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    To the quiet hearts who long to know if God still speaks—
may you discover His voice not in the clamor of fear or the pressure of the crowd,
but in the stillness where love, truth, and courage meet.
And to every student balancing sheet music, school deadlines, and faith questions—
may you find that you are already known by the Shepherd,and that His voice will never lead you astray.
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Chapter 1 — Static in the Headphones
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The mountains around Willow Ridge made their own kind of music—wind through aspen, a stream whispering over stone, the low hush of the highway where semis rolled all night. Joelle Hart had grown up with that soundscape like a backdrop track, but at 3:45 p.m. on a Thursday in early September, the only soundtrack that mattered was the metronome screaming from Mr. Dorsey’s speaker and the squeak of a hundred shoes on the high school football field.

“Set—three!” he shouted from the tower, his voice cutting across the painted yard lines.

Jo’s clarinet case bumped against her thigh as she jogged to her dot: 2.5 steps inside the forty, seven steps back from the front hash. The white numbers on the grass floated for a second; she blinked hard and they snapped back into place. She lifted her clarinet, rolled her shoulders, let the reed kiss her bottom lip. The sun pressed the back of her neck like a warm hand.

“Take it from letter C,” Mr. Dorsey called, “and please try to play the dynamics on the page, not the ones you’re inventing to impress your crushes.”

The trumpets hooted. The color guard laughed in a cluster by the sideline, their new silks—night-sky blue with silver streaks—coiled at their feet like captured comets. Across the way, Mateo flashed Jo a thumbs-up from where he knelt with the video club camera, filming run-throughs for the band’s YouTube channel. He mouthed, Ready?

Jo gave him the smallest nod. Ready was a stretch. Her heart pattered like a hi-hat in her chest, light and relentless. It did that sometimes: first day of school, before solo & ensemble, whenever her dad’s texts arrived an hour later than usual. She’d learned to carry the rhythm around like a sleeping cat—you didn’t wake it if you didn’t have to.

“Marching band is ninety percent posture and ten percent not melting,” Mr. Dorsey added. “Hydrate, people. Water is not optional.”

The drum major, Zara, brought the mace up. “Band—ten-hut!”

Feet snapped. Jo’s heels clicked together. A hush spread over the field, a held breath inside the longer breath of the warm afternoon.

“Five, six, ready—go!”

They moved. The show’s opener was a mashup of Vivaldi and an indie tune someone’s older brother had arranged, a weirdly perfect combination that made the flutes float and the low brass sound like thunder rolling toward town. As Jo stepped off—left, ten-to-five stride—she counted inside: one-and-two-and. Clarinet under her chin, bell centered, she focused on the dot she’d measured with chalk an hour earlier. Her shoulder brushed the air where Ava should have been, a freshman who’d broken her wrist the second week and would be back next month. The form curved like a river; they were building a ripple that would hit on the downbeat of measure seventy-four.

The sound was good today. Not great—half the clarinets were living in mezzo-fortissimo like they’d rented it for the summer—but better than Tuesday when the altos had been a measure late for two pages. Jo slid through a crabstep; her shoes bit the turf. She had room. She could breathe.

Then the heat shifted. It was like someone had lifted a lid off the sky. The field went a shade brighter and heavy as a wet towel. Jo felt sweat tickle down between her shoulder blades. Ahead of her, a short kid in a too-big shako wobbled.

Freshman, she thought. He was in pit last week. Or maybe he’d missed the hydration station. She was already mentally shuffling the options when something else arrived—an intrusion, not loud, not even a sound. A thought that did not feel like a thought she would make.

Slow down.

It startled her enough that she nearly missed a step. The message came like water sliding under a door: not pushy, not panicked, not hers.

Slow down.

She didn’t slow. The metronome didn’t care whether she heard voices; the ripple had to arrive on seventy-four. But her eyes scanned the block anyway. The freshman—Liam? Leo?—blinked hard, cheeks red, arms tense. His clarinet wasn’t quite level.

