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      Chapter 01
    

     



    



    “Where’s Broomstick?” ( Broomstick is a nickname given to Irene by her classmates).



    



    Irene stopped in her tracks as she was about to open the lounge door. She had heard her nickname being mentioned.



    



    "Broomstick" referred to her messy, stiff hair and her skinny frame, like the stick of a broom.



    



    “Oh, you mean the Iron Wall? Haven’t seen her,” someone replied.



    



    “Iron Wall” was another one of Irene’s nicknames, alongside others like Ice Pick, Steel Mask, and Witch. Irene found it amusing that her classmates could use so many nicknames for her and still know exactly who they were talking about.



    



    Not that she cared much about the nicknames—she thought of them as "Jellyfish" and "Sea Anemone" in return, animals she disliked the most.



    



    The voices belonged to her classmates Onn (the "Jellyfish") and Maxi (the "Sea Anemone").



    



    “Why do you need her?” Maxi asked.



    



    “I’m on prep duty for anatomy class today,” Onn replied, shivering in disgust.



    



    Irene figured out what they were talking about. In their medical school, prep duty meant cutting open a cadaver and organizing the organs for class.



    



    Maxi smugly added, “Only the best students, like me, are trusted with this task. And her too, I guess—the Iron Wall.”



    



    Irene didn’t care for their gossip. She opened the door and walked in, ignoring their awkward silence.



    



    “Shouldn’t you at least say hello?” Maxi snapped.



    



    Irene calmly put on a clean apron and gloves. Maxi grew annoyed by her indifference, grabbed her shoulder, and said, “When someone talks to you, you should at least look at them!”



    



    Slap! Irene swatted Maxi’s hand away with her gloved hand and then scrubbed the spot on her shoulder where he had touched her. Her fear of being touched wasn’t obvious to them, but it was real.



    



    “Think you’re too good to be touched by anyone?” Maxi mocked.



    



    She didn’t reply; she just kept cleaning her gloves.



    



    “You’ll never be a doctor!” Maxi sneered. “How can you treat patients when you hate touching people? And you have no empathy. A doctor like you—what a joke!”



    



    Irene remained unaffected. She knew she wouldn’t make a good doctor. Her aversion to touch stemmed from a traumatic event when she was seven. She didn’t want to think about it and locked the memory away.



    



    Maxi finally shouted, “You’re on anatomy prep duty today!”



    



    She paused and glanced at him for the first time. Maxi felt his anger boil as she calmly replied with a slight nod.



    



    “Guess you’ll like it,” he mocked.



    



    “I do,” Irene said.



    



    Maxi was startled. “What?”



    



    “I like it. Cutting cadavers is better than talking to you,” she replied before leaving.



    



    To Irene, the dead were easier to deal with. They didn’t touch her or expect anything from her—they just existed.



    



    Maxi fumed as the door shut behind her, and Onn patted him on the shoulder.



    



    “Let it go, Maxi. She’s always like that.”



    



    Maxi glared at the door as if he could get her to come back and respond, but she never did.



    



    This version keeps the story simple while maintaining the main points. Let me know if you'd like further edits!



    



     



    



     

  
    

    
      Chapter 02
    

     



    



    Divoa glanced around calmly, his boots making a loud sound on the marble floor. His dark military uniform stood out starkly, not fitting the atmosphere of the place. Yet, it wasn’t the uniform itself but Divoa’s imposing presence that caught attention.



    



    Walking through the corridors of the medical school, he resembled a wolf in a chicken coop. His slow steps were deliberate, and his seemingly relaxed gaze carried a sharp intensity. These contrasting traits that only Divoa Cassis could embody—sharp like a soldier, yet indifferent like a nobleman.



    



    With a relaxed smile, Divoa praised the dean walking beside him.



    



    “The reputation of being the oldest medical school on the continent is well-deserved. The building’s atmosphere speaks of deep scholarly history.”



    



    In simpler terms, he meant it was old and dull. However, the dean, who hurried along behind him, didn’t catch the underlying meaning and instead beamed with pride. Divoa’s aide, Javier, raised an eyebrow briefly but said nothing.



    



    The dean added a flattering comment, attributing the school’s excellence to the support of the king and royal family’s support.



    



    “Our medical school is uniquely located in Therapia, the birthplace of Garcia Etura, the father of medicine. As you know, it’s a beacon of knowledge, attracting students from across nations.”



    



    As the dean went on, Divoa ignored most of his words, instead watching the students who stole glances at him. He smiled faintly, making them lower their heads respectfully—even though they didn’t know who he was, his presence was enough to signal importance.



