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            My name is Raven Ameer. I am here to set an epilogue to your existence.
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This book is dedicated to my purest and last true love, Ameer: the most handsome non-verbal, seven-year-old, autistic boy. Thank you for making me—to a certain extent—a better person. I am blessed to be your father.
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Chapter One

Every Soul Must Evanesce


[image: ]




While everyone else in the bar is engaged in mundane conversations ridden with fake smiles, he is the only one whose smile is sincere. He imagines himself listening to slow rock music while pointing his gun at a frightened merman—that imagination will soon be a reality.

His acutely determined eyes are fiercely captivated by the half-empty Bloody Mary held firmly in his left hand. While staring into that stagnant, scarlet layer with a face devoid of any detectable expressions, he abruptly pulls a pen and a small notebook out of the right pocket of his plain, black leather jacket. He writes down, “Always more and never less...”. He puts the pen and the notebook back in his pocket before he drinks the remaining half of his glass in one gulp, letting the partially eroded ice cubes collide with the bottom, producing that heavenly sound his ears adore.

“Would you like a third one, Raven?” Eddy, the bartender, asks in an inviting tone.

Raven, a Caucasian of medium height in his mid-thirties, replies with a soundless head gesture to signify his saturation with two glasses. He then quickly rises off his stool, puts some money beside his empty glass, looks at his silver wristwatch, and walks out of the bar in perfectly balanced steps.

Elsewhere, in a casino, a plus size man in his late forties—wearing a blue suit and holding a Tarnsjo Garveri briefcase—heads to the exit. He goes to the parking lot while whistling tunelessly and gets in a Lamborghini whose blueness matches his suit's. He reaches his apartment, unlocks the door while his tuneless whistles are still polluting the air, gets inside, turns the lights on, and instantly gets a swift hit to his head, knocking him down unconscious. 

The man hears a harshly echoing, intermittent voice as he regains consciousness. Someone is talking to him in a sarcastic—yet eerie—tone, commanding him: “Wake...Up...Now!”

The voice continues as the man's eyes are still shut. But this time, it's clearer and characterized by seriousness. “Operate your nervous system, Peter,” Raven commands. 

“Right here,” Raven pauses, pointing with his gun at the referenced brain area, “...is your frontal lobe, where the motor cortex is posited with ambrosial finickiness. Let the motor neurons there, via axons, transmit messages upon which your unsightly, rotund eyelids shall unveil your eyes.”

Peter opens his eyes, filled with utter dismay, without understanding much of his victimizer’s words. The soon-to-be dead target is sitting on the floor in the living room with his back against the wall. His hands are tied up behind his back, his lower body from the waist down to the ankles is wrapped in brown adhesive tape, making him resemble a repulsively overweight merman, and his mouth is gagged with black duct tape. In front of him, there's a chair on which Raven is sitting. He's a moderately muscled blue-eyed man with a cold, white complexion. His blond hair, covering the back of his neck and two-thirds of his ears, is so dark that it may look black in insufficiently lit places. His cheeks, without any facial hair, have the smoothness of marble. He's wearing a completely black outfit consisting of jeans, a cotton shirt, an unzipped leather jacket, boots, and leather gloves. He leans forward, placing his arms over his thighs. In his right hand, he is carrying a 9mm handgun—a black Beretta 92FS with a suppressor.

“Has anyone ever told you that, after your ghastly corpulence, the second most conspicuous physical idiosyncrasy of your corpus is the exceeding disproportionateness characterizing your apex and nadir?”

Still processing the situation, Peter cannot find a physical gesture to respond to that uncanny rhetoric.

“I'll remove the duct tape solely to converse with you for fleeting minutes, but first, I must warn you: If you scream or make any relatively loud sounds, I won't be irresolute at all to instill a bullet between the two windows to your soul, defenestrating the shit out of it. Do you understand what I am saying, Peter?” Raven asks politely, and Peter immediately nods his head. The former approaches the latter and gently removes the duct tape in a boringly slow motion.

“Who are you? And what do you want from me?” Peter asks with evident terror dominating his voice, reluctantly delivering his words.

“My name is Raven Ameer. I am here to set an epilogue to your existence,” Raven replies with unusual calmness.

“You...you mean...you mean you're gonna... kill me?!” Peter asks naively.

