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P A R T  I

The Machine You Are
Working With



B E F O R E  W E  B E G I N

I want to invite you into a small exercise.

It is going to show you that your mind deceives you. Not occasionally, not only

when you are tired, but as a matter of ordinary operation, and for a reason it

considers excellent: the deception improves your odds of surviving. Your mind

edits what reaches you. It does this to keep you alive and it does not ask first.

Once you have seen this happen, your relationship to your own mind does not

go back to what it was. I mean that plainly. It is a very small demonstration and

it does permanent work.

I am hoping it leaves you curious enough to go further, because the

demonstration is only a door. What is behind it is this: your state of

consciousness radically changes your experience of reality. Noticing which state

you are in, and learning to change it at will, are the foundational practices

underneath everything in this book.

That is the whole offer. Here is the exercise.

Gaze at the strange set of blobs on the facing page. Do not hunt for anything in

it. Let it sink into your mind.

Give it a slow count of twenty, then turn the page.





Most people see nothing. A spill. Some ink that got loose on its way somewhere.

Now turn the page.



Charles Darwin, late in life. You have already met him.



Come back.

✦

It is a face now. It was never anything else, but it is a face now, and you cannot

make it stop. Try. Cover the photograph, wait a minute, come back to the

blotches. They will not go back to being blotches. Whatever your eyes were doing

on that first pass, they have stopped doing it, permanently, on the strength of

about four seconds of new information.

The ink sits exactly where it sat. What changed is the part of you that decides

what ink means, and it changed in one direction, with no door back.

✦

Y O U R  M I N D  W O U L D  R A T H E R  S H O W  Y O U  T H E  P A N T R Y  T H A N
S E N D  Y O U  T O  M A R K E T

Your brain runs on roughly twenty watts. A dim bulb, and a hard ceiling.

On that allowance it has to keep a body alive in a world containing vastly more

detail than twenty watts can process, and it solves the problem the way any

household under a tight budget solves it. It stops paying for what it can already

guess.

So it keeps a pantry. Out of everything that has ever happened to you it

assembles a running simulation of what should be happening next, stocked and

three steps from the stove, and it eats from that. Raw sensory data is the market:

fresh, accurate, and a long walk in the rain. Your mind goes to market only when

the pantry has visibly failed it.

What you are experiencing right now, reading this, is not the room. It is mostly

pantry, corrected at the few edges where the pantry ran out.



You can test this tonight. Move something in a room you know well. Shift a

chair four inches, or a lamp, or the bin under your desk. Do not make it obvious.

Then walk through that room later without thinking about it and notice what

happens in your body when you pass the thing you moved.

You will feel a small unpleasant snag. Not a thought, a snag. That snag is your

mind discovering the pantry was wrong and grudgingly putting its coat on, and

the reason it feels bad is that it costs.

If the model were wrong, that snag would not exist. You would simply see the

room, correctly, every time, at no charge.

If you want the whole account Andy Clark, The Experience Machine: How

Our Minds Predict and Shape Reality. He wrote the book so I do not have to.

What follows is the working knowledge, not the scholarship.

A note on the twenty watts, which you will see quoted everywhere. It is a real

figure and it is also a slippery one. The brain is about two percent of your body

weight and takes something like a fifth of your energy, which makes it the most

expensive organ you own per ounce, and the wattage number flattens all of that

into one tidy statistic that gets repeated by people who have not thought about

it. I use it because the shape of the claim is right: the thing is costly, and it

behaves like something that knows it is costly. Do not let anyone build you a

cathedral on that number.

Two things follow from all this.

Your senses do not have priority. They are one input of two, and they are the

expensive one. When your prediction and your eyes disagree, your mind

arbitrates. It does not automatically side with the eyes. It sides with whichever

source it judges more useful for keeping you alive, it decides in milliseconds, it

does not consult you, and it files no report.



The arbitration is adjustable. Not fixed, not a fact about your equipment. A

setting with a wide range, responding to conditions you have some say over.

Everything else in this book is about that second sentence.

✦

T H E  O L D  I D E A ,  A N D  W H Y  I T  W A S  C O M F O R T A B L E

For most of the history of the science, the mind was understood as a sorting

office.

Light arrived through the eyes, which were cameras. Sound arrived through the

ears, which were microphones. The equipment gathered the world and passed it

inward, and somewhere behind the counter a clerk organised the material, filed

it, and had thoughts about it. Perception was intake. Thinking happened

afterward, to the intake.

You can see why the story lasted. It matches how seeing feels from the inside. It

also flattered us, because it made the difference between an ordinary mind and a

brilliant one a matter of equipment. Better cameras. A faster clerk. Some people

were issued a sports car and the rest of us got a sedan, and there was nothing to

do about that except admire them from the shoulder of the road.

The story is wrong, and the wrongness is good news, because equipment cannot

be changed and habits can.

✦

T H E  Y E A R  I  L O S T

There was a period when I worked twelve-hour days in a high-volume bar and

restaurant.



Every day was the same day. I do not mean that as a complaint about tedium. I

mean there were stretches where it seemed as though precisely the same things

were occurring, the same orders, the same words, the same movements behind

the same bar, and it was genuinely bizarre to stand inside. When I finally rested I

could not recall what I had done, or said, or experienced through any of it. The

days had happened to someone, and the receipts proved it was me, but nothing

had been written down.

That is what deep exhaustion does. My mind went further and further into its

own predictions, because it had nothing left to spend, and because the

environment was so familiar and so predictable that it was never called on to

look. Why walk to market when the pantry has been right for eleven months.

You know the smaller version. You drive to work, you pull into the parking

space, and you are not entirely sure how you arrived. It is as if you teleported, or

as if somebody else drove your car forward while you were elsewhere. Nothing

went wrong on that drive, so nothing was recorded, so as far as your memory is

concerned nothing happened. Twenty minutes of your life, metabolically

economical and experientially blank.

These narrowings are everywhere in modern life. The mind wants to be efficient

with its resources, and a mind that has not been properly honed will pull you

down into a simulation of reality to save those resources rather than let you

experience the world at all.

Most adults are living most of their hours this way, and they have not been

careless. They built lives so well predicted that the mind stopped having a reason

to look.

✦



F A L S E  N O V E L T Y

The modern world is loud, fast, and new every four seconds, and it makes the

narrowing worse rather than better.

An infinite scroll delivers constant surprise inside a container that never varies.

Each post is unpredictable. The situation is entirely predictable: your posture,

the distance to the glass, the rectangle, the gesture of the thumb, the narrow

band of feeling on offer, the rhythm of the next thing arriving. Your prediction

machine gets no correction at any level that matters to it. It gets a stream of

trivial mismatches, each one just large enough to require a small payment.

Novel content inside a predictable frame. Your attention is billed continuously

and your model of the world is never updated, which is the worst trade on offer,

and most of us take it for several hours a day.

The hours are expensive and wasted, and you finish the evening depleted with

nothing to show for the depletion.

✦

Y O U  R E L Y  O N  Y O U R  P R E D I C T I O N S  I N  P R O P O R T I O N  T O  H O W
U N S A F E  Y O U  F E E L

When resources run out, the mind economises. It leans harder on the pantry,

because the pantry is cheap, and this is why one day can hold two different

people.

Rested, you notice the change in someone's voice. Depleted, you have the

conversation you expected to have and miss that they were about to tell you

something. Rested, the walk home has a sky in it. Depleted, it has a route.

Stress does this. Bad sleep does this. Chronic overstimulation does this.

And underneath every one of them sits the same mechanism, which is the

sentence at the top of this section, and which I would ask you to carry through



the rest of the book.

A mind that senses threat has excellent reason to stop paying for open-ended

perception and run the model instead, because the model is fast, and fast is what

threat asks for. A mind that feels safe can afford to look.

Every technique in this book therefore sits on a precondition. You cannot force

openness onto a nervous system that has concluded it is in danger. You can only

arrange the conditions under which openness becomes affordable, and then

wait, and the waiting is where most of the work happens.

This is why the practices in Part III begin with settling rather than striving. It is

also why the people who move fastest are almost always the ones who did the

unglamorous thing first and got their lives quiet enough to be lived in.

I spent years trying to force this. I would like to save you some of them.

✦

O N E  M O R E  L O O K  A T  T H E  P L A T E

Turn back to the two-tone image. Not to solve it, you have already done that.

Just to notice something about the solving.

You did not decide to see Darwin. There was no moment where you weighed

the evidence and concluded that this arrangement of blotches was most probably

an old man with a finger laid over his lips. The face arrived, fully assembled, and

it arrived before you had time to have an opinion about it. Your perception was

rewritten somewhere below the floor where you get a vote.

Notice too that the rewrite was useful. The blotch version was faithful to the

ink and no use to you at all. The face version is a construction, an addition,

something your mind put there, and it is the version you can live inside.

Your mind did not choose truth. It chose fitness.



It is doing this to the room you are sitting in.

✦

N O T  E V E R Y  D O O R  S W I N G S  O N E  W A Y

The story so far is too clean, and you will meet the exception yourself sooner or

later.

Some perceptions rewrite permanently. Others refuse to.

Look up the Necker cube, the wireframe box you can see two ways. Knowing it

is ambiguous accomplishes nothing whatsoever. It keeps flipping. It will still be

flipping in twenty years.

Look up Adelson's checker shadow, where two squares on a checkerboard

appear light and dark and are the identical grey. You can cover the surround with

your thumbs and prove it to yourself. Take your thumbs away and the illusion

returns instantly, at full strength, entirely unmoved by your proof.

Look up the hollow face mask, filmed rotating. As the concave inside swings

toward you it stubbornly bulges out into a normal face. You know it is hollow.

You are watching it be hollow. It refuses.

So knowing rewrote the two-tone plate forever, and knowing cannot lay a finger

on these three.

Roughly this is the difference. Where the raw data genuinely underdetermines

the answer, new knowledge fills the gap and settles there, because the gap was

standing open and waiting. Where your mind holds a deep, ancient, expensively-

earned assumption, faces are convex, light falls from above, no amount of

conscious argument reaches down that far. Those predictions are not beliefs.

They are structural. They were installed before you had opinions and they are

not the least bit interested in yours.



Part VI comes back to this, when we look at why some patterns dissolve after a

single clear seeing and others survive years of sincere work.

✦

Human beings have been getting to the far side of this by fasting, by chanting,

by dancing, by sitting motionless, by walking in silence, and by staring at a single

flame until the flame is the only thing left in the room.

Those cannot all be the same technique.

They are not. There are four roads and they run in different directions.

✦



P A R T  I I

The Map



S T A R T  A T  T H E  D E S T I N A T I O N

There is a kind of seeing that has nothing to do with your eyes.

Most people have had it once or twice without knowing what to call it, and the

words in circulation are no help at all. Peace. Stillness. Presence. They have been

handled so often the lettering has worn off the coin. You could read a hundred of

them and still fail to recognise the state if it came for you on a Tuesday

afternoon.

So let me describe the country rather than name it.

The commentary stops. Not the thinking, necessarily, but the voice narrating

the thinking, the one that murmurs I am doing this now while you do it. It thins.

At some point it is simply not in the room, and you only learn this afterward,

because there was nobody home to note its absence at the time.

Things stop being examples of themselves. I walked a wooded trail near my

apartment in Ohio nearly every day for more than a year and barely saw it. It was

a balm for a busy mind, a background. Then I was moving to Texas, and I went

out for one last walk knowing it was the last, and the forest stopped being a blur

of green and brown. Each tree stood apart, a sovereign presence, a being unto

itself. Each trunk was textured with a history I had never cared to read. Each

branch etched its signature into the sky. The background of my life erupted into

the foreground, and I sat on a wooden bench in the shadowed heart of that trail

and could not move.

The future leaves the room. Ordinarily some portion of you is always four

minutes ahead, rehearsing, hedging, drafting the sentence you will say next.

That portion goes quiet. Not suppressed, not argued with. Absent, the way a

fan you had stopped hearing is absent once it switches off.

And then the accounting error. The clock disagrees with you. I once set a timer

for two hours of mantra practice, and when it sounded my first honest thought



was that it had broken.

I mistrusted that last one for years, because time distortion is cheap. It happens

in a dentist's chair. It happens on a delayed flight. Any state that stops you

checking a clock will produce something like it, and I did not want to build a

teaching on a symptom that common. So I began asking people a narrower

question. Not did time move strangely, but which direction. Boredom stretches.

Sleep erases. What these states do is compress, and then hand back a stretch of

hours that feels denser than the ones on either side of it rather than emptier.

That distinction held. It held across a silent walk, a mantra sit, the fifth day of a

water fast, four hours of collage work I loved, and the twenty minutes before

sleep when the images begin arriving without being asked for.

