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  Willy Wormsly, Superhero!
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Barely Tuesday morning, and Willy Wormsly already longed to fast-forward the school year into summer vacation. His morning began as usual—the alarm clock's blaring BEEP-BEEP-BEEP, the panicked search for his left shoe, inevitably lost beneath the far side of his bed.
He stumbled out the front door of his house, his backpack sagged with the weight of textbooks he hadn't opened, his untied shoelaces flapped, and his hair spiked out in three different directions. On the walk to school, he rehearsed excuses for his unfinished math homework—again. The dog ate it? I got abducted by aliens? Nah. I was too busy saving the world to do long division. He snorted at the thought. As if anyone would believe that.
Townsfield Middle School was a two-story brick eyesore that looked like it was originally designed as a prison. The hallways were a maze of flickering fluorescent lights and the chemical smell of disinfectant. The peeling paint of the walls were plastered over with posters for spirit week, the upcoming science fair, and a reminder that Bullying Is Not Cool (an ideal he personally knew was not upheld).
Willy's first class of the day was Pre-Algebra with Mrs. Henderson, a woman whose coke-bottle glasses magnified his dread. Her teaching style was to ambush students at random for embarrassment in front of the class. Willy had learned to make himself as small as possible. Today, however, his luck had run out.
He walked to her desk and handed in his homework. She peered at him over the rim of her glasses. "Care to explain why problem number seven is blank?"
His stomach somersaulted. He'd rushed to finish and must have overlooked the question. "Uh, my, pencil fell off my desk and…got sucked into a black hole?"
Mrs. Henderson exhaled—a sigh exhausted by the weight of countless fibs she'd heard over the years. "Willy, if you don't start applying yourself, you're going to fail my class. And if you fail, you won't be able to move on to Algebra next year."
Willy's face burned. Math was already a foreign language to him. Algebra compounded the torment by introducing letters and demanding he treat them like numbers. As he slunk back into his seat, he caught the eye of Bobbie Ruffnicke, class bully and all-around menace. Bobbie was built like a linebacker, with a buzz cut, a permanent scowl, and a habit of "accidentally" knocking people into lockers. He sneered at Willy, a slow, predatory grin that made Willy's butt cheeks clench.
Willy was starving and was thankful for the lunch bell sounding. He'd skipped breakfast, and his stomach rumbled loud enough to drown out the cafeteria noise. He loaded a tray—mystery meatloaf, cold gray mashed potatoes, and a side of canned green beans—and scanned the room for a place to sit.
The cafeteria was a minefield of unspoken, rigid social hierarchies. Jocks commanded the long tables by the windows, tossing footballs over people's heads and laughing obnoxiously. Nerds cloistered in the corner, debating Dungeons & Dragons lore and trading comic books. The popular girls held court at the center tables, their laughter tinkling like wind chimes. The fine arts kids doodled on their napkins, recited Shakespeare, and pretended not to care that no one understood them.
Willy didn't belong to any of the groups-too uncoordinated for the jocks, too unintelligent for the nerds, and too dweebish for the popular kids. He was just…Willy. The kid who tripped over his own feet, blushed when teachers called on him, and spent most of his time being invisible to them all. He ducked into a quiet corner to eat in peace.
Or at least, he tried to.
"Well, well, well," a voice sneered behind him. "If it isn't Wee Willy Wormsly."
Bobbie Ruffnicke. Of course.
The bully plopped down beside him, his tray piled high with enough food to feed a small army. "You're sitting in my spot, Wormy."
Willy's heart pounded. "I—I didn't know this was your spot."
"It is now." Bobbie leaned in, his breath smelling like tater tots and bad decisions. "Hand over your lunch money."
Willy's face burned. He craved a comeback so brutal that Bobbie would regret existing. Instead, he squeaked, "I already spent it. See?"
Willy lifted his hands—empty—and Bobbie flinched. "Keep your hands away from me. I haven't forgotten what you did last week, sicko." With a smirk, he shoved a finger up each nostril and then jammed them into Willy's mashed potatoes. "Pathetic," he scoffed before sauntering off.
Willy sighed, poking at his meatloaf with his fork. Pathetic. That was the word that seemed to follow him everywhere. Pathetic at sports. Pathetic at math. Pathetic at standing up for himself. 
By the time the bell rang for the last class of the day, Willy was more than ready to go home. At home, he could escape to his room, read a comic book, and forget that this day had ever happened.
But first, he had to stop by his locker to grab his History textbook. He was fishing around in his locker when he smelled the odor of tater tots. A beefy hand slammed into his back, shoving him into the locker.
The door slammed shut behind him, and suddenly, Willy was crammed inside, his knees pressed against his chest, his backpack digging into his spine. The locker reeked of gym socks and despair.
"Enjoy your new home, Wormsie," Bobbie said, his voice muffled through the metal door. "Next time I ask for money, you better have some."
Willy heard Bobbie's laughter fade down the hallway while he tried to wiggle free. The locker was too small, and his arms were pinned to his sides. Stuck with no way out.
This is it, he thought. This is how I die. Trapped in a locker, forgotten by the world.
The final bell for class rang. On top of everything, when he got free he was going to have to explain—in front of the entire class—why he was late. Again.
Then something impossible happened.
There was a loud KA-POP!!! and a FLASH of light.
Willy Wormsly wasn't inside the locker anymore.
He instantly found himself seated in a plush, high-backed executive chair.  A spotlight shone on him. In the shadows, he could barely make out six hooded figures seated at a long table.
"Willy Wormsly, welcome to the inner sanctum."  The words ECHOed around the room.
Willy held a hand up to block out the glare of the spotlight and squinted towards the table. "Uh, hi.  What happened to me?  Where am I?"
"We have pulled you from your dimension into our parallel dimension.  We need your help."  In echoing, dramatic tones that filled the room, the voice said, "That is why we brought you here."
Willy looked around, trying to find the television cameras. Surely, this was a prank. "If this is a joke, it isn't funny. Who are you people? Why are you picking on me? I'm just a kid."
A female voice spoke. "We are The Society of Watchers. We recruit people to be superheroes in our dimension of Metropolis." Trumpets BLAREd when she said Metropolis.
"Metropolis? Cool!  So I'm going to learn how to fly and shoot beams from my eyes?"
"It doesn't work that way," the woman replied. "Superpowers are something you already have. In Metropolis, they become activated."
"But I don't have any superpowers. I can't run fast, leap tall buildings or lift cars over my head." Willy looked at his feet and mumbled, "I don't even have any normal powers."
"You do have a superpower or you wouldn't be here. Now, we need a simple Yes or No. Will you join us? If you say Yes, we will transport you into Metropolis. If you say No," the voice turned CREEPY!!! and BONE-CHILLING!!!, "it's back to your locker in Townsfield!"
Willy took two seconds to make up his mind. "When do I leave for Metropolis?"
A fatherly voice said, "Congratulations!" Lights and sirens went off as if he had won a contest. "First, the ground rules. You are never to mention your superhero career to anyone in your dimension. When your career as a superhero ends, you will be permanently returned to your dimension."
"When it ends? Don't I get immortality or something?"
"No. Superpowers are a phase you grow out of, often before your thirtieth birthday."
"The coolest thing ever and I can't tell anyone! Why?"
There was an annoyed sigh, and an old man's crabby voice said, "Because too many superheroes started blabbing to people like Stan Lee. Now even ordinary mortals know about Metropolis!" There was another trumpet BLAST. "It is our home and it really is being attacked by evil villains. If they discover we are recruiting superheroes from your dimension, they will start pulling bullies to assist them."
"Fine, I promise. Now when do I –"  BLAMMO!!!
* * *
Willy materialized behind an industrial metal desk inside the office of a bank. Overhead lights flickered and reflected off the polished marble floor. Deposit slips floated in the air like snowflakes. Next to him crouched an older teen in Oakley Gargoyle shades—glinting like sunlight on snow—vibrant blue ski shorts fluttering, a red cape billowing as if he might take flight. His sun-bleached hair swayed like surf, mirroring his confidence. He gripped a neon-green snowboard like a shield.
The boy looked at him. "Yo! Watch my back," he ordered.
"Me?" Willy looked around for someone else."Why would you pick me to help you?"
The teen eyed him. "Colorful tights and pointy shoes. You're either a superhero…or picked the wrong day to cosplay as one."
Willy glanced down and noticed he was wearing an all-green spandex outfit with a big, yellow letter W on his chest. He resembled the Jolly Green Giant's sidekick Sprout from the TV commercials.
A powerful male voice BOOMed like thunder from across the bank.  "I am Kinetico!  Bow before my unstoppable powers!"  His diabolical laugh sent shivers down Willy's spine.
Willy and the older boy popped their heads over the desk.  Kinetico was dressed head-to-toe in space age silver foil clothing. He wore armbands that shot translucent beams used to lift people and desks into the air and CRASH them together.
The older boy cupped his hands in front of him and conjured snowballs out of thin air. Dozens of the icy missiles dropped into a pile. He tossed one to Willy.
"Whoa, that's cool. How'd you do that?"
"I'm Powder Shredder.  I'm all about 'cool'. Making snow is my superpower." He popped his head up, sighted Kinetico, and then dropped back down. "When I say go, you whip these at him. I'll plow into him and take him out like an avalanche."
Willy stuttered apologetic. "I'm, uh, terrible at throwing stuff."
"Don't need to hit him. Just distract him."  He tousled Willy's dark hair; making it fall into his eyes, then said, "Ready…Go!"
Willy lobbed snowballs as the other boy leaped over the desk. He threw down his snowboard and sprayed snow from his fingertips. Riding the trail of snow, he cut across the bank, shouting, "I am Powder Shredder and your days of crime are over Kinetico!"  He SWOOSHed around behind Kinetico and showered him with a spray of snow powder from his board. He spun around to make another pass when a beam from Kinetico stopped him cold.
Powder Shredder looked at Willy, voice squeaking as he tried to speak. "Yo-little… ACK…helllpp?"  
Willy hunkered behind the desk, his heart racing while Kinetico held Powder Shredder in his grip. The older boy struggled against the weight of the villain's kinetic energy. Panic surged through Willy, but so did a spark of determination.
He hefted a large snowball. "Release him or suffer my wrath!" Willy shouted, faking bravery.
Kinetico smirked. "Ha! Your pathetic throws couldn't hit the broad side of a barn!" He laughed, doubling over with amusement as he waved Willy off.
Willy felt a fire spark in his chest. Despite the mockery, he squared his shoulders. "Just watch me!" he declared, summoning every ounce of energy he could muster. He scooped up a snowball, clenched it tight, and blasted it toward Kinetico with all his might.
The snowball flew straight as an arrow with surprising velocity. Willy's gaze followed its trajectory. A trajectory nowhere near where he'd been aiming. The snowball whooshed past Powder's red cape like a rogue comet and disappeared into the rubble. Kinetico erupted into hysterical laughter. "Is that your terrifying 'fury'?"
Powder Shredder was choking to death as the air was being CRUSHed from his lungs. Willy had to do something, but what? He was the perpetual underdog facing off against a supervillain. Last week's brazen moment against his personal villain flashed back.
On his way to the cafeteria, Bobbie Ruffnicke lunged from a doorway, slamming Willy against the wall and demanding his lunch money. Desperate, Willy jammed his fingers in his mouth—then gave Bobbie a wet-willie. The bully screamed and fled while swatting at his ears.
Willy had always been invisible to most people around him and Kinetico acted no different. While Kinetico's attention was locked on Powder, it took Willy little effort to sneak up behind the villain. He licked both fingers and then JAMmed both spit-wet fingers into Kinetico's ears.
Kinetico GIRLIE-SCREAMed and thrashed around, dropping everything he had lifted with his magnetic beams. "Ugh.  That's disgusting! What's wrong with you?"  The villain clawed at his ears, desperate to remove the spit. "I can't get it out!"
Powder Shredder, free of the beam, WHACKed Kinetico over the head with his snowboard. Kinetico fell down unconscious. Powder grinned, still trying to catch his breath. "Dude, pretending to have lousy aim to throw him off. Brilliant, next-level thinking!" He knelt to bind Kinetico's hands together. "What's your superhero name?"
"I don't have a superhero name. I don't even have any super powers," Willy blurted. He wiped his fingers on his pants and stuck out his hand. "I'm Willy Wormsly.  I just…appeared here."
"What was that thing you just did?"
"It's called a wet-willie…but it's not named after me."
"That was amazing.  From now on you're Wet-Willy Wormsly.  Fighting villains with your Super… No. Your 'Atomic Wet-Willie'!"
Willy looked at Powder like he had been out in the sun too long. "But I didn't really do anything."
"Didn't do anything!  You incapacitated Kinetico, one of the meanest super villains the city has ever known. Dude, it's not the talent that makes a superhero either super or heroic."  Striking a heroic pose as he hovered in the air on his snowboard, he said, "It's standing up for what is right, and using the talent you have to the best of your ability, whatever the talent."
Powder Shredder notified the bank employees they were safe and handed Kinetico to the bank guards. He exited the building to cheers. Then the crowd turned to shower praise on Willy.
Willy's chest swelled and he felt ten feet tall. He's right! I am special. He ran after Powder Shredder. "Wait up for me. You have a Batmobile or Wonder Jet or something?  I can't fly or shoot webs, and these legs weren't made for running."
"You can't fly?  Bummer.  I'll take the bus with you then. Superheroes get free bus fare.  I'll take you to the Super Mal-Mart.  Hook you up with a rad skateboard.
"I can't skateboard."
"No problemo.  A wicked BMX bicycle then."
Feeling his pockets, Willy gave Powder an apologetic look. "I don't have any money."
"You really are new to being a superhero."
"Fifteen minutes ago, I was in a dark room where some old people in cloaks teleported me into the bank."
"Rad. The Watchers finally decided to make me a mentor. Stick close. I'll teach you everything you need to know." 
Willy marveled at his change of fortune. An hour ago, he felt like a nobody, and now, he was battling evil with the spirit of a true hero. 
The dynamic duo reached the bus stop and hopped the bus already waiting for them. 
From their perch in between dimensions, The Society of Watchers looked down with pride as Wet-Willy Wormsly rode off into the sunset to start his supervillain thwarting career.






