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      Amnesiac. Ghost whisperer. Hero? Emma Bishop is about to go on the ride of her midlife.

      I thought I had a handle on my chaotic life. Running the Pages & Potions bookshop, chatting with the resident ghost, and navigating a complicated, telepathic relationship with a devilishly handsome demon? All in a day's work. But when a sinister force begins possessing local men to kill the women they desire, I realize my midlife "glow-up" involves battling a supernatural serial killer.

      With a sassy spectral sidekick, a protective necromancer who cancels dates more than he keeps, and a smoldering demon demanding forever, I’m starting to believe that some secrets should stay buried. Especially when unearthing them puts everyone I love in the killer's sights. Will I uncover the truth and stop a murderer before my quiet life—and my budding love life—go up in flames?

      My Midlife Magic Knight is the second book in the Pages & Potions paranormal women’s fiction series. If you enjoy captivating stories of secrets, suspense, and novels featuring characters over forty, you don’t want to miss USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart’s enchanting tale. Buy My Midlife Magic Knight and ride to the rescue now!

    

  

  
    
      
        
        This one is for my niece, Lydia. Thanks for introducing me to the term glow-up. Lydia is not allowed to read this book, not because of censorship, but because I am a little scared of her mother.
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      This book includes the following content. Skip to avoid possible spoilers.

      Murder & gore, bodily trauma, assault, animal abandonment, demonic possession, implied trauma, amnesia & memory loss, scars, grief & loss depiction, dark magic, fire & arson, dubious consent, manipulation, abuse, body image issues, moral judgment & religious extremism, verbal abuse, betrayal of trust, as well as detailed sex scenes on the page.

      Readers who may be sensitive to these subjects please take note.

      

      Jennifer L. Hart
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      The living refer to death as “being at rest” or “eternal slumber.”

      Bullshit.

      In my experience, the dead don’t sleep. Ghosts don’t eat, shower, shave, use the facilities, or do anything other than drive me up the frigging wall.

      “Why are there so many old farts at church?” The ghost of Hatty Bramblewick floated through the counter to where I stood frothing a matcha latte for a Pages & Potions customer.

      I cleared my throat and refocused on my task.

      “They’re cramming for the final! Get it, Emma?” Hatty had the same sharp blade of a nose and intense blue eyes she’d had in life. Sure, her form was transparent and less solid than when she’d been embodied. But she still possessed the same dogged determination to get her way. “Because they’re dying to get in? Get it?”

      “Got it,” I grumbled out of the corner of my mouth, then plastered on a reassuring smile so the redhead standing at the counter wouldn’t think I was batshit crazy.

      “What’s that, Emma?” Felicity O’Brien glanced up from her phone. “Did you say something?”

      “Here you go.” I snapped the to-go lid over her beverage, set it in front of her, then circled the counter and headed to the register.

      “I appreciate you staying open late for me,” Felicity sighed the sigh of a disgustingly content woman. “Terry and I are heading to the coast this week. I was in the mood for some beach reads.” She slid her selection of books across the counter so I could ring them up along with her latte.

      “Oh, what did she pick?” Hatty drifted back through the counter, nosy as ever. I took my time holding up each title while pretending to hunt for the barcode so the ghost could see.

      “I didn’t know we had that in stock. I was dying to read it. Get it, Emma? Dying?”

      I faked a sneeze and hissed, “Yes.”

      “Bless you.” Felicity was busy with the credit card reader and didn’t give me the odd looks so many of the townsfolk of Mist Glen had recently.

      Everyone knew Rue, Hatty’s sister, and I were in mourning. Most gave my odd behavior a pass. Though Rue couldn’t see or hear Hatty, having her spirit lurking in Glimmer Ridge—the house where the two had lived for the last twenty years—gave her comfort. So I put up with the looks and whispers and Hatty’s nonstop commentary.

      “Have fun on your trip.” I handed Felicity the bag and her receipt.

      “I will. We’re leaving first thing tomorrow morning. I can’t wait.” Felicity gave me a final wave and then headed out into the June evening.

      “Good thing she didn’t ask me to go ‘cause you know I’m not a mourning person. Get it, Emma? Like mourning with the u?”

      Exasperated, I rounded on the apparition. “Got it. But Hatty, we’ve talked about this. If I answer you in front of the customers, they’ll think I’m losing my grip on reality.”

      Hatty sniffed, a habit more than necessity since ghosts couldn’t have runny noses and folded her translucent arms over her insubstantial chest. “Well, it’s not like I have anything else to do. Besides, coming up with puns keeps me sharp. I don’t want to go all ghost foggy before my time.” She tapped the side of her head.

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I felt for her. She’d gone from commanding attention in the entire bookshop to only having me to talk to. But even though she was the person who’d insisted that I hide my ability from the world, death had given her second thoughts on the matter.

