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			You deserved so much more.

		




			[image: ]

			​DAY ONE

			I

			 

			What the Hell have I done with my life?

			Saffron stared at her shadow. It stared back, watching the cracks form in her confident façade. Her eyes struggled to stay open, weighed down by the bags below. Her breath had lost its rhythm. And her wrists were anchored to the table with adamantine chains. Yet still she leaned back in her chair as she practised an infernal smile, stretching her mouth out, then in. Out, then in. Out, then—

			Why is this so exhausting?

			She looked like a broken mess. Pretending to be fine used to be her favourite skill, but now it was devouring her mind. Its coldness slithered through her thoughts, consuming them with a poisonous sting that had no intention of stopping until every piece was gone.

			Calm down. Don’t show them any fear.

			She looked up at the cracked mirror on the wall. “You can’t do this. You can’t put me in there.”

			Only silence responded.

			She tapped her foot, racing it against her heartbeat. “I know you can hear me!”

			The door opened. Finally.

			“You all right?” A Shade officer took the seat opposite her. He was only a few years older but looked down at her with condescending arrogance.

			

			“I’m fine, Sylver.” She rattled the chains on her wrist to highlight how ‘fine’ she was. “I’ll be better once I get the Hell out—”

			“It’s Officer Sylvester. You know that.”

			She did.

			“And you’re not going to ‘get the Hell out’ for a while,” Sylver coldly stated.

			“You can’t give me a full sentence. Just give me a week. That’ll be enough for me to ‘learn my lesson’ or whatever bullshit you believe.”

			“You’re lucky you only got fifty-six days.”

			“I wouldn’t call that ‘lucky’ when it’s torture—”

			“You’re right.” He nodded. “Idiotic. Senseless. Stupid. Matchstick.  Those are more appropriate words for you, aren’t they?” He coughed to hide his smile.

			“I didn’t do anything wrong.”

			Sylver’s sunken eyes glanced at the mirror as though he could see the audience waiting behind. “You’re delusional if you think you’re innocent.”

			“I know I’m—”

			“You incited a riot and obstructed arrests. I believe you even hurt an officer.”

			“Allegedly.” She had hurt an officer.

			“Allegedly,” he repeated, slower. He knew she had hurt an officer. “I think eight weeks is sufficient, huh?” He opened the file he’d been carrying and flicked through page after page after—

			Saffron bent forwards. She squinted her eyes against the morning sun falling through the barred window. Then she saw it was her file. My file? I wonder what great things have been said about me in there. “Does this mean you’re taking me in now? I don’t have a choice?”

			“The sooner you get in, the sooner you’ll get out.”

			She tapped her foot faster against the floor, wondering how Ray had coped when he was stuck in here. Ray. He was always more relaxed, staying calm in any situation, smiling through the pain— Remember he’s not here. She just wanted to see him again and— He’s. Not. Here.

			She leaned back with a loud sigh. “So how fast can you get through this preliminary bullshit?”

			Sylver leaned into his chair too. A long, dark trench coat hid his body. Saffron always wondered if Shade officers wore trench coats to conceal weapons or to make others think they were concealing weapons. Either way, I hate it.

			“Remember your time can be extended or lessened depending on your behaviour. That means you have to be good.” Sylver pushed back his dark curls, revealing faded blue strands underneath that he’d tried to hide.

			“I’m always good.” Saffron looked in the mirror again. She saw the blue strands throughout her own tangled curls, noticing they were turning green. I kinda like it.

			“So…” Sylver scratched his overgrown stubble while looking at a leaflet that had been lazily stapled to the file. “You’re going to be detained in Medlock’s Detention, a short-term facility for people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five who’ve committed minor offences to prevent them from being placed in the prison system and deter them from future—”

			“Do we really need to go through—”

			“This means”—his eyes skipped farther down the page—“you should use your sentence to engage in activities that contribute to your personal development.”

			She laughed under her breath. “I know this is all pointless, so surely—”

			“You will be supervised by staff who’ll ensure you don’t present a danger to yourself or others, while helping you make the best use of your time here.”

			She laughed again, louder.

			His eyes skipped farther down the page. Then farther again. And again. “Basically…” He closed the file. “…just behave.”

			“I always—”

			“Do you consent to these terms?” He looked more tired than she was.

			“I don’t know if it’s ‘consent’ if it’s the only option, but yes. Are we done now? Or did you want to read more of that text to make yourself believe you’re doing your job right?” She looked for a response from him but didn’t get one. “Or maybe…” She glanced at the mirror. “Maybe you wanted to read more to please the audience?”

			Sylver took another moment to hide his smile with a cough.

			

			“No? So are we done here?”

			“If I were you”—he lowered his voice—“I’d keep my head down. Just do your time, behave, then get out. You don’t want to stay there for longer than your sentence. Trust me, it’s not a good place to be trapped in.”

			“Really? If you were me, you would keep your head down?” she said as his eyes shot back a more serious look, causing her to pause before changing her tone. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m a different person now.”

			Sylver waited until her smile faded. “I’m serious. You’re too young to realise what you’re dealing with.”

			Don’t patronise me. “I’m almost twenty.” Way too old for this.

			“Almost.” He picked up her file. “You’ve also been warned to stay away from protests when you get out. It wouldn’t be wise to engage in radical behaviour anymore.”

			“Radical behaviour?”

			“Radical behaviour,” he slowly repeated as he unlocked her chained hands. “Now, let’s get you processed and taken to your new home.”

			“My home? Or my cell?”

			“Does it make a difference?” He moved towards the door.

			Saffron took an extra moment in her seat, freely moving her wrists without the weight of the chains pulling them down.

			“Shall we?” He gestured her out of the room.

			“We shall.” She forced herself to smile wider. Let’s get out of this lake of fire and into the next.

			“Saffie,” he whispered as she walked past, “be careful.”

			“I’m always care—”

			“I mean it. You can’t mess around while you’re in there. Otherwise…” He paused. “Just look after yourself. And remember to breathe.” His eyes had a hint of concern lost somewhere in them, but she could barely see it.