  
  Willy Wormsly and the Eyes Of DOOM
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It had been a great day so far. Willy Wormsly and his pals had a lot of good laughs and candy at lunch. His newfound confidence gained in Metropolis, spanned both dimensions, resulting in new friends in both worlds.
Despite his initial desire to remain in Metropolis, the Society of Watchers forced him to continue going to school in Townsfield. His school life was better but still presented the young superhero with challenges.
Saturday night had been Halloween night.  Everyone knows Halloween is the end of Horror because Christmas is on its way. He knew that Horror preys on its victims all year round, waiting for them to do wrong. Willy had done wrong this weekend and knew it gave Horror an open invitation to hunt him down-and his friends by association. He had completely forgotten about the consequences catching up with him. 
Willy and his friends entered the room, not suspecting any danger. The door SQUEAKed on rusty hinges, and the sound of the lock CLICKed ominously as it slid shut. The room was half-lit and Willy instinctively sat in the back corner underneath a burnt-out bulb. Sitting in the light was a guarantee to being seen. Being invisible was the best defense and only chance of survival.
Willy's friends were doomed and he felt guilty for hiding behind them. They were innocent. He deserved to suffer for what he had done. Lacking his powers and his hero costume, Willy reverted to his old self. If he had any courage, it had fled to the deepest recesses of his mind. Maybe, I can survive if enough of them go first. Better them than me.
A spine-chilling SCRATCHing sound in front of them broke the silence.  Everyone instantly fell quiet. Willy started to sweat. He knew what was coming. It was only a matter of time before his friends disappeared one-by-one. Frank, the bravest kid Willy knew in Townsfield, was the first. In the blink of an eye, he was gone.
His friends whispered nervously about Frank. The SCRATCHing noise resumed, and they fell deathly silent. "Who's next?" Willy worried. Paul bleached a pale white. Everyone could see that he was afraid, but escape was impossible. Paul's mistake was to sit at the front of the group.
No one spoke when Paul left. Willy could feel the anxiety in the air. This was not a random occurrence. They were all going to be eliminated systematically. He could still see looks of disbelief in a few of his friends' faces. Fading hope that surviving this ordeal was still possible.
The eyes were now clearly visible to Willy. They scanned the room like searchlights, illuminating each of his friends in turn. The eyes stopped and settled on Susan. Oh, please not Susan! Please spare her. 
She was the cutest, nicest girl that Willy knew. The sound of her voice always made his heart flutter. He turned away, unable to watch.
The SCRATCHing sound began again. His bones turned to jelly. Seconds ticked by. Every time the SCRATCHing stopped, another one of his friends was taken.
POOF. Gone.
Everyone knew their turn was coming. Fear ran like an electric current through the group. Willy wanted to tell them not to be afraid, that fear can be smelled. But he remained quiet; speaking up was a sure-fire way to be noticed.
Again and again, the SCRATCHing was followed by the disappearance of a friend. Only a handful remained. It was getting closer and closer to Willy.  He prayed for the terror to end soon. Just leave me alone, he mentally projected.  
The SCRATCHing started again. Cold sweat trickled down Willy's face. His T-shirt clung to his damp skin. His hands trembled. If his parents knew what he had done this weekend they would be very disappointed. He would have been given a stern lecture about consequences and, just possibly, he wouldn't be in this position. Certainty filled him in these last moments. Certainty that his guilt had put the wheels of Fate in motion that led to this moment.
The SCRATCHing stopped. Now Tommy was gone. He had been sitting in front of Willy! Looking around frantically, Willy tried to find a way to escape or to hide. He had doomed himself by sitting in the corner. His fate was sealed. The weekend haunted him and he felt regret and remorse. If only I could go back in time.
The SCRATCHing returned. Waiting for the inevitable, Willy now noticed things with the clarity that only comes with terror. He could hear the LUB-DUB LUB-DUBbing of his heart, the SWOOSH-SWOOSHing of the blood in his ears. The SCRATCHing stopped.
The eyes gazed down on him.
Oh no, I've been spotted! He wished for his Metropolis superpowers, but in Townsfield he was helpless to resist the consequences closing in on him. A cold lump filled his stomach, his throat was tight and he tasted bile as he started to retch. 
"Willy Wormsly." The voice was cold and it drew out the pronunciation of his name, savoring the sound. There was a hint of knowing in the voice, awareness of what he had done. 
He GULPed. It made a thunderous ROAR. "Y…Y..Yes," he SQUEAKed.
"It's your turn!"
Willy stood shaking, his knees KNOCK-KNOCKed together. His courage peeked out from under the covers of its security blanket. It was just enough to help him speak to the malevolent being. 
"I don't know how to Mrs. Kendricks."
"Willy Wormsly. You WILL march up to this chalkboard and solve a Math problem! Or you WON'T be permitted to go outside for recess with your friends."
Like a condemned man, Willy shuffled to the chalkboard, grabbed the chalk and stared blankly at the board. Why didn't I just do my homework this weekend?






