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Chapter 1: I Don’t Believe in Love
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I don’t believe in love.

Not the kind people write poems about. Not the kind that makes you weak, trembling, dependent on someone else’s presence like a drug you can’t quit. I’ve seen what that kind of love does. I’ve felt it rot from the inside out until there was nothing left but silence and control.

Control is cleaner.

Control doesn’t lie to you. It doesn’t promise forever and then disappear when you need it most. It doesn’t whisper sweet things just to turn them into weapons later.

Control is honest.

And I am very, very good at it.

The room was dim, wrapped in shadows and amber light, the kind that softened edges and made everything feel a little more dangerous than it really was. Music pulsed low through the walls, a steady rhythm that matched the quiet confidence in my steps as I crossed the floor.

People noticed me. They always did.

Not because I tried—but because I didn’t.

I didn’t smile to invite attention. I didn’t laugh too loudly or lean too close. I simply existed, and that was enough. Mystery is more powerful than effort. Silence is more seductive than words.

A man watched me from across the bar.

Tall. Well-dressed. Predictable.

He tried not to stare, but I caught the flicker in his eyes—the curiosity, the challenge. Men like him always thought they were the exception. The one who wouldn’t fall into the same patterns as the rest.

They were always wrong.

I slid onto the stool beside him without asking. Close enough for him to feel my presence, far enough to make him wonder if it was intentional.

“Are you going to keep pretending you’re not watching me,” I said softly, “or are we going to skip to the interesting part?”

He turned, caught off guard, but he recovered quickly. They always did that too—masking surprise with charm.

“I was just admiring,” he replied.

“Admiration is passive,” I said, glancing at him now, letting my eyes linger just long enough to make his breath shift. “I prefer something more... active.”

His lips curved. Hooked.

There it was.

Too easy.

“What do you suggest?” he asked.

I tilted my head slightly, studying him like a puzzle I had already solved.

“That depends,” I said. “Do you want something real, or do you want the illusion of it?”

He frowned—just a little. Confusion mixed with intrigue.

“Isn’t that the same thing?” he asked.

I smiled then. Slow. Knowing.

“No,” I whispered. “But most people can’t tell the difference.”

And that was the moment he was mine.

Not because I wanted him.

But because I understood him.

That’s all it ever takes.



Later, his hand brushed mine as we walked out into the night, the air cooler, sharper. He thought it was natural. Accidental. A connection forming.

I let it happen.

Control isn’t about force. It’s about permission. Letting people believe they’re choosing you when, in reality, you’ve already chosen the outcome.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

I glanced at him, then away, as if the answer didn’t matter.

“Somewhere quiet,” I said.

He didn’t ask anything else.

They never do.



The apartment was exactly how I left it—minimal, clean, untouched by anything unnecessary. No clutter. No memories. No evidence of softness.

He looked around, curious.

“Not very personal,” he said.

“That’s the point.”

I slipped off my heels, setting them aside with deliberate care. Every movement measured. Observed. He was watching me like I was something he wanted to understand.

He wouldn’t.

No one ever really does.

“Do you always bring strangers here?” he asked.

I turned to face him fully now, stepping closer, close enough to feel the heat of his body without touching.

“Do you always ask questions you don’t actually want answered?” I replied.

His breath caught.

There it was again—that moment when control shifted completely, when curiosity turned into something else. Something deeper. Something that made people forget caution.

I reached up, brushing my fingers lightly along his collar, not quite intimate, not quite distant.

“You don’t need to know me,” I murmured. “You just need to decide how much you’re willing to feel.”

He didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

I could see it in his eyes.

Desire. Anticipation. Surrender.



It was always like this.

Different faces. Same story.

They came to me thinking they wanted connection. Something meaningful. Something real.

But what they really wanted... was to be seen. To be understood in ways they didn’t understand themselves.

And I gave them that.

Just enough truth wrapped in illusion.

Just enough closeness without ever letting them reach me.

Because the moment they do... everything breaks.

