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		Description

Supervillains are always hunting for mystical ancient artifacts.  I can back that up--I worked for one.
Emphasis on "worked."  We were probing yet another long-abandoned underground city when my employer finally found the fabled Sphere of Meganacus...only to find it wasn't exactly friendly to humans.  Now my boss, my best friend, and my worst enemy are all tiny sentient horses.  Yes, I really just said that.
Did I mention they're a lot younger, now, too?  God, I need a drink.  I hate babysitting operations.
Set in the same universe as "Someone Came With Her."
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		Whiskey Tango Foxtrot



    If there's one benefit to being a hired gun in a supervillain's private army, it's the places you get to see.
Before my expedition to a certain unnamed island in the Mediterranean Sea, I'd worked in an underwater base in the South Pacific, a remote comm relay hidden away in a Nepalese valley, a football-field-sized nuclear tank in Argentina, and even a low-orbit space station for a few weeks.
Sure, there was the 85% death rate and the fact that I had to deal with Dr. Malcolm Slayde, but there's worse jobs out there, right?  In my case, it was either this line of work or I'd get stuck with passing out shitty gift souvenirs at the baseball stadium.  I'm dead serious: that was the choice I was offered.
So, a little word about Slayde.  When I called him a fruitcake, I wasn't kidding you.  I don't know what the fuck happened to him before his supervillain spiel, but this guy had enough poorly-suppressed gayness in him to make ten thousand 80's pop music videos.  Ordinarily I wouldn't give a damn, but you could see it in every single fucking world domination plan he hatched.  There was always some big phallic monument he wanted to steal, always some brand new leather costume he wanted to stomp around in...and worst of all was the relationship he had with Agent XB9.
I can't say how sick I got of him deliberately letting XB9 into the command center just so he could throw innuendo-gushing quips at him.  Christ...all those plans ditched and all those superweapons destroyed just so he could get a chance to meet his crush.  I'm pretty sure XB9 didn't reciprocate the sentiment, (it didn't help that Slayde had a face like a brick) so you can probably imagine how this fucked with Slayde's already warped sex life.  On second thought, don't imagine it.  No, really.  
Damn, I need to stop myself before this turns into a biography.  Anyway, as I said earlier, Slayde had sent a squad of mooks and yours truly to a small island in the Mediterranean.  I never learned exactly where it was, and given the present circumstances, I probably never will.
The important thing was that it was a vital part of Slayde's latest bid for Agent XB9's attention.  Word was the island was the final resting place for some sort of advanced ancient civilization.  Slayde ranted for hours on end in the briefing about his hopes for finding the "Sphere of Meganacus," whatever the hell that meant.  All I knew was that whatever this civilization was, they had a pretty fucking weird obsession with horses.  Horse pots, horse cups, horse blankets, horse tapestries, horse murals, horse plates, horse toys...it was borderline disturbing, especially given the fact that there wasn't enough open land on that island to raise horses.
Definitely weird, I concluded.  But considering all the death ray misfires I'd somehow survived, I was pretty confident that an island that used to be the home of a bunch of horse fanatics was nothing to get worried about.
Christ, how wrong I was.
I wish I could say that I vividly remember the way the island looked when our chopper came in low for the final approach.  But in all honesty, the place looked about as exciting as a Nebraskan tractor festival.   No smoking volcanoes, no yawning chasms, no majestic mountain ranges...just a flat, shapeless blob of land covered by a thick green carpet of trees.  
If you're expecting me to say that our helicopter suddenly got hit by a missile and crashed in the middle of the thicket, you'll be disappointed.  Contrary to what you see in movies, helicopters stuffed with thugs can actually sometimes land safely.
"All right, ladies," barked Chicago as chopper's side doors slid open.  "Saddle up.  Slayde wants us at Waypoint Alpha yesterday."
In case you're scratching your head, Chicago was the nickname of Tillman Jean-Clark, the closest thing our "security" outfit had to a commanding officer.  Since Tillman Jean-Clark doesn't exactly roll off the tongue, he let us call him by his hometown.  
"I don't want any mistakes this time, okay?  Do your jobs right and I'll see what I can do about getting the rec room budget approved."
There was a ragged cheer as we hopped out of the helicopter.  The rec room was a cause celebre for the veterans of our outfit; it made for a good morale boost.  And considering how dull this mission was looking, a morale boost was just what we needed.
As per usual, we gathered into a wedge formation and struck out towards the GPS waypoint.  There were twenty two of us, Chicago and I included.  Typically our numbers were a lot greater, but after the Mexican fuel dump fiasco the month before, we were low on manpower.
The woodland we were hiking through turned out to be surprisingly pleasant.  The breeze ensured that no one had trouble keeping up a fast pace, even loaded down with all the tacticool crap Slayde wanted us to carry around.
As we marched, I passed the time in the way I normally did: chatting with Chicago.
It was no secret I was his right-hand man, and I was happy to make a show of it if I could impress the newbies.  
"...so then Vasquez gave me this bug-eyed look, and he was like, 'Wait, what do you mean "explosive barrels?"'  And then--just a second later--the whole shed fucking explodes.  Jesus, it was like a bad comedy movie!"  Chicago said breathlessly as I started to crack up.  "And do you know what the best part of it was?  After he got back from the burn ward, he just walks right up to me, stuffs a hundred-dollar bill in my hand, and goes, 'I kept my word.  Oh, and by the way: fuck you.'"
My sides practically detached at that point, so you can probably understand why it took me a moment to realize that Slayde had just emerged from the bushes.
"Enjoying yourselves?" he sneered.
I can't say how hard it was to keep myself from bursting out laughing all over again.  Slayde was a tough man to take seriously as it was.  He was cursed with a perpetually messy mop of brown hair, a nose like an overripe mango, and big blue eyes that consistently failed to convey any real malice.  Top it off with stature of the wimpiest kid you ever met in high school, and you had a man who looked more at home at a small-time stand-up comedy club than the director's office of P.H.A.N.T.O.M.  
But that wasn't what made me bite my tongue.  It was his fucking hilarious leather trenchcoat.  It had enough pointless straps and buckles to make him look like a villain from a 70's nazisploitation porno--you know, the ones with names like Prison Camp Sluts 3: Anne Cums To Auschwitz.  
"My apologies, sir," Chicago said briskly.  I could tell by his facial twitches that he was having trouble, too.  "I let myself get distracted."
"Forgiven," grumbled Slayde.  "But if I catch you breaking protocol again, it's off to the piranha moat with you."
"Understood," Chicago said, his mouth painfully stretched into an artificial frown.  
"I am disappointed in all of you," Slayde said, addressing the whole squad.  "If I could sneak up on you this easily, what of Agent XB9?  I have reason to believe he is aware of our activities.  It'd be rude if we couldn't give him a proper reception."
Our squad collectively grumbled an apology.  Miraculously, it seemed to be enough for Slayde.
"Right.  We should be fairly close to the waypoint.  When we get there, you will allow me to carry out my work with no distractions.  Is that understood?"
We all nodded, except for that idiot Childs.  "Uh, sir?  What exactly -is- at Waypoint Alpha, anyway?"
Slayde smiled in a way he probably thought was cold but mostly just came across as childish.  "All in good time...all in good time."