			“Sure.” She held her gaze on him for a second longer. I really do hate that Shade trench coat. “I’ll do it if you do it, Sylver.”

			“It’s Officer Sylvester. You know that.”

			She did.

			

			II

			 

			Saffron dragged her feet through Medlock’s officer station as countless Shade trench coats walked past. Their rigid posture made them look like soulless machines, patrolling the corridors with an inhuman coldness. The walls around them were a dark white, full of patronising posters, outdated information, and mayoral election flyers. It smelt old and rusty like a theatre whose stage lights grew dimmer as they walked farther towards the entrance to Detention.

			“Hurry up.” Sylver tried not to walk too far ahead of her.

			“I’m going as fast as I can.” She wasn’t.

			“I’m sure you’ve run away from me faster than this.”

			“Running away from something is easier than running towards it.”

			“Is it?”

			She frowned, looking up at Sylver before her eyes landed on the file he carried. My file. I wonder where he’s going to put that. With other files? With Ray’s files? Ray. How did he cope in this place? How am I going to cope— No. Stop it. He’s. Not. Here.

			The maze of corridors twisted them in circles, strangling her racing mind. It became quieter the farther they walked, until there was no sign of other robotic Shade officers. But there were security cameras systematically placed in every corner, watching any movement they could catch with a glowing red dot to remind her she was never alone.

			“Are the cameras real?”

			“Why wouldn’t they be real?” he replied with a sigh.

			“There are fake ones all over Medlock. Are these fake too?”

			“You’ll have to find out.”

			She paused. “Or does this mean the rumours about Detention are true?”

			“Rumours?”

			“The ones about the monsters that are always watching. Is this how they always watch?”

			“You believe in monsters?” He coughed.

			“People say they watch the prisoners, waiting for the perfect moment to capture and torture them.”

			Sylver stopped walking as they reached an open door. “You’ll have to find that out too.” He gestured for her to head inside. “Go on.”

			Saffron peered into the room. Other prisoners were scattered across rows of seats like an audience, facing a television screen. Two guards stood by the edges. They didn’t have ugly trench coats on, which means they’re not Shade officers. Instead they wore plain shirts and trousers with large belts that held far too many objects.

			“Come in,” one of the guards beckoned, walking up to Sylver. “It’s good to see you, Officer. How have you been, mate?”

			“Saffron, this is Mr Woods. He’s one of the teachers who’ll supervise your stay in Detention.” Sylver again gestured for her to go inside.

			“Teachers?” She didn’t move; she didn’t want to.

			“The guards.” Sylver pushed her forwards then nodded to Mr Woods. “This should be the last of them. You can start now.”

			“Of course, Officer.” Mr Woods overpronounced every syllable. Saffron couldn’t tell if he was from the South or only pretending to be. “Do you want me to take that folder for you?” He looked at the file Sylver was carrying. “I can put it back if you’d like, mate.”

			Put it back? Back where?

			Sylver didn’t respond. Instead he turned and walked away.

			“Okay, not to worry then! See you later, mate!” Mr Woods shouted after him. Then he turned to Saffron. His face dropped into a blank expression. “Let’s go.” He grabbed her arm.

			“I can walk by myself—”

			“Sit here.” He pushed her into one of the seats. “Stay.”

			“Okay, mate.” Saffron gave a pandemonious smirk. “It’s not like I have anywhere else to go.”

			Mr Woods stared at her with harsh blue eyes. “You’re not going to be any trouble, are you, missy?”

			Missy? “I’ll try not to be.” She would.

			“Then I’ll try not to keep an eye on you.” He would too. “Now be quiet.” He walked to the front of the room.

			Immediately Saffron turned to look out the open door, following Sylver’s movements. He carried her file back down the corridor then through a door at the end. She tried to glimpse inside, but he shut the door faster than he had opened it.

			“Listen up!” Mr Woods flicked off the lights then turned on the television, showcasing a spiralling crack across the screen. “We’re going to watch an introductory video.” His accent was more Northern now. “Save your questions until the end. And pay attention. It’ll make my job easier if you know the rules.”

			“Welcome to Detention,” the video began in a cheerful tone. An upbeat piano rattled behind the voiceover as though it were an old children’s cartoon. Everyone in the video was laughing, acting like their time in Detention was incredible. Like Hell it was. It felt insulting to watch.

			The other prisoners slouched in their seats as they pretended to watch the video. Saffron didn’t even pretend as she fixed her gaze on the door at the end of the corridor. She tapped her fingers against her knees while she waited, waited, wait—

			Sylver reappeared. Finally. He no longer had her file. And this time he let the door swing wide-open before he walked away. Saffron managed to glance inside and saw it was full of filing cabinets, papers, and information.

			She twisted her bracelet, which looked like a purple shoelace wrapped around her wrist. I have time to slip out then slip back in, don’t I? She looked at the two “teachers.” They were watching the video, mesmerised by the brainwashing rules of Detention. I definitely have time to slip out if I just hurry—

			“Saffron?” a soft Irish voice whispered in her ear.

			She glanced over her shoulder, where a prisoner had shuffled his way to sit behind her. “Indie?”

			“Hey.” His straight black hair with strands of deep purple fell across his face. He pushed it back, but it quickly fell down again. “I’m so glad to see you. But-but why are you here?” He had a closed-off, hunched posture as he leaned towards her.

			“Me? Why are you here? I didn’t realise you were being sent to Detention. I thought they just arrested you to scare the other protesters off.” He shouldn’t be here.

			“Yeah, well, that’s-that’s what I thought. But apparently they wanted to send me here as an example to-to the others, or something.”

			“That’s insane.” He really shouldn’t be here. “You shouldn’t be going to Detention.”

			“You shouldn’t either. I took the-the fall.” He kept his voice as quiet as possible.

			“You took the fall? I thought they were blaming everything on me?” Why the Hell is he here?

			“You did?” Indie shook his head. “The Shade are such-such devious little…”

			Bastards.