    



    Divoa’s striking appearance helped too. Unlike the golden-haired, blue-eyed nobles typical of the royal family, he had ash-gray hair and dark eyes inherited from his mother, who hailed from the Musco Peninsula. His hair was like the sky before snow, and his black eyes, though cold at first glance, sparkled when he smiled.



    



    One student gasped, noticing something on Divoa’s shoulder.



    



    “Stars on his epaulet… Four stars? That’s the rank of a General Commander! What’s someone like him doing here?”



    



    Hearing this, Divoa casually remarked to the dean,



    



    “I can smell a bit of blood here. It’s a smell I’m very familiar with.”



    



    The dean, flustered, tried to assure him that the place had been cleaned recently. Divoa chuckled softly.



    



    “Or perhaps it’s the blood and sweat of students striving to become great doctors.”



    



    They soon arrived at the professor’s office, where a distinguished professor and three top students stood waiting. The dean proudly introduced them, but Divoa was calm and polite, even offering a handshake—an unusual gesture for someone of his status.



    



    Divoa then explained his reason for visiting:



    



    “I’m looking for a new personal physician.”



    



    This stunned the room. As a grand duke, third prince, and Commander-in-Chief, Divoa could have his pick of the kingdom’s finest doctors. Why would he personally come to meet young, soon-to-graduate students?



    



    Sensing a rare opportunity, the students listened intently, their ambitions visible. Divoa noticed their eagerness but remained composed.



    



    Divoa mentioned the ongoing skirmishes in his territory due to the aggressive king of the neighboring Albar Kingdom. He recounted how his current physician, despite being competent, prayed over injured soldiers instead of treating them.



    



    “They should’ve seen the looks on my soldiers’ faces,” Divoa added with a faint, ironic smile.

  
Chapter 03


 





Figueiras smirked at those words, pulling up the corners of his mouth. While he had been sharpening his medical knowledge, Miguel seemed stuck with medical practices from decades ago.





“Calling him a doctor is an insult. He’s just a pig full of money,” Figueiras muttered as he criticized his long-time colleague. Meanwhile, Divoa’s calm voice filled the room. There was an odd power in his slow tone.





“I’ve heard that medical schools have changed their approach in recent years. They’re now teaching surgery, which used to be the barber’s job, in an organized way to students.”





The dean responded proudly, “Indeed, Your Grace. Our Royal Medical College of Dibois is the most progressive on the continent. Ten years ago, we were the first to allow women to enroll, and since then, we’ve produced many excellent female doctors. Thanks to them, the death rates among royal and noblewomen, as well as newborns, have significantly dropped. And now, we are the first to include surgery in our curriculum. It was my first innovation as dean.”





“I’ve heard the first students of this program are about to graduate. That’s why I’ve come here.”





Three students’ expressions subtly changed at Divoa’s comment. Even though the era of barbers performing surgeries had ended, surgery was still seen as inferior to internal medicine. Cutting bones with saws and stitching wounds with needles wasn’t considered noble work.





For noble children who weren’t the eldest sons, becoming a doctor and potentially the royal physician was a great honor. And now, that chance was right in front of them.





However, Divoa was looking for a surgeon—someone to sew up wounds and fix broken bones on the battlefield. That position wasn’t that of a royal physician but closer to a military doctor.





Then Divoa added, “You know, His Majesty worries a lot. I’ve heard he can’t sleep when I’m on the battlefield. If I had a skilled surgeon with me, it might ease his concerns.”





Everyone knew how much the king adored his youngest son. Despite the king’s attempts to keep Divoa in the capital, Divoa convinced him to let him return to his land, defending Dibois’s borders from Alvar’s provocations.





Every time, the king celebrated his son’s bravery but also worried about his safety, even sending officials to check on him.





“I need a surgeon to take to the battlefield,” Divoa declared.





Maxi’s mind raced. Should he hold onto his pride and remain an internal medicine doctor? Or become a surgeon and align himself with Grand Duke Cassis? Opportunities to become a royal physician were rare, and even if one arose, it might not reach him.





But becoming a surgeon would invite ridicule from his peers. While Maxi was stuck weighing his options, Divoa spoke again.





“Who among these three is the top student?”





A moment of silence followed Divoa’s casual question. He noticed the three students—Maxi, David, and Jose—avoiding his gaze.





“Well, well,” Divoa murmured, intrigued for the first time. He turned to Figueiras, who hesitated under Divoa’s sharp stare.