  
  Wet-Willy Wormsly versus The Mad Poet
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Sunlight slanted through the Noble Barnes Bookstore and Coffee Shop's tall windows, stretching shadows across the polished wood floors. Most customers would call it an ideal Tuesday—perfect for browsing new releases with overpriced lattes—if not for the chaos erupting inside.
Powder Shredder crouched behind the checkout counter, his vibrant blue ski shorts fluttering as he dodged another volley of flying fish. The creatures—herring, by the look of them—swooped and PECK-PECK-PECK-ed at him with surprising ferocity, their scales glinting under the fluorescent lights. His neon-green snowboard lay abandoned nearby, useless in the face of enemies conjured from pure imagination.
"Seriously, dude!" Powder Shredder swatted at the air. "This is not cool!"
Standing atop a nearby display table, silhouetted against a backdrop of scattered books, was The Mad Poet. His battered notebook clutched to his chest like a holy relic, he recited his verses with the fervor of a prophet:
"Summer's light streams from above, Flocks of herring peck you with love."
His laugh—high and theatrical—echoed through the store as customers stampeded toward the exits, screaming. The Mad Poet had struck Noble Barnes, and he'd struck it hard.
Powder Shredder risked another glance. The villain stood triumphant, eyes wild with the intoxication of his own artistry. Powder gritted his teeth. He'd been holding his own, but barely. Flying fish were not part of his usual combat training, and his snow-based powers were proving useless against creatures immune to cold and moisture.
He needed backup.
As if summoned by his thoughts, the front doors burst open with a WOOSH. A figure in an all-green spandex suit with a large yellow "W" emblazoned on the chest momentarily struck a heroic pose for onlookers before surveying the chaos.
Willy Wormsly. Finally.
"Where you been, little dude?" Powder Shredder called out, his voice strained as he dodged attacking fish. "This guy keeps spouting poems about sunshine and warm beaches. He's melting my snow faster than an ice cream cone in July!"
Willy's face flushed red. "Sorry, my bike got a flat tire. I had to take the bus."
Powder Shredder's expression hardened slightly—not angry, but disappointed in that way that made Willy's stomach twist. "We need to get you some reliable wheels. A sidekick shouldn't be late to a crime scene."
The words stung, even though Willy knew they were fair. He'd only been a superhero for a few weeks and he was unused to the idea that his presence mattered. In Townsfield, he'd been invisible; in Metropolis, he was supposed to be important.
"Sorry, man," Willy said, pushing down the familiar sting of self-doubt. "What's the plan?"
"Do what always works. Pelt him with snowballs until he can be subdued. Just be mindful of the-"
As if on cue, a dozen flying fish materialized in the air. They dive-bombed Powder Shredder, who YELP-ed and ducked behind a checkout counter. "Seriously, dude! This is not cool!"
The Mad Poet CACKLED, striking a pose. "A serious dude I am, for I am the Mad Poet! Don't you know it?"
A voice BOOM-ed from somewhere unseen. It was everywhere and nowhere. "Powder Shredder has fallen for the villain's BAIT. Will he be REELED IN to his destruction? Who will HOOK this villain before our hero becomes a STUFFED FLOUNDER?"
Willy rolled his eyes. "Subtle, Stage Manager. Real subtle."
Ever since Willy and Powder had earned notoriety, a member of The Society of Watchers, known as The Stage Manager, delighted in providing colorful commentary from his perch in between dimensions about their plight.
As the herring disappeared into the magazine racks, Powder Shredder saw an opening. "Now, Willy! Snowball storm!"
Willy scooped a handful of slush from a rapidly melting pile Powder had conjured earlier. It was more wet clump than proper snowball, but it would have to do. It sailed through the air and SMACK-ed The Mad Poet square in the chest with a wet PLOP.
"Hey!" The villain gaped at the stain on his coat.
"Righteous!" Powder WHOOP-ed, unleashing a barrage of perfectly formed, icy snowballs. THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!
The assault was relentless. Snowballs pelted The Mad Poet from all sides, driving him backward. He stumbled, his grandiose recitations dissolving into sputters of indignation. "You ruffians! You philistines! You—OOF!"
He tripped over a fallen stack of travel guides and CRASH-ed backward  into the dimly lit reference section.
The flying fish winked out of existence. Silence fell, broken only by the DRIP-DRIP of melting snow.
Powder Shredder straightened up, brushing slush from his shoulders. "See? Classic one-two punch. He'll be—"
From within the reference section came a sound: a slow, ominous CHUCKLE. Then The Mad Poet emerged, not cowed, but triumphant, holding aloft a thick hardcover tome. His eyes gleamed with manic joy. "You've given me the keys to the kingdom, you fools!" 
The Stage Manager's voice ECHO-ed through the bookstore in a perfect, dreadful rhyme:
"A flurry of snow, a tactical blunder,
You've armed your foe with poetic thunder! 
A dictionary of rhyme, a lexicon grand— 
Now destruction is quite literally at hand!"
The boys eyed each other in dismay as they read the title: Master Rapper's Rhyming Dictionary.
The Mad Poet's laugh CACKLED, unhinged. Trembling fingers flipped pages, lips moving silently as he absorbed perfect rhymes.
"Now," he breathed, clutching the dictionary to his chest, "my poetry shall be unstoppable."
"Powder, flying fish are only a start if we don't stop him now."
"I'll distract him while you sneak around," Powder Shredder instructed, already formulating a plan. "You know the drill."
Willy nodded and slipped between magazine racks with practiced stealth. His years of avoiding bullies in the hallways of Townsfield Middle School had honed his ability to move unnoticed.
Behind him, Powder Shredder vaulted a table to launch his counter-attack. His snowboard cut through a swirl of crystalline powder that trailed behind him like a comet's tail. He charged the ne're-do-well, shouting, "Your days of crime are over!"
Willy weaved through the aisles until he reached the self-help section. His elbow knocked over a sign. It clattered to the floor, the letters glaring up at him: "SILENCE IS GOLDEN. PLEASE RESPECT THE NEEDS OF OTHER CUSTOMERS."
Willy winced.
The Mad Poet's head snapped toward him. "From heights on high, With my eye, I thee spy."
A massive floating eye materialized above the villain, its pupil the size of a dinner plate.
It turned its gaze directly toward Willy.
Willy froze mid-step, half-hidden behind a shelf of self-help books. His heart hammered THUMP-THUMP-THUMP.
"Gee whiz," he whispered, then louder, unable to help himself: "Eye I? That's some bad repetition."
The words escaped his lips before he could stop them—a reflexive criticism when facing off against a bully.
The criminal's eyes went wide. For a moment, the floating eye wavered in the air.
"What!" the villain shrieked. "But… my poetry… is FLAWLESS!"
In that moment, Willy realized something crucial: The man's power came from his confidence in his own artistry. Attack the art, and you attack the artist.
Willy called out. "Who is this guy?"
"Calls himself The Mad Poet!" Powder Shredder yelled back, still fending off attacking fish.
"He's mad, alright," Willy said, his voice growing louder, more confident. "Mad as in ka-razy. His poetry sucks."
The Mad Poet flushed crimson. He STAMP-ed his feet, his notebook trembling in his hands. "I warn you mortals to FLEE! Or… I'll hit you with a TRAIN!"
A steam locomotive materialized in the air, defying gravity. Steam billowed in angry clouds as it CHUG-CHUGged toward the superheroes.
Willy stood firm, ignoring his instinct to run. He locked eyes with the Mad Poet. "That doesn't even rhyme! I would have said 'tree' to rhyme with 'flee.'"
The Mad Poet's voice wavered as he fumbled for a new rhyme. The locomotive SPUTTER-ed like a stalled engine, then vanished in a puff of smoke. 
The villain's shoulders slumped; his lips trembled. "Stop mocking me!" he cried, his voice cracking with emotion. "You don't understand my art!"
Powder Shredder, still swatting at the now-slower flying fish, seized the moment. "And you don't understand the basics of poetry!" he shouted.
Willy's mind crystallized around the realization. "That's it! Attack his poetry and he has no power!"
"Your poetry doesn't rhyme!" Powder BELLOW-ed.
"Your meter is whack!" Willy added.
The Mad Poet swayed, his eyes unfocused, as if dodging invisible punches. The flying fish dissipated like morning mist. The villain's confidence cracked when art became liability instead of armor.
"It's working," Powder Shredder called out. "We have to attack before he recovers!"
The Mad Poet's voice rose again, desperate now: "Roses are red!"
"Aim for his head!" Powder Shredder yelled to Willy in perfect rhyme. "I've got snowballs. You throw—"
"Violets are blue!" the Mad Poet continued, his voice growing shriller.
Powder Shredder laughed—a genuine, triumphant sound—as he called out: "A SHOE!"
Willy kicked off his pointy-toed shoes—the ones that were perpetually oversized and ridiculous looking—and hurled them one after another at The Mad Poet. The first shoe flew past the villain's head, missing by inches. The Mad Poet laughed, a sound of bitter defiance.
Willy had been practicing. The second shoe connected.
It struck The Mad Poet square in the face with a satisfying THWACK, and he let out a SHRIEK that sounded more wounded than angry. He toppled backward and CRASH-ed into a display of hardcover mysteries.
His battered notebook flew from his grip, spiraling through the air before landing several feet away.
The Mad Poet scrambled across the scattered books, desperately searching for his notebook. Snowballs continued to pelt him—Powder Shredder had rejoined the fight with renewed vigor, his confidence restored now that the tide had turned.
Willy crept through the Young Adult section. He emerged from behind a shelf of fantasy novels directly behind The Mad Poet, still frantically searching for his precious notebook.
Willy took a deep breath. He'd done this before—back in the bank with Kinetico, when he'd been too desperate to think about dignity or decorum. It had worked then. It would work now.
He stuck his index fingers in his mouth, coating them generously with saliva. Dramatic music swelled up, foreshadowing what was to come.
Willy lunged forward, his saliva-coated fingers aiming for The Mad Poet's ears. But the villain, spotting the reflection of Willy's green-suited form in an overhead security mirror, spun around.
"From my mind's eye, a guardian I summon!" he shrieked, and a second giant eyeball materialized directly between them.
The Atomic Wet-Willy attack landed with a sickening SQUISH—right in the pupil of the conjured eye. The orb recoiled, blinking painfully, then zipped erratically into shelves and lights.
The Stage Manager's voice boomed with stinging rebuke. "The hero's aim, so clearly flawed, misses the ears and pokes an eye! Is his sense of direction as confused as his sense of hearing? A truly DEAF-ening performance!" 
Willy watched the eyeball's chaotic flight. It wasn't attacking; it was disoriented. The eye is blind, he realized. And so is he. 
The Mad Poet frantically scanned the room, but his gaze was unfocused, panicked.
Thinking quickly, Willy snatched up a thick hardcover and hurled it. The Mad Poet's head SNAP-ped toward the sound. As the villain turned, Willy circled silently to the right, his knobby knees carrying him with surprising speed.
This time, there was no reflection to warn him. Willy's wet fingers found their mark, jamming deep into The Mad Poet's ears.
The effect was instantaneous and undeniable.
The Mad Poet SCREAM-ed a sound of pure, primal disgust and pawed at his ears:
"What vile fluid is this in my ear, Filling my mind full of fear?"
Even in his agony, the villain couldn't help but poeticize his suffering. It would have been funny if it wasn't so pathetic.
Powder Shredder SWOOP-ed in on his snowboard, dumping a light powdering of snow onto The Mad Poet's prone form. Through the glass doors and windows of the bookstore, Willy saw the telltale red and blue lights of police cars pulling up, their sirens WAIL-ing.
The Mad Poet was done.
Later, at the Super Hero Hideout (SHH), Powder Shredder put his snowboard into a wall locker. The adrenaline of the fight had faded, leaving behind the pleasant exhaustion of a job well done.
"That was some quick thinking today in the bookstore," he said, glancing over at Willy.
Willy shrugged, still feeling the lingering embarrassment of arriving late. "I just remembered what I learned in school about poetry."
It was true, in a way. But it was more than that. He'd remembered that often, the most powerful weapon you possessed wasn't strength or speed or any of the conventional superhero abilities. Sometimes, it was simply knowing something about the world—something he'd learned in a classroom back in Townsfield, something he'd paid attention to despite his dislike of classrooms.
His English teachers would probably never know it, but their insistence on proper grammar had saved the day in Metropolis.
Powder Shredder clapped him on the shoulder; a gesture of camaraderie that made Willy swell with pride. They turned toward an imaginary camera, their expressions shifting to a heroic confidence.
"Remember, kids," Powder Shredder said, his voice taking on the tone of an earnest public service announcement, "Stay in school!"
Willy grinned. "Learning Is Cool!"
And in that moment, the awkward, unseen kid from Townsfield Middle School—the one who'd been trapped in a locker mere weeks ago—felt like a real superhero.
Wet-Willy Wormsly had earned his place in the pantheon of superheroes.






