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HI. THANKS FOR PICKING this up.

A quick word about how this story is told, because it does something a little unusual. It rotates through three narrative voices, and I wanted you to know that's on purpose rather than a sign that I lost track of who was talking.

The Imperium chapters are written in third person wide. If you've ever read Douglas Adams, you'll recognize the tone. A narrator who can see the entire universe and finds it mostly ridiculous. These give you the scope of what's out there and what's coming.

The Gronk chapters are first person caveman. To my knowledge, this is the first ever first-person caveman philosophical noir, and I'm claiming that title until someone proves otherwise. Gronk tells you what he sees, what he thinks, and what he feels, in his own words, at his own pace, with his own grammar. He's earned it.

The remaining chapters are third person close. Warm, wry, and sitting right on the characters' shoulders. If you've ever read Terry Pratchett, you'll recognize the neighborhood. I grew up there and I'm not pretending I didn't.

The three voices take turns, one after the other, cycling through the book like a steady rhythm. Once you feel it, it becomes part of the story itself, the way the world keeps shifting between who's watching and who's being watched.

I hope you enjoy this. I had a (mostly) wonderful time writing it.


-  David Edward



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1



[image: ]


X7 STOOD ON THE TEMPORAL reduction pad.

Reduction as in less. Temporal as in time. 

Go back in time.

The pad was made of materials that did not exist in nature because nature had been found insufficient early in the Imperium's history and had never successfully appealed the ruling. Bonded ceramite over a neutron-compressed core, threaded with channels of something the Fabricators called chronoplasm, which was a word they had invented to avoid saying "we don't know what this stuff is" in front of the Overseers. The Fabricators were very good at naming things they did not understand. This was, in many ways, the foundation of their discipline.

No one had done this before because it had never been needed before.

The Imperium did not need things. The Imperium acquired things. The distinction was important in the way that the distinction between a dinner invitation and a siege was important. Both ended with someone inside your walls. The mood was different.

X7 knew this. 

X7 knew everything the Imperium wanted him to know, which was everything the Imperium knew, which was, by definition, everything. The Imperium had been acquiring everything for a very long time. It had gotten quite good at it. It had, in fact, gotten so good at it that it had run out of everything to acquire and had been forced to look elsewhere, which was how temporal technology came about in the first place.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

First, there was Kul.

There was always Kul.

At the beginning of every timeline, in every reality, at the precise moment when the future balanced on a point sharp enough to cut, there was a man named Kul who was bigger than everything and meaner than most of it and fundamentally, philosophically, and gastronomically committed to the principle that if you could take it, it was yours, and if you could eat it, it was lunch.

In X7's timeline, Kul had won. This was not surprising. Kul winning was not an event. It was a condition. A foundation. Like wind. Like gravity. Like the quiet certainty that the Council of Overseers would find a way to make any given problem belong to someone further down the chain of command.

Kul had beaten everything in his valley. Then everything in the neighboring valleys. Then everything that had valleys. Then, because the machinery of conquest does not come with a stop lever, everything else.

The historians of the Imperium, and there were historians, because even civilizations built entirely on hitting things eventually needed someone to write down what had been hit and in what order, the historians divided this early period into phases.

The first phase was Spartan.

Not Sparta as anyone called it at the time, but Spartan in the sense that would later become useful: a civilization organized entirely around the principle that the strong survived and the weak served and the distinction between the two was settled quickly, personally, and with a minimum of paperwork.

The Spartan phase was pure. Brutal, yes. Efficient, no. But pure. Strength was the only currency. You were strong and you ate, or you were not strong and you were eaten, and the economy was refreshingly simple if you didn't mind the screaming.

It lasted four thousand years.

Four thousand years was longer than most civilizations existed in total, and the Imperium's historians noted this with the particular satisfaction of scholars whose funding depended on proving that their employers had always been right. The Spartan phase was considered the heroic age, which was the term civilizations used for periods of uncomplicated violence that looked better from a distance.

Then something happened that always happened, eventually, to civilizations that relied entirely on hitting.

They got organized.

The small people, the ones kept alive because someone had to count the food and someone had to maintain the weapons and someone had to do the thousand tedious tasks that large violent people considered beneath them, the small people figured things out. Quietly. The way you figured things out when figuring things out loudly got you eaten.

They figured out mathematics, which was dangerous. They figured out engineering, which was more dangerous. They figured out metallurgy, which produced weapons better than fists, which was the most dangerous thing of all, because it suggested that strength was not the only way to be strong.

This was the transition.

The historians called what came next the Roman phase, and unlike Sparta, they meant it quite specifically.

Because what emerged, over the following centuries, was Rome. There was none of the philosophical hand-wringing. None of the Ciceros. None of the uncomfortable suggestion that the people being governed were people.

