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CHAPTER 1: THE ESCAPE FROM SAN PEDRO

Location:San Pedro, San José. 2:00 PM.

Maya stood stiffly in front of her open plastic dresser. Her breath hitched, her eyes staring blankly at the half-empty underwear drawer. Her right hand trembled as she felt the empty space between the stacks of bras and panties.

Three pairs. Three pairs of her favorite panties—one black lace, one maroon, and one plain cotton—were gone without a trace.

"Bastard," Maya hissed, her voice breaking in her throat.

This wasn't the first time. Last week, two of her bras disappeared from the clothesline on the back balcony. The following week, half a bottle of her expensive perfume was also gone. But this... this was different. Someone had broken into her room, opened her private drawers, and touched her most intimate belongings.

Maya slammed the drawer shut with a loud bang. Dust swirled in the afternoon sunlight streaming in through the rusty window. She turned around, sweeping a disgusted glance around the 3x4 meter room. The peeling cream walls, the thin foam mattress on the floor, and the stack of college textbooks in the corner.

This place is not home. This is a den of thieves.

The sound of male laughter could be heard coming from the hallway, followed by heavy footsteps and the pungent smell of kretek cigarettes. The door to her room was unlocked—the lock had been broken for two months, and the landlady, Mrs. Rina, always claimed that "the locksmith was busy."

"Hey, don't slam the door, Miss! Are you having PMS?" a strange male voice called out from outside, greeted by laughter from his friends.

Maya grabbed her shoulder bag from the nail hanging on the wall. Enough was enough.

He flung the door open roughly, causing the tattooed man in the hallway to jump in surprise. Maya glared at him, her brown eyes gleaming with anger.

"Move aside," he said coldly.

The man smirked, his eyes scanning Maya's body up and down. Maya was wearing a thin white tank top slightly damp with sweat and worn denim shorts. She felt naked under his gaze.

"So fierce. Where are you going in such a hurry, beautiful?"

Maya bumped the man's shoulder hard, ignoring their size difference. She walked quickly down the dimly lit hallway, past other wide-open rooms, spewing dangdut koplo music and vape smoke.

Arriving at the front yard, which was full of haphazardly parked motorcycles, Maya reached into her pants pocket with trembling hands. She pulled out her cracked-screen cell phone and dialed her mother's number.

"Hello, Mom," she said as soon as the line connected. Her voice was shaking from holding back tears.

"Maya? Why does your voice sound like that, son?" Her mother's voice sounded worried on the other end, over the sound of an old sewing machine.

Maya took a deep breath, trying to stop the tears of frustration that were threatening to spill out. "I've lost something again, Mom. My underwear. Three pairs."

There was a moment of silence. "Oh my God... again? Maya, have you reported it to Mrs. Rina?"

"It's no use, Mom! Mrs. Rina doesn't care! She only cares about making sure the rent is paid!" Maya shouted, ignoring the fact that several students on the terrace were looking at her. She lowered her voice to a sharp whisper. "This place isn't safe. There are thieves... or maybe even mentally ill people. I can't sleep, Mom. Every night I hear my doorknob turning. I'm scared."

The fear was real. It was a primordial fear of losing her sense of security. The same fear she'd felt hiding in the closet when debt collectors came knocking on their door.

"Honey... I understand. But we don't have the money to move this month. My sewing money won't be paid until next week."

Maya closed her eyes. She knew their financial situation. But she couldn't imagine another night lying on that thin mattress, staring at the ceiling and clutching a pocketknife under her pillow.

"I still have some savings from my part-time job," Maya said, her voice sounding much older than her 21 years. "Enough for a deposit on a new place. The rest... I'll find extra work. Anything. Washing dishes, being a chore jockey, anything."

"Maya, your studies..."

"I won't be able to go to college if I'm scared out of my mind every night, Mom!" Maya interrupted. She wiped her cheeks roughly. "I won't sleep here another night."

Maya hung up. Her resolve was firm. She opened the group chat on her phone.

Maya:Laras, Elena. We need to talk. Now. Meet me at the usual cafe.

He put his phone back in his pocket and walked out of the two-story, paint-peeling boarding house. He didn't look back. He had only one goal in mind: to find a place where he could lock the door and completely shut out the outside world.

CHAPTER 2: "THE JADE APARTMENT"

Location:The Jade Apartments, Santa Ana. 16:30.

"Laras, Elena. We need to talk. Now. Meet me at the usual cafe," Maya said sharply into her phone, her breath ragged and her eyes burning with uncontrollable anger. Cold sweat trickled down her temples, making her feel sticky and dirty.

Thirty minutes later, the three of them were standing in front of a towering glass building in the upscale Santa Ana neighborhood. This was no ordinary cafe. Maya had dragged her two friends straight there—to a place they should have only dreamed of.

"The Jade Apartment," Elena read in awe, looking up at the building's facade glistening in the afternoon sun. The girl was wearing a short floral dress that flowed in the breeze, contrasting with Maya's tense face. "Maya, are you serious? You just lost a pair of panties, not an heirloom. We don't need to move to the presidential palace."

"Shut up, El," Maya interrupted, her voice low and dangerous. She straightened her tattered white tank top with a rough motion, trying to look presentable in front of the automatic glass door that had just opened silently. "I need security. This place has a biometric system. Fingerprints. Retinas. No cheap slot locks you can pick with a screwdriver."

Laras, who was busy adjusting her eyeliner in the reflection of the lobby mirror, nudged Maya's arm. "But, May... look at this place. Even the security guards are wearing suits that cost more than a semester of our tuition. Are you sure your wallet won't be damaged?"

Maya ignored Laras and stepped inside. The cool air from the air conditioner immediately greeted them, a welcome relief from the scorching heat of the asphalt outside. The apartment lobby was spacious, with white marble floors so clean that Maya felt guilty stepping on them in her flip-flops. In the center of the room, an abstract art installation made of gleaming metal stood proudly.

Behind the black granite reception desk, a middle-aged woman with her hair in a neat bun and gold-rimmed glasses stared at them. Her gaze wasn't dismissive, but rather cold, appraising—like scanning a barcode on a piece of merchandise.

"Good afternoon," Maya said, trying to sound confident, though her voice was shaking slightly. "I'm Maya Solano. I was calling earlier about the vacant unit."

The receptionist—her name was Ms. Marta, as the gold name tag on her chest indicated—smiled faintly, professionally but soullessly. "Ah, Miss Solano. Of course. We do have a unit available immediately."

"One unit?" Laras interrupted, her eyes wide. "Wait, weren't we supposed to get a three-bedroom unit so we could split the costs? Maya, you said..."

"Listen first," Maya hissed at Laras, then looked back at Mrs. Marta. "Can we see the unit?"

Mrs. Marta nodded slowly. "Unit 302. Third floor. But I should inform you up front, this is the only unit left in this building. It's a deluxe studio. And... there are some special conditions."

"What conditions?" Elena asked suspiciously, glancing at Maya who looked too desperate to care about the details.

"Let me show you first," said Mrs. Marta, rising from her chair gracefully.

They rode in a glass elevator that moved smoothly and silently. The cityscape of San José spread out below them, growing smaller and smaller. Maya felt a strange sensation in her stomach—a mixture of heightened excitement and overwhelming joy. This was her new world. Far above the chaos, far above the mischievous hands of panty thieves.