  
  Wet-Willy Wormsly Fights The Giant Ant
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Willy Wormsly's ears perked up when he heard the History teacher say something about a magma cart. He listened intently until he realized the teacher was speaking about the historic document named the Magna Carta.
His eyes glazed over. His chin rested on his palm. The world beyond the classroom—with all its homework and expectations and disappointments—felt very far away.
Then the P.A. speaker CRACKLED.
Willy's head SNAP-ped up so quickly that his neck CRACK-ed. The other students didn't even flinch. They were hearing a mundane announcement, while Willy's mind tuned into the inter-dimensional message hidden underneath.
"Willy Wormsly," the P.A. Announcer's voice BOOM-ed with urgency, "the Metropolis Elementary School is being terrorized by a giant ant. You're needed right away."
Willy's heart flipped from the mixture of dread and excitement that always accompanied a crisis call.
The teacher didn't even look up from his notes. "Willy, hold up. Read chapters 24 and 25 for tomorrow. Don't forget—there's a test on Friday."
Willy bolted for the door. "Homework? I'm going to fight a giant ant. May not survive. Should I really be distracted by the thought of homework?"
The teacher's eyes finally found his, sharp and unamused. "This is History, not drama class, Mr. Wormsly, so drop the theatrics. Now get out of here or ants will be the least of your concerns."
Willy jogged to his locker and yanked it open. He crammed his lanky frame inside the cramped locker and pulled the door shut.
There was a FLASH.
Then a POP as Willy materialized inside the Super Hero Hideout (SHH) in Metropolis.
The armory brimmed with neatly organized and labeled gear, tools, and weapons. Willy found Powder Shredder already pulling items from a specialized bin labeled GIANT INSECT PROTOCOL.
"Yo, my dude," Powder called out. "You get the call?"
"Giant ant," Willy confirmed, moving to his workbench in the armory. "Haven't fought a bug yet."
Powder Shredder held up a massive spray canister—industrial-grade pesticide. "Big bugs are easy-peasy. Five minutes tops. In, out, dinners on."
Willy pulled on his gloves. "I'll bring an ant trap, just in case."
At the exit portal, Powder grinned. "Ready to SQUISH a creepy crawler?"
* * *
Metropolis Elementary School was pandemonium.
Children SCREAM-ed as they poured from the building's exits like water from a broken dam.
"This way!" Powder Shredder SHOUT-ed, dashing toward the sound of the loudest screaming.
Willy followed, an oversized flyswatter held at the ready. Around them, the school grounds had become a war zone—overturned playground equipment, scattered backpacks, a child's shoe lying abandoned near the swings.
"There!" Powder pointed as they rounded a corner.
And then they stopped dead, their jaws dropped.
The middle-aged woman towered over fifteen feet tall, her form both comical and terrifying. Her dark hair, streaked gray, was tied back into a bun. Behind a pair of enormous bifocals, her eyes were kind, which made the whole situation more disturbing.
She wore a frumpy green paisley-print sundress that hung on her like a circus tent, and in her enormous hands, she held a little girl of seven or eight. The giant woman planted her lips against the terrified girl's face, oblivious to the girl's screams toward the unwanted affectionate. When she pulled away, an enormous lipstick imprint covered the child's face.
"There you go, sweetie," the giant COOED, plunking the girl down.
The girl immediately bolted, tears streaming down her face.
Powder Shredder slowly lowered his pesticide canister. "What the…?"
Willy stared. "That's not a giant ant," he mumbled.
"No," Powder agreed as he dropped his pesticide canister. "No, it is not."
Willy tossed the flyswatter and ant trap aside as well. "So the call was for, uh…a giant aunt?"
The omnipresent voice of the Stage Manager made his presence known. "Our tiny, bug-brained heroes came prepared to fight an insect and found a giant pest instead. Who will get SQUASHED and who will get SWATTED in this colossal CLASH?
The giantess turned toward them, her massive face breaking into a warm smile. Willy caught a whiff of perfume—something floral and overwhelming.
"Oh, look at you two," she said, her voice surprisingly gentle for someone so enormous. "Don't you look so cute in those little costumes. Come here and give your Auntie a hug."
She reached out her tree trunk-sized arms.
Willy and Powder Shredder exchanged a single, meaningful glance. Then they backed away, slowly and deliberately.
The giant woman didn't seem offended. Instead, she reached down and retrieved an enormous shopping bag from the ground—a bag so large it could have held a car. "I have something I'm sure you'll both just love."
She hurled two gift-wrapped packages toward the heroes.
Powder Shredder instinctively caught one of the boxes, shook it, and then tore it open with childlike enthusiasm.
What emerged was a turtleneck sweater.
His face fell.
Willy caught the second package and opened it with considerably more caution. He withdrew a bottle of cologne so pungent he could smell it through the packaging, and a personal grooming kit.
"Lucky me," Willy muttered.
The giant woman clasped her enormous hands together. "Go ahead , try them on. I know two sweet girls I want you to meet. You'll make such cute couples."
Willy gulped with dread. "Uh… no thanks." He turned to Powder. "My Aunt Marcy invited some girls recently. They were… scary looking and nearly burned the house down."
A commotion erupted to their left. A small group of kids of ten and eleven years old emerged from the school building. They were armed with spitwads and fired a volley.
One spitwad SMACK-ed the giant in the face. Her smile melted as she retrieved a folded umbrella from her shopping bag. She unfolded the umbrella with a flick of her wrist, generating a wind gust that pushed the kids backward. 
The kids recovered and stepped up their attack. She swatted away the projectiles like she were playing badminton.
"Hey, you kids," Powder Shredder shouted, his heroic instincts kicking in. "Get out of here and leave the superhero work to us!"
The children ran back into the school when they saw the giant woman attempt to hug Powder Shredder.
"Hurry up!" Powder YELL-ed, glancing over his shoulder. "This old bat is completely off her rocker. Back off, crazy lady! Don't make me pelt you with a snowball!"
The giant woman stopped in her tracks, showing an expression of mock hurt. "Now that's no way for a young man to talk to his Auntie. Give your Auntie a hug, and I'll give you some warm chocolate chip cookies and cold milk."
It was the perfect opening for Willy.
He sprinted forward, moving low and fast, using the playground equipment as cover. He darted under the monkey bars and climbed to the top of a slide.
From his high perch, he prepared to execute a perfect Atomic Wet-Willy. However, the giant woman's head swiveled with the precision of a radar dish.
"It's not nice to sneak up on old people like that," she said, her voice carrying a note of genuine disappointment.
Before Willy could react, she spun around with surprising grace for someone her size. The now folded umbrella came up in her hands like a sword and caught Willy directly in the stomach. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs and sent him flying backward.
A snowball caught her directly in the face.
The sound of heavy footsteps echoed across the playground as the giant woman chased after Powder Shredder.
Willy pushed himself to his feet, his mind racing. He'd failed. His only attack move had failed. 
They needed a new strategy.
* * *
The first attempt had been a disaster, but Willy was already thinking about the second.
He clambered off the roof, careful to avoid the attention of Auntie. She was chasing Powder Shredder in wide circles around the playground, her enormous feet CRUSH-ing equipment and sending up clouds of dust with each THUNDEROUS step. Powder was fast, but she was large—every stride she took covered the distance of three of his.
He jogged to Powder Shredder, who'd managed to create enough distance to catch his breath. Powder was bent over, his hands on his knees, GULP-ing down air.
