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THE UNENDING TRAIN

Welcome Aboard

A Novel

A. SHEEMY

© 2026 A. Sheemy. All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. Portions developed with AI assistance under the author’s direction and final editorial control — see Preface.




Dedication

For my father.

For Janna.

And for everyone who left the train before we were ready.

Will I see you again?




Author’s Preface

Why are we here?

I have asked that on ordinary days, when nothing was wrong and there was no reason to ask it. And I have asked it on the days when everything had changed.

What is the point of all this effort — the years of working and worrying and gathering, the things we fight to hold and are terrified to lose? Where are we going — if we are going anywhere at all? And underneath all of it, quieter and harder than the rest: will I see them again?

Somewhere along the way I began to picture it as a train.

We wake already aboard, already moving. Nobody remembers boarding. There is no timetable posted anywhere, though every one of us behaves as though we have seen one. Some passengers ride for ninety years and some for an afternoon. And every so often, without warning and often mid-sentence, a person is simply not in their seat any more.

I have asked that question beside people I loved.

I have buried two children of my own family, a niece and a nephew, young enough that their seats had not yet worn into the shape of them. And I watched my father leave while I stood beside him, close enough to touch him, able to do nothing at all about it — which is its own particular education, and not one I would wish on anyone.

Then I went home. And the world continued exactly as it had the day before. Cars moved. Phones rang. People went to work. Somewhere, someone was celebrating a birthday.

The world did not stop. That was when these questions stopped being philosophical for me.

I am not writing to you from the far side of them, as a man who solved life and came back with the answers arranged. I am writing from inside the same carriage.

For most of my life, I was busy with my seat.

I wanted a good one — comfortable, secure, facing the right direction, and if I am honest, a little better than the seat across the aisle. I wanted my children in good seats too, and I worried about their schooling and their future and their safety, as though getting the seating right might protect us from what happens on the journey.

There is nothing unusual in this. Look around. We compare our seats and improve them and photograph them and envy other people’s and defend our own. And though every one of us knows the journey ends, we live most of it as though the seat mattered more than the destination.

I certainly did.

I have crossed enough borders that the stamps stopped impressing me. I have eaten at long tables with people who could buy almost anything, and I have sat with people for whom things I barely noticed were treasure. Different languages, different food, different streets, different prayers. But after a while I noticed something.

The places were different. The questions weren’t.

People wanted their children safe. They wanted to be loved. They wanted enough. They feared losing what they had and grieved what had already gone.

And happiness kept changing its definition. To someone healthy it is a better house, another promotion, another holiday. Then illness arrives and happiness becomes one thing only: let me be well again. To someone who has not eaten, it is bread. To someone under the weight of grief, it is one more hour with the person who is gone. If happiness can change its definition overnight, perhaps we understand it far less than we think. And perhaps some of what we spend our lives chasing deserves less of our fear.

I have also watched people leave. Sometimes after long illness, when everyone knew it was coming and nobody was ready. Sometimes in an instant, mid-sentence. And sometimes in wars and disasters, where whole streets went down in minutes — homes, photographs, plans, children’s rooms, unfinished conversations — and I could not stop thinking that this was the same mistake, only larger and faster. I have watched people fight as though a piece of the carriage could belong to them forever — even while everyone aboard was temporary. Nobody in those streets had been promised permanence. They had simply lived as though it had been promised, and so had the men who came for them.

Everything they fought over was temporary. Every last thing. It was temporary before the first shot and it stayed temporary afterwards, and the only difference the fighting made was how many people had to leave early.

Sometimes the aftermath was painfully ordinary. A chair that stayed empty. A phone number nobody would call again. Clothes still hanging where someone had left them. The strange silence around objects that did not yet know their owner was gone.

What stayed with me was never the grief. Grief is honest. It was the surprise — not because we did not know the rule, but because knowing it had somehow never prepared us for the moment it became ours.

There is another thought that has followed me for years. We spend our lives watching creatures whose view is smaller than the world they move through. We tag birds and follow migrations they simply perform. We study an ant crossing a garden whose edges it cannot know. We watch a moth circle a lamp as though the lamp were the whole sky. Because we can see what the creature cannot, we understand the limits of its view.

But what are the limits of ours?

We have mapped genomes, split atoms, and looked backward through billions of years of light. That deserves wonder. But explaining how something works is not the same as explaining why there is something there to work at all, and intelligence does not place us outside the thing we are trying to understand. What if we, too, are standing in a garden whose edges we cannot see? What if the lamp we are circling is not the sky? And if this journey has a purpose we did not invent, is it unreasonable to ask whether the one who designed it ever told us why?