			“Well, at least-at least we’re going down together. Fellow rebel angels and all.” He wore a soft smile that creased his eyes.

			Saffron nodded as her gaze darted between Indie, the guards, the video, and the room down the corridor. I’m going to run out of time. Indie—the guards—let’s find some answers while I still can—the video—before I get dragged away from here—the room down the corridor—before I lose my chance.

			“Are you okay?” Indie pulled at his earlobe. He sensed something was wrong. He always did.

			Indie—the guards—the video—the room down the corridor.

			“Saffron?”

			“I’m fine.” Am I? “Don’t be mad, but I need you to cover for me,” she whispered.

			“What?”

			“No one should notice anything. But if they do, create a distraction.”

			“What-what are you—”

			“I’m going to find him.” I have to go now if I want to go at all. Indie—the guards—the video—the room down the corridor.

			“Find him? No, Saffron, you can’t—”

			“I’m going to solve the mystery.”

			“Stop it. Don’t do this—”

			“Thanks, Indie.” She gave one last glance at the guards. They’re not even looking. They’re not. Even. Looking.

			“Wait. Just-just be careful.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			She kept her body low as she slipped out the door, silent as a shadow. Her eyes were now fixed on the room at the end of the corridor, where she prayed to Hell there was information inside. There has to be information. I have to find answers…

			I have to find Ray.

			III

			 

			Saffron stepped across the corridor. She felt her heart build in tempo—stay calm. She didn’t dare think about the other doors along her path where “teachers” or Shade officers could be waiting. She didn’t even look at the security cameras in every corner, holding on to the belief they were fake. They have to be fake, right?

			She straightened her posture and her confidence. She wore the clothes she’d been in for the past few days while the Shade had figured out what to do with her. They were dark colours with a leather jacket on top. They highlighted that she didn’t belong here and could be recognised any second. I have to hurry up.

			She reached the door. Wait. What if someone else is inside? She took a long breath in to steady herself. What if I get caught? Then slowly she let the breath out as she pushed the door open. But I can’t lose Ray. Her heart crashed louder against her chest with a thud-thud-thud that reverberated against her eardrums. Not again.

			She walked inside. Thank Hell, the room was empty. Its large space felt tight as rows of tall filing cabinets stood before her. There’s information here. I was right. She squinted against the harsh fluorescent lights, then noticed the dates written on the filing cabinets. Perfect. Adrenaline buzzed through her body as she scanned date after date after—where is it?—until she finally came across one from last year. Here.

			She pulled a drawer, but it wouldn’t open. Is it locked? She tried again. No, it’s broken. She pulled harder. Come on. And harder. Don’t do this to me now. And—

			The drawer burst open, pushing her back with a sudden jolt. It almost fell off its hinges, but luckily part of it clung on. Files lined the inside. Files that looked like the one Sylver had been carrying. His file has to be here. She didn’t waste another second as she flicked through name after name after—hurry up—name after name after—I’m going to run out of time—name after name after…

			Raymond. It was there. I was right. Ray’s file was actually there. Ray. It had been so long since she had seen him. She just wanted to see him again, to hug him again, to—I said hurry up.

			When she opened the folder, she saw a picture of his face on the first page. I miss him. His one-sided smile, his dark eyes, his—I don’t have time for this. She turned through the pages, reading about his details, his address, his offences—there must be something more here—his behaviour, his health—please have something more here—his attitude, his drinking, his disobedience, his punishments, his—

			Wait. What’s this? Small scraps of paper were in the back of the file. Messages were scribbled across them. Messages written in Ray’s messy handwriting.

			BEWARE THE CALIGINENT.

			Beware. The. Caliginent? A chill crawled over Saffron’s skin. Ca-li-gi-nent?

			THE CALIGINENT WILL CATCH YOU AND EAT YOUR MIND.

			Each message was barely a sentence. None of them made sense or gave her the answers she was looking for. Yet they still made her heartbeat continue to climb, building its tempo faster.

			IT’S COMING TO TAKE YOU AWAY.

			And faster.

			ABANDON ALL HOPE.

			And.

			THE CALIGINENT IS HERE. IT’S HERE.

			Faster.

			Here? A drip of sweat ran along her forehead. It’s here? A coldness pricked the back of her neck. In Detention? She took in sharp, shallow breaths but felt like she was losing air the more she took in. Calm down. She concentrated on the crashes of rain hitting the window, listening to their thud-thud-thudding sound, which was crescendoing in volume—

			Wait. That wasn’t the sound of rain. It’s footsteps. Footsteps that are coming this way.

			Get out of there now. She scanned through the other pages—stop reading and move—looking for more on why these notes were in his file—I don’t have time for this—more on what had happened to him and why he had written these—hurry up—more on what the Hell was going on. Move. She searched the text on each page again—get out of there—and again—now—and—

			“Saffron!” A voice shouted as the footsteps reached a climax.

			I’m out of time. She stuffed the papers back into the file—faster—then into the cabinet—come on—then put the drawer back on its broken hinges—I said faster—trying to force it shut—

			But it wouldn’t shut. Not now. She pushed against the drawer with all the strength she could find, hitting it with her shoulder. Come on. Then again. Just go back in. And again. Please. And…

			The door swung open.

			THUD. The drawer slammed back into place as she crashed against it. Pain surged through her shoulder, but she didn’t show it. Instead she stretched her mouth back into a smile.

			“What are you doing?” Sylver stepped into the room with a fierce presence. His dark trench coat still hid his body, but now it made him look malicious.

			She acted confused. “I couldn’t find my way?”

			“You couldn’t find your way?” he repeated, slower.

			“I got lost.”

			“Lost? From the one room you were put in?”

			“It was a confusing room.” She nodded. “What are you doing here? Did you get lost too? Maybe we could find our way back together.”

			“Stop it.” His eyes moved between her and the security camera in the corner of the room.

			Why is he looking at the camera? Is it real? Is there really an audience watching me?

			“Is that a no then? So you’d rather I found a way out by myself?” She began to walk past him, trying to slip out of the room—

			THUD.

