                                  Unearthed                         by Richard Sylvan

The mud is sun-dried, on the main drag between the marquees, pummelled flat by thousands of footsteps. You walk on through an endless procession of strangers in tie-dye and face paints and odd-shaped hats. Your friends are probably in the dance marquee drinking tepid beer from plastic cups.  Your head aches. You need to get out of the midday sun. The smell of toasted spices and cooking oil from a distant stall makes your mouth water, but you are too hot and bothered to eat. Beyond the meandering crowds the rows of coloured tents ripple in the heat. 
            You make your way around a chaotic cluster of kids. They hurl diablos, spin plates and attempt to juggle. A yellow and red ball, the size of an orange, arcs away from their cluttered circle, nearly hitting you in the head. You toss it back. No one pays attention, so you plod on. 
	Soft, sparkling music weaves through the hubbub. It gets louder as you walk. You slow your pace to squint into a busy tent. Over the heads of a dozen or so people you see members of a band on a low stage. A woman in a beaded jerkin is standing, swaying. Her hair is plaited with feathers. She begins to sing a Krishna prayer. Beside her a hairy sitar player sits, his hands stroke and strike the strings of the instrument in his lap, to let loose the enchanting music. He starts to sing too, adding a deeper harmony to the woman's chant. You almost go in, but then a third member of the band joins in, and the repetitive slaps of the bongos seem to land on your head.
	You don’t want a migraine, but there it is, that unsettling tangeriney smell that often comes before an episode and your hunger turns to nausea. The top of your head is hot and your shoulders and neck tingle. You need to find somewhere dark and quiet before you feel worse.
	You stand still, but the ground appears to lift and fall like a swelling sea. High above you, you hear a raucous croak. You look up, one hand shading your eyes from the cruelly radiant sky to see a bird, black-feathered and broad-winged, swooping low overhead. Its shadow crosses your face for an instant. Your gaze follows the bird-shadow as it jumps from ground to tent, off to your right, till it is lost from view. Your eyes rest on a large teepee set back from the beaten path. It is shaped like a 7-meter-high ice cream cone dropped on its head, the ice cream long since melted into the ground. The teepee’s weathered canvas is daubed with a giant bird. Rainbow streamers dangle limply from the thin poles protruding from it’s peak. Beside the teepee’s open entrance flap is a three-legged black board.
	An overladen buggy plows past you, at the head of a sunburnt family. They are like a beast with nine heads, arguing with itself. Your head throbs and blobs of light swim at the edge of your vision. The teepee’s triangular opening is dark, inviting. You step slowly towards it, off the beaten path, and peer at the blackboard. It has ‘Welcome Star Lodge - please take off your shoes’ hand painted at the top in pink and yellow. The smaller blue writing below is smudged and slides about under your gaze. 
	A young woman with an octopus tattoo on the back of her neck brushes past you. She slips off her sandals and ducks inside the Star Lodge. You sit down on the ground and struggle out of your sweaty wellies. Then, on hands and knees, you follow into the cool blackness.  The smell in here is layered; honey, burnt earth and sap. 
	You see a lit candle in the middle of the floor and a handful of figures in the dark space within. A man’s voice comes from the depths of the tent, ‘Welcome, I am Ragesh, I will guide you in our meditation. Please close the entrance.’ 
	Your eyes adjust to the gentle gloom. Light bounces down from an open flap where the lodge poles meet, high above. There is a circle of soot blackened stones in the middle of the floor that once held an open fire. Within them is an altar of sorts, a collage of new-age spirituality. Sweet peas in jam jars, angular chunks of quartz, fairy talismans that dangle from a sprig of wilted hazel, a round of slate with Celtic spirals and more, all set dancing by the generous flame of a church-white candle at their centre.
	Five others have already taken places in a circle around the altar. Cut rushes, like green straw are laid like a carpet on the five-meter circle of ground. The inward-leaning walls have layers of fabric tucked behind the poles, stopping most of the daylight from penetrating the shelter. You half crawl to the only free space at the far side from the entrance. The loose rushes feel smooth and rustle under your bare feet. The dim light and dampened sound within the tee pee soothes you and so you decide to stay, for a while at least.
	You sit on a cushion textured with embroidery. Ragesh the meditation guide is sat on your right. You see he is handsome, black-bearded, and thick-browed; his white shirt and trousers are spotless. He seems to glow in their reflected white light. 
	On your left sits the young woman you followed in, adjusting her short skirt with hennaed hands. Her unbrushed hair is tinted violet, and loose strands glow in the candle light around her head. 
