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      Introduction
    

    Peter was on a Sunday bushwalking outing when the weather changed. A storm was brewing, then it broke. Looking for shelter from the storm he stumbled on a cave. Inside the cave he found a wall full of blue and red crystals. Thousands of them. They were dark and not active but he could still feel a slight vibration from them. When he reached out a hand to touch them, the vibration became stronger.

    Suddenly, the crystals came to life and started to gently pulsate and glow. He touched the crystals. The air filled with crackling static and a blue spark jumped between his finger and the crystals. The universal energy flowed into him and he felt at peace – then everything disappeared…

    Peter had found the Time Gate.

    He awoke in the same valley where he was bushwalking, but did not know what had happened or that he had accidently been transported back in time. When he was found by Else and Tork, he soon realised he was in another time, and that he had to learn fast how to survive in a different world, one that was archaic and violent.

    Peter lived in the deep past until the time came for him to return to his own time, the twentieth century – to save the world from becoming a Nazi planet… 

  
    
      
      Prologue
    

    The trial took place with exclusion of the public and media. The courtroom gave a somber impression. The judge, an older man about fifty and dressed in a burly black robe, was surveying the defendant, as if he wanted to look right inside him.

    Beck showed calmness, as he had agreed with his lawyer; inside he was smiling. He knew exactly what would follow. It had cost a lot of money and connections, but it had paid off. Still, he had to play this game until the end.

    In his mind, Beck returned to the events of the Bohemian Forest. They had been so close to passing through time, but then everything had become twisted. Everything was ruined. Commissioner Rosenbach with this clown, so-called procurator Siebert, had destroyed his plans. Everything he’d created collapsed. Peter Brezovsky – the only man who, as they surely knew, had managed to travel through time there and got lost somewhere along the way on his last journey. His ex-adjutant and right-hand man, Bernard Kraft, was also missing. That coward, archeologist Kühner, had also hidden who knows where.

    For now, he corrected himself.

    Nobody would escape his vengeance! After all, he was chosen by destiny to reverse the flow of time and rule the new, eternal Third Reich. He didn’t doubt for a moment that this was just a small obstacle along the road. But this was no place to worry about that.

    His mind returned to the courtroom.

    The prosecutor, Procurator Siebert, was speaking passionately again. Addressing the court, he mentioned the crimes of Eduard Beck, and also past crimes of war criminal Sturmbannführer Rudolf Schmidt. Once again, he was trying to prove that Beck and Schmidt were one and the same person. He pointed at evidence found during the search of Beck und Beck Company, as well as the dramatic circumstances that had led to his arrest in the Bohemian Forest in the Czech Republic.

    “Ladies and gentlemen, Honorable Court,” he added in conclusion, “there is nothing more to say. It’s crystal clear that this man is a criminal of the highest order. Evidence shows that he isn’t just a brutal war criminal, but is also responsible for murder, blackmail and tax fraud. Accordingly, this man is a serious and permanent threat to our society. By my conscience and by law of this state, I appeal to your moral responsibility and sense of justice. I ask for capital punishment for this man! Thank you.”

    He looked around the room for the last time, then sat down, satisfied with his performance. He had done his best for this case. After all, he always did. The work was his hobby. And he was fully devoted to it. His personal prestige would rise tremendously after this trial. Yes, this was indeed the right trial.

    Meanwhile, Beck’s defender started his closing speech. Again and again, he questioned all facts and prosecution witness statements. He attempted to lift the reality, that Beck und Beck Company was one of driving forces of the German economy and one of the greatest employers in the region. Then he showed records about generous financial support of youth organizations and sport. As his strongest card, he brought in the genetic research of cancer, led by Herr Dr Diebner, which was completely financed by Beck und Beck Company. All mentioned crimes did happen, but without Mr. Beck’s knowledge. Unfortunately, all roads led to a person he trusted – the head of security services Bernard Kraft. This man masterfully succeeded in covering his criminal past, as well as his connections to neo-Nazi organizations.

    “My client feels truly sorry for that. With regard to tax discrepancies, with the company’s expansive agenda and business activities, his accountants did make a mistake. In that context, changes in this section have already begun. Of course he will pay all debts and penalties immediately after unblocking his accounts, and take additional steps so this cannot be repeated. An association with Sturmbannführer Rudolf Schmidt, the Commandant of the concentration camp in Auschwitz, is ridiculous. No relation between law-abiding citizen Eduard Beck and war criminal Rudolf Schmidt was proven.”

    “I declare that this man is a true hero of German society. His honest life is the proof. His only crime is faith. Faith in the wrong person. I ask to discharge him on every count. Let justice be done. Thank you.”

    The Judge stood and spoke with dignity.

     “The court has listened to all circumstances connected to this case. We researched all posed evidence. Now we will depart for consultation. The verdict will be announced in two hours.”

    “All rise. This court is now in session,” announced the bailiff.

    Everyone stood, expectation on their faces. The Judge placed the folder full of documents on the bench, opened it and picked up a sheet of paper. He ran his eye over the court, then he put on glasses and started to read:

    “After considering all circumstances the court has decided as follows. On count one, if Eduard Beck and Rudolf Schmidt are the same person, the court has decided that the identity of Rudolf Schmidt was not credibly proven, but, on the contrary, the identity of Eduard Beck was proven sufficiently, he is discharged on this count.”

    “On count two, if the defendant knew about the murders committed by his adjutant Bernard Kraft, or even if he commanded him to commit such acts, the court decided he did not. Absolutely discharged.”

