
        
            
                
            
        

    
  What people are saying about

   The Alchemy of Night

  When research librarian Phillippa Grayson finds a peculiar old book about ancient Egyptian sex magic she has no idea that it will change her life forever––and in ways she could never have imagined. Soon after, in a box of thrift-store clothing, she discovers a linen robe and other mysterious objects that catapult her back to a previous lifetime as a priestess in ancient Egypt.

  Unwittingly, she begins a journey through time, pursued by an angry entity she calls her Dark Enigma, the spirit of a malevolent pharaoh from that former life. While trying to make sense of the strange goings-on she’s experiencing and her relationships with the people she knows in her present life, Phillippa learns that they’re all entwined in the long-ago past and have reincarnated together in the present to resolve ancient wrongs.

  As Judy Hall unravels the mystery of millennia-old lifetimes, curses, and magical workings, she presents information from noted occultists Pascal Beverly Randolph and Wallis Budge. She also combines her extensive knowledge of ancient Egypt, magic, gods and goddesses, shamanic journeying, and crystals to create a tantalizing tale full of twists and turns that can be read on many levels. The Alchemy of Night is not only an engaging story of intrigue and romantic suspense, it also provides a glimpse into the complex world of ancient Egyptian magic and the afterlife.
Skye Alexander, author of Sex Magic for Beginners and The Modern Guide to Witchcraft

  ‘B*gger, b*gger, b*gger! Thought I’d have a quick look at The Alchemy of Night and now I’m VERY late for work… Loving it – very quirky and instantly absorbing, with the immediate knowledge of something much deeper below the surface.’
Richard Bryson, author of Five Dark Moons

  ‘I found it riveting. It’s a subject that’s always intrigued me. I’ve never before read a book that brought together ancient history, reincarnation and Spiritualism without the need for sensationalism.’
Helen Baggott, copy editor

  ‘Engaging, modern and above all different!’
Vicki Goldie, author of Blind Justice ; area manager Bournemouth Libraries

  ‘In this orgasmic time-slip adventure, Judy Hall takes us right under-the-skin of her young heroine, as we are simultaneously drenched in the sensuous, exotic mysteries of ancient Egypt, and dragged behind the scenes in charity shops, student flats and libraries and wild dream landscapes. What a roller-coaster ride! And I shall never see my local librarians in quite the same way again!’
Jane Skellett, community writer, prizewinning poet and storyteller with Dorset Writers and winner of The Quill Award

  ‘A truly remarkable slide into the mysteries of ancient Egypt.’ Mario Reading, author of The Nostradamus Trilogy

  ‘The Alchemy of Night reads extremely well. It’s intriguing, pacey, very easy to picture, all the things you want – with no waffle!’
Tim John, screenwriter of A Street Cat Named Bob
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  Ancient Egyptian tomb warning
“Watch out not to take even a pebble from within it outside. If you find this stone you shall not transgress against it.”
(Trans. Dr Dan Potter, Assistant Curator, National Museum of Scotland)

  OUR life is twofold: Sleep hath its own world,
A boundary between the things misnamed
Death and existence: Sleep hath its own world,
And a wide realm of wild reality,
And dreams in their development have breath,
And tears, and tortures, and the touch of Joy;
They leave a weight upon our waking thoughts,
They take a weight from off our waking toils,
They do divide our being; they become
A portion of ourselves as of our time,
And look like heralds of Eternity.
Lord Byron, ‘The Dream’


  Dramatis personae

  Across time

  The Prince Khem Yar Khepher’set, ‘My Majesty’ – a Pharaoh of ancient Egypt and wandering shade.
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  Present time

  Phillippa Grayson – reference librarian and part-time charity shop volunteer.

  Sebastian Warner – a customer at the library. Research PhD student specialising in pre-dynastic Egyptian threat-formula and binding spells.

  Mimi van der Buerk – manager of a charity shop and head of a magical coven.

  Mr McMeeney – chief librarian.

  Aidan Doran – library intern.

  Shelagh Slattery – a friend Phillippa met on holiday in Egypt.

  Tom Ellison – budding entrepreneur and Phillippa’s former fiancé.
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  Former time: ancient Egypt

  Men’en’oferet, ‘Mennie’, (Phillippa’s former incarnation) – a young priestess who is about to make a mystic marriage with Men’ofer.

  Men’ofer (Sebastian’s former incarnation) – a young priest and Phillippa’s twinflame.

  Agni’ti, tjaty (lord chamberlain) to the Prince – father of Men’en’oferet.

  Lik’ebet – nurse to Men’en’oferet and former servant of The Lady Yagut.

  The Lady Yagut’d’eskia – high priestess and absconded Great Wife of the Pharaoh.

  Mes’kia – daughter-priestess to The Lady Yagut.
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  Former time: Edwardian England

  Sir E.A. Wallis Budge – Egyptologist, Orientalist, philologist and Keeper of Egyptian Antiquities at the British Museum. Member of the Savage and Ghost Clubs.

  Sir H. Rider Haggard – author and amateur Egyptologist. Member of the Savage, Athenaeum, Savile and Authors’ Clubs.

  Andrew Lang – Scottish poet, novelist, psychical researcher, literary critic, anthropologist. Member of the Savage and Ghost Clubs.

  Unidentified ‘Egyptian princess’.
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  Between time: In the Otherworld

  Babaanne – guardian grandmother to Phillippa.