The elevator stopped on the third floor. The hallway was dead silent. The thick carpet muffled their footsteps. There are only two large doors at opposite ends of the hall.

"This is the most private floor," explained Mrs. Marta as she placed her access card on the door numbered 302. "There are only two units here. Unit 301 belongs to the building owner, and this unit 302."

The door opened.

Maya's breath hitched.

The room was perfect. Warm parquet floors, floor-to-ceiling glass windows overlooking the lush Heredia mountains, a minimalist kitchen with marble countertops, and a spacious private balcony. Everything screamed "safe" and "quiet." No communal laundry. No reggaeton music. Just precious silence.

Maya walked to the center of the room and turned slowly. She could imagine herself sitting on that balcony, drinking coffee without fear. She could imagine sleeping without a knife under her pillow.

"How much?" Maya asked immediately, turning to look at Mrs. Marta.

"Eight hundred dollars per month. Including maintenance and 24-hour security," Mrs. Marta answered flatly.

"Crazy!" Laras and Elena exclaimed at the same time.

"Eight hundred dollars?!" Elena shrieked, her voice echoing in the empty room. "Maya, that's double our monthly allowance! Do you want to eat out? Let's find another place, shall we? There's still a place in Santa Ana, a bit out of town, for five hundred for three."

Maya bit her lower lip. Eight hundred dollars. That was almost her entire savings. She'd have to work double shifts at the cafe, possibly take on freelance translations, and eat instant noodles every day. But her eyes returned to the solid door with its sophisticated electronic lock.

Security. Privacy. Self-respect.

"I'll take it," Maya said firmly, ignoring Laras's tug on her arm.

"Maya!" Laras hissed, pinching her friend's arm. "Don't be crazy. We can't chip in here, this is just a studio! Do you want us to sleep all huddled together like sardines?"

Maya looked at her two best friends with a deep, apologetic gaze. "Sorry, girls. I... I need this. Alone. I need a place where I don't have to share keys with anyone. I need to know exactly who's coming in and out of my door."

Elena fell silent, seeing the obvious desperation in Maya's eyes. She took a deep breath and released her grip. "Fine. If that's what you want. But don't come crying to us if you starve to death in your glass palace."

Mrs. Marta smiled, a little wider this time, as if she had just won a bet. "A wise choice, Miss Solano. But before you sign, there's one more thing."

The woman walked towards the balcony, pointing to the balcony door of the next unit—Unit 301—which was tightly closed with thick black curtains.

"The owner of the building lives next door. Mr. Valverde. He values ​​peace and quiet very much. The absolute conditions for living on this floor are: No parties. No male guests allowed overnight. And it's strictly forbidden to make noise after nine o'clock at night."

Maya stared at the mysterious door to the adjacent balcony. The black curtains looked like an impenetrable fortress wall.

"Who is he?" Maya asked quietly.

"Someone who doesn't like to be disturbed," Mrs. Marta replied meaningfully. "He's the rule in this building. If you break it even once, your contract is void without a refund."

Maya smiled sarcastically. No party? No men? Perfect. That was music to her ears. She didn't need a man. Men only brought trouble, like her father, or like the thieving bastards at her old boarding house.

"I agree," Maya said firmly, extending her hand to Mrs. Marta. "Where should I sign?"

Behind the black curtains of unit 301, a pair of dark eyes watched through a small gap, watching the curly-haired girl in a white tank top who had just surrendered her life to the silence of the third floor. A thin wisp of cigarette smoke curled from the observer's lips, disappearing into the quiet, silent exhaust fan.

The new neighbors have arrived.

CHAPTER 3: A FRIEND'S FAREWELL

Location: The Jade Apartment Lobby & Santa Ana Street. 17:30.

"You're crazy. Absolutely crazy."

Laras's voice echoed through the empty apartment lobby, bouncing off the marble walls and abstract art installations. They had just descended from the third floor. Maya held the black magnetic access card in her hand as if it were a sacred object.

"I'm serious, May," Laras continued, stopping right in front of the automatic glass doors. She put her hands on her hips, staring at Maya with a mixture of amazement and irritation. "Eight hundred dollars? Do you realize that means you'll have to work until you die? When are you going to learn? When are you going to rest?"

Maya tucked the access card into her shorts pocket, making sure it was secure. "I can arrange it, Las. I'll take the night shift at the cafe three times a week. And I can start my translation service again."

"And sleep?" Elena chimed in, who had been mostly silent the entire time, staring at Maya with concern. "When do you sleep, May? Between breaths?"

"I'll be fine," Maya replied stubbornly. She pushed open the glass door and stepped out into the cooling Santa Ana afternoon air. A strong breeze greeted them, ruffling her messy curls.

Laras and Elena followed her out. On the clean, tidy sidewalk, the reality of separation began to hit them. For the past two years, they had always looked for boarding houses close to each other. They ate together, studied together, complained about their professors together. But now, Maya had chosen a different path. A lonely and expensive one.

"So... does this mean we're breaking up?" Elena asked softly. Her voice sounded small over the roar of luxury cars passing by on the street in front of the apartment.

Maya turned to face her two friends. Guilt stabbed her chest. She knew she'd been selfish. She knew she'd left them to struggle to find another place to live alone. But the sense of security she'd felt holding the access card... it was a drug she couldn't resist.

"We'll still see each other on campus every day, El," Maya said softly, trying to smile. "You guys can come over here... if you don't make any noise. Remember Lord Voldemort's rules over there."

"Valverde," Laras corrected, rolling her eyes. "And don't expect me to come here if I have to whisper like a thief. I prefer a cheap boarding house where I can laugh freely."

Elena took a deep breath, then stepped forward and hugged Maya tightly. "I'm worried about you, May. You're too hard on yourself. Don't let this luxury apartment become a prison for you."

Maya returned the hug, inhaling the familiar scent of Elena's vanilla perfume. "I need this, El. I need to feel... in control. After the underwear incident, I realized I can't live in constant fear. I'd rather be poor but calm than rich but paranoid."

Laras joined the hug, squeezing Maya's shoulder. "You're stubborn. If you need money for food, just say so. Don't act like you're strong on air."

Maya chuckled, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. "Ready, Boss."

They broke their embrace. The sun was beginning to set, painting the sky with dramatic hues of purple and orange behind the glass apartment building behind Maya.

"We need to find a place before nightfall," Laras said, glancing at her watch. "There's another one near campus we want to check out. It's cheap, but it's said to be haunted."

"Be careful," Maya said.

"You too," Elena replied. "Just be careful with your ghost neighbor. Don't let him eat you alive if you sneeze too hard."

Maya waved as Laras and Elena walked away, hailing a taxi on the side of the road. She watched it disappear around the corner, taking with it the remnants of her normal social life.

Now, he is alone.

Maya turned to stare at the towering Jade building before her. It looked like a cold, untouchable glass giant. She reached into her pocket, feeling the coolness of the access card against her fingertips.

He'd already burned the bridges behind him. The final deposit had been paid. There was no going back to the cheap boarding house or his parents' help. From now on, he'd have to work twice as hard just to keep a roof over his head.

Maya took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the clean, yet unfamiliar Santa Ana air. She stepped back into the lobby, heading for the elevator that would take her to the silence of the third floor.