    “On count three, if the defendant participated in illegal support of neo-Nazi organizations, the court decided there is no reliable evidence which would show that. Absolutely discharged.”

    “On count four, if there was an inadequate tax on acquired resources, the court stated that there was.”

    “On count five, if the defendant participated in blackmail for the purpose of his business activities, the court admitted that he did. But as the defendant’s integrity was proven, as well as the effort to support culture, sport and charity organizations, the defendant is no threat to society. On the contrary, he is a benefit. He adequately regretted his behavior and he is ready to make amends for any incurred damage. He is therefore sentenced to a cumulative punishment of ten years in a minimum-security prison. He can apply for an early release from prison after six years. The court is ended. The verdict will come into force in fifteen days. Until then, it is possible to appeal.”

    Beck offered a hand to his lawyer, who squeezed it warmly. Why not, he has just earned a pretty packet, thought Beck. His patron was very satisfied. Six years in a minimum-security prison instead of a life term. That can be considered a great victory.

    “Appeal, I will appeal!” yelled Siebert uselessly. He had expected all indictments to be completely discharged. Rage and helplessness flooded his emotions. He hadn’t finished. Not yet!

  
    
      
      One
    

    “Congratulations, Mr. Beck.” Werner, his new adjutant for special business hurried to shake his hand. Everything was going according to the plan.

    “Thank you, Werner, for your faith and loyalty,” Beck said with false cordiality. Then he added quietly, “Take care of Siebert, according to the original plan. It has to be a clean job. No marks, no connection with me.” Beck looked sternly at his employee.

    Werner knew what he was saying. If he failed, someone would take care of him too. Beck did not forgive mistakes. He couldn’t see any problem; he was a professional, this was his life. He nodded shortly and left. There was a lot of work ahead.

    The public prosecutor Karl Siebert was sitting behind the computer in his office, writing an appeal against the verdict in the Beck case. No, he wouldn’t let it go! He surely knew Eduard Beck was the war criminal Sturmbannführer Rudolf Schmidt, and in addition he was a murderer, blackmailer and tax fraud. The trial had been running for many months, with an article appearing in the newspaper almost every day. His and Beck’s faces often appeared on the front page. It was great advertising. He was preparing to open his own law office and had even chosen a room in the city center. If he won the case with Beck/Schmidt, he would do it. Although the present verdict was a victory from a certain point of view, he wanted more.

    He leaned back in the chair and rubbed his eyes. The raw suggestion of appeal was ready. Now he had to think it through and let it grow. This was everything for now. Now he needed to rest from work and stress. He picked up his phone and dialed a local number.

    “Timea Night Club,” said a gentle voice at the other end.

    “It’s Richter.” He introduced himself with the pseudonym he used for his visits to the club. “I’d like to book a room for tonight. I want the usual menu. And I’d prefer Rita, if she is available.”

    “Of course, Mr. Richter. Everything for you, sir. Have a nice day, we look forward to your visit.”

    He hung up. Everyone has a weakness. The weakness of perfectionist, incorruptible public prosecutor Karl Siebert, was prostitutes. He could own them, do whatever he wanted, if only for the brief time he paid for. He hated vulgar whores, walking the streets, offering their neglected bodies. He liked professionalism in all matters. His roommate had introduced him to prostitution during university. He became totally obsessed and later, a long time after he finished the faculty of law, he still couldn’t give up those trips. At first he was anxious, afraid of disclosure and destroying his image. He looked for clubs far from his sphere of activity and often arrived in disguise. He was attracted by the taste of forbidden fruit and danger more and more. It was like a drug he couldn’t and didn’t want to give up.

    “Werner,” he said shortly into the phone.

    “It’s Ulrike, from Timea Night Club. Mr. Richter has just booked a room for tonight. The usual, with Rita, same as the last time.”

    “Thanks, honey. We’ll deal with the payment as always.”

    He hung up and dialed another number. The phone rang only twice when he heard a voice answer. He just said, “It’s shopping time.”

    “I see,” answered the strong female voice.

    The operation had been running since the beginning of the trial with Eduard Beck, as the boss wanted. They knew everything about procurator Siebert. How much he made, what he ate, what his plans were for the future, what he wore, who he was seeing and also what his weaknesses were. This ‘shopping’ means there will be one less lousy slimy snake in the world, thought Werner. The snake, hiding behind the law. Everybody has a weakness.

    It was ten o’clock that night when a shiny car stopped in front of the famous nightclub on the edge of the city. A well-dressed man in his mid-thirties stepped out. He gave his keys and a few marks to the valet. Despite the club being situated quite a way from the city itself, it was prestigious and was visited by prominent guests such as businessmen and politicians.

    As he walked in, he was surrounded by the familiar and pleasant, intimate dim blue and pink light and the scent of expensive perfume. This place was well known to him; he had been a regular customer for almost two years. He knew most of the local girls well and although they changed frequently, he had no problem choosing his favorite. With a smile on his face, he approached the receptionist.

    “Good evening, Ulrike.”

    “Good evening, Mr. Richter. Everything’s prepared as you asked. Except for one little inconvenience. Rita won’t be available tonight.”

    “Why is that?” he asked, surprised but determined not to be discouraged. Tonight he wanted absolute comfort.

