
“The saint endeavors to recover a gift which he has lost; the sinner tries to obtain something which was never his. In brief, he repeats the Fall.”
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Chapter 1

Early evening train, reflected grim faces in the windows, haloed in super charged lighting. Each face drawn and tired, a surface level copy, unreal and unbelievable as human. Rhodri stared out the window, past his own shadowed reflection. The banks of greenery, the roofs of newbuilds, the vast array of trees in the suburbs of Cardiff, all blurring in the passage of the train and the frigid January air.

The train passed through the tunnel separating Cardiff from Caerphilly. The brightness of the ultra modern chrome and glass carriage announcing itself on the old stone walls. But, it imbued no new life into the ragged reflections. Ghosts. All ghosts. 

He slipped further into his own mirrored self, feeling the measured rush and the clack clack rhythm in his bones. The rhythm stirred music in his memory, a distorted fragment of Scriabin’s Black Mass humming unbidden in his throat, its chaotic notes syncing with the clack-clack knocking echoes of his journey. 

Rhodri hummed the distorted tune more insistently, triggered by the rhythm. It stirred distant memories, fragments with no clear meaning. His uncle’s face became clearer in his mind. He felt a strange coldness, like the world had just nudged itself slightly out of phase, and the sound kept looping through his bones. The vibration pulsed in his marrow, a tactile snag blending sound and disorientation, as if this “simulated” memory were pulling him into a ritual.

The music pulled him deeper.

Chromatic dissonance, the unsettling stacked minor ninths, disorienting him as if the train’s rush were rewriting some forgotten computer script, shifting reality.

Something caught his eye, just a reflected moment. He craned his neck back to see the other occupants. Only about eight or nine people in the entire carriage. But, for just a moment, he could have sworn he saw Sheila. He stood, in case she was hunkered down in her seat, having a nap before they arrived. She knew where he was going. She had all the details. He’d written it all down for her, and she loved Wales. She said so. Said she’d been once when she was a kid. Porthcawl, or Porthmadog, or maybe just Porth. He couldn’t remember.

The train shot out of the tunnel, all the disinterested ghosts on the carriage losing a little structure in their reflections as they competed with the streetlights. They pulled into Caerphilly station, the train taking an age to slow down, then slow seconds for the doors to open. 

Rhodri eased himself off the train, pushing a wheeled suitcase in front, and hefting a full to bursting rucksack onto his shoulders. The stickers on the suitcase spoke of past trips to Spain, Morocco, Thailand, and various other warmer locales, but here he was back in South Wales in the winter. Evening time, any tepid warmth from the washed out sun long gone. It set early in Wales in January, but it never really felt that it had properly risen.

The chilled, damp late January wind caressed his face as he stepped onto the platform, his skin shriveling after the hot dry air of the train. Some of the passengers got off the train with him, dispersing into the misty night until he could no longer see them.

The newer trains were a disappointment, all buttons and chrome and bright lights. He’d read somewhere that the seats on trains were designed in a specific manner. Something about being easier to clean, or just comfortable enough but not so much that anyone would want to stay. He made a mental note to check when he had time.

He remembered the trains back in his younger days. Much older rolling stock. No phone apps to buy your ticket. You could even smoke. He’d commuted back and forth to Cardiff when he’d worked in the record store, and like many otherwise basic experiences of youth, he remembered the subtle pleasure of the journey with great fondness.

But, as romantic as all that sounded, like many things, it was gone. Existing in memory, imprinted on photos, old film, in museums. Rhodri had learned over the years just how difficult it was to explain concepts to people who couldn’t conceive of the reference point. And, he felt that recently, some people didn’t even try to hide their disinterest. It was like a weird subconscious thing, where people weren’t even aware they weren’t listening. The only thing on their mind was the next thing they were going to say or do.

He checked his phone. Six PM. He was supposed to meet the estate agent at the top of town at 6:15. Plenty of time. He walked past the sign which denoted this as Caerphilly train station, then up the stairs and over the footbridge to the other side of the tracks. He had to dodge a few muddy brown puddles on the way, remnants of the storms of the last few days. 

Mercifully, he’d missed the actual storm as he was traveling from Gillingham in Kent, where he was a lecturer in anthropology and media, specializing in the decolonization of his own discipline.  Sheila always found this highly amusing. She never took him seriously.

