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        Her past is a blank. Her magic, a ticking bomb. And a son she never knew is about to enter Emma Bishop’s mystical world.

        My life went from chaotic to cataclysmic. Glimmer Ridge is in ashes. My demon protector is missing, and the man I believed was my ally was just a puppet for a vengeful ghost. Then the biggest shock comes knocking at my door.

        With a hidden amulet’s magic coursing through my veins and a fragile veil separating worlds teetering on the brink, I must now reclaim memories lost to a desperate bargain, master the unpredictable power of the Forever Stone, and confront my soulmate about his dangerous secrets.

        As I fight for custody of a child I’ve never known, the terrifying truth of my own death and the impossible bond that ties me to a demon, form a noose around my neck. Can I piece together the shattered fragments of my past to save my future? Or will the secrets of my former life consume everything that matters most?

        Queen of the Midlife Mystics is the third book in the Pages & Potions paranormal women’s fiction series. If you enjoy charismatic books featuring magical riddles, small town settings, and love stories focused on characters over forty, you don’t want to miss USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart’s alluring tale. Buy Queen of the Midlife Mystics and summon adventure today!
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      All the blood drained from my face as I stared at the unexpected visitor. More accurately, the unexpected ghost.

      “You.”

      Shock coursed through me as I stared into the transparent face of the man who had given me a ride to Pages & Potions a few days earlier. I’d been sopping wet at the time. Drenched from an impromptu swim in the New River. He hadn’t commented on it. Though he’d claimed to be new to town, he’d known right where the bookshop was located. Of course that wasn’t saying much. The village of Mist Glen, North Carolina wasn’t exactly a booming metropolis.

      Sometime between him dropping me off and tonight, he’d up and died.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked even though I could guess.

      As far as I knew I, Emma Bishop, was the only mystic around. That made me the only person who could see and hear the shades after they left their bodies. If a soul had died with unfinished business, the ghost usually came to me for an assist.

      There had been a time not too long ago when I’d pretended that I couldn’t see the spirits. But word was out, thanks to the ghosts who hung around the bookshop.

      This particular ghost had dove gray eyes that had seemed familiar the first time we’d met. He wore the same stylish trench coat and a wide brimmed hat, though his complexion had transformed from a healthy tan to the transparent echo of what had been. My best guess was that he’d been in his mid-sixties when he’d died.

      My brain scavenged through the shipwreck of information that I’d been trying to sift through and miraculously surfaced with his name. “Lloyd Townsend. What happened to you?”

      His gaze narrowed on me. “Funny, I came here to ask you the same thing, Lily.”

      My hands gripped the doorframe to my apartment until my knuckles turned white. Not because I was having a conversation with a ghost. That was any old Tuesday. No, what had floored me was the name he’d used to address me. Lily.

      The name of the woman I’d been before I’d died and been reborn as a mystic.

      “Lily?” I whispered. “You knew Lily?”

      The brim of his hat dipped in acknowledgment. “She was the mother to my grandson.”

      “Grandson?” I choked out. That meant this man—this ghost—had all the answers I’d been searching for the last five years. A boy. I wished I could grab hold of his transparent lapels and shake the knowledge out of him. “Where is he?”

      He opened his lips to respond. An odd expression came over his ethereal features, brows pulling together, gaze going unfocused. It looked like confusion. “I don’t—that is I can’t quite recall….” He trailed off.

      Then, he removed his hat and wiped his forehead. Ghosts didn’t sweat, but they did mimic the personal habits and gestures they’d developed over a lifetime. He began to bob up and down, his feet no longer appearing to touch the pressure treated wooden landing outside my apartment door. “Why can’t I remember?”

      Shit. Ghosts did not do well under pressure. In my experience, the more traumatic the death, the faster the memories of their former life fuzzed to static. There was no discernable rhyme or reason for what remained and what was lost. But the longer a ghost hung around the foggier they grew in appearance and personality.