“Maxi Rosano here entered our medical college as the second-highest rank and has excelled in all subjects. He passed the medical exams as the runner-up and has shown great skills in both internal medicine and surgery…”





“So, who’s the top student?” Divoa interrupted, repeating the question calmly but firmly.





Figueiras finally replied, “The top student… isn’t here.”





Divoa raised an eyebrow and turned to the dean, questioning.





“I thought I asked for the top three students. Did my servant deliver the wrong message?”





The dean stammered, “N-no, Your Grace, that’s not the case!”





The dean then scolded Figueiras under his breath. “I told you to call the top three students by rank. How hard is that?”





Figueiras muttered an apology. Divoa stood up, towering over them with a faint smile.





“Where is the top graduate of the Royal Medical College?” Divoa asked.





“In the anatomy lab…”





“Anatomy lab? Bring them here immediately!” the dean barked, but Divoa waved it off.





“No need. I’ll go there myself,” Divoa said.

    

    
      Chapter 04
    

     



    



    The Dean froze in his tracks as he entered the anatomy lab and saw the bed, empty save for a lone corpse. Clearing his throat, he turned away awkwardly.



    



    “It appears she isn’t here. I’ll send someone to look for her,” he said, his voice restrained.



    



    There was no response from Divoa . It wasn’t until a moment later that the Dean realized Divoa’s gaze wasn’t on him but over his shoulder. Curious, the Dean followed Divoa’s line of sight, slowly turning his body to face the same direction. (which means to turn or align oneself so that both people or things are looking or moving in the same direction.)



    



    “Huh!” The Dean let out a startled gasp.



    



    “Hello,” Irene greeted belatedly, her tone calm but formal. Courtesy was, after all, the cornerstone of social interactions, and a simple greeting could often defuse unnecessary tension. Irene had learned this lesson well at the medical academy. Although the truth be told, the pompous sea anemones of her school remained impervious to her attempts at politeness.



    



    The Dean’s lips twitched as recognition struck. The shadowy figure standing in the corner was none other than Irene. Embarrassment gnawed at him; it was humiliating to be caught off guard like this in front of the Grand Duke.



    



    Divoa , however, paid no mind to the Dean’s discomfort. With a warm smile, he stepped past the Dean toward Irene.



    



    “You must be Miss Irene Rios?”



    



    Instead of replying immediately, Irene stared at Divoa , her expression rigid, as though debating whether he deserved a greeting or not. Divoa found the scene amusing. Irene reminded him of a stray cat—more cautious than curious about humans.



    



    Strangely, Divoa had always been adored by animals, even the most temperamental of them. He didn’t know why, but they either liked him or submitted to him.



    



    Divoa offered another dazzling smile—the kind the tabloids loved to associate with his flirtatious reputation.



    



    “Are you Miss Irene Rios?” he asked again.



    



    The Dean, sensing the tension, hastily inserted himself into the exchange. Adopting a stern tone, he chided Irene.



    



    “Miss Rios! The Grand Duke is addressing you. Why are you hesitating to respond?”



    



    Irene glanced at the Dean. She’d met him a few times before and had always thought he resembled a pufferfish with his sweaty, bloated appearance. A pufferfish wearing a gaudy jeweled belt that served no purpose other than to announce where his waist was.



    



    “Pufferfish with a jeweled belt,” she thought, silently adding the description to her mental notes about him.



    



    Lost in her thoughts, Irene missed another opportunity to reply. But Divoa didn’t seem offended. Instead, he extended his hand toward her, as if about to kiss the back of her hand like a gentleman greeting a lady.



    



    Irene blinked down at his outstretched hand. It was a clean, noble hand with long, straight fingers. Yet the calluses told a different story—these weren’t the hands of someone who merely held a pen.



    



    “Irene Rios!”



    



    The Dean’s sharp tone broke her reverie. Irene looked down at her own hands, bare and ungloved. Her gloves were on the table next to the corpse.



    



    Instead of taking Divoa’s hand, she clasped her skirt and performed a small curtsy.



    



    “Greetings, Your Grace,” she said, her voice steady and polite.



    



    Then, without another word, she walked away, leaving both men behind. Divoa ’s hand lingered in the air briefly before he let it drop, a faint smile tugging at his lips as he watched her retreating figure.



    



    Only after Irene put her gloves back on did she visibly relax.



    



    The Dean, finally catching on to her obsessive tendencies, muttered under his breath, “She’s doing her best, I suppose.”