  Bertrand, ‘Beloved grandpa’– husband of Babaanne and grandfather to Phillippa.
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  Outside time, in the pages of the book

  Dr Paschal Beverly Randolph – African-American medical doctor, occultist, Spiritualist, trance medium, and writer. Founder of The Brotherhood of Eulis and author of Magia Sexualis: Sexual Practices for Magical Power.


  Chapter 1

  Lost without you

  While I was alone in Luxor, a freak rainstorm had sent me diving for cover. I rushed from the Valley of the Kings, as water swirled around my feet. I felt like it was whirling me away, to goodness knows where. I give myself up to that same sensation now as the memories flood in, slipping back into that seductively scented land.

  The excitement of the airport, settling in on the plane and then… What a pushover I’d been, falling for his charms like that. I’m well rid. Even if it has left a hole inside me, a grievous ache that I can’t seem to shift.

  It had been the first holiday we’d taken together. A romantic pre-honeymoon by the Red Sea, or so he had said. My mother had been scandalised. I soon found out that the blonde seated on the other side of Tom on the flight had wiped any idea of marriage from his mind. Marriage to me at any event. As the sun set behind us and we flew into the gathering dark, their conversation became increasingly intimate. I withdrew into myself, dreaming of this return to the homeland of my beloved grandmother. So longed for. So long forbidden.

  The second time I’d caught Tom sneaking back into our room in the early dawn because he’d allegedly ‘heard Samantha calling out and thought she might be in trouble,’ I’d grabbed his clothes from the wardrobe and flung them over the balcony shouting, ‘Get out or I’ll throw you after them.’

  The scattered clothes looked like confetti as they landed on the immaculate lawn. Confetti that, I told myself, would never be thrown for me.

  It had been a fairytale romance. Or so it seemed. I should have known it was too good to be true. And, at twenty-four, surely I was too old for such dreams.

  ‘You’re so insipid, too inexperienced to keep a guy like me interested for long,’ he’d thrown at me as he dived after his belongings.

  So why had he promised so much? Made me believe he loved me. Eviscerated, that’s what I’ve been. This cold emptiness that possesses me is what people must mean by ‘gutted’. I prefer the more tortuous word. It sums it up so well. I’ve been emptied out, disembowelled, all my worst fears realised. Such words are my secret joy. I hug them to myself.

  Swaying on her hooker heels, Samantha had watched from her balcony, smiling smugly. Her perfume drifted over and made me retch.

  As I turned back into the bedroom, stifling sobs, I caught sight of a figure reflected in the mirror on the wardrobe door. Who was this wild creature? Hair whipping around her head, like snakes in a charmer’s basket. Eyes blazing, red rimmed. The skimpy lace nightdress Tom had handed over as we unpacked hanging wantonly from one shoulder. This was not me! My mother had instilled the mantra ‘never make a scene, never show emotion.’ What would she think of me now? I was letting her down. I dragged on my old comfortable cotton pyjamas and headed to the bathroom to tame my hair. I’d just finished the mousy braid when a knock on the door startled me. Surely Tom hadn’t had the gall to come back? But no…

  ‘Why not go to Luxor, you’ll enjoy the sites and we’ll give you free entry on the tours,’ an out-of-breath rep offered. ‘I’m flying over myself later to meet a group. It’s a longish trip, we’ll have to change planes in Cairo, but so much nicer…’ She gestured towards the window where a frantic Tom could be glimpsed scrabbling for his possessions – helped by the garden boys who secreted items under their ghalabyas whenever he turned his back.

  ‘Thank you…yes…I’d like that. It’s really kind. Oh, but will I have to come back to Sharm…my ticket?’ Biting my lip, I’d contemplated having to fly home with the lovebirds. ‘I…’ But she seemed to know what I’m thinking.

  ‘You can fly home from there, I’ll get your ticket changed. You’ll get in a day earlier than the original flight would have done…’

  ‘That’s fine, it’ll give me time to clear out his things.’
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  And clear out his things I had. There’d been plenty of time to make plans on the flight home and I got to work immediately. Tom would arrive back to find his designer suits strewn over the trees that lined the quiet street, his handmade shirts in the gutter and his prized cult classic DVD collection strung from the lampposts like bunting. My mother would not approve. Tell me I was showing myself up. But my mother wouldn’t know. I’d held back from shredding his clothes. I’d been tempted, but gained more pleasure from the indelible ink messages I had secreted within them.

  One of my regular customers from the reference library where I spent my working days had been passing as I heaved Tom’s belongings onto the pavement.

  ‘May I give you a hand, Phillippa?’ Sebastian offered, his pale face getting pinker as he smiled down at me. His skin was so translucent I could see the blood pumping beneath a scattering of freckles that glinted like rusty pennies in the sun. He gathered up the bunting I had created. ‘I shinnied up coconut trees in Africa when I was a small boy, so climbing lampposts is no problem for me.’

  Gaily waving his trophies like kites catching the wind, he laughed uproariously as he clambered higher. It was a very different side of the serious young man who blushed and stammered his thanks at my desk. I’d never thought of him as having mischief in his soul. Too straight-laced for that. But, he seemed to be revelling in this.

  The sight of one of Tom’s immaculate white shirts lying in the dirt made the breath catch in my throat for a moment, reminding me of what I’d lost. That hole in my heart was bleeding, my belly draining, elation fading away. Best turn my attention elsewhere.