Five methods with almost nothing in common, producing one identical error in

the same direction every time.

✦

T W O  W A Y S  T O  Q U I E T  A  R O O M

I am going to give you the answer now and spend the next few pages explaining

how I was forced into it.

There are two ways to quiet a room, and they are opposites.

The first is obvious. Remove the noise. Switch off the appliances, close the

window, ask everyone to leave, and keep subtracting until what remains is

silence. The room grows quiet because you have taken away every thing that was

making sound.

The second is stranger and works just as well. Introduce a single tone, steady

and full enough that nothing else can register against it. The dishwasher is still

running. The traffic outside has not stopped for you. But nothing reaches you,



because one sound has taken up all the room there was, and a mind with one

thing in it is as undisturbed as a mind with nothing in it.

Dissolving and filling. Subtraction and saturation.

Those are the two mechanisms, described as plainly as I can put them.

Rumination is what gets quieted, and it does not get reasoned out of the house.

It gets starved, or it gets crowded out. I have never found a third option and I

have looked.

✦

H O W  I  F O U N D  O U T  M Y  O W N  M O D E L  W A S  B R O K E N

For a long time I taught all of this as a single dial.

At one end you run almost entirely on prediction, seeing a memory of your

house instead of your house, crossing a dark room without touching the coffee

table and calling that seeing. At the other end you have stopped consulting the

model and are taking the world in raw. Narrow to open, one axis, one direction

of travel, and the whole discipline was learning to move along it on purpose

instead of being dragged.

I still use that model. It is good. It explains the commute you cannot remember

driving, and it explains why rested people notice things and tired people do not.

It broke on two of my own practices, and I could not argue my way out of it.

The first is the walk. An hour, no words in my ears, no podcast, nothing with a

beat that pulls at me. I let my eyes go soft and wide. Your visual system has a

panoramic mode it almost never uses now, because screens and books and

dashboards all demand the narrow one, and going wide with the eyes brings the

rest of the system along with it. Nothing is required of me out there. Nothing is

being chased. After thirty or forty minutes I am reliably somewhere else, and the

world has an immediacy it did not have when I left the house.



The second is the mantra. I sit and repeat a single syllable, silently, on and on.

Nothing else is admitted. The syllable is the entire content of my awareness,

deliberately, to the exclusion of everything the world is offering me. That is the

practice that ate two hours without my noticing, and in the middle of it there

were long stretches where even the syllable had gone, and there was simply

nothing, close to sleep with the lights still on.

Both are open states. Anyone who has done both will tell you they arrive in the

same country.

Now look at what they actually do. The walk widens the aperture until nearly

everything is let in. The mantra narrows it until almost nothing is. On one dial

these belong at opposite ends producing opposite results, and instead they sit at

opposite ends producing the same result.

One axis could not hold that. So there are two.

✦

T H E  A R G U M E N T  I S  T W O  T H O U S A N D  Y E A R S  O L D

I want to say plainly that I did not invent this distinction. I arrived at it from my

own practice and then found I had walked into an argument that has been

running since late antiquity.

The theologians called filling the via positiva, the way of affirmation, and

dissolving the via negativa, the way of negation. In Greek, kataphatic and

apophatic, from the words for affirming and denying. Every developed

contemplative tradition has both roads, and in most of them the two camps have

spent centuries insisting the other one is doing it wrong.

The icon painters against the iconoclasts. The devotional schools against the

schools of negation. Neti neti, not this, not this, set opposite a practice that fills

the mind with a divine name until nothing else will fit inside it.



They were both right and the question was badly put. They were not describing

one path with a correct and an incorrect version. They were describing two

roads to one place, and each camp had excellent evidence, namely that their own

road worked.

Remember that the next time somebody tells you their technique is the

technique.

✦

T H E  M A P

Now set the two axes across each other.

The first is arousal, low to high: how activated the system is, how much energy is

moving through it. The second is method, dissolving to filling: whether you are

subtracting until nothing remains or saturating until nothing else fits.

Two axes make four quadrants. Each quadrant is a road.



H I G H  A R O U S A L

L O W  A R O U S A L

L V I N G
subtract

F I L L I
saturate

ROAD IV

The Threshold

Fasting. Cold. Darkness. Sleep

deprivation. Endurance. Danger.

Strip away what the system leans

on until it loosens its grip.

HIGHEST YIELD, HIGHEST RISK

ROAD III

The Forge

Flow. Ritual. Ecstatic dance.

Breathwork. Competition. Eros.

A hundred watts in a laser, not

a hundred watts in a flashlight.

LOAD SO HEAVY THE SELF STANDS DOWN

ROAD I

The Clearing

The low-stimulation walk. Just

sitting. Open monitoring. Rest.

Remove everything the machine

could get hold of. Go panoramic.

IF YOU DO ONE THING

ROAD II

The Honing

Mantra. Breath counting. Jhana.

Prayer. A flame. Visualisation.

One object so total that rumination

has no bandwidth left to run on.

FOR A MIND THAT WILL NOT STOP

ARRIVAL

loosened grip
of prediction

Two axes. Four roads. One arrival. The far end of every road is the same country,

and no two of them ask anything alike of the person walking.



THE CLEARING. Low arousal, dissolving. The wordless walk. Just sitting.

Open monitoring. Non-sleep deep rest. Darkness. You take away everything the

machine could get its hands on, and the state assembles itself in the room that

leaves. Gentlest road on the map, most available, most neglected. If you do one

thing in this book, do this one.

THE HONING. Low arousal, filling. Mantra. Breath counting. The jhanas. A

prayer said until the saying carries itself. One object, made total. A hone is

patient and repetitive and what it produces is an edge, which is exactly the work.

Best road for a mind that will not stop, which is the opposite of what almost

everyone is told.

THE FORGE. High arousal, filling. Flow. Ritual. Ecstatic dance, drumming,

rhythmic breathwork. Competitive fire. Erotic energy, correctly aimed.

A hundred watts in a flashlight will light up a room. A hundred watts in a laser

will punch through solid material and burn a hole in the wall. The same energy.

The difference is confinement, and intent. The Forge is what happens when you

let a considerable amount of energy and awareness move through you and refuse

to let it spread out. You leave the prediction network by doing something too

difficult to predict, or something unpredictable by its nature, which forces you

into immediate and complete presence because nothing less will get the job

done.

Everything my earlier work on genius was about lives in this quadrant and only

in this quadrant, which is precisely the problem that produced this book.

THE THRESHOLD. High arousal, dissolving. Fasting. Cold. Extended

darkness. Sleep deprivation. Long endurance. Real danger.

Here you travel well outside your predicted norms and pick a deliberate fight

with the survival mechanisms that ordinarily prevent you from changing at all.

Mildly or extremely, threshold work rewires the nervous system by expanding

your capacity and then handing you the evidence. Our predictions about our



own limits are frequently wrong. The machinery built to protect us often blocks

the road instead, and the only way to find out which is which is to go out past

the line and look.

There is a second gift here that is less obvious. Denying yourself pleasure on

purpose resets your hedonic state. Without practices like this, the reward

required to motivate a person climbs steadily past anything an ordinary life can

supply, and someone in that condition cannot be satisfied by a good day no

matter how good the day is. The Threshold puts that dial back where it belongs.

Highest yield and highest risk on the map. The only road where the safety

instructions are the substance of the chapter rather than a note at the bottom of

it, and I will not pretend otherwise when we get there.

Four roads. One arrival.

✦

A  B E T T E R  N A M E  F O R  T H E  A R R I V A L

I have been calling it openness, and I will keep the word, because it is honest

about how it feels from the inside.

There is a sharper term, and it belongs to the researchers rather than to me.

In 2021 two cognitive scientists, Ruben Laukkonen and Heleen Slagter,

published a model of meditation built directly on predictive processing. Their

claim is that what practice does is shorten what they call temporal depth: the

distance your processing reaches away from right now, backward into

remembered past and forward into rehearsed future.

Ordinary consciousness is temporally thick. You are here, and you are also in the

argument you had on Sunday, and in the meeting on Thursday, and in an

imagined version of next year where things have either worked out or not.

Practice thins that. As it thins, the self thins with it, because a self is largely a



story, and a story needs time to be told in. Take away the past and the future and

there is not much left for a self to be built out of.

I want you to have the term because it names what actually loosens. Openness

describes the feeling. Temporal depth describes the mechanism, and knowing the

mechanism is how you tell whether you are doing it right.

What made me sit up when I read them was this. They argue that focused

attention works by raising the precision of one signal until the temporally deep

predictions cannot compete for it, and that open monitoring works by lowering

precision across the whole field so that nothing gets gripped at all. Two

mechanisms. One result.

That is filling and dissolving, arrived at from the outside with brain imaging and

mathematics while I was arriving at it from the inside on a cushion. I find that

reassuring rather than deflating. When the phenomenology and the instruments

walk in from opposite directions and meet in the same room, it usually means

something is actually in the room.

I will also tell you where I have gone past them, so that you know which parts of

this book have a laboratory standing behind them and which parts have only me.

Their model covers the low-arousal half of the map, the Clearing and the

Honing, which is where the funding and the willing subjects have always been.

Nobody is running a scanner on a man in the fourth hour of ecstatic drumming

or the fifth day of a fast. Flow, ritual, ordeal, and eros sit outside its scope

entirely. The arousal axis is mine, built from practice and from a long study of

how people who do extraordinary things actually get into the state that lets

them.

The bottom half of this map has been measured and the top half has been

walked. Both work, and only one of them has been written up.

✦



W H I C H  R O A D  I S  Y O U R S

There is no correct road. Anyone who tells you otherwise has mistaken their

own temperament for a law of nature, which is the oldest error in this field and

the easiest one to make, because your road works so well for you.

But there is a road that suits you, this month, in the condition you are actually

in. Choosing badly is the most common reason people decide they are bad at this

and stop. I offer three questions.

How settled is your system right now?

Answer honestly rather than aspirationally. If you are running on poor sleep,

high stress, or a life that currently contains an emergency, you do not begin at

the Threshold and you probably should not begin at the Forge. Begin at the

Clearing. Stay there for weeks. Do not treat it as a beginner's exercise you are

enduring on the way to the real work, because it is the real work. You cannot

force a system that has concluded it is in danger to open. You can only make it

safe enough that it opens on its own. Every attempt I have seen to skip this step,

including my own, cost more time than it saved.

What does an empty mind feel like to you?

Read this one twice. I had it the wrong way round for years.

If you sit down with nothing to do and your mind goes quiet, the Clearing is

your road and you are fortunate.

If you sit down with nothing to do and the room immediately fills with

grievance, planning, and every unfinished thing you own, then open awareness

is not a gentle practice for you. It is an unattended stage, and rumination is a

performer who will take it. Give the mind a job instead. The Honing exists for

exactly this, one object held until the machinery that generates the noise has no

room left to run in.



Telling an anxious person to sit and be open is among the most common and

least helpful instructions in this entire field. I have given it myself. I was wrong.

Do you arrive through your body or through your attention?

Some people can sit still and go somewhere. Others go nowhere sitting still and

are gone within minutes of moving, making, competing, or being asked for

everything they have. Neither is better and neither is permanent, but insisting

you are the first sort when you are plainly the second is how a person spends

three years failing at meditation while quietly noticing they feel most alive at the

climbing gym.

If that is you, start at the Forge. Then use the Clearing afterward, which is

where the material you gathered gets encoded and where the insights actually

arrive. That pairing is the engine of Part IV and I will hand you the whole

protocol there.

One thing I will ask of everyone. Learn one road properly before you begin

collecting the others. All four are real and all four will be available to you

eventually. Four practices done badly at once is a hobby, and a hobby will not

change you.

Take the road that fits the person you are this month. Walk it until it is boring,

and then walk it further, because the far side of boring is where it starts. The

other three will still be here.

✦



P A R T  I I I

The Four Roads



Each chapter carries a boxed practice. You will come back for those, so they are set

apart and you should not have to hunt for them.

✦



R O A D  I

THE CLEARING
LOW AROUSAL, DISSOLVING



Nobody wants this to be the answer.

I have watched the disappointment cross people's faces more times than I can

count. They came for the visionary material. They came to hear about the fast,

the ceremony, the thing that happens in the dark. And I tell them to go outside

and walk for an hour without their headphones, and something in them deflates,

because that is not a mystery, that is what their grandmother did.

I understand it, and I have made the same mistake myself, repeatedly, and I want

to make the case anyway.

The Clearing is the only road on this map you can walk today, for free, without

preparation, in whatever condition you are currently in. It is the one that

repairs the damage the other three do. And it is where the insights actually

arrive, which is the part nobody believes until it happens to them.

✦

W H A T  I T  I S

You take things away.

