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  The Challenge


Iwas on the court, eyes closed, hands clasped, thanking God for another day on earth before playing ball with my boys. It had become my routine lately, ever since... well, that's the story I'm about to tell. 
"Hey dude, why are you praying instead of playing?" Jaymie hollered at me from across the court. 
I opened my eyes and grinned at him. "You know I gotta give props to that man in charge! You better get with the program before you end up sad, sorry and bitter like Satan's old bitch ass." I laughed out loud, but there was weight behind my words. If they only knew what I'd seen. 
"What you know about Satan, Dante? Have you met the man?" Lewis scratched his head and looked at me hard. I could see the curiosity in his eyes. They all knew I'd taken off for a while, gone on my own little quest. What they didn't know was where that quest had taken me. 
I felt my grin fade a little as memories flooded back. "You really wanna know?" I asked, my voice quieter than usual. 
They all nodded, suddenly more interested in my story than the game we'd come to play. 
"Hey Vince!" I called out. "Come here! I'm gonna tell these fools our story!" Vince was one of the best players on the court now. No one knew who he was or where he had come from. All they really knew was that when I came back, I had Vince with me. 
I walked across the court to the bleachers and sat down. I pulled my skully off my head and thought hard about where to begin. Everyone sat down around the bench, ready to hear what I had to say.
"Alright," I said, taking a deep breath. "I'm gonna tell you why I pray every day and give thanks, and how I know the devil is a sorry ass bitch." I paused and looked into all of their faces. 
"It all began with me saying that if I believed in God, I had to believe in Satan because you can't have one and not the other one. I thought it might be easier to meet the man downstairs than it was to meet the man upstairs, and I decided to go find his ass." I sat back, recalling the entire journey.