  I’d absentmindedly admired the neat bum Sebastian presented as he bent to fasten more of Tom’s silk ties, socks and boxers to shining discs and climbed lightly up the next lamppost with them. I was mentally checking that there was nothing left to tie me to Tom. I must remember to cancel that extra pint of milk. That or get a cat.

  Thinking back to the way Sebastian had so enthusiastically helped me to erase Tom from my life I can’t help wondering what’s happened to him. I’d expected him to ask me out, but he’d hurried away throwing a hasty, ‘Gotta go, see you, Pips, bye,’ over his shoulder. He’d left behind him a wisp of creamy caramel, like the Werther’s Originals of which my beloved grandpa had been so fond.

  It’s been over a month since I last saw him and I miss his shy smile and requests for obscure out-of-print books. I felt like a detective tracking them down. Sebastian had been so grateful, bringing in chocolates or a bunch of flowers especially for me. I’d been rather attracted to his geeky academic leanness when we first met – and his enquiring mind. Hoped he’d ask me out. I couldn’t be so forward as to ask him. But his appeal had been overwhelmed by the sheer animal force of Tom’s maleness. Nothing geeky about Tom. He prided himself on his gym-toned body and careful grooming.

  Sebastian’s attractiveness reasserted itself when he’d helped me erase Tom from my life. Now, part of me is suspended, like a half-written word hanging on a page. Waiting. Hoping…

  I dream of Sebastian, though. If they are dreams? They’re so real, as though he’s here with me. They’re getting more frequent, almost every night now. Comforting, exciting, intriguing, physical.

  With Tom gone, the nights are long and lonely – except for those dreams. I’d always dreamt in gossamer hues, insubstantial and quickly forgotten, none of that glossy black-and-white film noir stuff other people describe. No psychological reworking of my day, and if I was exploring my subconscious, it was remarkably innocuous. But now… Romantic fantasies? Or fallacies? Maybe. Figments of my imagination? I think not. ‘Chimerical’? Can I find the right word in my private store of linguistic treasures? These new dreams are different. Brilliant, luminous colour. Every detail standing out sharply, outlined in light. The sounds… The sensations... The smells … The touch … Each moment etched in my memory. There’s no chance of forgetting these dreams, nor would I want to. I step into a parallel reality. One that if I’m truthful I’d prefer to inhabit permanently.

  The days are okay. The library keeps me busy and there’s the shop on Saturdays. Sundays are for a quick clean of my compact – the estate agent called it ‘bijou’ – flat and a long read as I soak in the bath or lay out in the garden in the sunshine. I bought the flat because the tiny courtyard was a perfect suntrap. A country girl, I need green around me and I tend my plants with care. When Tom moved in he assured me it was only for a few months until the deal he was doing came off and we could get one of the ultra-trendy flats on the river. I hadn’t been convinced that a distant view of water from a balcony would be the same as sitting in my own garden, but I don’t need to worry about that now. He’s been ‘expunged’. I love that word. It sums it up to perfection. Not quite obliterated, certainly not destroyed… merely…blotted out. Erased.

  So why am I still hurting over him – and dreaming of Sebastian?

  There is another man too, my Dark Enigma as I’ve dubbed him. The phosphorescent spectre that hangs around the edge of my dreams. All I see is the desire that flares in his hooded eyes, burning into mine before he melts back into the shadows. What’s he all about? He doesn’t appear to wish me harm. So, at the moment, I’m more curious than afraid. But I’m aware that this could change in an instant. I need to be on my guard. I remember what Lord Byron said about dreams. ‘They shake us with the vision that’s gone by, the dread of vanished shadows…and give a breath to forms which can outlive all flesh.’ Forms that outlive all flesh. That’s a thought on which I do not wish to dwell.


  Chapter 2

  My heart leaps to go

  Ever since the voice in a dream told me to volunteer at the charity shop I’ve wondered what on earth it’s all about. Not that I mind being here. It had given me something to do while Tom was out with his mates watching sport, and when we broke up, I drifted into staying on. I love the treasures people donate, making up stories about their past. The people who’d drunk out of the cups and those who’d placed flowers in the vases. The souvenirs brought back from who knows what exotic lands where anything could happen.

  It’s the clothes that get to me, rancid with old perfume and rank with death even when they’re almost new. They remind me of that freshly discovered tomb I’d been taken to in Egypt. Malodorous didn’t do it justice. A fetid, honeyed-cloves and cinnamon smell mixed with sweaty trainers and something more pungent mouldering underneath had clung to the dusty interior – and to me. ‘Polluted by sulphurous putrescence’ was a phrase I’d found in a book a customer had returned to the library as ‘too grisly for words’ that summed it up so well.

  For a moment, in the tomb, I’d thought I saw a bright blue flower brush along my arm, but it must have been a trick of the light because there were only a few shrivelled petals in a corner. Those and the remnants of a delicate lily frieze painted on the wall. I must have got them mixed up in the heat. It did weird things to my head. The walls wavered and wound themselves around me and the stink became so overpowering that I reeled sideways and almost fell. I was looking down on my body from above, hovering somewhere below the ceiling, scrunched up into the rock. When that gropey guide had tried to put his arm round me, I’d panicked and fled.

  It took days to rid myself of the smell. Even now, when I take that dress from the back of the wardrobe, it holds the noxious memory of the tomb and makes me blench. Dry cleaning didn’t work and I’d left it in the garden for several days. But it seems that neither fresh air nor pouring rain could shift that indelible scent. So I never wear the dress, which had been one of my favourites. But, somehow, I can’t part with it. Touching it leaves me empty and unfulfilled, a strange unmet desire fluttering in the base of my belly. Until the stench roars in again and I stuff it back into its plastic shroud.