That is the entire technique. Words, tasks, inputs, demands, obligations to

respond. You keep subtracting until the prediction machine has nothing left

worth gripping, and then you wait, and something assembles itself in the room

you have cleared.

The old Christian contemplatives called this the via negativa and pursued it

with a seriousness that can still stop you in your tracks. The anonymous English

author of The Cloud of Unknowing instructed his student to put everything he

knew about God beneath a cloud of forgetting, on the grounds that anything he

could think about God was, by definition, not God. Zen arrived at the same

place from a different continent. Shikantaza, just sitting, means exactly that: no



object, no goal, no technique to perform correctly. You sit, and you do not add

anything.

Both traditions are describing subtraction as a complete path rather than as

preparation for something else.

✦

W H A T  I T  F E E L S  L I K E

Slower than you expect, and less dramatic, and then suddenly not.

The first fifteen minutes are usually unpleasant in a low-grade way. The mind

produces a list. It offers you the email you forgot, the thing you should have said

in 2019, an urgent conviction that you ought to be doing something more

useful with this hour. None of that is failure. It is the sound of a system that has

been running at volume discovering that the volume has been turned down.

Somewhere in the second half hour the list thins. Not because you defeated it.

Because it ran out of fuel.

Then the world starts arriving. Colours resolve. Individual sounds separate out

of the wash. Your peripheral vision, which you have not really used since the last

time you were in open country, comes back online and the world acquires depth

at the edges. If you are walking, your gait changes without your deciding it

should.

And afterward, for anywhere from twenty minutes to several hours, things are

simply more vivid than they were, and you find yourself standing in your own

kitchen noticing the light on a countertop you have owned for six years.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  T H E  L O W - S T I M U L A T I O N  W A L K

The easiest way onto this road, and two things are being lowered at once: how

much is coming in, and how much work your mind is asked to do with it.

The rule that matters most: no language.

Processing language is too stimulating for this practice, in any of its forms. No

podcasts, no audiobooks, no talk radio, and no music with singing in it. A lyric

is language. Language keeps the narrating voice employed, and that voice is

precisely the one you came out here to let rest.

If you take a single instruction from this book, take that one.

Where. Deep nature if you can reach it. That is the ideal and nothing else quite

equals it.

If you cannot, find somewhere with very little going on. A quiet street at an

odd hour, a large park, a cemetery. What matters as much as quiet is that you

are not required to make decisions, because deciding is labour. A route you

already know beats a route you have to navigate. Getting lost is stimulating.

Headphones, which most of you will need.

Be realistic about your circumstances. Most people cannot find anywhere

genuinely free of words, and a walk spent overhearing other people's

conversations is not this practice either. If that is your situation, do not treat it

as a failure and skip the walk. Put headphones on and cover the words with

something wordless.

Any of these will do the job: instrumental music at a low tempo, recorded

nature sound, brown or white noise, binaural audio, or any meditation track

with no voice on it.

Nothing fast. Your nervous system will follow a beat whether or not you

invited it to, and a high tempo will lift your arousal straight up and out of this

road.



Time. Thirty minutes minimum. Forty-five to sixty is where it lives. Under

twenty and you will spend the entire walk in the list.

Your phone. In a pocket, silenced, or better, left at home. If you take it out to

photograph something beautiful you have just converted an open state into a

task. I do this more often than I would like to admit.

Your eyes. Almost nobody is given this instruction, and it does more than the

rest of them combined.

Let your gaze go soft and wide. Do not focus on anything in particular. Take in

the whole field at once, including the far edges of your peripheral vision, the

way you would if you were watching for movement in a treeline rather than

reading a sign. Your visual system has this panoramic mode and almost never

uses it now, because screens and books and dashboards and phones all demand

the narrow one, and we spend the entire day in narrow.

Going wide with the eyes tends to bring the rest of the system with it. Try it and

notice what your shoulders do.

What to do about thoughts. Nothing. You are not clearing your mind, you

are declining to feed it. Thoughts arrive, you neither pursue them nor push

them away, and they pass because you gave them no work.

Afterward. Do not immediately reach for your phone. Give it five minutes.

The state persists for a while after you stop walking and the first notification

ends it.

✦

T W O  O T H E R  W A Y S  O N T O  T H I S  R O A D

Just sitting. The low-stimulation walk with the walking removed. Sit upright,

eyes open or half-open, no object of attention, no technique. Do not follow the

breath. Do not repeat anything. Do not check whether you are doing it right,



which is itself the doing of something. This is harder than the walk and I would

not start here.

Non-sleep deep rest. Lie down. Twenty minutes. A body scan or a recorded

yoga nidra, moving attention slowly through the body with no goal beyond

noticing. The aim is the border of sleep without crossing it. This is the most

accessible version for anyone whose nervous system is genuinely fried, and if

you are in that condition, start here rather than with the walk.

✦

W H A T  T H E  S C I E N C E  S A Y S

The default mode network is the set of brain regions that run when you are not

doing anything in particular: the posterior cingulate, the medial prefrontal

cortex, and their neighbours. It is the machinery of self-reference, of mental

time travel, of the running story in which you are the main character.

In 2011 a team at Yale scanned experienced meditators, people averaging over

ten thousand hours, and found reduced activity in exactly those regions across

several styles of practice, along with stronger coupling between the default mode

network and the regions that notice when attention has wandered. Twelve

meditators and twelve controls, which is a small study, and I would rather tell

you that than let you assume it is bigger than it is.

The theoretical account came a decade later. Laukkonen and Slagter argue that

open monitoring works by assigning low and equal precision to everything that

arises, so that nothing gets gripped, and that this shortens temporal depth: the

distance your processing reaches out of the present moment into rehearsed

futures and remembered pasts.

Which, translated back, is what the walk feels like. You stop being four minutes

ahead of yourself.



✦

I F  T H I S  O N E  I S  N O T  W O R K I N G

It suits you if silence feels like relief rather than exposure. It suits anyone whose

system is depleted, stressed, or recently through something hard, and in that

condition it is not merely the best road, it is the only one you should be on.

It fails in two ways and I have seen both many times.

The unattended stage. If you sit down with nothing to do and your mind

immediately fills with grievance and planning and every unfinished thing you

own, open awareness is not gentle for you. It is a stage with nobody on it, and

rumination will take it and perform for an hour. If that is your experience, this

is the wrong road for now. Go to the Honing and come back later.

Treating it as recovery. People slot the walk in as rest, as the thing they do to

recover from the real work, and then they are surprised that nothing much

happens. The Clearing is where the encoding happens, where the material

gathered on the other roads gets integrated, and where the insights actually land.

Filing it under recovery is why nothing much happens. Part IV is entirely about

this and it is the part of the book I would least like you to skip.

If you do one thing from these sixteen pages, do this one. Thirty to sixty

minutes, most days, no words.

✦



R O A D  I I

THE HONING
LOW AROUSAL, FILLING



I sat down one afternoon and repeated a single syllable silently to myself. When

the timer sounded I thought it had malfunctioned.

Two hours. I would have sworn to forty minutes, and I would have been wrong

by a factor of three. Stranger than the missing time were the gaps inside it: long

stretches where even the syllable had stopped, where I was not saying anything

and not listening for anything, and there was simply nothing there. Not sleep.

The lights were on. There was awareness, and there was no content in it, and I

have no idea how long any individual stretch lasted because there was nobody

inside keeping count.

That is the Honing at depth, and I want to describe the mechanism before it

starts to sound mystical, because it is not.

✦

O N E  O B J E C T ,  M A D E  T O T A L

A hundred watts in a flashlight lights a room. A hundred watts in a laser burns

through the wall.

The Honing is the flashlight version of that principle: not much energy, but all

of it pointed at one thing and refused permission to spread. You give awareness

a single object and make it total. Not because the object is important, but

because a mind entirely occupied by one thing has no bandwidth left over for

the machinery that generates worry, planning, and commentary.

Rumination does not get argued out of the room here. It gets crowded out.

There is no space left for it to stand in.

This is the via positiva, the way of affirmation, and it is the more populous of the

two roads by a very long way. Mantra recitation across the Vedic traditions. The

Prayer of the Heart in Orthodox Christianity, a single line repeated until the

repetition continues without the person. Tibetan practice in which you



construct an entire deity in imagination, in detail, and hold it there. A rosary

worn smooth by a thumb over forty years. Breath counting in a Zen hall. A

candle flame, watched.

All the same operation. One object, made complete.

✦

T H E  L A D D E R

Buddhism has mapped this road further than anyone. Take the map even if you

never intend to climb, because it tells you that what you are experiencing is a

known place with a name rather than a personal anomaly.

The jhanas are eight described stages of absorption, reached by concentration

and roughly sequential. The first is characterised by rapture and a pleasure that

can be startling in its intensity. The second drops the effort of holding the

object. By the third the rapture settles into something quieter and more stable.

The fourth is described as equanimity: not pleasure, not its absence, a kind of

level clarity. The four beyond that are called formless and they are strange

enough that descriptions of them stop being useful and start being poetry.

I am not going to claim authority here that I do not have. I am largely self-taught

on this road. I have been in the neighbourhood of the early jhanas, and I have not

climbed the ladder systematically under a teacher, which is how it is properly

done and how I would recommend you do it if you intend to go far.

I do have teachers, and I want to be exact about what they teach me. My

relationships with Vedic and Ayurvedic practitioners are built around formal

study and around the body, its constitution, and how it is worked with. They

are not my meditation instructors. That is a real distinction and a book like this

loses its footing the moment an author blurs it.



What I will say is that knowing the stages exist changed my practice, because it

meant the pleasure that arrived around forty minutes was a landmark rather

than a distraction, and I stopped treating it as something to be suspicious of.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  O N E  O B J E C T ,  H E L D

Pick one. Do not switch between them for at least a month, because switching

is a way of avoiding the difficulty and it feels productive while you do it.

Option one: a syllable. A single sound, repeated silently. It does not need to

mean anything and there is an argument that meaning gets in the way, since a

word with a definition invites the mind to think about the definition.

Traditional syllables exist across many lineages; you can also simply choose one

you like the shape of.

Say it silently at a natural pace. When you notice you have stopped, start again.

Do not evaluate how long you were gone.

Option two: the breath, counted. Count each exhale, one through ten, then

begin again at one. If you lose the count, or find yourself at nineteen, return to

one without commentary. The counting is scaffolding; at some point it falls

away and you are simply with the breath, and that is not a failure of the

technique, it is the technique working.

Option three: a flame. A candle at eye level, two or three feet away, in a room

dark enough that it is the brightest thing present. Rest your gaze on it. Blink

normally. When your eyes water, close them and hold the after-image until it

fades, then open them again.

Time. Twenty minutes to start. Forty when twenty has stopped feeling long.

The interesting territory opens somewhere past forty-five for most people,

which is why so few people find it.

Posture. Upright, supported, comfortable enough to forget. A chair is fine.

Nobody was ever enlightened by their ankles.

The one instruction that matters most. Do not strain. Concentration is not

clenching. If you are gripping the object with effort you are generating exactly

the arousal this road is supposed to lower, and you will end the session tired and

frustrated and convinced you are bad at this. The right amount of effort is the



amount required to keep a conversation going with someone you like: present,

continuous, and not hard.

✦

W H A T  T H E  S C I E N C E  S A Y S ,  A N D  H O W  F A R  I T  G O E S

Laukkonen and Slagter's account of focused attention is that it raises the

precision assigned to one signal so far that the temporally deep predictions, the

thoughts and plans and rehearsals, cannot compete for weight. The narrowing is

the mechanism by which the opening occurs. That resolves the paradox I

described in Part II and it does so with mathematics behind it.

There is also, now, imaging.

In 2024 a research team ran a practitioner of twenty-five years through all eight

jhanas inside an fMRI scanner and an EEG cap, repeatedly, with

phenomenological reports collected alongside. The findings describe a shift away

from feedforward, sensory-driven processing toward internally generated states

as absorption deepens.

That is a remarkable piece of work and I want to be precise about what it is. It is

one person. The authors say so themselves and design the study around that

limitation. It is the frontier rather than the settled ground, and anyone who

cites it to you as proof of something is overselling it.

✦

F O R  A  M I N D  T H A T  W I L L  N O T  S T O P

This road suits a mind that will not stop.

I had this backwards for years, and gave bad advice the whole time. The standard

instruction to an anxious person is to sit quietly and be open, and it is close to



the worst possible thing you can tell them, because their difficulty is not a

shortage of openness. It is that an unoccupied mind is a stage, and their

rumination is a performer with a full set and excellent stamina.

Give that mind a job. One object, total, no room left. It is a relief rather than a

discipline for exactly the people who assume meditation is not for them.

Three things go wrong on this road.

Straining. Covered above and by far the most common. If you finish a sit tired,

you were gripping.

