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    To my family—Thank you for always believing in me, even when I stopped believing in myself.Your love, patience, and support gave me the strength to chase my dreams again.This book is for anyone who's ever started over, taken a leap of faith, or loved deeply despite the fear.May you always choose passion, purpose, and love.
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Chapter One: Arrival
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The charter bus rumbled down the narrow road toward Carolina State University, its windows hazy with late-summer heat. Aaliyah Brooks pressed her palm to the glass, squinting past her own nervous reflection. Beyond the trees, she could see the stadium rising like a promise in the distance—rows of gleaming white bleachers and banners snapping in the breeze, sapphire blue and silver against a cloudless sky.

Her stomach twisted.

It was finally happening.

The campus was bigger than she’d ever pictured, more alive. Groups of students were clustered on wide lawns, hauling boxes into the brick dorms that lined University Boulevard. Music blared from car speakers—Southern rap basslines blending with the thunderous brass warm-up of The Surge, Carolina State’s legendary marching band. Somewhere beyond the parking lot, a drumline practiced tight, intricate rhythms that echoed through the humid air.

It felt unreal.

The Sapphire Storm dancers had been on Aaliyah’s vision board since she was fourteen, after she stumbled across a video of them at Homecoming. She’d watched it a hundred times—women in rhinestone-trimmed bodysuits moving with the kind of control and fire that didn’t just draw attention, it commanded it. They were confident. Unapologetic. Powerful.

Everything she wanted to be.

Aaliyah had told herself over and over that she belonged here.

But sitting on that bus, her duffel bag wedged between her knees and her acceptance letter worn soft from too many rereads, she couldn’t help feeling like a fraud.

“You ready?” the girl next to her asked, drawing out the word in an easy Carolina drawl.

Aaliyah forced a smile. “Yeah. I guess.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“I’m just...” She swallowed, searching for the right word. “Nervous. Where I’m from—Wilmington—it’s not like this. We didn’t have a big dance team. Not like the Sapphire Storm.”

The girl’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh, you’re trying out for the Storm?”

Aaliyah nodded, pressing her hand over the twist in her stomach.

The girl grinned. “Girl, that’s major. They’re basically celebrities here. You picked the right place if you want to dance.”

Aaliyah tried to smile back, but her throat felt tight. All she could think about was the video she’d saved on her phone—the Sapphire Storm lined up on the fifty-yard line in sapphire blue, silver, and white uniforms, hair whipping behind them as they hit their final pose. She wanted that so bad it hurt.

Her phone buzzed with a text.

Mama: Be safe. You got this. I love you.

She blinked fast, mentally telling herself not to cry.

As the bus turned past the stadium gates, her breath caught in her throat. All along the sidewalk, alumni and upperclassmen were cheering, waving giant blue flags with the silver cyclone logo in the middle. A drum major in crisp white and sapphire uniform directed a line of brass players, their horns gleaming under the sun.

The Surge, she thought. The best HBCU band in the Carolinas.

“Look at this,” Aaliyah whispered.

The girl beside her leaned over to see. “Welcome to Carolina State,” she said with a little laugh. “It only gets crazier from here.”

The bus groaned to a stop. The driver opened the door, and a rush of summer heat poured in, heavy with the scent of grass and pavement.

Aaliyah stood, her legs unsteady, and slung her duffel bag over her shoulder. Outside, clusters of dancers in sapphire and gray warm-ups were hugging, taking selfies, their ponytails bouncing as they squealed hello.

For one terrifying moment, she felt like she was about to pass out.

Then she remembered what Mama always said: You don’t have to be the best today. You just have to start.

She stepped onto the sidewalk, the heat washing over her in a wave.

She belonged here.

No matter what anybody thought.

Aaliyah followed the tide of dancers and musicians up the walkway, past a banner that read:

WELCOME TO CAROLINA STATE UNIVERSITY

Home of the Hurricanes

Her suitcase rattled over the uneven sidewalk. She passed a cluster of drummers standing near a cargo van, tapping out warm-up cadences on their tenors. Their uniforms were crisp blue with silver trim, and even though it was just practice, they held themselves like royalty.

She spotted the dance captains checking names on clipboards. One of them—a tall woman with waist-length braids and mirrored sunglasses—was already surrounded by freshmen who looked as terrified as she felt.

“Sapphire Storm sign-in!” the woman called. “If you’re new, line up here!”

Aaliyah swallowed and dragged her suitcase into place.

This is real, she thought again, her chest fluttering.

She glanced behind her. A boy in a Surge band polo carried a gleaming silver sousaphone over one shoulder. He must’ve caught her looking, because he winked.

“First year?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she managed.

“Don’t let ’em scare you,” he said with a laugh. “It’s all part of the show.”

He disappeared into the brass section, and Aaliyah realized she was next in line.