But the structure was Roman. The legions were Roman. The roads were Roman. The absolute, granite conviction that civilization meant our civilization and everything else was a resource to be administered, this was Roman in a way that would have made actual Romans weep with recognition and then check the exits.

It was Rome without the cracks.

Rome had fallen, in the timeline where Rome existed, because Rome had problems. Corruption. Decadence. An economy dependent on expansion. Barbarians who had not read the script. Internal contradictions that no amount of engineering could paper over indefinitely.

This Rome had no contradictions.

This Rome did not permit contradictions.

Contradictions were identified, classified, and resolved through a process the early administrators called correctio, which was a Latin word that this civilization had not borrowed from Latin because Latin did not exist here, but which they had arrived at independently because some words were simply inevitable. Correctio meant correction. It also meant elimination. The two definitions coexisted peacefully because the people who might have objected to the conflation had been corrected.

The Roman phase lasted longer than the Spartan phase. It lasted longer because organization lasts longer than muscle, in the same way that a dam lasts longer than a wave. The legions conquered with efficiency that the Spartan-phase warlords would have found distasteful and then grudgingly admired. Supply chains replaced raiding. Tax codes replaced plunder. The strong still ruled, but now the strong had accountants.

This was progress.

The historians charted it proudly.

And Rome grew. 

It grew the way Rome always grew, which was the way fire grew: by consuming what was next to it and then looking for more. Continent by continent. Ocean by ocean. The planet fell into administration the way fruit fell into a basket, naturally, inevitably, with a gentle thud of surrender.

Then the planet was not enough.

This was predictable. Rome, being Rome, required expansion. Expansion was not a policy. Expansion was the metabolism. Stop expanding and the entire organism died, because the economy required new resources, and the military required new enemies, and the ruling class required new things to point at and say "look what we've done" to justify the rather significant ongoing cost of keeping them in power.

Other civilizations, hitting this wall, turned inward. They developed philosophy. Art. The particular introspective melancholy of empires that suspected they had peaked.

This Rome turned outward.

And upward. And everywhere.

The small people and their dangerous quiet inventions had by now produced spaceflight, which the ruling class viewed with the same suspicious enthusiasm with which their ancestors had viewed metallurgy: it was useful, it was necessary, and the people who understood it needed to be watched very carefully.

Space was colonized the way everything was colonized. With legions. With supply chains. With the absolute conviction that whatever was out there belonged to the Imperium by virtue of the Imperium wanting it.

This was the twenty-fifth thousandth century.

Rome had not fallen. Rome had not reformed. Rome had not experienced the Renaissance or the Enlightenment or the Industrial Revolution or any of the other developmental milestones that, in other timelines, had slowly and painfully taught humanity that maybe, possibly, the people at the bottom were people too.

Rome had simply scaled.

The legions became fleets. The provinces became systems. The governors became Overseers. The tax code became the resource extraction framework. The gladiatorial arenas became, well, they were still gladiatorial arenas, just larger and with better lighting.

Some things did not change.

The Imperium's historians would have noted that this was proof of the civilization's essential soundness. What worked for Kul in a valley worked for the Imperium across a galaxy. The principle was the same. The scale was different. The screaming was, if anything, more organized.

And then the Imperium discovered the timelines.

Other realities.

The discovery went up the chain of command the way all discoveries went up the chain of command: slowly, reluctantly, and with each link in the chain carefully modifying the report to minimize its own exposure. By the time the Overseers received the information, it had been filtered through so many layers of institutional self-preservation that the original discovery was barely recognizable, like a message passed through a crowd where everyone had slightly different hearing.

The Overseers understood enough.

Other timelines existed. Other versions of reality. Places where things had gone differently.

The Imperium did what the Imperium always did with places where things were different.

It conquered them.

And this was where the scale became interesting, and by interesting, we mean nauseating.

The Imperium had conquered infinity.

This bore repeating, not because repetition aided understanding, but because the number was so large that the human mind, even a mind enhanced by twenty-five thousand centuries of engineered cognitive optimization, tended to slide off it the way fluid slid off ceramite. Not a planet. Not a system. Not a galaxy or a cluster of galaxies or even the observable universe, which was already a number that functioned primarily as a headache.

Infinity.

Every timeline. Every variation. Every possible arrangement of matter and energy and the particular stubbornness of conscious beings who insisted on existing even when the Imperium had made it clear that existing without permission was not recommended.

The Imperium found them all and beat them all and absorbed them all.

This had taken time.

Quite a lot of time.

Then there was the one timeline that had only a single entry point against quantum infinity.

Now.

X7.

X7 had been activated nine cycles ago.

He was Kul, rebuilt. A copy of the original signal, manufactured to be sent back to the point where the signal had, in one impossible timeline, been interrupted.

X7 had eight hundred and fourteen sensory systems.