      Most people couldn’t see or hear apparitions—lucky stiffs. I froze and then groaned. Terrific, she had me doing it.

      “You could read?” I suggested trying not to sound desperate. “There’s another copy of that book that Felicity bought. You know, the one you were dying to read?”

      She chuckled warmly as though she hadn’t made the same joke a minute earlier. She didn’t head over to the new release table, though. “I read at night after you leave.”

      So much for that idea. Resigned, I moved around the bookshop, checking for tomes out of place, random coffee cups, or napkins that bookshop patrons sometimes left on the shelves. Hatty followed me, telling me about the undertaker going to a bar and asking for a cold one.

      I leaned against the inner wall—the one made entirely out of shingles—and immediately felt the warm presence that had given me comfort since I’d first come to Glimmer Ridge.

      You’re a mystic, Emma. You can make her stop. The rich, masculine voice murmured in my mind. Anything you tell her to do, she must do.

      For five years, I’d believed Glimmer Ridge contained a household spirit. Like a ghost who’d entirely dispersed but remained attached to the structure. His presence provided comfort when anxiety over a past I couldn’t remember overwhelmed me. But Azrael, Z for short, wasn’t the Casper-like apparition I’d envisioned. For one thing, he was a demon. Born half-incubus, half-death demon, Z had arrived in Mist Glen on the same cold, wet night I had. Our fates had been entwined ever since.

      Though I had the sneaking suspicion that he could leave if he really wanted to, I didn’t confront him about it. Having him nearby still gave me comfort.

      I can’t go all bossy mystic on Hatty. She’ll throw a fit and sulk for a week, I thought at Z.

      A smoky chuckle filled my mind. And you know this, why?

      Because I already tried it.

      His rich, deep laughter made me smile.

      “That was a good one, then?” Hatty asked eagerly, oblivious to my telepathic conversation.

      I cleared my throat. “Very good.” I fibbed. Hatty didn’t know about Z. No one did. At times, I wondered if it was selfish to keep him hidden away like my own sexy secret on the astral plane. But he had never encouraged me to share his existence, so I hadn’t. Besides, I caught enough odd looks, even from the supernaturally inclined.

      Even among outcasts, I was a misfit. With me, secrets layered one on top of the next like puff pastry, except less delicious.

      I’d rather eat you than dessert any day, Z crooned.

      I flushed to the brown and silver roots of my hair and let my hand fall away from the wall.

      “You okay, Emma?” Hatty asked. “All of a sudden you turned all red.”

      “I’m fine.” Other than a shameless sex god of a demon who insisted on saying all sorts of sexy things to me anytime I made direct contact with the house. I’d slept with Z before and would be happy to again. Except for him, sex was…complicated.

      He wanted more of a commitment from me before we went to bed together again. And I wasn’t ready to promise anyone forever. So we were at a stalemate.

      I moved toward the front door to flip the sign to closed just as a body barreled through it. The frantic motion made the little bell above jingle loudly.

      “I’ve got a bone to pick with you, Emma Bishop,” Angela Barret wagged a finger in my face.

      My lips parted, but I didn’t know what to say to the irate woman. I barely knew her. She had about fifteen years on me, was whipcord lean like a greyhound, and always wore her gray hair up in a severe French twist. She applied her makeup with a heavy hand and wore false eyelashes to enhance her close-set gray eyes. She and her husband had inherited a house on the far end of the village from his mother and moved to Mist Glen in February. To my knowledge, she’d never been inside Pages & Potions. I was shocked that she knew my name.

      Well, my alias, anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      Behind me, Hatty harrumphed. She didn’t like it when I apologized by default. I couldn’t help it, though. I wasn’t combative by nature, and we didn’t get many irate people in the small bookshop and beverage bar.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated and then continued, “but I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m talking about this.” Reaching into her purse, which was roughly the size of a military rucksack, she pulled out a book along with a rumpled sheet of brown butcher paper and slammed both down on the counter next to me. The paper had handwriting on it. My handwriting.

      “You got this from the blind date with a book event?” I didn’t remember seeing her there.

      You were with me, Z purred as my hand brushed the counter.

      Heat scalded my cheeks. Right, I’d been on the astral plane, ahem, feeding him and trying to free him from his attachment to Glimmer Ridge. So I missed a few hours of the event.

      “It’s filth. Absolute garbage.” Angela crossed her arms over what I was sure was a surgically enhanced bosom. Women built like her weren’t usually so top-heavy.

      Curious, I spun the paper around and read the description. Small-town, later-in-life romance between a woman with MS and an aging quarterback. Pure magic!

      Then I glanced back at the book. Kitchen Witch Wedding. Book one in the Coven of Crestmont series. One of my absolute favorites.