“That's what the phrase 'set an epilogue to your existence' denotes,” Raven responds.

“Is that a ‘yes’?” Peter asks with signs of confusion all over his face.

“I've been a soul collector for over twenty years. I'm positive you're the most exceptionally vacuous person I've ever encountered. Yes, that was a ‘yes’—I'm here to kill you!” Raven replies angrily, with facial expressions reflecting disgust.

“Oh, my God! Please don't!” Peter begs in a slightly loud voice.

In a sudden, quick, and highly frightening bodily motion, Raven sticks the gun against Peter's forehead, right between the eyes, and articulately whispers in his right ear, “I feel obliged to remind you of the loud sounds remark I've mentioned earlier. I have just sensed an unnecessary ascendance in the volume of your highly dissonant voice.”

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry...I'm sorry!” Peter fearfully responds with a descending voice.

Raven slowly returns to his chair, maintaining horrifying, concentrated eye contact with Peter, making the latter realize his demise is imminent.

“It must be my wife who hired you!” Peter says, as his eyes become tearful. “That fucking ugly cunt!” He adds in a suppressed, furious tone of voice. 

“It was, indeed, your wife who signed your contract. And regarding that ugliness comment, I feel obliged to state that you’re not pulchritudinous either, irrespective of the angle of view,” Raven says mockingly with a slightly visible grin as he swiftly approaches his forthcoming victim and eyeballs him in a circular motion from left to right, examining Peter’s both equally unappealing sides. “But I must admit that I feel complacent about being the one terminating your life, considering what you have done.”

“What have I done that makes it okay to kill me?” Peter asks, pretending to be incognizant of his unforgivable sin.

“You've committed adultery, Peter,” Raven answers while bombarding Peter with withering looks. "Did you know that, in the court of crows, unfaithfulness is an unpardonable sin punishable by death?” Revan pauses to fiddle with his 9mm. He then closes his eyes and starts explaining while imagining the graphic scene in his head, “A male crow or raven that's been found guilty of fornication with a female crow to whom he's not intermarried will be pecked to death by his fellow crows.”

“There are more than two hundred thousand dollars in that briefcase. They are all yours... just don’t kill me!” Peter begs, pointing his head at the briefcase he was carrying earlier.

“I have to reject your offer and adhere to my set of ethical and professional principles. And I assure you that I won’t steal that money upon your death, for I am not a thief; I am a hitman who sanctifies his existential function to the fullest and exerts tremendous efforts to portray an honorable image of this stupendously noble message and keep it untarnished,” Raven replies in the same solemn tone. “Individuals whose quietus is due are the only ones I virtuously exterminate, and thereby, I forbear from finishing off those who haven't committed a vice, sin, or misdeed that makes them worthy of being disposed of. Women and children are off limits as well.”

“Are you —” Peter says before Raven interrupts by shoving the gun fiercely into the former's mouth and indolently mutters, “Hush!” with an enlengthened ‘sh-’ sound. 

For approximately fifteen seconds, muteness prevails as Raven leaves the gun hanging from Peter’s frantically shivering mouth. Raven folds his arms and lowers his head down to face the floor. Peter tightly grabs the gun barrel with his teeth to make sure it won't drop on his lab and accidentally discharge.

“From now on, you only listen to what I say. Don't utter anything unless I ask you specific questions to which I seek instantaneous answers,” Raven orders in a threatening tone before he gently pulls the gun out of Peter's mouth.

Raven gets off his chair and turns around, giving his back to Peter, whose fear exacerbates immensely and begins to devour his face. Raven walks a few steps away, takes a deep sigh, and says, “You're currently asking yourself an intriguing question: 'Why the fuck am I still alive?' It's a legitimate question whose answer is complexly simple, but first...” With his head slanting slightly to the right, Raven turns around lethargically to face his helpless target and then—with an ascending intonation—says, “I must ask YOU a question.” Raven's tone then strangely becomes gleeful and asks, “Do you like music?”

Peter remembers that he's expected to give 'instantaneous' answers—and that's when his two-second silent response ends by gasping and replying nervously, “YES...yes, I do like music!”

“Excellent!” Raven replies in that same gleeful way he did when he asked that unforeseen question. He pulls a CD case out of the jacket right inside pocket and heads to the stereo next to Peter. 