			Sylver pushed her backwards. His eyes kept moving between her and the camera. Her and the camera. Her. And. The camera.

			“Okay, you don’t have to—”

			“Stop talking.” He turned her around and pressed her face into the cold filing cabinet.

			

			She felt a trickle of blood on her cheek as a piece of metal cut into her. “Hey, stop it. You’re hurting—”

			“I told you to behave. Was that really so difficult?” He locked a pair of handcuffs around her wrists.

			“I said you’re hurting—”

			“You couldn’t even last ten minutes?” He grabbed her shoulder, which was already swimming with pain and turned her back to face him.

			He stopped. He frowned. He watched the blood pour from her cheek.

			The door swung open again.

			“Officer,” Mr Woods started.

			Sylver went to say something but didn’t.

			She stayed silent too. It’s not worth it, is it? I deserve this pain…

			No, I don’t. I deserve so much more.

			“Officer, let me take her off your hands.” Mr Woods had a more Southern, posh accent again. “I can handle this from here, mate.”

			“No,” Sylver stated in a loud, commanding voice. “You couldn’t even handle keeping them in one room.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Just focus on looking after the others. I don’t want another one to escape under your watch.”

			Mr Woods nodded. “Of course, sir.”

			Saffron kept her balance as Sylver grabbed her shoulder again then pulled her out of the room. She tried to take deep breaths but couldn’t find them. She wanted to speak out, to protest, to hiss, but she knew it wasn’t worth it. Nothing here is worth it. Not when I deserve so much more pain than this. She kept quiet as they moved through the corridor, trying not to show her pain, keeping up her mask of confidence and never taking it off. So much more.

			They walked into the room, where other prisoners still sat in rows. But now they actually paid attention as Saffron’s bloodied face entered.

			“So, boys and girls…” Mr Woods stood in front of the television screen once again. “Here’s a demonstration of what happens when you don’t follow the rules.”

			Saffron looked at Indie. He was sitting next to the other guard, holding a bottle of water. Maybe he did create a distraction? Maybe he did try and save me? He shook his head at her. She couldn’t tell if he was disappointed or angry or both. Or maybe he snitched on me. Maybe he sent them after me. Maybe he betrayed me.

			

			“So please don’t try and escape like she did,” Mr Woods continued. “I’d much prefer it if you were all on your best behaviour. It’ll make my life a lot easier.”

			Sylver pulled Saffron through the room, towards an old door she swore wasn’t there before. It clearly had been painted white once, but the paint had peeled off over the years. Now only dark, blackened cracks remained.

			“Can anyone tell me where this little mutineer will be taken?” Mr Woods waited for a response but didn’t get any. “Did no one pay attention to the video?” He sighed. “You lot are lucky we have her as an example. Missy here will be staying in the Quiet Room.”

			The Quiet Room?

			“It’ll give her solitary time to reflect on her behaviour so she can do better moving forwards. So, again, don’t follow her example. Don’t make my job harder than it already is. And remember, in Detention you’re always being watched.”

			Saffron ignored his condescending voice. Always being watched? She focused on the cracked, broken door. It must be the way into Detention. Into my prison. Into my Hell.

			“Let’s go.” Sylver pulled the door open.

			A staircase lay before them. Its metal steps descended into a minacious darkness. It was patiently waiting for her to enter, excited to swallow her whole. Beware the caliginent. Shadows coiled away from the pit of darkness, slithering towards her feet like vicious snakes that were eager to sink their deadly fangs into her. The caliginent is here. It felt like they were laughing at her pain, as though they couldn’t wait to create even more.

			“Let’s go!” Sylver pushed her through the door and into the shadows’ clutches.

			Their footsteps echoed against silence as they plunged into the iced heart of Detention. Darkness wrapped around Saffron’s vision, blinding her. Yet the lack of light didn’t faze Sylver as he masterfully pulled her into a corridor then moved her around corners and bends and obstacles. She tried scanning for details but couldn’t find any. All she could make out were the glowing red eyes of security cameras in every. Single. Corner. Am I really always being watched?

			Sylver turned her down another corridor, then another, then another…walking farther into limbo. Her shoulder yelled out in pain, but she didn’t dare show it. Just. Stay. Calm. She caught a glimpse of a shadowy mist behind her. Something faint, something unnatural, something not quite right. It followed her through the corridors, chasing her scent as it breathed in her weakness. Its eager growl of hunger stalked her blind movements, crawling closer towards her, catching up to her…

			“Hurry up!” Sylver pushed her forwards, quickening their pace.

			She hadn’t planned on getting into trouble this early. She’d only wanted to find out what had happened to Ray. Ray. She’d only wanted to find him again and see him again and—No. Stop it. He’s. Not. Here.

			They stopped at a final door. Sylver unlocked the handcuffs and pulled them off her. “Go inside.”

			The room was darker than the rest of the corridor. It felt colder too. And smaller. Too small. It looked like the walls were tightening their grasp on the room, moving closer together with every second. There was barely enough space for the furniture, let alone a human being. She made out the outline of a mattress, a toilet, and a sink. Beware the caliginent. And she could tell they were broken from the drip-drip-dripping sound and the wet, damp smell. I can’t stay here. It’s too small. Far. Too. Small.

			“Do I have to stay here?” Saffron’s confidence wavered in the cracks of her voice. “Please don’t put me in here. I didn’t mean to—”

			“This is what happens when you don’t behave.” He pushed her forwards, forcing her to stumble into the room. “I hate to say I told you so.”

			Saffron caught her balance in time to stay on her feet. The caliginent is here. She turned back to Sylver. He looked even more intimidating in that trench coat as it drowned out his humanoid shape in the darkness, covering his body in the sharp claws of shadows. It’s here. Then he started to shut the door.

			The walls closed in on her. What the Hell have I done? She tried to breathe but couldn’t find the air as darkness surrounded her. Who am I kidding? Choking her. I’ll never save Ray. Strangling her. I’ll never save anyone. Crushing her lungs and squeezing the life out of her. I’ll never even save myself.

