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Eric Flint's 1632 & Beyond Issue 20

Bjorn Hasseler


Eric Flint's 1632 & Beyond has reached issue 20. 
Mysteries and detective stories keep coming up in the 1632 universe, so we decided to do a whole issue of them.
Magdeburg Messenger 
(Fiction)
Christian "Kit" Schinkenspeck relates, as only he can, his firm's latest case in the issue’s cover story, "Grantville Gumshoe In Thunder And Lighting."  .  The story and the cover art are both by Tom Kidd, who is the cover artist for Baen’s 1632 books.
The Abrabanel network is threatened with betrayal.  Dominik and Hildegard travel to Erfurt to investigate but when a man drops dead right in front of her, Hildegard herself comes under suspicion.  Can "The Gozmar Betrayal", by David Hankins, be untangled in time?
Something is going on in Halle.  Quite a few people are on the case—some of them getting help whether they want it or not.  Keep your eyes open in "The Shell Game" by Marc Tyrrell.
High school freshman Regina Drehmännin is left holding the bag—or something!—that is very out of place.  Most of NESS is out of town, so it's her case—and all the classic advice is wrong.  "Chekhov, Schrödinger, Occam, and Murphy" is by Bjorn Hasseler.
1632 Universe News
This year's 1632 convention will be at Philcon in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, November 20-22. (That is the weekend before Thanksgiving in the US.)  If you are going, please let us know in the Facebook group.
A roleplaying game is on the way! Steve Jackson Games will publish GURPS Ring of Fire for the fourth edition of GURPS (Generic Universal RolePlaying System). You can find out more at sjgames.com.  If you were part of the BackerKit, you have probably received an email about digital rewards.
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Patreon Supporters


1632 & Beyond thanks the following Patreon members who have generously agreed to help underwrite the magazine's operations. 
Thank you so much for supporting us. 

Gary Tennenhouse
Pascal Durand
Marc Foppen
Sally Hardwick
Karjala Koponen
Jerry Johnson
MarcTyrrell
David Smith
Edh Stanley
Campbell Menzies
Thomas Williams
Virginia DeMarce
Jay Robison
Chuck Thompson
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Grantville Gumshoe in Thunder and Lighting

Tom Kidd


1637
When I told Mackie how much I was enjoying Ian Fleming’s spy novels, he told me about the 007 movies. Mackie has an encyclopedic memory of everything up-time. It often seems he was born in the twentieth century, even though we are both only simple people of our time, down-timers through and through. 
Mackie invited me over to his place, where he had a VHS player he’d borrowed from the Grantville Library, and we watched the first three Bond movies: Dr. No (1962), From Russia with Love (1963), and Goldfinger (1964). My revelation was that we were wasting our time solving local mysteries and murders when we could be saving the world from one apocalypse or another.
Out in the world beyond Grantville, few people were familiar with the high-tech devices of the up-timers. With up-time science generating “Q Branch” level technology, we’d be like James Bond, but without the bigoted overtones I encountered reading the books.
Mackie argued that we were hard-bitten detectives, not sophisticated and dashing spies fighting supervillains. I countered that Mackie, with his impressive size and physique, looked like he’d walked out of a Bond movie.
“Right, as a henchman,” countered Mackie. “All that is required is an albino assassin, and your narrative would be complete.”
Mackie knows how to make a salient point while also making me laugh. I couldn’t have a better, more entertaining friend. People say he looks like a caveman, a Neanderthal, in fact, so I think his professorial mode of speech is meant to counter that outward impression.
“Very funny, you as a flunky—preposterous. You could never be an underling. We’re equal partners working to solve crimes,” I countered.
Some people have accused me of embellishing my role in our private-eye investigations. Yet, Mackie and my wife, Camilla, know the extent of my exceptional sleuthing skills. As the up-timers say, the proof is in the pudding, meaning I’m judged by my results. Oddly, the up-timers believe this is a modern phrase, when I’d heard it well before they traveled back two and a half centuries to our time.