Up there, behind door number 301, someone was waiting for him—not with a warm welcome, but with a list of rules that would slowly strangle his freedom.

CHAPTER 4: RULES ON THE TOP FLOOR

Location: Maya Apartment, Third Floor, The Jade Apartment. Time: 6:00 PM.

Maya stood in the doorway of Unit 302, staring at the pile of suitcases and handbags scattered on the marble floor. The cold air from the air conditioner bit into her sweaty skin, but it wasn't enough to cool the emotions raging inside her. Laras and Elena had already left, leaving Maya alone in this unfamiliar, empty space. The silence of the apartment felt so thick, so deep, it was deafening after the hustle and bustle of the San Pedro boarding house. It was a precious silence, yet somehow, it felt oppressive.

In her hands, Maya still held the thick lease contract. Her fingers traced Mrs. Marta's handwriting at the bottom of the last page: Special Conditions for the Third Floor.

He had read it once, twice, even three times in front of Mrs. Marta. But somehow, each word felt more oppressive as he read it again in the silence of his new apartment.

There should be no party.
No male guests are allowed to stay overnight.
It is strictly forbidden to make noise after nine o'clock at night.
Maya should have been happy. This was exactly what she wanted. No loud music from the next room, no drunken laughter in the hallway, no threat from strangers who might walk in at any moment. But there was something in Mrs. Marta's tone, in her cold gaze when she referred to "Mr. Valverde," that made her feel uneasy. It was as if she hadn't rented an apartment, but rather a luxurious cell with eyes.

"Damn," he hissed.

She walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows, gazing out at the view of San José, which was beginning to light up with its twinkling lights. The reddish-orange glow of the setting sun faded behind the Heredia mountains, leaving only dark silhouettes. The scent of frangipani wafted from the garden below the apartment, mingling with the building's signature sandalwood and citrus notes. Maya inhaled deeply, trying to find peace in the expensive fragrance.

She needed a shower. She needed to wash away the remnants of sweat and dust from her brief escape. The remnants of the trauma of losing her underwear. The remnants of disgust that still clung to her skin.

In the bathroom, Maya turned on the shower. Warm water poured over her, washing away the tension building in her shoulders. She scrubbed her skin with scented soap, trying to erase the image of unknown hands that might have touched her personal belongings. The itching and goosebumps she'd felt in her old boarding house seemed to be soothed by the rushing water. She imagined the dirt, dust, and negative energy from her old place being washed away, leaving her clean and pure.

She let the water continue to flow, soaking her curly hair until it was limp. She leaned against the cool tiled wall and closed her eyes. In her head, Mrs. Marta's voice rang again. "He is the rule itself."

Who exactly was this Mr. Valverde? A cranky old man? An arrogant businessman with nothing better to do than spy on the residents? The image of a domineering man, his face stern, and his eyes full of judgment came to mind. The scent of tobacco and whiskey that Mrs. Marta often mentioned wafted into her mind, making Maya's brow furrow. How annoying. She'd moved to avoid strange men, and now she was stuck next to a strange man who was setting the rules for her life.

After showering, Maya put on her favorite worn-out T-shirt and cotton shorts. She felt a little more relaxed, but fatigue still crept into every part of her body. She began unpacking her suitcase, taking out her clothes and books.

"Okay, Maya," he whispered to himself, his voice echoing slightly in the empty room. "You've paid dearly for this. Now enjoy it."

She took out the few remaining pairs of underwear—this time, just plain cotton without lace, the least conspicuous—and arranged them neatly in her new, solid wood dresser drawer. The lock worked perfectly. Maya locked it, then tugged and pushed it a few times, making sure it was secure. Relief flooded her. This was privacy. This was control.

She walked out onto the balcony. The night breeze greeted her with a refreshing, cool touch. The scent of frangipani was still present, but now mixed with the faint scent of tobacco smoke. Maya's eyes immediately fell on the balcony next to hers. The glass doors were still closed, the black curtains still drawn. But the smoke... it was real.

He smelled it again. It wasn't just any tobacco. This was the scent of a very expensive tobacco, thick and slightly sweet. Not the cheap clove cigarettes from his old boarding house. The scent was followed by a faint whiff of single malt whiskey, heavy and luxurious.

Oh, so this guy is a heavy smoker and a drunk.Maya thought sarcastically. Perfect. Right next to me.

She leaned her hand on the balcony railing, feeling the cold metal. Behind the black curtains beside her, she couldn't see anything. But she could feel his presence. The presence of a man invisible, yet his scent and his presence already dominated her new space.

A voice. Heavy. Hoarse. Very low, as if he didn't want anyone to hear, but Maya could hear it through the pitch-black silence of the night. It came from the balcony next door.

"Yes. It's all in vain."

Just those two words. But the tone of his voice... there was such a deep despair there, so dark, that it sent shivers down Maya's spine. This wasn't the voice of anger. This was the voice of a broken man.

Maya stiffened. She hadn't meant to eavesdrop, but the sound had penetrated her own defenses. She pulled her hand away from the railing, as if the sound were an electric current.

For a moment, a strange feeling welled up in Maya's chest. A sympathy she didn't want. She hated men who set ridiculous rules. She hated men who smoked and drank in the room next to hers. But that voice... that voice made her wonder.

He glanced at the clock on his bedroom wall. It was 6:45 PM. Long before nine o'clock, Mr. Valverde's self-imposed noise limit. But the man was already making noise with his pathetic voice.

"Tch," Maya snorted, rolling her eyes. Hypocrite.

But deep down, she knew this wasn't hypocrisy. This was an unconcealable sadness. A sadness that, for some reason, felt familiar.

Maya returned to her room and gently closed the balcony door. She turned on the light, trying to dispel the dark shadows that were beginning to cloud her mind. She needed to distance herself. She didn't need any more drama. She just needed security.

She took out her laptop and turned it on. The login screen displayed a photo of herself and her mother. A reminder of her ultimate goal. She had to finish college. She had to get a decent job. She had to buy her own place, one that was truly hers, without anyone else's control.

And to do that, he would have to become a "ghost resident" here. Invisible, unheard, and unproblematic. He would wake up early in the morning before anyone noticed him. He would come home late at night after everyone was asleep. He would keep to himself, as he always did. He would be a shadow in the hallway, as if he didn't exist.

Mr. Valverde and all his rules would never have been able to touch him if he hadn't given them a chance.

Maya opened her browser and searched for online jobs. Cafe waitress. Shop assistant. Freelance translator. Anything. She'd take it. She'd work until her bones broke if it meant she could pay off those eight hundred dollars every month.

She would prove that she could be independent. That she didn't need anyone. Especially not the mysterious man who set the rules for her life next door.

But as he leaned back against the pillows, trying to force himself to sleep on the new bed, the scent of expensive tobacco and whiskey still crept in, through the cracks in the door, through his defenses.

And in that suffocating silence, Maya realized she wasn't alone on this top floor. There was a shadow. A man's shadow. A shadow that would continue to watch her, even when she thought he had disappeared.

CHAPTER 5: SHADOWS ON THE BALCONY

Location: Balcony of Maya Apartment, The Jade Apartment, Third Floor. Time: 9:00 PM.

