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Gronk was the greatest detective ever to have lived.

This was true. 

It was also true that Gronk was the only detective ever to have lived, which made the competition less fierce than the title suggested. But Gronk carried the weight of his position with great responsibility, because no one had told him he didn't have to.

He was famous throughout the sprawling vertical metropolis of CaveGoUp, though "metropolis" was a word that wouldn't be invented for another forty thousand years, and "sprawling" traditionally implied outward, which CaveGoUp aggressively did not. It was built into the hard rock wall vertically.

But we're getting ahead of ourselves. First, there was fire.

Gronk discovered fire.

Not as a detective. Detecting came later, after there were things worth detecting, which required civilization, which required fire, which required Gronk, which required a fundamental misunderstanding about the nature of trees and feet.

It happened like this:

Gronk had spent years analyzing cold dinosaur stew. It wasn't really stew then. It wasn't really anything. It was dinosaur, and it was cold, and you ate it, and sometimes it ate you back because it wasn't fully dead yet. This of course was before the concept of "cooking thoroughly." It was also before the concept of "cooking." 

Gronk had worked all this out, or at least he had thought about it, which felt like the same thing.

He had climbed the great mystic mountain after the great storm. It was called the ClimbingBadIdea, which was the kind of name that should have given him pause, but Gronk thought everything was great. 

The great storm. The great mountain. The great tree.

The great tree that, after the great lightning, fell in a great arc toward Gronk's great foot.

His foot got hot.

Really hot. Not like when the sun was warm, although it was never really warm enough, not properly, not in a way that meant anything. But Gronk knew the difference between "existence is mildly tolerable" and "something is wrong with my foot."

He moved his foot. His foot stopped being hot.

This was interesting.

Gronk studied the phenomenon for hours, burning both hands and, briefly, his backside. He never talked about the last part. No one asked. History would not record it, because history was also not invented yet, and when it was, Gronk would be in charge of what it said. 

It would say: "Gronk discovered fire. He was very brave and did not burn his backside."

Eventually, a small dinosaur wandered past. Small as dinosaurs went. About the size of a chicken, if chickens had scales and malicious intentions. Gronk bonked it with a rock. This was instinct. Then, mostly by accident, he dropped it on the hot thing.

The dinosaur smelled different.

The rest was history. History, at this point, consisted of Gronk telling people things and them believing him. So, ya, history.

But that was the past, and this is now, and now had a problem.

Gronk, widely regarded as the wisest man in CaveGoUp, not because he had done anything wise lately, but because he had done something wise once and people have long memories for warm food, and noticeably he did not actually live in CaveGoUp which was its own kind of wisdom.

He lived in CaveGoInHillSome, which was the old part of town. The part that went in instead of up. The part that didn't have The Problem.

CaveGoUp had a lot of problems. Mostly they flowed downward, that was The Problem.

Gronk's brother Thunk had invented plumbing, or as Thunk called it, SomeStuffGoDownButNowGoSideways. It had been an accident involving gravity and a fundamental failure to think through consequences. 

But that was another story.

This was Gronk's story.

And Gronk's story, right now, involved the fact that the dinosaur stew didn't taste right.

It had evolved over the years. Hotter, certainly. Gronk was famous for this. But somewhere along the way, someone had discovered that certain roots and leaves balanced out the specific nuances, nuances here meaning "the bad tasting stew" of dinosaur. The stew had become refined. It had become cuisine. It had become good.

And now there were no more vegetables.

And everyone was looking at Gronk.

Well. No one was actually looking at Gronk. Gronk was in his cave, which was in the hill, which was some distance from CaveGoUp and its problems. But Gronk felt the weight of the bad stew. It pressed upon him. It was a great weight.

Several CaveGoUp elders had approached him earlier that day. They formed the Council of MakeItSomeoneElsesProblem, which was the first and oldest institution of governance in the region. It worked by identifying difficulties and then, through careful deliberation, concluding that the difficulty belonged to someone who wasn't present. They were considered very wise. The Council had once spent three days deliberating on a rockslide before concluding it was the mountain's problem.