"My attack failed because I tried to do it alone," Willy said quietly. "Once you catch your breath, get her to chase you again. I'll climb up on the jungle gym. When you run past, I'll be high enough to jump on her."
Powder looked up, his eyes widening slightly. "Bold strategy, but could be dangerous. Make sure you leap off and run before she falls."
Willy pointed. "She's coming back."
Auntie trudged toward them—moving with the exhausted pace of someone not used to running.
"You boys need to stop all this running around."
Powder plastered on a giant grin. "Where's the fun in that? Much more fun when you have to catch us to kiss us." He danced just out of her reach, goading her into chasing him again.
Willy faded into the background and circled around to the jungle gym to work his way to the top.
He was almost in position. Just a few more feet.
His foot slipped and he YELP-ed as he scrambled to grab a bar to stop his fall.
Auntie's eyes found him and whirled around. She reached out. "Get down from there before you fall and hurt yourself."
She swung.
Willy tried to dodge, but he was too close and she knocked him off. He landed hard on his back, with the wind knocked out of him.
Willy GASP-ed for air, his entire body aching. Above him, the sky spun. The attempt had failed.
Again.
Powder jogged over, concern etched across his face.
"You okay?"
"Yeah," Willy managed. "I think… we need a different strategy."
"Agreed?" Powder said. "We're too small too keep this up. Once lucky grab and she'll have us but good."
Willy's mind churned. Their equipment was useless. They had strength and speed, but so did she, and cat-like reflexes that made surprising her almost impossible.
What they needed was chaos.
"We need multiple distractions," Willy said. "All at once. From different angles. Something she can't possibly defend against."
"The kids," Powder said, understanding dawning in his eyes. "The ones with the spitwads."
"Exactly."
While Auntie was distracted making a call on her oversized mobile phone, Willy and Powder Shredder gathered all the kids inside the school building. They were eager, nervous, and excited about the opportunity to help the superheroes.
"Okay," Willy said, kneeling down to their level. "We need you to be the heroes today, not us. Can you do that?"
The kids nodded solemnly.
"When I give the signal, I want you to come running out of all the classrooms all at once. Then you're going to fire everything you have at her. Can you do that?"
"Yeah!" the kids chorused.
Willy and Powder exchanged a look. It wasn't a perfect plan, but it was the best they had.
* * *
The giant woman was still talking on her phone when Willy signaled the children. "Commence spitwad attack!"
They erupted from the classrooms like an angry swarm of ants, their spitwads already flying. Their volleys hit her from every angle.
Auntie swatted the projectiles away with her umbrella, but there were too many, coming from too many directions. She crouched into a ball, helpless against the assault.
"She's distracted. That's all I need," Willy said.
He crept low through the chaos, using the spitwad barrage as cover. Auntie hiding behind her umbrella, focused on the kids and their projectiles.
Willy was close now.
So close.
His index finger went to his mouth. He licked it thoroughly, making sure it was good and wet. This was his moment.
He jammed his wet finger directly into an ear.
Auntie let out a glass-shattering SHRIEK. She dropped her umbrella, her hands flying to her ears.
"You rotten little urchin!" she cried. "I'll bake you into a pie and serve you for dessert!"
Another barrage rained down on her. She MOAN-ed and HOWL-ed at the humiliation. Her hair came loose from its bun. Her bifocals slipped down her nose. She dumped out her purse and picked up a giant tin of cat food.
Ignoring the hail of spitwads that covered her like snowflakes, she slowly opened the tin. The metal lid made a distinctive metallic SCREACH. "Here, kitty, kitties."
They came from everywhere at once.
Cats.
Hundreds of them covering everything like a fur tsunami.
The cats descended on the boys with the fury of a small, furry army. They didn't attack with clawed violence. Instead they got underfoot and leaped on the children, spitting and hissing.
The coordinated attack dissolved into chaos.
After driving off the kids, the cats clustered around Auntie who gathered them into her arms.
"Thank you, my darlings," she said, her voice warm and affectionate. "You came to help your Auntie, didn't you? Such good little angels."
"This fight just keeps getting weirder," Willy sighed. "I really thought we had her. Now we have to fight cats too?"
Not content to give the boys a moment of respite, the Stage Manager chose this moment to advertise their predicament. "Looks like our heroes have a real CAT-astrophe on their hands! Powder Shredder and Wet-Willy came ready to fight one giant menace, but now they're facing a PURR-fectly coordinated feline battalion. Will our dynamic duo manage to CLAW their way out of this hairy situation? Stay tuned to see if they survive this FUR-ocious turn of events!"
"She knows our code would never let us hurt cats. We need a way to encourage the cats to leave," Powder said thinking aloud.
Willy scratched his head. "We don't have something they want, so what about something cats hate, like being cold or wet?"
Powder grinned. "I can work with that." He raised his hands. The temperature around him plummeted. Dark, heavy clouds formed above him.
He whipped them into a blizzard—wind and sleet and all the wet, cold fury he could muster. Using all his focus, he directed the maelstrom toward Auntie and her blanket of cats.
The cats YOWL-ed and BAWL-ed, their fur standing on end. They scattered in every direction, dissolving back to wherever they had come from.
Exposed to the whipping winter winds, Auntie wrapped her arms around herself and huddled into a ball.
Willy rallied the children once more. "Attack!"
The kids emerged with fresh ammunition; their spitwads pelted her like hailstones. They stuck to her dress, hair, and face and froze in place. In seconds, she was buried under a massive mound of mush.
This time, there was no recovery. She lay where she fell. Too exhausted and depressed to fight. Powder tasked the kids with finding jump ropes to bind her hands and feet.
The playground was a disaster—equipment overturned, bookbags scattered, spitwads everywhere.
But it was over.
The battle was won.
As Powder Shredder and Willy worked to put the playground back in order, a young girl approached them. She was holding a notebook—the kind kids used for collecting autographs.
Her eyes were wide with excitement.
"Hey, you're Wet-Willy Wormsly!" she said, voice ringing with admiration. "You also saved me and my dad from Kinetico! Can I have your autograph?"
He reached for the notebook with a smile. "Of course. What's your—"
"What about me?" Powder Shredder interjected. "I was there too. I helped take down Kinetico."
The girl glanced at Powder, then back at Willy, then down at her notebook. "Sorry. Sidekick signatures don't sell."
The words landed like a gut punch.
Powder Shredder's expression shifted from hopeful to confused to hurt. "Sidekick?" he whispered. "I'm not his sidekick. He's my—"
Willy grabbed Powder's arm. "What matters is they see us as a team."
Powder was quiet, then slapped Willy on the back. "You're right. We're a duo."
"A duo," Willy agreed.
The superheroes had the kids help clean up, then huddle for a lesson about the battle.
"Today, you saw us attack an old lady," Willy said, his expression serious.
"A fifteen-foot-tall lady!" Powder Shredder added.
"It's not nice to be mean to people, especially old people," Willy continued, "but she was terrorizing the school and putting you in danger. Sometimes, doing the right thing means making difficult choices. Sometimes, it means going against what you believe is right to serve the greater good."
"But here's the thing," Powder said. "Even when she was trying to hurt us, we didn't fight her out of hate. We only did what was needed to stop her from hurting others. " He raised his fist. "Remember kids, stay in school!"
Willy grinned. "That's right. Learning is COOL! Now if you'll excuse us, even superheroes have homework to finish."