  Shuddering, I push the memory away.

  But Tom slams back into my head. Almost as though he’s walking beside me. He was so suave and worldly wise. Knew exactly who he was and where he was going in his life. So many plans. An excellent dresser. So confident. Even though he was younger than me, if only by six months. He’d been my first boyfriend. My parents saw to that, guarding me closely, trying to keep me safe. Made me travel to uni each day from home. No wild student parties for me. I hadn’t really minded. It gave me time to study.

  When I left home to take the library job I’d always wanted, I couldn’t believe it when Tom asked me out a few weeks after I arrived. Exactly what my parents had feared. They didn’t think that running a reference library was the right occupation for their precious daughter. But, for me, it was perfect. Even though it might not have long-term prospects if everything gets digitised. I dread that. Spending all day amongst old books, ferreting out information no one else can access, tracking down long out-of-print works is my greatest pleasure.

  Tom had bumped into me as I hurried out to grab some lunch, dropping the armful of county guides I’d taken to skim through in case of readers’ questions. He’d called me Pippi Longstocking, laughing at my studiousness. Had I really want to be named after a rambunctious character in a children’s book, no matter how endearing? Had Tom even read the book? Did he know her? Did he really know me? She was so far from my own character. But it had made me feel special at the time. Now I’m alone again. What am I going to do?

  A waft of fragrance. The dusky perfume of a night-blooming flower. ‘Best not to think of that, my dear, turn your mind elsewhere.’ My guardian grandmother murmurs in my ear. Babaanne always arrives when I need comfort. And now, from the whiff of Werther’s Originals and pipe smoke, it seems my beloved grandpa has joined in protecting me. Fortunately, they recede when the dreams arrive. How embarrassing it would be to have them watching. Somehow, though, I sense that Babaanne approves. So, it must be all right. Mustn’t it? Surely they’d intervene if anyone meant to harm me.


  Chapter 3

  It is to you that I speak

  ‘Phillippa’ an imperious voice summons me. ‘I’m sure I saw someone out the back. Could you check?’

  As I open the door, a voice calls from beyond the rickety gate, ‘Come. Find me.’ A child? But the sound is far from childlike. Creaky. Disused. Old. Tantalisingly close.

  A glance down the alley reveals no one. Merely dustbins and black bags randomly spilling their contents. The dark underbelly of the picturesque High Street onto which the former boutique faces.

  The voice comes again, rising and falling in soft cadence, ‘Here I am.’

  But there’s no one there.

  A rustling at my feet draws my attention. A tattered cardboard box lies abandoned on the back step, a glimpse of faded red leather within. Another inappropriate donation?

  My hand hesitates as I reach towards the tattered cover, disquiet running through me. The book seems to undulate, its cover rippling. But the voice pulls me on.

  ‘I’m waiting for you… Only you.’

  Wrinkling my nose at the musty smell of foxed paper, I reach towards the book. Strange, I usually revel in the aroma of old books, it’s ambrosia to me. But this is different. Darker somehow. Grave-smelling. Of great import. ‘Stop being silly,’ I admonish myself. ‘That vivid imagination of yours is working overtime again.’ As I lift the book out of the carton, electric tingles run up my arm. What is it? Merely an old tome, surely? It seems to sigh. A soft exhalation of ‘Found at last.’ I’m beyond wondering how pages can talk.

  Taking a deep breath, I open the heavy cover. A breeze ruffles the pages but I hold them down. A faint aroma of not-quite-roses drifts up. So beautiful, such a contrast to the mustiness of its box. Bringing the book to my nose, I inhale deeply.

  The air shudders and gyrates. Foul as the tomb. Bony fingers seize the book, grasping, greedy. With heart racing, and struggling to calm my racing pulse, I snatch it back with shaking hands. Wanting to run, somewhere, anywhere, but my frozen knees won’t cooperate. How can spectral hands that I can’t see, but most certainly feel, pluck at me? A delusion? Imagination? Or just another oddity in the weirdnesses that surround me?

  Am I going mad? Suffering some kind of psychotic breakdown? Mental derangement? How would I know? After all that’s happened, it wouldn’t be surprising, but this is so real . That smell. There have been times lately… Those fingers are so… solid. As though in confirmation, blackened nails claw my arm, biting into me, compelling me. ‘Give. Me. My. Book.’

  Heart scudding, I turn away and thrust the image from my mind. I long to be ordinary, untroubled – as I used to be – dull some might say, but it would appear that life has other plans for me. Since I’ve come back from Egypt it’s as though I’ve been inhabiting two worlds at once.

  Time to get a grip. My guardian grandmother is murmuring in my ear, ‘Breathe, Phillippa, breathe. ’ That’s it. Breathe. Deep. Humid air cloys as it negotiates the lump of fear in my throat. That smell sears my tongue. But that’s okay. Let it out slowly, trickling through flared nostrils… And again… Shoulders are high and tight. Drop them down… Better. Legs no longer wobbling, hands not shaking – well, not quite as much. Now, what’s this is all about?

