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Etta Marsh’s sneezes had been turning bathwater into orange juice for three weeks, and her parents wanted to know whose fault that was.

“It’s nobody’s fault,” Mari said, for the fourth time, crouching to Etta’s eye level so the seven-year-old would stop looking at her like she might confiscate the family cat. “It’s a Tier Two manifestation. Mild. Self-limiting. It happens.”

“Self-limiting,” Roy Marsh repeated, like the words tasted strange. “She turned the dog’s water bowl into orange juice this morning. The dog drank it. The dog has been... unwell.”

Mari wrote canine gastrointestinal distress, secondary on the intake form, in the small clean handwriting she had spent four years of her childhood practicing so that no teacher could ever again describe her as a difficult case to read. She liked forms. Forms did not change their minds about you. Forms did not move you to a different house every few months because someone upstairs decided your file had gotten complicated.

“Here’s what happens next,” she said, sliding a yellow carbon copy across the kitchen table. “I file a Tier Two report tonight. Most Tier Two manifestations resolve on their own within six months, usually around the time the feeling underneath them stops being so loud. In the meantime, you keep doing what you’re doing. Love her. Feed her dinner. Maybe ease up on the orange juice jokes at school, because kids talk.”

“And if it doesn’t resolve?”

“Then in six months I come back, and we talk about other options.” She did not say the word containment. Nobody liked hearing that word over breakfast.

Etta, who had been listening with the focused suspicion of a child deciding whether an adult could be trusted, finally spoke. “Can you turn things into juice?”

“No,” Mari said.

“Can you turn things into anything?”

“No.”

“Then what can you do?”

Mari considered several true answers - I can finish a form in four minutes flat, I can tell when a parent is one bad night from giving up, I can survive a whole childhood without once losing control of myself, which is more than most people manage - and settled on the one that would land with a seven-year-old.

“I can make sure nobody takes you away for sneezing,” she said.

Etta seemed to find this an acceptable use of an adult and went back to her cereal, which she had wisely switched to eating dry.



The Bureau of Anomalous Minors occupied four floors of a building downtown that had once housed an insurance company, which Mari had always found fitting, since both businesses ran on the same premise: that disaster was inevitable, and the only real defense against it was paperwork filed early and often.

She turned in the Marsh report before she’d taken off her coat. Inspector Croft’s door was open, which meant either he wanted company or he’d forgotten to close it again, and with Croft those were about equally likely.

“Juice kid,” he said, without looking up from whatever was making him frown at his monitor. Croft had been frowning at monitors since before they were flat, and the expression had worn a permanent groove into his face. Sixty-six years old, built like a man who’d spent forty of them standing in doorways deciding whether to let something terrible inside.

“Tier Two. Closed it out as self-limiting.”

“Good. Less paper that way.” He still hadn’t looked up. “You believe that? That it’s less paper?”

“I believe it’s true on the form.”

That got his eyes off the screen. Croft had a way of looking at her sometimes as if he were reading a different file than the one in front of him, one with a great deal more redacted. “You’re a tidy person, Voss.”

“Thank you.”

“Wasn’t a compliment. Was a diagnosis.” He went back to his monitor. “Go home. Drink something that isn’t coffee. You look like a Tier Two yourself.”

She did not, in fact, go home and drink something that wasn’t coffee. She went home and made coffee, because home for Mari was four hundred square feet with two deadbolts, a spice rack alphabetized from allspice to za’atar, and a single framed photograph of nothing - a sunrise she’d bought at a flea market specifically because it didn’t have any people in it to let her down.

She had been a Bureau case herself once, a long time ago, in the years before she’d learned that the safest thing a dangerous person could do was become very good at deciding what counted as dangerous. She did not think about that year often. She had built a whole life out of not thinking about it, the way other people built lives out of marathon training or model trains - a hobby that, done well enough, starts to look from the outside like a personality.

Somewhere in a drawer she didn’t open was a single photograph of a house in Ohio that had burned down when she was nine, one corner of the picture itself singed black, as though even the image of the thing hadn’t gotten away clean.

