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WHO IS SOLEMAN
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The period is 3500 B.C. in a mountain cave. Razmic nervously entered the last of the iron shavings and held aloft the shoes he had created. They were to be his protection from sharp stones as he descended the mountain to battle with the evil hordes that threatened his people. He honored the Gods with his work and prayed for their protection and for success. His answer arrived in a bolt of lightning that struck both man and shoes. 

The shoes glowed from the strike. The fur burnt away leaving the chard leather clean and smooth, it also strengthened them and turned them a deep lustrous black. He gazed around himself, surprised that he was unharmed save that the lightning had burnt away the hair from his wrist to his elbow in the shape of a lightning bolt. He slipped on the shoes and his body glowed with power. His muscles grew and rippled as he was infused with strength and endurance. He flung the cloak over his shoulders and picked up his shield and knife. His shoulders squared as he set out from his humble shack determined to meet his destiny or perish in the attempt. He confidently marched down the mountain to battle with the hordes of evil. 

When he returned after many years of battle the enemy was decimated and he was barely alive. Crawling into his cave he lay at peace at last. His duty done and his people were safe. The fire in the cave burned brighter his body faded away. But the shoes remained glowing in the light of the fire. Ready to be found by the next hero who would battle against evil no matter what the cost..

The shoes were passed from person to person. Each person who wore them became the personification of good against evil. The current wearer is Perry, a former shoe salesman who discovered the shoes on a shelf after lightning struck nearby. Placing them on he became Soleman the chosen sole. Hero to the downtrodden, savior of those underfoot and friend to those whom others have stepped on. 

But nature ensures there is balance and a pair of boots were created that were smelly, foul and were the bearer of all that is wicked. Those who wore them would become the personification of evil ready to trip up the good people and tread the path of chaos. Then the battle would begin. A never ending battle for supremacy with the world in the balance for should evil win it would gain in strength and walk over the earth causing havoc and destruction.
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A CHANGE OF PROFESSION
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The tall man at the podium finished his answer to an interesting question. “So, Bat Guano saved the village by revitalizing the fields and increasing the crops when the ground had ceased to be productive. Incidentally it was found that the guano also was beneficial in combating Histoplasmosis thus restoring failing sight to many of the tribes. I hope that answered your question.” Dr. Nocturn was just finishing up the question-and-answer portion of his lecture. As he waited to see if there were any further inquiries he did a quick headcount. Only eighty people attended, an inconsequential amount considering his preeminence in his field. The meager group looked even smaller within the confines of the auditorium. At the end of a short span of time the audience realized the talk was concluded and rose. As the applause died down Dr. Pendergrast presented him with his honorarium, a check for five thousand dollars. The expressions of thanks he offered were lip service only. He felt no thanks at receiving such a paltry sum. He left and hurried to his car. The sight of his old weatherbeaten Ford sitting amongst the gleaming Bentleys did nothing to salve his feelings. He was a much sought after lecturer and he traveled extensively expounding on the merits and benefits bats give to mankind, but to what end. He made next to nothing for his efforts. His earnings barely covered his expenditure on research. He drove home to his cave in the woods. 

Along the walls were vines and poles holding precious specimens from around the world. Chiroptera of every description were sequestered in his home for further study. Some he had even trained and they acted as his sentry’s, his gofers, his companions. A fair number could fly off and bring him anything he desired within the confines of his home. He blew on his whistle a sound that sent one of his mini minions flying for his pipe, another brought his tobacco and a third his lighter. The fire in the chiseled-out fireplace sent flickering shadows on the barren walls and mitigated the dampness that chilled his bones. He lit his pipe and settled back in his comfortable chair to relax and think. Stretching his feet out in front of him he pondered his future. From his pocket he pulled out the check, “for services rendered.” He laughed bitterly, crumpled up the check and threw it into the fire. He was disgusted at the way he was treated. He felt scorned by their cavalier attitude. Sure, they wanted his knowledge, his years of scholarship, his wide grasp of all things Yinpterochiroptera. But what did it bring him in return, a pittance and a meager audience to listen to him speak. 