The captain lifted her sunglasses to look her over. Her nails were sapphire blue to match the Hurricanes colors.

“Name?”

“Aaliyah Brooks.”

The captain flipped through the forms and made a mark. “North Carolina?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Welcome” She passed over a packet of papers. “You’ll find your dorm assignment and your training schedule inside. First meeting is in Studio A tomorrow morning, 6:00 a.m. Don’t be late.”

Aaliyah nodded.

“And one more thing.” The captain’s smile was small but not unkind. “This is a sisterhood. We expect you to carry yourself like you’re already wearing the uniform. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.”

She stepped aside to let the next girl through.

Aaliyah clutched her packet, her heart still thudding. All around her, the drumline was starting to warm up in earnest. Their sticks clattered in unison, filling the air with the electricity she’d dreamed of since she was a kid.

She caught herself smiling, despite everything.

You belong here.

She repeated it like a prayer.

She didn’t have long to savor it. A sophomore named Mariah—petite, dark-skinned, with a perfect bun and an official-looking T-shirt—led the newcomers to their dorm.

Carolina State’s freshman dorms were older brick buildings painted with wide blue stripes. Inside, the air smelled faintly of floor wax and summer heat.

Aaliyah’s room was on the third floor, at the very end of the hall. She pushed the door open and took in the twin beds, the wood dressers, the little window looking out over a grove of pine trees.

She set her suitcase on the bare mattress and sat down next to it, breathing hard.

Tomorrow it would start for real—6 a.m. auditions, conditioning drills, choreography she’d never learned back home.

And then, if she was good enough...

She thought of the Sapphire Storm uniforms: the sapphire sequins catching stadium lights, the swirling capes, the white boots. She thought of the crowd on their feet, the Surge drumline behind them, the Hurricanes mascot doing push-ups after a touchdown.

Her hands were shaking, but she felt something else too.

A flicker of pride.

I made it here.

And no matter what happened next, nobody could take that away.
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Chapter Two: The First Morning
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Aaliyah woke before dawn, heart thumping like she was already mid-routine.

For a moment she forgot where she was. The unfamiliar ceiling, the hum of the old box fan in the corner, the low murmur of footsteps in the hall—everything felt surreal.

Then she saw her packet on the dresser. Sapphire Storm Dance Line Tryouts. And she remembered.

This was real.

She slipped out of bed and dressed in silence. White fitted tank. Black shorts. Flesh-toned tights. The rookie uniform she’d seen in so many photos.

Tiana stirred when she zipped her duffel.

“You ready?” she whispered, her voice thick with sleep.

“No,” Aaliyah admitted. But her mouth curved into the smallest smile. “Let’s go.”

They joined the stream of dancers filing across campus in the dim blue dawn. The Hurricanes Stadium lights were already blazing in the distance. Somewhere, a drumline was warming up—those deep, rolling cadences that made her chest tighten in anticipation.

Inside the practice gym, rows of folding chairs were arranged facing the main floor. Veteran dancers in full team warm-ups—sapphire and grey with the CSU crest on the back—stood chatting with clipboards in hand.

As the rookies filed in, the chatter died.

Coach Hargrove appeared from a side door, her posture so straight she looked carved from stone.

“Good morning.”

“Good morning,” the rookies chorused.

“Welcome to the first day of band camp.” Her eyes swept the group, pausing on Aaliyah just long enough to make her throat go dry. “If you made it to this room, it’s because you showed potential. But potential doesn’t win trophies. Discipline does. Consistency does. And you will need both if you want to wear our uniform.”

A hush settled over the group.

“Before we begin, you will observe,” Coach Hargrove said. She turned and nodded toward the veterans.

The older dancers moved in perfect unison to form two precise lines on the floor. A hush fell over the rookies as the first notes of the Surge’s signature march crackled through the speakers.

It wasn’t the stadium, but it didn’t matter—when the veterans began to move, the room felt electric.

Every motion was sharp, graceful, commanding: arms sweeping into diagonals, hips snapping into place, heads whipping back in perfect sync. They were everything Aaliyah had imagined.

And she was supposed to learn this.

The song ended on a final sharp pose. For a heartbeat, no one breathed.

“That,” Coach Hargrove said, her voice low, “is the standard.”

The next two hours were a blur.

Warm-ups. Conditioning drills. Aaliyah’s lungs burned as they sprinted lines across the floor. Sweat slicked her arms and stung her eyes.

After a short break to hydrate, they moved straight into technique.

“Spread out,” the coach commanded. “First position.”

They went through ballet drills, then jazz walks, then hip-hop isolations so fast Aaliyah barely had time to count. She forced herself to stay present—to feel every movement, every correction.

Long neck. Soft hands. Clean lines.

By midmorning, her calves were shaking, but she didn’t dare stop.

Finally, Coach Hargrove blew her whistle.