    “Poor thing, she was in a car crash. There was nothing doctors could have done. But don’t let it bother you.” She leaned closer and almost whispered to his ear, “We have new blood tonight. Extra class. Nobody has tried her yet. She goes by the name of Tamara. Doesn’t it sound exotic?”

    Hmm, he thought. Why not? “All right, but first I want to see her.”

    “Of course. Tamara, please!” she called.

    A tall slim blond girl came over from the bar. She had short hair, with a little make-up on her face. Although she wasn’t dressed as provocatively as the other girls, there was something very attractive about her. As she was coming towards them, he felt his erection rising. Looking at her made him nervous. There was a coolness emanating from her. He often noticed something similar in a courtroom. Many serial murderers give off a similar scent of death. When she gazed at him, he felt cold and scorching excitement at the same time. He had to have her, no matter what.

    “I’ll take her,” barely got out of his dry throat.

    They sat down next to the bar. He ordered gin with tonic and lemon. He gulped his drink down – for some reason he felt nervous tonight.

    In the room, he quickly ripped off his clothes. He had never had such a strong erection. He wanted her, needed her. They had one more drink. Then the erection was accompanied by pain. At first it was weak, then started strengthening until it engulfed the entire area of his pelvis. At the same time, it seemed his heart was missing its beat. He wanted to say something funny. Suddenly, fear grabbed him. His father had died of heart disease as a young man.

    He inhaled heavily. “Doctor!”

    Tamara looked at him without interest, as if she was waiting for what would follow. There was no emotion in her eyes.

    “Please,” he begged. He was almost in tears. He could barely move. He was writhing in pain, and knew he was dying.

    “Are you done yet?” she asked coldly.

    Just then he finally understood. He wouldn’t escape this room alive. It was a trap. His drink had been poisoned.

    “Bitch,” he breathed out for the last time, and fell unconscious.

    Walter Rosenbach, retired police commissioner, was sitting in a trashy bar and sipping a beer, reflecting on his screwed-up life. The relationship with his colleague Helga had endured for only a while. At first, he was planning to retire after the Beck case, and enjoy his free time with Helga. He would pursue his hobbies and manage to do everything he’d had no time for previously. But police life had influenced him more than he could accept. He just couldn’t live in a normal society. A few months of their common life later his personal demons had started to crawl out of him. He was dissatisfied, missing the eternal fight against crime, which he both loved and hated. He had started being cruel to Helga. Finally, she’d told him to choose. Either find a balance in his life, or she’d leave. They had broken up and he had drowned his sorrows in alcohol since then. In the end, he found a job as a night watchman at a factory. It wasn’t about money; he had a decent pension. He wanted to know he was still useful. Wearing a uniform and carrying a gun again helped, but he never gave up alcohol. That meant his companions consisted of similar losers like himself.

    A former colleague from homicide came over to his table and sat down.

    “Hello, Walter. Have you read the news today?”

    “About what?” he asked, frustration in his voice.

    “Isn’t it that young prosecutor?”

    “Show me,” he said.

    When Rosenbach saw the face of prosecutor Karl Siebert on the front page, he immediately started to focus and went on reading.

    
      Death in the brothel
    

    
      S
      uc
      cessful public prosecutor Karl Siebert, known as the relentless fighter of crime and defender of rights, has been found dead in the exclusive Timea Night Club. According to local staff, he was a regular customer. An anonymous source declared that the prosecutor had had a mania for unusual and condemnable sexual practices. Ironically, the man, who chases moral lapses in court, has committed some of his own. We will never find out what else this man might have been hiding. According to the preliminary autopsy report, the cause of death was heart failure due to an overdose of Viagra. In his flat, acquired thanks to tax-payers’ money, numerous pornographic magazines, sex toys and narcotics were found.
    

    Pompous photographs of the canopy bed, displaying the red bedding, and a chalk outline of the body, accompanied the article. Opposite there was a small photo of Siebert in a courtroom, creating a striking contrast.

    On page three was a much shorter article, announcing that Eduard Beck had been sentenced to ten years in a minimum-security prison for tax evasion and would be released most likely after six years. There were also comments of people he had helped and insulting opinions about the prosecutor.

    “Dead men don’t talk,” mumbled Rosenbach.

    A great epitaph for a young lawyer. And Schmidt, the Nazi bastard, would be released in six years. Clear in front of the law. He would suffer the penalty honestly, certainly. Then he would go on with his filthy practices. He had no doubt that even in prison Beck wouldn’t be treated like an ordinary criminal.

    Despite the fact he had been just about to leave, he ordered another double Schnapps, drank it down, then walked away. On his way home he bought a few cans of beer and a bottle of cheap wine. Tonight he would indulge in self-pity again.

    “I really appreciate what you did for Germany and for all of us, Mr. Beck,” said the prison guard. He was an elderly man, waiting to retire. Grey, short hair was sticking to his sweaty forehead. It was hot in there and his excess weight started to disturb him in his work. There was only one year left until his retirement. He was looking forward to the free time with his grandchildren, fishing and pursuing his hobbies. He was a keen philanthropist.

    “Yes?” Beck looked up from his financial reports. He had been there only a few days, but conditions seemed to be endurable. He had even been allowed to read daily newspapers. He also had a telephone with fax. Everything thanks to bribing the right people. In fact, he could do anything he wanted, except leave, of course.

    “What’s your name?” he asked the guard in a friendly voice.

    “Herbert Krauss. But please, call me Herbert. I appreciate you are a great man. After everything, and what has been written about the scabby prosecutor, I believe that you are innocent,” he said honestly.