The audit loop. Checking whether it is working is a second object, and now you

have two, and the practice is over. When you catch yourself doing this, return to

the object without scoring yourself on the interruption.

Chasing the good one. You will have a session where something opens, and you

will spend the next eleven sessions trying to reproduce it, and the trying is

precisely what prevents it. The only way through this is to keep sitting anyway

with the disappointment as company. I have no elegant solution and I do not

believe anyone does.

✦



R O A D  I I I

THE FORGE
HIGH AROUSAL, FILLING



Now the beam.

Same principle as the Honing, considerably more power running through it: you

let a large amount of energy and awareness move through you and you refuse to

let it spread out. You leave the prediction network by doing something too

difficult to predict, or something unpredictable by nature, and it forces you into

immediate and complete presence because nothing less will get the job done.

This is the road most people have already been on without knowing its name. It

is called flow when it happens at a desk, and it has other names in other rooms.

The question is how to get there deliberately, and the honest answer is that you

mostly cannot summon it directly. What you can do is cultivate the conditions

and the emotional weather that make it likely, and there are five of those. I found

them by studying people who lived in this state, and they are not techniques.

They are orientations, and they can be grown.

✦

T H E  F I V E

Obsessive curiosity. Darwin documented things nobody thought worth

documenting. He kept private notebooks labelled with letters, treating them as a

laboratory for thoughts he was not ready to have in public. He joined pigeon-

fancier clubs in London so he could watch breeders produce wildly different

birds by hand, which gave him his argument for what nature does by the same

means without a hand. And before he published anything about species, he

spent eight years dissecting barnacles.

Eight years. On barnacles.

His contemporaries found the hobbies eccentric and unproductive, and they

were right up until the afternoon he saw something nobody else had. Your



curiosity is a compass, and the parts of it that look useless are the parts pointing

somewhere new.

A desire to solve deep mysteries. Einstein was bothered.

The emerging theories of electromagnetism seemed to imply things about light

that would break Newtonian mechanics, and he could not leave it alone, and he

did not leave it alone for years.

Audacious heresy. In a 1989 interview Garry Kasparov said that women lacked

the capacity for top-level chess. Judit Polgár refused to enter the women's

leagues at all, insisting on being rated among the grandmasters where she

believed she belonged. In 2002, at Russia versus the Rest of the World, she beat

him.

One rapid game. Both of them knew what it was worth.

Being told a thing is impossible, or that you in particular cannot do it, releases

something that no amount of positive visualisation will ever reach.

Competitive fire. Most professionals want to be good at their work. Kobe

Bryant wanted to be the undisputed best, which is a different animal entirely,

and it made him willing to rebuild his own playing style, drill for absurd hours,

and study footage well past the point anyone thought reasonable. Measurable

goals and other people to measure against will put you in the Forge whether or

not you find the framing distasteful.

Skillful passionate play. Jacqueline du Pré heard a cello on the radio at four

years old and told her mother she wanted to make that sound. Her first

instrument was bigger than she was. She treated it less like a tool than like an

enormous playmate, exploring the vibrations it sent through her body when she

leaned into it.

What separated her later was her willingness to experiment. Her own bowing.

Strange tunings. Reinterpretations of pieces everyone else played the received



way.

Unstructured play produced more of this state in her than repetition did, and

consequently made her better faster than her peers, which remains one of the

more inconvenient facts in the literature on skill.

For whatever it is worth, I run mostly on the first and the last of these, and I have

never once been able to make the fourth one work on me.

✦

The mindset that holds all five together has a name from the flow research.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi called it the autotelic personality: someone who seeks

out challenge and takes their satisfaction from the activity rather than from its

result. Autotelic people enter the Forge more often for the plain reason that they

are not waiting for a reward at the end to justify the effort. The effort is the

thing.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  A  F O R G E  S E S S I O N

Choose the work first. One activity, defined before you begin: a piece to

make, a skill to drill, a problem to solve. Vagueness is fatal here. The mind

cannot pour itself into "work on the project."

Set the difficulty deliberately. Slightly beyond what you can comfortably do.

Too easy and you drift into prediction, which is where boredom comes from.

Too hard and you generate anxiety, which is arousal without focus and

produces nothing. The band is narrower than people expect and you find it by

missing it in both directions for a while.

Remove the interruptions before you start, not as they arrive. Phone in

another room. Notifications off. One interruption in the first twenty minutes

costs the whole session.

Thirty to sixty minutes if it does not catch. If it does catch, if you feel the

thing take hold and the time start to go strange, ride it until it runs out. Do not

stop a wave on schedule.

Then stop properly. Do not roll straight into email. What happens next is Part

IV and it is where the value actually gets banked.

A ceiling worth knowing. Even people who do this professionally cannot

hold high-arousal open states for more than three or four hours a day. It is

expensive. Spend it on the thing you are trying to become good at, not on your

inbox.

✦

O T H E R  D O O R S  I N T O  T H E  F O R G E

Breath, driven. Rhythmic breathwork will push you into high arousal within

minutes: rapid connected breathing, or the fire-breath patterns found across



yogic traditions. This is potent, faster than almost anything else on this road,

and I would tell you to do your first sessions with someone experienced present

rather than from a video. It can bring up more than you were expecting.

Rhythm and movement. Drumming, ecstatic dance, anything that sustains a

beat and asks the body to keep pace with it. This is the oldest technology on the

map, it predates every tradition named in this book, and it remains one of the

most reliable.

Ritual. A defined sequence, performed with attention, in a space set apart for

it. The structure is what does the work. It removes decisions, which frees energy

for presence, and it signals to the whole system that ordinary rules are suspended

for the next hour.

✦

E R O S

Erotic energy belongs on this road and most modern writing on the subject

either ignores it or gets prurient about it, so let me be plain.

When the body perceives an opportunity for sex it dedicates enormous

resources to the moment. Attention sharpens. Time changes. That is high-

arousal openness by any measure, and every serious esoteric tradition has known

it, which is why tantric practice exists and why the alchemists wrote what they

wrote about the conjunction of opposites.

The difficulty is real and it is different from the difficulty with other appetites.

You cannot abstain from sexual energy. It is not a substance you can decline. It

moves through you whether you have opinions about it or not, and the only

actual question is where it goes.

My experience is that it will go into pleasure or it will go into your work, and

rarely into both in the same week. When I am disciplined about where that



energy is directed, I am a better version of myself, and my work is better, and the

difference is not subtle. When the temptation slips back in through the side

door, and pornography is the side door, I lose something and I can feel exactly

what I have lost.

I have not mastered this. I am not writing to you from the far side of it. I notice

the distinction clearly and I still find myself on the wrong side of it during darker

and more stressful stretches, and I would rather tell you that than perform a

discipline I do not have.

What I will say without hedging: pornography is too stimulating and too

available to coexist with this work. It is false novelty in its purest form, an

infinite variety inside a fixed frame, and it consumes exactly the resource the

Forge runs on.

✦

W H A T  T H E  S C I E N C E  S A Y S ,  A N D  W H E R E  I T  I S  C O N T E S T E D

Arne Dietrich proposed in the early 2000s that flow involves transient

hypofrontality: a temporary downregulation of the prefrontal cortex, the

region responsible for self-monitoring, evaluation, and the sense of an executive

self. The idea is that the self-critic goes quiet because the resources it needs have

been reallocated to the task.

There is imaging that fits. Limb and Braun scanned jazz musicians improvising

and found extensive prefrontal deactivation alongside heightened sensorimotor

activity. Similar patterns have turned up in tightrope walkers and in

calligraphers.

It is also genuinely disputed, and I would rather show you the argument than

the headline. Critics point out that sustained creative work requires precisely

the evaluative and problem-solving functions the theory says go offline, and that

flow and creativity are being conflated when they are not the same thing. The



theory has generated two decades of research and remains a contested

framework rather than established fact.

I find it useful and I hold it loosely.

✦

T H E  C E I L I N G ,  A N D  T H E  C O S T  O F  I G N O R I N G  I T

This road suits people who go nowhere sitting still and arrive within minutes of

moving, making, competing, or being asked for everything they have. If you have

spent three years failing at meditation while quietly noticing you feel most alive

at the climbing gym, this is your road, and there is nothing second-rate about it.

It fails in three ways, and the second one is the expensive one.

Burnout. The three-to-four-hour ceiling is real and people ignore it, and the

cost arrives a fortnight later as a total inability to enter the state at all.

No integration. The Forge produces enormous quantities of material and

almost none of it survives unless you do something specific afterward. You had

the insight, it was real, and by Thursday it is gone. Openness without

integration is tourism.

Chasing the peak. People become collectors of the state instead of users of it.

The Forge is a condition, not a destination. It lets you do work that would

otherwise be past you, and when the work disappears and only the state is left,

something has gone wrong that no amount of intensity will fix.

✦



R O A D  I V

THE THRESHOLD
HIGH AROUSAL, DISSOLVING



Read this chapter twice before you do anything in it.

That is not a formality and it is not liability language. This road has the highest

yield on the map and the highest risk, and the reason the safety material is woven

through the whole chapter rather than boxed at the end is that on this road the

safety material is the practice. Someone doing threshold work badly is not

getting a diminished version of the benefit. They are getting hurt.

I would not want anyone to harm themselves following something I wrote, so

please be responsible, and please trust your own body over my page.

✦

A  P R E D I C T I O N  E R R O R  A B O U T  Y O U R S E L F

You go well outside your predicted norms and pick a deliberate fight with the

survival mechanisms that ordinarily prevent you from changing at all.

Here is what that means mechanically, and it connects directly to the two-tone

plate you looked at on page three.

Your nervous system holds predictions about your own limits. What you can

tolerate. How much cold, how much hunger, how much dark, how much

difficulty before something breaks. Most of those predictions were formed

young, under conditions that no longer apply, and a great many of them are

simply wrong. They are not protecting you from anything real. They are

blocking the road.

An ordeal is a prediction error about yourself, delivered at a magnitude large

enough that the model has no choice but to update. You believed you could not,

you did, and now you cannot un-know it. Same one-way door as the plate. Same

permanence, in the same single direction. The difference is that the thing being

rewritten is not a photograph. It is your estimate of what you are.



There is a second gift here, less obvious, and for most modern readers it is the

more useful of the two.

Denying yourself pleasure on purpose resets your hedonic state. Without

practices like this, the reward required to motivate a person climbs steadily, and

it climbs past anything an ordinary life is able to supply. You know the

condition. Nothing is quite enough. The food is good and it is not enough, the

holiday is nice and it is not enough, and a person in that state cannot be satisfied

by a good day no matter how good the day happens to be. Deprivation,

deliberately chosen and then ended, puts that dial back where it belongs. Water

tastes like something again.

I can speak to this one directly. There was a long stretch of my life when I drank

heavily, and I am not offering that as a recovery story, because I do not

experience it as one. I stopped, and the reason was not discipline.

I no longer needed it.

Something that used to require a substance had become available to me without

one, and once that was true the substance stopped being interesting. That is the

entire mechanism, and it is the best argument I know for anything in this book.

There are better tools. I do not mean morally better. I mean they do the job more

thoroughly, and the bill does not arrive later.

✦

S T A R T  S M A L L E R  T H A N  Y O U  T H I N K

Everyone reads this chapter and wants to do the three-day fast. Do not do the

three-day fast.

The ladder matters more here than anywhere else on the map, because the point

is a controlled threshold crossing, and control is a skill you build. Someone who

has never fasted for twenty-four hours has no way to distinguish the ordinary



discomfort of day two from a genuine signal that something is wrong. That

discrimination is the entire safety mechanism and you can only develop it by

climbing slowly.

The cold ladder. Finish your normal shower with thirty seconds of cold. Then a

minute. Then two, then three. Weeks, not days. You are training the response to

the shock, which is a skill that transfers to every other item on this road: the

moment where the body screams and you stay, and breathe, and discover the

screaming has a shape and an end.

The hunger ladder. Skip breakfast. Then twenty-four hours. Then thirty-six.

Then, if you want it, three days, and not before you have done thirty-six

comfortably at least twice.

The dark ladder. An evening with no screens and no lights after sunset. Then a

full day indoors with the curtains drawn. Extended darkness retreats exist and

they are powerful and they are not a thing to attempt without a facility and

people who know what they are doing.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  A  T H R E E - D A Y  R I T U A L  F A S T

Only after thirty-six hours has become manageable. Water and electrolytes

throughout.

Before. Eat well the day before. Hydrate. Clear your calendar, especially the

second day. Choose your intention: one belief, pattern, or story you intend to

put down. Write it somewhere you will see it.

What you may take. Water. Electrolytes, and take them seriously. This is the

part people skimp on and then wonder why day two flattened them. Green tea

if you need caffeine, unsweetened. Broth can help, with an eye on the calories.

