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Homer learned from an early age, that sound could kill. It wasn’t the noise itself – it was what followed it. The attention. The faces turning towards the noise, seeking out its source. The way adults went still when things didn’t go as they were supposed to. Silence was safe. Silence was good. But sound? It was dangerous. 

When Homer was six, his parents had fought in the kitchen. His father had screamed belligerently in the kitchen, throwing insults, and raging against his wife. Dishes shattered against the wall, the wooden chair scraped backwards. His father’s words were knives. Homer had screamed, and the scream never landed. The room had folded inward, sound collapsing into a thick, suffocating quiet. His father’s mouth kept moving, face twisted, but no noise came out. His mother dropped to her knees, hands over her ears, crying silently. They never spoke about that day again.

By twelve, Homer understood. Silence frightened people more than screaming ever could. And by the time Homer was sixteen, he’d learned the awful truth – that silence would get you hunted down. They tracked him now by the absence of sound.

Homer’s chest heaved as he ran through the dead city. His breathing was ragged, lungs burning from exertion. Homer’s hair was slicked from sweat, and every footfall echoed too loudly in his head. He kept his power tightly coiled, afraid to use it, afraid of the hollow ache it left behind. The hunters had learned the pattern – whole blocks where noise simply ceased, like the city itself had gone deaf. That’s how they followed him.

The streets were skeletal. Windows were boarded up, cars left rotting from where people had simply fled the scene, running for their lives. The brick walls were covered with tattered, peeling posters – all containing messages in large lettering. REGISTER. COMPLY. PROTECT HUMANITY. Each poster bore the same red symbol stamped over a child’s face.

Homer tasted the salty rust in his mouth from where he’d bit his tongue. Fear coursed through his system, as he pressed onwards. Homer flinched, hearing the drone buzzing overhead. It was too close for comfort. His eyes scanned the area, searching for safety. He ducked into a collapsed storefront just as a round punched through the air where his head had been. The impact clipped his side, and he threw back his head as white-hot pain seared through him. Homer bit down hard enough to crack a tooth. More rust on his tongue, and bile rose up in the back of his throat. 

Don’t go quiet. Don’t go quiet.

Silence was safer in the moment, though deadlier in the long run. Homer was out of breath, weakened from his recent injury. He stumbled through a back stairwell and onto the roof, lungs screaming, his vision swimming. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to keep doing this. It was too much. 

And that was when he saw her. The girl stood barefoot on the roof, standing so close to the precarious edge that her toes were curled over broken concrete. The metal railing behind her was bent like it had been wrung by giant hands. Scratches marked the roof in deep gouges – panic marks. Her power had lashed out wildly, instinctively. The girl was crying without sound, lips trembling.

Another one, Homer realized. Another child that they would tear apart in a white room and call it research.

“Hey,” he said, voice hoarse. “Hey, d-don’t use your powers. They’ll see.” 

Even though he’d tried to keep his voice quiet, give off a calming presence, Homer saw that the girl had still flinched. She stared at him with huge, hollow eyes. 

“They killed my brother.” The girl’s voice was barely above a whisper. 

The words pierced Homer like nails, and he gave her a sympathetic look. The grief was written all over the girl’s face, and he could feel her pain and sadness coming off of her in waves. She had lost someone so close to her. Killed, by them. 

Before Homer could answer, the stairwell door below boomed. Heavy boots on the steps, controlled movement. Not soldiers – but hunters. Specialists trained for children just like them. Kids with powers, deemed too dangerous for society. 

Homer felt something cold settle in his stomach. He was bleeding badly. He was injured, and way too tired to try and outrun them again. Homer was completely sapped of all energy. But she might.

“What’s your name?” he asked, quickly, looking to the girl with raised eyebrows. 

“Marrow.”

“I’m Homer,” he said, quietly. “Do you trust me?” 

“I . . . “ the girl hesitated, staring at him with teary eyes. 

The door burst open, and the soldiers rushed out onto the roof. Homer didn’t hesitate. He pulled. Silence collapsed the roof. Not gentle silence. Not absence. This was violent – sound crushed flat, air vibrating under the strain. The hunters staggered, mouths open in useless commands. One fired blindly. Homer took a step back, alarmed. The bullet punched through Homer’s shoulder and lodged deep.

He didn’t scream. Homer grabbed Marrow’s wrist and dragged her toward the ledge. The silence shook, unstable, tearing at him from the inside. Memories flickered – his mother’s voice, the sound of rain, laughter he couldn’t quite remember. Every second cost him something.

“They’ll take you,” he said, forcing out the words through the gritted teeth. “They’ll cut you open and say it’s for the world.”

Her power flared, metal screaming as the railing twisted harder. She sobbed. “I can’t – I can’t control it- ”

“You don’t need to yet,” Homer said, feeling a swell of protectiveness rise up in his chest for the younger girl. “Just survive.”

Another shot, the bullet grazing his leg. Homer knew that if they stayed, they would both die. They had to get out, find someplace safe
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