Maya's first night in Unit 302. Darkness had engulfed most of San José, leaving a few scattered lights in the distance. A thin crescent moon hung in the pitch-black Heredia sky, as if peeking out from behind the mountain ridges. The night air felt cooler and drier than the day before, carrying the distinctive scent of the night flowers that grew on the hillside. Maya tried to enjoy the night breeze, letting her still slightly damp curls dance around her face. She leaned against the balcony railing, closing her eyes, trying to imprint this sense of serenity into her memory.

This was a priceless privacy. One she'd bought with all her savings and a promise to work twice as hard. She should have felt safe, protected, and finally—at ease. No door slamming, no lewd whispers from the hallway, no worries about missing underwear. She was now in a fortress.

But amidst all this forced peace, a scent began to creep in. It was faint at first, then gradually deepened, overwhelming his senses. It was the scent of expensive tobacco. The same scent he'd smelled earlier that afternoon. Followed by a strong hint of single malt whiskey, the scent of aged oak and burning alcohol. The scent wasn't just there; it felt like an invisible touch infiltrating his personal space, polluting the clean air he so desperately craved.

Maya's eyes fluttered open. The muscles in her jaw tightened. She glanced sideways toward the balcony of unit 301. The thick black curtains remained tightly drawn, as if there was no life behind them. However, the thin wisps of smoke slowly rising upwards were clear evidence of someone's presence. A shadow behind the curtains. The building's owner. Mr. Valverde.

"Damn it," he whispered. His voice was almost drowned out by the howling wind. He hated cigarettes. He hated the smell of alcohol. He hated the intrusion. This was a violation of boundaries. Hadn't Mrs. Marta said this floor was about "quietness"? The noise wasn't just about sound, it was also about the invading scent.

Maya took a deep breath, trying to expel the scent from her lungs, but it was no use. It lingered, overpowering. A faint rustle could be heard from behind the curtain. Then, silence. A silence broken only by the sound of nocturnal insects and the faint roar of the city below.

Then, the voice came.

Heavy. Hoarse. Deep. It sounded low, as if the owner were talking to themselves, or to someone very close. But because of the silence of the night and the thinness of the balcony wall, the voice was clearly audible to Maya.

"...it means nothing anymore. Everything I built... is destroyed."

Maya's breath hitched. Those words. Their tone... there was a despair so thick, so raw, that it made her heart clench without her realizing it. This wasn't the sound of blind rage. This was the voice of a man whose soul had been torn apart. A sound of deep pain, one that couldn't be masked even by alcohol or tobacco.

Maya didn't mean to eavesdrop. She tried to ignore it, turning her head toward the dark mountains. But her ears seemed to refuse, glued to the sound drifting from the neighboring balcony. A sound she shouldn't have heard, yet it brutally penetrated the wall of privacy she'd just erected.

"She's gone... because of me," the voice continued, a little louder this time, accompanied by the clinking of ice cubes in the glass. "I couldn't protect her. And now... I can't protect you."

Who is "he"? Who is "you"?

Maya felt uncomfortable. This was too personal. Too intimate. She didn't need to know the burdens of her mysterious neighbor's life. She just needed a good night's sleep. But that voice, that melancholy note that pierced the silence, touched something deep within Maya. Her own past trauma, which had left her feeling helpless, seemed to find an echo in the sadness of the man next door.

She tried to convince herself it was just a drunken voice. Drunk people are often sentimental. But there was vulnerability in every syllable the man uttered, a fragility that contrasted with the domineering aura Mrs. Marta had portrayed.

Maya shifted her gaze again to the neighboring balcony. The curtain moved slightly, just enough to reveal a silhouette. Tall. Well-built. A man's figure. She could see the broad, thick, and muscular lines of his shoulders. His muscular arms, which occasionally lifted to take a sip from his glass. The silhouette exuded a strong masculine aura, which even in the darkness felt intimidating.

She looked away again, pressing her lips into a thin line. Why did she have to get caught up in the neighborhood drama on her first night? She'd moved to escape the drama.

A movement. This time, the silhouette moved closer to the guardrail. Maya couldn't help but peek again.

The man leaned his right hand on the balcony railing, his strong forearm clearly visible in the dimly lit silhouette. He held a lit cigarette between his index and middle fingers. Smoke curled slowly into the night air. Then, his head bowed slightly, as if gazing down at the twinkling city lights.

Seconds passed in tense silence. Maya felt her heart pounding, not from fear, but from a strange sensation creeping beneath her skin. The man's presence was so strong, so dense, it felt like physical pressure. Her safe space, which she had imagined to be limitless upstairs, now felt constricted.

A moment later, the man slowly lifted his head. His movements were slow and labored, as if every muscle in his body refused to budge. He leaned his hands on the balcony railing in a more relaxed manner, but the tension in his shoulders was still evident. He held the cigarette between his full lips, and for the first time, Maya could see the finer details of his side profile.

A firm jawline. A sharp nose. Thin, neat hair at the temples. The shape of his mouth... hard, pressed. And his eyes... even from that distance, Maya could sense their dark gaze fixated on something far away, perhaps the void of the sky or a far darker memory.

Oh no.The thought struck Maya like a bolt of lightning. This wasn't the cranky old man I'd imagined.

This was a dangerous man. Not in a physically threatening sense, but in an aura-like sense. Dominant. In control. Even in the desperation he had just displayed, there was a latent power that could destroy.

He was a "layered" man, just like the ones often depicted in the novels Maya read. Outwardly, he appeared controlled, solid as a cliff. But inside... he was fragile and wounded. Something that both intrigued and made Maya, herself wounded, want to run as far away as possible.

Maya pulled back slightly, trying to hide in the shadows. She felt like a stalker, even though she hadn't asked for any of this. She was the one being disturbed. She was the one being invaded.

The man exhaled his last puff of smoke and flicked the butt downward into the darkness beyond the balcony. The cigarette butt looked like a dead shooting star. Then, he looked forward again. For a moment, just a moment, his head turned slightly. His gaze seemed to sweep toward Maya's balcony.

Maya froze. Did she realize someone was watching her? Did she know?

Maya's heart pounded. She held her breath. She couldn't see the man's eyes clearly in the dim silhouette, but she felt their gaze penetrate the walls, through the black curtains, through the darkness of the night, straight into her.

It was a cold gaze. Sharp. And, somehow, filled with the same curiosity Maya felt.

She quickly pulled herself back, hiding behind the wall next to her balcony door. Her back pressed against the cold concrete. Her breath hitched.

There was no more sound from the neighboring balcony. Only silence returned. A silence that now felt far more terrifying than before. Because that silence held a presence. The presence of a man invisible, yet real.

Maya wouldn't sleep well tonight. She wasn't just sharing the floor with a ghost. She was sharing the wall with a shadow. A shadow that exuded a dominant, intimidating, and incredibly masculine aura. A shadow that had just contaminated her safe space with the desperation, smoke, and unspoken passion she felt in the air.

CHAPTER 6: THE REJECTED PROTEST

Location: The Jade Apartment Lobby. Time: 8:30 AM.

Maya's first morning at The Jade Apartment felt like a cold, luxurious hell. She didn't sleep well. The scent of expensive tobacco and whiskey seeped into the walls, penetrated the cracks in the door, and invaded every corner of her room. Every time she closed her eyes, the image of a tall figure on the adjacent balcony flashed, along with a deep, desperate voice. It was an intrusion invisible, yet so real and disturbing.