			“Wait. Sylver, please, don’t leave me here. I can’t stay here alone.”

			He looked through the small gap left in the door. “It’s Officer Sylvester. You know that.” She did.

			“Wait—”

			He shut the door with a final THUD.
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			​DAY TWO

			I

			 

			Just calm down. Just breathe in. Just breathe out.

			Saffron had no sense of time as the hours passed. She could only guess from the singular streak of sunlight that stretched her shadow, telling her it had only been a day since Sylver had put her in here. But it felt like it had been several days, or months, maybe even a year.

			She hadn’t slept. She couldn’t stand being trapped in a room so suffocatingly small. And quiet. So quiet. The silence taunted her like a beast watching its prey, waiting until she was vulnerable enough to be swallowed alive. The caliginent is here. She couldn’t handle the feeling of helplessness as she prayed to Hell someone would let her out soon. They can’t leave me here. They can’t—

			THUD. THUD. THUD.

			Someone knocked on the door, and then it creaked open. Thank Hell. Get me out of here.

			“I hope you enjoyed your night, missy.” Mr Woods was standing straight, trying to add a few inches to his height.

			Missy? Again? Saffron stretched her mouth to form a smile. “I wouldn’t quite rate it five stars. I’ve seen better places.”

			“Really?” He grunted. “Maybe we should give you another night. See if you change your mind.”

			“No. Actually you’re right.” A note of panic clung to her voice. “It was a nice stay. And I think one night was plenty.” Please get me out of here.

			“Great.” He wore a thin, dry smile. “Take these.” He threw a set of clothes onto the mattress. It was the Detention uniform the prisoners had on that introductory video. A white top and light-blue trousers. A plain, blank slate. “Change into these. Put all your belongings in a pile. But keep your own shoes on.”

			Keep my own shoes on? Saffron looked at her muddy military boots. I would have chosen better if I’d known that.

			“You have one minute,” he said before shutting the door.

			“Wait, you don’t have to shut the—”

			“One. Minute.”

			THUD.

			The door closed. The walls caved in again. Not again. Please not again. The room felt smaller than before, as though it were trying to crush her body and force the air out of her lungs. Calm down. Just one more minute and then I can get out.

			Saffron looked at the uniform Mr Woods had dropped. It was oversize and probably had been worn by many others before being passed onto her. But she didn’t care. She knew her appearance would be a mess either way. The faster I put this on, the faster I can get out.

			She took off her leather jacket and black clothes, then threw on the new blank uniform, noticing stray threads falling out of it. At least I can keep my own boots. At least I can keep some part of myself. She also kept on her bracelet, hiding it beneath her sleeve.

			“Okay!” she shouted, crashing her hand against the door with a THUD THUD THUD. “I’m ready!”

			No response.

			“You can let me out now!” THUD THUD THUD.

			Still no response.

			“Please let me out!” THUD THUD THUD. “Don’t leave me here again!”

			Her heart increased its racing tempo. She didn’t want to stay here. No, she couldn’t stay here. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it? It must have been a minute. She shut her eyes. Or has it been longer? She tried to take deep breaths, but the air was too thin and sparse. She had spent so long running that she had forgotten what it was like to finally stand still.

			

			The caliginent is here. The word made her shiver. It will catch you and eat your mind. It made her feel like the shadows wanted to devour her. It’s here. Like they were glad she was alone with them. Here. Like they were waiting in their mask of darkness for the right moment to tear off her flesh and devour her insides. It’s here to take you away—

			“Saffron!”

			She opened her eyes. The door was unlocked. Finally. She was free again. Free? Not quite.

			“I said let’s go, missy!” Mr Woods shouted.

			Cautiously she stepped out of the room, unsure if he was going to push her back inside. Let’s get out of here. She looked at her pile of clothes, at the identity she was leaving behind. Hurry up. Then she looked ahead of her, at the new role she was stepping into, the new mask she was putting on.

			She couldn’t hear anything around them. No footsteps, no noise, not even a sound from the audience. But she could see, as now there was light in the corridor. It wasn’t anywhere near as dark as yesterday, if it ever really had been that dark.

			Mr Woods grabbed her arm. “I said let’s go now. Don’t waste my time.”

			Her shoulder continued to yell in pain as he pulled her along the corridor. But she didn’t show it. She could never show it. She could only smile. “I can walk by myself.”

			“Well done.”

			She tried to rip her arm free from his claws, but he only gripped tighter. “Then let me go—”

			“I don’t want you to slip away again.”

			“You mean you don’t want to get embarrassed in front of your mate again?”

			“Keep talking and I’ll take you back to the Quiet Room.”

			She let herself smile wider but decided not to give him the satisfaction of a response. Instead she looked around, noticing how narrow the corridor was. Old posters, outdated information leaflets, and security cameras covered the walls. I still think the cameras are fake. The corridor looked just like the one near the interrogation room, as though they had copied the design exactly.

			

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			“Where do you think?”

			“You tell me.”

			He sighed as though he didn’t have the energy to speak to her. “Just hurry up.”

			Mr Woods turned them around a sharp corner then led her to a staircase. It was another set of cold metal stairs. But now there were stairs going down as well as stairs going up. Up? She saw a white door at the top. Its bright paint made it stand out from its surroundings, glowing in the darkness of the stairwell. And there was a neatly written sign across the middle that read, Helios.

			“What’s up there? What’s He-Li-Os?” What even is a Helios?

			“It’s restricted.”

			“Restricted? So it’s forbidden? Does that mean there are secrets up there?”

			“If you want to spend another night in the Quiet Room, you can go find out.”

			“You can’t even tell me what it is?”

			“I don’t want you to make a habit out of going places you don’t belong.” He pushed her onto the stairs going down, farther into Detention’s depths. “It’s this way to your cell.”

			My cell? A drip of sweat fell down her forehead. She didn’t like the idea of being trapped somewhere. She hadn’t been stuck in one place for a long time. Cell. It made her feel like a caged bird that had forgotten how to fly. My. Cell. She hated it already.