      “How can you sell this trash?” she accused.

      I bristled. “Mrs. Barret, I understand that you didn’t care for the book. If you want a refund, I would be happy to—”

      She made a slicing gesture with her hand. “I want it banned. I want everything by this author banned.”

      My lips parted, but no words came out. Banned? She couldn’t be serious, could she?

      “Who shit in her cream of wheat?” Hatty griped. “Tell her to go kick rocks, Emma.”

      Before I could respond, Angela Barret went back to rummaging in her purse. “While you’re at it, I have a list here of books inappropriate for a small place like Mist Glen. You need to remove all of them from the shelves immediately.”

      “Or what?” Hatty crossed her arms and glowered. “What’s she going to do, burn the place to the ground?”

      I made a frustrated noise in the back of my throat. While I appreciated Hatty’s support, I didn’t want to imagine Glimmer Ridge on fire. My gut clenched, and I tried to think of a civil response to her outlandish attack.

      “We aren’t in the habit of banning books here, Mrs. Barret.”

      She strode closer until we stood nose to nose. “Do you truly believe it’s appropriate to have this sort of…filth just lying about? You sell children’s books, don’t you?”

      I lifted my chin until I stared down at her over the tip of my nose. “We sell books to all ages and all tastes, yes.”

      “But what if a child picked this up? It’s full of cursing and witchcraft and smut!” By the final two words, she was shrieking.

      “Sounds like an auto-buy to me,” Hatty quipped.

      I pressed my lips together, so Angela Barret didn’t think I was laughing at her. “There’s no way I’d sell a book like that to an unaccompanied minor.”

      “But it’s here nonetheless,” she spat. “A young man could pick it up and read it and….and…”

      Learn a thing or two? That was Z.

      Don’t you start, I huffed. I’ve got enough to navigate with Hatty.

      Seriously, though, who trots out nonetheless in regular conversation? I’m a demon and I think that’s outdated as fuck.

      Z, please…let me handle this.

      If you want her to disappear, say the word.

      I was about ninety-five percent sure he was kidding. But still, he had lived as a death demon for centuries. And he’d already made one problem disappear. The image of that still woke me in a cold sweat.

      Stiffening  my spine, I thought, She’s a crabby old prune. I can handle her.

      I know you can, petal. His tone grew soft. Just know I’ve always got your back.

      I pressed my palms into the counter, soaking up Z’s support before meeting Angela Barret’s expectant gaze. “While I do admit I could have done a better job describing the book for the event, it is marked as an adult read. See the sticker here?” I pointed to the little flame sticker that I’d added to the steamier titles. “I know many people who have read and loved this book. I will not take it or any other title off the shelves because of one person’s feelings regarding the content.”

      She made a gargling sound and then drew up, lifting her chin to a haughty angle. “Well, if you refuse to do anything about this, you leave me with no choice.”

      She slapped her list—double-sided, single-spaced—down on the counter, whirled on her low heel, and then yanked open the front door so hard it thudded into the wall.

      I stood there, my knuckles white, an oil slick churning in my guts. My palms had grown damp. What the hell was wrong with me? She was just a sourpuss. I knew better than to let difficult people get to me.

      Still, it took effort not to pass out. To run. To vomit.

      Z began to hum in that low bass of his. I closed my eyes, swaying on my feet as I listened to the soothing melody. Gradually, the fight-or-flight response eased, the adrenaline dissipating like mist.

      “Customers,” Hatty grumbled. “They’ll be the death of me. Oops, too late.”
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      “Oh no. Mother Moon, how dreadful.”

      I walked into the kitchen to find Rue standing with the phone pressed to her ear, her face as white as the bleached flour on her apron. “Oh no. Emma, I’ve got real trouble. What should I do?”

      I could hear a deep male voice on the other end of the line. He sounded authoritative. Rue’s big blue eyes, enhanced by her thick glasses, were wide with fear. She looked like a speckled owl.

      “Not again,” Hatty grumbled as she drifted through the swinging door behind me.

      With a sigh, I gestured for the phone. When she handed it over, I didn’t bother to talk to the man, just hung up.

      Rue’s jaw dropped. “Oh, Emma, you shouldn’t have done that.”

      “It’s a scam, Rue.” I sighed, tired of having the same conversation with her over and over. I loved Rue to the moon and back, but she could be willfully naive.

      “But he didn’t ask me for information.” She shook her head, wisps of steel gray hair escaping her bun. “That man was from the Border Patrol. He said someone has been using my identity to—”

      Gripping her shoulders, I fought the effort not to shake. “Rue, it’s a scam. We talked about this. He was going to give you a phony number, and he or one of his scammer pals would steal your information.”

      She glanced worriedly at the phone in my hand. “But what if it’s real?”