She got up from bed with a headache, her eyes puffy from lack of sleep. Disgust and anger boiled within her. She wouldn't allow this. She had paid dearly for privacy and security, and she deserved it.

After a quick shower, Maya put on a long-sleeved white cotton shirt and khaki pants—the most presentable outfit she owned for college. She skipped breakfast. Her appetite was gone, replaced by a burning determination to protest.

He descended the glass elevator to the lobby. The crisp morning air outside the building looked promising, but inside, the sterile, cold atmosphere suffocated him once again. Ms. Marta, the receptionist with her hair in a neat bun, was already seated behind her black granite desk. Her gaze was as cold as it had been yesterday afternoon.

"Good morning," Maya greeted, trying to suppress her displeasure. Her voice sounded too loud in the quiet lobby.

Ms. Marta looked up from her computer, raising her eyebrows slightly. "Morning, Miss Solano. How may I help you?"

Maya stepped forward, her hands clenched at her sides. She tried to control her breathing. "I want to protest. About the inmates in Unit 301. Mr. Valverde."

Mrs. Marta's faint smile vanished. Her face became flat, like an impenetrable mask. "Oh really? What's the matter, Miss Solano?"

"The problem is, I can't sleep," Maya began, her voice rising an octave. "I moved here for peace and security. I paid eight hundred dollars for it. You said the third floor was the most private and quiet. But last night, I smelled cigarettes and whiskey from the balcony next door. I even heard him talking on the phone in a very disturbing tone. It's an invasion of my privacy and comfort!"

Mrs. Marta stared at her expressionlessly, then shifted some documents on her desk. "Miss Solano, I've already explained the special conditions for the third floor. Mr. Valverde really likes quiet. And you've signed a contract stating you agree to all of them."

"But he's the one making the noise! ​​He's the one making a mess with his cigarette smell!" Maya argued, frustrated that Mrs. Marta was deliberately twisting the facts. "I demand a room change. Or at the very least, you should ask him to stop smoking and making noise after nine o'clock at night!"

Mrs. Marta sighed, as if Maya were a fussy child. "Miss Solano, Mr. Valverde owns this building. He can do whatever he wants in his unit. This is his private property. We can't restrict his freedom."

"Then what about my freedom?!" Maya pointed at herself, her face red with anger. "I'm the one who has to live next to a cigarette and alcohol addict! I'm the one who has to suffer because he can't control himself! Isn't there the 'safe floor' and 'no strange men' policies you mentioned? What about those? He's a man, right?!"

"The 'safe floor' policy applies to other residents who bring male guests. Mr. Valverde is the owner. He is not a guest. He is the 'rule itself,' as I said yesterday. You have no right to protest to the building owner, Miss Solano."

Every word that left Mrs. Marta's lips felt like a hammer hitting Maya in the head. It felt like a cruel joke. She had escaped one hell, only to be trapped in another, colder and more hopeless one. All her money. All her savings. Gone, just like that, for an illusion.

"So... you won't let me change rooms?" Maya asked, her voice trailing off, the last traces of her anger fading into despair.

"There are no other vacant rooms in this building, Miss Solano," Mrs. Marta replied coldly. "And you can't just cancel the lease. Your deposit will not be refunded."

Maya fell silent, her body feeling cold. She was trapped. Trapped in a luxurious apartment that felt like a gilded cage. Trapped next to a mysterious, powerful man. And all her hard-earned money... wasted.

He realized how naive he had been. How foolish he had been to believe the promise of security sold at an exorbitant price. He had no legal power. He had no spare cash. He was completely cornered.

"Okay," Maya finally said, her voice barely audible. She turned around and left the reception desk feeling a mixture of frustration, anger, and humiliation. This was a crushing defeat.

He walked quickly toward the automatic glass doors, his steps heavy. Every muscle in his body felt tense. His head throbbed. He could feel Mrs. Marta's gaze following his back, the gaze of a satisfied winner.

Just as Maya was about to step out the door, a luxurious black SUV slowly drove up and stopped right in front of the lobby. The windows were heavily tinted, as if to conceal the identity of its occupants. The car looked extremely expensive, exuding an undeniable aura of power.

Maya froze in the doorway, waiting for the car to pass. Her heart was pounding for no apparent reason. A strange premonition crept into her mind.

The car window slowly rolled down, just an inch or so, revealing piercing, dark eyes. They weren't staring at the road, but were fixed directly on Maya. It was only for a moment, but long enough to send shivers down Maya's spine. Those eyes... were so familiar. The same eyes she had seen in the shadows on the balcony last night. Eyes filled with deep despair, yet also an intimidating power.

Maya flinched. She quickly looked away, pretending to be looking at the street. She couldn't be mistaken. It was Mr. Valverde. The building owner. The very rule. The man she had just protested in vain.

She felt heat rise to her face. Shame and anger mingled. Had the man heard all her protests? Was he laughing at her from behind the tinted glass?

The SUV sped away, leaving a trail of clean, expensive exhaust. Maya watched it disappear around a bend in the road, taking the man's shadow with it—a shadow that now felt increasingly real and menacing.

She had come face to face with the unseen power she was trying to fight, and she had lost badly. This battle had only just begun, and Maya already realized how weak her position was. She was just a poor college student trying to survive, facing a man who could buy and sell the world.

Maya stepped out of the lobby, took a deep breath, trying to dispel the luxurious sandalwood scent that now felt like a trap. She had to go to campus. She had to study. She had to work. She had to pay the price for this sense of security that turned out to be an illusion.

But inside her heart, a new ember began to burn. A fierce ember of hatred for the man in Unit 301. A ember that would give her the strength to survive in her own gilded cage. She would not let him see her destroyed. Never.

CHAPTER 7: ARKA THE CRUEL LECTURER

Location: National University of Costa Rica (UNA) Campus, Heredia. Time: 10:00 AM.

The International Business Management Department's lecture hall felt crowded and cramped. The scent of sweat mixed with cheap perfume stung Maya's nostrils, making her want to vomit. She sat in the back row, trying to hide herself among the heads of the other students. Her ears were ringing, not from the surrounding noise, but from the silence left over from her crushing defeat in the lobby of The Jade this morning.

Her head still felt dizzy. Her eyes were puffy. Lack of sleep, shame, and simmering anger combined into a bitter cocktail that churned her stomach. She could still feel Mr. Valverde's gaze through the window of the luxury SUV. A cold stare that seemed to peel away her pride.

"Maya, are you okay?" Laras whispered, nudging her arm. The girl looked at her worriedly. "Your face looks so pale. Did you not sleep last night?"

"I'm fine," Maya replied flatly, without turning her head. She propped her chin on her hand, her eyes glued to the laptop in front of her. She tried to focus on the numbers on the monthly budget she'd created—the only way to banish the image of Mr. Valverde and the smell of his cigarettes from her mind. Eight hundred dollars. The rent felt like a shackle around her neck.

"I told you not to push yourself too hard," Elena chimed in from the other side. "That apartment is too expensive, May. You'll starve to death."

"I'm not going to starve to death," Maya argued, her voice rising slightly. She tried not to be too aggressive, but her mind was already filled with hatred. "And I'm not going back to that stinking San Pedro boarding house again. Period."

Laras and Elena looked at each other, then sighed in resignation. They knew there was no point in arguing with Maya once she had made up her mind.