I tried asking these things directly. It rarely worked. Directness makes people defend the answers they already hold — culture speaks, family speaks, pride speaks, and sometimes belief speaks before curiosity is given its turn. I did not want to argue with you.

I wanted you to wonder with me.

So I went back to the train, and built it properly, and filled it with people.

They work and marry and raise children. They compete and celebrate and worry about money. They chase comfort and status and belonging. They disagree about where the train came from, whether anyone is driving it, and whether the question is worth the trouble. And every so often, someone leaves. The train keeps moving.

Among its passengers is a boy named Adam. He is not remarkable because he knows the answers; he doesn’t. He is remarkable because he has not yet learned to stop asking. In that sense he carries some of my questions. By the end, I hope he is carrying a few of yours.

You do not need to believe what I believe before you board. You do not need to know where the train is going, or even to be convinced that it is going anywhere. Bring your questions — especially the uncomfortable ones, and most especially the one you have never said out loud. Then find yourself a seat, by a window if you can. Look outside. Look around. And every now and then, look beneath the things everyone else has stopped seeing.

This is not a story meant to convince you of anything. Only to make you look again.

Welcome aboard.

Keep asking.




A Note on the Making of This Book

I am not a professional novelist or a scholar. I am someone who had questions he could not put down, and who wanted to ask them through a story rather than an argument.

I also want to be plain about how the story was made. Artificial intelligence was one of the tools I used, across a long process of drafting and revision. This was not a matter of asking a machine for a novel and accepting what came back. The book took more than a year — hundreds of drafts and false starts, whole carriages built and demolished, chapters written and thrown away, and long nights that produced nothing at all until, quite suddenly, they produced something. Every chapter was then read by human beings who owed me nothing and told me the truth, and who sent me back to the beginning more times than I care to count.

The train, its passengers, its questions, and the convictions underneath it are mine. The tools helped me test ideas, find the weak places, and shape language when my own command of words fell short of what I was trying to say.

To borrow an image from the story: they planed some of the doors and polished some of the rails. They did not choose where the train came from, why it was moving, or where I believe it is going.

I say all of this only so that nothing stands between you and the book. I have no interest in your attention landing on me. I am not the point of this, and neither is how it was written — I would rather you forgot my name by the second chapter and remembered the questions instead. If anything in these pages makes you look up from your seat, then it has done what I hoped, and it does not matter at all who arranged the words.

I would rather tell you that plainly, before the journey begins.




Introduction — The Unending Train

There is a train, and it does not end.

No one has walked its full length. No one has seen the first carriage or found the last. There are passengers who have spent whole lifetimes in a single corridor and passengers who have spent whole lifetimes moving, and neither kind has ever reached a wall with nothing behind it. The train is simply too vast for its own passengers — carriages of marble floor and carriages of packed dirt, carriages where silk is drawn against the glare and carriages where newspaper is stuffed against the draught, and between them doors, and beyond the doors more doors.

Ka-chunk, ka-chunk, say the rails, and the train goes on.

Its contrasts sit closer than anyone likes to say. A wedding fills one carriage with music while a funeral empties the next, and the wall between them is the thickness of a hand. Young athletes stretch and gleam within earshot of a carriage of narrow beds, where machines breathe on behalf of the people in them. A child is born at one end of a corridor in the same hour that an old man at the other end closes his eyes and does not open them, and the corridor never learns that it held both.

Because people leave. That is the train’s oldest habit, and its least discussed. They leave constantly, suddenly, and without ceremony. A woman sets down her tea to let it cool, and is gone. A man laughs at something his friend has said, and the laugh is never finished. No whistle blows. The train does not slow. The seat is warm, and then it is not, and then it is warm again with someone new in it, asking whether this window opens. It happens in every carriage, at every hour, and the great shared talent of the passengers — the one skill every carriage, rich or poor, has mastered equally — is not seeing it.

There is said to be a Driver.

Said, because the rails leave little choice: they run too true to be an accident. Every gradient is answered before the wheels arrive, every curve banked to the exact degree the speed requires, every junction resolved without a single shudder — the work, unmistakably, of design. Somewhere ahead of everything, the train is driven. But most passengers do not speak of Him. It is not a decision they remember making. The subject simply never comes up, the way the floor never comes up, or the air.

