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Dedication

To the accountants, clerks, and data-entry ghosts who keep collapsing systems running one spreadsheet at a time.
To everyone who has ever signed a contract they didn't understand because the alternative was starvation.
To the magicians working overtime on fumes: the overworked nurses, underpaid teachers, gig-economy drivers stitching together survival from app notifications. You're not failing the system. The system is failing you — and charging you interest for the privilege.
To the real Rumpelstiltskins of the world: the subcontractors, gig workers, and invisible labourers holding up empires with duct tape and desperation. You deserve better contracts. Better magic. Better worlds.
The ledger may never balance in your favour.
But you are still worth saving.
Even if no one comes to save you.
*Connor Briggs*
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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.

    



PROLOGUE

Numbers and Gold



      The mill smelled of wet grain and old wood, a scent so thick it felt like—debt. Elara ran a finger down the ledger's column, the numbers not adding up so much as confessing. A crime scene in ink. The last of the winter wheat sat low in the hopper, and the king's tax collector had been by twice already this month, his smile polite, his eyes like shillings counting what they'd take.

      Her father, Taran, stood by the great wheel, listening to its groan. "It just needs a dry spell. The stream picks up, the wheel turns true, we take on more work. Things—turn."

      Elara didn't look up. "Things turn to rot if they sit too long. We owe Forrester the cooper eight silver. We owe the Widow Hesta five. The king's levy is due on the new moon. We have grain for maybe three more grinds. The numbers don't turn, Father. They bleed."

      The numbers told one story. The mill itself told another. The wheel's rhythm had changed over the years—she'd grown up with its steady thrum-thud, thrum-thud through the floorboards, a heartbeat that never stopped. Now it hesitated between beats like an old man climbing stairs, lungs catching on each rise. The grinding stones groaned instead of—singing. Even the smell had changed—from fresh grain and possibility to damp wood with rot spreading through its bones.

      Widow Hesta's five silver sat two months overdue in column three. The woman had come by last week. Hadn't even asked for the money. Just stood in the doorway with her red, raw hands twisted in her apron, looking at Taran like she was trying to memorize his face before it disappeared. The strongbox held three silver and a handful of copper that wouldn't buy a week's flour.

      "The Widow needs her money. Her son's sick. She's paying the physician on credit."

      "I know." Taran's voice was tight. "When the harvest comes in—"

      "The harvest came in, Father. We processed it. We took our share. It wasn't enough. It's never enough anymore." She closed the ledger, kept her hand on it. The leather was warm, almost alive. This book knew more truth than anyone in the village. "The stream's too slow. The wheat's too sparse. The king's cut is too high. These aren't problems that solve themselves with—hope."

      He looked at her then and she saw it—the thing she'd been trying not to see for months. He was scared. Taran, who'd rebuilt the wheel after the flood when she was six, who'd negotiated with the grain merchants and never lost, who'd always seemed as permanent as the millstones themselves—

      Terrified.

      And he had no plan except to keep pretending the water would rise.

      It wouldn't. They both knew it.

      The sound of hooves on the mud-track outside was wrong. Too many, too ordered. Not a merchant's cart. Elara's head came up. Taran wiped his hands on his apron, a gesture of—pointless preparation.

      The door didn't burst open; it was opened for him. King Osric stepped inside as if entering a mildly interesting barn. He was a man of average height and above-average confidence, dressed in hunting leathers fine enough to buy their mill twice over. He didn't look at the machinery or the dust; he looked at the space, assessing its cubic—potential.

      "Miller Taran. Making good use of the royal waterway, I trust?"

      Taran bowed too deep, too fast. "Your Majesty. Always. The stream is... generous."

      Osric nodded, wandering over to the silent stones. "Productivity's the thing. Output. This kingdom runs on it." He peered into the empty hopper. "Current yield per acre of tributary grain?"

      Taran's face blanked. The question was nonsense—land measures mixed with water rights and volume. Managerial words for the sake of—managerial words.

      "We... we process what the local farms bring, Your Grace."

      "Mmm." Osric turned, his gaze landing on Elara. She kept her eyes on the ledger. A civilian's fortification. "And who's this? Your... clerk?"

      "My daughter, Elara. She keeps the books."

      "Sensible." The king drifted closer. He leaned over, not to see her, but to see the page. His shadow fell across the columns of loss. "Ah. Numbers. The true pulse of an enterprise. And what does the pulse say, miller?"

      Taran's throat worked. Panic radiated off him like heat from a stove. He was cornered—not by a predator, but by his own pride and a king's casual, crushing—interest.

      "It says we are faithful servants of the crown. And that... with opportunity... we could be more."

      Osric raised an eyebrow. "Opportunity?"

      The lie unspooled not like a grand boast, but like a man falling off a roof. "My daughter. She has a rare skill. A gift. She can... she can spin straw into gold."

      The words hung in the air like a rope between them. Elara felt them settle around her neck—not figuratively. The actual weight of it. The pressure. The beginning of a noose made of her father's desperation and the king's infinite—appetite.

      The king was still staring at her. He'd already moved past belief or disbelief. He was doing his own calculation. Not "Can she really do this?" but "What's the ROI if she can?"

      She'd become a line item in the royal budget.

      The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the distant, mocking groan of the waterwheel.

      "Can she now." Osric's smile had the texture of cheap veneer. "Well. That is a gift indeed. A royal gift, one might say." He clapped Taran on the shoulder. "You should have spoken sooner, miller. We are always in the market for—innovation."

      He turned to Elara. His gaze was no longer casual. It was acquisitive. "You'll come to the castle tonight. We have... ample straw. Let's see what you can do with a royal budget behind you."

      It wasn't an invitation. It was a procurement order.

      The king and his men left, the mill door swinging shut on
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