"By the way," Laras changed the subject, her voice suddenly excited. "You know, today we have a new lecturer for the International Business Management course."

Maya snorted. "Whoever he is, I don't care. I only care about getting an A."

"Ah, it's you!" Laras gently hit Maya's shoulder. "This isn't just any lecturer! I heard he's... the God Lecturer!"

"Lecturer Dewa?" Maya repeated sarcastically, without looking at Laras. "What's a god? A god who brings hell's tasks?"

"That's not it! He's so handsome! The upperclassmen say he's a Harvard graduate and just returned from Europe. That aura of his, May... so masculine! So cold and sexy!" Laras continued, her eyes sparkling. Elena beside her nodded in agreement, her cheeks flushed.

"Tch," Maya sneered. "A narcissistic lecturer who only relies on his looks. I've had enough of men like that."

He pictured Mr. Valverde from The Jade. His jawline was sharp, his eyes piercing, his aura of dominance. He must be the same type. Narcissistic. Arrogant. Only concerned with himself.

"But he's also a demon!" Elena continued, her expression contorting into horror. "No student has ever gotten an A from him! A B+ is the maximum. And that's if you memorize the book!"

"Maybe the lecturer is just a bad teacher," Maya muttered, typing rapidly on her laptop. She wasn't interested. To her, the lecturer was just another authority figure to be avoided or subdued to get good grades. Good looks wouldn't get her a scholarship. Charisma wouldn't pay her apartment bill.

"That's great! He's a genius lecturer! It's just that his standards are too high!" Laras defended. "I heard he also has his own property business in Guanacaste. He's rich, May. He's rich. Some even say he owns several luxury apartment buildings in San José!"

Maya's thoughts suddenly stopped. Her fingers froze on the laptop keyboard. She lifted her head slightly, glancing at Laras and Elena. They were still busy whispering, admiring the incoming "Demon God Lecturer."

Owner of a luxury apartment building in San José.The words spun around in his mind. Why did they sound so familiar?

No. That's impossible. It's just a coincidence. There are a lot of wealthy men in San José who own apartment buildings. And there are a lot of handsome professors, too. It's impossible. It's just sleep-deprived paranoia.

"What's her name?" Maya asked lazily, though a hint of unintentional curiosity stung. She wanted to banish the strange thought from her mind.

"Who else but..." Laras paused, deliberately leaving her sentence hanging. "Arka Mateo Valverde!"

The virtual world collapsed in one second.

Her heart seemed to stop beating. The word "Valverde" echoed in her eardrums, blending with the image of a black SUV, piercing dark eyes, and the scent of expensive tobacco.

Mr. Valverde.

Building owner.

The rule itself.

And now... the Demon God Professor? Arka Mateo Valverde?

Maya couldn't breathe. The whole room seemed to be spinning. No. This wasn't real. This was just a nightmare.

She had escaped from a disgusting boarding house full of underwear thieves. She had taken refuge in a luxury apartment she thought was safe. But it turned out she was trapped in a gilded cage built by the man she hated most. The man whose cigarette scent invaded her balcony every night. The man who had laughed at her protests this morning. And now, that man was going to be her lecturer?

Maya stared at her laptop, but the letters on the screen danced, mocking her. She felt like screaming. She wanted to run from this room, run from this campus, run from Heredia, run from Costa Rica.

"Arka Mateo Valverde," Laras repeated, adoringly. "That's a really cool name, isn't it? Anyway, we have to get his attention, May! Who knows, maybe he needs a personal assistant or something. It'd be great to be able to get close to a handsome sugar daddy."

Maya didn't respond. She couldn't respond. Her tongue was numb. Her mind was blank, except for one image: Arka's stern face, his sharp eyes, and his hard lips.

The lecture hall door opened.

A tall man stepped in.

The hall, which had been bustling with excitement, suddenly fell silent. All eyes were on him.

Arka Mateo Valverde.

He wore a dark blue linen shirt that fit his athletic body perfectly. It was unbuttoned all the way at the top, revealing a bit of skin on his neck and strong collarbones. The sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing perfectly defined biceps. His skin was tanned, typical of a tropical man. His jawline was defined, with a neat hint of stubble. His eyes... those dark brown eyes scanned the room with a sharp gaze, searching for something. Or someone.

His dominant aura immediately filled the room, intimidating every student. It was the presence of a predator among its prey.

Maya lowered her head, trying to disappear into the crowd. Her heart was pounding against her ribs as if she wanted to escape. She couldn't let Arka see her. She couldn't.

But it was too late.

Arka, with calm but sure steps, walked forward, toward the podium in the center. As he walked, his gaze swept across each row of seats. And somehow, Maya knew. She could feel it.

The gaze found Maya.

For a moment, those dark brown eyes locked on Maya. There was no expression. No acknowledgement. Just a cold stare, as if he were staring at an inanimate object.

Maya held her breath. She couldn't hide. Not anymore.

Arka Mateo Valverde finally reached the podium. He placed some files on it and then looked at the students with an expressionless face.

"Good morning," he said, his voice deep and deep. It was the same voice Maya had heard from the balcony last night. "My name is Arka Mateo Valverde. I'll be teaching the International Business Management course this semester."

Maya closed her eyes. Her little world was shattered. The walls of her fortress were crumbling. She wouldn't just share the floor with Mr. Valverde; she would also share a classroom with him. And somehow, her gut told her this was just the beginning of her personal hell.

CHAPTER 8: SUNLIGHT IN LA SABANA PARK

Location: La Sabana Metropolitan Park, San José. Time: Sunday Morning, 07:00.

The morning sun in San José was a different beast. It was no longer as intense as in San Pedro, but instead cast a warm golden light that burned her skin. The fresh air, which should have been pleasant, felt too cold for Maya, piercing her lungs, which were not used to strenuous physical activity. The vast La Sabana Park was already filled with people exercising, busy with various activities—running, yoga, cycling, gymnastics. The laughter of children mixed with the heavy breathing of adults, creating a boisterous and energetic Sunday morning melody. But for Maya, it all felt like torture.

"Maya, come on! Don't be a slug!" Laras exclaimed, already twenty meters ahead of her, waving enthusiastically. She was wearing a bright red sports bra that showed off her flat stomach and tight spandex shorts that showed off her long legs. Elena, next to her, in a cropped tank top and black leggings, also looked much fitter.

Maya could only growl. Her lungs felt like they were on fire, her calf muscles screaming in protest. She wasn't the athletic type. Four hours of sleep last night, combined with the mental burden of discovering that Arka was her lecturer and neighbor, had sapped all her remaining energy. She just wanted to go back to her apartment, lock herself in her room, and sleep for a hundred years.

"I... I... need... to breathe," Maya moaned, trying to keep up her jogging rhythm. Cold sweat had already soaked her entire back, clinging to her thin running shirt. Her dark curls were damp and sticky at her temples.

"This is only the second round, May!" Elena laughed amusedly. "Are you about to faint already? If you die, who's going to take care of the bills for your luxury apartment?"

Elena's sarcasm was sharp, but Maya was too tired to retort. She did need exercise. Her body felt stiff, her mind clouded. Laras and Elena insisted. They said she was too tense and needed healing. For her, the best healing was sleep, not running around the park in the hot sun.