			They went down one flight.

			“This place goes farther down?”

			Mr Woods didn’t respond. Saffron didn’t know if he couldn’t be bothered to answer or if he wanted her to feel scared or both.

			Two flights…

			How does this place go even farther down? The stairs made it seem like a bottomless pit, like they were walking into a Tartarean abyss she could never climb out of. It made Saffron wonder what was waiting at the end of it and what kind of uncontrollable beasts were kept this far below the surface. Beware the caliginent.

			Three flights…

			

			Mr Woods’s claws dug into her skin, but she forced herself to stay calm. Just breathe. She had to keep herself together, even though she already felt herself falling apart.

			Four flights…

			Five flights…

			Six flights?

			“This way.” Mr Woods pulled her into another identical corridor. Again, it felt exactly the same, but darker with hot, thick air. She swore even the posters, the mayoral election flyers, the sheets of boring information, the security cameras—they were all in the same position. It was as though nothing had changed and nothing was going to, like a stationary theatre set—until she reached the end of the corridor where she finally found something different.

			A large frosted-glass door waited for her.

			“Your room is number thirty-nine.” Mr Woods released her from his grip. “Got it?”

			Saffron rubbed her arm, feeling the sting of pain swim through her shoulder. “Got it.” She smiled but knew it was full of anger.

			She then watched Mr Woods take out a key ring from his belt and unlock the door. Unlock? A chill scuttled over the back of her neck as she realised the prisoners were trapped inside like rats in a cage. There is no escape. Or maybe they were locked inside like untameable monstrosities that were too evil to be set free.

			“Don’t get yourself into trouble again.” He stepped back then pushed her towards the door. “I hate it when people make my job harder than it already is.”

			“I’ll be on my best behaviour for you.”

			“Sure you will.” He didn’t believe her. No one did. “Go on now. Don’t waste my time.”

			She stopped in front of the door, listening for sounds or movements or any sign of life, but again heard nothing. It was a strange feeling, having only shadows and security cameras following them. It felt like they were almost alone. Almost.

			 

			

			II

			 

			Fading streaks of afternoon sun fell through large barred windows. Saffron didn’t understand how light had made it this far below the surface. It should have felt comforting but instead felt disorientating. It obfuscated her sense of direction, reminding her she couldn’t escape even if she tried.

			She had stepped into a long, wide corridor. The walls were painted with the same dark white colour as the rest of the building, but here they seemed brighter. It looked like the scenery had just been put up, freshly decorated for the audience’s enjoyment. It created an intimidating poker face that refused to show its secrets, covering every crack beneath its surface.

			Now, finally, there were people. Hives of prisoners walked across the corridor. They wore the same white shirts and blue trousers, which should’ve drowned them into the same person, but they didn’t let it. Instead colourful strands fell through their hair. Their shoes maintained unique styles and personalities. Subtle jewellery, make-up, accessories, and tattoos decorated their bodies. And large hungry smiles were plastered on their faces. Smiles?

			The smiles turned to watch Saffron as she walked down the corridor. Why are they watching me? She could hear their insatiable hunger as they looked towards her with bared teeth, happy to find fresh meat in their den. Don’t show any fear. She stood with tall confidence but knew they could smell through her façade to the trembling unease below. Don’t run. Keep your movements steady. She scanned over the numbered doors on the wall opposite the windows, focusing on finding her cell—

			But then she heard them laugh. Laugh? Gasps of snickers escaped their mouths as laughter burst through their breath. Why are they laughing? Their hunger grew louder as they imagined tearing her to pieces and devouring her organs—but not until after they had played with their food. They needed to taunt her first for their heedless amusement and see what she was made of, if anything at all.

			Saffron twisted her fingers around her shoelace bracelet as she counted the cell doors, focusing on the numbers that kept her safe from their stares—twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six—but their muffled laughs only grew louder. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine. She felt a weight push down her shoulders, which were as heavy at Atlas’s—thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two. It was as though she could sense something wasn’t quite right about this place…

			It was as though she could sense I was watching her.

			I saw her scurry down the corridor—thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five. I was waiting patiently for her, enjoying the terror sweeping across her face as she realised she was trapped here. Thirty-six. I joined the mountain of laughter, relieved to have her in a place where she could no longer run away. Thirty-seven. In a place where she finally would have to face me. Thirty-eight.

			I kept my gaze on her as she put on a smile that was no longer hers. Thirty-nine, finally. Then she slithered into her cell. It’s almost as bad as the Quiet Room. The space was small, with a bed and a toilet squeezed in. A mirror with a large crack in it hung above a sink. The walls were the same dark white, repainted several times to cover up stains and scratches, hiding how nauseous it truly was. Worn-out posters covered the bigger marks, with meaningless quotes like “YOU CAN DO IT.” But I know it’s a fiery gulf of pain no matter how they hide it.

			Saffron sat on the bed, feeling how thin the mattress was. She kept twisting her shoelace bracelet. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do next or how she was supposed to find answers and find Ray. She was lost. She was scared. She was alone.

			“Hey, are you okay?” a soft Irish voice began from the doorway.

			Well, maybe not completely alone.

			“Indie?”

			“You really had to, like, go and do something-something stupid on your first day, didn’t you?” He leant against the wall, hunching his shoulders.

			Stupid? “Well…” She thought for a second, looking him up and down.

			He wore the same Detention uniform, but his was much baggier. It was strange seeing them in the same clothes when usually their styles were entirely different. But it was nice he was able to keep his trainers. They were far too big for him, but that would never stop him from wearing them.

			“I had to make a grand entrance, didn’t I?” She stretched her mouth back into a venomous smile. “Why? Did you miss me?”

			“Did I miss you?” His own smile creased his eyes. “Normally I celebrate anytime I don’t have to-to deal with you.”

			“I can’t blame you for that. I’d do the same. Part of me thought you wouldn’t want to speak to me after I got caught.”

			“Not speak to you? I wouldn’t dream of it.” He would.

			“That’s good to know.” She knew he would.

