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Author's Forward

This is the second Gronk story.

The first one was more of a proof of concept, really. An experiment to see if I could maintain a caveman dialect for an entire narrative without collapsing under the weight of my own cleverness. Turns out I could. Barely.

This book is a love letter. Three love letters, actually, stuffed into one envelope because postage is expensive and I'm not entirely sure two of the recipients are still accepting mail.

Terry Pratchett and Douglas Adams left holes in the universe when they departed. I miss them terribly. Not in the vague way you miss celebrities, but in the specific way you miss geniuses who used to make you laugh while accidentally teaching you something about being human. They made absurdity profound and profundity absurd, and they did it while making it look effortless.

Lawrence Block, thankfully, is still with us. His noir sensibilities crawled into my brain decades ago and never paid rent. The high point of my writing career so far was asking him if he would consider reading one of my books and offering a comment. He enthusiastically declined. I considered putting that on the cover anyway. "I will not be reading this." - Lawrence Block. It's not a blurb, but it's contact, and the fact he took the time to write back at all has always meant a lot to me.

So: Pratchett's humanism, Adams's cosmic absurdity, and Block's detectives who keep getting up even when the world keeps knocking them down. Put them in a blender. Add caveman. Serve cold.

Nobody has risen to fill Pratchett's and Adams's shoes. Block's shoes are still occupied, but he won't return my calls. So I decided to try filling all three pairs myself, which is awkward because I only have two feet and one of them is flat.

I am not claiming this is like their work. I am claiming it is the next evolution of it. In an age drowning in AI-generated prose (bland, boring, soulless) we need crisp, clear, new voices more than ever. We need writing that could only come from a specific human being with specific obsessions and a specific willingness to spend three hours crafting a single joke about bureaucratic cave councils.

As far as I know no one has ever attempted sustained comedic-philosophical first-person caveman noir. There may be a very good reason for this.

This style of writing is much harder than I ever imagined. Every sentence in caveman voice has to be funny and clear and emotionally true, simultaneously. It's exhausting. It's maddening. It's the most fun I've ever had while wanting to throw my computer into a volcano.

But I've picked up the torch and I'm running with it.

Of course, that's all just bravado.

The true answers will come from you, dear reader. You'll decide if this works. You'll decide if Gronk detecting things and getting up one more time means something, or if it's just a weird guy writing in broken English about made-up cave politics.

I hope this offers something new and fresh and thoughtful in an industry slowly fading under the weight of algorithmically generated mediocrity. I hope it makes you laugh. I hope it makes you feel something. I hope, in the end, you find it worth your time.

Most of all, I hope you enjoy reading this novella as much as I hated writing it.

In the best possible way.
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ME GRONK.

I detect things.

I tell you about it.

It was cold. I was cold. I had Small on my belt and stew on my mind.

Oh.

Sometimes you see story regular. Sometime I tell you like this.

You know it me talking when detecting focus.

It was day like any other. Then hairy lady come to cave.

Gronk was asleep.

She knock on rock, wake Gronk.

Oh, Gronk is me. Sometime I just say me.

So lady have problem. Council send her. Big council not new little ones.

MakeItSomeoneElsesProblem.

They did.

I invent fire. Did not burn my backside while doing it.

That five winters ago.

Lot change since then. More councils. That one thing.

This lady knocking on cave rock is another.

It complicated try and keep up.

So Gronk say, “What?”

Lady say, “You Gronk?”

I say, “Yes.”

This established conversation parameters.

“What you want?” I say.

She look sad.

She say, “Need detecting.”

This good. I detect. I famous now for the case of the missing elephant. It more remembered than fire.

Oh, I invent fire. Wait. You know this.

So lady still there.

Good, I remember her.

“What you need detected?”

That was me who said.

She still look sad. Maybe Gronk supposed to notice.

“You sad?” I say.

She cry.

When cavewoman cry her beard get wet.

“You sad.” I say. This time acknowledging. See?

“Dub dead,” she say.

I know this. Everyone know this. Dub run GoUpNoClimb. Very popular.