      “Was there an accident?” Mother Moon, I hoped he would say no. The image of the car seat in the back of his vehicle flashed through my mind. What if my child had been injured?

      “Accident?” He repeated the word.

      I gestured at his translucent form. “What happened to you?”

      Sometimes ghosts wore their death wounds. Lloyd Townsend

      looked somewhat rumpled but he didn’t sport a broken neck or obvious injury.

      He studied himself, then bobbed up and down at an increased speed. “What are

      you talking about, Lily?”

      Though I didn’t know how ghosts saw themselves, it was clear Lloyd Townsend

      didn’t get it. Was it possible he didn’t realize he was dead?

      I’d never come across a ghost who didn’t know he was a ghost before. Then

      again, avoiding spirits meant I hadn’t conversed with many. Once they knew I could see them they became relentless pests.

      All my other concerns, all the questions I’d mulled over and craved answers to evaporated from my mind. I needed this ghost to take me to my son.

      As a mystic I could order him to relive his death, to show me what happened. But I’d never exerted that kind of will over a spirit before. It might cause him to disperse or even to cross over prematurely.

      I needed him to tell me what had happened. But there was something else I could try first.

      Heart thudding, I stepped back and gestured for him to enter my apartment. “Won’t you come inside? I need to make a quick phone call.”

      He nodded and the bobbing stopped. Still clutching his hat he stepped across the threshold. I watched as he took in my studio apartment, studying the exposed beams, the brick wall, the Edison bulbs in the lighting fixtures of my converted studio over an old barn. It was a tight space but had more than enough room for a galley kitchen, a couple of barstools, a dresser and a queen-size bed. A full bathroom was tucked out of view around the corner.

      “Make yourself at home.” Snagging my cell phone I stepped out into the chilly night, shutting the door firmly behind me. Not that wood or metal could contain a ghost. If he wanted to leave, he would. My offer had been more order than hospitality. I doubted Lloyd Townsend was going anywhere.

      Before the door snicked closed I scrolled through my contacts, searching for the number I needed most.

      “Oui?” The Cajun accent interrupted the first ring. “You need something, cher?”

      “Yeah, Draven, I do. I’ve got a ghost here, Lloyd Townsend. Find out where he lived in Mist Glen and if you can, anything about a five-year-old child that lives with him. I need to know if the boy is safe.”

      Please, Mother Moon, let him be safe.

      To his credit, Draven didn’t bother with a bunch of questions. “It’ll take me a few minutes to get the address. When I do I can fly over to check things out, for true.”

      In addition to being a kick-ass PI, Draven was also a raven shifter and a necromancer. I really hoped he wouldn’t need to use that dark skillset.

      “That would be great, thank you.” I closed my eyes, grateful that I had such a reliable friend who was willing to go out of his way in the middle of the night.

      “I’ll call as soon as I’ve got anything, you,” Draven murmured and then hung up.

      I took a moment to try and settle my jittery nerves before reentering the apartment.

      Lloyd Townsend stood at the far end of the studio. The door to the hidden nook that was little more than a closet stood wide open, revealing my research into a life I couldn’t remember.

      The early years, pieced together thanks to my sister who had hunted tirelessly for me, were intact. College was a little dicier with Sissy only able to provide bits and pieces that she knew after our parents’ divorce. We’d lost touch. Lily’s life between then and when she’d died right around her fortieth birthday, remained a mystery. Somewhere in there Lily had become pregnant and pissed off someone who’d gone to the extreme of hiring a magical broker to summon a demon to kill her.

      That demon was Azrael, aka Z. As a half death demon, half incubus, Z had fulfilled his end of the bargain—even though he’d recognized Lily as his fated mate. With no way out, Z had somehow finagled a new bargain with an unknown entity who had the ability to resurrect Lily’s body with no memory of who she’d been or what had happened to her. The cost had been the death demon half of Z’s powers, leaving him as a half incubus who often dwelled on the astral plane.