  
  Wet-Willy Wormsly Outsmarts El Mentiac
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Willy Wormsly's transformation from mundane to extraordinary began with his humiliating entrapment in a middle school locker. Just as despair threatened to engulf him, reality bent, whisking him away to another dimension. Six hooded figures called The Society of Watchers offered him a purpose—to fight evil with hidden powers they promised to awaken.
Paired with Powder Shredder, a laid-back hero known for his ability to create snow, Willy learned the ropes. Together, the duo faced villains both cunning and absurd. With each battle, Willy grew in confidence, discovering inventive ways to use his intelligence and Atomic Wet-Willie attack. Despite setbacks, their partnership strengthened. 
Their exploits captured the adoration of Metropolis and pushed them up the superhero rankings. With increased notoriety came increased pressure to push their abilities to the limits and tackle bigger foes. 
An arm hurtled out of the darkness like a meteor. Wet-Willy Wormsly dodged to the right. His reflexes were too slow, and the arm hit him in the head. He saw stars. The arm swung again, punched the back of his head, and knocked his skinny butt to the ground. Now he saw a double set of stars. Willy stood and flailed about blindly, desperate to prevent another hit.
From above him, he heard, "Use your martial arts training."
On the next revolution, Willy grabbed the swinging arm, twisted sideways rapidly until he heard the sound of wood splintering. He yelled to the hidden voice. "This would be a lot easier if I had a gun."
The voice answered, "You know it's against the law in Metropolis for minors to carry a gun.  Now pay attention to what you're doing and finish the combat training course."
Stupid law. It's okay to shoot lasers from your eyes or throw fireballs, but superheroes with duh-bilities like me have to walk around defenseless. The only person getting hurt is me! Willy reflexively punched and kicked a silhouette that popped up in front of him.
A loud buzzer sounded and the lights came on. His instructor stood on the scaffolding, arms folded, and looked extremely disappointed. "Congratulations, Mr. Wormsly!  You just assaulted a mother and her baby."
In a defeated voice, Willy halfheartedly responded, "Well…they shouldn't have jumped out in front of me."
"Did it occur to you they might have been fleeing for their lives and rounded a corner the same time as you?"
"Wouldn't they be running around screaming 'AAAH!'  and 'EEEK!' so I'd hear them coming?"
"It's that kind of attitude that has held you back. This city needs more superheroes, not sidekicks."
Willy mumbled, "Whoopee, don't promote me! Pay is the same for the same hours. What do I care?"
The instructor started walking away. "Get cleaned up. The Council need you and Powder Shredder to go to the ACME Corporation."
Powder Shredder gracefully slalomed between parked cars on his neon green snowboard, bleach-blond hair and red cape whipping in the breeze. Willy regretted not putting more air into his bicycle's rear tire. He pumped his gangly legs for all they were worth to keep up. On his blazing red bicycle, wearing an all-green spandex outfit, he looked more like one of Santa's elves than a superhero.
Powder Shredder noticed sweat forming on Willy's face. When they stopped to rest, he cooled Willy off with a small snowstorm from his hands. He leaned in close to examine Willy's face. "Is that dirt on your chin?"
Willy gave him a sideways glance of annoyance. "No. I'm growing a goatee."
Powder Shredder shook his head and chuckled. "That peach fuzz is NOT a goatee.  You think now that you're fifteen you can suddenly grow a beard?"
Leaning his head back to suck in more air, Willy gasped out, "It's not a beard. It's a goatee…and chicks dig the facial hair."
Powder rolled his eyes. "Sure they do.  Doesn't matter anyway.  Superheroes don't have facial hair; it's against The Code."
Willy began to retort, "What about—"
"He's part beast and they're long sideburns, so drop it.  You're shaving it off."
There was no more discussion about the subject, or any other, as they continued on to the ACME Corporation headquarters.
* * *
A security guard in the lobby was expecting them. He gave them temporary security badges and punched in the elevator access code to the executive suite.  
Willy noticed Powder's agitation. "What's bugging you?"
"I despise office buildings. They give me nightmares of what my life will be like after I retire as a superhero. Can you imagine giving this up to spend thirty years trapped in a cubicle?"
The bell dinged when they reached their destination.
"Let's make this fast, Willy, and get out here."
The boys stepped off the elevator into a corporate executive's dream come true. 
The room was an ocean of mahogany, oak, and teak furniture and flooring. Office assistants buzzed about while classical music quietly wafted through overhead speakers. The walls displayed dozens of product blueprints in gilded frames. In the center of it all, on a dais, sat a desk the size of a limousine.
The middle-aged man behind the desk waved the boys forward. As they approached, two leather-bound recliners floated from the edges of the room to the front of the desk. The boys took a seat and sank into the deep recesses as gentle vibrations massaged their muscles. The gentleman spoke into a microphone on his desk, "Privacy Mode."
Four walls sank from the ceiling and a widescreen plasma TV rose from the floor behind the man. They were now enclosed in a private office space, replete with motivational posters and diplomas on the walls. The lights dimmed, and an in-house promotional video played.
"Heroes, welcome to ACME Corporation.  We are The Company that Makes Everything!  ACME is the number one manufacturer of gizmos and gadgets. We make everything from toy buzzers to one-of-a-kind military weapons and vehicles."  In a whisper he continued, "Our Special Products Division makes many of the devices used by the superheroes in your organization."
Powder Shredder raised his hand, index finger extended to make a point. "And supplies some of the gizmos super villains use too."
The company president looked unfazed. "Yes, some of our products do get put to nefarious uses.  But we take measures to ensure known villains are only sold second-rate products. Heroes, like yourselves, always have the top-of-the-line products for your utility belts."
"Gee, thanks, dude," Powder Shredder retorted with sarcasm. "So what was it you wanted from the Coalition of Superheroes?"
The question gave the gentleman pause. "Coalition?  When did you change from being a league?"
"About seven or eight months ago."  In a mocking sing-song voice, Powder continued, "According to the memo, 'league' is outdated and 'coalition' is the new buzzword approved by Marketing & Branding."
"Oh.  Well, it is important to keep up appearances to the public. Getting back to your question. Our top inventor has gone rogue. His name is Albert Newton Mensa, but he's started calling himself El Mentiac."
"So what's his damage?" asked Powder with a bit of attitude, looking around the room, not disguising his boredom.
The ACME president's eyebrows shot up. "Excuse me?"
Willy, whose slight frame barely put a dimple in the seat, was being massaged into jelly. He vibrated out a translation. "Whaaat's…wrooong…wiiith…hiiim?"  The ACME president turned off Willy's recliner. "Thanks.  What caused him to malfunction, sir?"
"You ever notice how you get inspirations and breakthroughs in the bathroom?"
This caught Powder's attention. He sat up. "Yeah, totally.  I always thought that was weird."
In a sincere tone, the gentleman stated, "It's simply a state of mental relaxation bathrooms give you allowing subconscious thoughts to come to the surface.  El Mentiac concluded it has something to do with the porcelain in the sink, bathtub, and toilet.  He's convinced porcelain amplifies mental ability. He stopped working on his projects to create a porcelain helmet."
"So you fired his crazy, lazy butt," Powder commented with zeal.
"No. He presented his idea to the executive board. We shot it down. Most product ideas get shot down. This one wasn't feasible. If it did work… Let's just say, a product that makes customers more inventive isn't good for our business. When ACME refused to manufacture his helmet, he quit in a fit of anger. 
"He's always been temperamental.  I assumed after a good night's rest he'd calm down and come back. So I didn't disable his access card. He snuck in that very same night and stole the blueprints and our only remaining prototype of the Illuthium P-32 Modulator."
"What's this modulator thingie do?" Powder asked, relieved that the reason for their meeting was finally revealed.
The president looked them both in the eye, leaned forward, and replied with an unquestionable sense of foreboding. "It amplifies the explosive energy of anything that goes 'Bang.' It gives a firecracker the power of a stick of dynamite. We were still obtaining permits to test with dynamite, but you can imagine the earth-shattering kaboom it would generate."
"Sounds wicked. Do you think he'll use it to go on a destructive rampage?" Willy asked nervously.
The president sat back. "No, I've known El Mentiac, Albert, for years. Violence really isn't his way. I'm afraid he'll sell it to fund his own company."