She did not light candles. She kept a good flashlight for power outages instead, and told herself this was a coincidence of practicality and not a twenty-five-year-old promise she’d made to a fire marshal who had been kind to her in a way she’d never quite forgiven him for.

Croft liked to say a rule was just mercy that had been written down so nobody had to decide how much of it to hand out on a bad day. Mari had built her career on believing him. It was, as theories of the universe went, a tidy one. It had gotten her through nine years, four hundred case files, and one fern that had screamed at her for nine straight minutes.

It was about to stop working, and she had no idea yet that the thing that broke it would arrive by ferry, weigh about seventy pounds, and ask her, almost immediately, whether she would like to adopt a dog.
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The Bureau of Anomalous Minors sorted children the way a library sorted books, by spine color and approximate shelf life, except the books occasionally caught fire or floated or told you exactly when you were going to die. Mari had memorized the classification chart on her second day and never once needed the laminated copy still taped inside her desk drawer, but she kept it there anyway, because some habits are just promises made to a younger, more frightened version of yourself.

Tier One: Cosmetic. Glowing hair, a tendency to attract butterflies, a voice that made houseplants grow a little faster. No paperwork beyond an annual check-in.

Tier Two: Mild Behavioral. Etta Marsh and her juice. Self-limiting in most cases. A folder, a yellow form, a follow-up call.

Tier Three: Containment-Adjacent. Anything that could, under stress, turn into a hazard to the child or to others. This was where most of the Bureau’s funding went, and where most of Mari’s caseload lived - kids who needed monitoring, structured homes, sometimes specialized fostering.

Tier Four: she had handled exactly one Tier Four in nine years, and she still woke up some nights hearing the sound the building had made.

“You’re doing the face again,” Priya said, dropping into the chair across from Mari’s desk with two coffees and the specific energy of someone who’d already had three. Priya Desai worked the floor below, handled adoption placements, and had decided in Mari’s first month that they would be friends whether Mari signed off on the paperwork or not. “The one where you’re recalculating somebody’s whole life as a percentage.”

“I’m reading a Tier Two file.”

“You’re reading it like you’re mad at it.” Priya slid a coffee across the desk. “Heard the Marsh kid’s making juice.”

“It’s not juice, it’s an electrolyte solution with citrus notes, and I will not be discussing it further. It’s in the report.”

“You’re no fun since the fern.”

“The fern screamed at me for nine minutes.”

“It was scared. You probably looked at it like a closing date.” Priya glanced toward the bulletin board, where a memo had gone up that morning on the pale cream paper the executive floor reserved for things it wanted to feel official without feeling expensive. “Hargrove’s doing her terror tour again. Compliance’s been hiding files since seven.”

Mari had been at the Bureau long enough to know Director Hargrove by reputation the way you knew bad weather by reputation - something that happened to other people, mostly upstairs, mostly to your benefit if you kept your head down and your forms current. She had met the Director exactly twice, both times in an elevator, both times in silence.

“She’s not coming down here,” Mari said. “We don’t have anything interesting enough to be terrorized about.”

“That’s the spirit.” Priya checked her own folder. “Speaking of interesting - you hear about the island file?”

“What island file.”

“Exactly. Nobody’s heard about the island file. Been sitting in rotation limbo for eleven years, flagged, unassigned, untouched, like a haunted house nobody wants to inherit.” Priya said this with the relish of someone who collected office mythology the way other people collected stamps. “Word is it finally got pulled out of limbo this week. Word is nobody downstairs wants it.”

“Why not.”

“Unlicensed guardian, dead-end island, and apparently whoever last touched the file ten years ago put in for early retirement within the month.” Priya grinned over her coffee. “Spooky.”

“That’s not spooky. That’s a coincidence with good timing.”

“Sure. Keep telling yourself that when it lands on your desk.”

