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      Mama Josie been selling weed since, well, forever.

      She was one of the first to innovate back in the day, two for five was her rip when she first set up shop selling pre-rolls and nickels, dimes, and quarters, poultices, and good advice.

      She lives in the same neighborhood now, in the same house back behind the foundry that moved in belching black smoke into the sky when the white folks moved out.

      She had some old growth walnuts, though, and about a quarter-acre worth of garden she once tended to daily surrounding that house, and while the rest of the neighborhood suffered under a black veil of that choking smoke,  Mama Josie, under a veil of trees, filtered out the smog, chopped weeds, and breathed easily.

      “Come on. Come get you some, baby,” she would entice while selling her tight buds and offering unsolicited advice.

      Her gold tooth would sparkle, shining in the dim candlelight as she ruled behind the full bar in the basement, where she served her customers.

      “You don’t give de man his due, oh yeah, he gon come for you too,” she warned.

      And yeah. They did just that.

      Snatched me up when I was pulling away from the curb just down the block from her crib.

      I was one of her best customers, one of the few she allowed to buy wholesale, let me take it back to the block and triple my profit.

      It was a Friday, the day it all changed—payday.

      A good day for me—when I sold most my goods.

      I told the boys on the phone I was on the way.

      “Ya’ll know I got that Hay!”

      Mama Josie said, “Put that away! Up in here actin a fool. You best to pay attention to what’s in front of you.”

      I winked at her niece.

      She smiled back at me, too. We’d known each other since high school.

      “Mama Josie, I love you, dear! You shol’ is somethin else.”

      “Hmph! You better learn to love yourself. I ain’t got time for that foolishness.”

      She was a prophet. I knew it.

      Even then.

      When the end times came, and the whole world changed, I don’t know, maybe I was the only one who wasn’t surprised when she wrapped her whole block in a Pillar of Night.

      Of course, she was a witch.

      Hell, folks down at the juke joint would joke about it, and rumor is, she must be at least one hundred and six years old.

      I personally think she’s way older than that, though.

      She told me that day my dumb ass ways were going to save my dumb ass, and she was right, because when the Earth shook and the Demon rose from beneath the streets and set fire to the world, right before the lightning storms sealed us in and reignited ancient magics lying dormant for centuries, and the whole town grew wild inside its dome, a magical terrarium, I was pacing back and forth in a five-by-five holding cell, arguably the safest place to be in the entire city.

      I survived in my jail cell because they locked me up inside what was essentially a bomb shelter.

      When the storms finally settled down and the people dug themselves out from the rubble,  she had established a new order.

      Magic filled this new world, and Mama Josie, now fully attuned to her blood, the child of stove-side sermons and botany lessons at Big Mama’s feet while shucking peas, and the potions and portents shared while tending to and braiding hair, had awaited this moment for all her life, and Big Mama’s life, and Nana ‘nem, who lived to be one hundred and ten years old herself before she ever even came up North, laid out in the back of a wagon pulled by two old mules, surrounded by a couple of big ol’ chifforobes that held everything the family owned.

      Nana and ‘nem eventually settled out West over on Walnut St. back when Black folk didn’t live out that way.

      They say even those White folks recognized her, though, and they came to her for healing poultices, totems, juju bags, and herbal teas.

      Nana didn’t discriminate in spiritual matters. If they came with their coins, she gave them what they were looking for, sometimes a whole lot more.

      The Domestics stopped off at her house, too, at the end of their long days beating rugs and washing and starching and folding laundry and cleaning and cooking in kitchens.

      They hadn’t yet learned to trust these Northern doctors.

      The whole town knew and trusted Nana, soon come her daughter too, and her daughter’s daughter: Mama Josie.

      She was a staple of the community, her services sought out by Christians, Jews, Catholics, criminals, and the non-committed just the same.

      She had an apprentice, her niece, Berniece, but she would never completely grasp the extent of it, the truth of who they were.

      Mama Josie’s lessons were destined to pass along with her whenever that time should come,  and as for that, she has no notion of giving in just yet. There was much more story to tell before she was called home.

      “Besides,” she says with a wink and a grin that shows a glint of gold. “Before it comes, I’ll let you know.’

      She says Big Mama foretold these days, , shown it to her in a dream back when she was still in the womb. With Mama Josie, though, you never really know.

      It is true, though, that she has prepared herself and those around her as best she could. Most wouldn’t listen. This is now the age of innovation.

      No one needs an Oracle. They seek out their answers online and in chat groups and lend their faith to machine intelligence.

      It’s why, she knows, she is to be the last of her kind, even when Berniece one day sires her own little mages and witches and herbalists. Their spirits will intertwine with this new world, a rapidly developing electronic paradigm offering up its own informational space.

      It will have to be enough in this new age.

      Mama Josie felt her blood surge and her Holy Spirit connect to the Matriarchal force within herself when the Demon broke up through the streets and destroyed the world around her, she felt the surge of magic as it arced through the ground and reconnected to the Source.

      She felt powerful. In the moment, she looked and felt forty, fifty years younger.

      Her Lady glowed brightly and pulsed erotically for the first time in generations as she went out into her backyard, stood among the growing things, looked up into the sky, and witnessed the end—a demon towering above the treetops, dropping fire down upon them.

      Mama Josie looked upon its terrible countenance and rejoiced.

      She was reborn there, amidst the flames.

      She bore witness as the light of the two divine beings systematically destroyed the demon. One of the two beings ascended afterwards; the other rose to repair the shattered barriers between worlds before locking them inside this magical prison.

      Mama Josie didn’t take this as an affront. She recognized the need and saw her purpose then.

      That’s how I ended up back at her place once the Sheriff let us out of the cells.