			“But seriously, Saffron, can you just-just tell me what’s going on?”

			She took a breath, feeling how thick and hot the air now was. “Don’t be mad.”

			“No, no. Stop starting your sentences like that. Just-just tell me.” He ran his hands through his hair, pushing his black and purple strands away from his face, before they fell down again.

			She tapped her fingers against her knees. “I found Ray’s file.”

			“Ray?”

			“Ray.”

			“So you’re still looking for answers?”

			“I’m still looking for him.”

			“Saffron—”

			“Hear me out.” She took another breath. She tried to stay calm. “Ray has been gone for so long now. I think it’s time we find out what happened to him.”

			“We can’t—”

			“We can. We’re in Detention. We’re literally in the place he was before we lost him. The place that did something to him, that changed him, that made him leave us.”

			“We don’t know this place did anything to him.”

			“We do know. He wasn’t the same after he left Detention. Something happened to him in here. And we have to find out what.”

			“But—”

			“Listen.” She lowered her voice. “I found his file and looked to see if anything was in there that could give us a clue.”

			“A clue? This-this isn’t a game.”

			

			“I saw something strange in his file.”

			“Strange?”

			“Strange.” She nodded. “I saw some notes he had written in his stupid, barely legible writing.” The caliginent is here.

			“Notes aren’t very strange—”

			“‘The caliginent is here,’” she whispered. “‘Beware the caliginent… The caliginent will catch you and eat your mind… It’s here.’”

			Indie frowned. “The caliginent?”

			“Yes, isn’t it—”

			“You risked everything just to-to find notes he had written on the-the caliginent?” He always sounded more disappointed than angry.

			“Don’t you think it’s odd? Why would he have notes about the mythological creature of shadows in his file?”

			“Why wouldn’t he? You know he-he was in Detention when he wrote all his caliginent plays and stories, right? He became obsessed with that myth when he was here.”

			Saffron nodded as if she remembered. She hadn’t thought about Ray’s plays in a long time.

			“And you know he used to love planning stories by scribbling onto any surface he could find.”

			She nodded again. She really should have remembered.

			“Well, there you go. There’s the answer to your ‘mystery.’ He was just-just planning for his stories.”

			“But the notes felt like they were real.”

			“Real? How? They-they were just stories.” Indie paced around the small room, walking back and forth.

			“But you’ve heard the rumours about Detention, right? That a monster watches and tortures the prisoners? What if the caliginent is that monster?”

			“Now you’re believing children’s stories?”

			“No, but what if Ray wrote those notes and plays because of what happened to him here? Like what if something bad happened that put these monsters into his thoughts?”

			“You’re really grasping at-at straws now. Ray had a good imagination—that was all.”

			“Or what if they were warnings about what happened to him in Detention? What if this is the reason he’s gone? What if this is the explanation we’ve been waiting for?”

			“You sound delusional.” He sped up his pacing, moving back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

			Delusional? “Don’t you want to find him? Don’t you want to know why he left and get some answers?”

			“There aren’t any answers here. Or mythical caliginent monsters. You-you sound insane.”

			Insane? “Insane? But what if I’m right? What if there’s something in this place that—”

			“Saffron! Stop it. Ray isn’t here.” He stopped moving. He’s. Not. Here. “There’s no point trying to-to-to find him because you can’t. Okay? You-you can’t.” Indie pushed his hair back again. “We shouldn’t be trying to find answers that-that-that don’t exist.”

			“But—”

			“But you can’t go around risking your life just because Ray wrote about mythological creatures when he was in Detention. You-you-you can’t keep doing such stupid matchstick things.”

			“Matchstick? Seriously?” She tapped her fingers faster against her knees. He was annoying her. He was annoying me.

			“Look, I’m just-I’m just scared for you. You got into trouble on your first day. That means the teachers will be watching you, maybe even targeting you.”

			“Why would—”

			“I was thinking about it and there’s-there’s no way we were put in Detention because we were protesting. The Shade usually ignores student protests. So there-there must be something more to it. Someone must be-be out to get us or-or watching us or—”

			“Now you’re being paranoid.”

			“What happened to your cheek?” His eyes landed on the cut Sylver had made. It still looked as fresh as it was yesterday.

			“Nothing, it was an accident.”

			“Did the teachers do that?”

			“No.”

			“Then who did?”

			“No one.”

			

			“Saffron. Just tell me.”

			She sighed. “It was a Shade officer.”

			“Shade? It was…it was Sylvester, wasn’t it?”

			“I don’t think he meant—”

			“I knew it. He’s been watching us. He’s-he’s trying to keep us here. He’s-he’s-he’s trying to hurt us, just like he hurt Ray. Maybe he’s…maybe he’s the reason we got brought to Detention. Maybe he’s-he’s the reason we’re here or he’s-he’s—”

			“Indie.” She grabbed him by the shoulders. “Take a breath.”

			He paused, keeping his eyes fixed on her cut. Then he took a long breath in. And out.

			“The Shade used us as an example to stop others from protesting and disrupting the mayor’s election. That’s all. Now we just have to do our time and get out. I’m sorry for getting into trouble, okay? It was a mistake.” She smiled, putting her mask back on. Indie’s not going to help me. He’s only going to slow me down.

			“Okay, okay.” He pulled at his earlobe, rubbing it between his fingers. “I’m sorry too. I just…I just don’t know how to handle being stuck in here.”

			“Neither do I.”

			“Yeah, I can tell. You’re definitely doing worse than I am.” He laughed.

			“Shut up.” She laughed too.

			“Just-just please stay out of trouble, Saffron. Don’t waste your time looking into something that doesn’t exist. And keep away from Sylvester. I don’t trust him.”

			I have to keep away from Indie too if I’m going to find the answers I need. “I know.”

			“We just need to be good and get out early.”

			I just need to find out what happened to Ray. “We do… We will, okay? We will.”

			“Okay, okay.” Indie took a long breath out. “Do you…do you want to get some food? Apparently it’s all right here from what I’ve heard.” Indie held out his hand towards her.