Powder Shredder immediately understood the gravity of the situation and was even less thrilled about the meeting. "Oh, that is so not cool…selling the big boom gadget, I mean. Any idea which of Metropolis' many villains he might sell it to?"
"I have a good idea who will pay top dollar for it. He's not from Metropolis though. Funny little guy who claims to be from Mars. Mentally unstable. Says he wants to destroy a planet named Earth."  The president flashed a dossier of the man on the TV screen behind him.
Willy jumped up and blurted out, "Willikers!  Destroy the Earth?  But I'm from Earth!"
"I understand your concerns Mr. Wormsly. Our best customers are earthlings. That's why we called for help."  The president handed them Albert Mensa's employee files and thanked them in advance.
* * *
The heroes spotted El Mentiac walking down the opposite side of the street, carrying an attaché case and a Bronto Burger bag. The heavy white porcelain helmet kept pulling his head down; forcing him to jerk it up to see where he was going. To the boys, he looked like a life-sized bobble head doll.
Wet-Willy Wormsly nearly choked on his own tongue.  "Wowzers! Is he wearing a toilet on his head?  THAT'S the helmet he wanted ACME to make?"
"Wouldn't surprise me in the least little dude.  You see all kinds of weirdoes here. It is Metropolis after all."  Powder Shredder surveyed the streets to gauge how many citizens were in danger if they spooked El Mentiac.
Befuddled, Willy asked, "Still, even if you thought porcelain boosted your mental abilities, what would ever possess you to put a toilet bowl on your head?"
"Maybe it's an early prototype."  After double-checking the documents from ACME, Powder stated, "It does look like a toilet bowl. He should change his name from El Mentiac to…something I can't say in front of our young readers."
Willy had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing too hard. "Poopy Head?"
"Something like that. This guy has definitely spent too much time sitting on his brain."
El Mentiac stopped at a crosswalk, spotted them closing in, and changed his mind. He crouched to do something with his shoes. The buildings amplified a sonic blast as he whooshed down the street on jet-propelled roller blades.
The heroes chased after him. Powder Shredder threw down his snowboard and laid down a snow trail. His red cape rippled behind him as he pursued the evil genius. Willy peddled standing up, rocking his bike from side-to-side to eek out as much velocity as he could. 
Onlookers couldn't decide whether to watch the chase or look for the source of the Stage Manager's voice. "Could this be the most thrilling pursuit Metropolis has ever witnessed—a toilet-headed maniac on rocket skates, a kid on a bicycle that belongs in a Christmas parade, and a snowboarder who can't seem to figure out which end is up. The only sure winners are the witnesses to this spectacle."
Fortunately, El Mentiac was not an adept skater. After two blocks, his feet shot out from underneath him, and his shoes launched him into the sky like unguided rockets. The Bronto Burger bag burst open, spilling his breakfast onto nearby pedestrians.
"That's littering. Now we have legal justification to apprehend him."  Powder Shredder raced across the street and was met by a spring-loaded boxing glove that knocked him backward.
In the ensuing confusion, El Mentiac jumped a couple of times, and then bounced down the street on bed springs attached to his shoes. Like before, he wasn't competent in handling them and crashed into a small strip mall with a large Handy Hank's Hardware superstore. 
"Whoops!  That's the last place we want a guy like him," said Willy as he cringed at El Mentiac's awkward attempts to stop himself.
Already racing across the street, Powder called, "Let's get him out before he can use it to his advantage."
The boys charged through the door, causing a little bell to ring loudly. A cashier pointed to the far side of the store. "He's headed to plumbing."
"Go figure," chuckled Powder Shredder as he ran to the right. Willy kept going straight towards the back of the store. Out of the corner of his eye, Willy spotted El Mentiac four aisles over, in the paint section. He kept going, hoping to circle behind him.
Powder Shredder reached the plumbing section and was rounding a corner when El Mentiac leaped in front of him. His eyes were wild as he wielded a large, black PVC pipe like a bazooka.
Powder threw up his hands and tried to calm the man. "Albert, it's not too late to stop this. ACME will even give you your job back."
"I am El Mentiac, the smartest man in Metropolis. Allow me to color you jealous." He squeezed the trigger. A can of green spray paint rocketed from the tube, hitting Powder Shredder square in the chest. He pressed his attack, but Powder had already run for cover.
Still smarting from the blow, Powder retreated to the lawn and garden department. He hastily built a fortress from bags of fertilizer and mulch.
"What's the matter, superhero?  Has my genius invention left you cowering in the dirt?" El Mentiac mocked.
From behind his dirt barrier, Powder conjured snowballs and whipped them at the armed menace.
"What's this, a snowball fight? That must mean you're the hero…what's the name? Powder PUFF!"
Powder Shredder was boiling mad. He jumped up and yelled, "You had your chance egghead. Now you're going—"
A flying paint can shot over his head, coating his hair and cape in pink paint.
* * *
While Powder Shredder battled El Mentiac, Willy quietly backtracked to the garden department of Handy Hank's Hardware. El Mentiac was now only inches away. Willy made his index fingers slimy-wet, then realized the problem. Rats! With his helmet on, I can't give him an Atomic Wet-Willy.
Foiled, he instead grabbed the helmet. El Mentiac turned. Willy's wet hands made a squeaky, squealing noise as they slipped off the porcelain.
El Mentiac swung his spray-paint bazooka like a club. Willy remembered his last session in the combat course and dodged the blow. Dropping the bazooka, El Mentiac fled to the back of the store. Willy gave chase, but El Mentiac had scattered roofing and carpet nails on the floor.
"Thin pointy toed shoes versus pointy nails. You win this round El Mentally-Whack."  He ran to check on Powder Shredder.
Fuming, Powder demolished his shelter. "I've taken down tougher villains than this.  How has this NERDTRON managed to thwart my every move?"
Willy giggled. "Maybe it's the pink hair.  It's a nice look for you.  No really."
Powder scowled. "Be serious. We need to regroup and come up with a better strategy than bum-rushing this guy. He has way too many tricks up his sleeve."
"This guy reminds me of a TV show my father likes about some smart Scottish guy that can turn a paperclip and a stick of gum into an airplane or a computer. McScriber or something like that," said Willy.
"Dude, we need some way to turn off his mental faucet!  Got any ideas how we do that?"
Willy smacked a fist into the palm of his hand. "We need to find a way to distract him or make him dumber, preferably both. A double whammy." 
Patting at his utility belt with exaggerated motions, Powder snapped back, "Golly, gosh and gee-whiz.  I left my Stupiditronic Raygun back in my room."
"Ha ha. Look, we've already ruined his breakfast, the most important meal of the day. Decreased blood sugar means reduced brainpower. We need to find something tough to divert his attention, like a crossword puzzle."
Powder rolled his eyes. "There's no way he's going to forget we're trying to catch him and do crossword puzzles."
Willy looked at Powder's shoulder-length pink and blond hair. "Maybe if one of us dressed like a really pretty girl we could distract him." 
Powder shot back, "NOT going to happen!" He paced the floor. "It's become apparent we can't defeat him on our own. I know someone who can provide the distraction we need."
"Who do you have in mind?" asked Willy as the boys made their way out of the store and to a safe vantage point.
"My old mentor Fly Fisher…and Toolbelt Temptress." A smile wormed its way across Powder Shredder's face.
"OK, you call your buddy and I'll call Toolbelt Temptress to save time. I haven't met her, but she sounds nice."
Powder made a T with his hands. "Time out bro. I need you to keep shoppers away from the store. Besides, I think the Temptress likes me, so if I call her she'll be more willing to give us a hand."
Powder called his old mentor and convinced the old man to come out of semi-retirement for the day. He then called the switchboard at the Super Hero Hideout (SHH) for a connection to Toolbelt Temptress.
A beautiful woman with long blonde hair and grease streaks on her face answered the phone. "Hey Broseph, you've reached Toolbelt Temptress."
Powder blushed. "Uh…yeah… uh…hi…it's me…Powder Shredder?  We met at the superhero summer picnic."
The woman thought for a second, then looked disappointed. "Sorry, I don't remember that. How can I help, or is there something you're calling to help me with?" She flashed an alluring smile into the camera.
Powder's head was spinning and his knees felt weak. "Oh my. Uh…we…a really smart guy…need you to distract," he finally blurted out.
Temptress pretended she didn't notice his obvious discomfort. "I do love to help p0wn villains. Let me change out of my coveralls and come meet you, uh, Powdered Sugar was it?" She gave him a wink and cut the connection.
Showing genuine concern, Willy asked, "Hey man, you're looking pale. Everything okay? Is help on the way?"