Dub get bonked. Not pretty. He get bonked many times.

Repeatably.

Now new GoUpNoClimb operator inexperienced. Sometimes GoUpNoClimb go down and not go up at all.

Very bad.

Gronk think. People have less. This breaks rule.

Oh. You don’t know about rule. Very complicated. 

No bonk people who move things.

And new council. WeSayWhatItMean.

They say who move thing even though we can see thing move.

Gronk digress.

“You know Dub?” Gronk ask.

Woman still in cave door. 

She cry more. Gronk get uncomfortable.

“You know Dub.” Gronk say.

Detecting.

“You find who bonked Dub.” She said.

She say like it already real. See punctuation matter.

I think. I need to detect. This sometimes how I find what to detect. But crying woman as client have problem.

Mostly the crying.

Client is person Gronk detect for.

“Charge one chicken a day,” I tell her. “Plus expenses.”

She stop crying. Stopped quickly. Gronk know this mean she shrewd. 

This was suspicious.

“What expenses?” she say.

I think. “Well, rock for GoUpNoClimb. Rock for stew from WeMakeStewForYou. When detecting, adds up.”

“Why you take GoUpNoClimb?” she said. “You detect, you climb.”

I know this argument. Not first case.

“Not negotiable,” I say.

Her face crinkle like she thinking.

“Okay,” she say.

This how it started. This how it always started.

I stop telling you now and you watch some.
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CAVEGOUP HAD CHANGED.

This was not surprising. Everything changed. Gronk had noticed this pattern early in his detecting career: things changed, people complained, then things changed again before anyone finished complaining about the first change.

This was called progress.

It was very tiring.

What was surprising was how vertical the change had become.

Where before there had been caves stacked on caves, there were now caves stacked on caves stacked on platforms stacked on more caves, connected by steam-powered GoUpNoClimb systems that hissed and groaned and occasionally worked. The whole structure had grown upward with the desperate optimism of people who had run out of sideways.

It leaned slightly to the left.

No one mentioned this.

Gronk stood at the entrance to Down-Four, where he kept his detecting office.

Not a good address. Not a bad address.

The kind of address that said "this person exists" without saying much else about them. This suited Gronk fine. Detecting required a certain anonymity.

Also, the rent was three chickens a cycle, which was reasonable.

The hairy woman's tears had dried by the time she left.

Her name was Grah.

She was Dub's... something. She had not specified what. Gronk had not asked. Asking personal questions cost emotional energy, and Gronk preferred to spend his energy on detecting.

The facts were simple: Dub was dead. Someone had bonked him.

Grah wanted to know who.

This was a case.

Gronk needed to see Thunk.

The GoUpNoClimb station at Down-Four was crowded, which was new. Five cycles ago, there had been no stations. There had been climbing. You wanted to go up, you climbed. You wanted to go down, you climbed less carefully. Simple. Exhausting.

Free.

Now there were stations.

The Down-Four station was a carved-out section of rock with a platform, a waiting area, and a small booth where a guild member sat looking bored. The sign said the fare was one small rock.

Below that, someone had added that credit was not accepted, in smaller, angrier scratches.

Gronk joined the line. Seven people ahead of him.

"Used to be free," said the man in front of Gronk. He was older, beard ragged from better cycles. "Used to just climb."

"Used to be a lot of things," Gronk said.

"Now everything cost rocks. Small rocks. Big rocks. Shiny rocks. Rocks for this, rocks for that. Where all the rocks going?"

Good question. Gronk had wondered this himself. The rocks went somewhere. They had to. But tracking rocks was not his current case, so he filed it away. Detecting required focus.

The line moved. Slowly. The guild had standardized transaction speed, which meant every transaction took exactly the same time regardless of complexity.

This was called efficiency.

It did not feel efficient.

When Gronk reached the booth, he placed one small rock on the counter.

"Where to?" the operator asked, not looking up.

"MiddleOkay."

"Platform three. Forty counts."

"Forty counts?"

"Schedule." The operator pointed to marks on the wall. "Very organized now. Guild rules."

Gronk
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