      There were times when I thought I loved Z. After all, how many guys would literally give up half of themselves for a woman they’d just met? He’d saved my life and stayed close to watch over me. He’d kept me company as I tried to build a life in Mist Glen. The witchy sisters, Hatty and Rue Bramblewick had taken me in and for five years, Z had been a comforting, invisible presence. He hadn’t asked for anything from me and had been willing to die to keep the trauma of my past from impacting my future.

      And there’s the rub. Because Z continued to keep secrets from me. Like that he was literally starving to death because he was too ashamed of being an incubus to feed from me. Sure, having him absorb energy from my sexual releases was a little weird at first, but he was hot and knew his way around a woman’s body. All in all not a huge sacrifice.

      Then the whole fated mate shtick. That was a doozie he’d kept under wraps. I’d hit the ceiling when I’d found out about that one.

      Then there was the most recent discovery. The fact that every time I fed him it created a venom bond between the two of us. One that would eventually create an addiction that caused the mortal—namely me—to sicken and die without the incubus. It was supposed to be a way for an ubus demon to secure a permanent food source. The fact that he hadn’t told me what feeding him regularly would mean threw our weird dynamic into an unflattering light.

      Lately, Z wasn’t returning my astral calls at all. So all and all, our relationship redefined the word “complicated”.

      Then there was Draven. Who was funny, sexy, always there when I needed him…and a few weeks ago had tried to kill me.

      Maybe being single was the way to go. I could get a cat. Like Rue’s orange tabby, Mage.

      I cleared my throat to let Lloyd know I’d returned. He glanced over his shoulder, ghostly brow furrowed.

      “What is this, Lily?”

      I moved closer until I stood by his side, so I could see the Post-it notes and the index cards I’d tried to put in chronological order. “My life. At least the parts I remember about it. And I go by Emma, now.”

      “Emma?” He bobbed a bit, then fixated on the wall.

      “Yeah. Emma Bishop.” It was the name the Bramblewicks had given to me the night I’d staggered, bleeding and lost, into Pages & Potions. Bishop was a distant branch of the Bramblewick family tree, so they used it to pass me off as a relative. As for Emma, the name meant whole.

      Ironic, because my name was the only thing about me that was whole.

      “Tell me about your grandson,” I whispered even as the hand gripping my cell phone tightened. “What’s his name?”

      “Theo,” Lloyd, answered without thinking. “Theo Jacob Townsend.”

      “Theo Jacob,” I repeated, savoring the privilege of finally knowing his name. It was more than I’d ever hoped to have.

      We exchanged a smile. One resurrected, the other recently deceased who shared an unbreakable bond.

      “What does he look like?” I whispered.

      “Like my son.” Lloyd Townsend drew in a shuddering breath his ghostly lungs didn’t require. “He’s the spitting image of Julian.”

      That description did nothing for me as I had no memory of his son, who presumably was my son’s baby daddy. I wanted to ask if he had a picture. How many nights had I lain awake and wondered what my child would look like? What features, if any, he’d have that resembled my own? What about traits? Likes and dislikes? I’d speculated endlessly.

      Before I could decide what to ask first my phone rang in my hand. I swiped frantically and then whipped it up to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Cher,” Draven’s voice. “I found him.”

      “Is he all right?” I stared into Lloyd Townsend’s ghostly gray eyes.

      “Asleep in his bed. There’s a problem though, you.”

      Other than his grandfather being dead? “What kind of problem?”

      “The area reeks of demonic magic. More than just a lone demon taking out your ghost. This is the sort of power I’ve never encountered before, for true.”

      I closed my eyes. Demons. Always with the freaking demons. “Is he in danger?”

      “Oui. Just the fact there are demons lurking around puts him at risk. Though there’s no way to tell if the danger is acute or chronic. Do you want me to bring him to you?”

      I thought about it for a beat. Would it be better to have my son, who’d never met me before, dragged out of his bed in the middle of the night to tell him his grandfather was dead? The notion made me grimace.