“Take five. Then we start the stand routine.”

Aaliyah sank onto the floor beside Tiana. She’d never been this exhausted—and she’d never felt so alive.

Tiana leaned over, breathing hard. “Think they’ll actually cut people today?”

Aaliyah nodded, too tired to pretend otherwise.

“Yeah. I do.”

They were still catching their breath when the coach clapped again.

“On your feet. If you can’t keep up, step aside.”

Aaliyah stood. Her legs trembled, but her spine stayed straight.

This was the day she’d waited for.

I made it here, she reminded herself again.

And she wasn’t about to stop now.

The Stand Routine

Coach Hargrove moved to the center of the floor, one hand resting lightly on her clipboard as she studied the rookies.

“For those of you who don’t know,” she began, her voice steady and unhurried, “the stand routine is what we perform in the bleachers. The band will be playing, the cameras will be rolling, and every eye in the stadium will be on you. If you think it’s just filler between field shows, you’re in the wrong place.”

Aaliyah swallowed, her mouth dry.

“This choreography will be drilled every day. It must look the same whether you’re dancing it the first quarter or the last. That means stamina. That means discipline.”

She nodded to the veterans, who spread out in formation.

“Demonstrate.”

The bass line hit so hard it seemed to vibrate through Aaliyah’s chest. The Surge recording roared to life—trumpets blaring, snare drums cracking in tight rolls.

The veterans erupted into motion.

They were fierce and fluid at the same time—arms slicing diagonally across their bodies, hips snapping from side to side, knees lifting high with perfect precision. It wasn’t just choreography. It was attitude, confidence, a kind of power Aaliyah had never seen in person.

When the music cut off, the last pose snapped into place so cleanly it was like a door slamming shut.

Coach Hargrove didn’t smile.

“That,” she said quietly, “is the energy you bring. Every time.”

She turned to the rookies.

“Spread out. Leave space between you. We’ll break it down slowly.”

Aaliyah moved to an open spot near the back. Her heart felt like it was trying to crawl up her throat.

One count at a time, she told herself. You know how to learn. Just focus.

They started with the arms. Just the first eight counts. Over and over—lift, cross, snap, pull back.

Coach Hargrove circled them like a hawk, stopping to tap wrists or push a shoulder into alignment.

“Extend,” she barked, nudging a girl near the front. “Your energy ends at the tips of your fingers, not your elbows. Again.”

They drilled it until Aaliyah’s shoulders burned.

Then they added the hips.

Then the footwork.

By the time they put it all together, she was drenched in sweat.

But as the music blared again, she felt her body start to catch up. The counts stopped feeling like a threat and started to feel like something she could own, one breath at a time.

She was so focused she barely noticed the coach watching her.

When the song ended, Coach Hargrove paced the line.

“Again,” she said, and the music started over.

They ran it four more times. Aaliyah’s lungs were on fire by the last eight counts, but she refused to let her arms sag. She could rest later. She could doubt herself later.

Not now.

Finally, Coach lifted a hand.

“Water break. Ten minutes.”

Aaliyah bent over, hands on her knees. Tiana staggered up beside her, fanning her face.

“My legs,” she wheezed. “I swear they’re going to fall off.”

Aaliyah managed a tired laugh. “If they do, just drag yourself to the parking lot. Less humiliating.”

They limped to the bleachers, flopping down in the patchy shade.

All around them, girls were pulling off shoes to rub their feet, chugging water, whispering about who looked the cleanest.

“I heard they’re only taking fifteen,” someone said behind them.

“No way,” another voice hissed. “They took twenty-three last year.”

Tiana groaned. “Fifteen out of how many? Forty?”

Aaliyah closed her eyes, letting her heartbeat slow.

“You okay?” Tiana asked softly.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

But in truth, her stomach was twisted tight. She thought about her mom’s face the day she left Wilmington—proud, but afraid she’d come home disappointed.

She wouldn’t. She couldn’t.

Coach Hargrove’s whistle cut through the murmur.

“Back on your feet,” she called. “We’re going to run the full routine three times in a row. No stops.”

A ripple of groans moved through the group, but no one dared complain out loud.

Aaliyah stood, legs trembling.

Three times. That’s all.

The music started again, and for the next twenty minutes, she forgot everything except the counts.

One—snap left.

Two—snap right.

Three—roll down.

Four—pop up.

Five—dip.

Six—hip snap.

Seven—reach.

Eight—hold.

Her vision blurred at the edges. Sweat dripped into her eyes. But when the final beat hit, she was still standing.

Coach Hargrove watched them in silence.

“Better,” she said finally. “Some of you are starting to understand. Others...” Her gaze swept over the exhausted faces. “You have a long way to go.”

She glanced at her clipboard.

“You’ll get an email tonight with tomorrow’s schedule and any cuts. Until then—rest, stretch, hydrate. And remember: This is only the beginning.”