Noticing his pipe had gone out while he had been ruminating, he stuck it in his pocket. He was hungry and felt a good meal and a long walk might help him see things from a different perspective. He put on his inverness and cap and went into town. On the way out he took one of his pets for company. Sticking it into his pocket it rode happily along enjoying the night air. It wasn’t often that Dr. Nocturn ventured forth so it was with some surprise that he saw a large open air market in the park. He stood at the edge of the market trying to decide to enter the throng or to skirt the park and find somewhere to eat. Seated under a table a small boy was attempting to play a tune on a penny whistle. In his estimation the child would never be in demand. He was just making noise without a recognizable tune. One short blast was exactly the same as one he used when he wanted his pen. The bat in his pocket crawled out and spread its wings. Flying forth it disappeared from view but returned momentarily with an expensive Mont Blanc fountain pen. He felt surprised that there was no hue and cry for such a luxury item. His discerning eye valued this model at well over two thousand dollars. The gold inlay showed brightly against the silver nib. He patted his pet and it crawled into the pocket. Since no one seemed to care about the pen he placed it in his coat and took the long way around the outside of the park. 

With his pet safely hidden in his pocket he went to one of his regular restaurants and had a filling meal. Sated and comfortable he was in a better mood than when he had arrived. When the time came to pay for the meal he pulled out his checkbook and wrote the sum with his new pen. The waiter whistled at such grandeur and took the check respectfully. Walking back, he pulled out his pipe, the tobacco still within should be enough for the walk home. Or would have been if he had thought to pocket the lighter too. Approaching the park from the other side he decided to test the bat once more. He gave a short high pitched whistle, the one that meant lighter and once again the bat flew off. It returned with what appeared to be another pen. “Odd,” he thought, he had never before mistaken the two signals. They were not even close in pitch or volume. Shrugging he was about to send the bat off again when he examined the supposed pen closer. On the side of the cap was a thin strip of metal, opening the lid he saw another thin metal strip that might have belonged to a pen save for the slight wick attached to it. Striking the two metal pieces against each other the wick glowed and burst into flame. Happily igniting his pipe he pocketed his new lighter next to his equally new pen. As he walked away he again marveled that there was no shouts of anger from any vendor. Somehow his pet had purloined these items without anyone being the wiser. 

Seated again on his throne he considered his future once more. The fire in the fireplace had gone down but suddenly flared glowing brightly, its light filling the cavern. Just as suddenly the flame began to die down. In front of the fire were a pair of boots. Dr. Nocturn was drawn to them. He remembered them from years before. At the time they were sodden from a walk in the rain. Now they smelt of foul rain, mold and antiquated leather. But in the light of the glowing embers the boots seemed to radiate an aura of malevolence. Without thinking he removed his shoes and donned the boots. Once on his feet they seemed to reflect the fireplace embers and glowed brightly enveloping his body in dim ethereal light. His future previously murky was now clear. If he was not appreciated in his current profession, then it was time to change professions. He had just seen proof that his small, winged compatriots could procure him all he desired without anyone being the wiser. 

The boots had always been his favorite footwear. Now he would step out wearing them once more. They would lead him on his first foray in amassing a fortune. He would be able to research at his leisure. To rise above the petty insults of lecturing to a meager audience for an even more meager remittance. He would be his own man at last secure and in control of his own destiny.
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FROM SMALL BEGINNINGS

[image: ]




Canceling his appointments for the rest of the month with little regret, Dr. Nocturn contemplated the crimes best to be committed with the tools at hand. His Giant Fruit Bat, which he had named Plum, was probably his best bet at being able to carry the greatest amount. He decided that anything around three pounds and under would be fair game. He spent the next few days training Plum in gathering various objects of value to a variety of whistles. He also purchased a pram so he could take Plum out freely. The only problem was that bats need to hang and cannot lay flat. He created a harness with a pole that would be between his shoulder blades from which Plum could hang. Fortunately, being tall his inverness still covered them both even with the bat hanging. Looking in the mirror, he saw what an odd figure he cut but since he would be out in the darkness it should go unnoticed. Now he needed to find things to acquire. He spent a few nights walking around town looking for objects of high value. On reconsidering he realized what he really wanted was funds he didn’t have to convert. Jewels are always pleasant to have but when you pawn or sell them you run into trouble. 

