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Dedication

To the municipal workers, sanitation crews, library staff, school custodians, and all those whose labor holds towns together—labor that budgets routinely try to erase through reclassification and outsourcing.
To those who have watched institutional promises dissolve in the face of fiscal "constraints."
To the clerk-keepers of truth, the journalists who document what leadership would prefer forgotten, and the quiet witnesses to systemic failure.
And to the recognition that bureaucracy is not neutrality—it is a choice to obscure moral responsibility behind procedure.
This work is dedicated to the proposition that every budget cut has a cost, and that cost is paid by someone. The only question is who.




About This Book

Lyle Finch is the town clerk of Hamelin. For fifteen years, he's kept two sets of books: the official record (pristine, neutral) and his private notebook (the truth). He's watched the council reclassify 42 sanitation workers as "independent labor vendors"—voiding benefits retroactively. He's watched consultants call it "optimization." He's watched profits funnel to a shell company called Veridian Municipal Solutions.





Then come the rats. Hundreds. Swarming the sanitation facility, nesting in shredded permits. The town's solution: hire Veridian to manage the problem—the same firm that created the conditions for the infestation.





Then children start disappearing. Not with screams. Just absences. Backpacks left on buses. All from households marked for Veridian debt collection. All vanished within 72 hours of final delinquency warnings.





Rats is the fourth book in the Thornevald Grimm Series—modern retellings of classic tales as system failures. Told through Lyle's accumulating notebook entries, it's a forensic tragedy: we see the mechanism from the beginning, and watch it arrive with the slow, inevitable certainty of compound interest.





Every budget cut has a cost. That cost is paid by someone.
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The Debt

      Hamelin didn't fall in a day. It fell in triplicate—carbon copies filed, motions tabled, budgets balanced to the last red cent.

      The rats came later. The children, later still.

      But the rot? That was already in the walls.

      Lyle Finch knew the exact date it began: March 14, 2023. Not because something dramatic happened. Because nothing did.

      Council approved Item 7b—"workforce flexibility initiative." Clean language. The kind that looks reasonable on paper. Translation: 42 full-time sanitation workers reclassified as "independent labor vendors." Benefits voided retroactively. Overtime now "voluntary incentive participation."

      Maria Fisher requested to speak during citizen comment. Chair ruled her remarks "outside scope."

      Motion passed 6–1.

      Lyle typed it into the official record. Filed it. Backed it up.

      Then he opened the composition notebook in his bottom drawer—the one labeled Supplies – Do Not Remove—and wrote what he couldn't say aloud:

      Maria looked like she'd been slapped with a wet contract. The mayor wouldn't meet her eyes.

      He'd been keeping two sets of books for fifteen years. The official one stayed pristine, passive, neutral—formatted with flawless alignment, headers bolded, no stray commas. The other one told the truth.

      Not dramatically. Just factually. The way numbers do when you let them.

      The town called it modernization. The consultants—always from out of state, always wearing shoes too clean for this place—called it optimization.

      Lyle called it what his father would've called it: theft with paperwork.

      He ran the numbers that night. Used the old TI-83 calculator his father had given him when he'd gotten the clerk job. Son, his father had said, always double-check the math. They'll lie to your face, but numbers don't lie unless you let them.

      The "savings" weren't savings. They were paying more for less—118% of eliminated wages funneled to something called Veridian Municipal Solutions, which billed monthly for "strategic oversight" from a PO box in another county.

      He brought it up once. Casually. Over coffee in Mayor Kessler's office. Laid the spreadsheet on her desk—color-coded, footnoted, cross-referenced.

      She glanced at it for maybe eight seconds.

      "Lyle, I appreciate your diligence. But there are factors beyond pure accounting. Liability mitigation. Regulatory compliance." She smiled. The kind that doesn't reach the eyes. "Flexibility in volatile markets."

      He nodded. Collected his spreadsheet. Filed it in the drawer.

      That night, he wrote:

      March 29, 2023: Presented cost-benefit analysis re: Veridian contract to Mayor Kessler. She invoked "intangible factors." Translation: numbers don't matter when the decision's already made.

      The cuts came in waves after that.

      Library staff swapped for self-checkout kiosks and "community content curators" (freelance, paid per scan, no benefits).

      Newman's crew replaced by a single contractor with a drone that misted herbicide on dandelions.

      Each cut was surgical. Polite. Signed off by Councilwoman Voss, who spoke of "lean governance" like it was a sacrament.

      Lyle never objected aloud. He filed his reports on time. He nodded when told his own position was "under review for potential realignment." He kept his face neutral during budget hearings when Voss praised "efficiencies" while sanitation workers sat in the back row, fists clenched.

      But every night, he added another line to the notebook:

      June 2, 2023 – Storm drain unclogged by "vendor." Cost: $327.89. Previously handled in-house for $14/hr + benefits. Vendor is Veridian.

      August 19, 2023 – Firehouse cook position eliminated. Meal stipend issued. Stipend taxed as income. Net loss to crew: $210/mo each.