The Council lived at the very top of CaveGoUp, in a place called TheTop.

This was not, as many assumed, because they started as important. They did end as important thought. But mainly it was because they had gotten there first, back when up seemed like a good idea and before everybody else had fully thought through the implications of someone living above them.

By the time those implications became apparent, it was too late. The Council was already up. Everyone else was already below. And everything, as Thunk had so elegantly demonstrated, flows downward.

The Council had considered this problem carefully and concluded it was not their problem. This was, after all, what they were best at.

To distract from certain pointed questions about fairness, the Council had invested considerable effort in making TheTop feel significant. There were rocks arranged in circles. There were rocks arranged in lines. There was one very large rock that everyone agreed meant something, though no one could remember what. It had been there before any of them, and would be there after, and that felt important in a way that was hard to argue with.

To protect these sacred stones, and also themselves, the Council had invented the first gated community.

The gate was a smaller rock pushed in front of the path. It worked because everyone agreed it worked. If you moved the rock without permission, you were Out, which was somehow worse than being out, which was where you already were. The distinction was spiritual. This was the invention of metaphysics. It was immediately used to keep people out of places.

There was also an association fee.

TheTop had rules. No loud bonking after dark. No cooking stew indoors. This rule had been added after The Incident, which no one discussed, but which explained why Elder Mok no longer had eyebrows. All disputes were to be settled by the Council, which would deliberate and then assign the dispute to someone else. It was a solemn place. A place of wisdom. A place where important men sat in circles and agreed that things were very difficult and probably someone else's fault.

The Council was very proud of what they had built, even if they weren't entirely sure what that was. What they were sure of was that they were above it.

In every possible sense.

But they were not as wise as Gronk, the discoverer of fire and hot stew.

So they had brought him data.

Several weeks ago, Huk had used his sacred rock to bonk his brother Muk squarely on the head. Huk and Muk. Their mother had not been good at names. Or she had thought it was funny. Either way, conversations about the brothers required careful attention. The elders pointed out that this happened all the time. It was practically a pastime in CaveGoUp. Brothers bonked brothers. Fathers bonked sons. Sons bonked other sons. The sound of rock meeting skull was, in many ways, the heartbeat of civilization.

But.

Through great toil, and much discussion, and several attempts to make it someone else's problem, the Council had discovered that Muk was the fellow who brought the vegetables for the stew.

He had a whole setup, apparently, out in the woods where it smelled better. A whole system. Seeds went in the ground, and then later, through a process no one fully understood, vegetables came out. Muk had been trading these vegetables for basically being left alone, unconvinced that SomeStuffGoDownButNowGoSideways was a long term solution to communal living.

And now Muk was dead.

And now there were no vegetables in the stew.

That was all the Council had. It had taken them days to assemble this much. And right around the point where they realized they almost became responsible for doing something about it, they had deliberated and voted on Gronk.

It was a matter of record. The record was a rock with a scratch on it. The scratch meant "Gronk." Or possibly "fish." No one was entirely sure. Writing had not been invented yet, but that had never stopped anyone from doing it badly.

Gronk had accepted the challenge.

Not because he was wise, though he was as mentioned. Well, comparatively.

And not because he was brave. Brave was climbing ClimbingBadIdea. This was just stew.

No, Gronk accepted because he felt he owed it to the stew. He had brought warmth to stew. He had made stew matter. And now stew was suffering, and Gronk could not stand idly by.

"I will find the vegetables," he had told the Council, solemnly.

The Council had exchanged glances. They had been hoping he would find out something about Huk. Or why bonking was fine except when it wasn't. Or what you were supposed to do when someone bonked someone else and it actually caused a problem for the first time in history.

But vegetables were a start.

Gronk was already wrong, and he hadn't even left his cave yet.
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