    “Dear Herbert, nobody is blameless. It depends on your point of view. From the point of view of this system, I am guilty. But is this system fair?”

    He looked into Herbert’s eyes. He saw the man was listening carefully.

    “Let’s take you, for example. You’re going to retire in a while. For your life-long and undoubtedly honest service, you’ll receive a couple of marks – or a couple of Euros, if they go on with this filth called the European Union. Germany wouldn’t be independent if that happened. It would be the servant of the Slavonic garbage. Do you want this? Does Germany want this?”

    When Krauss shook his head, Beck went on, “By contrast, I can offer you more. I can offer the real Germany. Think about it.”

    They talked until evening. At the end, he had a convinced accomplice in Krauss. He would do anything for him, even kill. It wasn’t a coincidence that Krauss was referred to him as his guard. He had everyone in the jail checked out a long time ago and knew Krauss would be easily influenced if necessary. Although he was planning to serve a full six years and carry on with his activities from prison, he had an escape plan prepared just in case they could move faster than scheduled.

    Werner was just adding the finishing touches to his speech to instruct four youngsters. Despite the fact they looked like mere hooligans in their leather vests and shaved heads, they had passed through tough training. They were more than able to fight with firearms, but also with bare hands. They were in a room used for such purposes. The room didn’t have windows and was totally soundproof.

    “The boss wants it to look like vandalism when delinquents are surprised by the watchman. It means no firearms. But you should know that he is a former cop. So be careful.”

    Werner ran his eyes over all of them. Their faces were burning with eagerness.

    “Everything’s clear?” he asked one more time.

    “Yes,” they answered at once.

    “Go,” he commanded, “and don’t forget. I don’t forgive failure.”

    When they left, he added to himself quietly, “Neither does Beck.”

    Bored, Walter Rosenbach was listening to his radio. Empty beer cans were building up on his desk. It seemed they would fall onto the floor at any moment. He would clean it up in the morning, nobody was checking him either way. It seemed he wasn’t really necessary, only as decoration. Or because of insurance purposes.

    It was the absolute dead of night. Nothing was stirring. The hard silence was interrupted only by the monotonous clicking of standpipes and murmur of his radio. He would take a regular patrol over the factory in an hour. It wasn’t necessary or even needful, but his subconscious still revolted against total passivity. The circuit took only thirty minutes and the rest of the night he stayed in this overheated office, napping behind the desk, sedated by alcohol.

    An hour later, he was indifferently walking through dark silent halls of the factory. Suddenly, he spotted the glow of a strong flashlight jumping through the motionless machines towards a storage room. Alcohol had numbed him, but only partially. It had been a part of his life for long years, just like an old friend. He had been drinking automatically, barely feeling it. Or at least, that is what he’d been convincing himself. Then he noticed the door of the central storage area for products ready to export. It grabbed his attention. It shouldn’t be open.

    “Damn,” he swore silently.

    Something was wrong. It had never happened to him since he’d worked there. His mind immediately perked up. He pricked up his ears and detected a faint noise behind the door. He silently undid the button on his holster. He carried an automatic Berretta, caliber seven sixty-five. Turning off the flashlight, he waited until his eyes were accustomed to the dark. Then carefully, he approached the door. He stood at the right side, leaned against the doorframe and looked in.

    Three young men with iron bars were just forcing open a container of finished products. Another two were already opened and rifled through. Some smashed up boxes were lying on the floor, electronic components everywhere.

    “I wouldn’t do that, monkeys!” he called out to the vandals in a threatening voice.

    They turned and glanced at him contemptuously. Obviously they had a low opinion of him as they didn’t even stop. It was as if he was invisible.

    “Enough!” he yelled. “Stop!”

    Now they finally paid attention. One of them, probably the leader of the group, came closer to him. He was smiling slyly, spinning the bar in his hand.

    “Come on, grandpa. You’ve already drunk your night’s quota of beer. Now show us how an old police dog barks.”

    Rosenbach winced. Not because he’d been insulted, or because it was something serious. It was just silly teasing. But something was wrong. This dummy was too specific for it to be a coincidence. His quota of beers? Old police dog? He reached for the switch. Strong light filled the room. He blinked.

    “Look out, he’s got a gun!” yelled one of the youngsters, who panicked and tried to pull his own gun from behind his belt.

    The old cop didn’t need more. He instinctively wrenched his Berretta out of the holster and shot two fast bullets. The young man fell, just halfway to his gun. His white shirt started to color red. The two remaining youngsters rushed at him. He changed his firing angle and neutralized both of them. He ignored the motionless bodies for now and started to check the rest of the room. Thousands of thoughts were still running through his mind. His police brain, used to combining data, was warning him. Old police dog, old police dog, old police dog… Suddenly everything made sense. It wasn’t about a few broken boxes. It wasn’t coincidence they came here during his shift. They came for him. But who ordered it? And why? He had made a few enemies during his career. Some of them had already been released from prison. This wasn’t their style. They’d have simply killed him, without these theatrics.

    A tall figure stepped from behind the container. Before he was able to react, the iron bar of that son of a bitch filled his field of view. Rosenbach was sent to the ground by a massive blow. More blows rained down on him with the intensity of a hailstorm. He knew he’d just reached the final destination. It was over.

    Helga, Helga… It was his last thought before his brain turned off, and his soul left to where it would find peace.

