I brought you here,” the Captain answered. “They helped, their husbands work in the foundry, but haven’t come back in days.”


“You saved me back there?”


Jahti shook his head, no. “These children’s grandfather did, he had a gun for hunting tigers.”


“That would do it,” Brad swung his legs off the bed, slowly. “So, where did those things come from?”


 “You don’t know?”


“I just got here.”


“These women say those monsters came from the foundry. Are you….” Jahti hesitated and then suddenly added, “from Japan?”


“From Japan?” Brad looked at him. “No, why?”


The Captain shook his head and smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, you look like a hero I watched on television when I was a boy.”


“Yeah, ‘transmute!’.” Brad laughed tiredly and then when he was done he stood up. “Do they know what’s going on in the foundry?”


“No, the workers are afraid to say anything, even to their wives.”


“Then I have to go in.”


“I’ll go with you.” Jahti told him, holding up his sidearm for show.


Brad took one look at the Captain’s eyes and knew better than to argue. 


“Alright. But you’re gonna need a bigger gun.”





*

*

*


Under the moonlight, Brad landed on the roof of the foundry building and stooped to let Jahti off his back. 


The roof was a vast flat expanse of tarred wood covered in small stones, huge rectangular holes had been cut in the roof and from these poured steam and smoke which turned the rooftop into a foggy mess in the still night air. With his enhanced vision, Brad could see several metres in the fog, and he proceeded to lead Jahti forward, the tiny rocks crunching under their boots as they tried to quickly and quietly find a way down inside.


It didn’t take long before they found a ladder at the side of one of the vents, and using it they climbed down into the foggy blackness of the foundry. Even in his suit, Brad found the heat around him intense, he could only marvel at Jahti’s strength as the Captain followed him down until they reached a catwalk.


Once they were deep enough inside, the fog vanished and they had a clear view of the brilliant sea of black and orange that was beneath them. Black metal conduits and smelting pots were filled with brilliant orange molten metal as workers covered head to toe in homemade suits made of rags scurried around them and directed the flows. The workers pulled the smelting pots in teams on complex networks of chains and poured the metal down into the conduits to the moulds which were then moved away and replaced by empty moulds by other workers.


As Brad watched, some men fell or fainted, and these would be carried off by their fellows to the side, while other workers came in to replace them. He looked around, but he saw no sign of anyone that looked remotely out of place, even the foremen who wore blue bandanas were normal looking enough and registered on all of Pixelle’s scans.


“Horrible life,” Jahti commented. 


“Yeah,” Brad agreed. “Can you see what they’re making?”


“No, the metal is flowing down inside the moulds, I cannot see.”


“Me neither,” Brad followed the men moving the moulds with his eyes, and watched them pull the moulds along a corridor and out of the building. 


“We should follow them,” Jahti commented as Brad looked back over at him.


“Yeah.”


The two men crept along the catwalk, slipped onto some ladders and made their way to a lower landing that offered access out of the building. Going through the corridors, they made their way across an open bridge that led to the next building and through a formerly locked door that got them onto a landing overlooking the factory floor.


“Oh…hell.”


“Mother of god.”


The factory floor was divided into two sections, the half closer to Brad and the Captain was filled with what looked to be four dozen tanks in the late stages of construction. They were a definitely tanks, but their shapes were weird, with a wide rounded base and no treads, just a round pod containing a blue metal sphere mounted at each of the four corners.  Pixelle identified them as “Grav Tanks”, and informed Brad they were vastly superior anything his world had.


But, the Grav Tanks were nothing compared to what sat in the other half of the massive factory floor. It was filled by what looked like a jumbo jet body without wings made of hard armoured metal and sporting dozens of guns. Bigger than any plane Brad had ever seen, the outside of the body was ringed by a line of the same blue metal spheres which sat at the corners of the Grav Tanks, probably over a hundred of them just on this side. The “ACC” (Active Command Carrier) which is what Pixelle called it, was still covered in scaffolding on which a mix of tiny men and giant dog warriors worked to finish installing it’s armour. In fact, now that Brad noticed them, the whole factory floor was filled by both small brown men and giant grey furred beast-men clad in tool covered yellow work smocks working together on the vehicles. 