Camilla came into the office, so I set my journal aside. I’d written enough for one day. We hadn’t received a challenging mystery in some time, which put me in a funk, but seeing her lifted my sunken spirits. Like an angel, a human torch of goodness, Camilla’s sunny presence burnt away my gloom.
“Kit, it’s time to go for our afternoon run,” said Camilla. “You should already be changed. What’s the holdup?”
* * *

Minutes later, we were on the streets, and my mood was lifted further. Exercise focuses the mind and relieves anxiety, especially running. I’ve read that it burns visceral fat and builds lean muscle, but it hasn’t changed me outwardly at all. In contrast, our weekly jogs seem to have made Camilla even more vibrant and glowing with health than before. I remain unremarkable—which, of course, is how I must be. Criminals shouldn’t know that I’m secretly a powerhouse of energy and possess tiger-like reflexes and the tenacity of the wolverine. When I’m in public, I have to look harmless, a weakling, so I can more easily get the drop on the lawbreaking jokers I regularly encounter outside the Ring of Fire. My occasional pratfalls and my subsequent feigned embarrassment make people think I’m a laughable buffoon, rather than the keen investigator I truly am.
A boy playing with a yo-yo shifts my thinking. Ever since the up-timers arrived, one silly trend has followed another. We often see them on our runs. Before the up-timers, there were few pleasure sports like baseball, and tennis was entirely for the wealthy; no Teddy Bears, no stand-up comics and mic nights, no Karaoke, no trivia games, just to name a few oddities the people of the future have introduced that have caught on among us down-timers.
Paperback books of fiction are everywhere now. I can’t turn a corner without seeing up-time people and denizens of my time holding them, even those who’ve only just learned to read. Reprints of up-time novels are the most popular. However, we’re seeing more and more books written by extant seventeenth-century authors. Every other person I pass on the street today is reading Forty Hues of Heliose. “I wonder what that book is about, the one everyone’s reading?” I asked my wife as we passed someone engrossed in it.
“Here’s a clue for my detective husband: the subtitle is The Sex Compass.”
“Oh, got it, a trashy novel.”
“So smutty it’s been published in six languages. You see it everywhere, especially being sold from book carts along with the author’s other works. I have one of the writer’s newest books at home,” admitted Camilla. “It’s not bad.”
“Newest book? The writer’s alive? These aren’t up-time reprints?”
“Yes, she’s alive. Her books are all successful, too: The Crepuscular Chronicles, a book about teenage vampires, and something called The Leonardo Cipher that sounds monumentally stupid. The ads claim its story is true—a cheap literary trick, if you ask me. It’s a conspiracy-type novel.”
“And people buy them?
“She’s not giving them away for free.”
“The writer must be filthy rich from the royalties.”
“No doubt.”
I certainly wouldn’t be reading any of the sleazy novels when I still had several Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and Agatha Christie mysteries waiting on my countertop, not to mention some Sherlock Holmes stories to scrutinize.
I am, however, intrigued by comic books. The biggest thing now is ThunderCloud, and I can see why. The superheroine wears a tight, revealing costume, and she is stunning—well, beautifully drawn as stunning. Like Mackie and me, the protagonist—ThunderCloud—is on a mission to solve mysteries and stop crime; only she has superpowers to help her do so. Beyond my extraordinary mind, I have another truly super quality: my sense of smell.
Camilla picked up her pace, and I trailed by several strides. She always does this towards the end of our runs. Axel shot past us both at a blistering speed. He loves to do this. I think it’s to humble me. To add injury to my diminished ego, he scared a robin, sending it flying. As it flew over me, it deposited a white splash on my shoulder. I wiped the bird excrement off with a handkerchief and threw it away as we passed a trash can. The yellow-haired urchin has a knack for making my life miserable, even by accident. The kid wants to be an Olympic star in a world without the quadrennial event. He becomes obsessed and won’t let go of his ridiculous ambitions.