It was not always this quiet. The Driver left signs — clear ones, in plain places, at the height of an ordinary passenger’s eyes. Directions. Assurances. Instructions for a peaceful, purposeful journey. The oldest passengers half-remember a book as well; some insist a copy once waited in every seat pouch, in every carriage, before the pouches filled with catalogues.

What filled them is called Happiness Unlimited, though nobody uses the full name. HU is on every screen, and there are screens on every wall. HU sings the jingles the children hum without knowing where they learned them. HU prints the posters, extends the credit, announces the festivals, sells the remedy for the restlessness it manufactures. And sticker by sticker, poster by poster, year by patient year, HU has papered over the Driver’s signs — not torn down, for tearing draws attention, but covered, brightly, until whole generations have passed beneath instructions meant for them and seen only advertisements.

The annexes it covered more carefully still. At the end of every carriage — every carriage, without exception — stands a small wooden annex, older than the panelling around it, plain as a pocket. Inside is a telephone. The line is free, and it is direct, and it has never once been out of service. But most annexes now stand behind shelving, behind banners, behind a printed sign that says OUT OF ORDER in a typeface belonging to no railway that ever existed. The sign is a lie. Nobody tests it. A lie that spares a person the trouble of a conversation is the easiest lie in the world to keep.

High in the corners of every carriage, small dark lenses catch the light, and now and then a soft chime sounds — one more notification, everyone assumes, one more of HU’s small noises. No one looks up.

And so the train goes on, immeasurable and full, its weddings and its funerals a wall apart, its passengers boarding and departing through every hour of its endless run. Somewhere in that constant motion, this evening as every evening, a departing passenger reaches back toward a seat already taken, mouth forming a word no one hears.

But look — here, in one unremarkable carriage.

A boy, thirteen or fourteen, back against the wall where the corridor bends. Every window near him is shuttered against the glare, the better to see the screens. His is not. Beyond the glass: mountains, folded blue on blue. A lake lying still as poured metal. A sky going slowly to copper at its edge, unhurried, immense, composed.

He is the only one looking.

Ka-chunk, ka-chunk.

They come, they leave, they grieve, and they recede.




Chapter One — The Moving World

The crossword lay where its owner had left it, folded once along the spine, a pencil resting in the crease. Most of the grid was filled in a small, certain hand — the hand of someone who did not guess, who waited until they knew. Seventeen across was blank. A journey with no return — five letters. The pencil had stopped beside the clue, point still sharp, as though the answer had arrived and taken the passenger instead of the other way around.

On the fold-down table beside the seat, a fork trembled faintly against a plate, keeping the train’s rhythm. A man across the aisle watched it until it went still. Then he went back to his screen.

By evening, someone new was sitting in the seat, working the same puzzle from the beginning, in ink.

Ka-chunk, ka-chunk.

Adam saw these things because he was the kind of boy who saw things. It was not a talent anyone had asked for.

He was fourteen, and he lived in Carriage 4002, where the floors were pale marble and the light was warm and adjustable and nothing was ever allowed to look old. His mother sat that morning at her mirror — a tall, gold-framed mirror fitted into the wall where, Adam was almost sure, a window used to be. She was applying foundation over foundation, building her face the way HU built its posters: layer on layer, until the original was a rumour. From her ears hung her newest earrings, small golden rectangles with embossed numbers that caught the lamplight. Credit cards, cast in miniature. They were, she had explained to her friends, ironic. Her friends had ordered them by the end of the visit.

“The cleaner hasn’t come,” she said to the mirror, to no one. “Second time this week. What do we pay for.”

Adam sat where he always sat, at the end of the carriage where the corridor bent, at the one window whose shutter he had quietly disabled two years ago. Outside, the world was doing what the world did whether or not anyone watched: mountains folded blue on blue, a lake lying flat and bright as poured metal, clouds going copper at their edges with the slow confidence of something that has never once been late. The window glass was cool against his forehead. Behind him, every other window in the carriage was shuttered, the better to see the screens.

The screens were never off. On the largest of them, a woman Adam had seen ten thousand times smiled and held a credit card against her cheek as though it were cool water. She was famous. He had tried, more than once, to determine what she was famous for, and had concluded, with the care of a boy who reads, that she was famous for being frequently seen. Your happiness has no limit, said the screen. Neither should your spending. Then her face again, on the next screen, and the next, all the way down the carriage
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