“You wouldn't mind holding this for me again, would you?” Raven asks courteously and with a newly originated grin, raising the gun before putting it again in Peter's mouth. That makes it easier for Raven to open the CD case, pick up the CD titled “Music to Die to” in messy handwriting and insert it in the stereo. He turns the volume up a notch and then rapidly moves back two steps, so he and Peter can have a better view of each other. 

*Nirvana's song “If You Must” starts playing*

Raven's face becomes possessed by fiendish wrinkles, and his eyes are half shut. With both of his hands in his pants pockets, he starts lip-syncing with the song, swaying his torso once to the left and once to the right, with his head swaying in the opposite direction each time, rhythmically corresponding to the moderate tempo of the drums. 

“Back to your legitimate question and my complexly simple answer,” Raven says while Peter’s sweat is cascading and forming a makeshift lake over his spacious lab as he is gripping the gun barrel hard with his mouth.

Raven proceeds, “I could've eliminated you with unprecedented ease as soon as you entered the apartment, but you see...I am...suffering. I'm suffering from a drastic dearth of humans to interact with due to my unorthodox mental structure coupled with my nonexistent interpersonal skills. Thus, the only real conversations I engage in are the ones in which the opposite interlocutors are people I'm about to set an epilogue to their existence. Conversing with individuals you know will vanish shortly after the end of the dialogue is always relieving since they won't have enough time to make fallacious judgments about you. Therefore, you get the chance to express yourself in such brutal honesty, divulging all your consecrated secrets.”

Peter's face looks exhausted, with the gun occupying his mouth. He's not listening to half, or even a third, of the words coming out of Raven's mouth. Raven gets closer, moves the chair away, sits on his knees before Peter, and folds his arms.

“Do you know what this song is about?” Raven asks Peter, slowly enunciating every word. The latter shakes his head, indicating his cluelessness.

“Of course, you don't,” Raven says confidently before he adds enthusiastically, “Some songs, can't be interpreted, appreciated, or even enjoyed if you listen to them with a naked mind. If one wants to listen to good music with revolutionary and inspirational content, they must equip their mind with the tools needed to reach a plenary perception of the theme lyrically portrayed in that music. Think of the song as a living microorganism you want to see—or maybe dissect, which is an even more interesting experience. You won't be able to do so with your naked eye; you'll need a microscope. Similarly, your naked mind will tragically fail to comprehend or examine certain songs.”

Raven notices that Peter is enervated and that the gun is tilting downwards. “You know what? You're not worthy of this mind-opening experience you're going through.  Besides, in a few minutes, you’ll meet the guy who wrote the song,” Raven says resentfully before he unfolds his arms and gets closer as he spreads his thighs to let Peter's wrapped legs be placed underneath him. 

Raven leans against the wall with his palms supporting him while Peter's quivering head is trapped in between. Raven approaches Peter's left ear and says with a nightmarish, quiet voice, “This incidentally developed fugacious friendship of ours has to end, Peter.”

Peter is trying to say something, but the gun in his mouth enables him to make incomprehensible sounds only. Raven pulls the weapon out of Peter's mouth, along with profuse amounts of saliva. Peter frantically inhales and exhales air three times, with tears and despair conquering his dilapidated face before he finally asks, “What does 'fugacious' mean?”

Raven, with a malicious smirk, responds, “In your case, it's roughly synonymous with the remainder of your lifetime,” then instantaneously puts the gun between Peter's eyes and pulls the trigger. 

Raven gets up, puts his gun in his left shoulder holster beneath his jacket, and the song ends. He turns off the stereo, takes his CD, puts it back in the case, and then very hesitatingly walks to the door.

He turns around and takes a final farewell look at his most recent kill, who had been a fugacious, tentative friend before he got taken out. Raven knows it will take some time before he's granted another opportunity where he could have another genuine dialogue with another person. The ambiance immediately metamorphoses into a gloomy one, depleting all the twisted—yet cherished—delight that Raven has relished for a few minutes. Before he leaves the apartment, Raven pulls his pen and notebook out of his pocket and opens the page where he wrote “Always more and never less” when he was in the bar a couple of hours ago. Below that line, he writes: “Every soul must evanesce.”