Camilla and I finally stopped for a rest in front of my office building. She needed to return home and then attend an evening legal lecture. Contract law is her greatest interest. With the sun behind her, golden light glowing around the edges of her hair and body, I noticed she looked very much like the gorgeous comic book heroine who can shoot lightning from her fingertips. I could easily imagine my wife as a comic book superhero.
* * *

I was happy to be showered—a wonderful up-time invention, which Mackie tells me was conceived in 1767—back in my office, and ready for whatever mystery came through my door: an alluring widow whose dead husband has reappeared, a suspicious lover wanting proof of infidelity, a locked-room mystery at a mansion, a brutal murder with five suspects I could assemble in a room and then expose the killer among them, a murder that was a presumed suicide to solve. Even a missing pet would do.
My door stared implacably back at me, staying firmly shut, unwilling to open and let in opportunity. The thing about Grantville is it's too nice a town, and its police constabulary is amazingly competent at solving crimes on its own. Fortunately, as our fame grows, we increasingly acquire our major cases from outside of town.
To break up the boredom, I wouldn’t even mind a visit from snarky Axel, the teenage smartass who I’d accidentally befriended. The scrawny rogue actually thinks me inept. That’s how good my facade of incompetence is. The high from my run was fading, and I was drifting down into melancholy. I needed a distraction, so I picked up the newest copy of the Grantville Gazette. Sometimes I find something worth investigating in its pages. My immeasurable intellect needs constant challenges.
A headline caught my eye: “Famous Writer’s Talk.” I skimmed the article. The author of The Leonardo Cipher, Ms. Hanna Shaw, spoke at the library. The newspaper included a cropped-down group photograph that featured the renowned writer at its center. It seemed as though she had been purposely shaking her head to make her face blurry with the motion. Was it an accident, or did she have something to hide?
A moment later, the woman in the picture walked through my door. She had none of the accouterments or style of the wealthy: no jewelry; ordinary garments, practical-looking shoes; and hair brushed in a simple manner. Her blue jeans screamed up-timer. They were an authentic Levi's brand.
Maybe she was one of the West Virginians. I only know a few. Her wristwatch would have been the dead giveaway, but hers looked wrong, very wrong. The crystal over it was blank, black even. It wasn’t a timepiece, only an ornament or, worse, a fake. There was no shyness about her. If she weren’t glaring at me almost threateningly—certainly suspiciously—I’d have deemed her comely. What had I done wrong?
I looked back as calmly as I could. No one stares me down in my own office. Without shifting her gaze, she walked purposefully toward me while piercing me with unnerving, appraising eyes. “Are you Detective Schinkenspeck?” she asked with a distinct upper-class British accent. Nope, not a Virginian.
I almost gulped. “Yes. How may I help you?” I leaned back in my seat, affecting nonchalance, and gestured towards a chair facing my desk. “Please have a seat. Madame…Hanna Shaw, I presume?” I went for the French honorific, as it seemed the safest. In contrast to informal dress, she affected a very formal, regal air.
Continuing to stand, she put her hands on her hips and said, “I think I like you. You didn’t jump up, bow, and usher me to sit down as if I might faint at any moment. I’m impressed you already know my name.”
I learned from watching up-time movies that detectives don’t stand when a woman enters the room. They treat them like they would men. I held up the newspaper article, so she could see where I’d gotten my information.
She nodded in understanding. Then, in a complete reversal of bearing, she very pleasantly added, “Not ‘Madame.’ Please use Hanna only. Rather than have you use your famous inductive reasoning on me, I’ll tell you exactly who I am. In case you didn’t read the article, I’m the author of The Forty Hues of Heloise and other successful novels. Furthermore, I’m an up-up-timer. I have come here from the year 2027.”
I couldn’t hold back my surprise at that. “That’s im—” I stopped myself from saying “impossible” and switched to “interesting.”
“Yes, yes. Go ahead and say it. You think I’m a nutter. I don’t care. All you should be concerned with is that my money is real.”
This was a dare to laugh at her, whereupon she would certainly walk out. Her body language said she cared a lot. It would be foolish to challenge her supposed twenty-first-century origin.