    Werner was waiting impatiently in the basement for the return of the youngsters. The room was hired by a subsidiary company, where Beck und Beck Company had ninety percent of its stake. After soundproofing, it was not used only as a meeting place, but also a training ground and shooting range. Beck had more places like it. Although he was in jail, his former activities kept going, with some of them running to a larger extent than before. Instead of the boss, it was managed by people like himself. He’d been working for Beck for almost four years.

    Originally, Werner was brought into the business by Bernard Kraft. By the way, where had he vanished to? he thought.

    He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. Where are they? They were five minutes late. He didn’t like it.

    The door opened. An armed guard in a black uniform entered, accompanied by one youngster who had been sent into action.

    “Where were you?” he growled at the boy. “How did it go?”

    “According to plan. Until Curly Guy pulled out the gun. Then everything got out of hand,” he explained with a trembling voice. “The bastard wiped them out. He was surprisingly fast. Then I finished him. He’s dead.”

    Now Werner noticed that the young hooligan was covered in blood. His eyes were wildly running around the room. Obviously, he was still in shock and jumpy. Stupid kids, they simply let an old drunk massacre them. He stayed calm. Despite his anger, he looked at the boy calmly.

    “He is dead, right? Ok, take a break. I said no firearms. Did you take Curly Guy’s pistol?” Werner asked.

    It was necessary that it look like an accident. No connection, not even a small one, to Eduard Beck. Eduard Beck, the hero of German economics, as he was named in newspaper articles since the rat prosecutor Karl Siebert died. And he’d keep it that way. The boss trusted him. He wouldn’t fail. Of course bribes, together with promises and threats, were needed but it paid off. Siebert’s successor understood what was expected of him very quickly. He hadn’t set an appeal against the verdict, which had been defended so passionately by his predecessor. He was rather satisfied with a certain bribe, because he also understood that a terrible accident might happen to him if he ignored their ‘gentle persuasion’.

    “Yes, here.” The boy’s voice interrupted his thoughts. Encouraged by the praise, he handed Werner the gun.

    Werner took it carefully. It was a small automatic. He checked the magazine. Full. He inserted it with a gentle click, and pulled the trigger. Then, like it was an after-thought, he aimed at the unsuspecting boy and shot him between the eyes.

    “Take care of the body,” he told the guard.

    Around the time the retired police commissioner Walter Rosenbach was identified in a morgue by his ex-colleagues, Albert Kühner was returning home from work. His wounds, caused by Kraft in the Bohemian Forest, had already healed, but he was still addicted to painkillers. When he had woken up in hospital in the Czech Republic, he’d returned to Germany immediately. He’d decided to change his life, move far from his hometown to a little town in the north. There he’d found a job in a local museum. It was dull and boring work. His only consolation were the piles of documents he could study.

    Kuhner had been trying to erase incidents in the Bohemian Forest from his mind. It’d been a miracle that he, with a body full of bullets, had reached in the emergency operating room, tens of miles far from his original position, and survived. At the last minute, they’d saved his life. Then he’d learned about Eduard Beck’s trial. He didn’t doubt that if Beck knew he was alive, he would immediately polish him off as a hostile witness. Because of that, he’d been waiting before cashing Beck’s cheques, received as pay for working for him, until he was in prison.

    He slotted his key into the lock, turned it and went inside. With a tired sigh, he put the briefcase down on the low shoe cabinet. He hung up his coat, put on warm, soft, comfortable slippers. With another sigh, he walked into the living room. According to his habit, he turned on the television. He pulled a cigarette out of the packet and was about to light it, when a strange smell struck his nose. Gas! He quickly threw the cigarette away and hurried to the kitchen.

    When he entered the room, his head spun. The buttons of the gas oven were fully turned on. He started to feel dizzy. Suddenly, he couldn’t remember if he had turned them on or not. He turned on his heel and ran towards the front door. Closed. He grabbed the handle and yanked it. Stuck. What does it mean? Fuck, fuck, fucking door!

    He panicked.

    “Help, HEELP!” he yelled at the top of his voice.

    He ran to the window, but he realized that he couldn’t get through it. He lived on the ground floor and all the windows were barred. All he could do was break the window to reduce the concentration of explosive gas in the room. But it wasn’t a solution; the gas could explode at any second.

    “Help, help me! For God’s sake, HELP ME!” he yelled, until his voice failed from exhaustion.

    Suddenly the phone rang. He ran to it, picked it up and started to gibber desperately, “Help, help me! It’s Kühner, gas is leaking! Door is stuck. Help!”

    He couldn’t say anything else. He was just staring ahead. There was silence on the receiver.

    Then the caller said only three words, “Beck doesn’t forget.”

    The telephone clicked – only the monotonous dial tone remained.

    Beck? How, the hell, had he found him here? The cheques! The stupid cheques! All of this, together with a lot of swearing, ran through his mind in a second.

    In the next second, the accumulated gas in the apartment exploded. A firestorm blew out windows in several other flats, too. Kühner’s apartment was engulfed in a raging fire. The fire tongues leapt out of the windows.

    Albert Kühner lay under the rubble of furniture, plaster and concrete pieces. The huge explosion had thrown him into the corner of the room. He lay there, his feet stuck under something heavy. He knew he had no chance. Half passed out, he was watching fire spreading towards him. His broken and burnt body was screaming in pain. But no sound came from his mouth. He couldn’t breathe, only cough shallowly.

    One minute later, the rubble on his body ignited.