He’d planned on arriving much earlier in the day. He sent an email to the estate agents, but never got a response, so stuck to the original plan of arriving in the evening. As far as he could work out, the estate agents were doing a favor for the solicitor who was looking after his uncle’s will. It all seemed very confusing, and not terribly legit

This was the only reason Rhodri was coming back. And, even then, he’d changed his mind a fair few times. None of his immediate family still remained. His mother was long gone, taken by a white van going way too fast on the Rudry Road. The van had never been found, nor the driver. He’d only been a little kid. 

His father lived in Spain, the Costa del fraud, or some such place. He’d never visited. Rhodri was amazed every day when he woke up to discover that the man had not yet been arrested for whatever dodgy scheme he’d hatched at whichever point in his illustrious career.

He checked his messages. Nothing from Sheila. He felt a twinge of disappointment. He hated their arguments, much preferred it when they could just move on, find a moment or two to smile, have a laugh at something stupid. 

Sheila was a firebrand at times. She worked as a digital archivist, anthropology but the interesting kind, she always said. She hoarded the ghosts in the machine, rescuing scrubbed data, stitching community lore from glitchy backups. She never backed down when Rhodri tried to poke hole in her reasoning,  her voice bubbling warm over those infernal herbal brews she loved to make mid argument. 

“History’s a sly bastard, undeleting when you least expect,” she’d prod, eyes alight, nagging him to reclaim his Welsh grit while he mooned over Bollywood spectacles and Tokyo trinkets, fleeing the sodden tug of his roots. Lately, their rows had grown wilder.

An uncomfortable pang of shame wormed through Rhodri, nostalgia’s sly hook pressing on his mind. He shouldn’t have dismissed her earthy anchor as a drag, while he chased the world’s glittery sprawl. Her scowl ghosted sharp against the carriage blur, her chuckle fading to a distant hum, regret clinging bitter like a bad taste.

But, that last time, she’d stormed out, had actually spent the night at a friend’s.

Even when he’d called her and messaged to say what time train he was going to catch, he’d hoped she might have turned up at the station. 

He tried to shake it from his mind, but checked his messages again just in case.

Something came up in his WhatsApp, suggesting he had a new message from Sheila, but when he tried to access their chat thread, it showed nothing. He scrolled back, and there it was again, like a shadow message, as if maybe she’d tried to text him, but then deleted it. But, perhaps, she’d somehow pressed send at the same time. A ghost message, caught in limbo or purgatory, the essence of uncertainty. The screen flickered faintly, and Rhodri felt a peculiar snag in time, as if the app was trying to correct itself, weaving back a deleted thread.

He tried a few times. He tapped harder at the warm screen, a faint static hum rising like old train signals he’d heard on a wax cylinder recording once when he was working on an old media reclamation project in India. Guilt entangled with nostalgia. It pulled at him like an uncorrected error in a computer program.

“Sod it,” he whispered in the end, and shoved the phone in his pocket.

He looked around the station after he watched the train disappear down the tracks.

Nothing had changed, and yet, everything had changed.


Chapter 2

He walked through the station, and out into the town. The bus station looked pretty much the same as he remembered, and the row of terraced houses opposite still contained that peculiar assortment of lawyers, accountants, dentists, and actual residents.

He headed right, past the Eagle pub, which seemed to change names on a constant rotation. If you waited around long enough, it might once more change back to being called The Railway. 

Then, he walked past the now closed public toilets out onto the main shopping street in town. It wasn’t much to talk of really. Back in the day, it had mostly been pubs, banks, newsagents, and small supermarkets. Now, it seemed more about charity shops, barbers, and vape shops. 

None of this interested Rhodri.

He wasn’t that thrilled to be back, if he was honest. It was more out of necessity, an odd sense of duty, and more than a touch of curiosity. He felt in his pocket for the note from the estate agents for the hundredth time that day. 

It was odd to say the least. He’d always liked visiting Uncle Vernon’s house when he was a kid. Same house? Different? For some reason, he couldn’t properly remember. His father would take him, Vernon being his father’s uncle, making him Rhodri’s great uncle? He wasn’t sure. He made a mental note to look that up as well one day.

Vernon had been a friendly old man, an ex-miner and quarryman, always smiling, who carried the constant odor of tobacco, old school aftershave, and a hint of dog. 