“It is not going to land on my desk.” Mari said this with the calm certainty of a woman who had no idea that, at that exact moment, two floors up, Inspector Walter Croft was looking at a printout with her name already typed into the assignment field, wondering - not for the first time, and not without a flicker of something that might, in a less careful man, have been called guilt - whether he was about to do something kind by accident.
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The file landed on her desk on a Wednesday, in person, which was Croft’s way of telling her it mattered before he’d said a word.

“Halcyon House,” he said, setting the folder down like it might bite. It was thick. Tier Two files ran four pages. Tier Three files ran twenty. This one had the visual mass of a Tier Four, except the cover sheet read, in small block letters: CLASSIFICATION: MIXED, TIER THREE/FOUR - UNVERIFIED.

“Unverified,” Mari repeated.

“Means nobody’s laid eyes on it in eleven years, and the last person who tried put in for early retirement a month later.” Croft did not look like a man delivering good news, but then, Croft rarely did. “It’s on an island. Thistlewick. Ferry runs Fridays out of Carrow’s End, once a week, three hours each way, and if you miss it you’re sleeping on a dock.”

She opened the folder. Guardian of Record: Asa Bellweather. No license on file. Eleven years of continuous, unauthorized operation, which on paper made him either a remarkably stubborn man or a remarkably lucky one, and Mari’s experience suggested those were usually the same person. Four resident minors. Ages six, eight, ten, and fifteen. No formal intake record for any of them beyond a single line each: manifestation acknowledged, placement informal, guardian noncompliant with licensing requests.

“Four kids and no license for eleven years, and nobody flagged this until now?”

“Now somebody flagged it.” Croft’s jaw did something that wasn’t quite a wince. “You’ll want page eleven.”

Page eleven was a single sheet, newer than the rest, the paper still bright against the yellowed originals. A stamp in red ink: PRIORITY REVIEW - DIRECTOR OVERRIDE. Below it, a signature she had to tilt the page to read, though some part of her had recognized the shape of the letters before she consciously placed the name. I. Hargrove.

Under that, one line: See companion file, ref. 40-117-B. SEALED - CLEARANCE: EXECUTIVE.

“What’s the companion file?”

“Above my clearance.” Croft said it too fast, the way a man says a true thing he doesn’t want examined. “And yours. Don’t go digging, Voss. I mean that as a kindness, not an order.”

“You just gave me an order and called it a kindness in the same breath.”

“Both things can be true. Happens more than you’d like.” He pushed the folder another inch toward her, which on Croft’s body language scale counted as urgent. “Director Hargrove pulled this file out of rotation herself two days ago. Personally. I’ve been at this Bureau forty years and I’ve seen her do that exactly twice, and neither time was what I’d call gentle.”

“Then maybe it shouldn’t be me.”

“It should be you precisely because the outcome doesn’t have to be ungentle. You close cases clean. You don’t editorialize, you don’t get attached, and four kids on an island with an unlicensed guardian are about to get a great deal of attention whether anyone likes it or not.” He met her eyes for the first time since she’d sat down. “I’d rather it be you walking onto that island with a clipboard than a containment team walking onto it with a truck. Understand what I’m telling you?”

She did, mostly. What she did not understand, and would not understand for several more weeks - by which point it would no longer be a small thing she could safely set down - was why a Director three pay grades above either of them had reached into an eleven-year-old dead file two days earlier, attached her own name to it, and sealed a companion record under a clearance level Mari had only ever seen used for the Bureau’s founding charter and one infamous incident from the nineties.

“Friday,” she said instead, because that was the part of the sentence she could act on.

“Friday.” Croft slid a second sheet across - ferry times, a contact name for the dockmaster in Carrow’s End, a stipend form for the boat fare. “Three weeks minimum, on-site, full residential assessment. Bring boots. I’m told the fog doesn’t care what shoes you brought.”

She picked up the folder. It was heavier than it should have been for four kids and a man who couldn’t keep up with his paperwork, and she would spend a long time afterward trying to decide whether that weight had been the file’s or her own, arriving ahead of schedule, the way dread sometimes shows up at the door before the thing it’s warning you about.
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