One morning as he cleaned out the fireplace he saw a crumpled paper nearby. It was the check he thought he had burnt. Straightening it out he decided that money was money and he had earned this paltry sum so why not deposit it. It was around noon by the time he arrived at the bank. An armored car was outside bringing in a few small bags. The First National was not a prominent bank, simply the oldest and he liked the permanency it represented. Shouldering his way inside he filled out the back of the check and cashed it. In a bank this size he saw that the safe was not large but a simple wall safe. An idea began to filter into his mind. He wondered if he could train a bat to listen to the tumblers and unlock it. He might need to take two bats, one to unlock and Plum to open, gather and bring the contents to him. His check cashed, he purchased a portable safe and rushed home to work on training his bats. 

Within a week he had three bats who could unlock the safe with ease. He had changed the combination after every success and as they got better they could open it on the first try extraordinarily quickly. Plum was adept at opening, fetch and carry. He tried to learn the intricacies of lockpicking to no avail. If it was as difficult as this to teach himself, he was sure it was something he couldn’t train a bat to do. He began to realize he needed a team. Experts he could call on when needed. He needed information on criminals and their specialties. Sweeping aside an errant lock of hair he realized a haircut was in order. He always went to Thomas in the meaner side of town. His shop was small and not very prepossessing, but he could recognize the talent of the man. 

In the morning light he saw the light in the shop window flash on. The Barber pole began to spin and the door opened. Thomas was one of two barbers and the best of the two. People who knew nothing went to the other because he was fastidiously quaffed and his shop was more impressive. His hair was better cut because Thomas did his. He did Thomas’s and the results were far from impressive. Thomas had lost his original shop to Flash when Flash had gotten him drunk and had him sign over the shop for the sum of three hundred dollars. Thomas had no proof that he hadn’t sold the shop for the ridiculously low price so he had taken the three hundred, bought this place in the meanest part of town and set about rebuilding his clientele. He actually did a very good business amongst the poorer people since he charged next to nothing. Local gangsters used him often as well. He did his work well and kept his customers secrets shut. He was useful in other ways too and his back office was always available for meetings. Thomas kept his mouth shut, his eyes open and learned. Eventually he would like to lead a mob of his own.

Dr. Nocturn, who was one of his oldest customers from better days entered the shop and sat in the chair. Thomas fussed around him throwing the sheet over him and making small talk. Nocturn looked around at the meager accoutrements. The only new things were several cans lined up by the door into which people who passed dropped coins. One was for the Nightingale Mission for battered women, one for the Padre Pietro Mission for homeless men, and the third for Kenny’s Kids, a well known and loved nondevotional orphanage. Relaxing in the chair he asked about the different charities that Thomas had in his window. “Kenny’s Kids get the most change, everyone wants to help out children. Then the Nightingale mission is second. I mean who wouldn’t give to them! Padre Pietro, he don’t get much, lots of people feel if a man is homeless let him work and get a place to live. I kind of agree, a man should stand on his own two feet. Not sitting inside a mission feeling sorry for himself. I bet almost all of them are able bodied and just lazy.” He pointed at a few men walking out of a small building, Dr. Nocturn had to admit, they did look healthy. He docketed the information in his mind. Paying and leaving a good-sized tip, Dr. Nocturn decided to call on the mission.

Opening the door he was bumped into by Padre Pietro. Dressed in the traditional brown habit and sandals, his head covered by a cowl, he seemed to be a mild man of the lord. He showed Dr. Nocturn around. The mission was small but clean with a long trestle table laid at the back. Cots were in orderly rows from side to side. A couple of muscular men were making soup in the kitchen and the smell of biscuits wafted from the stove. Men were lying on the cots or sitting comfortably on the ground playing cards, reading the paper or pitching pennies. As he had surmised, they were healthy and there was no obvious reason he could see for why they were unemployed. He looked again at Father Peter. He didn’t look like your typical monk. He had a hard look around the eyes when he wasn’t smiling. Dr. Nocturn had a flash of insight. He shook hands with the padre and left feeling he had made an important contact. 