As he drives back home, listening to Lene Marlin's song “Unforgivable Sinner,” Raven's eyes are lost, wandering in an abstract universe originated in his mind by his obliterated sensibility. He reaches a 300-meter-high bridge over a sea, whose waves are faintly stirring, and makes a brief stop somewhere in the middle of the bridge. He steps out, moves toward the bridge's railing, and stares momentarily at the waters below. After ensuring no motorists are nearby, he discreetly tosses his black Beretta into the waters before continuing his way home. The pistol keeps going down, twirling in perfect harmony with the pounding lyrics of the song, till it hits the bottom and lies next to tens of other pistols of the exact brand and color.
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Chapter Two

Winds of Change
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Through the powerful vibes sent to his body by the music to which he's hypnotized, he travels to nonexistence, where his car transforms into a black Pegasus with a shining golden horn, fluttering its wings to stir the clouds and turn them into rampant whirlwinds that violently hit the surface of the moon and vanish. These preternatural scenes occur too often, and most of the time, they seem too vivid not to be real.  

The ultra-realistic daydream is over. Back to the dull reality, he arrives home—the place of his holy, voluntary solitude in Zevienia, a vast city in the State of Zevienia in the United States of America taken over by the infectious modernism, yet a few not-man-related aspects remain intact: the sea and the mountains.

Raven's house is a small apartment on the fifth floor of a seven-story apartment building. The unfancy apartment has one room, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a balcony.

After he enters his apartment, Raven exhales loudly and leans against the door with his arms loosely dangling from his drained shoulders.

The sole room in his apartment—which serves as a lively living room, a comfy bedroom, and an office for his capricious, innovative, compositional creations all together—is 36 square meters with walls covered with milky white wallpaper garnished with crimson veins that have no apparent organized pattern, looking as if they're constantly dancing to the disharmonious rhythm played by Raven's tempestuous heartbeats. Opposite the plain dark brown door, there's a medium-sized, sepia, wooden bookshelf comprising two shelves and two drawers at the bottom set above each other with two round, silver handles on each drawer placed at the right and left ends. The solid, metal, silver legs make the bookshelf rise five inches above the ground, but with a visible arch bending downwards, indicating how abusively the lower drawer is filled with stuff. On the upper shelf, there are various English dictionaries from left to right that cover almost all fields—literature, politics, economics, medicine, and law—in addition to the classic red Merriam-Webster dictionary and a copy of the Quran placed in the right corner with a bit of space separating it from the rest of the books. On the lower shelf, several gigantic thesauruses occupy the left half, while on the right one, there's a light brown frame with a black-and-white photograph of a sea with mild waves. Next to the bookshelf is an aluminum door with transparent glass that leads to a balcony with a view of the bridge he drove on minutes ago.

Raven hastily goes to the kitchen and opens the cupboard, producing a squeaking sound he never bothers to fix by simply oiling the rusty hinges of the cupboard door. He reaches for a ball glass and then heads to the fridge. He gets five small ice cubes and gently drops them in the glass, pampering his eyes and ears with the sight and sound of those cubes as he softly transports them from his right bluish palm into the glass that is ornamented with vertical lines engraved on the lower half. He grabs a chilled 1000-milliliter Stolichnaya bottle and fills half of the glass before filling the other half with fresh orange juice, making his ultimately favorite drink: the nightly screwdriver.

He leaves the kitchen holding that precious glass close to the left side of his ribcage as if willing to topple his heart and offer its regal position to that mixture of wonders in that glass. He sits in his armchair with a buffed, beige cushion adorned with decussating and tortuous dark brown lines. The chair is placed in front of a small desk with three drawers. On the desk, there is a laptop, a table lamp with a round base and a twistable body, and a round pen holder. He switches his laptop on, logs into his email inbox, and sends a message to an anonymous person that reads: 

“The item has been shipped to the desired destination. I expect to receive the remaining half of the previously agreed-upon cost at the time and place designated in my previous email. It's been a true pleasure doing business with you.

R.”

Right after sending his message, he receives a new email that seems to be a new “shipping” request from someone called Mr. James. Raven is too tired to review the details thoroughly; he closes the laptop lid, changes his clothes, and lies in bed. 