	Next in the circle, opposite Ragesh, an androgynous figure finishes securing the entrance. They have silver-grey hair loosely tied back and their dark mirrored tunic glints with reflected candlelight. As they settle, tucking their feet over their legs in a cross-legged knot. The blue-black shadow behind them is disturbed by tiny flashes of light.
	Further round from the door-person, a muscular man is seated opposite you. His knees are high, like yours, unaccustomed to sitting cross legged. He wears loose shorts and a garish vest with YES in large letters across his chest. Your tense eyes show an aura of green close around him, contrasting with his reddened skin. His moustache joins his sideburns, and his eyes are closed. His receding hair sticks up in tufts. 
	Finally, you peek at the last woman between Mr YES and Ragesh, your eyes meet, and you look away quickly. She has kind wrinkles and long curly hair. Her brown silk dress pools around her. When you glance back, she smiles and offers you water from a metal mug. You try not to drink it all. A subtle aura like cocoa or stained oak seems to surround her however much you blink.
	‘Find a comfortable sitting posture and close your eyes,’ says Ragesh. You feel slightly chastised, so try to settle down and shut your eyes. From outside you hear a distant wail of a child. A bassy rumble of dance music seems to come up from the ground, more a feeling than a sound, like the labouring engine of a ferry.
	Ragesh guides you to take deep breathes, his voice is hypnotic. Your heartbeat begins to slow. At first you feel ridiculous but, each time you sneak a look, the others in the circle have their eyes closed and are following his instructions. 
	‘Now massage your jaw,’ says Ragesh, ‘Now gently pull your ears’. You feel little pops of internal pressure release in your neck. 
	‘Bring your intention inward. Follow your breath.’  The festival noises fade, replaced by the sound of blood coursing through your body.
	Then, Ragesh asks you to apply fingertip pressure to your cheekbones, your eye sockets and then your forehead. It feels better than scratching an itch, or peeling a scab. Your fingers press, press into that dip above and between your eyes and you feel colours, dark velvety brown, deep burgundy and blood-red peel out of you.
	‘Now rest your hands on your knees, palms facing up,’ Ragesh commands, but you don’t want to stop, not yet. You squeeze your fingers harder to chase away the layers of tension. It’s like your forehead has opened releasing an orange heat shimmering with acid yellow and violet and at its core a white dot expands to a circle ringed with coiling flares like the corona of an eclipsed sun. 
	‘You are not your thoughts, you are the watcher of your thoughts.' Ragesh's words are transparent. They float around you.
	‘Accept and let go.’ 
	You feel a spiralling current drawing you up and out like smoke twisting towards the stars.
* *
	You look down from above and see six strange figures in a circle around the altar. A pale goblin with violet hair, shouldering a small yellow octopus like a novelty rucksack. Could that be the girl you followed in? Next to the goblin, leaking wisps of dark blue mist from its feathers, stands a giant silver headed raven, instead of the person in the mirrored tunic. The moustached man is naked now, but covered in downy green hair. He has a halo of tiny floating sheep. By him, rooted in the ground, stands an oak, rough barked and ancient. At its trunk you see the metal mug of the smiling lady in the silk dress. Next to the oak tree, where Ragesh had been sitting, is now a column of white light balanced on a small red star. And finally, stranger still, you see your own body, down there, motionless, with a thin golden string attached to its forehead which reaches up to you. This exquisitely light you, looking down from high above the candles uncanny flame, like an insubstantial kite tugging for release. But strangest of all is the calmness with which you take this all in. You have no heartbeat to race, no stomach to clench, no head to ache. 
	The raven cocks its head upwards, looking at you with one clever eye. ‘I am the space holder. I am here for you.’ Its voice is a rapping knock, yet it doesn’t scare you. It speaks and it’s words land straight in your consciousness. You try to reply but you have no lips, no tongue, no breathe. No body at all. With a flap of one wing it draws you closer and closer. Or is it the raven growing and expanding? Sparkling dark blue mist coils from the giant bird’s feathers, till all you can see is a great silver wheel as you are swallowed by the eye of the raven.
* *
	‘I am Raven,’ I tell the astral traveller, its tether is thin as a dream. I weave in fibres of red and blue before it snaps. ‘You are in my aura.’  I can see the sanctuary is intact, the poles smooth the canvas tight. Reassured, I tell the traveller, ‘You are safe’.
	The traveller is as helpless as a hatchling, it’s eyes opened for the first time. I weave it the form of a fledgling raven. 
	‘What’s happening to me?’ The travelling soul sounds surprised by its new voice. ‘Have I been drugged?’ 
	Dear goddess! If this traveller knew Dera like I do they would never think that. ‘Astral projection is a natural process, one’s mind must be focused to achieve it,’ though I have never seen it manifest in the uninitiated before. Careful. I must be careful what I think.