I rolled my eyes as Slayde started to lead us onward.  Christ, I was sick of him using that phrase.  Why did he want us to let XB9 into the death ray prototype center?  All in good time.  Why did he need to travel around in a spider tank?  All in good time.  Why the hell had the vending machines not been restocked yet?  All in good time.
I was still in a sour mood by the time we got to the waypoint, and what I saw didn't exactly lift my spirits.
We emerged from the woods to find ourselves staring straight at a bleached white outcropping of rock.  
"You sure this is the right place, sir?" Chicago asked, scratching his lantern jaw.
"Of course it is, you fool!" Slayde snapped, striding up to the formation.  Chicago traded a look with me: we had a game where after every mission, we'd down vodka shots for each time Slayde had said "fool."  Vasquez had tried to introduce a variant where we'd drink Everclear for every time he said "imbecile," but that had almost gotten us killed.
A particularly unpleasant breed of tension clung to the air as Slayde began to tenderly run his fingers along the rocks--at the time I wondered if he was imagining them as Agent XB9.  
"Mishmillaponvi," Slayde chanted softly.  "Ayhvantchu kome inncydde reianbyouwva duayiesh..."
I was just starting to scratch my head when a bright blue light began to pour from the spot Slayde had touched.  A strange sound like wind chimes filled the clearing as the light grew brighter and spread across the stone.  Blue lines spiderwebbed outward, forming into a tesselated pattern of shapes that reminded me of small horses.
I must admit, even after all the things I had seen in my line of work, it was enough to make my jaw drop.  
Suddenly, with a deep tooth-rattling rumble, a thin black fissure appeared in the middle of the outcropping.
As it grew into a rectangular opening, I realized what the outcropping was: a facade.  A simple cover for the secret entrance that led into the ruins proper.
"No need to thank me," Slayde boasted before stepping into the doorway.
A smile started to find its way back onto my face.  It seemed there was at least a slight chance this would turn out to be worth the nauseating helicopter ride.
To Slayde's annoyance, Chicago would not follow him inside the passageway until we had completed one final exhaustive check of our weapons, radios, and flashlights.  You might think it's cool when the movies show guys like us getting picked off one by one by monsters lurking in the dark, but I can assure you there's nothing cinematic about it.  It's mostly just a lot of running and shitting your pants.
After we finished preparing our gear, we squeezed one by one through the narrow aperture.  Boris's claustrophobia almost gave him a panic attack, but fortunately the passage widened after a few meters.
I quickly began to miss the gentle breeze of the forest.  The air grew more and more stagnant and heavy as the passageway slopped downwards, and sweat started to tickle my back.  God, I hate that feeling.
The passage was a perfect square in cross-section.  There was no thick layer of dust, no broken pottery, not even any loose gravel or pebbles.  It was all carved from smooth grey rock polished so immaculately that you could faintly see your own reflection in it.
Illuminated by dozens of anglehead flashlights, Slayde's form cast a score of unnerving shadows.
"See how perfectly carved it is?" he purred, running his hand against one of the impossibly smooth stone walls.  "Even the finest laser cutters could never match it."
There were a few murmurs of awe as we continued walking down the corridor.  As for me, I had my eyes thoroughly fixed on the floor.  This was exactly the kind of place where you could expect to step on a trigger plate and get chopped apart by swinging axes because you'd offended the Almighty Ahpoopu or something retarded like that.
Fortunately, we completed our journey through the first hall without incident.  After about ten minutes of hiking the passageway opened up into a colossal room that laughed at our puny flashlights.
I pulled out my flare gun and aimed it towards the ceiling.  "Permission, sir?" I asked Slayde.
He nodded.  "Granted."
Pa-chook!  A bright red streak described the flare's trajectory through the chamber.  I couldn't help but gasp when I realized just how utterly massive the place was.  You could have easily parked four 747's inside and still had room to spare.  
I heard more than a few other squadmates take the name of the Lord in vain.
We were at the top of a wide, 200 meter long ramp that was flanked by six giant horse statues; three on each side.  Each one was set in an imposing, watchful pose, and as we descended the ramp I could've sworn I felt their huge stone eyes boring into me.
I glanced upward, wondering how the ruins hadn't collapsed.  The ceiling was a masterfully carved gigantic dome that had no visible supports or bracing.
"Perhaps now you can appreciate my interest in this site," Slayde said to Chicago, whose mouth hadn't closed for several minutes.  "Imagine--if you're capable of it--the forces they must have had at their beck and call.  While the rest of humanity wore animal skins and screamed at the moon, this civilization built something that makes the Great Pyramid look like a sand castle."
Sometimes I wondered if that asshole was reading from notecards.  There was a standing prize of 5,000 bucks to the first guy who could prove that Slayde wrote his cheesy little rants ahead of time.  
"So...where do we go first?" asked Childs.  
"Let me concentrate, you fool," hissed Slayde, pulling out a scroll and examining it.  
Ha, another vodka shot tonight.
Although a large portico awaited us at the end of the ramp, it was far from the only structure of interest in this astounding underground city.  There were four-story towers, courtyards with trickling tiered fountains, garguantuan collonades, grand temples, and winding walkways galore.  By the time the flare fizzled out, I was so mesmerized by what I saw that I immediately prepared to fire another one.
"No need," Slayde said, pushing my arm back down.  "I only needed to confirm the map was accurate. The Temple of Meganacus should not be far."
I was supremely grateful for that, given how enormous this place was.  Christ, how did they manage to fit this all on such a tiny island?
We reached the end of the ramp and traveled along a boulevard lined with plentiful pillars.  The bizarre obsession the architects had for horse imagery certainly didn't get any less ridiculous:  I was starting to see little horseshoe bas-reliefs and saddle symbols everywhere I looked.
"What the fuck was wrong with these people?" Vasquez muttered.
"Fool!" spat Slayde.  "Who are you to question a civilization that reached such glorious heights?  Our greatest innovators are but drooling imbeciles compared to them!"
"But at least they weren't batshit crazy," Vasquez murmured weakly.  Fortunately for him, Slayde didn't seem to notice.  He was too busy gaping at a large three-story structure a quarter kilometer ahead.
"The Temple of Meganacus," he gasped.  "All these years of research...all the frustration...all the mockery from the Council...and finally I can see it with my own eyes!"
He took off like a little kid at a theme park.  Giving a heavy sigh, I gathered my strength and tried to keep up with him.
I had to admit, he definitely knew his way around.  Even with our flashlights, my squadmates and I kept tripping over dozens of idiotically placed steps and sculptures.  Slayde effortlessly wove his way around obstructions like he'd been raised here.
"Don't tarry!" Slayde yelled impatiently.  "The Sphere of Meganacus awaits!  Unlimited power will be ours!"
By which he meant "his."  As you could probably guess, I wasn't exactly optimistic about how this was going to work out.  If you ever go into the supervillain henchman business, I'll be brutally honest: your boss will never share power with you.  Just consider yourself lucky if you get a good dental plan.
The appearance of the Temple of Meganacus came as something of a disappointment.  It was a simple cubical structure with a columned entrance and two bronze horse statues set by its sides.  I half-expected to see a big sign proclaiming "First National Bank."
"Can we expect any trouble inside?" Childs asked as we climbed the steps.  "You know...trap doors, dart guns, zombies...anything like that?"