He falls into a deep sleep, discarding any possible thoughts concerning the soul he remorselessly conquered a couple of hours ago.  

The floor is furnished with a handmade white-beige-brown-and-crimson rug, which, thanks to its complicatedly patterned lines, serves as a lavish world for his soulful eyes to explore. He tends to stare into that warm, thick rug every morning for two to three minutes as soon as he wakes up, and this morning is no different.

He is lying on his left side in his bed, where the remains of his poorly manufactured dreams from the night before adding extra weight to that slightly concaved mattress. As soon as his eyelids reveal his distressed eyes, he starts gazing at those mesmerizing lines in the rug before he finally gets up and heads to the desk, only two feet from the bed. He turns on the laptop and plays some music that invigorates the entire place.

*Franz Liszt's “Totentantz” Piano Solo (played by Valentina Lisitsa) starts playing*

He can hear the music well in the bathroom, where he is getting ready for the morning shower. He takes off his shirt, which is heavily creased because of the continuous body movements and severe spinal twists performed in bed last night in his search for the most comfortable sleeping position. As the water flows over his matted hair and falls down his shoulders, he rubs his scalp hard, trying in vain to stimulate his cerebral cortex to recollect a dream or two he may have had last night. His protrusive arm arteries are alarming and quite repulsive to a certain extent, adding some atypical greenness to his already unevenly white body. His back, however, is the defining mark of his well-built, robust structure, being almost completely covered with a massive tattoo of a flying raven with its wings wide open and claws prepared to descend upon oblivious prey. 

The first morning of the weekend starts with a morning walk. As he gets out, he bumps into his next-door neighbor, Mrs. Sanders, an extremely social lady in her late seventies with a talkative mouth that never gets tired of trivial chitchats—a trait that terrorizes Raven. She is carrying two paper grocery bags and heading to her apartment.

“Good morning, my adorable neighbor,” Mrs. Sanders greets Raven with her usual overstretched ‘o’ sound in the word ‘morning’ and that zealous smile.

“I guess it is, Mrs. Sanders,” Raven responds calmly with a phony smile.

“How is your day going?” Mrs. Sanders asks.

“All aspects of my indistinctive day have been blatantly normal so far—neither good nor bad. I sincerely hope your day will be decisively good,” Raven answers flatly. 

Mrs. Sanders laughs for a few seconds before says, “My ears just can’t get enough of the strange way talk!”

Raven replies silently, lowering his head toward the ground and maintaining the same phony smile.

“I don't want to keep you standing here any longer, so—” Mrs. Sanders says before Raven rushes to the stairway door, disregarding the remainder of his neighbor’s statement.

“How come you never use the elevator? And why do you always wear nothing but black?” Mrs. Sanders shouts, but Raven is already halfway through the first flight of stairs.

November always delights Raven, probably because it foreshadows how cold the winter will be. Through November's stinging breeze, Raven can tell whether the winter season will be moderately or blisteringly cold, and he has always hoped for the latter.

Characterized by improvisation, these morning walks have never had fixed routes or destinations. The point is to walk, inhaling that cold air deep in his smoke-free lungs and exhaling it with particles of his gradually diminishing soul merged with remains of last night's sour taste that might still be stuck in his throat. Although Zevienia streets are always filled with people, the creatures he could never adapt to or socialize with, he still enjoys these walks by keeping his head down and avoiding any accidental eye contact with anyone. 

After a couple of hours, he finds himself walking on 63rd Street. His eyes keenly observe the waters of the bay undulate around some fishing lines attached to poised rods held by contented fishermen. His pupils fly alongside the playful seagulls and swim in the watery hills encompassing the seawall. As the mini waves dance on the surface, sudden flashes come to his mind. Each flash is a fragment from either his bleak past or his enigmatic future. In one flash, he sees a scared, twelve-year-old boy in a mosque sitting in the corner with his joints plunging in, watching and listening to the Imam preaching in a Friday sermon. In another flash, he sees himself in his apartment, sitting in a corner in the same pose of that boy in the mosque, but he is more than just scared in that flash; he is quivering and sobbing. 

Before returning home, he passes by a supermarket to buy a newspaper and orange juice. Strangely enough, all the vendors and shopkeepers like Raven. They always smile gracefully in his face and have quick chats with the all-in-black antisocial dude. They always ask him how he's doing and wish him a nice day or evening.