	‘You must return to your own body’ 
	‘How?’ chirps the traveller. Despite my form, I have never taught anyone else to fly before. I can only push the wet-feathered bird from the nest of my aura and trust it to find its own answers. With a shake of my neck-feathers I dislodge the fledgeling from my mind.
* *
	You are flung from Raven’s eye, formless again. Your tether pulses with colour like a neon umbilical cord, leading back to what you consider your real body. But, perhaps it is an astral representation of your body, which merely mimics your mundane form. Either way you are off target and you tumble, out of control, towards the goblin girl. The octopus she carries clings to her back, between her shoulders, like a second head. Its tentacles are wrapped possessively about her. As you roll and spin towards the pair, you notice the octopus’s blotchy yellow body pulses and its double lidded eyes blink. It wears a red, yellow and green striped beanie with a cannabis leaf emblem. It appears to be feeding from the goblin girl, like a demonic tick.
	‘No! Knock it off! Don’t let it!’ you try to warn the goblin. But she cannot hear you. You see her hands, which are covered in strange symbols, twitch each time the octopus sucks. Slurp, twitch, slurp, twitch. Your hope to intercede pulls you nearer, till the goblin’s head looms like a cliff and the hole within her towering, pointed ear becomes a gaping tunnel into which you plunge. But this mind you approach is deaf to you, blind to you and infected.
* *
	I’m pretty spaced out for yoga.
	I’ve got the lotus position nailed. 
	She knew we were getting back together. Why did Janey snog him? Why didn’t he stop her. It might’ve happened before. But she knew how I really felt.
	‘Hunger-y’. 
	I need another smoke,
	that’ll chill me out. 
	Itchy, itchy, 
	don’t scratch.
	Just a snog, what does that even mean? 
	Listen to Ragesh. 
	Accept it, accept it-  
	chy, itchy. 
	‘Bored and hunger-y. Fe-ed m-e skunk!’
	A smoke would help.
	How long has it been?
	And breathe. 
* *
	You escape from the goblin’s ear canal, but the octopus is waiting for you, vast as a storm cloud. Its sinister, slotted eyes peer around the back of the goblin’s giant head. The octopus’ voice oozes insults at you.‘Filth-y peeper, Dirt-y sneaker.’
	A gelatinous yellow tentacle, snakes towards you, its moist pink suckers the size of satellite dishes. You try to will yourself away from its grasp.
	‘Get away!’ you shout and the octopus’ skin flushes orange. It can hear you even if the goblin girl can’t.
	‘Hey sneak-y, sh-e invited m-e here, are you jealous.’ It reaches after you with a poisonous looking tentacle, but you have learnt to retreat even if you cannot choose a direction yet.
	Raven calls a warning, ‘Careful newborn, it is dangerous to enter another’s aura. Each soul has its own landscape, dangers and defences.’ But you’re clumsy and overlap into the green man startling the tiny sheep.
**
	149, 150, 151, , 153. I almost fell asleep then. It's good to relax, but don’t fall in the altar mate. All that tension, let it go, but sleeping’s cheating. I wish Mari would come along, it's another world just down the road. I love these hills, maybe I'm a hippy at heart. I could take that forestry grant. Ah but the paperwork, shit. How’s that old ewe doing, hope her boots not come off. I’d miss the sheep but not the foot rot. Let it go mate. 154, 155, 156…
**
	You must have drifted off, for now you are outside the farmer again.  He had seen you as one of his miniature flock. You don’t want to be a sheep. You want wings like Raven, and as you will it, so it happens. Your wings are skin and bone, your body warm, your ears sharp. You hear a melancholy song emerging from the hollows in the oak tree beside you.  
	The tree is ancient, enormous, yet takes up no more space than the other beings glowing in the circle around the altar. 
	The raven ruffles its feathers, catching your attention. ‘Not everyone can perceive you newborn, and those that do may feel quite differently about your presence.’
	You are not interested in advice right now, for at last you can fly.  Bat like, you flap around the rain-wet branches of this holy oak. Some of its limbs are white as bone, others are in full leaf and heavy with acorns. High in the crown you spy a nest. In it are seven chicks, all dead, their scrawny necks interwoven in a macabre echo of the hope woven nest. You see a hole between the great limbs, a rotten wound eaten clean by fungus and beetles, and you swoop in to the heart of the tree to find the source of the song.
	‘Ooo-lai ooo-lay, oh little tiny child. Bye bye ooo-lai ooo-lay.’