Staring with stars in his eyes, Powder mumbled, "She said she's going to put something on…meet us here in a little while."
* * *
While the two heroes waited for backup, El Mentiac feverishly constructed multiple contraptions just inside the store entrance. He taunted them as he worked. "I know why you're chasing me. I know your thoughts before you think them. Like a grand chess player, I can predict your every move."
Powder Shredder yelled back, "You're a thief and a dangerous lunatic. Doesn't take a genius to figure out why we're after you."
Willy capered like a monkey. "Come on out El Mental Case.  You've got ring around the cranium."
Desperate to delay El Mentiac's work, Powder sent a volley of snowballs through the doorway. 
He was answered by a burst of nails from a pneumatic nail gun. "Back off leotard retard!"
"Woah, dude. You can't use the R word," Willy shouted.
"Of course I can. I'm a supervillain." He fired another burst from his nail gun.
The boys took cover behind a cellphone kiosk until Fly Fisher and the Toolbelt Temptress arrived. Powder gave them a rundown of the meeting at ACME and what he and Willy had tried so far.
"In a nutshell, and he's a nut all right, we have to 'flush' him out," said Willy, causing everyone to laugh hysterically.
"As much as I enjoy bathroom jokes, I can tell they won't work on this uptight brainiac," said the Toolbelt Temptress.
"What's your plan? You just going to mosey over there and…I dunno, challenge him to a video game?" Powder asked nervously.
Toolbelt Temptress gave Powder a confident smirk and popped a piece of beef jerky from her belt into her mouth. "Feminine wiles might work on a guy like you, but this egghead? This calls for some deviousness. Call my phone and I'll pretend it's someone else. Trust me."
Like a gamer heading into a tournament, Toolbelt Temptress swaggered across the street, her steel-toe boots clacking on the pavement. She approached the store entrance, one hand casually resting on her utility belt. Her cellphone rang. In a loud and clear voice, she said, "Listen, Tony Stark, it's over between us, ok? You have some neat gadgets, but I need a man with real brains…and I'm looking at him right now."
El Mentiac ignored her at first, but the conversation made him stop working. He looked up, his eyes narrowing behind his porcelain helmet. The Toolbelt Temptress pulled a buffalo wing from her pouch and took a deliberate bite, sauce clinging to her lips. She gave him a wink. He looked around. "Was that… for me?"
She wiped her mouth with the back of her glove. "Oh, Mentiac. I love a man who can build. What's the PSI on that nail gun? Is it cordless? Because that's fire. Care to share the design specs with me?"
Standing up, he stuttered, "The pneumatic gun specs? Are you sure? That's some heavy engineering data and I…I wouldn't want to bore you."
Pressing a finger to her cherry-glossed lips, the Toolbelt Temptress replied, "Don't dumb it down. I prefer raw data. Share your email address and I'll let you send me a spreadsheet."
From a distance, the guys watched the Toolbelt Temptress work her magic. Powder stared, confused. "Is she…flirting with him about tools?"
Willy slapped him on the back. "Snap out of it man. She's speaking his language."
As if on cue, the Toolbelt Temptress pulled a 10mm socket from her belt, held it up, and slowly curled her fingers, motioning for El Mentiac to come closer. He dropped his tools, mesmerized. 
Temptress looked past him, mouth open in amazement. "Is that…Did you build an ACME rocket pack?"
"I did. And only using components in the store," El Mentiac replied, puffing his chest with pride. "Check it out."
"Amazing," Temptress gushed. "You deserve these." She handed him some buffalo wings. While he savored each bite, she inspected the rocket pack, running her hands over its gleaming surface. "They were all destroyed after a safety recall. Even the blueprints were shredded. How did you recreate one?"
"You're looking at the original inventor," he said, licking his fingers.
She leaned in close to whisper. "You know, for a guy wearing a lab coat, you've got some serious hardware skills." As she spoke, her other hand found the strap release for his helmet. The cat ears of her headphones blinked green.
Fly Fisher recognized her signal and whipped his fishing line across the thoroughfare. With amazing dexterity, he snagged the helmet and sent it arcing through the air. It landed at his feet with a crash, shattering into pieces.
El Mentiac snapped out of his reverie and screamed. "Nooooo!  My helmet! My beautiful, amplifying, porcelain neural interface! You tricked me!" He shoved Toolbelt Temptress aside, ran into the store, and ran out of the back entrance.
“What an upset!” the Stage Manager’s voice boomed. “In a contest between the Beauty and the Pest, the pest bugged out. This villain continues to be slipperier than a greased eel.”
Willy yelled, "Quick, Temptress, stop him before he gets away!"
The Toolbelt Temptress stood dazed. "He ran away from me! I've never had a guy run away, especially not after eating my signature brand buffalo wings."
"He still has the Illuthium P-32 Modulator!" Powder shouted.
From outside the mall, they heard a rocket firing. They burst out the back doors and into the parking lot. Too late, they glimpsed the rocket pack shoot into the sky and disappear into the distance.
The guys stared at the empty sky, shoulders slumped. Powder kicked a pebble. "Dude. He got away with it."
"All that fighting for nothing," Willy muttered.
"Why the long faces, boys?" Toolbelt Temptress asked. "That was a rocket pack without a pilot." 
She pointed to a flabbergasted and soot-covered El Mentiac standing inside a blackened scorch mark on the asphalt. He was staring at the empty straps of a harness in his hands, his face a mask of utter confusion.
Temptress held up two bolts and their threaded nuts, letting them glint in the sun. "Looking for these?"
"The fastening bolts for the harness. You deceived me!" El Mentiac screeched.
"I removed them while he was occupied with impressing me," she said with a shrug.
El Mentiac's hand dove into his lab coat. He held it aloft a small, flashing silver device—the Illuthium P-32 Modulator. "Stay back or I'll blow us all to kingdom come!" 
Fly Fisher's line whistled through the air, the hook snagging the device with a clink. One swift reel, and it flew toward them. Willy snatched it from the air and thumbed a red button. The flashing light died.
Everyone stared at Willy in stunned silence.
"Are you insane?" Powder yelped. "You could have blown us all to pieces!"
"What? I read the blueprints," Willy said, voice steady. "I knew it was on but not armed." He popped open a panel and pulled out a small cylinder. "He even tried to use a CO₂ canister. It only works with real explosives. We were never in danger."
Recovering his wits, El Mentiac turned to flee. Fly Fisher's line whipped out again, wrapping around his ankles. As he crashed to the ground, Powder Shredder pounced, pinning the villain's arms behind his back.
The Toolbelt Temptress put an arm over Willy. "I'm impressed with your tech-fluency."
Willy blushed. "I've been tinkering with gadgets in my spare time. I can't rely on my Atomic Wet-Willy attack as my only ability."
"Smart. I'm glad you're more than a handsome face." She reached into her belt, pulled out a handful of buffalo wings, and pressed them into Willy's hand. "My own recipe. Hope you like them." She winked, then turned and sauntered away, calling over her shoulder, "Call me if you ever need another player two."
Powder Shredder was dumbfounded. "No freakin' way. She gave you her secret recipe buffalo wings? Dude, what is it with you?"
Willy shrugged. "I told ya. Chicks dig the goatee."
Now that the danger had passed, a throng of kids rushed up, yelling, "Wet-Willy!  Wet-Willy!  Can we have your autograph?"
He looked at Powder for approval.  
Powder turned to his old mentor, Fly Fisher. "Apprentices. They grow up too fast, don't they?"
The two superheroes laughed and flashed Willy a thumbs-up.
Willy finished signing autographs and posing for pictures. "All right, boys and girls, it's time to go back to the Super Hero Hideout (SHH)."
'Say it! Say it!" the kids yelled back.
Striking a heroic pose, Willy marshaled up his deepest voice and bellowed, "Stay in School!"  He dropped his voice to a conversational level. "And why should you stay in school?"
The crowd shrieked in unison, "Because Learning is Cool!"






  
  Acknowledgments


You, the reader. Time is precious and limited. I hope you found this story worthy of your time. 
My beta readers, family, and friends who provide the feedback and encouragement necessary to persevere with the multiple revisions necessary to bring a story to life.
https://ko-fi.com/neuralsplyce






  
  About the Author


Author and occasional game developer. I mostly write soft science fiction that's a little weird, a little funny, and has a Twilight Zone-type twist at the end. 

- Neuralsplyce
https://www.neuralsplyce.com





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/931037fb-d3f0-44e8-bc68-e943fac0e13a.jpeg





OEBPS/images/2c8f9444-ee56-4513-b375-f5891dffa1ef.jpeg





OEBPS/images/55513638-3f22-47fb-af46-9739220aad1f.jpeg
NEURALSPILGE





OEBPS/images/bb299439-4872-42d6-89ac-d5e334bddc75.jpeg





OEBPS/images/94538614-e501-4207-8203-1535419ac79e.jpeg
\ \ -

— >~
[@






OEBPS/images/283fcb48-2c56-4a13-93be-916aa5975a41.jpeg