    His life flashed before his eyes. Like in a movie, he saw himself as a child, at school, at work. And lying there. Then Beck’s disgusting dark face filled his mind. One last furious thought grew in his head.

    “See you in hell, motherfucker!”

  
    
      
      Two
    

    
      
        March 2002, Germany
      
    

    Eduard Beck was standing by the window of his office, looking out at the city. He was not satisfied. Each partial success could satisfy him only for a short moment.

    He’d lost six years. Six long years in prison. He had continued his activities, but much more carefully than before. He had been entrusting every job to carefully chosen and trustworthy people. No links leading to him. He markedly restricted support of young neo-Nazis. They had no meaning for him anymore. Forward, there was no other destination. The most important work was still waiting for him. To find and use the Time Gate. To join Hitler and resurrect the Third Reich by his side. He couldn’t entrust it to anybody else, only to himself. He’d sold a big part of his financial empire quite fast. This was the last time he would be in this room. From tomorrow, it would be the property of American-Canadian Atlantis Corporation, who planned to reach the European financial market.

    He had no qualms about selling his German company to Americans. It was just one of many steps to achieve a lofty goal. He wouldn’t even mind selling to Russians. The end justified the means. If he managed to succeed, everything would be different. Not if! When he managed to succeed. Nothing else had any meaning for him, nothing was more important. The destiny of mankind was in his hands. All he had to do was to reach out and take it. Under mankind, he thought only of the German nation, of course. They would rule the world. They would build great buildings and monuments for him. He would resurrect the Third Reich, much larger than Hitler had imagined it. But first he had to find that damn Time Gate! He couldn’t do anything without it. He’d been so close and now he was at the beginning again. It didn’t matter. With the Time Gate he would have all the time in the world.

    At first he would focus on paying back old debts. Karl Siebert – the ambitious fool. He really thought that he could stand up to him? That snake had been hiding behind the law, behind the system. The enemy he chose proved to be too powerful. His life had ended ignominiously in a brothel and his name would be stained forever.

    Or Albert Kühner, that weakling. He had offered him a chance at something huge. At the time in the Bohemian Forest he had done a good job. He’d found many clues leading to the Time Gate. Too bad they hadn’t had more time, maybe he’d already found it and hadn’t said anything. He was a good archeologist, but when it came to the crunch, he’d betrayed them shamefully. His life had ended, too.

    Walter Rosenbach, retired police commissioner. Arresting Beck had been the peak of his career. He hadn’t enjoyed the pension for long. He’d ended up a drunken night watchman, battered by vandals. Great obituary for death notices in a newspaper.

    A problem had appeared when Beck realized that in the Czech Republic he was still persona non grata. The stamp in his passport prevented him from crossing the border until the end of the month. He could avoid it, but this time he didn’t want to leave anything to chance. Until then he wanted to do everything in accordance with the rules. Unless he found the Time Gate. Then he’d create his own rules. Meanwhile, huge amounts of funds were flowing through Swiss banks to the Commercial Bank in the Czech Republic.

    Predator was preparing to attack.

    Professor Martin Zander had arrived in the Czech Republic recently. He was to take over the work of his colleague professor Albert Kühner, who had reportedly been killed in a gas explosion in his apartment. Misadventure. Maybe. Misfortune for the first one, opportunity for the other. And Zander was going to seize this opportunity as much as he could. It was suggested that in addition to an interesting financial profit, he could receive something more. Besides, he’d been sworn to secrecy, and had no doubt it was hiding an untold threat. He knew the name of Eduard Beck. A couple of years ago, his face had been appearing in every newspaper and on most television channels. He was wealthy and, like many financiers, he probably had dealings with the underworld. This suspicion in connection with the war criminal made an impact on him. Zander was a committed nationalist. He respected Germans and the German nation above all. Crowds of Kurds, Turks and other immigrants, who were arriving there and making trouble, also annoyed him. They were undermining traditions and had a damaging impact on society.

    Martin Zander was a tall, slender but well-built man. Apart from studying history, he liked swimming and tennis. He was in good shape. His blond hair, blue eyes and tanned skin attracted the attention of many women. Besides, he was very confident, and determined as well. He liked to be independent. That’s why he was still single at thirty-five. He wasn’t worried about that. He had an apartment in the city, a smaller house in the countryside, a sports car, and a decent packet in the bank. He was also a recognized expert in his field. He didn’t have to beg for a job, he could choose the best offers. Like what was put before him now. Everybody had a weakness – money was Zander’s.

    Zander studied Kühner’s reports carefully. According to what he’d been told, he was a weakling. Despite this, he had to admit he was a professional in his job. His reports consisted of much information and analysis. But first he had to find a key to solve them. The documents looked like somebody had just raked them off the pile. He had to create a system for them before the analysis could begin, otherwise he would lose even more time.

    Three weeks later, classifying the documents provided him a solid base. There were skeletal findings in the Bohemian Forest, dated to the second half of the second century CE.

    At first, it had looked like routine archeological research. However, the longer he had examined the results, the more it had started to become clear that it wasn’t. The tip of a knife, found in the sternum, made of stainless steel. Headshot from the same period. Then, a wallet with papers and credit cards, found in a tomb two thousand years ago? When he came to the mention of the gold Rolex with its inscription, he already he already understood what was going on. It was colossal and he had the honor to be there. Everything fitted together. There was a time transition and his mission was to find it!

