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        “This can’t-look-away weird tale begins a little like an urban crime-noir, with its naïve grimdark character who cannot pay his debts but quickly devolves into something macabre and twisted. Written in a traditional style perfectly suited to the gothic nature of the narrative and with some truly scary elements, the story features themes of social inequality and betrayal. I love the ‘surreal’ metaphor of Magritte here since things are clearly not all they seem throughout this little page-turner. Not for the squeamish!”

        —Lee Murray

        

        “An expert connoisseur of literary and cinematic horror, Nicola Lombardi is one of the most highly regarded and talented writers of contemporary horror, capable of probing the darkest recesses of the human soul through a lens--at the same time both true and distorting--as only the finest writers know how to do.”

        —Guida ai narratori italiani del fantastico (Odoya Editore, 2018)

        

        “Lombardi, a veteran of literary horror, manages to describe distressing psychological moments, delving into the most underground meanderings of the subconscious with great skill . . . Lombardi writes words and phrases in such a fascinating way that it captures you from the very first description."

        —Progetto Babele

        

        “One of the most important Italian authors of the macabre . . . esteemed both in Italy and abroad.”

        —Christian Sartirana

        

        “Nicola knows how to spread his magic to any reader thanks to an impressive elegance, a grace worthy of high literature, chiseling supernatural horrors with perfect and clean language.”

        —Paolo Di Orazio

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Club Magritte

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Translator

      

      
        Interstellar Flight Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLUB MAGRITTE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, buddy, got a light?”

      It took only three seconds for Mauro to recognize the voice. He was walking along a sidewalk faintly lit by the dusty beam seeping from a streetlamp, and without ever looking into his face, he instinctively came to a halt next to the figure who had spoken to him. Only after he had slipped his hand into the pocket of his threadbare coat did he raise his eyes. Three seconds too late. But in either case, he would not have had time to get away.

      Five thick fingers closed like a vise around his collar, forcing him to rise up on his toes and clench his teeth. Only by a miracle was the tip of his tongue not caught between his incisors. Immediately after, the other five fingers, closing into a fist, cut through the night air to slam into the pit of his stomach. A stifled choking sound burst from his throat as he tried in vain to bend forward and fall. His assailant then pushed him into the dark belly of the alley where he had been lying in wait for Mauro to leave the bar, and with shocking force, he shoved him against the splintered bricks of a wall.

      Another person was also there with them. Mauro caught sight of his presence as he was whirled about from the sallow, yellowish glow of the street into almost total blackness, and, in his mind, the entire situation became clear to him, as if someone had just explained it to him, calmly, step by step. He should have expected it. Certainly, no one else was then wandering about around there, not in that neighborhood, not at almost one in the morning. And even if someone had noticed what was happening, that someone never ever would have interfered. Obviously not.

      The hot, foul breath of the man who had taken him by surprise was exhaled into his face from only a few inches away, a distance measured by the width of the brim of the borsalino worn by the thug, a distinctive accessory belonging to his kind.

      “The Duke was waiting for you tonight. At ten. At the appointed spot.”

      Mauro tried to reply, but the pain radiating within his belly and chest made it impossible for him to turn the few words he had in his mouth into sounds. Besides, the hand with which Gandhi continued to tighten his collar acted as an additional, and by no means slight, hindrance. He then thought of relying on gestures, moving his hands in a sequence of quick jerks, and he got the desired result as the grip on his collar loosened, and it was possible for him to place his heels again on the ground.

      He was not aware of Gandhi’s real name, but it was enough to know that everyone called him that. He was one of the Duke’s henchmen, and like all of the witty nicknames, this one had very likely been pinned on him as a clear and absolute contrast, both in the matter of body weight and tendency toward violence. He wasn’t what would be termed a giant (he was a little over six feet, although he stood several inches over Mauro), but he had a physique that would have convinced anyone to classify him as a bouncer or a hired brawler. And that, in fact, is what he was. And now he was there for Mauro, with a message to deliver. He had waited for him with all the patience that only the bearers of bad news know how to display and, finally, he had gotten him.