He could taste radiation. He could hear the electromagnetic spectrum from long-wave radio to gamma, distinguishing between wavelengths the way a musician distinguished between notes, if the musician had been built in a weapons laboratory and the notes were lethal. He could see in spectra that had no names because the naming committee had concluded that naming them served no military purpose and had charged the Observation Corps four hundred requisition credits for the consultation.

He could not feel dread.

Dread was wasteful.

Dread was the feeling of knowing something terrible was coming and being unable to stop it, and the Imperium had no use for this, because in the Imperium, if something terrible was coming, you were the something terrible. If you were not the something terrible, you were inventory, and inventory did not require emotional states.

So X7 stood on the temporal reduction pad and felt nothing about what was about to happen to him.

He felt nothing about the mission.

He felt nothing about the anomaly.

He felt almost nothing about the target.

Almost.

This was the problem.

The briefing had been delivered by an Adjutant of the Chronological Warfare Division, a man whose face had been trained to convey exactly as much information as a closed door. Four hours. Temporal coordinates. Tactical parameters. Geological surveys of terrain that had not existed for longer than the Imperium had existed. All of it processed, filed, resolved.

Except for the target profile.

The target profile was two words long.

Gets up.

Two words. The Imperium, with its eight hundred and fourteen sensory systems and its seventeen layers of synthetic cognition and its Observation Corps and its classified reports and its twenty-five thousand centuries of Roman organizational excellence, had reduced the only threat to its existence to a two-word personnel file.

X7 had processed the two words.

The two words had not processed.

They sat in his architecture the way a stone sat in a shoe. Not painful, exactly. Not damaging. Just present. Just there. Refusing to be incorporated into the smooth functioning of everything around them.

The words were just words.

Simple words.

And X7 did not have a category for things that were simple and important at the same time, because the Imperium did not have that category, because Rome did not have that category, because Kul had not had that category. In Kul's world, and in every world that descended from Kul's world, important things were large. Important things were strong. Important things took up space and made noise and cast shadows that other things lived in.

Simple things were inventory.

Simple things were what you conquered on the way to conquering complex things.

Two words should not have been a problem.

Two words were a problem.

The Overseers stood behind glass that was reinforced against blast pressure, temporal displacement, and the particular hazard of experimental technology developing opinions about its operators. Seven of them. Seven faces arranged in expressions of studied authority, each one carefully calibrated to convey the impression that whatever was about to happen was expected, approved, and fully within operational parameters.

They watched X7 the way they watched everything: from behind glass.

The Fabricator did not think about this.

Thinking about it was above her clearance.

She checked the channels. She verified the temporal coordinates. She confirmed the insertion point, the one remaining insertion point, the single moment where the anomalous timeline still overlapped with every other timeline, the last breath before Kul died in that one impossible reality and everything diverged beyond reach.

One moment. One window. One crack in a sealed timeline through which the Imperium could slip a single operative the way you slipped a blade between ribs: precisely, quickly, and with no room for error.

After that moment, nothing. The anomalous timeline diverged so completely from every other reality that the chronoplasm could find no purchase. No resonance. No shared history to ride. Just a sealed world, growing in directions the Imperium could not predict, building something the Imperium could not classify, becoming something that should not exist and yet stubbornly, persistently, impossibly did.

The Fabricator nodded.

An Overseer authorized the activation.

The Fabricator's hand moved to the initiator.

X7 stood on the pad. 

His mission parameters were locked. His combat grafting was stable. His processing queue was clear.

Almost clear.

Two words sat in the gap.

Gets up.

The initiator engaged.

X7 was surprised by how much it hurt.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2



[image: ]


HI.

This Gronk again.

We see each other last time. Remember?

Thunk save me from Kul. Then I beat Kul and save civilization. Then no one care. And I lose Berla.

That was last cycle. Things better now.

Not perfect. Better.

Perfect is word people use when they not paying attention. 

Better is word people use when they are.

Gronk paying attention.

LiveNearWater burned down when painted people came through. You remember this. I remember this every morning when sun come up over water and hit the new huts where old huts used to be.

New huts. New fish people. Same spot.

Good spot for fishing. Fish not care who hold the net. Fish not care that the person holding net before got killed. Fish just swim into holes in vines same as always.

Fish have very short memory.

People have longer memory but pretend they don't. This how new fish people move into LiveNearWater three moons after everything burned. They see good water, good fishing, good flat ground that go sideways instead of up. They not see ghosts. Gronk see ghosts. But I not mention this because mentioning ghosts not productive and also because ghosts not pay rent.

Berla would have laughed at that.

Berla would have laughed at most of this.

Moving on.

Gronk live in LiveNearWater now.

This surprise everyone including me. CaveGoInHillSome was home for long time. Good cave. Horizontal. Sensible. But after Berla, cave too quiet. Quiet used to be good for detecting. Now quiet
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