  As I scan the title page, raindrops explode around me. I’ll have to save a closer examination for later. I pick up the box and run into the shop, bundling the book into a plastic carrier. A Treatise on Sexual Thaumaturgy. How intriguing. Unravelling the arcane words will be my secret pleasure. I pay five pounds for it, putting the money in the till, along with the price of an over-large beige trench coat, all I find as protection against the sudden summer storm. I’m a small brown mouse lost in its folds.

  ‘Anything of interest in that box, Phillippa?’ the manageress calls. ‘I do wish people wouldn’t leave donations out there. They get damp, I keep telling them. Is there anything I should see?’ Mimi van der Buerk emerges from her office, adjusting her cleavage and smoothing her too tight sweater back into place. ‘Office’ is a rather pretentious name for a former cupboard under the stairs, but Mrs B is full of her own importance.

  I tuck the carrier into my bag, ‘Only a pile of slushy romances. I’m off now. Bye.’

  ‘Come back here, young lady.’

  Has she spotted the book? Another minute and my escape route will be blocked. Should I show her? I long for a confidante, but her bossy management style, combined with a gossipy tongue, deter me. Although, even a close friend would probably laugh, tell me it was all my imagination. Some imagination!

  ‘You never did tell me about your holiday with that nice young man of yours.’ The smile is ingratiating, gratingly so.

  ‘Oh, nothing to tell. He’s not my young man any longer. Nor was he nice. Bye.’

  I force my way past the nosy manageress, rushing out of the front room with its detritus of abandoned lives. The pink-and-white décor inherited from the previous occupants so at odds with the present contents. I pull the front door behind me. Don’t want her getting her hands on the book. And anyway, what would she do with it? Mrs B is far too old for sexual wonderworking. Let her find something else, I add, in case anyone is listening in on my thoughts. I can’t be too careful these days.


  Chapter 4

  Love in a beloved land

  As I scurry down High Street, heading home through the driving rain, for once I ignore the somewhat dilapidated Georgian architecture and the occasional black-and-white timbered building secreted above the brash modern shop fronts. I enjoy picking out the old parts of this market town, spotting the tucked-away carvings and oddly shaped chimney pots. But I can’t do that today. Head down, my vision is blurred by strands of hair escaping from a tight braid. The strands stick to my face as I try to brush them away.

  Shrugging off the mac, I hang it up to dry. I’ll return it to the shop next time I’m in. It’s my mother reincarnated – except my mother’s still very much alive. Still trying to hold me in her vice-like grip of spurious respectability. Maybe this old book will help me break free.

  Taking the ancient red leather book out of its carrier bag, I finger it, curiosity bubbling through me. I open it again to the rain-splodged title page that had so excited my imagination when I’d glimpsed it. Who knows, perhaps this old tome will give me the answers I’ve been seeking.

  The Alchemy of Night Enchiridion
A Treatise on Sexual Thaumaturgy
And the Practice thereof
The Prince Khem Yar Khepher’set,
Supreme Ruler of Khemit and the Two Lands
Being a true and accurate account of the Finding and
Transcription of an authentic papyrus from Ancient Egypt
With
 A Commentary on the Practices therein
Dr Paschal B. Randolph
Ohio 1862
Foreword and Addendum notes provided by E.A.W.B.
Keeper of Egyptian Antiquities, British Museum, London
Reprinted for private circulation 1921

  Thaumaturgy. Sexual magic. My body wriggles with delicious anticipation. That should liven up my humdrum life.

  After putting the kettle on, I make a cup of tea and curl up on the sofa, the book on my lap quietly exuding its tantalising aroma. Breathing it in deeply, I begin to read.


  It is with great pleasure that I write this introduction to the new printing for private circulation of an ancient classic text first made available in the latter part of the nineteenth century by the Southern American Gentleman Esotericist Dr Paschal Beverly Randolph, but since lost. Herein lies a forgotten key to spiritual development through Arcane Carnal Lore that provides us with a practical method for developing the Hidden Powers of Man. Here, thaumaturgy, called by the ignorant wonderworking, reveals the secrets of creation. Love, and the nuptive moment, unlock the doors of the Spirit and disclose the secret of Eternal Life.

  I am sincerely grateful that this work was saved for posterity by the distinguished writer and learned Gentleman Egyptologist, Sir H. Rider Haggard of the County of Norfolk. My old friend acquired the typescript and a copy of the original papyrus on one of his expeditions to the town of Luxor in Upper Egypt. It had been left in safekeeping by the author on one of his sojourns there, but he had not returned to claim it. The hotel manager placed it into the hands of my old friend, having learned of Randolph’s death.

  Recognising its potential value and seeking authentification of the translation of the hieroglyphs and the magical system therein, Haggard cautiously handed the package to me one evening on the balcony of our Cairo hotel. An artefact such as this was not to be displayed before the eyes of the uninitiated amateur Egyptologist, such as is found frequenting the hotel lobby in the hope of chancing upon such a prize. And indeed, as one such rudely interrupted our exploration by climbing up from the street below, the manuscript was bundled away before I could examine it. I was not to set eyes on it for several years, the Great War having intervened in the meantime.

  It was, therefore, with some trepidation and not a little excitement that, in my basement room at the British Museum, I examined the tattered, foxed and blotched pages that had suffered from being left out in the sun at some time heretofore. It looked rather as though some modern-day Egyptian fellahin had used it for his ablutions before deciding that it might be sold to a touristica…



  My eyes are drooping. I’ll push on and finish this page and then head for bed.