I learned that the hard way.



His fingers found my wrist, hesitant at first, then more certain when I didn’t pull away.

“Valeria,” he said quietly, testing my name like it meant something.

It didn’t.

Names are just labels. Easy to forget.

“Tell me what you want,” he said.

I looked at him for a long moment.

Really looked.

At the hope hiding behind confidence. At the need he didn’t want to admit. At the fragile, human thing inside him that believed this moment could become something more.

I almost laughed.

Instead, I leaned in, close enough for my lips to hover near his ear.

“I want control,” I whispered.

His grip tightened slightly.

“And what do you want from me?” he asked.

I pulled back just enough to meet his gaze.

“Everything you’re willing to give,” I said.

“And if I give too much?”

I smiled again.

Cold. Beautiful. Empty.

“Then you’ll learn the same lesson everyone else does.”

“And what’s that?”

I stepped away from him then, just a fraction, creating distance that felt sharper than any touch.

“That wanting me,” I said softly, “is the easiest way to lose yourself.”



Much later, after the silence settled and the illusion faded, he fell asleep beside me, his breathing slow, peaceful.

People always look different when they’re asleep.

More honest.

More vulnerable.

More... breakable.

I sat at the edge of the bed, staring into the dark, feeling nothing.

No guilt.

No attachment.

No warmth.

Just the quiet satisfaction of control maintained.

Of distance preserved.

Of another story that would end exactly the way I intended.



I don’t believe in love.

But I do believe in patterns.

And mine has never failed me.

Not once.

Until it does.
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Chapter 2: The Art of Distance
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Morning always exposes the truth.

Not the kind people speak about—the grand confessions, the dramatic realizations—but the quiet, undeniable kind. The kind that settles into the air when the night is gone and nothing is left to hide behind.

I woke before him.

I always do.

There’s something about sleep that feels too close to surrender, and I don’t surrender. Not even to rest. My body allows it, but my mind never fully lets go. It lingers somewhere between awareness and control, ready to pull me back the moment something shifts.

Like now.

The room was still dim, early light filtering through the curtains in soft gray tones. He lay beside me, one arm draped loosely across the empty space where I had been moments before. His breathing was steady, calm—unaware.

Peaceful.

It almost looked real.

I stood by the window, wrapping a silk robe around my body, watching the city slowly wake beneath me. From this height, everything looked small. Manageable. Predictable.

That’s why I like it up here.

Distance makes things easier to understand.

Distance makes everything safer.

Behind me, he stirred.

A soft shift of fabric, a breath caught halfway between sleep and consciousness. I didn’t turn immediately. I let him wake fully, let him take in the room, the absence of warmth beside him, the quiet that always feels heavier in the morning.

“Valeria...” His voice was rough, uncertain.

There it was.

The beginning.

I turned slowly, just enough for him to see my silhouette against the light.

“You’re awake,” I said.

Not a question.

He pushed himself up slightly, running a hand through his hair, trying to piece together the night into something meaningful.

“You’re already up,” he said, like it mattered.

“I don’t like wasting time.”

A pause.

He studied me then, more carefully than he had the night before. The mystery had shifted. It wasn’t just attraction anymore—it was curiosity mixed with something more dangerous.

Expectation.

“You always like this?” he asked.

“Like what?”

“Distant.”

I almost smiled.

“Always.”

He exhaled softly, looking down for a moment before meeting my eyes again.

“I thought maybe...” He hesitated.

I stepped closer, cutting the space between us with quiet precision.

“Thought maybe what?” I asked.

“That this could be something more.”

Of course he did.

They always do.

I reached out, brushing my fingers lightly along his jaw—not tender, not cold. Just enough to blur the line.

“It was something,” I said. “Just not what you’re trying to turn it into.”

His expression shifted. Not hurt exactly... but close.

“Does it ever mean anything to you?” he asked.

There it was.

The question they all ask eventually.

The one they think might unlock something hidden, something soft, something worth staying for.

I held his gaze, unflinching.