Jo’s stomach tightened. If he dropped, if he stumbled, the whole arc of clarinets behind him would collapse into the altos, and the guard’s toss line was two steps away. She could see it inside her head: flags flying, feet tangling, a pile of teenagers and a flurry of apologies. The metronome clicked on. The sun leaned closer.

Slow down.

This time the phrase brushed past the static in her head—the hum of her own worry, the thump of her pulse, Mr. Dorsey’s count—and settled with an oddly gentle weight. It wasn’t like the urgent whisper of fear she knew too well, the one that sounded like you need to fix this now or else. It was simple. A single instruction. Like an outstretched hand.

Jo exhaled. One-and-two-and. On the next count, she checked her stride, shaving a fraction off the step. Not enough to throw the form, just enough to create a microscopic pocket of space behind the wobbly freshman. Her row—well-trained, a little lucky—absorbed it. A breath later, the kid lurched. His heel caught.

Jo shifted again, not breaking posture, her right foot slightly in, bell still square. The guard line hissed past, silk whispering. The freshman did not fall. He caught the moment by instinct, distrustful of gravity, and the form flowed on.

Jo didn’t hear the next eight counts. It was all sensation: grass under shoes, plastic under lip, wind against her fingers as she crossed the forty. When she reached set 27, she realized her hands were shaking. She anchored the clarinet to her chin and made the dynamic drop in measure ninety feel intentional instead of nervous.

They hit the button. Applause rose from a scattering of parents on the bleachers. Zara cut them off. Silence slid back in, broken by panting, the squelch of Mr. Dorsey’s radio, a distant bark from the farm beyond the stadium. The freshman gulped air, hands on knees, his shako slightly crooked.

“Water!” Mr. Dorsey called. “Two minutes, then we clean letter D.”

Jo’s section leader, Nora, jogged toward the freshman, snagging two bottles from the crate. “Heads up, Liam!” she called, confirming the name, which somehow made Jo feel both better and worse. “You okay?”

Liam nodded too fast. “Yeah. I just—whoa. Sorry.”

“Drink,” Nora said. “No sorry.”

Jo didn’t realize she was moving until she found herself near them, clarinet cradled like a baby she couldn’t put down. “Hey.” The word felt big in her dry mouth. “Do you want to stand in the shade for a minute? It’s brutal on the turf.”

He blinked, a flicker of relief that looked suspiciously like gratitude. “I—I’m good.” He took the bottle anyway, hands shaking just enough that the water sloshed.

“Good,” Jo said, and added before she could overthink it, “You did the curve right. That’s the hardest one.”

It wasn’t, but it would be, for him. He smiled, then sank back to the grass with the bottle.

Mateo appeared like a magician with a compact fan. “For the lady hero,” he said, bowing, the fan buzzing as he held it up to Jo’s face. “That little micro-glide you did? Slick.”

Jo gave him a look. “Are you filming my feet again?”

“For art, Jo. For art.” He waggled the camera. “Seriously, though. You saw him.”

She wanted to say, No, I heard something. But even inside her own skull, the sentence sounded like the start of a weird conversation. She took the fan, let it whir over her cheeks, and felt the anxiety cat curl tighter. What had that been? Heat and adrenaline? The old familiar voice that sometimes told her to do things—skip lunch, check the back door again—even when they made no sense? She couldn’t tell. Except she could. This had been different in quality. Calmer. Almost...kind.

“Hydrate, Hart,” Nora called, already checking drill sheets. “We’re back in sixty.”

Jo gulped water. Across the field, Wren—the new girl—stood with the mellophones, attention on Mr. Dorsey. Wren had transferred from Denver two weeks ago. She was quiet, wore a gray baseball cap low, and looked like she’d been born knowing the count. Rumor said her family kept sheep on a leased pasture west of town and that she’d missed band camp because lambing had run late. Rumor also said she could sight-read anything and could fix your embouchure with three words. Rumor said many things. Jo had not tested them.