  
 Three

Roma, 161 CE

Antonius Pius was dead. He had left Roma to his adoptive son Marcus Aurelius, who had recently married Pius’s daughter. For various political and personal reasons, he had appointed Lucius Verus as his co-emperor. Lucius Verus was also the adoptive son of Antonius Pius. He was also dead now. Despite Verus being a handsome man and a good soldier, he hadn’t been much of a thinker. The diarchy, which was something new in Roma, had helped Marcus Aurelius. It had paved the way for greater stability, while he was able to grasp the government firmly.

Aurelius was resting in a Valerian spa. He had liked it since youth, when he and his friends had been visiting this place. Spas had a beneficial impact on the body, and mind as well. Here he could think about serious affairs in peace.

He loved Roma. Not just the buildings, but the entire society, the people he was seeing, the air he was breathing. He loved what this city represented. The top of the world.

He stood up out of the water and went over to the large window. The view of the city, rising from high ground, enthralled him. Even the neighborhood of the less rich and poor Romans looked beautiful from here. Roma, the heart of the world.

“Oh, almighty Caesar, let me speak,” said a young man, entering the room.

“Speak, Gaius Tiberius. What news are you delivering me?”

“Germans, great Caesar. Those filthy barbarians are crawling out of swamps and forests yet again, invading the territory of the Roman Empire.”

The world’s most powerful man was listening to him carefully; sometimes he nodded silently. He had already been expecting something like this for a long time. This wasn’t the first time they had had similar problems, after all. Barbarian nations behind the borders were getting stronger every year. They were emerging from the emptiness and destroying everything they came across. At first, it had been only sporadic mindless attacks of small hordes that had been penetrating the territory of the Empire, plundering a few villages or settlements. The affected areas used to be relatively small and after the raid, attackers normally fell back to their settlements. Now the situation had started to change. The pressure was continuing to escalate. Their goal wasn’t just stealing, but also settling on the newly conquered and often more fertile territories. The disadvantage was that these primitive people couldn’t understand the importance of the Roman Empire. Threats weren’t enough. It was necessary to destroy them.

“What is the news from Sertorius?”

“Not good. Strong tribal communities consisting of many unrelated clans have started to form, especially in territories of Markomania-Bohemia and Sarmatia. It won’t be long before they attack the south.”

“Well, that is nothing new. We have to take more substantial steps. First, we have to strengthen the border soldiers, of course. We have to weaken the enemy internally. Soon I will issue decrees, which will allow more Germans to enter the Empire. I will spread them over the Italian territory. They will be allocated to Roman owners and tenants of the emperor’s land. Thus, they will be legally attached to their new land. I will integrate them into our society. I will provide them minimum rights, but all of the duties. We will get new farmers and soldiers, ultimately.”

“Caesar, there will be rumors that you are barbarizing these territories.”

“Don’t worry about that. I will silence all critics. We will also instigate tribal wars among the barbarians. We will infiltrate them under the pretense of trade as we did a couple of times before. I want detailed reports about German tribes in Bohemia and Sarmatia. I want to know everything. How many of them there are, what they worship, what their differences are.”

“Caesar, our army is bonded to fight with Parthia in the east. Besides, it is decimated by an unknown disease.”

“I heard about that sickness today. Why does it make everyone so fearful?”

“Soldiers get a fever. They usually die within three days from onset of the disease. I am worried that the situation is becoming untenable. The Supreme Commander, Cassius, is keeping it secret for now,” sighed the young envoy desperately.

“I have listened to you, Gaius Tiberius. Leave now and pull yourself together. I will call you.”

When he left, Marcus Aurelius looked at his trustee. “What are you thinking, Quintus?”

“The same thing as you, Caesar. The situation is serious. The imperial repository has problems. The intense war in the east, as well as the defense of the northern border and activities in other territories of the Empire are very expensive. The low morale of men, affected by disease is an important point, too. There is no quick and easy solution. You know that.”

“So?”

“The only solution I can see is annexation of Sarmatia and Markomania-Bohemia. This will shorten the border necessary to defense. Instead of the present border being the river Danube, it will be in the mountains.”

Marcus Aurelius listened silently. He didn’t intend to act on this suggestion. Other men in his position had often relied only on their advisor’s opinion and they had failed. Nobody is perfect. He was different. Many times he wondered if he was the right person to lead so large an empire. The moral responsibility resting on his shoulders was huge. How would history look at his deeds? Would he leave Roma in ruins or stronger than before? No, he couldn’t do that. At least, if he hoped to keep it in this state for future generations but he knew that the end had started already. The extensive empire was becoming unsustainable. There were many problems everywhere. Poverty, people in debt, creditors, struggles for power, and conspiracies. All of these were part of Roma. Roma, always expanding and controlling weaker empires. Now it was his turn. Roman society, spoiled by wealth and luxury, was morally weak. In contrast, the barbarians, hardened by a rough life, were as young predators hosting themselves on the weakening body of Roma. He couldn’t stop it, only slow it down.

Quintus finished and waited until his Emperor spoke.

“Yes, I have been thinking about it, too. But didn’t great Augustus already try that? He failed. It’s too expensive, too distant.”

“The invasion? Possibly. Don’t forget we have been establishing trade relationships with people in these areas for years. We know the approximate structure of their populations. It seems Markomania is populated very sparsely. At a guess, two thousand people. I don’t think they would be too big an obstacle for us,” said Quintus.

“What about the rest of the territories?”

