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For Rayah

When you came, you came with truth,
not the kind that whispers in corners,
but the kind that walks in straight
and makes the room move.
You came with fire,
not to burn it all down,
but to show what was hiding,
to light the lie up and say
no more.
I see myself in you,
that temper that loves justice too hard,
those hands that shake
when mercy costs more than anger.
The spirits knew you early,
knew your name before I said it.
They didn’t mark you as a weapon,
they marked you as a verdict,
truth with teeth.
Where I learned to hold on,
you’ll learn when to let go.
Where I learned to survive,
you’ll learn how to change the rules.
Be better than I ever was,
not tougher,
just clearer.
Not louder,
just truer.
Carry the fire, Rayah,
but don’t let it carry you.
You’re not my shadow.
You’re my course correction.
And if the world doesn’t listen,
that’s on them,
because when you speak,
it’ll already be shaking.
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Chapter 1 The Lights Go Out
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The lights went out at 3:17 in the afternoon.

At first, no one noticed.

The tram outside the Arndale slowed, then stopped, its doors stuck halfway open. Inside the shopping centre, the bright ceiling lights blinked once, like someone clearing their throat, and then went dark. The music cut off mid-song. Screens froze. Somewhere, a till made a confused beeping sound and then fell silent.

Rayah noticed before anyone else because the air changed.

It felt thinner somehow, as if the city had taken a breath and forgotten how to let it out again.

She stood near the window of a shoe shop with the Gutter Saints, watching people slow down. At first, they laughed. Someone clapped, thinking it was a joke. A man waved his phone in the air like it might catch a signal if he shook it hard enough.

Rayah did not laugh.

She felt the quiet press in around her, not heavy, just wide. Manchester was always loud. Engines, voices, alarms, music leaking from open doors. Now it was like someone had placed a soft blanket over everything.

The trams were still.

No buzz from the lights. No hum from the shops.

The city was listening.

Albie frowned. “Did that happen everywhere?”

Harper checked her phone. The screen was black. She pressed the button again and again. Nothing.

Lola turned slowly in a circle. “It is too quiet.”

That was when people started talking all at once.

“What happened?”
“Is this normal?”
“Has anyone got a signal?”
A woman pushed past, her shoes clicking too loudly on the floor. A child cried, the sound sharp in the stillness.

Rayah felt something ripple through the crowd. Not danger. Not yet. Just the first touch of worry, stretching its fingers.

She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed.

The quiet did not feel angry.

It felt patient.

Outside, the traffic lights were dark. Cars stood frozen, drivers leaning out of windows to shout at one another. A bus driver stepped down from his seat and looked up at the sky, as if the answer might be written there.

Rayah opened her eyes.

“This is not broken,” she said softly, though no one was listening yet. “It’s just stopped.”

The Saints gathered closer without realising they were doing it.

Deep under the noise that had vanished, Rayah felt a steady thought settle in her chest.

When everything goes quiet, fear tries to speak first.

You do not have to let it.
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Chapter 2 No Signal
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Phones came out next.

All at once, like everyone had agreed without saying so.

People stared at their screens, tapping and swiping, frowning harder each time nothing happened. Some shook their phones. Others lifted them high, arms stretched, as if signal lived closer to the ceiling.

“No bars,” Harper said.

“Mine will not even turn on,” Albie replied.

Lola bit her lip. “My mum will be worried.”

Around them, panic did not arrive all at once. It crept.

A man started arguing with a shop assistant who could not open the till. Two teenagers laughed too loudly, the sound thin and sharp. A toddler screamed when the automatic doors refused to open.

Fear was spreading, Rayah realised, not because anything bad had happened, but because no one knew what was happening.

She watched it move through the crowd. A tightness in the shoulders. Faster breathing. Voices rising without meaning to.

Adults looked at their phones as if the answers lived inside them.

Children looked at the adults.

Rayah stayed still.

She had learned something important a long time ago. Fear grows when it thinks it is alone.

“We should stick together,” Albie said, glancing around. “Yeah?”

Harper nodded. “We will be fine. It is probably just a power cut.”

Probably.

That word made people uneasy.

Outside, someone shouted that the trams were not moving. Another voice answered that the traffic lights were dead. Somewhere nearby, a car horn blared once and then stopped.

Rayah felt the quiet shift.

Not darker. Just fuller.

She imagined fear like a rumour with legs, running from person to person, growing taller each time it was repeated.

“Phones are useless,” Lola said quietly.

Rayah nodded. “That means we have to talk to each other instead.”

Lola looked at her, surprised.

Around them, adults argued about whether to leave or stay. Someone said the news would explain everything, then remembered the news lived inside the same dark screens.

A woman pressed her phone to her chest as if it might wake up if she were kind enough.

Rayah stepped closer to the Saints.

“We do not need answers yet,” she said. “We just need to not make it worse.”

Harper exhaled slowly. “Okay. Okay. That makes sense.”

The crying child nearby quieted when his mum finally sat down and held him instead of pacing.

Fear did not disappear.

But it slowed.

And for now, that was enough.
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Chapter 3 The Saints Stick Together
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Albie took charge without making a big deal of it.

“Let us stay where people can see us,” he said. “Near the entrance.”

Harper agreed, already thinking things through. “If emergency services come, this is where they will look first.”

Lola crouched beside two younger kids who had wandered away from their dad. “Hey,” she said gently. “You can stand with us.”

The kids nodded, wide eyed, grateful for something solid to hold on to.

Rayah watched.

She watched Albie stand a little taller. Harper kept checking the doors even though she knew they would not open yet. How Lola smiled even when her hands were shaking.

When routines vanished, people showed their true colours.

Some panicked. Some argued. Some helped without thinking.

Rayah did not move.

She felt the city through her feet, the pavement cool and steady. Manchester was still there. It had gone nowhere.

Fear wanted everyone to forget that.

A man nearby snapped at his partner. A woman told him sharply to calm down. Voices rose. Someone laughed nervously.

Rayah tilted her head.

Fear did not sound like screaming. It sounded like rushing.

“Rayah,” Albie said. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I am watching.”

Harper smiled faintly. “That tracks.”

Minutes passed. Or maybe longer. Time felt strange without clocks ticking and screens glowing.

People began drifting toward the exits, unsure what else to do. Others stayed, clinging to the idea that help would arrive if they waited long enough.

The Saints stayed together.

A little boy tugged Rayah’s sleeve. “Is it dangerous?”

She knelt, so that she was at eye level. “No,” she said honestly. “It is just unfamiliar.”

He frowned, thinking that over, then nodded.

That was how fear lost ground. Not by fighting it. By telling the truth.

Rayah felt something loosen in the air, just slightly.

The city was still holding its breath.

But not as tightly.
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