“I like the Yiddish term, meshugana,” I quipped before a smarter part of my brain could stop me. “Um, eccentric is a better choice, though. You’re rich, after all.” Dammit, my foot-in-mouth disease was acting up again.
“Brilliant! I prefer meshugana.”
It was nice to be called brilliant, especially when I thought I’d committed a faux pas. I grinned, nodded, and asked again, “How can we help you?”
She looked about my office. “I see you’re an aficionado of temporal transportation. You have models and posters of various time travel machines and people. The novelty backward-turning clock is a bit much, but is that a figurine of Mr. Peabody, the inventor of the Wayback Machine?”
“Yes. Very good. Few people know that one. It’s one of my favorites.”
“Brilliant. I’ve bought the rights for a musical play that will be performed at the recently built Theater of Van Campen in Amsterdam. Actors have been hired—”
I had to stop her there. “You’re English. Why not the Globe Theater in London?”
She rolled her eyes as if I’d asked something absurd and said dismissively, “In many ways it’s not the same since the firebombing, but England still keeps with its ancient rule prohibiting women from playing female parts. The important part is that rehearsals are underway, the stage is prepared, but we may have a saboteur in the group who is causing delays. Odd, destructive things are happening that, if they continue, will bankrupt me. I had to fire most of my crew. No doubt some beast, some knuckle-dragging down-timer, is the culprit. They are all such lowlifes—um, present company excepted, of course. You’re one of the good ones.”
And you’re one of the bad ones, I thought. I didn’t like what she said about the Americans being stupid, either. She wasn’t fooling me; she was clearly a down-timer like myself. No up-timer would pen the drivel she wrote in her novels or be so arrogant or, at least, would be circumspect in their bigotry. It’s a good thing Camilla wasn’t here. She’d throw this lady out despite the payday she might offer. Everyone has at least a modicum of prejudice, and I’ve known people to change, to learn it’s smarter not to be ignorantly biased, so I decided to keep listening.
“I need you and whomever you deem necessary to come to Amsterdam and make sure all goes well. My hope is that the equipment failures are just accidents, but should it turn out to be sabotage, I plan to write my next book about your exploits. Thus, I will need daily accounts of your investigations. We can go no further if you can’t agree to this, and know that I will share the proceeds of my detective story with you.”
I had no doubt the woman had created a fake past for herself. The mystique of being an up-timer would greatly boost her book sales, especially at the time she claimed, which was further in the future than the West Virginians’ origin. Moreover, our time is full of wonders; why not grab hold of a particularly wondrous one to reinvent yourself? Certainly Mackie and I have done that in earnest. From what I’ve read, authors can be silly creatures, even more so than artists. I made up my mind to work with this lady of fiction. Camilla will have to draw up a solid contract, though. I didn’t trust Hanna Shaw.
“I’ll have to talk to my team, but if they are open to this, so am I. Do you have a phone number I can reach you at? I’ll call and set up a meeting with everyone on our team.”
“Brilliant. We need to meet tomorrow.” She handed me her card with writing on the back. “When you reach the front desk, ask for the name handwritten on that, not mine. My fans often hound me. I do my best to keep my picture out of the paper for that reason.” Hanna turned to leave, then turned back. “Speaking of names, Schinkenspeck? That’s not your given name, is it?”
“Yes, it is. I gave it to myself,” I said matter-of-factly.
She studied me, almost asked something, seemed to think better of it, said, “Brilliant,” nodded, and left.
Only now did I realize Hanna used “brilliant” to mean “okay.” She wasn’t complimenting my intellect. Why do people use superlatives when plain words will do? If I have one complaint about up-timers, it’s their use of “awesome” to describe everyday situations. Then, when something is truly breathtaking, they are at a loss for words.
The moment Hanna Shaw walked out the door, my phone rang. It was Mackie, my aforementioned partner in the detective business. “Kit, I require your assistance. The body of a middle-aged man has washed up along the Saale River. I’m here with Sergeant Barger at the station. Would you be available to assist us? Upon your arrival, we will proceed to the river to conduct an investigation.”