      November 3, 2023 – School crossing guards notified: services "consolidated" under AI traffic monitoring. First incident: 11-year-old clipped by delivery van. AI logged "minor anomaly." Parents notified by automated email.

      He didn't know it yet, but he was building the ledger that would condemn them all.

      The rats arrived in February 2024.

      First in the alleys behind shuttered storefronts where trash pickups had gone from twice weekly to "as-needed" (every ten days if you were lucky). Then beneath the bleachers at Hamelin High. Then in storm culverts that hadn't been cleared since the sanitation cuts.

      People started calling it in. First sporadically. Then hourly.

      The town issued extermination bids. Veridian won, of course. Their solution: sonic emitters powered by solar panels that never charged in Hamelin's gray winters. Sleek black boxes with blinking red LEDs. Like tiny coffins for technology that never worked.

      The rats grew bolder.

      By summer, you could see them in daylight. Crossing streets. Sitting on porch steps like they'd paid rent. A second-grader told his teacher he'd named the one under his porch "Mr. Whiskers" and was feeding it Cheerios.

      The teacher reported it to the principal. The principal reported it to the health department. The health department sent a form letter citing "ongoing mitigation efforts" and a link to a FAQ page that hadn't been updated since 2019.

      Then came the children.

      Not all at once. Not with screams.

      Just... absences.

      A backpack left on a bus seat. Contents spilling—textbooks, juice box, permission slip for a field trip that would never happen.

      A lunchbox under a slide, ants crawling through the Ziploc bag.

      Names unmarked on attendance rolls. Teachers glancing at empty desks, making a note, forgetting by lunch.

      Official line: "family relocation" or "homeschool transition."

      But Lyle saw the pattern. That was his job—cross-referencing, footnoting, tracking the paper trail no one else wanted to follow.

      All from households with outstanding utility shutoff notices.

      All linked to Veridian debt collection proceedings.

      All vanished within 72 hours of a final delinquency warning.

      He drafted a formal inquiry. Cited municipal code §14.7(a): "Any pattern of unexplained minor absences shall be investigated by the Office of Child Welfare in coordination with the Town Clerk."

      His supervisor called him in the next morning. Glen Mathis didn't sit. Didn't ask Lyle to sit. Just stood by the window, hands in pockets, watching the parking lot.

      "Lyle, you're a good clerk. Detail-oriented. Reliable." Pause. "But sometimes the details don't tell the whole story."

      He slid a red folder across the desk—Non-Disclosure & Municipal Harmony Assurance Addendum.

      "Just a formality. Standard language. Protects you, protects the town."

      "What if I don't sign?"

      Glen's smile didn't falter. "Then we'd have to consider whether your position is still... aligned with municipal priorities."

      Lyle signed.

      That night, he stood at his kitchen window, notebook in hand. A single rat dragged a shredded invoice through the gutter. It paused under the streetlamp—sodium-yellow light turning its fur the color of old parchment.

      It lifted its head toward the darkened town hall.

      Let out a sound that wasn't quite a squeak. More like a wet exhale.

      Almost human.  

Almost disappointed.

      Lyle wrote one last entry:

      October 15, 2025: They're not taking the children. They're collecting.

      He closed the notebook. Locked it in the drawer.

      Outside, the compactors kept grinding.  

Inside, the debt kept growing.

      And somewhere—between the fluorescent hum and the distant scream of machinery—something was counting.

      Tallying.

    


The Complaint

      The Hamelin Town Council convened at 7:03 p.m. on a Tuesday in late October. Quorum met. Five council members, two alternates, three citizens, and Lyle Finch, Town Clerk.

      The fluorescent lights hummed at 60 hertz—a frequency that, after fifteen years, had burrowed into Lyle's molars like a distant diesel. Some nights he could still hear it at home. That mechanical whine threading through his dreams like wire through meat.

      Agenda Item 3a: Public Comment.

      Linda Cartwright of 412 Sycamore took the podium. Steel-toed boots. High-vis vest, unzipped to reveal a faded Local 447 T-shirt. Her hands shook—not dramatically. Just a fine tremor as she unfolded a laminated sheet.

      Lyle recognized the tremor. He'd seen it in people who'd practiced a speech twenty times and still didn't trust their voice not to crack.

      "I'm speaking as a concerned resident and a sanitation shift supervisor," she said. "But mostly, I'm speaking because no one else will."

      She detailed the infestation at the Municipal Waste Processing Facility. Not "a few rodents"—that was last month's internal memo—but hundreds. Maybe thousands.

      They swarmed the compaction bays after dark. Nested in shredded tax returns and expired permits. Chewed through wiring in the sorting conveyors—frayed copper coils that sparked blue. Left trails of urine on pallets bound for the regional co-op. Yellow tracks that dried to crust and smelled like ammonia and rot.

      "Workers are refusing Zone C entry," she said. "Not out of laziness. Out of basic biohazard protocol. OSHA's been out three times
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