  
  The Journey Begins


"Iwandered for days," I continued, feeling myself fall into the rhythm of the story. "No real sense of which way I should go. I walked miles along stretches of highway, by-way and out-of-the-way roads. After about a week, I realized I didn't know a damned thing about surviving in the woods alone and did the one thing that I never thought would help me find Satan." I scratched my chin and rested my hands on my knees. The weight of this memory was almost too much to bear. 
"What'd you do?" Lewis asked, his eyes wide. 
I smiled, but it wasn't my usual grin. This smile had seen things. "I prayed," I said simply. "And after the first day of nothing, I figured my prayer had been rightfully ignored and was thinking about giving up. That was when Vince showed up." 
I looked over at Vince and smiled. "He came hiking through the trees, afro shining, talking about some 'Finally, nice to meet you.' He had the thickest afro I'd ever seen, was tall and wide like a Sequoia tree, and looked like he was wearing Joseph's Technicolor dream coat."
"And what did you say to him, Vince?" Jaymie interrupted, looking at my new friend. 
Vince smiled his big wide smile. He had an easygoing air about him, like the world couldn't touch him. "I said to him, 'Are you ready to get a move on? We've got things to do. The crystal wood is no place for rookies.'" 
I nodded, remembering. "I knew then that hunger was causing me to hallucinate. The biggest man I had ever seen was standing in front of me, looking like he stepped out of some psychedelic Bible story. I wasn't so sure I wanted to go with this weird multicolored coat wearing man that appeared out of nowhere, but I figured it was better than giving up." 
"So, we walked on until the sun started to sink and looked for a spot to crash for the night since we'd been in the crystal woods all damned day. Vince was chilling with his fist pick in his afro. I guess so he could think for a minute, and he showed me a fresh path I hadn't seen before." I felt my eyes glaze over and my face grimace a bit as I remembered what came next. 
"Hey, check this shit out!" Vince had yelled, his Technicolor coat twinkling in the twilight. I looked up from the fire I was trying to build and rolled my eyes at him. He was pointing to a road that disappeared inside a huge ass tree. 
"Man, we go in there and we will be trashed for sure," I told him. "I was not in a hurry to go in there; it looked creepy like some Jason and Freddy type shit. It had these big, jagged branches that were all pointy like knives and the wood was bleached white even though no sun came through the grove. This tree was beyond dead, it was death, and I was not trying to be friendly with that. Besides, it had a doorway in the front of it. What kind of tree has a doorway anyway?" 
Vince laughed out loud, interrupting my story. "No, your exact words were: 'I am not going in there dude. You MUST be crazy.'" 
"Anyway," I glared at Vince. "Am I telling this, or are you?" I waited a moment to see if he would continue and when he didn't, I spoke again. 
"I sat down beside the fire and tried to warm up since the sun was goin down fast as hell. Vince wasn't havin that though. He just headed for the damned tree. He told me 'You said you wanted to meet the man on the other side of the fence. Well this is the way. Let's go! Stop being scared!' He held out his arm like I had won some kind of 'The Price is Right' prize or some shit. Well I wasn't moving and I let him know that real quick." 
"So you spent days looking for the shit and then when you found it you weren't ready to go? That's some stupid shit yo!" Jaymie laughed hard at me and Lewis high-fived him. 
I glared at them angrily. "You want this story or not?" 
"Naw dude, I'm cool. Keep on truckin' boy." Jaymie settled back, ready to hear more. 
I took a deep breath, preparing myself to relive what came next. "So Vince lifted me up by my arm and yanked me down that damned path faster than a broke nigga leaves a pregnant girl. He was dragging me by my damned arm like thirty feet like a little kid does a stuffed animal. I whooped and hollered but it did no good." 
"'Shut your damned mouth Dante!' He whispered hard at me. I knew he couldn't stand the fact that I was resisting." 
"You gonna wake his ass up is what I told you," Vince chimed in. 
I nodded, remembering. "I was seriously scared as hell. I thought I felt my balls in my throat. I told him I don't care if I do wake him up. I am not going inside a damned tree!" 
"I can't blame you man. I wouldn't go either," Lewis said quietly. 
"When my balls finally dropped into place, we went down the steps into this big ass oak tree. It was about a hundred steps to the bottom and shit. Damn! The hallway was short though and I could see what looked like the entrance to the man's lair. My knees were knocking the whole way." 
I paused, looking at each of my friends in turn. They were all leaning in, completely hooked. "That's when things got real weird, real fast. We came out in this fifteen foot hallway with red painted walls, trimmed in black. There were skulls with snakes wrapped around their mouths. Fucked up! When we made it to the end of the hallway a door appeared in the wall and it had a sign on it. It said 'Whoever enters this door shall become hopeless.'" 
My boys sat in stunned silence for a moment. Finally, Jaymie found his voice. "You expect us to believe you actually went to Hell?" 
I met his eyes, and I could see him shiver a little at whatever he saw in mine. "Believe what you want," I said. "But I'm gonna tell you what I saw. And let me tell you, it ain't nothing like what you might expect..."
"That's just a bunch of hocus pocus." Vince had said. "Relax. He can't hurt you unless you let him." Vince sure had a lot of answers.
"So I asked him; just how do you know so much about this? You visit with the devil often? Y'all have tea on Tuesdays? I mean, I wasn't trying to get picked off by one of the devil's buddies." Dante hugged himself for warmth.
"So Vince says; No, nothing like that. I talked to man upstairs. How do you think I knew where to find you? How do you think I knew where you were going?"
"So there I was," I said, looking at my boys' wide-eyed faces, "about to step into actual Hell. Can you believe that shit?" 
Jaymie shook his head. "Man, I still can't believe you're serious about this." 
I just grinned. "Oh, it gets crazier. So, as Vince dragged me through that creepy-ass tree, everything went dark. I mean pitch black, can't-see-your-hand-in-front-of-your-face dark..."
Then, just as suddenly, a dim light appeared, and I found myself standing at the edge of something I couldn't quite describe. 
"Welcome to Hell, Dante," Vince said, his voice echoing strangely in the vast space. "You ready for this?" 
I wanted to say no, to turn back, but something told me there was no going back now. "As ready as I'll ever be," I managed to croak out. 
Vince nodded, his face serious. "Then let's begin. First stop: Limbo."






  
  The First Circle  

Limbo


As we stepped through that creepy-ass tree, the world shifted around us. The air got thick, like walking through fog, but it wasn't cold or hot. Just... nothing. 
"Welcome to the First Circle, Dante," Vince said, his afro somehow looking even more majestic in this strange light. "This is Limbo." 
I looked around, expecting to see some hellish landscape, but what I saw was way more twisted in its own way. We were standing in what looked like a massive, endless waiting room. The kind you'd see at the DMV or a hospital, but stretching as far as the eye could see. 
"Limbo? Like the dance?" I asked, trying to make sense of it all. 
Vince chuckled, but it was a sad sound. "Nah, man. This is the place for those who never made a choice. The undecided, the apathetic, the ones who stayed on the sidelines of life." 
As we walked, I started noticing the souls around us. They weren't screaming or being tortured like I expected in Hell. Instead, they all looked... bored. Endless rows of people staring at phones that never updated, flipping through magazines with blank pages, watching TV screens that showed nothing but static. 
"Damn," I muttered, watching a dude try to connect to Wi-Fi that clearly didn't exist. "What's their deal?" 
"These are the souls who never took a stand," Vince explained. "In life, they never committed to good or evil. They just... existed. Now they're stuck here, forever waiting for something to happen