When his father and Vernon sat chatting about the horses, and rugby in the living room over a couple of cans of beer, they usually left Rhodri in the back garden with Vernon’s two Jack Russels. One had three legs, the other one good eye and one good ear, their battered forms oddly resilient, like survivors from Vernon’s shadowy tales of underground mishaps. Friendliest dogs in the world.

Later, they’d eat crumpets with honey, and Uncle Vernon would tell him stories about the old mines. 

Knockers, Rhodri. Men used to call to them in the mines, in the quarries.

Vernon had told him about all the disasters in the pits over the years. He told him Morfa colliery too.

The pit of ghosts, Rhodri. Never listened see. You have to listen to the earth, it speaks. Yes, you have to listen.

Then, he shook his head, lost for a moment, deep in a past which even he had never witnessed. It was like the stories lived on in the flesh and the mind of all who dwell there.

Rhodri well remembered when he’d leaned in, his breath a proper man’s aroma, fags and beer and mints.

They gave warnings, boy, but it didn’t always work.

Then, he leaned back again, looking out at nothing, as if he could see through the walls, deep into the past. He shook his head, as if he never truly understood his own words.

Sometimes, we just didn’t listen.

Rhodri had dismissed them as old miners’ yarns back then, just like when Vernon told him about the Rudry Road. The only thing the old man had said to Rhodri about his mother was that she’d been hit near a quarry path. Vernon had a deep sadness in his eyes then, his cheeks thin and lined. When he leaned in close, voice just a whisper, squeezing Rhodri’s hand, he’d sensed the man was close to tears.

A white van, they said. A snag in the weave, boy. An unheeded warning echoing through our family for so long. Knock knock, Rhodri. Be careful out there. Debts must always be repaid.

It was only years later, when Rhodri briefly studied his own country’s folklore for a planned lecture that he realized his uncle must have been talking about coblynau. Spirits who would tell miners about a rich vein, or warn them about impending doom.

He’d abandoned the lecture soon after.

The rest of what he’d said slipped into the dark corners of his memory, fading.

He’d meant to read up on Morfa as well,  but time and other concerns pushed it further down the list of priorities, until eventually, it drifted into nothing.

But, the dogs were all long gone now, and apparently, Uncle Vernon had recently shuffled off his mortal coil also.

Must be twenty years since Rhodri last saw him, and even then, he looked old. The cigarette smoke in those memories mixed with an earthy quarry damp from Vernon’s stories, clinging like forgotten warnings. The memory of the dog’s scars like collapsed mines, battered yet resilient, pulling at childhood unease. He felt something resurfacing, nagging at him.

As was expected, it started raining, splashing down in oily puddles at the side of the road left over from the storm, a steady stream against the orange glow of the streetlights.

He crossed the road. Daniel and Daniel, Estate Agents, read a large and unfinished sign over what had once been an Italian cafe in Rhodri’s younger days. The thought of a hot cappuccino and a slice of chocolate cake made him lick his lips, but the scented milky coffee memories died quickly, lost in the rain. Instead, all he felt was a bitter aftertaste on his tongue, acrid, like sucking on a stone. He swallowed, a faint smell of dust lingering, then gone.

Rhodri checked his watch again. 6:10. Lights were still on inside the office of Daniel and Daniel, so he crossed the road, dragging the suitcase through the rain spattered street.

The street light reflection’s snagged faintly in the window, a subtle distortion that made the gray roads and buildings shimmer unnaturally, stuttering until Rhodri blinked them away. 

A man and a woman, in their forties, very professional looking, sat at desks inside, facing the window. Their faces, bathed in eerie blue screen glow, like malfunctioning error lights on a terminal. 

It looked very new, like they’d only set up shop in the past few weeks ago. The sign above the office only had their names on a plain white background. No phone, no email, no branding to speak of. Like anything, even estate agents come and go. Inside, there seemed to be nothing but the two desks and some computers.

He jerked his head upwards as he approached the window, smiling as he did so, hoping this would signal to them who he was.

The woman looked up, skeptical for a second, until the statistical likelihood of his identity computed in her mind. Then, her face shifted. A broad smile and an acknowledging nod, followed by an immediate move toward the door.

The man just looked up over his computer monitor, but made no move to stand.

The door opened, a rush of heated air, much like the train, accompanying the harsh lighting inside.

“Come in, come in,” she said, a Cardiff accent, posh Welsh, lilting.

“Thank you,” said Rhodri, dragging his suitcase and rucksack over the threshold. 

“You can leave your bags by the door if you want.”