But she couldn't refuse. She knew Laras and Elena were worried about her. After the incident with her locker being defaced and her bitter confession about her unpaid "corporate slave" status to Arka, her two best friends had become more protective. Although they didn't realize that behind the "punishment," there was a much more complicated relationship.

"Come on, Maya! This is good for your circulation! Who knows, maybe after this, you'll get some inspiration to fight that arrogant Arka!" Laras shouted again from a distance.

Arka. The name alone made Maya's stomach churn. After class, she tried desperately to ignore the cold lecturer. But every time he looked at her, every time he spoke, Maya felt goosebumps crawl. She hated Arka. She hated his arrogance, his power, and how he could turn her small world upside down with just his presence.

"I... stop," Maya finally gave in. She bent over, propping her hands on her knees, coughing and gasping for air. Her lungs felt like they were about to explode.

Laras and Elena finally turned around, then ran back to him, laughing in amusement.

"See! I told you he would faint!" Elena exclaimed, laughing.

"That's terrible," Laras shook her head, but her expression showed concern. "Let's take a break. There's an empty bench near the open-air fitness area."

Maya could only nod resignedly. They walked slowly to the open-air fitness area where several men were doing weights and pull-ups. The smell of masculine sweat mixed with the scent of wet, sun-baked grass.

"Look at that," Laras whispered, her eyes sparkling flirtatiously. "You're already out and about early in the morning. Why are all the men here so fit?"

Maya didn't care. She just wanted to sit. She found an empty bench under a shady tree and immediately lay down, leaning her back against the rough trunk. She closed her eyes, letting the gentle breeze caress her hot face.

"Oh my God, El! Look at that!" Laras's voice suddenly sounded more excited, mixed with a hint of vulgar admiration.

"What is it?" Elena was also curious.

Maya just wanted peace. She didn't need drama. She didn't need eye candy. She needed sleep.

"Look at that guy doing pull-ups!" Laras half-screamed. "His back muscles... Oh my God! I can see his six-pack from here! Crazy! Perfect!"

Maya snorted, trying to ignore it. It must be one of those narcissistic guys who often show off their bodies in the park. The same type as... no, don't think about him.

"Oh, El! She wants to go topless! She wants to go topless!" Laras was hysterical, making several people around them turn their heads.

Maya, for some reason, felt disturbed by the commotion. She slowly opened her eyes.

Laras and Elena were already standing, slightly away from their benches, their eyes fixed on a man in the pull-up area about twenty meters ahead. The man had just finished his last set. Sweat poured down his body, making his gray t-shirt cling tightly to his muscular frame.

As the man got down from the pull-up machine, he did something that made Maya's breath catch.

With a calm yet confident movement, the man pulled his gray T-shirt up and over his head. The soaked shirt fell off his body, revealing a broad, toned, bare back.

Maya froze.

It was a well-trained back. His hard, taut back muscles, forming a perfect V-shape, pulsed beneath his gleaming tan. Every muscle fiber was clearly visible, like a classical Greek sculpture. The lines were defined and deep, forming a complex and beautiful pattern. His shoulders were broad, his biceps massive, and his triceps were clearly visible as he dropped his shirt to the ground.

The morning sun cast a golden glow across her naked back, accentuating every curve and bulge of her muscles. Sweat trickled down her spine, forming small streams that disappeared around her slender waist.

Maya stared at the sight, as if hypnotized. She hated to admit it, but the man had an incredible physique. The physique of a god. Not a single drop of fat. Just pure, hard, solid muscle.

He knew that back. Its shape. Its width. Its solidity.

She knew the scent of sweat. A strong masculine scent, mixed with the faint scent of expensive soap.

He knows.

The fear and disgust she had felt for Arka now collided with a brutal, undeniable instinctual recognition. The man...

The man turned, staring at Maya and her friends. His face... a strong jaw, tanned skin, piercing dark brown eyes.

Arka Mateo Valverde.

He stood there, shirtless, his perfectly toned abs clearly visible in the sunlight. His six-pack abs, a crisp, sharp v-cut, extended beneath his gym shorts. He radiated an aura of strength and masculinity so thick, so raw, that it made Maya's heart skip a beat.

This wasn't her arrogant professor. This wasn't her drunken neighbor. This was Arka. In his most primal form. His purest.

Maya felt heat spread throughout her body, not just from the heat of the sun, but from a strange sensation creeping beneath her skin. A sensation she didn't want. A sensation of recognition. A recognition that, yes, this man did indeed possess a deadly physical charisma.

She had promised herself to hate this man. To find him arrogant, narcissistic, and disgusting. But now, in the morning sunlight of La Sabana Park, all her defenses were crumbling.

He couldn't ignore the sight before him. He couldn't ignore his body's betraying biological reactions.

Arka Mateo Valverde, her professor. Arka Mateo Valverde, her neighbor. Arka Mateo Valverde, the man now standing before her, shirtless, flaunting his incredible physique, as if he knew exactly how to disrupt Maya Solano's entire existence.

Maya held her breath, her eyes locked on Arka's slowly pulsing abdominal muscles. She felt like she was watching her prey, or rather, his prey.

CHAPTER 9: DEADLY CHARISMA

Location: Outdoor Fitness Area, La Sabana Park. Time: Sunday Morning, 7:30 AM.

The Sunday morning sun in La Sabana Park burned Maya's back. She remained on the bench, panting, her eyes locked on the shirtless figure before her. Arka Mateo Valverde. The distance of twenty meters seemed to evaporate, as if an invisible gravitational force were pulling her gaze. His hard abdominal muscles, the sharp v-cut that disappeared beneath his gym shorts—it was all like a divine carving that could not be ignored.

Maya's breath caught in her throat. This was a brutal reality. A physical reality that shattered all her defenses. She hated Arka, yes. She hated his arrogance, his power, and the way he destroyed the tranquility of her apartment. But her body... her body betrayed her. There was a primitive biological response, an instinctual recognition that rebelled against her brain.

"Oh my God, he's looking over here," Laras whispered, her voice a strained, choked voice, mixed with arousal and embarrassment. She and Elena were already standing beside Maya, their eyes also fixed on Arka.

Maya tensed. Her face, already flushed from exhaustion, was now even redder with embarrassment and anger. She didn't want Arka to catch her staring. She didn't want him to know that a part of her was reacting to his superior physique. That would be a crushing defeat.

"Don't stare at him," Maya hissed at her two friends, her hand nudging Laras's arm. "A narcissistic man like him will think we admire him."

"Indeed!" Laras denied, her lips quirking into a flirtatious smile. "I do admire him! Just look at his muscles, May! Who wouldn't? He's a god!"

Arka didn't move. He remained standing there, shirtless, with one hand on his hip and the other holding a small towel over his shoulder. Sweat still dripped down his forehead, sliding down his defined jawline. His dark, piercing gaze was now focused directly on them. More specifically, on Maya.

Maya felt his gaze pierce her skin, peeling away every layer of her defenses. This wasn't the dismissive stare she'd seen in the apartment lobby. It was a cold gaze, yet strangely filled with unspoken curiosity. It was as if Arka was trying to read something behind Maya's stubborn expression.

Maya quickly looked away, pretending to look at a group of children playing ball in the distance. Her heart was pounding, pounding against her ribs as if she wanted to escape this embarrassing situation. She could feel the heat spreading to her cheeks, a sign of blood rushing from the combination of anger and unwanted sensations.