      Hell, he actually deputized some of us and set us out to help dig out the dead, dying, and desperate.

      This is when I learned I was an adept.  and My blood, newly attuned to the blooming magic, was meant for a higher purpose. .

      Mama Josie called to me, drawing me into the heart of the darkness she wrapped around herself like a veil , compelling me to answer her summons.

      “You’ve been deputized,” she said. “You will be the first of the New Men.”

      Mama Josie unofficially became the new Mayor of Decatur; it is now her domain. She is its demiurge, and she kept me busy.

      Magic had blossomed in every back alley and ballroom and union hall and preschool across the city, and Mama Josie was now arbiter of it all.

      I did the legwork for the ol’ bird. Investigating, placating, and putting down problems, even though she was strong as a bull and could probably outrun me.

      She preferred to stay inside, though, where she kept the lights dimmed down. Only venturing outside to tend to her garden.

      I don’t know what it is about her and the darkness, but she only allowed candlelight near her bar, where she held court.

      She no longer sold weed, though. Well, not really. She did keep a stash for personal use, but she let me take over her enchanted garden, where I kept a plot.

      You could still purchase a poultice or a healing balm, and she would read your palm and warn you from the wrong path, if you were brave enough to venture in to see her, but she now traded in greater things than twenty-dollar sacks of weed.

      If you need some smoke, though, ol’ Peter Paul still got ya’ back.

      I done’ picked up all her slack. And business is good.

      It helps I stay plugged. For real, I bet it’s why Mama Josie kept me around in the first place.

      I wasn't the only one in the city who lit up like lightning rods when the magical dome had come down.

      The streets are full of would-be mages, witches, shapeshifters, and supernatural grifters.

      She had a plethora of potentials to choose from, just as many of the Righteous, too, seeing as though the Moral Majority within the city had gained access to their magical heritage as well.

      Out of all of them, she called to me, though, said she saw me in a dream way before any of this had ever happened. She named me her Knight and said it was purposeful that the Sheriff deputized me.

      He died during the siege of the city, so did the former mayor and most of the city council members, and nearly 80% of the police and fire departments.

      It is a big responsibility, then, this burden she’d placed on me.

      I accept it, although I’m not happy with its demands some days.

      You see, I got that plug. I keep my ear to the streets. I know a little bit about most of the shit that goes on out here, who did what and where they did it. That sort of thing.

      Information is my main form of currency, and if I don’t have it, I always know where to find it.

      And none of that’s changed, even after the city split wide open under the assault of kaiju-sized magical beings, and the victor of that free-for-all sealed sixty thousand people, more than half of the city’s original population, beneath a magical dome of protection.

      Not all these people have good intentions.

      And now that most of the cops are gone, the people left behind need someone  they could rely on.

      I’m sure, before any of this, there is not  one of them who ever would have thought it would be to me they’d come to for assistance.

      But what else were they going to do?

      The few cops left proved themselves to be no more than a private security force for the now-even-more-isolated Merchant Kings and their representatives.

      Dontavia Jackson came to me for this very reason.

      She had grown up in Ebenezer Baptist and remained faithful throughout her days, even after undergoing the shame of standing before the congregation and asking, begging for forgiveness at nineteen, when she came home from college with an unexpected announcement.

      She had the baby, bore the shame, and stayed faithful to her religion all the same. When the baby’s father finally committed, she accepted it, and soon enough moved him back to her hometown with the intention of becoming good, upstanding citizens. But she was only faithful out of fear.

      Her blood had called to her at an early age, resonant within a fraction of the magical heritage that lived deep inside of her, and she had grown up resisting its sinful urges.

      But now, after dancing angels and demons in the sky ripped away the thin shell of a lie that sheens over the surface of all faith and belief and science and certainty, nothing could ever be the same.

      None of this new reality is set in stone.

      And now her son is gone.

      Surely, everyone around her said in the days and weeks and months following the incident, he is just one of the missing dead.

      She knows this isn’t true.

      So eventually she came to me and asked if I could find him.

      “They say you do this kind of thing now. Like you’re some kind of detective, or something.”

      “Who told you that?” I asked, a little defensively. “Rev. Jacobs? I told him I ain’t no cop. Or a counselor. He tell you what he needed from me?”

      I was fed up with these folks' petty problems.

      “Damn fool ‘lost’ his mistress’s ring, and she put a hex on his ass.”

      “Uh, no,” Dontavia said.

      “I haven’t talked to Rev. Jacobs since before the, well, you know? The Incident--”

      “Lost your faith, too, huh?” I asked with just a touch of sadness.

      “ Well, don’t trip. It is to be expected.”

      It is understandably difficult for some to justify Jesus after witnessing the reality of angels and demons.

      Dontavia isn’t alone in this.

      I remember her, from back in the day. She was in my older sister’s class. They played b-ball and ran track together.

      She was good enough to get out, though.

      She got a full ride to a mid-sized school in Missouri but came home early—right at the start of her first track season, burdened with a baby. I remembered the backhanded bullshit, the snickering comments from those who just wished to see the good girl brought down low, my sister included.

      Life pushed her to hate.

      Eleven years older, naturally, we aren’t close, but even beyond that, I keep my distance.

      Her toxicity remains contagious.

      At one time, we were all members of Ebenezer Baptist.

      And Dontavia was the best of us.

      My sister smiled along, but she really couldn't stand it, while I looked on with a young boy’s admiration.

      She was a wonder to me, and I watched in awe as she’d take some dude off the dribble on the way to the cup while keeping it cute.

      When she came back to them, the church folks, her baby’s future father stayed behind in school and got his degree before following her to the city.

      They got married and kept up the facade as long as they could
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