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Chapter 1 — The Invitation
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I didn’t know it was the devil at first.

He never shows up with horns or heat. He shows up with understanding. With patience. With familiarity. He speaks your language fluently because he learned it while you were hurting.

He didn’t ask for my soul.

He asked for my endurance.

He asked me to stay a little longer.

To explain a little less.

To tolerate what I already knew was wrong because leaving felt more painful than surviving.

That’s how the invitation came, not dramatic, not loud. It arrived quietly, wrapped in necessity. Survival disguised as wisdom. Endurance mislabeled as strength.

I didn’t say yes out loud.

I stayed.

And staying is a language all its own.

At first, it felt like power. I could withstand things other people ran from. I could survive rooms that swallowed others whole. I learned how to keep my face still while my spirit screamed. I learned how to function without feeling. How to move without resting. How to call numbness peace.

People admired it.

They called me strong.

They called me resilient.

They said, “I don’t know how you do it.”

Neither did I. I just knew how not to leave.

That’s the part nobody warns you about: sometimes the devil doesn’t destroy you, he trains you. He teaches you how to live without asking for more. How to call breadcrumbs provision. How to normalize drought.

I didn’t wake up one day in darkness.

I adapted to it slowly.

There were small moments where something holy tried to interrupt. A quiet nudge. A discomfort I couldn’t explain. A question that wouldn’t let me rest: Why are you still here?

But the dance had already started.

The devil is patient. He doesn’t rush exits. He knows if he keeps you moving, you won’t stop to listen. As long as there’s motion, there’s distraction. As long as there’s rhythm, there’s no silence. And silence is dangerous because God speaks there.

So I kept moving.

I told myself I was being loyal.

I told myself this was character development.

I told myself God was using this.

That lie is one of the most convincing: that everything painful is purposeful and everything difficult must be endured. That if you leave, you failed. That if you rest, you’re weak. That if you choose peace, you gave up too soon.

I mistook tolerance for maturity.

And the devil let me.

He never forced my hand. He just kept offering reasons. Justifications. Narratives that made staying feel noble. He fed me language that sounded spiritual but kept me stuck. He never needed control, he just needed agreement.

And agreement doesn’t always sound like “yes.”

Sometimes it sounds like “just a little longer.”

I didn’t realize I was negotiating until I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to want anymore.

There’s a point in every dance where you forget who’s leading. Where your body starts moving on instinct. Where the steps feel automatic. Where stopping feels unnatural, almost dangerous.

That’s where I was.

I had learned how to survive without dreaming. How to function without joy. How to pray without expecting answers. I had learned how to coexist with disappointment and call it discipline.

But deep down, something knew.

Something ancient. Something untouched. Something that refused to die quietly.

It showed up as restlessness. As irritation with what used to satisfy me. As a grief I couldn’t name. As a hunger that didn’t respond to the things that once kept me full.

That’s when the music started to feel off.

Same rhythm. Same steps.

But my spirit stopped keeping time.

I began to notice the cost. Not all at once slowly. In fragments. In exhaustion that sleep couldn’t fix. In a heaviness that followed me into every room. In the way my intuition kept knocking and I kept pretending I wasn’t home.

The devil doesn’t panic when you wake up.

He just changes the song.

He’ll give you distractions. New reasons. Fresh chaos. Anything to keep you from sitting with the truth. Because truth doesn’t need volume it just needs space.

And space is what I didn’t allow myself.

Until one day, I did.

It wasn’t dramatic. There was no thunder. No grand revelation. Just a quiet moment where I finally admitted something I had been avoiding:

This isn’t life. This is survival.

And survival was never the promise.

That was the first crack. The first break in the rhythm. The first time I didn’t move when the music told me to.

I didn’t leave that day.

But I heard the invitation for what it was.

Not an offer of power.

Not a test of strength.

But a negotiation that had gone on far too long.

That’s when I realized something that changed everything:

The devil didn’t trap me.

He waited for me to stop choosing myself.

And this—this moment of recognition was the beginning of the end.

Because once you see the dance clearly, you can never move the same again.

And I was already tired of pretending the music still moved me. 
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Chapter 2 — The First Time I Called It Love
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The first time I called it love, it felt like relief.