"Fool," snorted Slayde.  "Secrecy was their defense against intrusion.  They had no need for such primitive measures."
"So why did you have us bring all this firepower?" asked one of the younger thugs, waving his shotgun.
"Do I pay you to ask questions?" Slayde growled.
I knew the real reason, of course.  It was all about Agent XB9.  I think the big guns were sort of a phallic thing for Slayde: maybe he thought he could impress XB9 by always being surrounded by a legion of muscular men with really big, wide-barrelled weapons.
I walked up to the temple's tall brass doors with a growing sense of unease.  There was a low thrum emanating from within, and it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
"Should we use a breaching charge, sir?" Chicago asked Slayde.
Slayde wordlessly pushed past him and punched a small stone icon set on the left side of the doorframe.  Without even a tiny squeal, the doors slowly drifted open.
Bright light stung my eyes.  Blinking away the disorientation, I took in the sight before me.
The doors led into a large, hexagonal atrium that was featureless save for a massive glowing blue orb suspended from the ceiling.  
"The Sphere," Slayde breathed.  Christ, did he think we were idiots?  What else could it have been--a Home Depot discount lighting fixture?
I gripped my submachine gun more closely again, feverishly checking the room for any "uninvited guests," as Slayde always called them.
I didn't have to look long.  Suddenly a black jumpsuit-clad figure rappelled from the ceiling, rolling gracefully on impact and springing to his feet.
XB9.  Oh, but of course.
He pressed some sort of small stone cube attached to his belt, and I felt a quiet woosh of air from behind me.  
If that was a distraction, I decided, it was a pretty shitty one.  I opened fire, sending a hail of 9mm bullets at him.  A second staccato of machine gun fire told me that Chicago had been quick on his feet, too.
One of the things I hate the most about this job is the crappy equipment.  Slayde always made us use guns that were about as accurate and reliable as political commentary from a drug-crazed hobo.  
So just like usual, we didn't hit anything but the walls and the floor. That asshole XB9 was practically -walking- out of our line of fire.  And also just like usual, Slayde did nothing but just stand there and gawk.
I cursed and tried to compensate my aim, wondering why I wasn't getting any more support fire.  XB9 grabbed Slayde so quickly that I could've sworn Slayde actually ran -towards- him.  Big fucking surprise.
"Drop your weapons," XB9 said smoothly, standing right behind Slayde with a silenced pistol aimed at his head.  
I hesitated.  "Do it!" yelled Slayde, a deep blush on his face betraying exactly how he felt about the opportunity to get so close to XB9.
I looked over at Chicago, who nodded gravely.  Out of the corner of my eye I could see that the doors to the temple had been closed, locking out our reinforcements.  Panicked voices and fists banging on metal sounded from outside.
With a sinking feeling in my gut, I remembered that Chicago was the only one with breaching charges.  No one would be coming to our aid anytime soon.
Reluctantly, Chicago and I placed our guns on the floor.  
"I always like to think ahead," boasted XB9, waving the stone cube.  "I'm surprised, Slayde--don't you have an override switch of your own?"
"You're quite a pain in the ass," muttered Slayde.
XB9 stripped off his balaclava, revealing the chiseled, dashing face beneath.  "I'm becoming quite good at it, it seems," he smiled, his sharp blue eyes twinkling.
I let out a mental moan.
"I'm afraid you'll never find out what secrets the Sphere holds," XB9 mused.  "You'll be coming with me, Slayde.  The Coalition plans on locking you up for a very, very long time."
"I'll break out of whatever bonds you put me in!" vowed Slayde.  "And I'll find this place again!"
XB9 smiled again.  "You don't understand.  My team has placed twenty seismic charges.  As soon as I'm out, this place goes down. Oh...and if I don't check in every fifteen minutes, they'll detonate them early.  So don't try anything cute."
I couldn't decide whether to be worried or simply annoyed. XB9 had proven himself to be a big fan of bluffing tactics, but occasionally he did have some weight behind his threats.
"You work for a cabal of imbeciles!" Slayde roared. "The Sphere of Meganacus holds infinite power!  To destroy it is to spit in the face of destiny!"
Hoo boy, this conversation again.  I rubbed my temples, trying to stave off my growing headache.  It didn't help that the low thrum in the room was growing louder.
"No one deserves infinite power," said XB9, some of his composure breaking.  "But then again, you'll never believe otherwise.  Enough talk--I'm behind schedule as it is.  As for you two," he said, glancing at Chicago and I, "I think you and the rest of your friends should leave.  This place will be--"
"Evacuation protocol initiated," droned a flat feminine voice.  
All four of us were taken aback.  The voice had come from the orb itself, which now pulsed with ripples of violet energy.
"W-what?" stammered Slayde.
"Imminent threat reported to Site Meganacus.  The city thanks you for your assistance.  Initializing emigration process."
Before I had a chance to ask what the hell it meant by "emigration process," a stream of blue coruscating energy shot out and wrapped Slayde in its coils.  He screamed and thrashed, although it seemed to be out of fear rather than pain.
With a growing look of terror on his face, XB9 backed away and fired wildly at the sphere with his pistol.  It responded by sending a smaller tendril of energy around his gun, ripping it out of his grip before ensnaring him as well.
"Weapon use is not advised," the voice informed him politely.  
I heard a scream to my right, and saw that it had caught Chicago, too.  I tried to run when the final tentacle of energy shot towards me, but I might as well been trying to outrun lightning.
I felt no pain or burning when the energy wrapped around me: only the sensation of the air being pushed out of my lungs as it coiled tighter.  Still, I gotta admit I screamed like a little bitch.
The sphere held each of us in the air like some sort of gigantic octopus examining its prey.  I could only stare slackjawed at it and pray for rescue.
"Scanning," it announced, illuminating us with bright green rays of light.
"Analyzing results. Conclusion reached. Current state of evacuees unsuitable for emigration."
"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" yelled Chicago.
"Species reassignment necessary, as per Command Seventeen."
It didn't take a genius to figure out how bad that sounded.  I struggled harder against the tendrils, but they didn't weaken in the slightest.
"Additional complaint: unacceptable levels of disharmonious personality traits detected in all four subjects.  Will disrupt proper integration into the herd if not resolved.  Modified emigration protocol implemented."
The tendril holding Slayde changed color, becoming brighter and less translucent.  It lengthened several meters, wrapping him in more and more coils of energy until he was enveloped in something that resembled a cocoon.  
Now, let me make one thing clear: I hated Slayde.  The little weasel was a micromanaging, megalomaniacal jackass.  
But goddammit, he was still a human being.  
So when I heard the increasingly high-pitched, agonized shrieks from inside that cocoon, I didn't enjoy a second of it.  I just swore and kept fighting against the energy holding me in place, growing increasingly desperate and furious when it only gripped tighter.
I saw a flash of Slayde's flailing arms as they briefly broke outside the cocoon.  They still looked mostly human, but they had shrunk dramatically.  Worse still, a thick coat of white fur was creeping along them.
Hell, even XB9 seemed mortified by whatever horrible fate the Sphere was inflicting on Slayde--especially since he was about to suffer the same thing.  "No!" he screamed just before a cocoon enveloped him, as well.