“No.”

I didn’t soften it. I didn’t dress it up.

Truth is sharper when it’s clean.



He left twenty minutes later.

No argument. No scene. Just quiet understanding settling into disappointment.

I watched him go from the doorway, leaning slightly against the frame, arms crossed. He paused once, like he might say something—like he might try to change the ending.

But he didn’t.

They rarely do.

Because deep down, they already know.



By the time I stepped outside, the city was fully awake.

Cars moved in steady lines, people filled the sidewalks, conversations blended into a constant hum of life that never really stopped. It should have felt overwhelming.

It didn’t.

It felt... distant.

Like watching something through glass.

My phone buzzed once in my hand.

A message.

Unknown number.

“You disappear too easily.”

I stared at it for a moment.

Then I smiled.

Not because it meant anything—but because it didn’t.

I deleted it without replying.



Work was predictable.

That’s why I liked it.

Not because I needed it—but because it gave structure to something that would otherwise become... undefined.

Control thrives in structure.

The office was quiet when I arrived. Minimalist, like everything else in my life. Clean lines, neutral tones, nothing unnecessary.

My assistant looked up as I walked in.

“Good morning, Ms. Nocturne.”

“Morning.”

She hesitated slightly before speaking again.

“You have a meeting at noon. New client.”

I paused, setting my bag down slowly.

“What kind of client?”

She glanced at her tablet.

“Private investor. Name’s Adrián Voss.”

Something about the name lingered for a second longer than it should have.

Not familiarity.

Just... presence.

“Reschedule,” I said.

Her brows lifted slightly. “He insisted it was urgent.”

“They always do.”

“He said you’d want to meet him.”

That made me look at her.

“Did he?”

“Yes.”

A small silence settled between us.

Interesting.

I turned away, walking toward my office, considering it.

Confidence without desperation.

Not common.

“Fine,” I said after a moment. “Keep it.”



The hours passed without effort.

Emails. Calls. Numbers. Conversations that required just enough attention to maintain control but not enough to become exhausting.

I was good at this too.

At reading people.

At knowing exactly what they wanted before they said it.

At giving them just enough to keep them invested.

Everything in my life followed the same pattern.

Until noon.



He arrived exactly on time.

That alone set him apart.

Most people either rushed in early, eager to impress, or arrived late, trying to appear important.

Precision is... rare.

I didn’t stand when he entered.

I didn’t need to.

But I noticed everything.

The way he moved—calm, deliberate. The way his eyes scanned the room, not searching, just observing. The way he didn’t immediately speak.

He wasn’t trying to fill the silence.

Good.

“Ms. Nocturne,” he said finally.

His voice was steady. Grounded.

I gestured to the chair across from me.

“Mr. Voss.”

He sat without hesitation.

No unnecessary movement. No performance.

Just presence.

I leaned back slightly, studying him the way I study everything.

“You insisted I’d want to meet you,” I said. “That’s a bold assumption.”

“It’s not an assumption.”

Confidence.

But not arrogance.

A fine line.

“And what makes you so certain?” I asked.

He held my gaze.

“Because you don’t like predictable things,” he said.

A pause.

Interesting.

“And you think you’re not predictable?”

“I know I’m not.”

I tilted my head slightly, letting the silence stretch just enough to test him.

Most people would fill it.

He didn’t.

Good.

“Then surprise me,” I said.

Something shifted then—not in the room, but in the space between us.

Subtle.

But real.

“I’m not here for your business,” he said.

That caught my attention.

“Then you’re wasting both of our time.”

“No,” he replied calmly. “I’m here because I’m interested in you.”

I almost laughed.

Almost.

“You and everyone else,” I said.

He shook his head slightly.

“No,” he said. “Not like that.”

That... was new.

I leaned forward slightly, resting my arms on the desk.

“Careful,” I murmured. “That sounds dangerously close to something meaningful.”

“It’s not,” he said. “It’s honest.”

Honest.

That word again.

People love it.

They think it makes them different.