Stay under roughly thirty calories in any few-hour window; more than that and

you reset the metabolic switch you are trying to throw.

Day one, the opening. Easier than expected. Yesterday's food is still carrying

you. Hunger arrives on your normal meal schedule rather than continuously,

so put a light activity in each of those windows and it will pass through. Speak

your intention out loud at some point today.

Day two, the descent. The hard one. Glycogen is gone, the liver has started

converting fat to ketones, and the brain complains while it changes fuel. Expect

fog alternating with clarity, and expect the arguments to quit to arrive in the

evening sounding extremely reasonable. Temptation is a tutor; it shows you

where the seams are weak. Companions for this day: a salted bath, a journal,

steam rising from a cup, slow breathing, a chore done with attention.

This is also the day the material comes up. Old agreements, old bargains, things

decided in you before you had a vote. Have something ready to catch it. I use

dictation, because during those hours I would rather talk than write.

Day three, the gold. Waves. Crystalline clarity and exuberant energy, then

sudden exhaustion that demands you lie down at once. Work when the bell

rings for work, rest when it rings for rest, and do not force a schedule onto a

system that is retuning itself. Be near a bathroom.



Breaking the fast, which is the part people botch. Begin with broth, held in

both hands. A small bowl. Sip and wait. Then, after a real interval, a soft soup

or a well-blended smoothie. Sit between mouthfuls. The impulse to feast will

arrive at full volume and you should smile at it and let it pass, because overfilling

now teaches your body that your vows are conditional. Expect a bowel

movement twenty to thirty minutes after the first food and plan accordingly.

After. Write down what was released and what you intend to keep. Read it

aloud. The voice learns the shape of a promise differently than the eye does.

✦

W H O  S H O U L D  N O T  D O  T H I S

Plainly, because this is where a book like this earns or loses its right to be trusted.

Do not undertake extended fasting if you are pregnant, if you are diabetic or

take medication affecting blood sugar, if you have any history of disordered

eating, or if you are underweight. Do not do prolonged cold exposure with a

known heart condition. Do not attempt darkness work if you have a history of

psychosis or are currently unstable. If you take medication that requires food, or

that must be timed to meals, this is a conversation with a doctor and not a

decision to make from a PDF.

And if you are currently in an emergency, grieving, or running on nothing, the

answer is not this road at all. It is the Clearing, for several weeks, until there is a

system here capable of being challenged.

Trust your own body over anything written here, including by me.

✦



W H E N  Y O U  D O  N O T  F I N I S H

You are going to break some of these, and I would rather you had that on the

page before you begin than discover it in shame at two in the afternoon on the

second day.

I have completed many fasts. I have also eaten on days I had said I would not.

Sometimes because I read a signal from my body and judged my health was

genuinely at risk, which was the correct call and I would make it again

tomorrow. Sometimes because I could not resist the temptation, which is a less

flattering sentence to write down and is equally true.

Both of those belong in the open, for a reason that goes beyond honesty.

A person who believes that stopping early is a failure will keep going past the

point where stopping was the right answer. Shame is a terrible instrument for

reading your own body. If completion is the only acceptable outcome, you have

quietly built a practice that punishes the one skill this entire road depends on,

which is the ability to tell ordinary discomfort from a real signal. I would rather

you break a hundred fasts early than override your body once because a PDF

made you feel you had something to prove.

An ordeal you did not finish is not a wasted ordeal. You crossed some distance

you had not crossed before. You found where a limit currently sits, which is

information you did not have on Monday. And if you broke because you

wanted to rather than because you needed to, that is also information, and it is

frequently the more useful kind.

What is required either way is that you tell yourself the truth about which one it

was. Undertaking the thing, being honest about what happened, and reflecting

on it afterward: that is the practice. Completion is not the practice.

So write it up. Especially when you fail. Part IV has the method and it matters

here more than anywhere else on the map.



✦

W H E R E  T H I S  H U R T S  P E O P L E

It suits those who have already tried the other roads and hit a wall. It suits

anyone whose reward threshold has climbed so high that ordinary life has

stopped registering. And it suits people who need evidence rather than

argument, who will not believe they are capable of more until they have watched

themselves do it.

Three failures, and the last of them is where people get hurt.

Doing it for the wrong reason. Ordeal as punishment, as proof of discipline, as

something to be seen doing. The nervous system does not update from a

performance. It updates from a genuine crossing.

Skipping the ladder. Covered above. The discrimination between discomfort

and danger is a trained skill and there is no way to acquire it except gradually.

Mistaking intensity for progress. This is the one that ends badly. Every ordeal

produces a strong experience, and strong experiences feel like transformation

whether or not anything has actually changed. People escalate, chasing a bigger

crossing each time, and what they are actually doing is building a tolerance. The

measure of threshold work is not what you survived. It is what is different about

your ordinary Tuesday afterward.

If nothing about your Tuesday is different, the fast was an experience you had.

That has a value of its own. It is still not the work.

✦

Four roads, and you only need one to begin.

Take the one that fits the person you are this month. Walk it until it becomes

boring, then walk it further, because the far side of boring is where it starts. The



other three will still be here when you want them.

What none of them will do on their own is change you, and that is not a failure

of the roads. It is what Part IV is for.

✦



P A R T  I V

Bringing It Back



You had it on Tuesday.

You came back from the walk and something was clear that had not been clear

before, some knot in a problem you had been carrying, and it arrived whole and

obvious and slightly funny, the way these things do, as though you had been

standing next to it for a year. You thought: I will not forget this. Nobody forgets

a thing like this.

Then you picked up your phone in the doorway.

It is Friday now. You know there was something. You can locate the shape of the

afternoon, the light, the fact that you felt good walking back up the drive. The

insight itself has gone the way a dream goes at about the ninety-second mark,

and no amount of returning to the trail will produce it again, because the trail

was never where it lived.

I have lost more of these than I have kept. Years of them. And I want to be blunt

about what that actually costs, because it is easy to treat it as a small sadness

rather than as the thing standing between a person and any real change.

You did the expensive part. You cleared the hour, you got out of the narrow

mind, you paid the metabolic bill for genuine seeing, and then you left the

proceeds on the counter and walked out. Openness without integration is

tourism. You went somewhere and you came home with nothing but a feeling

that you went.

The good news is that the banking is a procedure, and it is short, and it works.

✦

W H Y  I T  G O E S

Your mind is not being careless when it drops an insight. It is applying the same

rule it applies to everything.



Remember the arrangement from Part I. Perception is a negotiation between a

cheap running simulation and expensive raw data, and the simulation only gets

rewritten when the mismatch is large enough and marked as mattering. What

arrives in an open state is, by definition, information the model did not have.

That is what made it feel like a revelation. It is also, from the machinery's point

of view, an unfiled document: novel, unsorted, not yet attached to anything, and

therefore first in line to be discarded when the system returns to its ordinary

economy.

An insight does not survive because it was true. It survives because it got

written down somewhere the model can find it.

There is a further wrinkle worth knowing. The states that produce the material

are not the states that consolidate it. High-arousal openness gathers; low-arousal

openness encodes. This is why the Forge on its own makes people feel electric

and changes almost nothing about them, and it is why the sequence in this

chapter is a sequence rather than a list.

✦

S T E P  O N E .  T E L L  T H E  S T O R Y  B E F O R E  Y O U  I N T E R P R E T  I T

The moment the session ends, before you look at anything with a screen in it,

tell what happened as a story.

Not notes. Not bullet points. Not conclusions. A story, told to a specific person

who was not there.

Write it, or speak it into a recorder. I use dictation for this and have for years,

because the mouth is faster than the hand and because talking keeps you in

narrative instead of pulling you into analysis, which is a different and later job.

What you are after:



The shape of what happened, in order. What you were doing when it shifted.

What surprised you. What it felt like, and where in the body, if it was anywhere

in the body. Anything that struck you as strange or notable or slightly off. What

you want to do next because of it.

Write it as though the person you are talking to knows nothing about any of

this, because six months from now, that person is you.

Ten minutes. Longer if it is pouring out. Do not stop to make it good.

✦

S T E P  T W O .  T H I R T Y  M I N U T E S  O F  T H E  C L E A R I N G

Now put the pen down and go be quiet.

A walk, no words. Or lie down and do nothing with your attention for half an

hour. This is Road I used as a tool rather than as a practice in its own right, and

the placement is the whole trick.

The material you have just told back to yourself is sitting loose in the system.

Low-arousal openness is where it gets stitched in, and it is also where the second

wave arrives, which is the part people do not expect: the follow-on insights, the

ones about what the first insight implies, tend to show up in this window rather

than during the session itself.

Einstein's clock tower daydream came on a low-stimulus ride home after hours

of hard work on the equations. I will not oversell that story, since the popular

telling is a reconstruction rather than documented biography, but the structure

it illustrates is real and it is this one. Hard focused effort. Then release. Then the

thing arrives sideways, when you are not asking.

Carry something to catch it with. I keep a voice recorder because writing during

this half hour breaks the state and speaking does not. Say the thing, put it away,

keep walking.



Other than that, be quiet. Do not review. Do not analyse. Do not check whether

it is working.

✦

S T E P  T H R E E .  W R I T E  I T  O U T  A S  T H O U G H  T E A C H I N G  A
B E G I N N E R

Now, and only now, go back to what you captured and write it properly.

The instruction is exact and it is the most useful single technique in this book:

write your notes as though you are teaching the material to someone who

knows nothing about it. Plain language. No jargon. No shorthand you will

understand in the moment and not in a year. Explain it the way you would

explain it out loud to a friend over a table.

This is not a stylistic preference. It is a diagnostic.

Writing something in your own words, simply enough for a beginner, will show

you exactly where you do not actually understand it. You will be moving along

and a sentence will refuse to finish itself. That refusal is information. It is the

location of a hole in what you learned, and you will not find it any other way,

because in your head the whole thing felt seamless.

When you hit one of those:

Fill it now if you can. Look it up, run the small experiment, ask somebody.

Fifteen minutes here is worth a great deal.

If you cannot fill it now, write the gap down as a question, explicitly, in the

notes. Not a mental note. A written one, phrased as a question, with a question

mark on the end of it.

Those questions are the raw material for step five, and they are worth more than

the answers you already have.



✦

S T E P  F O U R .  D R A W  I T

In 1837, in a private notebook he had labelled with the letter B, Charles Darwin

drew a small, rough, branching diagram and wrote two words above it: I think.



Darwin, Notebook B, 1837. Cambridge University Library.
The idea, five years before the language for it existed.



Before that sketch, educated people pictured life as a ladder, running from lower

forms up to higher ones with us at the top. Darwin drew a tree. Branching, no

summit, every living thing on a twig somewhere out at the edges and connected

back to common ancestors through the trunk.

That drawing is the theory of evolution. He would not have the language for it

for years. He had the picture first, and the picture is what let him think the

thought.

He drew constantly. Animals, diagrams, webs of relationship between ideas. His

visual habit was not a hobby that sat beside the science; it was the instrument.

So put pictures in your notes.

Diagrams. Arrows between things. A flow of one state into another. A quick

sketch of a thing you saw. A map of an idea with its parts placed in space rather

than in a list.

Two reasons, and the second is the interesting one.

Visual notes are denser. A relationship you would need a paragraph to describe

can be an arrow, and you will re-read the arrow in one second in five years.

And thinking in pictures recruits more of your mind than thinking in

sentences does. Language is a narrow pipe. When you force an idea into a spatial

form you have to make decisions about it that prose lets you avoid, which is why

drawing a thing so often reveals that you had two contradictory notions of it

and never noticed.

The drawings do not have to be any good. Mine are not. It is the developing of

the visual mind that pays, not the quality of the output, and if you want to

accelerate that, learn to draw from life for twenty minutes a week and watch

what it does to how you see.



Collage, photographs, screenshots, image boards, and anything torn out of a

magazine all count. The requirement is only that ideas become visible.

✦

S T E P  F I V E .  L E A V E  C R U M B S

Do not close the notebook on a summary. Close it on a hook.

Before you finish, write down a commitment for next time, in specific language,

in one of these four shapes:

a skill you will practise, named exactly

a question you will answer with research or reading

an experiment you will design and run

something you will make

This is not a productivity habit. It is a way of loading the next session before it

starts.

A written, specific, unanswered question is a small piece of unfinished business,

and the mind treats unfinished business differently from finished business. It

works on it in the background. It notices things related to it. When you sit

down next time, you are not starting from a blank page and a vague intention to

be open, which is how most people begin and why most people bounce off. You

are starting with a live problem you have already been carrying.

