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PUNCH K.o0,
Up-and-c ming

r, Nathanje] ¢
nothing bur pain fi
W bruiser, Pacrick

Hodgkins,

formed both expe al
the booki ding Hodg-
ins into g Imgrhy dance
which ended in 5 knoc

r the big man, and vict
for Cho, *

While  severa] onlookers
comitented to_our corre-
spondents thar the ~match
seemed a2 [jttle suspect, no
action js being taken by the
SherifPs Department o in-
vestigate such claims, “It’s a
beautifu] sport,” said Sheriff
Gregmy E. Engle, “we [ike




. WEAT STUNG NATHANIEL CHO'S - When Natlﬁﬂlel Texited the locker room; wet harr A :
eyes and his arms quivered as he waded in “for shcked back from: h1s forehead, he was tel;eved to see
the final roupd of his training session. His train- - Dutch standing- next to a pile of training mats. The .

ing partner — a huge ‘mbuntain of 4 man narned Dutch—  bridge of the enormous boxers nose had split and one \

¥

; lumbered foward him with teeth bared atbandbe }nouth eye mostly swollen shut. Nathaniel gestured toward =«
guard Normally at this pornt in the se§sron Nathanlel ¢ them witha gl‘rmace car” 5
Il;as lagging, his wind spent. But ever sinde his brother “Did I do that?”he asked. ] \
andall had been attacked, hed been unstoppable, hrs e Dutch grinned, show1ng off a gap where one of h1s R v - ﬂ
staumma n,evqlr fadmg Fury d1d;that up untrl the moment teeth had been . ":A
e atbumed you out. = VIS A > SR -l’. “Tt was a good punch ” he said “Shoulda kept my bl :.

. That moment hadn’t come yet though. He met@peed 3 guard up.”