Curious now, he decided to check on the other missions. Two streets over and down an alley was the Nightingale mission. The lady who answered his knock was dressed in the coverings of the east. All that could be seen of her were her eyes. But what eyes! If the rest of her was as beautiful as her eyes she was a woman of incredible beauty. He apologized for staring and pulled out the five thousand he had cashed and handed it over. She accepted it graciously with gloved hands. Her voice was like velvet, smooth and rich. He felt a tremor in his body that he hadn’t felt before. “Madam, forgive me for sounding forward but I was wondering if you would honor me in a walk around town.” He could hear the smile from hidden lips as she agreed. 

Walking around the streets he led her to the park to enjoy the sights and smells away from the grime of the slums of the city. Seated on a bench they discussed their interests. She was fascinated by his talk on bats, and he was impressed by her knowledge of chemistry. Having studied chemistry assiduously himself they discussed the different medicines that the Chinese created from guano as well as the breakdown of simple things into complex. They spent a pleasant couple of hours in the park before deciding to go back to the mission. Madam Nightengale had been waiting expectantly for a question regarding her apparel but to her surprise none was expressed. Arriving at the mission she again waited, Dr. Nocturn extended his hand to wish her good evening. She took his hand in hers and led him inside to her office. She sat him in a chair and sat opposite him. “You are the first man who has not asked to see my face, you have not extoled at length on the beauty you see in my eyes.” Dr Nocturn smiled slightly, “Beauty can also reside in the mind and spirit, and I see those in you despite your coverings.” Would you like to see what lies beneath these robes?” Dr. Nocturn’s face betrayed no thoughts or emotions. She smiled. “Let me show you.” She turned around and lifted the head covering. What he could see of her hair was long and luxurious. The first robe was slipped off and she was revealed in a silken gown. Her arms were still encased in long gloves. He saw her shoulders rise as she took a deep breath. Slowly she turned. 

His face momentarily paled but he recovered quickly. She smiled. She had expected the paleness but his quick recovery gave her courage. Her eyes and the skin surrounding them remained beautiful but the rest of the skin on her face and neck showed deep scars as if someone had thrown acid on her. Her gloves were slipped down slightly to show that the scars continued down to her hands. She did not bother to cover herself again once she saw that the sight of her disfigurement did not bother him. From a drawer she passed over a picture of herself. The picture showed her as exceptionally beautiful. She smiled sadly when she reclaimed the picture. “That was what I used to look like. I was considered lovely, intelligent and had married to a man I adored. Unfortunately, he only cared about my beauty, my mind meant nothing to him. 

He was of English heritage and considered the Victorian era to be his model. He even lives with oil lamps to differentiate himself from modern times. He was the lord of the manor and I became a possession which he could do with as he pleased. Eventually I began to rebel against his autocratic ways. I spent more time with my test tubes than with him. He’d trot me out once in a while to show me off to his friends but any love we had didn’t last long. One day he requested I accompany him somewhere and I refused. I was too deep into my researches. He came in with a stick and started slashing at my tubes and vials. I had been working on some acids and they splashed all over my bare arms and face. The goggles I was wearing saved my eyes. I spent a month in hospital and when I came out, he had closed the house and left a check with his banker for me. I was no longer someone who he could be seen with.” She slipped the robes on and the hood over her face. I don’t know why I wanted you to see this. Perhaps simply because you didn’t ask.” 