      “I know, I know,” Mauro said, coughing and raising his eyes in a failed attempt to read the expression on the other’s face. Gandhi had a very limited range of expressions. Or, to be just, he had a pair of them: the impassive one, of a wooden statue that never suggested the glimmer of a thought or emotion; and the one of vague amusement that led him to draw the corners of his mouth into a satisfied grin whenever he had the chance to inflict pain. But whatever expression was shaping his features at that moment, it was unreadable in the shadows that cut off more than half of his face.

      “You know? And what is it that you know? That you’ve gotten yourself into a heap of trouble? Not much doubt about that, my friend.”

      Gandhi seemed intent on crushing him against the wall. Mauro turned his eyes toward the entrance of the alleyway, as if he could count on someone intervening. At that moment, he saw again the other man’s back, the one who now seemed to be keeping watch. Thin, with a hat, a little too large for him and tilted to one side, he was keeping his hands deep inside the pockets of his long overcoat. As far as Mauro knew, it could have been anyone. Still, he should not have expected any help from there.

      “When someone owes the Duke money,” continued Gandhi in the meantime, “and then doesn’t show up at the appointed hour to pay him back, he’s taking a step that would be an understatement to define as a simple mistake. It is an action that makes no sense whatsoever. It’s like holding your breath and waiting to see what’ll happen next. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Mauro nodded, as the absurd notion passed through his head that this massive goon spoke an articulate and imaginative language, opposite to what he would have been led to believe judging just from his appearance. The Duke had likely sent him for that, too. He could count on the service of several thugs, but probably Gandhi was the one who would have known best how to convey the spirit of his message.

      “Yes, yes . . . I understand,” he managed to sputter out. “And I assure you . . . I assure you I have every intention of paying . . . It’s just that . . .”

      “Ah, here we are, we’ve come to the ‘It’s just that . . .’ So, let me guess. You don’t have the seven grand you owe him.”

      Mauro wrinkled his brow. “It’s five . . . it’s five thousand.”

      A bitter laugh burst from Gandhi’s mouth. “No, no, my friend. The Duke sent me to tell you it’s seven thousand now. Did you really think that this transgression of yours didn’t actually have a price? Others have had a little more seasoning, too, you know, and even more of it. I’d say you’re getting off pretty lightly. For right now, anyway.”

      Mauro saw a trail of reddish spots, like the wake of a tiny comet, pass across his retina as all the thoughts he was trying to put in order inside his head merged instantly into a tangled mess. Should he say something? Or should he wait to hear if there was anything else? Despite the chilly temperature, it seemed to him his body was burning beneath the onslaught of an unnatural fever.

      Gandhi, however, did not give him time to recover from the shock, and he passed without delay to the final part of his message. “Listen to me carefully. That seven thousand has to be delivered within forty-eight hours at the place and time you already know. No deviations permitted. You do know what ‘deviation’ means, don’t you?”

      Mauro nodded emphatically, and at that point, Gandhi broke off all physical contact with him. Taking a step backward, he rubbed the palms of his hands together and brushed off his coat with their backs as if, up until that moment, he had been dealing with a pile of garbage. But, clearly, he was not yet finished, since he kept staring into the eyes of his victim.

      “One final thing. Very important.”

      Mauro, who was massaging his Adam’s apple, froze once again.

      “As you can imagine, for the Duke, the seven thousand you owe him is no more than chicken feed, but it’s annoying, and gambling debts have to be honored, always. Even if we were talking only about a hundredth of that. Still, the chief knows you don’t have that kind of cash, although you wanted to play with it anyway, so he assigned me to prove his generosity to you by offering you some help.”

      Without looking around, he pointed with his thumb to the lanky figure at the entrance of the alleyway, who was continuing to keep his back toward them. “That’s Ruben. Second cousin to the Duke. He’s here to give you some really valuable information. That is, if you care to have seven stacks of green in your hands within two days.”

      As if it were impossible for him to keep a respectful distance, and imagining, perhaps, a revolver in his grip, Gandhi lifted his hand and jabbed a high-caliber fingertip into Mauro’s chest. “In the case of a second missed payment, the Duke has given me leave to do with you whatever gives me the most satisfaction, and, so, you should know that⁠—”

      A high nasal voice, one with authority, cut through the shadows. “Keep it short, Gandhi. He gets it. You can go now. Thanks.”