      “No,” I breathed and eyeballed the bobbing ghost. “If you think you can keep him safe until we get there we’ll come to you.”

      A feeling of unreality washed over me.

      “See you soon. And Emma, be careful.” Draven hung up.

      I let out a shuddering breath as realization landed like a meteor. I’m about to meet my son.
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      “Does any of this look familiar?” I asked Lloyd Townsend as we followed route 221 as it wound along the twists and turns of the New River. The GPS had flaked out, as it so often did along the hilly terrain of Appalachia. I’d tried texting Draven, but so far he hadn’t responded.

      His transparent brow furrowed as he stared at the darkened landscape. “I’m not sure….”

      My hands tightened on the wheel of Mrs. Otis’s borrowed VW Bus. My instincts were screaming that we needed to hurry the hell up. There were demons nearby. It took all my willpower not to order the ghost to take me to where he’d lived. I tried not to abuse my mystic power. Not only was it wrong to impose my will over another soul, it was better if the deceased trusted me.

      Lloyd’s level of mental deterioration alarmed me. With most of the apparitions a certain amount of fogginess was common. It felt like the universe’s safeguard so that a soul could move on instead of dwelling on the nuts and bolts of how they’d died or who they left behind. If the spirit didn’t pass through the glowing door that appeared and instead chose to hang around the mortal plane for a spell maybe to tend to some unfinished business bits and pieces would slowly fade away.

      The erosion process took time though. And Lloyd Townsend had been alive and kicking a few days ago. There was no reason for him to have so many gaps in his recall.

      Frustration had me grinding my teeth. Locked inside him was information I’d been hunting for the past five years. He was the only link to my son.

      Theo.

      My stomach churned as I pulled onto the gravel shoulder and shifted into park. The heat was on full blast to combat both the chill of the ghost in the passenger’s seat along with the blustery mountain wind. A storm brewed somewhere nearby.

      The ghost scowled out the windshield into the night. “I just don’t understand why I can’t remember. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Cracking my knuckles I made the decision, hoping for the best. “Lloyd, look. There’s something I think you need to know.”

      “What?”

      Was there any way to say this and not make it awkward? Maybe for someone more skilled with interpersonal interaction. I spent my days making coffee and reading about fictional characters, so I had no choice but to blurt out the truth. “You’re kind of…dead.”

      Lloyd vanished before I got the final word out.

      “Well, if that’s how you’re gonna be about it,” I groused. Ghosts could be such a pain in the rump.

      My cell phone rang. The number on the screen said restricted. I snagged my cell

      out of the cradle and held it to my ear. “Hello?”

      Silence.

      I frowned and repeated the greeting with a touch of irritation. “Hello?”

      Nothing.

      Irritated, I hung up and then I dialed Draven’s number. It went right to voicemail. I set the phone back on the dashboard nook and tried the GPS again. There was a little blue circle that swirled and swirled before a white screen notification that told me my phone could not connect to the network.

      Outside the window the night fuzzed to white as lightning streaked across the sky. I counted to three Mississippi before the grumble of thunder announced the storm. Perhaps a tower was down.

      “Don’t panic, Emma. If you can’t trust your tech, and don’t know where you are, you need to use a lifeline.”

      I’d only been a resident of Mist Glen for five years. But the Bramblewicks had been around much, much longer. Rue was staying with one of her coven mates about half an hour away. But Rue wasn’t the Bramblewick I needed.

      My eyes slid shut and I let my spirit drift from where my body was ensconced in the bus and out into the fog of the astral plane. Once there I reached out with my senses for the soul I needed.

      Hatty Bramblewick, come to me.

      I’d only summoned ghosts once before, but just like the first time, it worked almost instantly. Time and space didn’t mean anything to the departed.

      When I opened my eyes the ghost of Hatty Bramblewick stood in the beam of the headlights. Her hands were planted on her slim slack-covered hips, and her eyes were narrowed dangerously. “Emma, this better be good. I was in the middle of the latest Coven of Crestmont book.”