The work smocks had a stylized grey sigil in their middle, and Pixelle marked it as the sign of the Blood Rain Syndicate’s “Ghost Wolf Clan”.


“Do you know what those blue balls are?” Jahti asked Brad.


“Bad,” Brad answered, motioning back toward the door behind them. “We need to get out of here.”


Jahti followed Brad back outside onto the bridge between the two buildings.


“Look, if I hook you up with your people, can you call an airstrike or something?”


“Not without my General’s permission, I do not have the authority.”


“Pixelle, hook him up with the command tent for that army.”


Brad held out his arm where the D-Shifter was integrated into the armour, indicating Jahti should talk into it. Jahti spoke and the command tent answered, once he told them where he was it took them a few minutes to get the general on the line.


“Captain Jahti?” Came the old man’s voice.


“Sir! The foundry has been turned into a munitions factory, and is currently being used by an insurgent army as you suspected.” Jahti looked at Brad and winked. “I am requesting an immediate airstrike on the foundry, as I believe they are preparing to leave.”


“You do, do you?” The General’s voice took on a haughty tone. “I will take your thoughts under advisement, Captain. For now, I want you to stay where you are and monitor the situation, if they try to leave, tell me which direction they are headed in. We’ll catch them on the move.”


“Sir! I don’t believe you understand the situation…”


“No Captain, I believe it’s you who doesn’t understand. What do you plan to tell the children of the people who are living around that foundry? They may be small people to you, but I will not be remembered as a slaughterer of women and children. An airstrike is out of the question.”


“Sir…”


“You have your orders, Captain. Keep me informed.”


“Yes, sir.” Jahti said, frustration showing on his face. He looked up at Brad, who nodded and closed the link. “I could not tell him. I am most sorry.”


Brad shook his head. “He wouldn’t believe you anyways, don’t worry about it. You tried.”


“So now?” Jahti asked.


“So now, we head up to the roof of this building.” Brad indicated the nearby ladder going up. “We mine the hell out of it, and collapse the whole thing on them. It might not stop them, but it will sure slow them down.”


“How are you going to do that?” Jahti pointed at Brad’s armour. “You carry no explosives.”


“I’ll show you in a minute…Do you think there’s a way we can get the human workers out of the factory first?”


“Not without alerting the others.” Jahti replied as they started up the metal rungs.


“Damn,” Brad swore and tried to think quickly as he climbed. “Do you think….Gah!”


As Brad reached the top of the building, a giant gauntleted hand suddenly reached over the side and grabbed him by the head, yanking him up into the air. Brad suddenly found himself face to face with another of the dog warriors, but this one wore metal armour, had black fur, and two sculpted silver metal wolf heads that sat on it’s armoured shoulders. 


Then Brad was airborne, flying uncontrolled across the rooftop and skipping against the tar and rocks until he finally skidded to a stop. His guts screamed with pain, and he was so disoriented he couldn’t move until the sound of gunshots made him force himself to get up.


The wolf enforcer casually tossed Jahti onto the roof, where he hit between Brad and the warrior with a loud crack, and lay unmoving. 


“Jahti!” Brad managed to get to his feet.


“You mice have intruded,” said a deep male voice from the left wolf head.


“Our security is not so lax,” said an amused sounding female voice from the right wolf head. “We knew you were here all along.”


“Now,” said the male as the wolf enforcer began to walk towards Brad, his eyes glowing yellow. “You will tell Karebos what happened to your female companion.”
 


“D-Blaster! Max!”


Brad summoned the blaster and opened up on the master wolf, but the shots arced around the enforcer instead and dissipated into nothingness. Like almost all enforcers, his armour rendered ranged attacks useless against him.


“D-Sabre! Max Stun!”


Brad dispelled his blaster and replaced it with his sabre, gripping the hilt of the glowing orange blade with both hands in front of him as the monster approached.


“Do you know how many D-Rangers I have killed?” Asked the male head.


“They are such fun!” Agreed the female. “Last chance! Tell us what we want to know!”


Brad dashed forward, hoping the enforcer was as slow as he was powerful.


He was wrong.