  Chapter 5

  Night dreams of love

  I’m hurled from the depths of sleep. I’ve been dreaming of making slow, lazy love with Sebastian. He was giving butter-soft kisses to my ankles but he hadn’t even had time to reach my knees – I discovered in an earlier dream how erotic his lips on the back of my knees could be…

  But…

  Sebastian is no longer here…and I’m fully awake.

  My eyes flutter and I seem to see the face of my Dark Enigma smiling above me, like a cat through slitted lids. He has so much more substance now. No longer a mere aberration of light. A compelling physicality draws me inexorably towards him. Around him dances the oh-so-familiar smell of cloves and cinnamon. But sharper and less honeyed than in the tomb. Less death and decay, more a musky aphrodisiac that’s an indissoluble part of this stranger who sets every fibre of my being tingling with recognition. Why? Who is he? How can this be happening? I was right not to trust him.

  I have no time to think of that – can’t think at all – as another firestorm rushes its way up my spine and out the top of my head. It takes over my whole being as a vivid flash of lightning sears my room and surges of colour burst all around. Overwhelmed by sensation, I am pure pleasure, an ecstasy so intense that it could almost be pain. Almost.

  But I’m in terror too. My heart is pounding, my skin crawling, a small voice screaming and not from the intensity of the pleasure. What is going on? He hasn’t touched me – yet. At least I don’t think so. I was deeply asleep when this began. The thought of that mummified skin on mine creeps me out.

  He’s looking at me with those hypnotic eyes, they bore into my core…and somehow he has total control over me. I’m like one of those old-fashioned puppets and he’s pulling my strings. With the power of his mind? My mind is fighting to escape, but my traitorous body betrays me, utterly immersed in the overwhelming sensations. How does he do this?

  As if reading my thoughts, he blinks, lazily, and the turbulence is intense, surges of pulsating fire shooting from the base of my belly. The flames move up my body in crackling waves, weaving themselves around my spine in ever increasing spirals of ecstasy. Starbursts light my now-closed eyes and cascade down to my thighs. The tight panting groans forced from my lips bear no relation to the bliss reaching my nipples, which quiver with a life of their own.

  This is no dream.

  And there’s no time to be afraid, no space to pause and consider. This is all consuming.

  My whole body ignites again, right down to my fingertips as I breathe deeper and deeper into my belly with tiny sips of air that each trigger a new tremor until I almost burst. Guttural noises burst from deep within me. Light floods my being. I dissolve into forever, melting into nothingness. All is centred round that point of ecstasy into which I’m rapidly vanishing. It’s like all the life is being sucked out of me into a whirling void of urgent male lust. But it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except these incredible sensations.

  Orgasm, the implacable orgasm of which Joseph Conrad spoke. This must be it.


  Chapter 6

  Marvelling why her roses never fade

  When at last I collapse on to the bed exhausted, I breathe a long, satisfied sigh. But my mind rushes in with so many questions. It’s still on red alert. My terror pushed aside for the moment, I think about sexual thaumaturgy. Is that what this is? A product of sex magic? Maybe that old book will give me the answer. And why didn’t Babaanne and my beloved grandfather step in? They are supposed to protect me.

  In the Otherworld, Bertrand looks to his beloved. ‘Well, tell me, dear, why did we not protect the child?’

  ‘She is no longer a child. The time has come for her to deal with His Majesty. It is time this matter was resolved. It has continued long enough.’

  But…why pick me? What am I to my Dark Enigma? Does he wish me harm? He seems to be a benign mentor one moment and the epitome of malice the next.

  His Majesty is all too real – and what he’s done to me. I’ve never experienced such sensations before – sex with Tom was never great but I, inexperienced virgin that I was, hadn’t known what to expect and didn’t realise that his lack of skill and hasty ‘let’s get to the best bit’ hadn’t even begun to prepare me. I’d agreed with him when he muttered, ‘Frigid bitch doesn’t know how to respond.’ Sebastian had taught me that what came before ‘the best bit’ could give me pleasure beyond my wildest imaginings. With him as my dream lover, I learned the delights of anticipation and delay. He crafted the pleasure slowly, savouring each moment. Almost reaching the brink and then holding back – he seemed to instinctively know when to be still– built up layer on layer like the depth of colour that came from layering on acrylics in the painting classes I once tried. I’d loved creating moodily textured abstracts.

  A musky stirring brings me sharply back to the present. That smell. It’s how Tom smelled for a fleeting moment after getting to ‘the best bit.’ Although, Tom’s post-coital aroma was a pale imitation of this potent infusion of masculine libido. It seems to reach beyond the present moment back into the shadows of time. A ‘love philtre’ for the soul? There’s no time to find the right words. An opaque eroticism rushes through me once more, eliciting a fiercer desire than I ever thought possible. I’m exhausted, but even in my enervated state, I crave continuance. Really? My gut rolls queasily at the thought. Do I really want to give myself up to this again?

  ‘Who are you?’ I whisper warily.

  ‘One who, once more, will teach you all, my hennu nafrit.’

  The words are in my head, the voice deep, seductive… strangely familiar…the voice of the book. Who is this man? My capricious belly flutters with remembered pleasure like the aftershocks of an earthquake. For a moment, I give all my attention to the sensations as fierce fire plays around my spine and trickles down my thighs and outstretched arms. The dream orgasms with Sebastian were nothing like this, pleasurable though they were.

  I need to get a grip on this. ‘Yes, but who are you?’