      The window was one of the old school kind with a crank handle. I rolled it down and then stuck my head out. “I’m trying to find Nightengale Hollow Road.”

      “Pffft,” Hatty made an exasperated sound. “You missed the turn off. It’s a mile back, across the old Virginia Creeper tracks.”

      “Show me, please.”

      “Fine.” She huffed and disappeared.

      Another bolt of lightning ripped across the night as I made a 3-point turn and headed back the way I’d come. The thunderclap dogged it, proving the storm was less than two miles out. Rain began to pelt down, forcing me to flick the windshield wipers on so I could see.

      I peered out through the gathering fog and streaks left by the old wiper blades. I bumped over the railroad tracks and slowed down until I spotted the rigid form of Hatty pointing away from the river and into what looked like little more than a clearing among the swaying white pines. Slowing the van to a crawl, I inched up the incline and spotted the signpost that I’d missed on the first pass. It was by no means an official street sign. Instead, the name had been carved into a jagged wooden plank. Nightengale Hollow Road.

      I stuck my hand out the still open window and gave Hatty’s ghost a thumb’s up. She vanished before I finished cranking the glass back into place. Still no sign of Lloyd Townsend.

      Nightengale Hollow Road, like so many back roads in the high country, hadn’t been paved. Unless I missed my guess it had been a few dozen years since anyone had bothered to fill in the ruts with gravel. It angled upward at a steep incline that was probably the equivalent of fourteen stories stretched out over a quarter of a mile before dead ending between three ranch style homes. The rain pounded down as I slowed to a stop. Only the house to the far left had lights on the front porch so I pulled up in front of it.

      My phone rang once more, again the number was restricted. “Hello?” I snapped.

      Though it was difficult to tell over the sound of rain and the crashing thunder I was sure I heard someone breathing. Was it an obscene phone call? Now?

      Irritated I snapped, “Look, I think you have a wrong number—”

      “You’re next,” the voice, androgynous and full of menace, whispered.

      “What?” My throat went dry. “Who is this?”

      Click. There was no mistaking the fact that the other party hung up.

      I shook it off. There was nothing I could do about the caller. It was time to meet my son.

      After unbuckling my seatbelt, I prepared to run for the covered porch. It hadn’t been storming when we’d left Mrs. Otis’s farm and I’d been in too big of a hurry to bother with a coat. No way around it, I was going to get soaked to the skin.

      But any discomfort was worth meeting my child. My son.

      I just popped the door and had one foot on the soggy ground when I sensed a presence behind me. Maybe Lloyd had reappeared. Or Hatty had popped back by to make sure I’d found my destination.

      “Is that you—” The question was cut off as a large hand covered my mouth. I jumped in shock, but another hand snaked around my midsection. Jagged lightning struck a tree nearby as thunder boomed. The driving rain plastered my hair and clothes even as it turned the dirt road into slick mud. The hands holding me captive pulled me backward until my back slammed against a solid wall. The wall radiated heat that helped combat the chill from my dousing.

      I struggled in the grip until the scent of ozone and musk filled my senses. “Don’t move petal,” a familiar voice murmured in my ear. “They’re watching.”

      Who was watching? Who are they? And what the hell was Azrael doing here? Was he the demon Draven had sensed? I would have asked, yet Z’s hand still covered my mouth.

      And then I spotted it. As more lightning lit up the night, I spotted wings. More like a bat than a bird, but far far too big for even giant bats. Wings like Z’s, tipped with talons that could rip through anything that came close to them.

      No living animal had wings like that. In fact I only knew one creature that did.

      Death demons. Judging by that quick count there were at least five of them surrounding the houses. What the hell were they doing here?

      So close to my son. Rage the likes of which I’d never known bubbled to the surface. I’d kill them all.

      Only I’d left the only thing that might stop them, the Amulet of Eternity, stuffed in my underwear drawer.

      “When I tell you,” Z continued, his tone low and even, “I want you to run for the house. Lock yourself inside. Draw a circle of protection. Do not cross the circle out until sunrise. Do not look back, no matter what you see or hear. Nod if you understand.”