      Ruben had not turned toward them but had merely swiveled his head around in a way that would carry his few words to their target without any misunderstanding. Gandhi, looking abruptly toward the alley’s opening, seemed to reflect for a moment over the charge he had been given, and then he turned his eyes back on Mauro, as he withdrew his finger from his chest. Probably a few choice parting words would have suited him, but the Duke’s cousin had caught him off guard, so he simply nodded and, affecting a slow pace, began to move off.

      Mauro, recognizing at once the command structure between the two, and now feeling relatively protected, could not hold back, “Be seeing you around, Gandhi!”

      It was a mistake, as was the case with most of his ventures.

      The thug reversed himself with the speed of an enraged bull, and for the second time, his fist met the same target but with decidedly superior force.

      A wheezing gurgle sputtered from Mauro’s mouth, and he folded over himself, collapsing to one side. A trashcan and some foul, sodden boxes greeted him as he staggered downward, slowing his fall a little.

      “Only someone who’s got my permission can talk to me like that, asshole!”

      Mauro heard Gandhi’s voice, through clenched teeth, gushing over him from above. Then the sounds of his steps faded away, while through half-closed eyes he barely picked up the variations in light brought about by the movement of forms and shadows. One man was going away, and another was drawing near.

      An imaginary drill was boring through the space between his temples, and in his solar plexus, a second heart, made of lava, was beating. A terrible taste filled his mouth, and it was then that Mauro realized he had vomited. His nostrils were permeated with the smell of sour beer, combined with the sweetish gases of spoiled fruit and other garbage released by the invisible cloud into which he had collapsed. He tried coughing to clear his airways, but a new surge of nausea forced him to curl up into an even tighter fetal position. And with a remaining patch of still lucid thought, he managed to curse himself for his own inescapable stupidity.

      He felt a hand settling on his shoulder. Someone beside him was leaning over. It must be that Ruben.

      “Get with it, man, get up! No one, as far as I know, ever died from a punch to the gut. Come on. You and I have to talk.”

      Mauro allowed the stranger to help lift him up, and on slightly uncertain legs, he got to his feet once again. With his sleeve, he wiped off the foul-smelling liquid that was dripping down one cheek. Risking a “thank you” as he considered whether anything else was about to rise up his throat, he looked at the man who was standing by his side and still loosely holding a hand in the hollow of his armpit to support him.

      “Can I call you Ruben?” Better to tread lightly, he thought, given what had just happened to him.

      The other smiled beneath the broad-brimmed hat sloping sideways across his head. “Why not? It’s my name.”
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        * * *

      

      “Have you ever heard of Club Magritte?”

      Ruben accompanied him as Mauro retraced his steps, slipping into the same bar where he had just spent, as was his habit, several unproductive and stupid hours. The place was about to close, as Mauro had warned his companion, but that did not disturb him. The bartender—an almost obese, middle-aged man, with thinning, greasy-slick hair—had immediately glared at the two, as was expected, and from his mouth came several unkind words. But as soon as Ruben had spoken (“My friend’s not feeling well, and we need to take it easy for a short half-hour. Do you think we can do that?”) and had taken off his hat, the barkeep opened his eyes wide and was full of apologies. He must have recognized him. Sure, Ruben was one of the Duke’s men. And not only that, he was one of his relatives. And so, the two unexpected guests were seated at a small table beneath a dirty overhead lamp that gave off just enough of an orange glow of light to allow them to look into each other’s face. The rest of the bar was deserted, with several chairs already overturned, pointing with their long, woody fingers toward a darkness, reeking of alcohol and smoke, stagnating across the ceiling.

      The question that Ruben had directed at him, point-blank, circled about a couple of times in Mauro’s brain in search of some resonant memory. Not finding any, he was forced to shake his head.

      “Two beers, please,” said Ruben, directing his order toward the motionless and barely discernible figure of the bartender, prudently lurking behind his counter. Mauro snorted a bit of a giggle from out of his nostrils. It already seemed to be a big deal to him that the barkeep had let them come in and sit down, even though he was almost at the point of lowering the shutters. And now this Ruben took the liberty of ordering two beers! But that, actually, was not very surprising. Everyone knew the Duke, and no one would have wanted to make an enemy of him.

      The beers arrived within ten seconds. Ruben thanked the man respectfully, even if such deference was entirely pointless, but then he added, “Now, please, take off into the back. We have to talk over some important things, very private. I’ll call you when we’re ready to leave, okay?”
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