			She stared at his hand but didn’t take it. “Not now.”

			“Okay. Then do you want to join me later in signing up for drama class?”

			

			“Drama?”

			“Yeah. If you do an activity or whatever, it can help you get out early. The drama class is actually what Ray did when-when he was here. It was the one thing he liked about this place. Maybe you could join too? It could be like our time in college? Doing plays together again.”

			She kept her eyes on his outstretched hand but still didn’t take it. Doing plays together won’t be the same without Ray. “Maybe.” I need to find Ray.

			“It’ll be-be fun to act together again, won’t it?”

			“I said maybe.”

			“Okay, okay.” He took his hand back. “Well, if you change your mind, you’re more than welcome to join me. And you can come to my room anytime. I’m only in room fifty, so I’m not- not far away really.” He let the silence sit for a moment. “Just-just be careful, Saffron.”

			“I’m always care—”

			“Please. You-you can’t afford to get into more trouble.” He stared more intently at her.

			I can’t afford to get caught. “I know.”

			“And please don’t disappoint me.”

			“Me? Disappoint you?” she said with a devilish smirk. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” She would. Of course she would.

			III

			Saffron tapped her fingers against her knees as she waited in the darkness of her cell. I need to get out of this room. She waited for the noises in the corridor to die out. I need to prove I’m right and Indie’s wrong. She waited for the shadows to sleep. I need to show him there are answers here. She waited until she thought no one else was around. I need to show everyone I’m right.

			All she wanted to do was find Ray. It had been too long since she had seen him, since she had spoken to him, since she had hugged him. The caliginent can’t just be a story. She could barely remember the plays Ray used to write. It can’t just be a mythological creature. All she knew for sure was the word caliginent deeply unsettled her. It has to be real. Just hearing those syllables ca-li-gi-nent made her heart beat louder. It has to be a mystery I can solve—her breathing increased—it has to be a clue, her mind raced—because it’s the only one I’ve got.

			THUD.

			She looked up. What was that? She crept to her cell door. Wait. Then realised it had locked. No. She tried to push it open but couldn’t. Seriously? She looked for a keyhole, a mechanism, a lever, anything. But saw nothing.

			THUD. She bashed her hands against the door. “Hey!” she shouted. THUD. “You can’t do this!”

			Only silence responded.

			There really is no escape. She let a silent burst of frustration out of lungs as she turned back to the room. I can’t stay here. The shadows tightened their grip on her, slithering around her neck. I can’t do this for eight weeks. The quietness cackled as it trapped her in its void. I can’t even do this for another night. The walls caved in on her, trying to crush her bones into dust while the darkness ate her alive—

			Then a laugh broke the silence—a bright, melodic laugh coming from the corridor.

			Then another laugh joined it.

			And another.

			And another.

			“Teachers” definitely wouldn’t laugh like that. Hope lit up Saffron’s eyes as she pressed her ear against the door. A murmur of voices danced across the silence, mixing with laughter that didn’t want to stop.

			THUD. She knocked on her own door again. “Hello?” THUD. “Can you hear me?” THUD. If they can get out, I can too.

			The laughter grew louder.

			“What is it?” a voice said, their words becoming clearer. “One of the newbies trying to get out?”

			“Should we help them? Or should we let them rot?” another said with a snicker.

			“Hello?” Saffron shouted. “How did you get out of your cell? How did you undo the lock?”

			

			“It’s probably nothing. Or it’s just like the pipes or something?” one of the voices continued.

			“You think pipes are that noisy?”

			“I can’t hear anything else. Can you?”

			“Hello? I’m here! I’m not the pipes!” Saffron shouted again.

			“Or maybe it’s just the floorboards creaking above us?” They kept on talking as though she weren’t there.

			“How loud do you think floorboards are?”

			“Or maybe it’s the monster.”

			Monster?

			“Yes, it’s definitely a monster. That’s the most logical solution.”

			Their laughter continued like a cruel insult.

			“Can you not hear me?” Saffron yelled.

			“I actually think that cell belongs to the person who got sent to the Quiet Room on their first night,” another, warmer voice began.

			“Oh. So they’re the lucky son of a bitch they chose this time?”

			“Those guards are such assholes. They always take someone there on the first night.”

			“Well of course they do,” the warmer voice said. “They like to put on a performance for the new inmates. It’s a tactic to frighten them all right from the start.”

			“It also means the guards will be watching this person, right?”

			“They are always watching after all.”

			Are they really always watching?

			Their laughter crescendoed to a cacophonous climax, bouncing around the corridor with roguish amusement.

			THUD. Saffron knocked on her door again. “Can you tell me how to get out of this room?”

			“Come on. Let’s go. I hear those creaky floorboards again.”

			THUD. “Wait!”

			“You mean the pipes?” another sneered.

			“No, you mean the monster?”

			“I don’t think monsters know how to speak.”

			THUD. “Wait. You can hear me? Wait!”

			The laughter died down as their voices grew quieter, until only silence remained once more.

			

			“Please!” THUD. “Don’t leave me here!”

			Saffron turned back to the four walls that were stopping her from running away. There’s no escape this time. She felt like she was stuck in a glass jar, where no one could reach her…

			Except for her shadow. It patiently waited in the corner of the room. Hope never comes. Its visible darkness looked hauntingly monstrous in the night’s shroud. Only regions of sorrow. Its humanoid shape was distorted as the limbs mangled themselves around its body and its claws twisted into a scimitar. Only torture without end. And it was crawling towards her, eager to reach out and consume her…

			She shut her eyes and turned away from the unknown darkness. I can’t do this. Her heart didn’t stop to rest as it crashed against her chest. How am I supposed to sleep here? Her fingers couldn’t stop fidgeting, tapping against her knees. How am I supposed to stay here for fifty-six days? Her body was gasping for air that couldn’t be found. I just need a moment to catch my breath. Just a moment. Just… The walls were too tight, caving in on her as the shadows suffocated her—beware the caliginent—gradually making the room smaller. I can’t stay here. And smaller. I can’t do this. And…
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