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    To every young soul who has ever felt unseen, mislabeled, or overlooked—this story is for you. May you always remember that your worth is not in the names the world gives, but in the One who calls you beloved and His own.
And to my family and friends—thank you for reminding me daily that identity in Christ is the truest gift of all.
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Chapter 1 — The Name Tag (Rewritten)
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The first gift Horizon High offered Maya was a paper rectangle that got her wrong.

“Welcome!” said the girl at the folding table by the front office. Her eyeliner curved like a flourish at the end of a signature. She peeled a label from the stack and wrote without looking up. “Here you go.”

The sticker read: MYA ORTZ.

The correction rose to Maya’s tongue—It’s Maya with an a, and Ortiz with an i—but the line behind her rustled and breathed, and the hallway smelled like floor cleaner and new notebooks and someone’s too-confident cologne. She pressed the misnamed sticker to her sweater and let the glue tug at the wool.

Horizon’s main corridor pulsed with first-day choreography. Lockers clanged open, then shut with the same hollow sincerity. A trumpet tried to warm up discreetly and failed. Two sophomores practiced a handshake that had more steps than a math proof. The bulletin board was already crowded: Model UN Meets Tuesdays, Fall Play Auditions, Pi Day Is Every Day in Room 212, all layered beneath a mural of the Skyhawk, beak lifted toward a horizon line someone had chosen in a color that meant confidence.

Abuela’s voice traveled with Maya, steady as a metronome. Drink water. Ask for directions. And if they say your name wrong, tell them the right one. Your name is not a negotiation. She had said it while tying the twine around a bouquet in the shop that morning, sliding a bus schedule across the counter like a blessing.

Maya found the office window where the secretary sat in a cardigan that might once have been a blanket. “Ortiz,” the woman read from a list, looking up with kind eyes. “I’m Mrs. Cho. Schedule, map, locker combo. Choir, second period—good. Ms. Moore likes people who breathe correctly.” She smiled. “What’s your first name, love?”

“Maya,” Maya said, and lifted the offending sticker. “With an a. And Ortiz with an i.”

Mrs. Cho plucked a fresh label from the stack, printed MAYA ORTIZ in careful letters, and passed it across as if it were a certificate. “There,” she said, satisfied. “The rest is logistics.”

The new sticker sat warmer on Maya’s sweater, as if correctness had a temperature. She tucked the schedule beneath her arm and stepped back into the hallway river, name right-side up, heart behaving less so.

Second-period choir smelled like pencil shavings and the dry, sweet dust that lives in hymnals and closets. Ms. Moore, all clean lines and precise vowels, clapped twice and the room quieted as if a spell had been cast.

“Sopranos along the windows. Altos here. Tenors and basses at the back—try not to sit on anyone’s pencil,” she said, and smiled at her own joke like it had done good work in years past. “We’ll begin with lip trills. Vowels like you mean them. Breathe like it’s your job.”

Maya slid into the alto row at the edge and kept her first scale cautious, then less so. The second scale found her chest and the back of her throat and the space under the ribs where truth lives. She placed the notes like small stones in a careful path. Then she forgot to be careful and simply sang.

At the end of the period, Ms. Moore pinned a notice to the corkboard: Youth Group Musicians Needed — Saturday Night. A sticky note in a tidy hand hung beneath: Backline singer out sick. Know harmonies? Come. — Lila A photo was attached—the youth sanctuary with strings of café lights draped across a low stage, the sort of room that promised not to take itself too seriously.

“Pastor Lila is trustworthy,” Ms. Moore said, noticing Maya reading. “She likes actual voices more than tricks. If you can hold a third above a melody and stay on pitch while the world tilts, she will put you to work.”

Maya photographed the note because it felt safer than admitting she wanted what it offered. At her last church, enthusiasm had been graded, and every song came with a slogan attached. She kept her songs at home now—sang to the kettle and the shop cat and the quiet hour when customers became memory. Still, the lights in the photo looked like a kind of courage. Before she could debate herself into delay, she texted the number.

Hi. I’m Maya. Ms. Moore said you needed a background vocalist. I know harmonies. I can be unobtrusive.

The dots appeared and vanished and reappeared, like someone laughing. Invisible is not on my volunteer forms, came the reply. But yes—five o’clock run-through, if you’re free. — Lila Rhee

Heat pooled at Maya’s neck. She told Abuela by text that she’d stop by the shop late, then navigated the remaining classes like she was carrying a shallow bowl of water.

Between third and fourth period, she passed a boy drumming on his thighs with pencils. He wore the casual confidence of people who know where the extension cords live. Noah Park, she remembered from the choir board—Horizon’s drummer, a name the room already knew. His hair fell into his eyes in a way that seemed both unbothered and carefully maintained. He glanced at her name tag and offered a quick nod that was almost a bow.

“You’re new,” he said, and made the word sound like an invitation rather than a verdict.

“Maya,” she said.

“Noah,” he said, as if she didn’t already know, and pointed at the flier still open on her phone. “Singing Saturday?”

