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Dedication

To every tenant who's ever signed a lease they couldn't afford because the alternative was sleeping in their car — you weren't reckless. You were cornered. And you're not alone.

To the real Hansels and Gretels: siblings splitting shifts to cover rent, patching roofs at 2 a.m., rewiring outlets on borrowed time. You weren't failed by bad luck. You were targeted by design.

To housing advocates working in underfunded offices with too much casework and not enough coffee — you're the ones actually fighting the witch.

And to anyone currently sitting in a freshly painted kitchen, wondering why the numbers don't add up: You're not stupid.

The contract was built to bleed you.

Walk away while you still can.

*Tom O'Whitman*
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On the Series

About the Book



      The Grimm tales endure because they are precise.

      They are brief, brutal, and symbolic.

      They assume a world governed by hunger, imbalance, and power—and offer no reassurance.

      Over time, writers have returned to these stories not to soften them, but to test them. Angela Carter reframed their violence. Anne Sexton exposed their psychological cost. Contemporary retellings continue to draw on their clarity of form and moral unease.

      What has changed is not the stories, but the systems surrounding them.

      The Thornevald Grimm Series reimagines classic Grimm tales as modern system failures. Each book isolates a specific structure—financial, social, institutional—and examines the consequences when an individual becomes trapped within it.

      SPIN — Rumpelstiltskin

      A kingdom-scale collapse driven by debt, leverage, and contractual obligation. When labour is abstracted and promises become currency, the cost is eventually collected.

      CRUMB — Hansel & Gretel

      A family-scale account of housing insecurity and predatory agreements. The house is attractive. The terms are not.

      SNOW — Snow White

      A corporate fable about the beauty economy and algorithmic visibility. Virality replaces magic. Relevance replaces love.

      RATS — The Pied Piper

      A town-scale tragedy about labour, strikes, and the refusal to pay. The outcome is visible from the beginning. It arrives regardless.

      TOWER — Rapunzel

      An intimate study of confinement within the elder-care industry. Security becomes entrapment. Care becomes control.

      BIRDS — The Butcher's Bird

      A civilization-scale exposure of how bodies become commodities and exploitation learns the language of respectability. Set within a regulated, high-end sex industry, the novel follows a woman who discovers that performance—carefully deployed—can force a system to reveal itself. The structure remains intact. Its silence does not.

      Note on the Series Arc

      Taken together, the Thornevald Grimm novels form an examination of modern ownership:

      Debt claims labour.

      Housing claims shelter.

      Algorithms claim identity.

      Corporations claim time.

      Institutions claim care.

      And finally, ownership reaches the body itself.

      The series was initially conceived to conclude with SLEEP, a meditation on automation and human obsolescence. While that story remains relevant, the arc of the series demanded a more immediate final reckoning.

      BIRDS completes the argument by shifting focus from abstract systems to the individuals empowered to operate them—figures whose authority is legal, profitable, and publicly endorsed. The novel draws on the lineage of Fitcher's Bird, but relocates the horror from the locked room to the public stage, where leverage, consent, and silence are managed in plain sight.

      These are not retellings designed to reassure. They are examinations of power, conducted through stories that have always understood how the world works.

      Welcome back to the forest.

    



The Inheritance

      The lawyer's office smelled like—regret, maybe? Wrapped in ambition or something. Leather chairs that were cracked at the seams but someone had polished them anyway, polished them to a shine that said I tried at least. Old paper. Yellowed case files stacked up in these teetering piles, legal pads with coffee rings that had basically fossilized into the margins by now. And underneath it all, this quiet musk of well-meaning deception. The kind of lies people tell themselves when they say things like I'm just doing my job or This is actually for your own good.

      Gretel recognized it instantly. Banks smelled like this. Real estate offices. The clipped tone of landlords who—what did they call themselves—"property stewards."

      She sat perfectly still. Spine aligned with the back of the chair, hands folded in her lap like she was waiting for a bus that might never come. Across from her, Hansel tapped his thumb against his knee, eyes darting from the diplomas on the wall to the window blinds, half-closed against the weak winter sun. He wore a hoodie two sizes too big—probably borrowed—and his hair was damp. Like he'd run here after his last delivery shift or something.

      Mr. Ellison—their father's lawyer, executor, the man who'd stood beside the grave three weeks ago and said something about "peace" and "rest"—cleared his throat. Adjusted his glasses.

      "Gretel, Hansel," he began, voice warm enough to pass for kindness if you weren't listening closely, "your father left you something."

      Hansel perked up immediately. "The house?"

      Ellison nodded. "Yes. The property on Cedar Hollow Road. Two acres, the old farmhouse. It's yours. Jointly."

      For just a moment, Gretel saw her father's hands—calloused, steady, always smelling faintly of pipe tobacco and WD-40—planting tomato stakes in the backyard every spring. Even after Mom died, even when he could barely stand. This place is paid for in full, he'd say, in ways money can't measure.

      She blinked the image away.

      Gretel didn't smile. Inheritance was never just a gift—it was a ledger, and someone always ended up owing.

      "That's... that's amazing," Hansel said, voice cracking slightly. "We can fix it up. Sell it. Maybe I finally get out of that shared flat. Maybe you—" He looked at her, eyes bright. "Maybe you stop working for that nightmare agency."

      Gretel gave him a look that said don't get ahead of yourself, but she didn't say it out loud. Not here. Not with Ellison watching them like he was already scripting their grief into a footnote in some future probate filing.

      "There is a caveat," Ellison continued, sliding a folder across the desk.

      Gretel opened it. Mortgage statements. A second lien. Dated three years ago.

      "You weren't aware?" Ellison asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

      "No," Gretel said flatly. "Dad never mentioned a second mortgage."

      "He took it out shortly after your mother passed. Said he needed capital for repairs, to 'preserve the asset.'" Ellison paused. "The terms... aren't standard."

      Hansel leaned over. "What does that mean?"

      Gretel had already found it. Buried in the amortization schedule, highlighted in pale yellow like a warning someone hoped would go unnoticed.

      "Balloon payment," she said. "Six months from today."

      "How much?" Hansel's voice was small now.

      "Eighty-seven thousand, four hundred and twelve dollars."

      Silence settled like dust.

      Ellison folded his hands. "The property's value has nearly doubled in the last three years. Cedar Hollow's being absorbed into the city's expansion corridor. There's talk of a light rail extension. Developers are circling."

      "So we sell," Hansel said quickly. "Easy."

      "If you can close in six months, yes," Ellison said. "But you'll need to bring the property up to code first. The county estimates at least forty thousand in deferred maintenance."

      Gretel exhaled through her nose. Of course. The house wasn't just a house. It was a money pit wearing a smile.

      "And if we don't sell?" she asked.

      "Then the lender calls the note. Foreclosure begins within thirty days of default."
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