* *
	Who’s this, a tiny bat has come to visit. I am blessed. ‘Hello lovely. Don’t mind the tears.’  There’s always room for one more in my arms.
 	I am hollow, but I survived. I will not let go of my sorrow. I treasure my ghosts. I have my roots, deeper than ever. I hold strong, stronger than before. I am not empty, though my core has perished. Now my heart is a home. Now I can flex in the storms. I don’t accept life, I embrace it. I don’t observe without judgement. I choose love. And so I love, and so I grieve, and so I live. 
	‘Hello little pipistrelle, have you come to dance to my song.’  I can’t hear bats anymore, but I would love to watch it dance some more, while I sing. ‘Oh sisters who, how may you do. Bye bye oo-lai ooo-lay.’
	‘You are beautiful, little wings. You are perfect.’  Safe journey my treasure.
* *
	Out of the base of the trunk you swoop, zig-zag, loop the loop. You want to keep soaring as a bat amongst the sheltering branches, but from beyond you hear Ragesh’s mantra, a prayer in a language of luminance. 
‘May all here be safe.’
	There he is. A column of pure light stretching upward out of sight. A red star, like frozen fire, connects it to the earth. It is mesmerising. 
‘May all here be nourished.’ 
	You go closer, for the white light is composed of a kaleidoscope of energies, a tower of elemental secrets, a library of light. You don’t realise how close you have flown, till it is too late and your will-forged bat form disintegrates. You become one with Ragesh’s light.

* *

     ‘May all here find strength.’                            Stop it Raj, do not objectify your students. 
 ‘May all our hearts be purified.’                              I will not consider intimate caresses.
    ‘May we all meet with love.’                              I save my essence to fuel my spiritual fire.
      ‘Om peace, peace, peace.’                            Oh, my they are so beautiful. Perhaps I could... 
	Wait! Who is there? 
* *
	With a thought Ragesh has repelled you. Again you are formless, helpless, drifting.
	Behind you the malevolent octopus moans, ‘Uh oh! Time to fle-e before I’m caught in the crossfire.’  You turn to see it shoot up towards the top of the tee pee, kicking it’s tentacles as if pushing up from the ocean’s depths. A jet of shadow-ink explodes from its rear, erasing the demon from view. 
	The column of light, that is Ragesh’s astral form, emits an intense flash and floods the surrounding space. Your tether cord contracts, dragging you backwards as his words of power scour the air like a nuclear wind, 
‘Away demon!’
* *
	Your folded legs are cramped, your skin feels clammy, your flesh heavy and awkward. 
	‘Bring your attention back to your body,’ comes Ragesh’s clear voice, ‘and when you are ready, move your fingers and toes. Now, gently open your eyes.’ 
	You comply and see Ragesh is looking straight at you. The blood rushes to your cheeks. To your left the young woman with the octopus tattoo is rolling her shoulders and smiling to herself.  
	‘We have overrun slightly but feel free to stay here for as long as you may need. Does anyone have any questions?’ Ragesh asks. There are a few murmurs of thanks and appreciation from the others.
	You sit still, slowly gathering your senses. Ragesh puts his hands together as if in prayer and bows his head. The young woman checks her phone and then ducks out of the teepee. Ragesh stands and leaves, with careful steps. As he pushes through the canvas entrance you glimpse the young woman, sat in the bright sun, fastening her sandals. Then it falls closed again, resealing the teepee. You hear them talking softly outside.
	Mr YES is snoring. Raven pulls a blanket over the sleeping man and extinguishes the candle. The woman in the silk dress smiles gently towards you, as you both slowly get to your feet. ‘Are you OK treasure?’ she asks, and you feel tears well-up. She hugs you, warm and close, while you sniffle and apologise. Your headache has gone, and you crave a warm beer in a plastic cup.
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chant translation
May we be protected together. May all here be safe
May we be nourished together.May all here be nourished
May we create strength among one another. May all here find strength
May our study be filled with brilliance and light. May our hearts be purified
May there be no hostility between us.May we meet with love
Om peace, peace, peace. 




 ‘OM Saha Na Vavatu, Saha Nau Bhunaktu’
 ‘Saha Viryam Karavavahai.’ Stop it Raj, do not objectify your students. 
 ‘Tejasvi Navadhi Tamastu.’ I will not consider intimate caresses.
 ‘Ma Vidvishavahai.’ I save my essence to fuel my spiritual fire.
 ‘OM Shanti, Shanti, Shanti.’ Oh, my they are so beautiful. Perhaps I could? 
 Wait! Who is there? Away demon!


Octopus dialogue

‘Uh oh! Time to fle-e before I’m caught in the crossfire.’  