  ‘The Prince Khem Yar Khepher’set. Justified. Prince of Khemit and Lord of the Two Lands. May My Majesty live, prosper and throughout eternity healthy be.’ He caresses my bare arm with a bright blue flower and once again waves flash through me.

  ‘And how did you…?’ I manage to gasp at last.

  His face wavers and fades out of view leaving a shimmering iridescence in its wake.

  ‘Come back! You haven’t explained anything yet.’ My rational head is terrified it’s going to happen again. I so hate being totally out of control. I need to know what’s going on.

  ‘Read. My. Book.’

  The words boom from the bottom of a deep well and I flash back to climbing down a shaft to reach that newly discovered tomb in Egypt. For a moment there, everything went still. Even the walls were holding their breath. As though I’d somehow stepped outside time. ‘Don’t be silly,’ I admonish myself. ‘How can you go beyond time?’ But, I’d felt more alive than I’d ever been before, hypersensitive and somehow expanded. And – a word I love to feel bouncing along my tongue although I only ever whisper it to myself – discombobulated at the same time. Parts of me scattered in all directions. My senses everywhere at once. Acutely aware of every colour, each sound in the immense stillness. My clothes brushing against my skin, the breath moving across my top lip, the rank taste of that smell moving into my lungs, stealing over my skin as though alive, blood pulsing through my heart. Exactly like now. The grain of the rock had magnified, holding me spellbound. Figures moved against the walls, each surrounded by a nimbus of light. But there was a wrongness to it too, a slithering scratchiness that made my back quiver and the blood judder through my veins as my feet skittered with a desire to run, somewhere, anywhere but there. Wilfred Owen had it right, when he wrote, ‘on the hot blast and fury of hells upsurge…superhuman inhumanities, long-famous glories, immemorial shames…’

  Each beat of my heart had stretched into eternity as the tiny hairs on my arms lifted themselves into goose bumps and I had glimpsed the ancient past that lingered in the rock. Until that creepy guide touched my arm and I ran. It’s the same now, the air prickles with the static electricity hanging in the space where He’s ensconsed, the Prince whatever. That strange musky fragrance, pungent and overlaid with something like roses. Yet so rank beneath. Acrid, catching the back of my throat…achingly familiar.

  Why aren’t I more afraid? But I am. Petrified beyond measure. My soul feels frozen, dramatic I know, and yet so true…I’m so conflicted.

  A memory, tantalisingly out of reach. Is it connected, can it be…?

  ‘Yes,’ the voice in my mind sighs. ‘Finally. You begin to understand. Soon everything you shall remember. My Majesty says again. Read. My. Book.’

    [image: chpt_fig_001]

  I’d been reading the old tome last night. But it’s hard going. The language is obscure – even with my love of archaic words. The stuffy tone is so at odds with sexual wonderworking. It had taken all evening to decipher the first few pages. Not quite the pleasure I’d anticipated. But maybe the book’s what triggered the dream? I’ll try again in the morning. I’m free all day.

  As I slip back into sleep, I’m drained, utterly weary, boneless. I’ve lost all substance, floating lightly above my body. Dreamily I consider again whether I’m fascinated or frightened by my nocturnal visitor. As I’m wondering what there is to remember, someone switches the light out in my mind.
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  Next morning, I pick up the faded red leather once more, determined to unravel what’s been happening to me.

  The Alchemy of Night
Preface
The Finding


  
  In 1856 I had the greatest good fortune to travel throughout the Orient in search of arcane knowledge. During my travels in the wilderness of Upper Egypt, I was approached by a heavily veiled woman, beautiful of form, who showed me only her alluring walnut eyes. Following her beckoning finger, I was taken to a vast mudbrick hovel, the remnant perhaps of some ancient Pharaoh’s palace that looked as though it would slide down the hillside at any moment. My dragoman was instructed to wait in the courtyard outside. As I entered through a low door I was astounded. The “hovel” was richly furnished and I was ushered to an opulent, gold-encrusted couch and invited to sit whilst being plied with sweet fenugreek tea in delicate gold-embossed glasses served on a tray of exquisite beaten gold. An austere gentleman in Bedouin-style robes entered and nodded pleasantly towards me. After a few moments of conversation, of which I understood barely one word, he gestured around the room and the daughter, as I presumed her to be, brought forward treasures for my delectation. Ushab’tis and funeral masks, ostraca, papyri and gemstone carvings. Larger pieces of furniture and life-size statues. All were pressed upon me. When it became apparent to my host that I had but a few words of Arabic (a situation I rectified as soon as possible thereafter) my dragoman was called in to indicate that these treasures were for sale. It was with great regret that I was forced to explain that my funds were severely limited and that I was not one of the representatives of an august foreign museum such as were to be found everywhere throughout Egypt at the time.

  To my surprise, my host theretofore asked if I would do him the honour of spending the night in his establishment. He told me that he came from a venerable family of sand travellers, nomads who had settled over a millennium ago in the abandoned palace. Digging it out from the sand his family had recovered many treasures – and several tombs. He wished to explain to me the origins and purpose of some of the pieces he had for sale and to have a philosophical discussion as, so he said, he could see that I was a man of culture. Deeply flattered, I agreed. After passing a very pleasant evening in his company and learning much of the spiritual beliefs of the ancient peoples, I retired to the bedchamber indicated.

