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PART 1 – ASCENSION
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PROLOGUE
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“Ladies and Gentlemen, to best sum up the man we are commemorating, it is appropriate at this time to discuss his character first...and upon great reflection, I can give no better caricature than this portrait, painted through his own words: ‘Even if I end up in Hell...I will have all of eternity to outsmart the Devil.’ 

He proudly spoke these words in the midst of adversity, and they are a perfect picture of who Vincent really is. Arrogant, selfish, narcissistic – these are not traits worthy of honor and respect. As it stands, we are continually struggling to remove those of similar qualities from our leadership positions and political offices. Far too many of our very own children idolize men of this caliber and invest their futures in practices that destroy our society every day...

“So, you may ask, why are we here? Why is this despicable man worthy of our attention? Because, without him...many of us would not be here today. In a time when our world needed change and revolution, but we were too lethargic to take a stand, he decided to do it himself. And if you knew Vincent like I did, then you understood that when he said something, he meant it, and unlike many others, he had the ability to back up his words. This was a dangerous man, who could have easily exploited our hard labor for himself. But he sought out a legacy, one to leave behind when he would die, and this dream, despite its selfish intentions...saved us all.

“He was tested and attacked on all sides, but today we are the results of his ordeal. Results that reveal that no matter how one is perceived, it is only a snapshot of the album that is one’s life, and Vincent, with all of his contemptible attributes, still had a heart. Is this man worthy of our respect? Does he deserve to be remembered? Allow me to expound further on the subject, and I’ll let you be the judge...”


From a speech given by Katherine Alexander at the 35th annual Think-Emergence Convention
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CHAPTER 1: GROWING PAINS
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No one is born evil. It is a slow cook, a dish bred of a chef’s lack of attention. It takes time to become the man people are disgusted with, the monster they pray they will never become. I wish you could just turn off who you are like a machine – press a button and immediately you’re not tempted by all the forbidden things people don’t like to admit they enjoy, like money and power. But life isn’t that simple.

I tried simple once. After all, it was my security blanket for the first thirteen years of my life. But at each rite of passage, every step toward adulthood, the blanket began to tear and degrade. Back then I still believed in the world like Santa Claus – jolly, fat, full of opportunities... I never really saw any danger, my head always found buried in my books and not in the game. If I had been more vigilant, maybe my life would have taken a more appropriate turn. I could’ve become a fireman, or an astronaut – any number of jobs that kids dream about when they’re young. 

But I wasn’t attentive, and I didn’t see him coming at all – a disturbed and malevolent classmate of mine who decided to force his way into my humanity and refashion me to his liking. I tried to hold on, preserve my innocence as long as I could, but no one can keep a grip on what they love forever, and eventually I had to let go, and wake up to reality.

“Vincent, wake up!” she shrieked, slamming the palms of her hands onto my desk, her massive wedding ring creating an unnecessary knocking sound that made me wince.

“I told you the answer was fifty-seven,” I said coolly, turning my gaze back toward the windows. Of course I had not said anything prior, but with the right answer plowing through her ears, any comeback she had was now void and forgotten.

“That doesn’t mean you weren’t daydreaming just now,” she accused me correctly. I wanted to do many things to her right then, all of them unacceptable by my school’s code of conduct, but I maintained my composure and once again donned the cloak of the ignorant child.

“You’re right, Mrs. Larson,” I replied believably. “I should have been paying attention. The only reason I knew the answer was because I went ahead in the workbook. It’s no excuse really. I’ll start listening.”

She rose from my personal bubble with a smug look on her face as I returned her authority and power willfully. I could see the forgiveness on her lips before she even spoke.

“It’s okay to daydream, but there is a time and place for everything. You’re in school to get an education, which won’t magically appear when you decide to grow up and pay attention. Look outside.”

I obeyed, for the sunshine dancing and glittering amongst the leaves was so much more inviting than my academic prison.