If anyone could've broken free, I figured it would have been Chicago.  Although he was no Olympian, he had biceps like cinderblocks and a chest that looked like it had been ripped from the pages of a superhero comic.
"Hold still," the Sphere commanded him.  "You are delaying the process."
"That's exactly the point, you bitch!" he yelled, thrashing back and forth.
I could tell what he was doing.  Just like a crowd rocking a bus to push it over, Chicago was trying to translate his struggles into momentum to exploit.  A vindictive smile lit up my face as the tentacle holding him began to sway.
The smile disappeared when I realized that the tentacle was just compensating for his movement, letting him slowly drain his strength until it was ready to get to work on him.
He fought like a legend, but it made no difference to the damned Sphere.  As soon as he tried to catch his breath, it wrapped him up in a tight cocoon.
"You have necessitated more drastic changes," the Sphere stated as his scream reached an earsplitting pitch. "That is unfortunate."
When the Sphere addressed me, it actually had to raise its voice to be heard over the screams and the torrent of profanity spewing from my mouth.
"Final evacuee," it said coldly.  "Initializing--"
The light flickered.  "In...itializing..."
I stared as it tried to finish its statement, unsure whether to take it as a cause for joy or panic.
Abruptly the tendril grasping me flickered out of existence, and I plummeted to the ground.
My landing wasn't exactly catlike.  I didn't take the impact badly enough to break any bones, but it was enough to elicit a few more choice expletives.
Groaning and rubbing my bruises, I surveyed the room.  The cocoons slowly drifted to the ground, each one disgorging a pile of empty clothes on the floor.
"What the hell did you do to them?" I demanded.  Had it reassigned their species to "nothing?"
"Species reassignment...75% percent successful..." the Sphere said disjointedly.  "Cause of disruption: power failure.  Your...your process has not been completed.  Report to secondary...secondary..."
The sphere went dead, plunging the room into total darkness.  I cursed again and clicked my flashlight on.
Disturbingly, I could hear what sounded like the cries of children nearby.   I realized they seemed to be coming from the piles of clothes, which were now squirming fitfully.
What the fuck was going on? I rushed over to the nearest pile, which consisted of Slayde's trenchcoat and pants.  A small lump was thrashing around inside the outfit, sending ripples through the black leather.
Baffled, I reached through the trenchcoat's neck hole and tried to pull the whatever-the-hell-it-was out. I felt something sharp stab into my fingers, causing me to yelp in pain.
"Son of a bitch!" I barked, quickly pulling my arm back.  But the damn thing wouldn't let go!  Swearing like a wino, I changed my grip and grabbed the perpetrator.
The creature wailed piteously as I dragged it out of the suit, flailing its stubby little arms and legs furiously.
I blinked, unable to formulate a curse that could exactly express how confused I was.
The creature was covered in a layer of short brown fur with white splotches, its mane a faded straw color.
It was a baby horse, for the lack of a better term.  I say that because most horses don't have ridiculously thick legs, tiny muzzles, and blue eyes that would be quite human-like if they weren't so disproportionately huge.
"Swuh-swuh-swayed," it gibbered.  Despite its animalistic appearance, its voice sounded exactly like it came from a preschool-age boy.
The effect was unsettling, to say the least.  It took me a few seconds to reply, and when I did, my voice was distant and dazed.
"What?" I asked.
"Sl-slayde," it said, pronouncing the word more clearly this time.  "I-I'm Slayde."
The little horse-creature stared fearfully up at me, its short muzzle twitching as tears dripped down its cheeks.
"Help me," was all he could manage.  I could tell it took every ounce of effort on his part to keep his l's from turning into w's.
It was a sight that would have melted the hearts of even Slayde's Mortis Squad troopers, but somehow it elicited no emotion from me.
Imagine a computer getting shut down and only being able to start up in safe mode.  That was my mind at the moment: safe mode.  No fancy features like emotions, empathy, or pretty much anything that you usually associate with a worthwhile human being.  I was in a state of shock, unable to understand what was going on.
I turned away from the creature Slayde had transformed into, ignoring his sobs of despair.  
Slowly but earnestly, an empty jumpsuit inched away from me.  I could see a small dark gray hoof occasionally poking out from underneath the suit as Agent XB9 tried to crawl away from the man he had disarmed only minutes earlier.
I leaned down and pulled the jumpsuit away, revealing a creature that looked much like what Slayde had become, but with a much darker coat. Startled by his sudden disrobement, XB9 jolted back and cowered in fear.  His catlike green eyes were practically the size of dinner plates.
His furry gray ears poked out from his short purple mane, twitching nervously as he gawked at the giant before him.  I saw something flutter behind his back, and I realized that he sported a pair of small, bat-like wings.
"D-don't hurt me," XB9 sobbed, his voice just as childlike as Slayde's.  "Just let me go...just let me go."
I was terrifying to him.  The faint voice of my conscience told me to try and offer some comfort, but my emotions were still too shellshocked.
There was one final person I wanted to check on.  I left XB9 to himself and approached the last pile of clothes.  Chicago's signature scuffed-up ballistic vest rested on top of the heap.  I remembered how he always wore that thing even off-duty.  He said the extra weight helped him stay fit.
Seeing the armor just lying there, unused--as if to hammer home the point that I'd never have drinks with my old buddy again, never have weightlifting contests with him, never have at least one trustworthy man guarding my back again--
It hurt.  
A faint wail came from inside the pile, and I noticed that my vision was getting blurry.
I wiped my eyes, and my finger came back wet.  
I heard the wail again, softer but no less wrenching.  My emotions were coming back, and I didn't welcome the feeling.
In an instant I was kneeling by Chicago's empty clothes, desperately trying to free him from the tangling straps and combat webbing.  
My eyes were getting blurry again.  I snarled and scratched at them, suddenly wishing I could rip out my tear glands. The wails became louder, and I felt my hands close around Chicago's thrashing form.  I didn't want to see what he'd become, but I knew I needed to.
I pulled Chicago free, and when I finally saw him the reality of Chicago's fate hit me like a sledgehammer.
In my hands I held a small milk-white foal that struggled uselessly against my grip.  A sharp horn jutted from his forehead, emerging from his long, fiery red mane.
As I examined the foal closer, I realized the Sphere hadn't just taken Chicago's humanity and his adulthood away.  No.  That wasn't enough, apparently.
It'd taken his manhood.  They'd taken the toughest, most masculine man I'd ever known, and turned him into a sobbing little filly.
"Chicago," I managed.  "It's me.  Do you still know who I am?"
The small foal sniffed, trying and failing to stifle another sob.  But somehow, she managed to stare at me with her wet, deep blue eyes and give me a sickly nod.  I held her closely, hoping that eventually we could both stop crying.
Suddenly the Sphere lit up again, glowing with dim red light.
I noticed that my gun was missing--the Sphere must have vaporized it along with XB9's, I realized.  It was a shame, because at that moment I desperately wanted to rain lead on that horrible machine until it shattered into a thousand pieces.
So instead I clutched Chicago closer, trying to shield her from whatever new horrors it had planned for her.  XB9's and Slayde's cries quickly fell silent: they must have been frozen stiff with fear.
"Power...reroute successful," the Sphere stated, its voice still distorted and slow.  "Error: power reserves...inadequate to complete integration protocol.  Current operational capability at ten percent."