  The reader may imagine my surprise when I awoke out of a deep sleep to find my host’s daughter slipping into my bed. A full moon illuminated the room, its grey light sucking out all colour but bright enough for me to luxuriate in her incandescent unveiled beauty. She communicated by gestures that I should remove the undergarments in which I slept, shrugging off her own gossamer robe. What passed between us that night introduced me to the mysteries of Anseiratic communion between a man and a woman – and the powerful spiritual entities that are the gods and goddesses themselves invoked through Affectional Alchemy. Thinking back to the discussion I had had with her father, with its veiled insinuations of almost forgotten knowledge, though of necessity circumspect as it had to pass through the lips of my dragoman, I realized I had stumbled upon a primordial tradition that had clearly been transmitted down through the ages from generation to generation within a community of initiates.

  When I awoke, I found myself out on the hillside. Alone. Fully clothed and clutching an ancient papyrus annotated in both demotic and Arabic script. Somehow I knew that this held the key…

  

  Wearily, I put down the book. So wordy. But at least it’s getting to ‘sexual commingling.’ Perhaps it will explain my experiences after all.


  Chapter 7

  The white magic of love

  ‘Good morning, Miss Grayson, did you have a good weekend?’ The Chief Librarian calls. With its wide glass walls and lack of a separate staff entrance, there’s no chance of avoiding his watchful eye as I enter the ugly building stuck on the end of a shopping mall. Whoever designed this now decaying, brutal concrete and glass 1970s monstrosity hadn’t taken officious Mr McMeeney into account. Nor have the councillors that are trying to ‘close a white elephant to save money.’ How can a library be outmoded? Surely people will always want books? At least Mr McMeeney’s fighting to keep it open, suggesting innovations like writers’ events. Pushing for evening and weekend opening. At his age, he’ll never get another job. No wonder he’s worried.

  ‘Ah, Miss Grayson…a word if you please…’

  Out of the corner of my eye, I see him fussily smoothing his comb-over and brushing off his lapels before glancing at his watch. ‘Those councillors are due on another fact-finding mission. They’ll be here any minute.’

  Better get upstairs, make sure everything’s ready, though it’s doubtful he’ll be showing them my outdated abode. As I head towards the sanctuary of the first floor reference section, he’s a sorry figure as he fidgets with his cuffs and fingers his silly little toothbrush moustache. I’m compelled to respond, ‘Fine weekend, thanks. You?’

  You wouldn’t believe it, I smile to myself as I round the bend in the stairs, not bothering to wait for his reply. Pushing myself up the last few stairs is hard though, my feet drag and stumble on the open treads. Strangely detached from my surroundings, I barely register the change from the glaring brightness downstairs to the dimness of the windowless reference room. Its fluorescent tubes flicker with age. That, in itself, is usually enough to make me slightly woozy. Today, my mind has untethered itself, slipped off elsewhere in search of answers. My satiated body is drained, boneless. I’m deeply weary. My legs jelly-like, as though I’ve had fresher’s ‘flu’. I haven’t recovered from the drop in vitality as my Dark Enigma left. He’d visited again last night. Took all my energy with him. ‘Ennui’, that’s what I’m suffering from. Physical and emotional ‘ennui’. I’ve been hoping to use that word for sometime. But not like this. There’s another word I favour. ‘Unctuous’. ‘Oily and sycophantic’. That exactly matches the tones floating up the stairs as Mr McMeeney greets the fact-finding mission.

  It’s horribly stuffy in here. Yesterday’s sweat lingers. The faint outline of old men who come in because they have nowhere else to go. Wrapped in their overcoats despite the heat outside. That’s the problem with modern buildings, no ventilation, nowhere for the smell to dissipate. It saturates the walls with their presence. Not that I mind. Most days, it feels safe being enclosed with these old books and their antiquated readers around me. But some people complain that it’s claustrophobic. Such a contrast to the acres of glass downstairs that put browsers on show to every passer-by. What will the fact-finding mission make of it? Of course they’ll want to shut us down. No wonder Mr McMeeney’s worried.

  Couldn’t they make a few alterations? A window or two would make such a difference. Standing on tiptoe at the top of the stairs, I can glimpse the willow-lined river below. The stately swans in sharp contrast to the flurrying of the ducks and synchronised wheeling of a pigeon flock. Such a lovely view. The reference library could be a wonderful space if they opened up the blank wall. But the feet of those swans are paddling madly under the surface to keep them floating in the same spot. I know exactly how they feel.

  As I reshelve books, dust flies up. A sneeze tickles my nose as I inhale the smell I love beyond reason. Ancient paper and printer’s ink that comes off on your fingers. The stains of yesteryear. But I feel outdated, obsolescent. My body young, but my mind outdated, like this outmoded space. I could do with a reboot, or for Sebastian to return and challenge me to find something more obscure than ever before. Something that could never be discovered hidden in a computer file.

  The council could install new computers though. Free Wi-Fi. A lift. A coffee machine perhaps? Comfy seats. Like the trendy bookshops. That would draw the punters in. I’ve suggested a family history section, linked to county record offices and the excellent town museum. Somewhere people could search parochial church registers and burial records. We already have a great local history section. It needs to be scanned in so that people could get a sense of what their ancestors experienced. The local historical society would assist. And the museum. They do so much for children there. Really bring history to life. We could cooperate with them. We don’t even have a storytelling corner in our children’s section. But, when I suggested it, Mr McMeeney scoffed. So I put the idea on the back burner. It’s simmering gently. Maybe I’ll suggest it if the councillors come calling.
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