78

T g with speed, duc-krng-uﬂder Dutch’s arm;and moving in. - “Sorry. Tawas out-of line gomg that hard. T've Just
for the kill,pelting the torsoxwith a flurry of jabs. The Nathanrel trailed off, unable to complete the g 1
~~~padded surface of his gloves 1mpacted against skin, - -sentenge. He was Just w*l'm[t> Furious at his 1nab1hty to
- driving Dutch backward and forcmg the breath frorn / keep his brother safe? At hrjs detision to get e L up

h1s lungs. He staggered, winded ‘and exhausted. Thr;; ‘with the O’'Bannions in the first place?‘ At the world?‘ ey T:F_:i
A was only a training session; the-sportsmanlike thing to: ~ Dutch’s meaty hand clapped down on hrs shoulder A
do would be to tap out. But Nathaniel couldn’t “How is he?” asked the- b1g man; i : i ..A‘ =" TN
| stop. The specter of Randall’s battered face :»i ““Randall? gtrll not awake The doc says he’s in there -
L - haunted him. Wild with desperate fury, h{f. . and*he’ll come out when hes read}? But...” Nathaniel j;
-swung a haymaker that roclked Dutchrs head ...~ hissed out a tense breath. “I don’t kznow - ; § ! g
back with a crunch The big man went down “Thht’s enough to’drive a man crazy.” Dutch’s eyes e
hke a felled tree. i : s locked on Nathaniel. zAny timeyou- need to work those’ ~ 115
- Shame and worry ﬁnally p1eroed the red! feelrngs out,you come find me. Don't ¢ go gettmg foohsh i
‘haze that clung to Nathaniel. He dropped “ideas into your "head, you hear me?” e
to his knees next to Dutch, ch t t1ght As muclT as Nathamel apprec1ated the offer it had 3@_
with fear. l;hep the big man groaned * come much too late. But he ‘couldn’t say that. i & Y m‘g
__and relief made Nathaniel -go lrrnp He ' “Of course, pal he replred 1nstead “Thanks I !L
' collapsed to the, padded l [ better head out; Iwant to catch/‘ the doc before hes gone sommimnc
: of the ring-and trred b s -: for the-night.” o T e L L
l’llS breath o ' Godspeed, shid Dutch. Although you re - already _ j;
tdo fast foryour own good if you ask me.” S L“*’—”
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s MACHINES BEEPED AND HISSED,

L- brother. Neat white bandages circled Randall’s

~“world. It had been, a good parrmg Randall’s
s —-~beerr coming-up-aces for the both of them up -

‘Nathaniel with the request to throw that fight.

-—-ﬁn‘..,, o 2

W

the noise gr*atmg against Nathanjel’s senses

as he looked down at the broken body of his

brow, making his hair stick stralght up off his
forehead. HE'd always had a cowlick; Nathaniel =
*"had made fun of it when they were young. But
_despite ‘those early fraternal conflicts, they'd
always been clo e. The two of themgtagainst the

brains and Nathamel’s brawn Everythmg hiad

unt11 the moment Tommy Malloy had come to

Maybe he shouldn't have refused. x
= Now his brother might never wakeup. -
He sat on the edge of the bed, the sheets :

dentmg:r beneath his weight. The bed creaked. But

Randaﬂ didn’t protest didn't call him a big stupid-oaf ot

: observe that he smelled like a farm animal. His brother

«]ust lay there, silent as the dead.
rNathamel couldn’t stand it, that silence. So he dld

the only thmg he could. He filled it. x {

“I nearly took Dutch’s head off in the practice ring
¢ today,” he- sa1d “You would have read me the riot act

if youd seen it. But don't worry, I found him later and

" apologized. Tm starting to think he knows that...

“Well, I haven’t been entirely truthful with you either:

Mayb'e that doesn't count, because I'm not even sure

~you-can hear me in there, If you can, I bet'it’s driving

you crazy not to be able to answer, but rest assured that

I'm ealhng myself all the names youd say if you could.”

He chuckled, even though he didn't feel like it.
~“The problem is, T cant's'Ié‘ep Tve trled"‘verythmg :
Heck, I even drank warm m11k You remember how Ma
used to g1ve us warm milk when we were kids, and you.
poured it into the fern and killed it? Tt drdnt help then,

: aﬁ'd;;t still doesnt So’ mstead T've been gomg out at

night At first | was Just walkmg, hoping that L could

— Vfire out my bra n so I could sleep But thCI’l WCH StUH:

happens at nighit, you know? Innocent people get hurt A

& Ju}st like'3 ou did*And T look out for them, just like I
% .usedmﬁmkmfor you : ; ey o

"t probably doesnt even make that much of a
difference. ] J?)ut T have to do somethmg Somebody has

_to stand up to the O’Bannions. Somebody has to make‘
them pay for what they did to you. I know if you could,

youd tell me to let it go.To turn th(e\other»eheek. But I
tried it youmay. Maybe now it’s tie for meto try mine.

- ~“Fjust-wanted to tell you what happened in case T

don’t come back. So fohen you wake up, you'll know

that I'tried to make you proud. I really did.”

Nathaniel paused staring: down at his brother
hopmg with every partof his being that Randall would

open his -eyes and give h1m what for. But nothmg.j 7

happened.

“Love you, brother,” said Nathaniel. “I Bseeyoul ... 1
He closed the door softly behind h1m shuttmg out

the incessant beeping. ! R T

)
1

NATHANIEL KNEW WHAT HE WANTED TO
do, despite his refus'al to admit it to himself. At one
AM he was still walking, shoulders hunched against the
eold,"‘rnisty night, hat pulled down over his eyes to hide
his face. F& wanted... something. A footpad or mugger,
someone'\‘he could hit without feeling too guilty about

it. But the streets of Arkham were empty, the residents