“Certainly,” I said. “Anything to help out Sergeant Barger. By the way, we have a new possible client.” I gave Mackie the pertinent facts. He sounded underwhelmed.
I hung up and looked at the name on the card Hanna had given me: “Mr. Fantastic Productions.” Brilliant, I thought sarcastically.
I met up with Mackie and the sergeant, and we drove along the river until we spotted the flickering lights of a Grantville police car through the trees. We hiked down to the river’s edge where the dead man lay.
From casual observation, it looked as though the man had died while rafting. They’d found the remains of a handmade vessel at the river's edge, caught in vines. Shards of broken planks were near the shoreline. The raft had likely hit a boulder, tossed the man into the water, and he’d drowned. I wasn’t sure why we were here. It looked like an accident.
“I find this most suspicious,” remarked Mackie, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “You will observe the dirt and mud on his heels, and it has been scooped into his shoes. The deceased has been dragged backward along the ground by his armpits. There are no visible bruises or abrasions that would be expected if he’d been thrown overboard and pulled along by the current.”
“You’re right. The dirt would’ve been washed off if he spent much time in the water. However, the mud on the shoes might be from an earlier event,” suggested Sergeant Barger. “But it seems unlikely someone would take a rickety boat on the river without some skill at treading water. See the frothy foam coming from his nose? He definitely drowned.”
“My hypothesis is that the individual who was responsible for the man’s demise subsequently placed him on the raft and sent him downstream with the expectation that he would reach the North Sea and be subsequently forgotten.” Mackie turned to me. “Kit, what is your opinion on this matter?”
I pretended to give this several moments thought because I’d been daydreaming instead of listening. Mackie usually guesses right. Still, I had to add something to the hypothesis. “If the body had sunk or stayed in the water for long, our evidence would be lost. Looks like the body was luckily tipped directly onto land.”
“What we require,” asserted Mackie, “is your exceptional olfactory acuity.”
I nodded and leaned in toward the body for a good sniff. “Doesn’t smell like river water to me. My guess is he is soaked with water from a cistern.”
Sergeant Barger looked impressed. He patted me on the back and said, “The man with the nose knows.”
“Several of the ancient castles upstream possess cisterns. This individual, whoever he is, was drowned in an ancient pool. His ribs appear to be broken. A larger-than-common person sat upon him, forcing him underwater until he expired. My guess is an irate wife, a large lady, more than capable of dragging a fully grown man to the river,” offered Mackie. “The ‘black widow’ is unlikely to have concealed her tracks, as this looks like a crime of passion, not a well-thought-out murder. Acquire a boat and navigate upstream to explore the shore.”
“Good thinking. I’ll have the local authorities do that,” said Sergeant Barger. “Thanks, guys.”
Well, that was easy, I thought. I waved my goodbyes and walked away. The biting bugs, stechmücken, along the river had found me, and I needed to get away from them. Distracted by swatting at mosquitoes, I tripped over a body as I pushed through the brush. “Hey, I found another victim,” I yelled down to Mackie. “This case has gotten complicated.”
“Hey, keep it quiet,” the body said. “I’m trying to—”
He didn’t complete his sentence because I screamed. Anyone would’ve. Dead bodies don’t talk. I must’ve toppled as I backed away from the corpse, because by the time Mackie arrived, I was lying on my back, covered in dirt and debris from rolling down the hill.
“I see you have located Trevor,” observed Mackie.
I sat up and asked, “The radio personality, Trevor Morton?”
“No. This is Trevor, comic artist. He’s a down-timer and is recovering from a period of excessive alcohol consumption. We are letting him lie in the grass to sleep it off,” explained Mackie as he helped me up and brushed me off with his hat. “The sergeant has informed me that he will provide transportation back to town. Let us proceed to our place of business.”
* * *

Hanna Shaw arrived back at my office on time for our scheduled meeting. I’d already briefed everyone on the author, and we’d finished discussing the river murder when we heard her knock on the glass of the door. The police already had a suspect, and she was just as we’d, um, Mackie had described. The widow was celebrating her freedom when the polizei arrived. We wouldn’t get paid for the work, but the brownie points we’d gain from our efforts were currency enough.
