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This book is dedicated to my beloved wife, Tatiana.
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Chapter 1: Mettbrötchen and Missing Tracks


The rain in Hamburg didn't just fall; it committed. It pelted the cobblestones of the Schanzenviertel like a thousand tiny drummers who'd just discovered caffeine, turning the narrow streets into a slick, gray gauntlet that made every morning feel like the opening scene of a low-budget apocalypse flick. Joan Voss gripped the umbrella handle like it was the trigger guard on an old G36, his knuckles whitening as he navigated the puddle minefield toward Ricardo's Grundschule. At 6:30 a.m., the city was already humming with the low growl of trams and the occasional curse from a bleary-eyed jogger slipping on algae-slick curbs. Joan, mid-40s with the build of a man who'd once bench-pressed his way out of a Taliban ambush but now mostly lifted toddler backpacks, muttered under his breath in a mangled hybrid of English and Deutsch that only a Duolingo streak could love.


"Verdammt this weather," he grumbled, dodging a rogue splash from a passing Audi. "It's like God up there with a super soaker and a grudge."


Beside him, Ricardo bounced along in his neon-green raincoat, the hood flopping like a deflated kangaroo pouch. The kid was six going on sixteen, with Joan's dark curls and a stare that could dissect a Lego instruction manual for hidden conspiracies. This was his first real week in 1st class—Grundschule glory, where the ABCs met the harsh reality of German handwriting drills that looked like they were designed by sadists. Ricardo clutched his Schulranzen like a shield, stuffed with the essentials: a water bottle that leaked existential dread, a half-eaten Gummibärchen packet (contraband, per Ana's "healthy lunch" decree), and a crumpled drawing of a dragon eating a school bus. "Papa," he announced with the gravity of a pint-sized philosopher, "if the rain keeps up, the teacher will turn into a frog. And then she'll hop away, and we'll have free play forever."


Joan snorted, ruffling Ricardo's hood. "Kid, if frogs ran schools, I'd enroll you in amphibian academy tomorrow. But no—Frau Müller is tougher than Kevlar. Now, what's the magic word for 'may I go to the toilet' again? Darf ich auf die Toilette gehen? Say it right, or you'll be holding it till recess."


"Darf ich auf die... Tollette... jeen?" Ricardo mangled it gloriously, turning "toilette" into something that rhymed with "ballet queen." Joan winced. Six years old, and the boy's German was already better than his old man's—mostly because Ricardo treated language apps like video games, leveling up on flashcards while Joan treated them like root canals. They'd been expats in Hamburg for eight months now, chasing Joan's "retirement dream" after the Bundeswehr cut him loose with a pension and a limp that acted up in the damp. Ana, his anchor and occasional tormentor, had landed the dentist gig at a bustling practice in Eimsbüttel, pulling teeth and expat wisdom in equal measure. It was supposed to be stability: school for Ricardo, scalpel-sharp routines for them. Instead, it was a daily improv show of missed buses, bureaucratic paperwork that read like Kafka on a bender, and Joan's vague itch that the city was too quiet for a port town built on smuggling secrets.


They rounded the corner onto the school grounds just as the bell tolled its tinny dirge. The playground was a sea of oil-slicked puddles and multicolored umbrellas, parents herding their charges like reluctant sheep. Joan spotted Frau Müller at the gate—mid-50s, with a bun tighter than a tourniquet and eyes that could spot a lie from across the Elbe. She waved them over with the enthusiasm of someone who'd just audited her own soul.


"Guten Morgen, Herr Voss! Und Ricardo—wie geht's? Ready for Rechnen today?" Her English was clipped, mercifully, a concession to the international crowd.


Ricardo beamed, thrusting forward his backpack like a trophy. "Guten Morgen, Frau Müller! Ich bin bereit für... äh, die Zahlen! But if it rains inside, can we build a fort?"


Joan translated on the fly, chuckling as Frau Müller's face softened into what passed for a grin. "He's excited," Joan added in his gravelly baritone, laced with that faint Bavarian twang he'd never shaken. "Though if the fort involves glue sticks, send him home with all his fingers."


Handover complete, Joan lingered a beat too long, scanning the crowd out of habit. Old spec-ops tic: always clock the exits, the faces that didn't fit. A guy in a too-crisp trench coat by the fence, nursing a thermos like it held state secrets. Nah, probably just another dad dodging PTA duty. Joan shook it off, planting a sloppy kiss on Ricardo's forehead. "Be good, champ. No trading erasers for contraband pretzels. Ich liebe dich."


"Ich liebe dich auch, Papa." The kid scampered off, vanishing into the throng like a minnow in a storm drain.