      Heart thudding in my chest, I dipped my chin to my chest in a slow, deliberate nod.

      “Then go, Emma. Go now.” Z’s hands moved to the middle of my back and he shoved me, hard. I heard the rasp of metal on metal. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed Z was unsheathing his sword, preparing for battle. I lurched forward, boots slipping in the mud. I pitched forward and went down to my hands and knees. Cold wet penetrated the thin fabric of my yoga pants. A sharp stone sliced open my hand, but I ignored the pain, the muck and shoved myself up before stumbling toward the house.

      The door to the house opened inward. Draven emerged, a towel wrapped around his waist. His eyes went wide as he took in the scene behind me. More thunder echoed around the hilltops but was followed by battle cries.

      “Where?” I gasped as I surged through the door. “Where is he?”

      “His room is there.” Draven pointed down the hall. “Are those death demons, for true?”

      “Come on,” I called, but a glance over my shoulder told me he had dropped the towel and transformed into his raven self and flown out to join the fracas.

      I whirled and kicked the door shut and then barreled down the hall, feet squishing in my soggy boots with every step.

      Catching the doorframe I swung myself into the room Draven had pointed out. Inside a nightlight let off a warm amber glow. I made out the shape of the racecar bed along one wall, and the form of the child sleeping within. Neither the storm nor the raging battle disturbed his sleep.

      My son. Panting, I stared in awe at the small, sleeping form. A bellow from outside spurred me into action. Carefully, starting at what I thought was the northeast corner I drew a protection circle that followed the path of the sun in my own blood, careful to include the bed and the sleeping child within its border.

      Then there was nothing to do but wrap my arms around myself and wait.
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      “Hello?” A small voice broke into my dreams.

      I woke to the sensation of someone tapping me lightly on the shoulder. Stiff and groggy, it took a minute for me to remember where I was and why I’d made the dumbass decision to sleep on a hardwood floor.

      The fog rolled back. My gaze locked on blue green irises that matched my own. His were fringed with dark lashes. His skin was the invisible pore perfection of youth. And then he smiled at me.

      My throat collapsed until I could barely breathe as something primal in my heart recognized him. My son. Mine. I wanted to snatch him against me, but sense and slowed reaction times won out. The last thing I needed to do was frighten him.

      “Are you Theo?” My voice shook as I spoke.

      He nodded as he stared at me. “Who are you?”

      Your mom. How badly I wanted to say it. But again I battled my impulses and managed to croak, “I’m Emma. I’m a friend of your grandpa’s.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Curiosity satisfied he turned on his bare heel and ran toward a bucket full of mini cars and trucks, feet slapping against the floor. He dumped them onto the hardwood with a deafening clatter.

      Transfixed, I watched him sort through the mess of vehicles, lining them up in an order only he understood. He wore pajamas with racecars zooming across white fabric. Between that and the racecar bed, I surmised cars were his jam. His skin was pale, though not as freckled as mine. His dark brown hair was cut close but not cropped. It stuck up on the left and was smooshed down on the right, but that only made him more adorable. If he grew it out I had no doubt it would be the same not quite curly not quite straight rat’s nest as my shoulder length mass. Ears that seemed a little too large for his face stuck out on either side. His cheeks were chubby and pink with health, his nose was turned up slightly, the bridge spattered with freckles.

      When he reached for a car, a silver two door sportscar, I noticed he used his left hand. I was a lefty as well.

      I lost track of how long we stayed like that, me transfixed by his every move. Cars and trucks zoomed across the oak boards until they crashed into something. When they did he made a sound. Pow! Pow! Pow! Then out came a firetruck, followed by an ambulance. He made high pitched noises, imitating sirens as the rescue vehicles arrived on the scene.

      It amazed me. He amazed me. I read to children at Pages & Potions before, watched them play. But none of them had ever captured my attention the way Theo did.
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