‘ tucl,<ed away behind drawn shutters and locked doors as -

if hiding from something they could néither name nor

explain, something that haunted their dreams.
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- e Only Nathaniel — desperate and sleepless — would
18k dare to 'go out and chase those shadows. When he
j looked up to find the Clover-Club across the street,
he could no longer deny that this was his intended
destination all along. The monsters were here; he knew
that)All the bright lights and up-tempo swing music
couldn’t change the truth — the O’Bannions were worse

(¢

than any boogeyman. |

: Maybe Nathaniel couldn’t help cure Randall, but he

could make sure the brutes understood that laying their
hands on either of the Cho brothers came at a price.

He took a single step toward-the doors before he

thought twice. The doormen outside had shoulders like
s =~ rughy players, fists like canned hams, and- suspicious
'f’,p bulges beneath their uniform jackets. He could ‘take
~one or two of them, but the numbers weren’t good even
" without the firearms he was prétty sure they carried.
If he wanted to get through to someone who could
k actually call off the dogs, he had to play this smarter.
o 2w With casual purpose,, he ambled toward the side

1 club. Maybe he could find an: employce entraqce and

- : pose as-a waiter. That might get him inside. )
The alley was dimly lit, the moon blocked by the

< tall buildings. Nathaniel picked his-way down, the alley;
i T | el ¥ 3 ‘.‘: o S ) ¢ |

b
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39 of the building and slipped down the alley behind the - .

‘trying not to make too much noise. Randall had always e _:_»
said he sounded likel a moose in'a china shop, but he
fhought he was pretty quiet, and no one bothered him
as he slunk around the corner toward the back of the i , 5
club. It was so dark that he couldn’t see his oyn hand- B *‘}l
in front of his face, but a light outline set info the wall
suggested the presence of a door. G 2 M"?M; [

Energized by his success, he hurried toward the dOOI‘ h N
hoping against hope that it had beefs Ieft unlocked. Flis
footsteps crunched on the gravel, loud in the quiet. 8 [Cpne
chec‘k{ed the /knob, heart thumpingiwith excitement. =
Wias he really-going to do-this?..

It opened, revgaling a monstrous figure. et S
It_ looked vaguely humanoid, with- features-like NS Shgu

melted clay. Its face was nothing mare than a pair of.,
beady eyes and a flabby set of lips that hung open in
slack hunger. The- body was ‘sto‘cky and rudimentary,
covered in n&ging but a set of slimy scales. Everything

about its proportions was just a bit'off: the stumpy limbs
.too wide, the neck too thick, the élbows off-center Sad

. somehow. The overall result was an overwhelming sense

of (wrongness. Thls creature belonged nowhere but in

}

nightmares. - o bl e
| It reached for him. ; ial
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Although Nathaniel was a boxer he made it a pohcy
not to Ju;t randomly hit people. His strength combined
with his training 'made him potentially lethal. It was

only responsible to practice control. In this moment, all

of that care went out the door. This abomination did .

not deserve his caution. He swung at it with all of his
considerable might,his fist rocketing through the air.
It landed with what would have been a deadly

crunch on a normal person. But somehow, the soft flesh

*beneath his fist gave way, sucking at his hand. It was

like punching mud; there was substance buried deep
within, but the layers of quivering mass atop it made it
impossible;to do damage.

{  One of the thing’s ham Kands shot foward him.

~Instinctively, he bobbed out of the way, but it-was faster ,

than it appeared. The blow glanced off his shouldeg,
and he flew across the alley and smacked against the
wall so hard that he toppled to the ground, dazed stars
blooming behind his eyelids.

» Sharp splinters pierced his palm as his’ hand
brushed some piece of wooden debris that clattered as
he scrambled back up. There was ho time to waste; the
thing lumbered toward him, its outline clear against the
light streaming from the open door. He grabbed the
piece of lumber and swung it like the bases were

full at the bottom of the ninth.

o —

It hit wrth such force that the wood bro]te wrth a snap

and the’ ereature let out a garbled yGil; dfopplng to one

knee. \‘ &
“Ran... dall”it sard,...» __ -

It knew his brother’s name. The revelation stopped

Nathbfitel in his tracks. Nothing mattered more than J

his brother. He needed to survive to keep Randall safe.

He ran, hating every minute of it. As he emerged

from the alley and“out onto the street, he saw Malloy
standing outside the club, taking to the doormen. Their

eyes met. Malloy tilted his<hat, a wry and knowing -

smile stretching his lips. A pair of the stocky doormen
y flanked him. Nathaniel couldn’t be sure, but based on
‘their silhguettes, he thought they were mud creatures

400~ -
He didn’t know what was happening, but he couldn’t

leave Randall alone and helpless, not in a world where

things like the mud creature lurked in the shadows. He
began to jog toward the hospital. He would sit by his
brothet’s bed until Randall woke, and only then would
he begin to train. '..A g

,~ When they came for hrm and his brother

hed be ready