"How incredibly fucking tragic," I spat.  "Let me tell you what you're gonna do: you're gonna find a way to get us back to normal.  If you don't...I swear to God, I will rip you off the ceiling and carry you straight to hell.  Is that clear?"
"Oracle mode engaged," the Sphere announced, its color turning from red to a pale whitish-blue.  
"Confirmation...required: you wish for you and the other three evacuees...to become normal.  Is this is your request?"
"Of course it fucking is."
"Processing...complete," the Sphere said.
A small scroll materialized in front of me.  I reached out and pulled it open, showing it to be a map of the city.  My eyes widened: the damn place was far, far larger than I'd thought.
"Your location," the Sphere stated simply as a purple dot appeared in a tiny outline of the Temple of Meganacus.  A second later a green dot appeared in the city's far north, inside a large circular structure.  
"Location of Site Danicus," the Sphere explained.  "Power levels...should be adequate...for the requested operation..."
"How far is it?" I demanded.
"Sixteen givaqria."
"What the hell is a 'givaqria?'"
"A givaqria is ten zoriths."
I cursed and rubbed my head.  "Fuck it.  Look, just open the doors."  The sooner we could link up with the rest of the team, the better.
"Denied."
I blinked.  "What do you mean, 'denied?'  How hard is it to open a fucking door?"
"Official procedure for managing evacuees using the Integration Protocol is to provide specialized supplies," the Sphere explained.  Right underneath the Sphere a squat column rose from the floor, quickly opening to reveal a sack woven from strange shimmering cloth.
"These items have...been fabricated to resemble goods...readily available in the Sacred World," the Sphere explained.  "They are indispensable...for a proper Integration."
I rolled my eyes. "Yeah.  We don't need them."
"Official procedure dictates that they must be taken before the evacuees can be released.  It is written in that all things fashioned in the form of--"
"Okay, okay, fine!" I roared.  "Christ!"  
Chicago had calmed down somewhat, so I set her down so I could grab the sack of supplies.  
The bag was much lighter than it looked.  As I carried it back to the three ex-humans, I couldn't help but wonder what the hell was in the bag that made it so important for this Integration Protocol.
So I took a quick peek inside.  To my surprise, the goods looked very much like products that you could find at a modern store, if you ignored the images of smiling cartoony horses on most of them.  Jars of baby food, bottles, clothes, medicine, boxed snacks...and then several packages of white, puffy rectangles that I at first thought were miniature pillows.
It took me a second to realize what they really were.  And I knew Chicago, Slayde and XB9 would not be happy to see them.
Before I let any of them see what was inside, I slung the bag around my shoulder.  Fortunately, it had a strong strap for just such a purpose.
"What's in there?" Slayde asked.
"Food, medicine...a bunch of junk like that," I explained.  It wouldn't have been politic to say anything about the plentiful packs of disposable diapers.
"Oh."
I shot a confused look at him.
"Oh"?  That was it?  No snarky remarks? No disdainful sneers? No intrusive questions?
Already I was starting to miss them.  In the past, Slayde had been a pain in the ass even in the direst circumstances.  But now he quietly stared up at me with the wide, worried eyes of a child who just wanted to go home.
Christ, what had that machine done to him?
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	I wondered what was going on inside his head.  Was the old Slayde battling for control with a new personality?  Was he even aware of the change?   Good lord, even at my bitterest moments I'd never have wished this on him.  
And though I wouldn't have shed any tears if XB9 had bit the dust, there was a special horror in seeing him changed from a proud, unshakeable man into a small, sniffling thing I could cradle in my arms.
It was even worse when I tried to imagine what it must've been like for Chicago. I had to cut that train of thought off; I didn’t like where the tracks were going.
All I knew I was that I wouldn't let the Sphere have its way.  I couldn't.  Who in their right mind could?
I was going to find a way to reverse what the Sphere did.  Not just for Chicago; for all of them.  No one deserved that.  If I let them stay that way, I would become something a lot worse than Slayde ever was.
I admit there was a more pragmatic line of reasoning, too: getting Slayde and XB9 back to normal would put them in my debt.  Mind you, I wasn't expecting sobs of gratitude and pledges of eternal fealty.  But at least Slayde might think twice before pissing me off, and I'd likely win that bonus I'd wanted.  That, or maybe I could convince Slayde and XB9 to finally just get a goddamn room.  Look--those were just potential side benefits, okay?  I couldn't purge myself of all self-interest, Saint Sanctimonious.
I was pulled out of my ruminations by a small, distorted voice coming from XB9's abandoned gear.  Rushing over to inspect the source, I discovered a sleek black radio headset.  
"XB9, do you copy?"  the voice on the radio crackled.   "If you don't reply within three minutes, we'll have no choice but to detonate the charges."
Oh, for fuck's sake, I thought. 
I tried to channel that same sense of detachment and coolness that had saved my ass every other time we'd gotten into a life-or-death situation.  I'd survived a volcano eruption, a genetically-engineered piranha mishap, a plasma tornado, and no less than four cases of giant robot superweapon rampages.
This is easy, I told myself.  I just have to keep cool like before, even though my boss, my boss's rival, and my best friend all got turned into horse-creatures by an ancient artifact that looks like a prop from a bad 60's drive-in sci-fi flick.
Did I mention I really suck at giving myself pep talks?  I looked the headset over, trying to decide if I should just talk into the mic or if I had to press a button first
"Wait!" XB9 squealed, frantically scampering towards me.  "Say it smells like cabbage down here!"
I was only starting to give him a confused reply before he clarified, "It's a code!  It tells them to stop the countdown!"
That was all the explanation I needed.  Clearing my throat, I tried to prepare myself for the absolute best possible impersonation of XB9 I could manage.  Christ...if only I'd taken that voice acting class.
"'It smells like cabbage down here,'" I said, doing my best to sound suitably dashing and suave.
"Voiceprint assessment," a robotic voice informed me.  "Scanning.  Incorrect match.  Please try again."
I must have tried ten more times before I was just about ready to crush that goddam headset under my boot.
Before I could, XB9 yelled at me to give him the radio.  Sighing, I complied.
"Id smews wike cabbage down hewe!" he shrieked into the headset, his pronunciation regressing temporarily to toddler level.
"Incorrect match."
He tried again.  And again, and again, and again, more and more tearfully and incoherently each time.  At last he threw the headset down and stomped on it with his puny hooves.  When he discovered that he wasn't nearly strong enough to break it, he launched into a full-blown tantrum, jumping up and down in infantile rage.  He bared his tiny fangs and bawled, his leathery little wings fluttering impotently.  
His bizarre childish outburst certainly didn't help my concentration.  My overworked, overloaded brain was already racing like a demented merry-go-round.  It couldn't end like this.  It simply couldn't.  I'm no fatalist, but I knew damn well that if we tried running our way to safety, we would just die tired.
A loud clap made me jolt in surprise.  For a half-second I thought the place was already coming down, but then I saw that XB9 had taken the initiative to start smashing the radio with a broken piece of masonry.  Eventually the device spilled its electronic guts onto the floor, but only after scores of concerted hits.  XB9 smirked vindictively, his tears already drying on his cheeks.
I would’ve yelled at him, but I couldn’t help but be impressed by his dedication.  That, and the fact he had given me an idea.  
Some things are built to last.