It doesn’t.

“Then be honest,” I said. “What do you want?”

He didn’t hesitate.

“To understand you.”

And there it was.

Not desire.

Not control.

Something else.

Something I didn’t like.

I smiled—but this time, it wasn’t warm. It wasn’t inviting.

It was sharp.

Cold.

Unreachable.

“Then you’ve already failed,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because there’s nothing to understand.”

He held my gaze for a long moment.

Longer than most would.

“You believe that,” he said quietly.

Not a question.

A statement.

I stood then, ending the conversation before it could shift into something I didn’t want.

“This meeting is over,” I said.

He didn’t move immediately.

Of course he didn’t.

“You’re very good at pushing people away,” he said.

“I don’t push,” I replied. “I just don’t pull.”

Another silence.

Then, slowly, he stood.

“Then I guess I’ll have to decide whether it’s worth staying anyway.”

I didn’t respond.

I didn’t need to.

But as he walked toward the door, something unfamiliar settled beneath my skin.

Not discomfort.

Not curiosity.

Something quieter.

Something I couldn’t immediately define.

And I didn’t like that.

Not at all.



Control is everything.

Distance is safety.

And I never lose control.

...until something refuses to be controlled.
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Chapter 3: The One Who Doesn’t Chase


[image: ]


I don’t think about people after they leave.

That’s one of my rules.

No revisiting conversations. No replaying expressions. No wondering what something meant. Meaning is dangerous—it creates weight, and weight slows you down.

And I don’t slow down.

So when Adrián Voss walked out of my office, he should have disappeared like everyone else.

He didn’t.



It started small.

Annoyingly small.

A thought that slipped in without permission while I was reviewing contracts.

“Because you don’t like predictable things.”

I closed the file.

Not because I was distracted.

Because I chose to be.

There’s a difference.

Still, the echo lingered.

Not his words.

The way he said them.

Like he wasn’t trying to impress me.

Like he wasn’t trying at all.

That’s what made it different.

That’s what made it... irritating.



“Ms. Nocturne?”

I looked up.

My assistant stood at the doorway again, careful, composed, as always.

“Yes?”

“You have a call waiting.”

“From?”

She hesitated for half a second.

“Mr. Voss.”

Of course.

I leaned back slightly, considering it.

Most men would have texted. Or shown up again. Or tried something louder, more obvious.

Not him.

A call.

Direct. Simple.

I picked up the receiver.

“Valeria,” I said.

“Adrián.”

His voice was exactly the same as before.

Steady.

Unaffected.

“I assume you’re calling because you didn’t get what you wanted earlier,” I said.

“On the contrary,” he replied. “I got exactly what I expected.”

I raised a brow, even though he couldn’t see it.

“And what was that?”

“A reaction.”

I almost smiled.

“You’re overestimating yourself.”

“Am I?”

A pause.

Not awkward.

Measured.

“I don’t react,” I said.

“No,” he agreed calmly. “You redirect.”

That... was precise.

Too precise.

I stood from my chair, walking slowly toward the window again, letting the city stretch out beneath me.

“And what exactly do you think you’re doing right now?” I asked.

“Observing.”

“Dangerous habit.”

“Only for people who have something to hide.”

I let that sit in the air between us.

Then—

“Is there a point to this call, Adrián?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“You left too early.”

I frowned slightly.

“That’s not a point.”

“It is to me.”

I leaned lightly against the glass, my reflection faint in the window.

“You’re persistent,” I said.

“No,” he replied. “Just intentional.”

There it was again.

That difference.

Most people chase.

He didn’t.

He simply... stayed.

“I’m not interested in whatever game you think this is,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “Neither am I.”

Silence.

Sharp.

Uncomfortable—not because of him.

Because of me.



“Then what do you want?” I asked again.

This time, my voice was quieter.

Less... controlled.

“I told you,” he said. “To understand you.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“I don’t need it to,” he replied. “I just need you to stop pretending there’s nothing there.”

My grip on the phone tightened slightly.