After introductions, Hanna was to the point. She told us her requirements, and I told her we could certainly meet them. I also explained that we were mainly detectives, but we had security experience as well. She accepted our fees, and Camilla started drafting a contract.
Things were going so quickly that none of us thought to ask for the play's title. So, I did.
“It’s not spoken drama; it’s musical theater,” Hanna said haughtily, as if offended by my question.
Axel barged in. He never knocks. It looked like he’d been out running. The boy was waving a comic book in one of his dirty hands. As he walked behind my desk, I winced at the sharp scent of his body’s sweat. “This is great, man. Has anyone else read the ThunderCloud graphic novels?” He stopped midstride. “Oh, you’re having a meeting. Don’t mind me, man.” He sat down in a corner to read.
The boy saw one, only one, Cheech and Chong movie and had picked up the annoying habit of saying “man” at the end of his sentences. If I encouraged him to stop, he’d most likely double down on using it.
As if we were no longer in the room, Hanna’s attention shifted to Axel. “You really like the ThunderCloud series? What would you think if it were a musical?” she asked the boy.
“That’d be most incredible, but wouldn’t it cost thousands? I mean, the set mechanics alone would be an extraordinary feat of engineering. Is it truly possible?” asked Axel, surprising us all with his enthusiastic response, one that he’d seemed to be thinking about for some time.
“You’re spot on. We’ll have our full budget in five weeks. That’s why I’m seeking help.” Hanna waved a hand at us.
Axel jumped to his feet. “You’re really making a ThunderCloud musical? I have to see it. It’ll be super, man!” He looked to us with pleading eyes. “Can I?”
I was about to say “absolutely not” when Hanna said, “Brilliant. Of course you can. You’re part of the team, aren’t you?”
How did this imp worm his way into our business all the time? He was sure to cause trouble. This was straight-up bad luck. Now I’ll have to endure Hanna repeating “brilliant” and Axel with his “mans.” Also, why is Hanna making a musical based on a comic? Why not one of her own novels? It made little sense. This would certainly be what the up-timers call a “shit-show,” by which I mean both the musical and our mission.
Still, it would be an adventure. I glanced around the room, looking forlornly for someone to object to Axel joining us, but I was clearly the only one with reservations.
Camilla gave Hanna her completed contract, and she signed it. “Lovely. This should cover your upfront fees and per diem for five days,” said Hanna, extending a check written on the National Bank of Bohemia. As Camilla inspected the check, Hanna added, “I keep an account here. Grantville has many resources I can’t access elsewhere.”
Hanna looked quizzically at Camilla. “Could you stand up?” she requested, and Camilla did, a curious look on her face. “My, you are in great physical condition; you’d make an excellent superhero. Do you sing well? My present ThunderCloud doesn’t have an understudy.”
I almost said, yes, she sings beautifully. Then I was glad I’d held my words. This was not something I wanted to encourage.
“Very flattering. I’ve seen the drawings in the comic. That costume is far too form-fitting for me,” demurred Camilla.
I glanced over at the comic book in Axel’s greasy hands, and was reminded that the art was salacious. No wonder the boy liked them so much. I was fortunate to have a wife who was uncomfortable showing off her body.
“Although,” continued Camilla, “I wouldn’t mind trying on the outfit just to see how it looks.”
“But in private, of course,” I blurted without any thought and had to backtrack. “I mean, you couldn’t go out in public with something like that on.”
“I can do what I want,” retorted Camilla. “Are you embarrassed by me?” she asked brusquely, clearly offended.
“No, no, no,” I stammered. “I mean, um, your beauty might cause a riot. Can’t have that.”
Camilla huffed, refusing to accept my attempt to save face.
Fortunately, Hanna changed the subject. “We’ll be leaving by private airship tomorrow. It’s already paid for as part of my speaking fee. We will be in Amsterdam by evening that same day. We’ll meet at the Magdeburg Airport.” She handed a note with the address to
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