Turning to address the Sphere, I asked: "Does this city have any defenses against cave-ins?"
It was a moronic question, of course.  Its first action upon hearing of a threat to the city was to turn three of us into baby horses.  Why the hell would it have any useful response?
The sphere glowed warmly.  "Affirmative.  In case...of an impending structural failure, a repulsion dome...is projected to reinforce the ceiling.  While this feature...will only extend survival by six hours, it can...nonetheless allow a safe evacuation, as dictated in the Book of--"
"This repulsion field," I interrupted.  "Can you turn it on?"
"Checking repulsion...field power reserves," the Sphere stated, still with that goddam painfully slow voice.  I could feel each second drain away, and it made me want to scream.
A faint hum emanated from somewhere deep in the bowels of the ruins.
"Repulsion field power reserves adequate. Field activated.”
My breathing slowed to a slightly less manic rate. Alright, so at least there was some vague cause for hope. But would it work?
Fuck, why did I have to pick this over being a stadium attendant?
As we all waited for our coming doom or salvation, the three foals began to inch closer to me. Soon my legs were clutched by three pairs of stubby hooves, all belonging to creatures who looked up at me as though I could actually do something to save them.
A low rumble filled the air. The ground shook, and I went prone to avoid getting knocked over.  The foals held me tighter, whimpering like puppies.
I knew all too well how they felt. When I was a kid, I had been on vacation in Tokyo when an earthquake hit. It was minor by their standards, but I had reacted by huddling in a corner and bawling my eyes out. The only thing that had made me feel even slightly better was when my mom started holding me close.
Who was I to question her wisdom? I scooped up the ex-humans and wrapped them in a close embrace, letting them bury their little muzzles in my chest. They showed no signs of resistance or anger over this, and I wasn't sure whether to feel relieved or disturbed.
The rumble of the convulsing earth grew to near-deafening levels. We covered our ears, praying for it to finally end. Bits of plaster and stone rained down like hail, and the foals pressed themselves even tighter against me.
XB9 gave me a nudge and frantically pointed upward. Following his hoof, I noticed that the anchoring spike he had used to rappel from the ceiling was shaking loose. I had just a split-second to recognize it before it suddenly popped out and tumbled straight down at us.
In slow motion I saw the spike's tip glittering in the Sphere's eldritch light. All sounds became muted and tinny, like they were being played on a half-broken radio from far away.
As the spike came closer, I could have sworn I felt its heft and its sharpness. It was going to nail someone to the floor.
I took the foals lying on top of me and clumsily threw them aside, ignoring their squeals of protest. Only once they were clear did I begin to roll out of the way.
THUMP.
Something wickedly sharp sliced into my neck, and my breath halted in my throat.
I couldn't breathe. Oh God, I couldn't breathe.
I mean, how could I breathe when I'd just escaped death by a millimeter? The spike had punctured the collar of my body armor, giving me a cut on the nape of my neck before burying itself in the ground.
Chicago cried out in a wordless shriek of horror--probably thinking the spike had impaled me.
"No--it's okay!" I called, giving her a thumbs-up before I pulled it free.
Seeing the spike in my hand, Chicago grinned and playfully whapped me on the shoulder with her hoof. I grinned back, knowing that at least some of the old Chicago was intact.
Old Chicago. Yeah, laugh it up, you stupid schmuck.
Meanwhile, something about the atmosphere had changed. It soon dawned on me what it was: the rumbling had stopped. Seeing as how the temple was still standing, it seemed the repulsion field was holding.
Jesus...the Sphere had actually done something helpful. Holy mother of fuck.
"Amazing," murmured Slayde, looking up at the cracked ceiling. "In the face of all this destruction...the city endures."
Hearing those words spoken with a four-year-old's voice was somewhere in between comical and unsettling.
"It won't stay that way for long," I grunted, getting on my feet and gathering my gear. "We need to get moving--if the Sphere was right, we only have six hours until this place gets buried."
"We're gonna go to Site Danicus first, right?" squeaked XB9, fear and hope warring in his catlike eyes. "I know I can't ask much from you, but...I kinda want to go back to normal."
"We'll get there," I said flatly, picking up the map the Sphere had deposited on the ground. Sadly I still had no clue as to exactly how far away Site Danicus was, but from its position on the map, it looked manageable.
I jogged over to XB9's gear, quickly scavenging what I could.
"Hey, that's mine!" XB9 whined as I examined his grappling hook.
“Yeah. What's your point?" I said, glaring down at him.
"...Nothing.” His head drooped. I felt sorry for the little guy, I gotta admit, but I didn't have time to cheer him up.
Scooping up the final pack of supplies, I turned to face the Sphere. "Open the doors. Now."
It must have sensed that I wasn't in the mood for any more bullshit, because in an instant the doors swung open.
"Have a safe and orderly evacuation, citizen," the Sphere droned.
"Fuck off," I spat as I led the foals outside.
We were greeted with the same gloomy vista of a cyclopean underground city as before, but with considerably less henchmen. In fact, there was no sign they'd been here at all.
Now, in my line of work this generally means one of two things: (1) They were all dragged off by some vicious, fanged monstrosity or (2) they had decided to go AWOL.
Judging by the complete lack of bullet holes, shell casings, or bloodstains, I was guessing the latter. Slayde quickly came to the same conclusion.
And as you might guess, he didn't take it too well.
"Damnable traitors!" he shrieked, jumping up and down in impotent fury. "Do they not know who they have betwayed--I mean, betrayed? I am Doctor Malcolm Swayde--Slayde!--the greatest criminal mastermind ever to grace the eawth--ergh, earth!"
"Chickenshits, the lot of them," I agreed. "But we can't get hung up on this. We need to keep moving."
"Don't you realize what this means?" Slayde yelled. "This is a transgression that cannot be tolewated--tolerated! We must twack--track!--down every mutineer, and throw them into the shark tank!"
"I thought you sold that stupid thing," I mumbled. Fuck, no wonder Slayde's finances were in such dire straits. Didn't he know how insane the upkeep on that thing was? "Ugh, never mind. Anyway, I won't ask this again...are you coming along or not?"
"We need to find them!" Slayde said wildly. "We'll start by searching for clues, anything to--"
I bent down and snatched up Slayde unceremoniously, ignoring his attempts to batter me with his tiny, marshmallow-like hooves. It actually made for a decent massage; I could imagine it as a nice alternative to that shiatsu crap.
"What are you doing, you oaf? Put me down! Put me down, I command you!"
I held him underneath my left arm like a football, easily able to support his weight. "I hope you guys are fine with walking?" I said to the other two foals.
"S-sure," said XB9. Chicago just nodded silently.
"I will feed you to last February's gene-beasts!" promised Slayde. "I will towment--torment--you with the Tormento Ray, and then I will make you spend the night in the Zombie Room! Then, once I've--"
And that's when I spanked a supervillain.
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	Dear God, I can't believe I just said that. It's even harder for me to believe that I actually did it.
I mean, if you'd told me that one day my hand would be anywhere near Slayde's posterior, I would've laughed hard enough to blow your skin off.
But right at that moment, it seemed like the most logical choice. The little brat is acting up? Set him down and give him a swat on the rear.