Joan trudged back toward home—a third-floor walk-up in a creaky Altbau near the Sternschanze, all exposed brick and windows that rattled like loose fillings in a gale. The umbrella fought him the whole way, inverting twice in petty rebellion. By the time he shoved through the door, dripping like a drowned operative, the kitchen smelled like a bakery had exploded in a meat market. Ana was at the island counter, a whirlwind in scrubs the color of overcast skies, her dark hair pinned back with a clip shaped like a molar (irony, her favorite flavor). Mid-40s like Joan, but where he'd earned his scars from sandstorms and shrapnel, hers were from late-night extractions and the quiet war of keeping a family afloat. She was thin as a scalpel—elegant, she'd call it—but her appetite was the stuff of legend. Right now, she was demolishing breakfast with the precision of a surgeon and the gusto of a stevedore: two butter-slathered Brötchen piled high with Mett—raw minced pork, spiced and sinful— plus a side of sliced tomatoes that looked positively virtuous by comparison. That was just her half; Joan's plate, modest with cheese and a lone egg, sat cooling like an afterthought.


She glanced up, mouth full, and waved a fork like a conductor's baton. "You're late. Ricardo's bus poetry recital starts at—mmmph—eight-fifteen sharp. And don't give me that 'traffic' excuse; it's a school run, not a Black Hawk insertion."


Joan peeled off his jacket, hanging it on the hook with a wet slap. Water pooled at his feet, but he ignored it, snagging a coffee from the machine. Black, strong enough to strip paint. "Poetry? Since when? Last I checked, he was reciting Pokémon evolutions. And for the record, it was an insertion—just with more horn-honking and fewer RPGs." He slid onto the stool across from her, eyeing her plate with mock suspicion. "Christ, Ana, that's enough Mett for a platoon. How are you not waddling to work?"


She swallowed, licking a smear of fat from her thumb with zero shame, her green eyes sparkling with that mix of affection and exasperation that had hooked him back in their Berlin days. "Metabolism of the gods, mein Schatz. Or maybe it's the cardio from chasing your ass out of trouble. Eat your egg before it hatches a rebellion." She pushed his plate closer, then tapped her phone screen. Duolingo owl stared back accusingly—Lesson 17: Transportation. "Now, repeat after me: Der Zug fährt um neun Uhr. The train leaves at nine. Say it, or I'll make you floss in public."


"Der... Zoog... fährt um nine... o'clock?" Joan butchered it deliberately, earning a swat with a dish towel. She laughed, that full-throated sound that could cut through mortar fire, and for a moment, the kitchen felt like home—rain be damned. Ana Voss, Zahnärztin by trade, chaos-tamer by marriage. She'd traded her native Madrid for this northern drizzle on a whim (or so she claimed; Joan suspected it was pity for his post-discharge stupor). Her dental kit was legendary: drills that whirred like vengeful hornets, mirrors that revealed sins no X-ray could touch. And her portions? A running gag. She'd polish off a schnitzel the size of a hubcap and emerge looking like she'd fasted for Lent. "It's the stress," she'd quip. "Worrying about you burns calories."


Joan was midway through mangling another phrase—Der Bahnhof ist nah (The station is near)—when her phone buzzed like an incoming mortar. Not the practice line; this was the news alert chime, the one they both ignored until it stacked up like unpaid bills. Ana wiped her hands on a napkin, swiping the screen with a frown. "Tagesschau. Something about the S1 line—Warte, it's in English too." She tilted it toward him, volume cranked.


The anchor's face filled the screen, all Teutonic poise amid the studio's sterile glow. "Guten Morgen, Hamburg. Breaking news: A major disruption on the S-Bahn network. The 7:42 S1 from Poppenbüttel to Wedel has... vanished. Reports confirm the train departed Berliner Tor station on schedule but failed to arrive at the next stop, Central Station. No wreckage, no signals—authorities are baffled. Passengers: over 200, including families and commuters. Search teams are mobilizing along the tracks. More as it develops."


Joan froze, coffee mug halfway to his lips. The words hung in the air like smoke from a dud grenade. Vanished. A whole train—steel behemoth, packed with bleary salarymen and harried mums—gone between blinks. No screech of brakes, no fireball finale. Just... poof. His gut twisted, that old KSK instinct uncoiling like a spring-loaded trap. Hamburg's rails were a labyrinth, sure, but they didn't eat trains. Not whole ones. Not without leaving a calling card.


Ana's fork clattered to her plate. "What the mierda? Did they say vanished? Like, Bermuda Triangle for Bahn?" She scrolled furiously, pulling up Twitter—er, X—where the feed was already a dumpster fire of speculation. #S1Verschwunden trended, laced with memes of ghost trains and conspiracy GIFs. "Das ist verrückt. You think it's a glitch? Or... hackers? Those port tech firms are always up to no good."


Joan set his mug down, slow, deliberate. The rain drummed harder against the window, as if the city itself was in on the joke. He leaned back, crossing his arms—scarred forearms flexing under the henley sleeves—his mind already mapping variables: wind speeds, track curves, signal blackouts.