“Careful,” I said softly. “You’re starting to sound like you think I care.”

“I don’t think you care,” he said.

Another pause.

“I think you don’t know how to.”

That hit harder than it should have.

Not because it was true.

But because he said it like it didn’t matter whether I agreed or not.

Like it was simply... fact.

“You’re making assumptions again,” I said.

“No,” he replied. “I’m noticing patterns.”

I exhaled slowly.

This conversation was going in a direction I didn’t like.

Which meant it needed to end.

“Then let me simplify it for you,” I said, my voice returning to its usual calm edge. “There’s nothing here for you to understand. No hidden depth. No story worth uncovering.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I don’t care.”

Another silence.

Longer this time.

Then—

“Have dinner with me.”

I blinked once.

Unexpected.

“You’re serious?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Why?”

I almost laughed.

“You really need me to explain that?”

“Yes.”

Of course he did.

I pushed myself away from the window, walking back toward my desk, every step deliberate.

“Because I don’t do dinners,” I said. “I don’t do conversations that lead nowhere, and I definitely don’t do whatever this is supposed to be.”

“It’s just dinner.”

“There’s no such thing as just anything.”

“Then define it however you want.”

I stopped walking.

That answer...

That was different.

He wasn’t trying to frame it.

Wasn’t trying to sell it.

He was letting me decide.

That’s not how this usually works.

“You’re not going to let this go, are you?” I asked.

“No.”

At least he was honest.

I tapped my fingers lightly against the desk.

Thinking.

Analyzing.

Breaking it down like I do everything.

What did he gain from this?

What did I lose?

Control?

No.

Not if I chose the terms.

“Fine,” I said finally.

A pause on his end.

Not surprise.

Not victory.

Just... acceptance.

“Tonight,” I added. “One hour.”

“Two.”

“No.”

“One and a half.”

I smirked slightly.

Negotiation.

Better.

“Fine,” I said. “One and a half.”

“I’ll send you the location.”

“You have one chance to make this interesting,” I said.

“And if I don’t?”

I let a small silence fall before answering.

“Then you’ll become just another forgettable mistake.”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

Confidence again.

Unshaken.

“We’ll see.”



The call ended.

And for the first time in a long time...

I didn’t immediately move on.

I stood there, phone still in my hand, staring at nothing in particular.

Not thinking about him.

Not exactly.

Just...

Aware.

Of something shifting.

Something subtle.

Something I hadn’t invited.



That evening, I chose my outfit more carefully than usual.

Not for him.

For control.

Presentation is power.

Perception is leverage.

And I don’t walk into anything unprepared.

The dress was black. Of course.

Simple.

Sharp.

Unforgiving.

I looked at my reflection one last time.

Composed.

Untouchable.

Exactly as it should be.



The restaurant was quiet.

Low lighting. Controlled atmosphere.

Good choice.

He was already there.

Of course he was.

Seated, relaxed, as if he had all the time in the world.

No impatience.

No anticipation.

Just presence.

I walked toward him slowly, aware of every step, every glance that followed me across the room.

When I reached the table, he looked up.

And for a brief moment—

Something shifted in his expression.

Not desire.

Not admiration.

Something... quieter.

Recognition.

I didn’t like that.

“You’re on time,” I said.

“You expected otherwise?”

“I expect most people to try too hard.”

“I’m not most people.”

I sat down across from him.

“No,” I said softly. “You’re not.”

A waiter approached, but I didn’t look at the menu.

“I’ll have a glass of red,” I said.

He ordered the same.

Predictable.

But intentional.



For a moment, neither of us spoke.

The silence stretched between us, but it wasn’t empty.

It was... deliberate.

Like both of us were waiting to see who would break it first.

I don’t break first.

“I almost didn’t come,” I said finally.

“I know.”

That made me look at him.

“You know?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Because part of you doesn’t like things you can’t control.”

My lips curved slightly.

“And you think I can’t control this?”

“No,” he said calmly. “I think you
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