Geniuses do not sit around waiting for the open state to descend. They build

triggers and then walk into them.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  T H E  T W O  S T A C K S

Everything above, in the two shapes it actually takes.

S T A C K  O N E :  L E A R N I N G

For taking in material. Reading, studying, a course, a lecture.

1. Focused intake. Thirty to sixty minutes. Read, study, absorb.

2. Capture. Highlights, key points, a brief summary in your own words.

3. Thirty minutes of the Clearing. Quiet, wordless, something to catch

insights with.

4. Deep notes. Rewrite as though teaching a beginner. Fill the gaps you find,

or write them down as questions.

5. Commit. One specific thing for next time.

S T A C K  T W O :  M A K I N G

For applying yourself to something. Creating, practising, solving.

1. Focused work. Thirty to sixty minutes, difficulty set slightly past

comfortable. If it catches and the time goes strange, ride it out.

2. Tell the story. What happened, in order, out loud or on paper, to

someone who was not there.

3. Thirty minutes of the Clearing.

4. Deep notes. Same as above. Teach it to a beginner. Find the holes.

5. Commit. One specific thing for next time.

H O W  T H E Y  F I T  T O G E T H E R

One of each per day if you can manage it: one block for taking in, one for

putting out. If a day will only hold one, alternate.

They feed each other. What you learn in Stack One gives Stack Two something

to attempt. What breaks in Stack Two gives Stack One something to go and



find out. Run both for a season and two things happen, and the second one

surprises people.

You get better at the thing. That one is obvious.

And intuitive insight starts arriving more often, and further from where you

were looking. That is not mystical and it is not a coincidence. You have been

feeding your prediction machine a steady diet of genuinely new material,

properly encoded, and a better-fed model makes better leaps.

✦

W R I T E  U P  T H E  F A I L U R E S  F I R S T

There is a bias in how people use this protocol, and it throws away most of its

value.

We run the stack after the good sessions. The walk where something opened.

The work that caught and pulled us along. The fast that went all three days.

Those feel like they contain something worth keeping, so we sit down and do

the writing.

The session that went badly gets nothing. It is skipped quietly, and we call the

skipping modesty.

Turn that around. The attempt that failed is often the more instructive of the

two, and it is certainly the one you understand least, which is the whole

argument for writing it down.

I have broken fasts I intended to finish. Some of those breaks were correct: I

read a signal from my body, judged that my health was actually at risk, and ate,

and I would do it again. Some were not correct. I simply could not resist the

temptation. I know which was which, and the only reason I know is that I wrote



them up afterward instead of letting them dissolve into a general sense of having

not quite managed it.

That is what the writing gives you, and it is not absolution. It is discrimination.

So when something does not go as planned, run the stack anyway.

Tell the story anyway, in the same order, with the same honesty you would give

a session that went well. What you intended. Where it turned. What you told

yourself in the moment, and whether you still believe that now.

Take the thirty quiet minutes anyway. It is the same nervous system and it still

needs to settle. The honest reading of what happened tends to arrive in that

window rather than during the event, when you were busy having excellent

reasons.

Then ask the question that makes this worth doing. Was that a real limit, or

was it a preference wearing a limit's clothing? You will not always know. Write

down which one you suspect and how sure you are, and in six months you will

have a record of your own judgment that you can actually check against, which

is a rare and valuable thing to own.

There is a great deal to learn from failing. Almost none of it survives unless you

write it down while it still stings.

✦

T H E  P A R T  N O B O D Y  D O E S

I want to name the failure honestly, because I have committed it in every form

available.

Almost nobody does step two. People will do the work, and they will even take

the notes, and then they will go straight from the session into their phone or



their inbox or a conversation, and the thirty minutes of quiet gets skipped

because it looks like the part where nothing is happening.

It is the part where everything is happening. The open state gathered the

material. The quiet is where it gets written into you. Skipping it is like running

a press and never letting the ink dry, then stacking the sheets and wondering

why every page came out smeared.

If your day has room for only one change after reading this book, it is not a new

meditation practice. It is thirty wordless minutes placed immediately after the

work you already do.

✦

Do this for a month and you will notice something that has nothing to do with

insight or genius or any of the language in this book.

You will start to remember your own life again.

✦



P A R T  V

The Night Door



You have had tens of thousands of dreams.

Four or five a night, most nights, for every year you have been alive. If you are

thirty, the number is somewhere north of fifty thousand. Fifty thousand nights

of imagery, narrative, encounter, and strangeness, generated by you, addressed

to you, free of charge.

You can probably recall six.

Every other road in this book has to be chosen. You have to clear the hour,

arrange the conditions, override the part of you that would rather be scrolling.

This one requires nothing. It opens on its own, every night, whether you have

any interest in it or not, and almost everybody walks straight past it on the way

to the bathroom.

That is the entire opportunity here, and the practice for taking it is smaller than

you would expect.

✦

The border

Between waking and sleep there is a stretch of a few minutes that belongs to

neither, and it is one of the strangest territories a person can visit without any

preparation at all.

You know it. Images begin arriving that you did not construct. Faces you have

never seen. A sentence in someone else's voice. Fragments of geometry, or a

scene running by itself that you are not authoring. Your thinking has gone loose

and associative in a way that would be alarming at noon and is completely

ordinary at eleven at night.

This is hypnagogia, the border crossing, and unlike the deeper territory beyond

it you can be conscious here. Barely, and not for long, but conscious.



Artists have used it deliberately for a long time. Salvador Dalí described his own

version in writing: he would doze in a chair holding a heavy key over an

upturned plate, so that when he crossed into sleep his hand would open, the key

would clatter, and he would wake with whatever had just been arriving still in

reach. The same trick is told about Edison and a handful of ball bearings, though

that one has the smoothness of a story that has been retold rather than

documented.

What is documented, and recently, is that the technique works.

In 2021 a team at the Paris Brain Institute gave 103 people a mathematics puzzle

with a hidden shortcut buried in it, one that let you solve the whole thing

instantly if you noticed it. Then they gave everyone a twenty-minute break

holding a light drinking bottle, Dalí's key by another name, and monitored what

their brains did.

The people who stayed awake found the hidden rule 31 percent of the time. The

people who dipped into N1, the first shallow stage of sleep, for as little as fifteen

seconds found it 83 percent of the time.

And the people who sank past N1 into deeper sleep found it 14 percent of the

time. Worse than staying awake.

That last number is the one worth carrying. There is a narrow band at the

threshold of sleep where something opens, and it closes again if you go further

in. Not a general claim about sleep being good for creativity. A specific claim

about a specific doorway that is a few minutes wide, and about why the key and

the plate exist.

✦



T H E  P R A C T I C E :  W O R K I N G  T H E  B O R D E R

Set the question first. Before you lie down, hold one unresolved problem in

mind. A question you actually care about. This does not have to be creative

work; it can be a decision, a relationship, a knot in something you are making.

The border does not produce material about nothing.

The drop. Sit somewhere semi-upright, not fully reclined, in the early

afternoon or when you are genuinely tired. Hold something in a loosely closed

hand over a hard surface. Keys. A spoon. Anything with a clatter in it.

Let yourself go. When the hand opens, you will wake.

Catch it immediately. Say aloud, or write, whatever was there at the instant of

the drop, before you evaluate any of it. Images, fragments, a phrase, a colour,

something that makes no sense. Especially the things that make no sense.

The window is short. Hypnagogic material behaves like a dream and dissolves at

about the same rate, which is to say within a minute or two of your attention

turning elsewhere.

Do not require it to mean anything yet. You are collecting, not interpreting.

The interpreting comes weeks later and it comes from the pile, not from any

single item in it.

If the drop feels absurd, the low-effort version is to keep a recorder within

arm's reach of the bed and speak into it the moment you surface in the

morning, before you sit up. That is the same border approached from the

other side, and it costs you nothing.

✦

Three tiers

Now, what is actually happening in a dream.



I want to be clear that what follows is my position, arrived at from practice and

from a long study of the traditions, and that it moves in stages from the well-

evidenced to the frankly speculative. I will tell you where each line falls, because

a book like this loses everything the moment it stops marking the difference.

The first tier is a conversation inside you.

There are parts of your mind that are older than language. They were running

long before you had words and they never learned to use them, and they think in

image, association, weight, and story. When those parts have something to

communicate to the part of you that reads and speaks and plans, they cannot

send a memo. They send a picture.

A dream, at this tier, is the pre-verbal mind talking to the frontal cortex in the

only vocabulary it has.

Almost every dream I have ever had has been symbolic and encoded in this way.

The forms, the shapes, the beings, the circumstances: it is a game of charades

between my soul and my mind. One side cannot speak and is not permitted to

write the word down, so it acts the thing out with whatever props are lying

around, and the other side has to guess.

Hold onto charades. It is the most useful single idea in this part, and everything

in the method below is a way of playing the game better.

This is the tier where nearly everyone's dreaming lives, and there is nothing

diminished about it. It is where the material from your own life gets sorted and

worked and returned to you in a form that gets past your defences, which is

precisely why a dream can tell you something you have been refusing to hear

awake.

The second tier is what comes in from outside.

I believe those older symbolic layers are not sealed. Something wider seeps in,

and it arrives wearing the same symbolic clothing as the rest of the dream, which



is exactly why it is difficult to tell apart.

This is the collective unconscious in Jung's language, or the Anima Mundi in

older ones, and I will not pretend I can demonstrate it to you. What I can say is

that images arrive in dreams that do not belong to the dreamer's life, that recur

across people who have never met, and that show up in the myth of cultures

separated by oceans and centuries. There are plenty of explanations for that

which do not require anything to come from outside a single skull. I hold the

one I hold and I am not going to argue you into it here.

The third tier is a channel.

With sustained practice, and not otherwise, the dream space can become a place

where something meets you.

I am aware of how that sentence reads. I am saying it anyway because it matches

what has happened to me and to people I have worked with, and because leaving

it out to seem more respectable would be a small lie in a book that has been

trying not to tell any.

What I will insist on is the order. An unpractised dreamer is exploring their own

consciousness and nothing else, and they should assume that is what is

happening for a long time. The branching out comes later, from practice, if it

comes. Anyone who tells you their dreams are messages from beyond in their

first month is describing tier one and mislabelling it, and that mislabelling is the

first step down a road we will look at properly in Part VI.

✦

Reading your own material

Which brings me to the thing I most want you to take from this part.

Learn to interpret your own symbols. Do not outsource it.



There is an entire industry built on telling you what your dream meant, and I

say this as someone who does this work with people for a living: the goal of any

honest practitioner in this field is to become unnecessary. A dream dictionary

that tells you water means emotion and teeth mean anxiety is worse than

useless, because your symbols are not drawn from a dictionary. They are drawn

from your life, and the same image will mean opposite things in two different

people.

A house in my dreams is not a house in yours. If you grew up in one house and I

grew up in nine, the image is doing entirely different work.

So here is the method, and it is slower and less satisfying than looking things up,

and it is the only one that produces anything real.

Record before you interpret. Every morning, before you move, get the raw

material down. Images, order, and above all the feeling. Do not clean it up. Do

not make it a story. The interpreting instinct arrives fast and it will overwrite

the evidence.

Note the emotional tone separately from the content. This is the single most

useful discipline in the whole practice. A dream about a mundane errand that

arrives soaked in dread is telling you about the dread, and the errand is set

dressing. People consistently over-read the content and under-read the weather.

Free-associate on one thing at a time. This is the core method and it is how you

play charades properly.

Take a single symbol out of the dream. One object, one place, one person you

encountered. Hold it in mind and then let yourself spontaneously produce

words, feelings, and ideas about it, and capture as many of them as you can

without filtering. Do not compose. Do not build toward a conclusion. Whatever

surfaces goes on the page, including the parts that seem irrelevant, embarrassing,

or stupid.



The looser you can be, the further into the vision you get. Tightness is what

keeps you at the surface, and the material you would have edited out is

frequently the material that was carrying the message.

Work at least three symbols from any dream worth the effort. One will usually

open before the others do, and the one that opens is rarely the one you expected.

Go back in while awake. Jung called this active imagination and it is the most

powerful tool in this part, with one requirement: your imagination has to be

strong enough to hold a scene. If it is not yet, leave this until it is.

Settle into a genuinely deep meditative state. Then return to the dream as you

recorded it, put yourself back in the room, and let it continue from there. You

are not replaying it. You are re-entering it, and this time you can do the thing

you did not do. Ask the question you failed to ask. Turn and look at what you

walked past. Stay where the dream cut away.

The figures will answer, and they will frequently answer with things you would

not have written for them, which is both the point and the genuinely strange

part. Whatever comes back goes into the notes exactly as the original dream did.

When you are stuck, ask for a re-send. This is different from going back in, and

it is not something I have seen written down anywhere.