“The time you put in now will pay off later. Just because you want to make a million dollars and be like those famous rappers all you kids are into these days, doesn’t mean you will. It takes hard work that many of you are not accustomed to.”

By now, my classmates were staring at me intensely as if I were a lab specimen while Mrs. Larson was yammering on and on about the economy and self-entitlement. Jason, two seats diagonally to my right was shaking his head in amusement, a silly smirk developing with the full intention of making me laugh. I bared my teeth at him inconspicuously, letting him know I wanted him to stop and he shrugged his shoulders in response. I didn’t want to chuckle and get into further trouble.

“Don’t worry. She’s gone,” he mouthed silently, making the universal sign of insanity toward his right temple. 

Gone she was, for now she was throwing her hands into the air, walking back to the front of the classroom where she had now transitioned from teacher to preacher, bringing down the fire and brimstone while we were berated for simply being children. I allowed myself to look around the room, ignoring the forty desks that crowded most of the space or the dirty blackboard that had been stained to the point we could barely read anything from it. The unswept floor, the lonely walls, the donated outdated technology – these were all too familiar and common for their existence to hold any weight in my thoughts, so I turned to my classmates. One caught my attention in particular, sitting a seat diagonally to my left.

He was a joke to the whole “made in the image of God theory,” having a visage that resembled a pit bull’s and repulsively dirty blonde hair - rustled and untamed, aimlessly reaching to the sky in all directions. His skin brutishly complemented his colossal frame which was aged beyond its years. His eyes were listless and dark, and his very presence was foreboding.

Why he was staring at me at that moment, I could not know, but I was determined to find out.

“What?” I snapped at him, giving it my best tough guy voice. He didn’t move. I wish I had known his name, but I was generally oblivious to the quiet ones so I never made an effort to learn about them. Apparently he knew mine though.

“Vincent,” he stated emotionlessly as he continued his passive assault.

“What do you want? Why are you staring at me like that?”

He began to stare at my shoes and then slowly looked me up and down, almost seductively, sending a chill up my back. He licked his lips absent-mindedly and went back to gazing into my eyes. At this point, my entire being was quaking and I couldn’t keep up my tough guy mask much longer. Jason had noticed the unwanted exchange between us by now and threw down his desk to get Mrs. Larson’s attention. The crash startled everyone including me, and when I looked up to see if the predator was still staring at me, he had already turned around in his desk and was facing ahead. Jason gave me a worried look while the kids laughed at how scared Mrs. Larson had been. 

I paid no attention to them as I assessed the situation. What was that kid’s problem? I didn’t think I’d ever said a word to him in my life so why was he making it a point to single me out? Maybe Jason knew who he was. I’d ask him at lunch privately. 

The bell for lunch rang suddenly as Mrs. Larson glared at the clock. Looks like today’s lesson would have to wait for tomorrow. I grabbed my backpack before I realized it and rushed to Jason. I refused to look back at the kid who had stared me down earlier, but I could feel his eyes on me.

“Let’s get out of here,” Jason said, looking behind my shoulder. He didn’t have to say anything for me to know what was wrong.

Navigating the halls of our cramped little high school was like going white water rafting. Sure it was fun at times, especially when you got to see your friends between each period, but mostly it was tiring work that required quick reflexes and inhuman strength...if you wanted to keep your head anyways. Fortunately for me, Jason was a professional that pushed the “rocks” out of our path with relative ease. I shadowed him precisely, trying not to give him a flat tire until we finally made it outside where the kids who were done with their lunch (or never got it to begin with) hung out, laughing and discussing the usual topics of conversation like which singer had the better album or whether the Steelers could win this year with the starting quarterback being injured. Jason instinctively went to our usual spot, a picnic bench close to the cafeteria doors. Many people preferred privacy and congregated in the back so our chosen bench was always available. Jason collapsed on the bench and sighed into his hands, rubbing his forehead vigorously. 
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