Outside, the sun was bright and blinding.

Aaliyah and Tiana didn’t speak as they trudged back toward the dorm. Every step felt like a small rebellion against the ache in their muscles.

At the steps, Tiana paused. “Hey,” she said quietly. “Whatever happens tomorrow...”

Aaliyah turned to her.

“I’m glad we’re in this together.”

Aaliyah’s throat tightened. She reached for Tiana’s hand, and for just a moment, the fear faded.

“Me too,” she whispered.

They stood there in the heat and the silence, two rookies in white tops and black shorts, and watched the stadium in the distance.

It looked impossibly big.

But for the first time since she’d arrived, Aaliyah felt like maybe she was big enough to meet it.

The First Cuts

That evening, the dorm hallways were hushed in a way that made Aaliyah’s skin prickle.

It was like everyone was afraid to be too loud, as if any sudden noise might tip the scales before the email went out.

She and Tiana had showered in silence, the steaming water doing little to ease the deep ache in their muscles. Now they sat cross-legged on Tiana’s bed, each staring at their phones as if willing the screen to flicker with news.

Every so often, Aaliyah checked her email again, even though nothing had arrived.

“They said by eight,” Tiana muttered. She cracked her knuckles one by one, then immediately started over.

“It’s only seven thirty,” Aaliyah said, though her own voice was too thin to sound reassuring.

She scrolled back through her texts, her heart squeezing when she saw the last one from her mom:

No matter what happens, you are already enough.

She almost called her. Almost pressed the button. But if she heard her mom’s voice now, she knew she might lose whatever fragile hold she had on her composure.

So instead, she put the phone face down and tried to breathe.

At 7:54, Tiana’s phone buzzed.

Aaliyah flinched.

Tiana’s eyes went wide. “Oh my God.”

“What?”

“It’s here.” She held up the screen with trembling fingers. “The email.”

Aaliyah’s stomach lurched. She snatched up her own phone and refreshed her inbox.

There it was.

Subject: Sapphire Storm Tryouts – Preliminary Results

For a moment, all she could do was stare.

“You first,” Tiana whispered.

Aaliyah shook her head. “No way. Together.”

They counted to three.

Then they tapped.

The message was short. Barely four sentences.

Congratulations. You have been selected to continue to Day Two of tryouts. Report to the practice gym at 6:00 a.m. sharp. Late arrivals will be dismissed.

For a full five seconds, she couldn’t move.

Then she looked up and saw the relief on Tiana’s face, and something in her chest cracked open.

“You made it?” she whispered.

Tiana nodded, eyes shining. “You?”

Aaliyah’s voice came out in a rasp. “Yes.”

They both exhaled at the same time.

Outside their door, a girl’s voice broke into a ragged sob.

Aaliyah’s joy dimmed just a little, remembering how many faces she’d seen that morning. How many girls would be going home.

She pressed her palms over her eyes, willing herself to hold onto the moment anyway.

They had survived the first cut.

That was something.

Later, after Tiana called her grandma and Aaliyah finally texted her mom—I made it to Day Two—they lay in the dark, too wrung out to talk anymore.

But sleep didn’t come easily.

Every time Aaliyah closed her eyes, she saw the veterans demonstrating that stand routine, perfect and unbothered, their bodies moving as if they’d been born knowing how to do it.

She wondered if she’d ever feel that sure of herself.

And then, just before exhaustion pulled her under, she thought:

I will. One day.
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Chapter Three: Day Two
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The next morning felt different.

There was still fear—she could feel it coiled in her belly, sharp and insistent—but it didn’t own her the way it had yesterday.

She pulled her hair into a tight ponytail, smoothed her white tank over her hips, and checked her reflection.

Today, she didn’t look like someone waiting to be sent home.

She looked like someone who belonged.

The sun hadn’t even cleared the trees when they filed into the gym again.

Coach Hargrove stood at the front with her clipboard tucked under one arm.

“Congratulations,” she said, her voice level. “If you’re here, it means you showed enough promise to continue. But this is where we separate those who want it from those who will earn it.”

Her eyes swept the rows of rookies.

“Today, you’ll learn the field choreography for our opener. It’s not enough to look good standing still. You have to be able to move. To cover ground without losing your lines or your energy.”

She paused, letting the words sink in.

“Rookies in the front. Veterans behind you. Watch them. Learn from them. And remember—every rep matters.”

Aaliyah felt her heartbeat pick up as she and Tiana moved to the front row. The floor felt bigger somehow. The lights brighter.

This is what you came for, she told herself.

Coach Hargrove turned to the veterans. “Show them.”

The music began, and the veterans exploded into the field routine.

It was faster than the stand piece. More complex. They moved in wide crossing patterns, arms carving the air in precise arcs, knees snapping high.
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