"Glitch doesn't swallow 200 people, Ana. Hackers leave breadcrumbs. This?" He jerked his chin at the phone. "This is clean. Too clean." A beat, then the sarcasm kicked in, his default shield. "Great. First week of school, and the universe gifts us a poltergeist on rails. Because nothing screams 'settled expat life' like interviewing eyewitnesses who saw nichts."


She arched a brow, but her eyes sharpened— that shared glint, the one that said we're in it now. Ana shoveled the last of her Mett with mechanical efficiency, already mentally cataloging her toolkit: probes for prying truths, suction for sucking up lies. "You want to poke around? After breakfast? My first patient isn't till ten—Mrs. Klein's crown, the one that keeps 'migrating' like it's on holiday."


Joan eyed the clock: 7:55. Ricardo's poetry hour loomed, but screw it—the kid could rhyme in the rain. He drained his coffee, the bitter kick mirroring the buzz in his veins. "Poke? Hell, let's prod. But if we end up chasing shadows through the Fischmarkt, you're buying the Fischbrötchen. And none of that 'metabolism' nonsense—you eat double, you pay double."


Ana grinned, feral and fierce, tossing him his jacket. "Deal. But if it's aliens, you explain it to Frau Müller. Der Zug wurde von Marsianern entführt."


As they dashed out into the deluge, Joan couldn't shake the itch. Trains didn't vanish. They derailed, collided, or just chugged on eternally, late as sin. But this? This was an invitation. And Joan Voss had never been one to RSVP no to trouble.









Chapter 2: Extraction Expert Meets Enamel Engineer


The Voss kitchen, post-drop-off, was a crime scene of domestic warfare: crumbs scattered like spent casings, coffee rings staining the oak table like blood spatter from a botched interrogation, and the faint, accusatory beep of the dishwasher demanding its rinse-aid refill. Joan Voss slumped against the counter, scrolling through his phone with one hand while the other absentmindedly rubbed the old scar on his thigh—a parting gift from a Kandahar rooftop leap that had felt heroic at the time but now just throbbed like a bad metaphor for regret. The rain hadn't let up; if anything, it had upgraded to a full-on tantrum, lashing the windows with sheets of water that blurred the view of the Sternschanze's graffiti-splashed walls. Hamburg, that soggy siren, whispering promises of normalcy while hiding hooks in the fog.


Ana, ever the eye of the storm, moved like a surgeon in a war zone—efficient, unflappable, and somehow inhaling calories at a rate that defied thermodynamics. Her breakfast encore was in full swing: Joan's untouched egg had been commandeered, scrambled with a fistful of chives and a reckless splash of hot sauce, now joined by a second helping of Mettbrötchen that she'd slathered so thick it teetered on architectural collapse. She forked it in with the focus of a woman who'd once extracted a wisdom tooth from a screaming rugby player mid-tackle, her slim frame (size zero in any language) mocking the feast. At 5'6" and change, Ana Voss was built like a stiletto—sharp, elegant, lethal if you stepped wrong. Her scrubs hugged her like a second skin, the pocket bulging with the essentials: lip balm, patient stickers, and a mini LED light that doubled as an escape tool in blackout drills (or so she joked).


"Earth to Schatz," she said around a mouthful, not bothering to swallow before jabbing a thumb at his screen. "You've been doom-scrolling that feed for ten minutes. If the train grew legs and tap-danced to Sweden, you'd have noticed by now." Her accent—Madrid honey laced with clinical crispness—curled around the words like smoke from a post-op cigarette. She washed it down with a gulp of orange juice straight from the carton, because why dirty a glass when you could commit to the chaos?


Joan glanced up, his hazel eyes narrowing in that way that used to make insurgents spill troop movements but now mostly earned him eye-rolls from PTA dads. "It's not doom; it's due diligence. X is blowing up—#S1Verschwunden has more tinfoil hats than a milliner's convention. 'Quantum glitch,' 'deep state rail heist,' one guy's swearing it's the ghost of the Cap Arcona rising for revenge." He tilted the phone toward her, a grainy dashcam clip looping: empty tracks at Berliner Tor, timestamped 7:42 a.m., sharp as a guillotine. No train. No echo. Just rails gleaming wet under sodium lamps, mocking the universe's physics.


Ana leaned in, close enough that he caught the faint scent of clove mouthwash and determination. She chewed thoughtfully, then swallowed with a satisfied ahh. "Quantum what? Sounds like the plot of a bad sci-fi novel. Or your old mission briefs—remember that time in Bamiyan? 'The target's in the cave, Voss. Invisible walls, probably.' And what do you find? A goat herder with a grudge and a slingshot." She smirked, popping a cherry tomato like it was a suspect's knuckle. Her plate was a graveyard now—empty but for a lone onion sliver, defiant in its solitude. Joan's egg? Vanished into the ether of her metabolism, leaving him with a dry toast heel and existential envy.