Not the soft kind.

The kind that comes after holding your breath for too long. The kind that convinces you safety is the same thing as connection. The kind that whispers, at least I’m not alone in this.

I didn’t fall in love, I was attached.

Attachment doesn’t announce itself. It grows quietly, like a vine wrapping around something it doesn’t intend to nurture. It doesn’t ask if you’re ready. It asks if you’re tired. If you’re wounded. If you’ve learned how to survive without expecting much.

That’s when it steps in.

Love, real love, expands you.

This didn’t.

It stabilized me.

And stability felt holy after chaos.

I had come from seasons where everything was unpredictable: my emotions, my environment, my sense of worth. So when something showed up that felt consistent, I named it love before I questioned what it was costing me.

It didn’t lift me.

It grounded me.

And at the time, I thought that was the same thing.

There’s a dangerous kind of comfort that doesn’t heal you, it manages you. It teaches you how to function while still bleeding. It gives you structure without freedom. Routine without joy. And if you’ve lived long enough in survival mode, that feels like peace.

I remember the moment I said it out loud. I love you.

It wasn’t fireworks.

It was permission.

Permission to stop looking.

Permission to stop hoping.

Permission to rest inside something familiar.

But familiarity is not intimacy.

And consistency is not covenant.

I didn’t know the difference yet.

What I loved wasn’t the connection, it was the containment. The way it limited my expectations so I wouldn’t be disappointed again. The way it narrowed my world until I didn’t have to confront how much more I wanted.

Calling it love gave me language to stay.

And staying felt safer than the unknown.

No one tells you that sometimes we don’t choose what feels good we choose what feels manageable. We don’t ask, Is this nourishing? We ask, Can I survive here?

And I could survive there.

That’s the part that still humbles me.

I wasn’t weak.

I was capable.

Capable of enduring things that should have sent me running. Capable of adapting my spirit to fit environments that were too small for it. Capable of shrinking without disappearing.

That ability became my trap.

Because when you can survive almost anything, you stop asking if you should.

I mistook loyalty for love.

I mistook patience for depth.

I mistook familiarity for safety.

And the devil doesn’t correct misdefinitions.

He benefits from them.

Love became the excuse I used to ignore my intuition. Every time something felt off, I softened it with language. Relationships take work. Nothing is perfect. This is just part of growth.

But real love doesn’t require you to override your inner warning system. It doesn’t ask you to betray yourself for the sake of harmony. It doesn’t demand that you minimize your needs so someone else can remain comfortable.

What I called love asked all of that from me.

Slowly, subtly, it taught me how to negotiate with my own discomfort. How to downplay my desires. How to interpret silence as peace and distance as maturity.

I learned how to explain away the ache.

And here’s the truth I avoided for a long time:

I wasn’t in love with the person.

I was in love with the version of myself that didn’t have to want more.

That version felt responsible. Mature. Grounded.

But she was also shrinking.

Love shouldn’t make you smaller.

It should make you braver.

This made me quieter.

There’s a grief that comes with realizing the first time you called something love, you were really just asking it not to leave. Asking it to stay. Asking it to hold you together when you didn’t trust yourself to do it alone.

I wasn’t in love.

I was afraid of losing what little peace I had managed to assemble.

And fear is a poor foundation for covenant.

The devil loves when we rush to name things before we understand them. He knows if we label it sacred, we’ll protect it even when it’s costing us our voice. He knows we’ll defend what we’ve invested in, even if the return is slowly killing us.

Calling it love silenced my questions.

And the questions were dangerous because they were honest.

What if I’m meant for more than this?

What if this isn’t growth, but settling?

What if this isn’t love at all?

Those thoughts tried to surface.

I pushed them back down.

Because once you start questioning what you’ve called love, you risk having to leave. And leaving would mean facing the void you were trying to avoid in the first place.

So I stayed.

And I loved.

And I adapted.

But somewhere beneath the language, beneath the labels, beneath the loyalty I was so proud of—something sacred kept whispering:

This isn’t it.

I didn’t listen then.

But I heard it.

And hearing it was enough to make sure I’d never be able to unhear it again.

That was the beginning of the unraveling long before I ever admitted I was ready to stop dancing.
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