The enforcer easily blocked Brad’s swings with his metal gauntleted hands, then in a single motion snatched the D-Sabre by the blade and yanked it away. The other gauntlet was suddenly impacting into Brad’s helmet and Brad was airborne again, slamming onto the rooftop hard several metres back.

 The D-Sabre clattered as it landed in a distant part of the rooftop, far out of reach.


“Now,” an armoured clawed foot suddenly slammed down onto Brad’s chest, pinning him to the roof as the enforcer leapt on top of Brad. “Power down your armour, and surrender.”


“Go to hell! D-Mine!” Brad coughed.


The disk shaped D-Mine appeared in his hand, and he tried to slam it onto the armoured foreleg of the monster, but the enforcer was too fast and knocked it from his hand to land somewhere off the roof. Then he raised an armoured fist, and Brad knew it was all about to end, the dream had been a prophecy, there was no-one left to help him and it was all over.


“I’ll get it from your D-Shifter then.” Cackled the female head.


Then there was a loud crack, and the female head exploded.


Karebos howled in pain, the male head screaming obsenities, and then the weight was suddenly off Brad as the monster turned to face the one who had shot it.


Thank you, Jahti! Brad thought.


"D-Sabre! Max Power!"


Brad summoned up a new D-Sabre and grabbing it with both hands lept up and thrust the sabre into Karebos's back. The white plasma covered blade slid into the Enforcer's back like butter, and there was a sudden explosive flare of energy as Brad struck something electronic inside the monster and it exploded.


Brad was hurled backwards by the explosion, and he hit the roof nearby.


Spots flickered like fireworks across Brad's vision as he tried to see what had happened..


Where Karebos has been, there was a smoking hole in the roof, the monster had been vapourized.


On the other side of the smoke, Brad thought he could see four people standing, then suddenly there was just three and someone was standing beside him.


The fireworks spread, and Brad's head became too heavy to keep up as he fought a losing struggle to stay awake. But, before Brad passed into the warm embrace of unconciousness, he was sure that he saw a white helmeted figure with a shiny black stripe for a visor looking down at him...





*

*

*


"Brad? Brad can you hear my voice?"


Brad's eyes flickered open, and as his vision came into focus, he could see Jahti standing over him.


The Indian Captain, who had a large bandage covering one eye, and a bandaged arm, smiled down at Brad though bruised and cut purple lips. 


"It is good to be seeing you awake, my friend. How do you feel?"


"Better than you look," Brad joked, but he was too tired to laugh. His head felt dull, and he didnt want to know how many painkillers he was on. 


Jahti grinned. "It's good to see your sense of humour wasn't injured, Brad."


"Where are we?"


"You're in the camp field hospital, we were found by soldiers during the cleanup."


"But, the foundry?"


"I am told the building was destroyed, someone blew it up and killed the monsters that were in there. Those things we saw are gone, you can rest now. The general is most happy, he is being interviewed by the Americans right now."


Brad nodded, then realized what Jahti had said.

"We saw?" Brad started to panic. 


Jahti winked and whispered. "Do not worry “Space Sheriff”, your secret is safe with me. I owe you that much."


"Thanks."






*

*

*


That night, while the others in cots around him slept, Brad slipped his D-Shifter from the bedside table and pulled it under the blankets, covering it and his head in a little pocket of darkness.


"Pixelle," he whispered.


From inside the shifter, a little holographic fairy suddenly emerged, looking worried.


"Brad, you should be sleeping. You are deeply injured."


"Pixelle, at the end of that fight, I saw a D-Ranger."


"Brad you were injured, perhaps you were hallucinating."


"Pixelle, I know what I saw!"


“Brad, if you saw them I would tell you. But, I must tell you there were no D-Rangers there today."


Brad paused, thinking about it. "Then who blew up the factory?"


"Perhaps there was a rebellion by the workers when Karebos died."


"Maybe..." Brad said uncertainly.


"Brad, you need sleep." She smiled at him sweetly. "Please sleep."


"Alright...Alright…I'll sleep." Brad told her and she faded from view.


Brad slipped the D-Shifter onto his wrist and then pulled the blankets down and closed his eyes.


If he had seen something, he would worry about it tomorrow.

Fin.