Okay, maybe that sounded a bit rednecky, but my nerves were a tightrope and Slayde was walking on them with ice skates. And besides, I grew up in the Ozarks--try as I might, I can never quite erase my inner hillbilly.  
Anyway, it was just three quick swats—whap, whap, whap. Instantly Slayde went rigid, his words halting in his throat.
And then he started crying again. That was plenty annoying enough on its own, but far worse was the fact that he refused to move. He just wanted to keep sitting on his butt and bawling his eyes out--for all I knew, probably until this place came tumbling down.
I tried to the “I’m-gonna-pretend-to-walk-away-and-leave-you-behind” game to urge the munchkin onward, but he retaliated by crying even louder.
Sweet Jesus, why do kids need to be so goddam unreasonable?
It seemed stupid to try giving him yet another spanking; I didn't want to get stuck in some sort of feedback loop. Still, if we didn't move along soon, we would become top contenders for the annual Pancake Impersonator's Pageant.
So then I broke a precedent that had been upheld for thousands of years--I picked up Slayde and carried him on my shoulders. Thusly the tyrannical man-rides-horse paradigm was shattered, and nothing would ever be the same again.
For his part, Slayde seemed unable to grasp the gravity of this historic moment. He mostly just squirmed, whined, and sniffled before eventually deciding to quietly pout.  I suppose his way of getting revenge was to soak the back of my shirt with tears and snot.
With that issue resolved, I had the chance to concentrate more on our route. The map the Sphere had provided me with was proving to be reliable, and the ruins were easy to navigate. The city's streets were straight and evenly spaced, dividing it into a neat grid. 
The atmosphere reminded me much more of a giant cathedral than a city.  Towering pillars supported arched ceilings that disappeared into the gloom.  There were too many statues and monuments to count, (most of them themed around--you guessed it--horses) and every intersection featured a small stone fountain that gushed glowing blue liquid.  I couldn’t tell if they were merely decorative, or if the inhabitants actually drank that shit.
I half-expected the city itself to be shaped like a giant horseshoe or something stupid like that, but it turned out to be built in the image of a six-pointed star. Guess I'm not the only one who got tired of the equine motif.
Although the city's layout worked in our favor, the scale did not. My first, flare-lit impression of the city's size was wildly off the mark. You know how frustrating it is when you set your sights on a landmark, but no matter how long you travel, it doesn't seem to get any closer? It wore on my nerves far more than anything Slayde could dish out, and I could've sworn my exasperation was coalescing into a murky, toxic aura around me.
Or maybe that was just my B.O. All I know is that no one was in the mood to step on my toes...which is probably why the foals never said a word for a good half-hour.  As we were hiking down a gloomy boulevard lined with strange statues, I heard the foals panting heavily.  Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed they were lagging further and further behind.
I don't know much about kids, (or foals, but so far they were proving pretty similar) but I do know they can't be expected to keep up the same hiking pace as an adult. So it was no surprise when Chicago and XB9 got short of breath—what was a surprise was that it was Chicago who asked for a break.
The year before, Chicago had carried 60 kilos of ammo over a seven-day journey through a steamy jungle.  The dumb bastard had almost gotten himself killed--and not just from his refusal to let me take off some of the load.  No, it was from the fact that no one knew about the hideous swollen spider bite on his foot until we saw how he couldn’t put his left boot on anymore.  
That was Chicago...always the silent sufferer.  Every time, I’d make him promise to ditch that habit, and then next week he’d be marching quietly along with a cobra dangling from his nose.  I always thought the day he changed his ways would be a welcome one, but now it just felt wrong.
Was this another personality distortion? Had Chicago’s spirit been broken?   Once again, I had no way of knowing.  
“Can we stop? Just for a minute or two?” Chicago said, her voice only just loud enough to be intelligible.  
It was a Herculean effort just to keep looking at her. It was already a knife in my chest to see Chicago stuck in that piteous, inhuman shape. Seeing her trembling with exhaustion...it was like getting run through with a rusty railroad spike.
Abruptly I averted my eyes. “Yeah...” I said distantly. “I think we can afford a breather.” XB9 seemed supremely grateful for the opportunity, and promptly plonked himself down on a nearby patch of moss.
I realized Slayde hadn't said anything in a while. Plucking him off my back, I discovered he was sound asleep. As I set him down, he brought his right hoof to his muzzle and gently sucked on it.
His big eyes twitched under their lids. “Activate the tesla beam,” he grumbled. “Unggh...bungling fools...”
I couldn't help but smile. Every bit of their old personalities showing through was a blow against the Sphere. My spirit thus buoyed, I summoned up the strength to talk to Chicago.
“How are you doing?” I asked her. She had curled up in the corner of a nearby alcove, staring blankly at the floor.
“Okay,” she said.
I cocked an eyebrow. “You're sure?”
She nodded, still not making eye contact. “I'm okay.”
I reached out to pat her on the shoulder, but then thought better of it. “We'll get through this, okay? Beers are on me.”
Chicago murmured something I didn't quite catch.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Five vodka shots,” she said simply. “Slayde said 'fool' again.”
I laughed in a way that was probably a bit more maniacal-sounding than I'd wished. But hell, who can blame me? You can't go through what I've been through without losing a bit of your sanity. Noticing that Chicago herself didn't seem all that amused, I quickly euthanized my laugh with a fit of fake coughs.
“You let me know if you need anything, all right?” I offered. “If you need a break, we'll take one. We'll get through this, all right?”
“Right,” replied Chicago. Nothing in her voice sounded convinced.  Her eyes remained fixed on the floor.
“We'll get through this.”
“Yeah.”  That wasn’t like Chicago at all.
“We'll get through this!” 
“Mmh.”  Still no trace of my friend...and something about that moment made my mind twist to a breaking point.
“We will get through this!” I yelled.  “We’ll get through this!” I let my voice echo off the ceiling, enjoying the way it resounded through the entire cavern, like I had a whole squad of allies out there to aid our escape, like the sound waves could reach out to the Sphere and crush it like a cheap Christmas ornament, like it would be just loud enough to wake me out of this horrible fucking nightmare where--
I collapsed to my knees and coughed. I coughed again, and again, feeling something rising in my throat and the world spinning out of control. I wanted to throw up, but I couldn't. I was dry-heaving, and it angered me that my body was too weak to finish such a miserable task. I clutched and tore at my armor, goddammit, it was too fucking hot!
I felt a small hoof touch me on the leg.
“We’ll get through this,” I heard a small voice say.
I was dehydrated, starving, tired, sick, and desperate. But Chicago was right. I was going to get through this.
Wheezing, I pulled out my water bottle. I uncapped it, raised it to my lips, and then stopped.
“You first,” I said, holding it out to Chicago. “It ain't vodka, but it'll have to do.”
“You need it more,” she protested.
“No--” I started to say. With an exasperated growl, Chicago snatched the bottle and squirted water into my flapping jaw.
“Ackpth! All right, all right!”
I took the bottle back and drank a few quick swigs. “There. No more for me. We need to conserve this as best we can.”
“Right,” Chicago said, obediently taking a drink herself.
“I'm gonna go check on XB9, okay? I need to make sure he--”
Before I could finish, XB9 bolted up to me, his sharp eyes wide with dread.
“Did you hear that?”
Distant footsteps. Slow and methodical. Purposeful.