Dr. Nocturn looked into the eyes and saw all the pain and suffering, the humiliation and isolation and his heart went out to her. “I wish there was something I could do for you. Unfortunately, the only thing I can offer is my friendship.” “That is more than I hoped to receive.” She took his hand. He rose to depart with a promise to return. He stopped at the door and turned back to her, “Tell me, do you have any secret wish, some desire you have spoken to no one about?” Her eyes blazed, “Yes, that the men who do these things could feel the pain and isolation that they forced upon me and others that reside here. That they would change from the handsome men who uses that handsomeness to further their ambitions and lose it all. To be reviled as we are.” Dr. Nocturn nodded in understanding.

Madam Nocturn called in one of the residents. “This is Ella. She was once as beautiful as I was. She too was taken by a handsome man who promised her the world. It didn’t take long for things to deteriorate. It’s been almost three years since he did this to her!” The woman removed the scarf showing burns and scars from what he couldn’t make out. It seemed as if many of these women were similarly inflicted. On the way home he considered all she had said and shown him. He thought of the young lady who had been abused. She was young, barely twenty and forced to spend her youth in hiding. “She shall have her revenge.”

Passing the library, he saw that it would still be open for another hour. He went inside and asked for some of the microfiche newspapers for the last five years. Using the scan feature he found the initial account of her misfortune. They had interviewed the husband who had cried crocodile tears claiming that she had had an accident while working with some kitchen chemicals. There were pictures of him standing at her hospital bed while she lay swathed in bandages. He looked for other pictures of him. In every picture there was the same attractive female somewhere in the background. He rechecked the hospital picture. She was there as well, hidden behind a column. Pulling out his notebook and pen he wrote particulars he wanted to remember. President of the First National Bank. Influential in high circles. Always has a beautiful woman in tow but seems to have one on standby. Spends money freely on himself, somewhat stingier when it comes to his companions. 

Gaining some of the information he needed he went to the bank to return some of the money into his account. Looking into the bank president’s office he watched his foe. The man was vain in the extreme. In the short time that Dr. Nocturn spent in the bank he saw the man check a hand mirror at least five times. He saw him call in an attractive secretary, he dictated while she took notes and looked at him admiringly. Replacing some of his funds in his account he waited outside to follow the man. He had a cab waiting around a corner ready to tail this demon incarnate. The man turned down the oil lamp above his desk, checked the vault, and locked the bank after all the employees departed. His car was waiting for him up the street and screeched to a halt in front of him the moment his foot touched the curb.

Dashing for his cab he had the driver tail the limousine far enough behind as to not arouse suspicion but close enough to keep him in view. The destination was a small mansion in the better side of town. The woman he had seen hiding in the background of the pictures opened the door with eager expectation. He brushed past her without acknowledgement. Dr Nocturn now fully understood the type of man he was dealing with. Back home to eat and rest he emerged again the following morning with a plan in mind. If Madam Nightingale could supply the debilitating concoction he could supply the delivery system. 
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TONY TWO COMBS
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Walking to his small barber shop Thomas blew on his hands and slapped them against his sides. The early morning chill spread through his bones in an icy blast. His worn shoes were held together with bands of rubber. As he neared his shop several of the bands burst and his shoes came apart. Seated on the curb he moaned about his luck, or lack of it. He leaned back against the light pole and wept. The light above flared and a shaft of light shone on the street beside the curb. In the light that slowly faded he saw a pair of black shoes hardly worn. They reeked but were in better condition than his own footwear. Putting them on they were slightly damp and loose but he figured when they dried they would adjust to his feet so that the fit would be perfect. As the shoes warmed on his feet, he began to feel better. 

Unlocking his shop he turned on the lights and looked around. He viewed the shabby frontage with ever growing disgust. It wouldn’t do. He could do better but to do so required money and the paltry amounts that his customers could afford would never allow him to expand nor move to a better location. Remembering that he had once owned the shop the other barber was now installed in he reflected on the fact that he still had a key and wondered if it still fit. Locking up he walked in the remaining darkness to the shop. The rear door was blocked by old crates. Moving them aside he tried his key. It fit and the door opened easily. In the back was a small lockbox that he had used as a safe. It was easily found again behind a mirror. The combination was in letters not numbers and if he remembered correctly the word shave should open it. 
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