“I think so,” she said. “Background.”

He tapped one pencil against the other and grinned. “Background is the backbone. See you at five.”

Horizon Church’s youth building that evening felt like someone had attempted to make a living room inside a gym and decided to keep both ideas. Hand-lettered signs. Cords taped down like compromises. A chalkboard read Small obediences > Big performance in a hand that had practiced humility into the capital letters.

“Welcome,” said a woman with a high ponytail and the kind of face that says names correctly on the first try. “Maya? I’m Lila.” She shook Maya’s hand as if this were a ceremony. “We’re stripped down this week—guitar, drums, keys if geometry releases Aaron. Two songs. Harmonies on the choruses, unison lead on the bridge if you’re willing to be brave in plain sight.”

“I can be brave in profile,” Maya said.

“Profile bravery is also bravery,” Lila answered. “But try the bridge.”

Noah tuned a snare with the concentration of someone defusing a bomb. He glanced up, lifted a drumstick in greeting, then returned to the tension rods. A kid with a hoodie and a lisp read Isaiah 43:1 as they warmed the mics. He spoke slowly, like someone placing each word on a shelf and backing away to make sure it didn’t fall. Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.

Maya had heard the verse her whole life. In Abuela’s Bible it lived beside a pressed violet and a grocery list. Some days it had sounded like a bedtime story designed to calm overactive hearts. Tonight the words stepped down from the frame and sat across from her, square-shouldered. Not a lullaby. A charge. I have called you by name. Will you answer out loud, or only in your head?

Rehearsal was clean. The harmonies knit quickly. Noah’s groove gave the songs a spine; Lila’s voice knew where to set down and when to lift. The second song repeated a single line in a way that felt audacious if you meant it and silly if you didn’t: You name me; I am Yours.

“Mic a fist away,” Lila reminded Maya. “Open vowels. If you think your voice is too small, you’re probably finally telling the truth.”

By Saturday, the sky was the pale blue of a new page. Maya spent the morning at the shop where Abuela wrapped mugs in butcher paper and hummed a melody that had lived in the family longer than anyone could remember.

“Sing like you would tell the truth to someone you love,” Abuela said, tying off a string with her teeth. “Then sing like you’re willing to love the room.”

The youth room turned warm as bodies filled it. Lila greeted them without theater. There was a prayer that didn’t try too hard. The Scripture reading came again, steadier this time in the freshman’s mouth. Then they began.

The first song settled without fuss. Maya found the third like a rung in a ladder she could trust. On the chorus she lifted her eyes—a small act that felt like a large one—and met the gaze of a girl whose sticker read ALEXIS? with a question mark someone else had added as a joke. Alexis’s mouth made a surprised line, then the line softened, then her shoulders dropped in the way of people who have been seen.

The bridge arrived and, with it, the unison line Lila had asked Maya to carry. You name me; I am Yours. The words were bare and therefore dangerous. She stepped closer to the mic and let them be what they were. They tasted like plain bread and something sharper underneath.

At the swell into the final chorus, the room did the thing it sometimes does when teenagers sing together: it forgot to be self-conscious. Hands lifted where they wanted to, stayed down where they needed to. Voices wobbled and landed. And right then, when the sound should have included the small strength of her line riding the melody’s shoulder, Maya realized she couldn’t hear herself at all.

Her channel light was dark.

She angled the mic. Nothing. A short, futile glance toward the monitor. Still nothing. She imagined the cable path: stage box, snake, board. Somewhere along the way, someone had missed her fader. On stage, the kindness is to keep singing. She did. The chorus ended on time; Lila prayed gratitude into the air; Noah clicked out a calm, tidy four.

On the way off the riser, Lila caught Maya’s sleeve. “Channel four dropped,” she whispered, apologies already lined up behind her eyes. “I should have checked you in my pack. I am so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Maya said, though the word was too small. “I sang.”

“I know you did,” Lila said, and the way she said it felt like a clean towel placed in tired hands.

Noah came around the curtain holding a coil of cable like a lasso he meant to forgive. “Loose XLR at the snake,” he said, grimacing. “It won’t happen again.”

Maya nodded and kept her face calm for the middle schoolers who wanted to know if the donuts were from the good shop and for the sophomore who said, “Great set,” with a grin that didn’t know his compliment landed on a closed door. In the back hallway, she pressed her forehead to cool cinderblock and let one shaky breath out. She whispered the verse because it was either that or start constructing an argument with a sound board. I have called you by name. Tonight it was not comfort. It was command. Answer anyway.

By Sunday afternoon, the student channel posted a clip. The sanctuary looked unassuming on camera—café lights, folding chairs, the sound of a room trying and meaning it. The audio picked up guitar, keys, Lila’s warm lead, Noah’s tight pocket. The camera operator’s hand shook once and then steadied. The frame caught the stage from the left, which meant Maya appeared at the edge of the shot, a silhouette with a mic near her mouth and no channel light blinking.

Comments stacked quickly.

Noah’s fill at 2:03 is surgical.

What church is this?

This song
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