“Did you get the clip?” she asked Mateo.

“Oh, I got the clip.” He patted the camera. “Also three parents clapping in sync, which is chef’s kiss. You good?”

Jo considered lying. “Mostly.” She wiped her forehead with the edge of her band T-shirt, then wrinkled her nose when she saw the salt. “I’m a little...staticky.”

Mateo knew the term; he’d coined it with her in seventh grade when the worry got loud and she’d needed a way to say it without making it sound like a diagnosis. “Static level?” he asked lightly.

“Medium.” She thought of the voice again and the kid’s heel and the way the world had narrowed to a tiny decision that no one had seen. Her throat tightened. “I think God told me to slow down.”

Mateo, who believed God talked mostly through people and playlists and occasional sunsets, did not laugh. He lifted his eyebrows, considered, and nodded once. “Cool,” he said. “We should probably listen.”

The second block started mercilessly. Mr. Dorsey had them loop letter D until the second clarinets stopped anticipating the release, which took nine tries and a pep talk. The sun softened, sliding behind the bleachers for a brief, merciful minute. A breeze ran its fingers over the field and left. When they finally broke for the day, Jo’s shoulders ached in the good way. Her static had receded to background fuzz.

“Good work,” Mr. Dorsey said from the tower. “You’re starting to sound like you like each other again. Read your drill, practice with a mirror, and for the love of Sousa, eat salt.”

Band kids scattered toward cases and cars. The scent of cut grass and trumpet valve oil chased them to the parking lot. Mateo packed his camera with the k-care you’d reserve for a rescue animal. “Dinner?” he asked.

“Can’t,” Jo said. “Ms. Emery asked if anyone could help sort supplies at the youth room. I said I’d swing by.”

“Tell her we have a killer idea for the volunteer promo,” Mateo said. His ideas were always killer; he wielded a drone like a painter’s brush. “And text me if the static goes mega. I’ll send you the playlist.”

“Thanks.” She hesitated. “You going to the football game tomorrow? They’ll run the opener at halftime.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he said. “I live to capture you doing the crabstep.”

She rolled her eyes and shouldered her case.

The youth room lived under First Grace Church like a basement that had gotten ideas—painted murals, mismatched couches, a bar of donated snacks, and a chalkboard with a rotating roster of quotes that ranged from Augustine to a viral meme about friendship bracelets. Ms. Emery was already there when Jo arrived, setting a box of notebooks on a table. She wore a denim jacket and the kind of smile that made you feel like you’d been expected.

“You’re an angel,” she said as Jo walked in. “Thank you.”

“More like a sweaty clarinet,” Jo said, setting her case aside. “What do you need?”

“Help me label these ‘Community Journal’ and arrange them by the window,” Ms. Emery said. “We’re starting something new: a quiet corner on Wednesdays. Ten minutes, phones off. I figure if we create the space, God will do the rest.”

Jo’s skin prickled. Ten minutes of quiet sounded like both a gift and a dare. She grabbed a stack of notebooks, handed Ms. Emery a marker, and traced careful letters across the covers.

“How’s your heart?” Ms. Emery asked, not quite looking up, which made it somehow easier to answer honestly.

“A little jumbled,” Jo said. “Band is—band. My dad’s on a run to New Mexico and his truck’s A/C is weird, so I keep imagining him in the desert. And today I heard...I don’t know what I heard.”

Ms. Emery capped the marker, leaning against the table. “Tell me.”

Jo told her about the heat, the freshman’s wobble, the phrase slipping into her mind like a gentle tap on the shoulder. She left out the stone of fear and the way she’d almost tripped on the idea that she might be making it up. She didn’t say, I don’t trust myself, sometimes. She didn’t need to; it was in the gaps.

Ms. Emery listened the way some people pray. When Jo finished, she nodded slowly. “In the Gospel of John,” she said, “Jesus says the shepherd calls his sheep by name and leads them out. ‘The sheep listen to his voice
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