If a dream will not yield, then in meditation or in prayer before sleep, ask to be

shown it again differently. Not the same dream. The same message, in different

symbols. You are asking the other side to mime the word another way because

the first round of charades did not land.

Then watch what comes, and read the two together.

When you are still stuck, put it down. A dream is often not decipherable on

the morning you have it. I reread my old notes regularly and find patterns and

readings that were simply not available to me at the time, and nothing changed

except how much of my own life I had lived since.



Time is a legitimate interpretive tool. Some dreams are waiting for you to catch

up to them.

Look for recurrence, not meaning. No single dream means very much. The

pattern across three months means a great deal. Keep the record long enough to

have a pile, then read the pile.

Never treat a dream as a closed door. Even one you have decoded thoroughly

and understood well is not finished with you.

Dreams are an ongoing conversation between you and other parts of your being,

and the conversation has a timeless quality. The messages do not arrive in

chronological order. Something you dream this winter may reinforce a dream

from nine years ago, or arrive and change what that dream meant entirely,

retroactively, in a way that would be impossible if any of this ran on a straight

line.

Do not think linearly about these things. That is not how symbols work.

This capacity develops unevenly and it develops differently in every person, and I

cannot promise you a timeline. What I can tell you is that it comes from the

practice and not from the reading, and that the people who get somewhere with

it are the ones who kept the record when nothing seemed to be happening.

✦



One worked all the way through

Method described is worth very little. Here is one of mine, start to finish,

including the parts that did not resolve.

What I wrote down that morning

Working at a restaurant that looked a bit like Standby but was not Standby. One

guy running food, not very good at it. I remarked to the staff, is it his first solo

day. They tell me it is his first day, period. I decide to help more, and I am

surprised. I am there filling in, not committed to staying, but I think about how

stretched thin they must be to have someone working alone on day one.

Some men I do not know are doing tattoos in our basement, where the kitchen

is.

A woman stops and asks me if she can get a tattoo. I have no idea how she knows

they are down there. She wants something authentic, done by hand. I am not

sure why it matters that she gets it here.

I go downstairs politely, "to check," knowing full well the answer is no. I try to

load some dishes and go back up. Suddenly there is a massive crowd and a wall of

boxes blocking the way. The tattoo men are packing up. One of them is covered

in bandages from fresh work.

Fighting my way back toward the stairs, I introduce the woman to them. She is

delighted, thanking me, already describing what she wants. I am trying to push

past all of them to get back to work and I am going nowhere. She and the artists

are stuck too. She is chatting away happily. They are polite and clearly not

interested and clearly not going to tattoo her tonight.

I wake up.

The setting



I have worked in restaurants and I do not dream about them at random. When I

return to an old place of work in a dream, it is reliably because something in my

waking life has gone out of alignment with what my soul is actually asking of

me. It means I have filled my hours with obligations that are not important.

That period of my life was one long avoidance. I picked up shifts I did not need

in order to not be alone with myself, and the job came with a great deal of free

alcohol, which helped. So the restaurant, for me, is a symbol with a fixed

meaning: I am running from myself by staying busy. Sometimes it also just

means I am overwhelmed, which is what that room felt like most nights.

Free association: the untrained man running food

I sat with him. What came was a client I had been doing contract work for, and

my frustration with them, because their instructions were unclear and

contradictory and we wasted a great deal of time.

Then something turned over. This person was new. They had made money

elsewhere, struck out on their own, and were not doing well at it. First day,

alone, no one showing them anything. In the dream I did not resent the food

runner. I decided to help.

That is how I want to be with this client, and I had not seen it until the

association put the two of them side by side.

Free association: tattoo artists in the basement

They have no business being there. It is a kitchen. They forced their way into a

place they do not belong, which is exactly what the artistic part of me does when

I have been ignoring it: it does not wait for a convenient moment, it turns up in

the middle of the work and sets up shop.

Even when I am too busy, my soul intends to make art regardless.

Free association: tattoos



Permanence. A mark you cannot take back. Freedom, and taking a stand,

because putting a symbol on your body is a commitment you have to keep

wearing.

Which reads as: be more committed to what you believe, in some way that shows

on the outside.

The reading

Taken together: I was spending my hours on things that did not matter, I was

not orienting properly to the work that actually pays my bills, and I needed to

make room for the things I believe in and for my art.

Going back in

That should have been the end of it, except for the woman. In the dream I was

frustrated by her, and afterward I was curious. In my experience a woman in a

dream is usually the anima, the inner feminine, and I had introduced her to the

artists without ever asking her what she wanted.

So I reread my notes, entered deep meditation, and used active imagination to

go back into the scene. This time, before I brought her over to them, I asked her

myself.

What sort of tattoo are you looking for?

She said she wanted a large tiger across her back.

I would not have written that for her. And if I take her seriously as a messenger

from my own inner feminine, a tiger on the back means she wants the artistic

practice, the communion with my soul, the pursuit of my own truth, to be fierce,

and considerably more assertive than it has been. A tiger's face across someone's

back is not a discreet tattoo. Provocative is the word that came.

I added it to the analysis and the dream became something different from what

it had been an hour earlier.



What is missing

I still do not know why it mattered to her that the work be done here, by hand,

authentic, in that basement. That thread never opened. It is in my notes,

unresolved, and one day it will connect to something and I will understand it, or

it will not and I will not.

That is a normal outcome and I am showing you a real one rather than a tidy

one.

✦

Tonight you will go through this door whether you intend to or not.

Put something to write with beside the bed. That is the whole of the

assignment.

✦



P A R T  V I

Finding Balance With
Mystical Practices



It would be wildly irresponsible of me not to talk about the real risks of

deliberately altering your consciousness.

People often arrive at these techniques believing they can do no harm. Worse,

they arrive believing the techniques are superior: to logic, to reason, to

materialism, to science, to philosophy. They feel as though they have found a

secret code and will never need anything else again.

That is wrong, and it is the error underneath nearly every other error in this

part.

These are tools. They belong to a wider set of tools for navigating a life, and the

rest of that set has not been retired. Learning that you can adjust your own

nervous system, that you can move the filters and work the prediction

machinery, that there is a suite of controls inside your own mind, is a genuinely

intoxicating discovery. I understand why people conclude that mysticism alone

will unravel the secrets of the universe and of their own life. I have felt the pull

of that conclusion myself.

It sounds obvious before you begin. You still have to pay your bills. You still have

to eat, sleep, drink water, and be practical when practicality is what the moment

requires. There is a time for deep mystical states and communion with your

soul, and there is also death and taxes, and the second category does not go away

because you have gotten good at the first.

None of this overrides ordinary existence, and none of it is superior to

ordinary existence. It is a complement to it.

A successful application of these practices will let you live a better normal life. It

will help you meet the actual challenges of this world. It will let you mature, so

that you can be successful by whatever metrics you have chosen for yourself.

This is not a path for escaping anything.



You are not the chosen one. You are special and unique, and so is everybody else,

and I would ask you to anchor into that particular truth harder than into

anything else in this book.

I have got lost in these practices myself, at various points, and I was fortunate: I

never damaged my life in a way that could not be undone. I have met people who

did. Some of them are not easily coming back from it.

So here are the pitfalls I have actually seen, so that you go into this

understanding that it is not a risk-free endeavour.

✦

I T  N E V E R  F E E L S  L I K E  G O I N G  W R O N G

None of this feels like going wrong.

That is the difficulty, and it is why this part sits before the invitation rather than

after it. When a practice starts to damage someone, it does not announce itself

as damage. It arrives as the best thing that has ever happened to them. The signs

are all things that feel, from inside, like progress: more meaning, more certainty,

more significance, a sense that the world has finally begun addressing them

personally.

I am not going to tell you these things are not happening. I have built a life

around the claim that some of them are. What I am going to do is describe the

shape of the failure precisely enough that you can catch it in yourself, because

you will not catch it by how it feels.

✦

W H Y  T H I S  P R A C T I C E  P R O D U C E S  T H I S  F A I L U R E

Go back to the model.



Your mind runs on prediction and corrects itself when reality disagrees. It is

also, structurally, a pattern-finding engine, and it has to be, because the ability to

see a shape in the grass before you can say what the shape is has kept your

ancestors alive for a very long time. That engine runs with a threshold. Below the

threshold, a coincidence is a coincidence. Above it, something is meaningful and

demands attention.

Everything in this book lowers that threshold. That is what the roads are for.

Open states reduce your grip on prediction, which is exactly what lets genuinely

new information through, and it is also what lets in a great deal that is not

information at all. If you have been using the antenna metaphor, and I have,

then here is the shadow side of it, plainly: an antenna cannot tell signal from

noise. It receives. Discrimination happens further down the chain, and the

practices in this book do nothing to strengthen that part and quite a lot to flood

it.

Turn the gain up far enough and every station comes in at once, and a person

listening to that will hear voices in it, because that is what minds do with noise.

The people who get hurt are almost never the ones who opened too little.

✦

T H E  S P I R A L

It starts as a good thing, and it starts small.

You notice a coincidence and it lands with a weight it would not have had a

month ago. Then another. You begin to see connections, and some of them are

real, and being right a few times is the hook, because now the pattern-finding

has evidence behind it and the threshold drops again.

Within months everything is a message. The song on the radio was for you. The

number on the receipt is a confirmation. The stranger's remark was placed in



your path. Nothing is neutral any more, because a mind that has lost the ability

to say that was nothing has lost the only brake the system has.

And it is intoxicating. The universe is speaking to you personally and

continuously. Every doubt anyone raises can be absorbed as further evidence,

because the framework has become unfalsifiable, and unfalsifiable frameworks

feel like wisdom from inside them.

Then comes the part that does the damage. If everything is a message, then the

messages are addressed to someone, and that someone must be significant.

Grandiosity does not arrive as a decision. It arrives as an inference, and it is a

perfectly logical inference from the premises.

From there the decisions get worse. You stop consulting people who would slow

you down. You act on symbolic guidance in situations that call for practical

judgment. Substances make everything more vivid and more meaningful, and

once meaning is the metric, more is obviously better.

✦

I want to tell you about a friend, and I have removed the details that would

identify him.

He was a consciousness explorer, as I am. Serious about it, capable, and doing

genuinely interesting work for a while. What happened to him was not a lack of

intelligence and it was not a lack of sincerity. He simply lost the ability to call

anything a coincidence.

Everything became a synchronicity, and every synchronicity became a message

from his higher self, and if you follow that logic honestly it terminates in the

conclusion that you are being personally guided by something vast, which makes

ordinary caution look like a failure of faith. The grandiosity followed. Then the

drugs, which made all of it louder and more convincing. Then years of benders,

in and out of rehab, decisions that cost him things that cannot be bought back.



He was eventually detained, in a paranoid state, and in the course of resisting he

was badly injured. He carries that now.

He has largely given up the practices. I understand why, and I think it is the

wrong conclusion drawn from a real disaster. The practices did not do that to

him. The absence of anything that could say no, that one was nothing did that to

him, and that capacity is trainable, and nobody trained it in him, including me.

I do not tell that story to frighten you off this work. I tell it because he was not a

foolish person and he did not think he was in trouble at any point along the way.

He thought he was ahead of the rest of us.

✦

T H E  O T H E R  T H R E E

Reopening trauma. Your brain has a negative bias: unpleasant experience is

more potent than pleasant experience at forcing an open state, which means

trauma writes itself into the model deeply and without your consent. That is

also why it can be worked with in open states, and why doing so unaccompanied

is a genuinely bad idea.

An aroused open state can let you re-enter and re-contextualise a traumatic

experience so that it stops running your life. The same state can also re-inscribe

it deeper, and you will not know in advance which one you are about to do. If

there is significant trauma in your history, work with somatic practice and with

a counsellor who can help you re-contextualise it, and do the ambitious

contemplative work alongside that rather than instead of it.

If you have a lot of trauma, you will also find both open states hard to reach at all,

and that is not a personal failing. It is the safety precondition from Part I doing

exactly what it does.



Bypassing. Practice makes an excellent hiding place. It looks like growth from

every angle, it produces real and pleasant states, and it can absorb an unlimited

quantity of the time and attention you would otherwise have to spend on a

difficult conversation, a failing business, a relationship you are not being honest

in, or a body you have been neglecting.

The tell is specific: your inner life is getting richer and your outer life is not

changing. If the meditation is going wonderfully and the same three problems

have been sitting untouched for two years, the meditation has become the thing

you do instead of your life.

Ordeal escalation. Covered in Part III and repeated here because it is where the

physical risk actually lives. Every ordeal produces a strong experience, strong

experiences feel like transformation, and so people escalate, chasing a larger

crossing each time. What they are building is tolerance. The measure of

threshold work is never what you survived; it is whether anything about your

ordinary Tuesday is different afterward.