He reaches his apartment an hour before noon. He fries eggs and mixes them with cheese, hotdogs, and thyme—a brunch he has always savored. Food is consumed for both survival and muscle, but never pleasure, according to his beliefs. That is one of the two reasons he believes in the inessentiality of dinner and that two meals a day—breakfast and lunch or brunch—should be more than enough to acquire the energy needed for survival and a good body. The second reason was pocrescophobia. 

His weekend afternoons are always allocated for dictionaries and spontaneous writing episodes. After lunch, he fixes a glass of vodka on rocks with a lemon twist and heads to the bookshelf.

His fingers slowly sweep through the books on the upper shelf from left to right till they reach Merriam-Webster's Dictionary. He grabs it tightly and holds it against his chest, while his left hand is—as usual—carrying the glass. He takes a sip and moves toward the desk, where he puts the glass and the dictionary. He returns to the bookshelf and opens the upper drawer to get a black spiral notebook. He skims through it before stopping at a page he was writing on a few days ago. The sloppy handwriting on the top of the page reads “Untitled.”

He heads to the desk, concentrating on that semi-blank page. He drinks half of the glass in one sip, then opens the dictionary randomly, and his eyes fall on the word “gedankenexperiment”— (N) An experiment carried out in thought only.  

“This is it,” Raven speaks to himself with notable excitement and brightness filling his eyes, embellished with a bit of reddishness. He grabs a pen from the pen holder and writes below that “Untitled” title a line that says: “Let's sketch a dream...”

He puts the pen down and stares intensely at the page. He spends three hours looking at the page without adding a syllable other than that four-word sentence. He then decides to let it go and occupy himself with something else, and that's when he realizes he hasn't read the newspaper yet.

He skims through most pages before his eyes get caught by the headline: “The Merman Killer Strikes Again.” He reads the initial opening lines of the story: “An official source from Zevienia Police Department (ZPD), who preferred to retain anonymity, stated yesterday that they had discovered a dead body believed to be the fourteenth victim killed by the Merman Killer within nine years.”

Raven keeps browsing the newspaper until he reaches the ads section. He sees one ad that grabs his attention: “A Community Service Officer Needed.” He looks at the advertisement for a few seconds before he folds the newspaper and puts it on the desk. He then remembers the shipping request Mr. James sent last night.

He opens his laptop to check his email. He comprehensively goes through the details and analyzes the data about the request. A shaved-headed guy in his late twenties with a gullible set of facial features, highlighted by a tattoo of a meaningless tribal sign on the right side of his neck, will be his next target. His name is Harry Hazle. Raven replies to Mr. James:

“Have the client meet me tonight at 8:30 at Josian's on 3rd Avenue. Tell him to come alone and fetch half the fees as a down payment. Failure to abide by the aforementioned conditions shall make the transaction annulled by default.

R.”

Raven writes down some information on a piece of paper, goes out directly, gets in his car, and heads to the address of his prospective target, commencing the first day of the stakeout.

The waiting game has always been one of Raven’s fortes. Two hours go by before Harry Hazle finally arrives in his red Chevy and enters his house. Raven glances at his wristwatch, quickly scribbles the time of his target's arrival, and takes off, heading back to Josian's.

Despite the awful music played there, Josian's is one of Raven's favorite restaurants. He eats his lunch there occasionally. Black and grey dominate the colors of the walls, tables, and floor, making the whole place seem shrouded in darkness. At 8:34 p.m., his client finally shows up. Raven inconspicuously waves his right hand, raising his arm halfway up. The client sees the wave and heads to that far table in the corner where Raven is sitting.

“Raven?” the client—wearing a plain white shirt, beige Lenin pants, and a black coat—asks as he reaches the table.

“Correct,” Raven responds.

The client pulls a chair, sits down, and says nervously, “Nice to meet you. I'm Tanner.”

“One of the few virtues I live by is punctuality. I hope you're not just the first syllable of that word, Tanner,” Raven says flatly, looking down at the red wine glass he's gripping. 

“I'm sorry,” Tanner replies with some barely apparent temper in his tone before he adds, “But I'm only five minutes late.”
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