      “Then we would be getting all sorts of crap in the mail, probably the sheriff accompanying some actual government agent to our doorstep to ask you questions.”

      “If I ever get hold of those bottom feeders, I will strangle each and every one.” Ever the protective big sister, Hatty laid a transparent hand over mine on Rue’s shoulder. Rue shivered under the ghostly touch.

      I had to agree with her. The scammers were getting smarter, and poor Rue was a prime target. The younger Bramblewick sister was far too earnest for her own good. Last week, I caught her in the middle of rattling off her Social Security number to “someone from the bank.”

      Then there was her fretting over the ongoing text messages claiming she had unpaid tolls from the North Carolina highway patrol. One problem—Rue didn’t drive, and the nearest toll road was two hours from Mist Glen.

      “I promise you, this isn’t worth getting worked up about, okay?” I squeezed Rue’s shoulders. “Do you want me to stick around tonight? I can call Draven and cancel.”

      “I’ll be all right.” Rue offered a tentative smile. “I’ve got some of that cauliflower and bacon casserole left. I’ll just heat that for dinner and find something to watch on television.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on her,” Hatty added. “And I’ll come get you if there’s trouble. You'd better get ready for your date.”

      If a ghost’s eyes could sparkle, Hatty’s would have been.

      “It’s not a date,” I huffed. I didn’t want Z to hear the conversation. Our relationship was difficult to categorize. Despite the phenomenal sex we’d had on the astral plane, he’d told me to live my life. Draven had been persistent in asking me out.

      Rue’s expression lost some of the worry. “Sure it is. He’s been pining over you since you met.”

      I cast her a skeptical glance. “Draven doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who pines, Rue.” If anything, the necromancer gave off a lady-killer vibe. The kind of man who had a dozen, if not a hundred, numbers of beautiful women in his phone. We had developed a little bit of a rapport. Since Z had made it plain that he wanted me to go out, I figured it was worth a date with Draven.

      Rue waved that away. “You go have fun. I want to hear all about it tomorrow.”

      I reached for my purse. The screwy mountain weather had finally decided to settle into summer temperatures, and I hadn’t bothered with a coat. Even five months in, it still felt weird leaving Glimmer Ridge at the end of a shift. It had been my home for as long as I could remember.

      Of course, that was only the last five years.

      Night, Z, I thought, caressing the doorframe on my way out.

      Be safe, petal.

      A pang of guilt wormed its way into my chest. I shoved it aside. Z had made his position clear—he wanted forever from me. I wasn’t ready to commit to him. We had trust issues, and I still didn’t know who I was.

      My phone rang as I crossed the humpback bridge over the New River, heading to the loft I rented over Mrs. Otis’s barn. I fished the cell out of my back pocket and was surprised to see Draven’s image. Long dark hair that he kept pulled back in a ponytail, and deep-set dark eyes. A large, hooked nose that had been broken a time or two, and full lips that always seemed on the edge of smirking. He was a very attractive man.

      He was also one of the few people who knew about my ability to see ghosts.

      I swiped the green phone symbol and murmured, “Hello?”

      “Cher,” he rumbled, his Cajun accent thicker over the phone than it sounded in person. “Don’t hate me, you.”

      Disappointment filled my chest. “You have to cancel.”

      “Oui. I’m on my way to the airport.”

      I sagged in disappointment. “One of these days, you’ll have to tell me what it is you do for a living.”

      “I don’t want to get into it over the phone. How about Friday?”

      Sadly, my social calendar was wide open. “Sure.”

      “I’ll make it up to you, cher,” he purred in a way that made my stomach flip over in anticipation.

      “Yeah, yeah, save it for someone who gives a damn,” I groused, enjoying his rumble of laughter. “Talk to you soon.”

      We hung up, and then I stood by the edge of the tree line, trying to decide what to do with myself. I could head back to Glimmer Ridge. Rue was always happy to see me. But part of the reason I’d moved out was to have some kind of life separate from Pages & Potions. Slinking back home because my date had canceled seemed like a step in the wrong direction.

      Other than a few packets of ketchup and a half-empty jar of Parmesan cheese, I had nothing in the small refrigerator in the apartment. Maybe I’d call Sissy and see if she wanted to come over for pizza and bad movies. Mrs. Otis had cable, and there was bound to be something horrible to watch.

      Something shiny caught my eye. Frowning, I turned toward the tree line, zeroing in on the strip of cloth hanging from a maple branch. Whatever it was, it reflected light like the shiny side of aluminum foil, though it was made of fabric that fluttered in the breeze. Too narrow for a kite. I frowned and moved in for a closer examination. The thing didn’t appear to be tangled in the tree, but from my vantage point it looked almost as if it had been intentionally tied to the branch.
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