Fear crept up my spine like a cold, slimy centipede. I got back on my feet, every muscle taut and tense.
This whole situation was fucked up beyond belief, but I couldn't help but wonder if there was something worse out there, hiding behind the faceless statues and towering pillars.
I didn't have my gun, but I still had my combat knife. I whipped it out of its sheath, relishing the blade's heft and the vicious, gleaming edge. If someone wanted to take me down, I'd make it a mutually painful experience.
Laughter echoed off the hard stone walls of the ruins. I spun on my heels, searching for a target and finding no one. Behind me Slayde stirred awake, gasping in fright.
“Who's there?” called XB9, trying his best to not sound like a scared little kid. It didn’t work.
The laughter came again. Closer now.
I brought my knife up to a combat position, feeling my stomach drop into the toes of my boots.
"That won't help you." The speaker sounded calm to the point of boredom. “That won't help you at all."
The voice came from directly behind me. I whirled to face the speaker, sweeping my blade in a lethal arc. My arm passed through something like freezing fog, and I jumped away in startlement.
At last I could get a better look at the interloper...and it took me a few seconds to comprehend what I was seeing. A shimmering blue image of a man staggered back, clutching his ethereal throat in mock agony.
"Yeow! You got me! Oh, why'd you have to bring a knife! It's my one true weakness!"
The voice was still unfamiliar, but I quickly recognized the apparition's face.
"I always figured your weakness was in the IQ department, Childs," I said, lowering my knife but not sheathing it. "That is, if that's who I'm really talking to."
"Yes and no. As you might guess, I'm a bit more than the bumbling idiot you thought you knew," he explained. As he spoke, it dawned on me why I hadn't recognized his voice: he sounded competent.
"I have brains. I have experience. But best of all, I have ambition," he said, making a grandiose gesture in the air. Countless tiny pictographs filled the air, and he studied them with the orgasmic glee of an English professor reading a lost Shakespeare play.
"And ambition," he breathed, "is everything."
"Dat's my line!" whined Slayde.
“Which you swiped from the third director of P.H.A.N.T.O.M.,” Childs sighed, not even looking away from the symbols.“Shame on you for that, by the way.  What the Sphere did to you is only a fraction of the humiliation you deserve.”
“I had a feewing—feeling about you! I shoulda fed you to da sharks on day one!” Slayde seethed.
"Oh-hohoho, spare me, doctor. You've always had the intuition of a brain-dead slug overdosing on--”
“Enough!” I yelled. “Childs, do you have anything important to say, or are you just here to prance around and gloat?”
“I admit I got a little sidetracked,” said Childs, shrugging. “This whole experience has thrown me for a loop. I swear, it's just so complicated to betray people these days. Even with help from a man like you, XB9,” he said, casting a thin smile at the ex-spy. “I gotta say, that was a nice reward you were gonna give me for being your mole. Two million dollars, a new identity, some prime beachside property in Yeysk...but I'm afraid it wasn't quite enough."
XB9 bared his fangs at him, his leathery wings flaring and his narrowed eyes glinting in the dim light. "Not enough?" he snarled.
Childs checked his fingernails. "You see, I discovered the Coalition wasn't going to completely bury the city. No, there would be some convenient little patches that would 'miraculously' survive. Sites where the Coalition would send its scientists."
"That's a lie!" shouted XB9. "We'd never allow anyone to exploit this place!"
“Tsk, tsk. You should be more careful about what you’re fighting for, little guy. But if it’s any consolation, they wouldn’t have gotten much from the sites they wanted to study, anyway--they're even worse scientists than Slayde!"
"How dare you!" fumed Slayde. "I have studied at the gweatest--greatest universities of the world, honing my skills to a wazor's edge!"
"Yes, 'gweat' institutions like Oakbury University--tell me, do they still offer the legendary 'three degrees for only three hundred dollars' deal there?" Childs scoffed, grinning at Slayde's wounded expression. “Ah, did I hurt your feelings? Good, you contemptible little heap of shit.”
Occasionally, I find myself rating people on what I call the Punchability Scale. A "1.0" (Slightly Punchable) is that douchebag with spiky blond hair who struts around the gym and talks about how hard it was to sculpt his pecs. A "5.0" (Moderately Punchable) is the asshole in the Porsche who cuts you off on the freeway and then flips you the bird.
Childs was already starting to hover around "7.0”--Severely Punchable. And as he kept flapping his lips, I could practically see the meter rising.  
“But I digress. To put it simply, there's been a change in plans. Originally, all I needed to do was stick around with the rest of the mercs while they fled—just so I could signal to the Coalition where to intercept and capture them. That part went beautifully...but then XB9 didn't report in. Naturally, they detonated the charges...and the ruins had the gall to stay perfectly intact.”
Chicago and I traded glances.  Shit, Childs had that glint in his eye. That little glint that screams, “I am making my Evil Fuckwad Speech! I need to rant about my diabolical plan because this is my way of compensating for my critically low self-esteem! Fear me! Curse me! Care about me!” 
It was a common sentiment among supervillains—Slayde being one obvious example—but damn, it never gets any less grating. A little tip if you ever go into my line of work: indulge the Evil Fuckwad and pretend you're listening intently. It's a good way to screw with them, even if it takes a little patience. For the more you let him build up his ego, the more satisfying it is when he falls into his own piranha pit.
“This left them in quite the conundrum,” Childs continued. “They needed to find out what was going on down here, but they were reluctant to risk more of their precious little secret agents. So I volunteered for the task...and what an opportunity it is! It's both pathetic and hilarious that you abandoned the Sphere so quickly. It's not that hard to operate, and it still has enough power to do quite a lot of stuff. For instance, custom volumetric displays,” he proclaimed, gesturing at his holographic body.
“Great, you can put on lightshows,” said Chicago. “Good for you.”  While it was a relief to see another shred of the old Chicago, I wasn’t particularly enthused about her provoking the megalomaniac.
Childs clucked his tongue. (Another notch on the Punchability Scale...) “Don't be so shortsighted, sugarpea. You'd be amazed at all the things they could do with this thing—they even found a way to make light imitate solid matter!”
His fingers danced along the glowing runes, and a translucent blue gate shimmered into existence in front of us. He smirked and crossed his arms. “Uh oh, looks like your little adventure has come to a dead end. What are you gonna do now?”
Panic tingled my scalp as I pushed against the unyielding gate. It had the same ethereal appearance as Childs’ hologram, but it felt like it was made of solid steel.
“Scanning,” said a monotone voice. “Access granted.” The gate unceremoniously vanished.
“Shit...that wasn't supposed to happen.” I could've sworn I saw Childs' cheeks go red even through the monochrome hologram. Fortunately for his ego, he quickly recovered. 
“This isn’t over, Slayde.  When I return, I’ll make you pay back a thousandfold for every humiliation you put me through!  I’ll break you! Crush you!  Ruin you!  You want to get to Site Danicus? I’ll make you and your friends scream for every step you take! I'll make it slow, Slayde! I'll make it hurt! And before it's even halfway over, I’ll make you beg! And you know what I'll do then, Slayde? I'll fucking laugh!” 
We all stared in stunned silence while Childs' hologram faded away, his maddened peals of laughter echoing off of a million surfaces. 

			Author's Notes: 
Special thanks to Teslaponie for his faithful prereading.
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