"Tch, so handsome," Maya muttered, trying to convince herself. "That guy must think he's the center of the universe. He's just showing off his muscles."

But the words tasted dry on his tongue. His hatred felt like a fragile mask, ready to shatter at any moment. Behind that mask, something was stirring. Something primal. An instinctive awe.

The air around them grew thicker. The scent of Arka's masculine sweat, mixed with a faint hint of expensive perfume, somehow carried on the wind and filled Maya's nostrils. The scent, which she had often smelled from the apartment balcony, now felt more real, closer, stronger. This was the scent of power. The scent of domination.

Arka didn't take his eyes off her. He stood there, straight, letting his athletic body be exposed to the sunlight, as if daring Maya to continue admiring him—or hating him—with every sense. A faint, almost imperceptible smile tugged at the corner of his lips. A sneer. The smile of a man who knew exactly what impact he had.

Laras and Elena were still busy whispering. "Oh my God, he's coming! He's coming this way!" Laras exclaimed.

Maya stiffened. She couldn't escape. She was trapped.

Arka began walking. His steps were calm and dignified, as if he were walking on a red carpet, not wet grass. Every muscle in his legs moved with grace and efficiency. He walked straight toward them, passing the bench where Maya was sitting.

As Arka passed right in front of them, their distance was only a few inches. Maya could feel the breeze he created. She could see every drop of sweat rolling down his glistening body. She could see the fine hairs on his toned arms, reflecting the sunlight. And she could see those dark eyes once again.

This time, the gaze was no longer filled with curiosity. Instead, it was penetrating, judgmental, and filled with a meaning Maya couldn't decipher. It was as if Arka was saying, I know who you are. And I know you see me.

Maya closed her eyes for a moment. She felt a burning sensation spread throughout her body, a mixture of disgust, anger, and a deeper turmoil. This was crazy. This was impossible.

Arka continued walking, without looking back. He sat under a distant palm tree, took a water bottle from his gym bag, and took a slow sip.

"May, what's wrong?" Elena touched Maya's shoulder, pulling her out of her trance. "Your face looks so pale."

Maya shook her head, trying to banish Arka's image from her mind. "No. I'm fine."

But she wasn't okay. Her mind was in turmoil. The image of Arka's shirtless figure, his perfect muscles, and his piercing gaze seemed to be imprinted on her retinas.

Then, a realization struck Maya, slapping her hard.

Demon God Lecturer.
Apartment building owner.
Shadow on the balcony next door.
The man he had just seen was shirtless.
They're all the same person. Arka Mateo Valverde.

He was a lecturer who he feared because of his cruelty in giving grades. He is a neighbor who he hates because of the intrusion of the smell of his cigarettes. He was a powerful building owner, whom he couldn't fight. And now, he was a man with a perfect physique that was biologically disturbing to her.

Her entire world felt like it was closing in, all avenues of escape closed off. Arka felt like an invisible wall surrounding her, trapping her wherever she was. On campus, in her apartment, even in a public park. She couldn't escape him.

The hatred Maya felt for Arka was now mixed with something far more complex: helplessness. Helplessness in the face of his power, helplessness in the face of his gaze, and helplessness in the face of her own body's reactions.

Maya clenched her fists in her lap. Her nails dug into her palms. She wouldn't let him win. She wouldn't let Arka see her broken. She had to be strong. She had to keep hating him. It was the only way to survive.

However, deep in the depths of his heart, there was an unnoticed whisper. A whisper that acknowledged that Arka Mateo Valverde's charisma was indeed deadly. Deadly to his hatred. Deadly to his defense.

Maya stared at Arka, who was drying himself with a towel, looking indifferent under a palm tree. He was a dangerous magnet, drawing Maya in with an invisible force.

And Maya, no matter how much she hated him, couldn't turn away now.

CHAPTER 10: THE UNREACHABLE LECTURER

Location: Lecture Hall of the Department of International Business Management, UNA, Heredia. Time: Monday Morning, 9:00 AM.

The air in the lecture hall felt cold, much colder than the morning temperature outside, which was starting to warm. Maybe it was just Maya's feeling. Or perhaps, there was indeed an invisible chill creeping between the rows of seats, originating from a point in front. Maya sat in the very back row, trying to be as small as possible, as if she could disappear into the shadows. Her heart was pounding, an irregular rhythm pounding against her ribs. This was no longer the tension of lack of sleep or the trauma of missing underwear. This was pure tension caused by Arka Mateo Valverde.

After the incident at La Sabana Park yesterday, Maya's sleep became increasingly restless. The image of Arka's strong back, his perfect abs, and his piercing gaze danced before her eyelids. She hated herself for acknowledging his physical attractiveness. She hated herself for the way her heart pounded every time the name "Arka Mateo Valverde" was mentioned.

"May, why are you so tense?" Laras whispered, nudging her arm. Laras' eyes lit up with anticipation. "Here comes our Lecturer Dewa! Isn't this exciting?"

"It's as interesting as looking at a power pole," Maya replied flatly, without turning her head. She stared at the book in front of her, trying to read, but the letters felt blurry, refusing to form any meaning. The scent of Laras's sweet perfume mingled with the black coffee Elena had just bought, but all of it felt overshadowed by the lingering scent of tobacco and whiskey from those nights in the apartment.

Elena just smiled awkwardly. She knew Maya was in full defensive mode.

At precisely nine o'clock in the morning, the lecture hall door opened. The sound of heavy wood scraping against each other drew everyone's attention. Silence immediately enveloped the room, so thick that even the sound of one's own breathing could be heard.

Arka Mateo Valverde steps in.

He wore a perfectly tailored navy blue oxford shirt, framing his broad shoulders and athletic build. The sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, revealing his muscular forearms and tanned skin. A silver silk tie wrapped around his long neck, adding to the formal, dignified air. His hair was neatly slicked back, revealing his broad forehead. His aura... God, his aura. It was the same aura he exuded in the park, but now wrapped in a cloak of cold, untouchable professionalism. He was no longer a naked man flaunting his muscles, but a predator ready to pounce with his wit.

Laras and Elena, beside him, unconsciously held their breath, their eyes fixed on Arka with adoring gazes. Whispers of admiration began to echo throughout the hall, but they were quickly extinguished as Arka stepped forward.

His steps were calm, controlled. Every student stared at him, as if hypnotized. Maya, on the other hand, lowered her head, wishing she could shrink and disappear. She felt heat rise to her cheeks, not from shame or admiration, but from anger. How could this man be so perfect? ​​So intimidating? This all felt unfair.

Arka stopped in front of the podium. He gazed across the hall, his dark brown eyes scanning each face with a cold, analytical gaze. Maya could feel his gaze sweeping across the rows, and for a moment, she felt his eyes lock on her, though she didn't raise her head. It was a piercing premonition, as if Arka knew exactly where she was.

"Good morning," Arka said, his voice deep, heavy, and emotionless. It was so familiar, so often heard from Maya from the neighboring balcony, but now it sounded so foreign in this context. "I'm Arka Mateo Valverde. I'll be teaching International Business Management this semester."

He placed his leather briefcase on the podium and opened his laptop with efficient movements. Maya tried to focus on her own laptop, on
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