He chuckled, low and rough, the sound scraping out like gravel from a boot. Flashback hit him then, unbidden as a flare in the night: Afghanistan, 2012. KSK insertion, dust-choked valleys where the air tasted like regret and cordite. Joan, younger, harder, leading a fireteam through goat trails that twisted like lies. The objective: snatch a warlord's laptop from a compound that looked like it'd been designed by Escher on peyote. Extraction expert, they called him—Voss the Vault, for the way he'd crack safe houses like walnuts. But that op? It cracked him. Sniper fire stitching the ridge, one round clipping his thigh mid-exfil, turning a sprint into a stagger. His team dragged him two klicks to the helo, blood soaking the sand like spilled secrets. "Stay with us, Arschloch," the medic growled, jamming a tourniquet that bit deeper than the bullet. In the field hospital, days blurred into morphine haze, but one face cut through: a volunteer doc from MSF, all fire and sutures, stitching him up while lecturing on hydration in three languages. Not Ana—not yet—but the prototype. The woman who'd teach him that survival wasn't just about the kill; it was the patch-up, the pull-back-from-the-brink.


He shook it off, anchoring back to the kitchen's fluorescent hum. "Bamiyan was a picnic compared to this. At least there, the ghosts left footprints. Here? Nada. Deutsche Bahn's got their PR spinners in overdrive—'technical irregularity,' my Arsch. Two hundred people don't irregularity into oblivion." He set the phone down, rubbing his temples. The limp ached in sympathy with the rain, a dull throb reminding him why retirement sounded better on paper. No more extractions, just extractions—of teeth, for Ana's sake. Stability. Hamburg's harbor lights instead of muzzle flashes. But the itch? It was back, crawling under his skin like intel he couldn't unsee.


Ana polished off the juice, crumpling the carton with a decisive crunch and tossing it into the recycling bin like a grenade with the pin pulled. She was already in motion, rinsing plates with the single-minded fury of a woman who'd once saved a diplomat from choking on a hotel shrimp cocktail—improvising an airway with a ballpoint pen and a steady hand while the Secret Service flailed like keystone cops. Enamel engineer, Joan called her in private, half-jest, half-awe. Her dental kit wasn't just tools; it was a Swiss Army knife for the apocalypse. That night in Berlin, years after Bamiyan, when they'd met at a Bundeswehr gala (her pulling a general's bridgework, him nursing a beer and a grudge), she'd demonstrated on a napkin: "See? Probe here for the lie, suction there for the truth. Dentistry's just surgery for secrets." By dawn, he'd been hooked—on her, on the chaos she made feel like home.


Now, she dried her hands on his shirtfront, ignoring his halfhearted swat. "Alright, Herr Detektiv. If you're jonesing for a recon, let's recon. My shift starts at ten—plenty of time to play tourist at the tracks. But if we get mugged by seagulls, you're on cleanup." She grabbed her keys from the hook, the jangle a merry counterpoint to the downpour. Her bag— black leather, innocuous—swung light at her side, but Joan knew better: inside, nestled with lipsticks and lint, lurked the gadget game. A foldable mirror for peeking around corners, forceps that could pinch a micro-SD card from a dead drop, and that high-speed handpiece drill, battery-powered and buzzing with potential mischief. "Gadgets over guns," she'd say. "Less paperwork."


They plunged back into the wet, Joan's trench coat (a thrift-store relic from his Berlin undercover days) flapping like a wounded bat. The S-Bahn to Berliner Tor was a sardine tin of sodden commuters: businessmen buried in Bild papers, students doom-scrolling TikTok horrors, a pensioner muttering about "foreign weather ruining the Wurst." Joan and Ana wedged in, shoulder-to-shoulder, her head tucking under his chin as the train lurched. He caught a whiff of her shampoo—lavender and steel—and for a beat, the vanishing felt abstract, a headline for other people.


"Repeat after me," she murmured, pulling out her phone for a stealth Duolingo hit. "Der verschwundene Zug. The missing train."


"Der... verschwindende Zoo?" Joan deadpanned, earning a elbow to the ribs. "Verschwundene. Like, poof—gone. Not a petting zoo."


The doors hissed open at Berliner Tor, spilling them into a scrum of yellow-jacketed Bahn officials herding gawkers behind tape. The platform was a circus minus the clowns: news vans jockeying for curb space, their satellite dishes blooming like metallic fungi in the rain; a knot of cops in ill-fitting vests, barking into radios that crackled like wet fireworks; rubberneckers snapping pics for the 'gram, captions half-baked: Hamburg's Hogwarts express? #VanishingS1. The tracks stretched east like accusatory fingers, empty save for a lone maintenance drone buzzing low, its red eye scanning for... what? Echoes?
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