“That will be harder. Let’s occupy Sarmatia first. We can use subjugated citizens as slaves and possibly soldiers in the next campaign. From merchants’ reports, we know that they even process iron on a small scale. It could be useful.”

“Markomania can wait. There is no existing threat. And it is separated from Sarmatia by Dnester. Let it happen.”

Merchants from the south came in the spring unexpectedly. Several slaves accompanied them. They brought a variety of goods. They settled down next to the lower river as always. They brought a large number of horses. Cattle and sheep farming weren’t firmly rooted yet, although the horse had become very popular among people.

It was kind of a step forward and backwards at the same time. Some time ago, the Teacher had instigated people to abandon their previously established way of life. Formerly they had lived in small communities, formed exclusively by members of clans. They were strongly connected by blood. This cohesion was externally applied, especially during the endless blood feuds between members of fighting families. After defeating shamans and their followers, who dominated the society until now, the Teacher had persuaded people to another life. He had introduced Laws for people. And a new style of building. Wooden houses with shingle rooves, as he had remembered from other times. Some people had chosen to live quietly in remote areas, although most of them were still living in small villages. Now, thanks to me and to horses, these people living in remote areas had started to visit each other more frequently. Kinships and friendship were cementing and new ones were being created.

I am Peter, and came to the river together with my wife Ivone, my son Peter, Ivone’s father Tork and his wife Else. Their children were already adults, so they were grateful for any visit or joint trip.

The merchants’ camp was already established. Grey canvas tents were rising to the sky, horses were snorting in the corral. There was a special run for the merchants’ horses. I was a little surprised when I saw only one horse, thinking from the sounds that there were many of them.

Smells of roasted meat and various spices floated on the air, even from a distance. Greek merchants had refined taste. There were slaves milling around the tents and finishing the last work on a temporary camp. When we approached closer, a person in colorful clothes separated from this chaos. It was a man. He raised his hand as a sign of greeting.

“Welcome, Peter.”

“Hello, Orneus. Nice to see you.”

It wasn’t just polite words often used in these lands, it was personal, too. We became true friends over time. Despite there being a certain language barrier between us, we were communicating without any problem. Orneus was well-travelled and understood more than one language. He had a natural talent for that, as well as for merchanting. This gift had probably been inherent in his family for generations.

“My friend, always when I travel to these wild parts, I look forward to seeing you. You are a very interesting person: I have never met anyone like you before. And I know many people.”

“Don’t overdo it. You’re embarrassing me,” I said, to ease the situation. This had started to be tradition at each arrival. I didn’t like it very much.

“What compliment? I owe you my life. I will never forget. I swear in the name of my father,” he pronounced solemnly.

“All right, as you want. Did you organize the stuff we agreed on?”

“Yes. But it will wait. I invite you to my tent. I ordered a roasted chicken to be prepared for your honor. I hope you will like it. Your family is invited, too.”

He knew how to please me. Roasted chicken was my favorite meal. We didn’t breed hens, so I could get them only during Orneus’s visits. Although we were hunting pheasants, guinea fowl, ducks and other birds, but Greek-style chicken, it was something totally different.

We walked into the tent and sat around a low but spacious table, full of different dishes. After a delicious lunch a rather lively debate got underway.

“Where is your brother Nassioss?” I asked curiously.

“Oh, him.” Orneus shook his head negatively. “He got married, imagine that! I thought he would be reasonable at his age.”

“What’s unreasonable about that?” said Ivone and Else together.

Orneus looked at them. In his life, women had no rights. But he respected ours. His faced relaxed and he smiled cheerfully.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean that. After all, if my father was thinking similarly, I wouldn’t be here either. When you were here last, he was already reluctant to come here. You frightened him, you know. He says that life wasn’t worth any amount of money. There is more. The breath of Fire God in a box…”

“A lighter.”

“Yes. We sold this lighter to a rich Roman. He paid us so much that one person couldn’t spend it in three lifetimes. We have been rich until now, too, but suddenly we had such a large property that it had to impact our lives. Moreover, Nassioss met a woman at the time. He decided to marry and settle down. I can’t blame him. Love dazzles the senses just like wine. I am too old for that and you can’t teach an old dog new ideas. Merchanting is my life. I can’t and don’t want to do anything else. And then, I like travelling and meeting new people.”

“Sometimes I envy you,” I said. “I like travelling, too. By the way, I send regards from Kalos to you.”

“How is the unworthy wimp?” he asked cheerfully.

“You wouldn’t recognize him. He grew up, physically and mentally. He has two children and hard work toughened him. There is no trace of his fear anymore.”

“I am glad to hear it. Greek blood will survive even in these conditions. Let’s move on to the trade.”

He went to the entrance of the tent. “Boot!” he called the black slave. “Take the women to the jewelry tent. Let each of them choose two items of their liking.”

The slave bowed to Orneus obsequiously and motioned the women to follow. Ivone and Else went with him, chirping cheerily. I stepped out, too, but Orneus barred the way with his hand.

“You stay. There are many things we have to discuss,” he said seriously. His expression didn’t match his previous behavior at all. Then I realized he’d done this on purpose. He didn’t want to worry the women.

“What’s going on, Orneus?” asked Tork.

Today he wasn’t talking too much. He had troubles, too.

“My friend, as you know, we come from far away. We travel on chartered ships to sea, also called the Black Sea. A large river Don, or Danube, flows into it. Down this river we go deeply inland. We deal with many people of different nations. What is a common thing somewhere, has a great value far from there. But I don’t want to talk about that.”
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