✦

P S Y C H E D E L I C S

I have used them, and I am not going to pretend otherwise in a book about

altered states.

They are a real accelerant. They can produce change in an afternoon that would

otherwise take years, and I will not condescend to you by claiming they do

nothing. They are also not a fast track, and they are absolutely not toys.

If you experiment, set and setting matter more than anything else about the

experience: who you are with, where you are, what condition you are in when

you start, and what you have arranged for the days afterward, which matter

more than the day itself. They are illegal in most places, which is a real



consideration and not a small one. Anyone with a personal or family history of

psychosis should not be experimenting at all.

I am not endorsing the practice and I am not going to forbid it either. You are

an adult and you will make your own decision. What I will say is that everything

in this book works without them, that the people I know who went furthest

were not the people who took the most, and that a substance which lowers your

pattern threshold dramatically, in a person whose threshold is already dropping

from practice, is the single most reliable route to the spiral described above.

✦

T H E  C H E C K S

None of the above can be caught by how it feels. So here is what to check

instead. I run these on myself and I recommend them to everyone I work with.

Can you still say "that was nothing"? Take a coincidence from this week and

try, sincerely, to hold it as meaningless. Notice whether you can. If you cannot, if

some part of you refuses on principle, your threshold has moved and you should

treat that as data.

Is your outer life changing? Not your inner life. Are the relationships better. Is

the work getting done. Is the money handled. Is the body being fed and moved

and slept. Practice that is working shows up out here eventually. Practice that

only shows up in your journal is a hobby at best.

Who is allowed to tell you that you are wrong? Name a specific person who

could say I think you have gone off somewhere and be heard rather than reframed

as a test, a projection, or someone the universe placed in your path as an

obstacle. If you cannot name one, that is the most serious warning sign on this

page, and it is usually the first one to appear.



Are you a special case? Watch for the belief that ordinary rules apply to other

people. That the practices need supervision but not for you. That the risks are

real but you are further along. This is the load-bearing belief in nearly every

version of this failure.

Have you got more certain or less? Genuine progress tends to make people

more comfortable with not knowing. If your certainty is increasing, in every

direction, about very large questions, something is inflating rather than

opening.

✦

W H E N  Y O U  N E E D  A  P E R S O N

Some things are not practice problems and no amount of sitting will address

them.

If you are not sleeping, if you cannot tell whether something happened or you

imagined it, if you are hearing or seeing things others do not, if you have

stopped eating properly, or if people who love you are frightened: that is medical.

Go and see a doctor. This is not a failure of your spiritual path and it is not a

sign that you were close to a breakthrough. It is a body and a brain asking for

help in the only language they have.

If you are working with trauma, get a therapist, and preferably one who

understands somatic work. If you are going deep into a specific tradition, find a

teacher inside that tradition, because a lineage is a set of accumulated warnings

about exactly these failure modes, gathered over centuries by people who

watched them happen.

And keep at least one friend who does not care about any of this. Someone who

will ask how the job is going and whether you have called your mother. That

person is worth more to your practice than they will ever know.



✦

I want to be plain about my own position, since I have spent five parts telling

you to open.

I still think this work is worth doing. Most people are living a narrowed,

depleted, overstimulated version of their own life, and nearly all of them would

be better for walking one of these roads. I would not have written any of this

otherwise.

I also know what it costs when it goes wrong, because I have watched it from

close enough to still be angry about it, and because I have been lost in it myself

and got out largely by luck.

So hold the balance. The practices sit alongside your reason, your scepticism,

your work, your rent, your relationships, and your obligations, and they are at

their best when they are making all of that go better rather than replacing any of

it.

Go slowly. Keep people near you who will tell you the truth.

And keep the ability to look at a strange and beautiful coincidence and say: that

was probably nothing.

You will need it more than you think.

✦



P A R T  V I I

The Way of the Mystic



Fifteen minutes.

Four or five times a week, semi-regularly, without perfection. That is the whole

of what I am asking, and I want it stated in numbers before I say anything larger,

because the numbers are the honest part and everything after this gets less

modest.

Fifteen minutes of one road, most days. That is enough to change the quality of

a life, and I say that having watched it happen in people who did not believe me

when I said it.

Here is what those minutes actually buy.

You learn to regulate your own nervous system, which is a skill nobody taught

most of us and which sits underneath every other capacity you have. You make

contact with your subconscious, and it turns out to have been trying to reach

you for years. You learn that your state of consciousness is something you can

put a hand on and adjust, rather than weather that happens to you.

And that pays out in places that have nothing to do with mysticism.

Your emotions become manageable rather than overwhelming, because you can

feel one arriving before it has arrived. You can be present with people, which is

rarer than it sounds and which the people around you will notice long before

you do. Your friendships get less careful. Your intimate relationships get more

honest, because openness is not a thing you can perform.

And slowly, you start to find out what actually brings you joy, as opposed to what

you have been assuming brings you joy, and you begin spending more of your

hours on the first list. That last one takes the longest and it is the one that

changes a life.

✦



W H A T  Y O U  M A Y  M E E T  O N  T H E  W A Y

I should be honest about something before the philosophy starts.

This can go deeper than you asked it to.

If you have been living broadly unconsciously, on autopilot, in the narrow mind,

for a long stretch of years, there is material waiting. If there is significant trauma

in your past, or in your family's past, you are likely to make contact with it, and

you may make contact with it sooner than you expected and without having

decided to.

That is not a malfunction. It is what happens when you stop running the

simulation and let the room be seen. But it means Part VI is not a formality and

it means you should go slowly and keep people near you.

✦

F R O M  H E R E ,  T H I S  I S  M I N E

Everything up to this point has been practical, sourced, and hedged where it

needed hedging. What follows is not.

From here on, this is personal philosophy. You do not have to agree with any of

it. The practices in this book work whether or not you believe a word of what I

am about to say, and I have kept the two separate on purpose so that you can

take one and leave the other.

But I would rather tell you why I think this matters than pretend I am a neutral

instructor handing out techniques. There are two things I hold, and they are the

reason I have spent my life on this.

✦



T H E  F I R S T :  Y O U  A R E  O L D E R  T H A N  T H I S

There is a part of you that is as old as the universe.

It is extruding into a body. Pushing itself into a finite thing, expressing itself

through a nervous system with a birthdate and a shoe size, and it does not fit,

and it was never going to fit.

That paradox does not resolve. Not with practice, not with insight, not with age.

I have stopped expecting it to. I have come to think it is the engine rather than

the problem: that the friction between the eternal thing and the finite one is

what drives your entire existence, and that a life is what that friction produces.

I believe you are on a journey of soul refinement that runs across more than one

lifetime, and that the earth is something like a school, and something like a

honing ground. A place with resistance in it, deliberately, because refinement

requires resistance and nothing gets honed in open air.

Mysticism is how you make direct contact with that older part of yourself. Not

the only way to sense that it exists, but the only tool set I have found that lets

you get your hands on it.

I think integrating that contact into an ordinary life is not merely beneficial. I

think it is necessary.

Without it, a person remains a caterpillar who was supposed to build a cocoon.

✦

A N D  I T  I S  N O T  O N L Y  A B O U T  Y O U

I want to make a claim here that goes further than personal development,

because I believe it and because leaving it out would make this chapter

dishonest.

We live in a deeply sick society.



I do not think that is unrelated to the fact that most people have no means of

engaging with the mystical, do not know how to undergo the transformation, or

refuse it outright when it is offered. If you do not evolve, if you never make

contact with your deepest soul, if you never face your shadows and your demons

and take them back into yourself, you suffer.

And so does everyone downstream of you.

That is where I think a great deal of the corruption comes from. The chaos. The

pollution and the decay. Not from wickedness, particularly, but from stagnation,

from a species of people who stopped becoming anything, arranged around

institutions built by people who had also stopped.

Mysticism is not a silver bullet and I am not going to sell it as one. But it opens a

door into a place where I believe some of the solutions actually live, and we are

not currently looking there.

✦

T H E  S E C O N D :  O N E  W I N G  I S  N O T  E N O U G H

I also think materialism is part of the problem, and here I have to be careful,

because this is where mystics usually go wrong.

Most of them, having found something real, throw out the rest. They reject

science. They reject mathematics. They treat rigour as an enemy and reason as a

lower faculty they have transcended.

I do not, and I will not.

Science and mysticism are the two wings of one bird. A bird with one wing

does not fly better in the direction of that wing. It goes in circles on the ground.

I have watched the mystics circle on the ground for years, and I have watched the

materialists do exactly the same thing in the opposite direction, and neither

camp seems to notice they are performing the same failure.



My own position is post-materialist. I believe consciousness, awareness itself, is

the fundamental building block, and that matter and time emerge out of it

rather than the other way around.

I want to be precise about the standing of that claim, because I have spent this

whole book telling you where the evidence stops.

It is a minority position. It is defended by serious people, mostly philosophers of

mind rather than working scientists, and it has real arguments behind it rather

than only enthusiasm. Donald Hoffman's interface theory argues, with

mathematics, that perception evolved for fitness and not for truth, and that

what we take to be reality is a kind of desktop interface. He goes further than

that, to consciousness being fundamental, and most of his colleagues do not

follow him there. I do. That is a choice I am making, not a finding I am

reporting, and you should treat it as one.

It genuinely excites me that this conversation is happening inside science at all

now rather than only outside it. When I started, it was not.

I would never press any of this on you. I do not believe in dogma, and a belief

that has to be defended from doubt was never load-bearing to begin with. If you

take up these practices earnestly, you may arrive somewhere near where I have

arrived. You may also not, and I have no interest in a version of this work where

that outcome counts as a failure.

✦

W H A T  I  A C T U A L L Y  W A N T

Here is the future I am working toward, and it is smaller and stranger than most

people expect from someone in my position.

I want the mystical to be as mundane as going to the doctor.



Not rare. Not reserved. Not the property of the gifted or the initiated or anyone

with a lineage. Ordinary. A thing a reasonable person does on a Tuesday, the way

they get their teeth cleaned, without it being a statement about who they are.

Because for this to be anything more than ordinary in our lives is to miss the

point entirely.

Yes, these practices will show you extraordinary things. There are deeper roads

than the four in this book and they lead to territory I have not described here

and would not describe casually. But at the end of every one of them you come

back, and you are still a person with a body and a calendar and people who need

you to be reliable.

We are here to have a human experience. That is not the consolation prize. That

is the assignment.

So I hold these tools in the same category as exercise and brushing your teeth.

Unremarkable. Non-negotiable. Done most days, without ceremony, because a

life goes better with them in it than without.

✦

I have given you the straightforward ones. The practical end of a very large

subject.

Mysticism goes considerably deeper than this, and altering your consciousness

can become a sophisticated practice with decades in it. If you walk far enough

down one of these roads you will find that out for yourself, and you will not

need me to tell you where to go next, because the road tells you.

That is the whole design. My work with people is training wheels, and training

wheels are supposed to come off.

Take the fifteen minutes.



Use them until they stop being a technique and start being how you live. Meet

your soul, which has been waiting and is not in a hurry. And then go and help

this world become something better than it is, by first becoming something

better than you were.

That is the only order it has ever worked in.

✦



✦

Where to find me

I work with people one to one on this. I call the process Inner Alchemy: developing

an awareness practice that suits the particular person in front of me, then working

with what surfaces, including dreams and visions when those begin arriving.

The aim is to become unnecessary. Some people keep working with me afterward

anyway, mostly to stay grounded and coherent, and that is fine too.

Sessions and dream interpretation orpheusveiled.com

Writing Dreams of a Dying World orpheusveiled.substack.com

Directly Ronald@orpheusveiled.com

Instagram @orpheusveiled

✦

Reading, if you want to go further

Not a bibliography. Four books, one per direction, each of which taught me

something I have used in this text.

Andy Clark, The Experience Machine: How Our Minds Predict and Shape Reality.

The full account of the model underneath Part I, written by someone who actually

works in the field.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. The book

on the Forge. Everything I said in that chapter about the autotelic personality comes

from here.



Ruben Laukkonen and Heleen Slagter, "From many to (n)one: Meditation and

the plasticity of the predictive mind." A journal paper rather than a book, and

worth the effort. This is where temporal depth comes from, and where the two roads

I found in practice turn out to have been mapped from the outside.

Donald Hoffman, The Case Against Reality. For Part VII, and read it knowing it is

a minority position argued well, which is a category of book I think everyone should

read more of.

✦

A note on the pictures

The two-tone plate in Part I was made for this book by blurring and thresholding a

public-domain photograph of Charles Darwin. Darwin's tree of life sketch is from

Notebook B, 1837, held at Cambridge University Library. The remaining images are

my own.

✦

Take the fifteen minutes.