    



    Divoa, however, remained undeterred. He addressed Irene again, his voice warm and inviting.



    



    “I’ve heard much about you, Miss Rios.”



    



    Irene furrowed her brows slightly. She’d overheard enough gossip about herself to know it was rarely flattering. After a moment’s hesitation, she responded dryly.



    



    “The rumors that I laugh while holding a still-beating heart in one hand are untrue. I haven’t laughed once during an autopsy, and all the bodies brought here have already been executed, their hearts long stopped.”



    



    For a moment, Divoa’s expression was unreadable. He wasn’t shocked or offended—perhaps just momentarily caught off guard.



    



    The Dean tried to interject again, but Divoa, without missing a beat, continued smiling at Irene.



    



    “What I’ve heard is that you’re the top graduate candidate of the Royal Medical Academy,” he said.



    



    Irene blinked, momentarily at a loss for words.



    



    “Yes,” she replied simply.



    



    “I heard your skills in surgery are particularly exceptional,” he pressed on.



    



    “Yes,” she repeated, her tone neutral, as though confirming an obvious fact.



    



    Divoa studied her for a moment longer, his gaze briefly shifting to the corpse. The surgical incision was clean, precise, and immaculate—a testament to unparalleled skill.



    



    Finally, Divoa spoke again, his voice smooth and persuasive.



    



    “I need a skilled physician in my territory. Would you consider coming with me as my doctor?”



    



    It wasn’t so much a question as a declaration. In the Kingdom of Dibois, few dared refuse the Grand Duke. But Irene, her expression as unreadable as ever, answered without hesitation.



    



    “No.”



    



    For a moment, silence blanketed the room.



    



    Divoa raised an eyebrow, the corners of his lips still curved upward in faint amusement.



    



    “Did I hear you say no?” he asked slowly, as though doubting his ears.



    



    “You heard correctly, Your Grace,” Irene replied, her tone firm.



    



    Divoa’s smile widened, genuinely intrigued now. He leaned forward slightly, his interest piqued.



    



    “You haven’t even heard the terms I’m offering.”



    



    “Whatever terms Your Grace offers, I cannot accept. I will not be your physician,” she said firmly.



    



    “Why not?” Divoa asked, his voice low and curious.
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Divoa quietly asked, and for some reason, his smile seemed to fade a little. The dean was even more anxious now, watching Divoa’s expression closely.





But Irene remained indifferent, just as she had been at the start.





“I can’t become a doctor because I’m not someone who treats people,” she said.





Divoa was silent for a moment, surprised by her answer. His fingers scratched at his temple as he chuckled and asked, “A medical student can’t become a doctor?”





“Yes,” Irene replied flatly, and after a pause, she said nothing more.





Divoa scratched his mouth with his palm and muttered, “This is something.”





His smile returned as he asked again, “Why can’t you become a doctor?”





At that moment, Irene’s eyes wavered for the first time. Divoa caught the brief change and leaned in, focusing on her more closely.





“I don’t like people,” Irene replied.





Divoa was taken aback by her unexpected answer. He had expected something like “I want to focus on research” or “I have a fiancé,” but this caught him off guard.





Irene added with an uninterested tone, “If you ask any student, you’ll understand what I mean. You’ll hear more about me than just being the top graduate. You’ll get the full picture. Well then.”





She curtsied slightly, catching the hem of her dress, and then turned, leaving without looking back. She paused halfway, and then slowly turned her head.





Irene’s gaze wasn’t on Divoa anymore, but on Javier, who was standing by the door. She stared at him for a while, and then suddenly spoke.





“Go find Professor Figueiras.”





Javier raised an eyebrow at the mention of the name, and Divoa looked at Irene with a curious expression.





Irene’s voice was indifferent as she spoke.





“Professor Figueiras is an expert in internal medicine. He’s particularly skilled with respiratory diseases. Though asthma is incurable, he might know ways to ease the symptoms. Steam can temporarily help with breathing, but it’s only a temporary measure.”





Javier and Divoa were both stunned by Irene’s sudden knowledge.





The dean mumbled in confusion, “Asthma, you say?”





Irene was already walking away when she added, “He’s a master in his field. You’ll find out for yourself.”





There was an awkward silence, and the conversation shifted. Left behind in the room were only the three men, the foul odor of decay filling the air.





The dean turned to Javier, who was still caught off guard, and Divoa also looked at him.





Reluctantly, Javier explained, “I had asthma when I was younger. It went away as I grew older, but sometimes, during this season, breathing gets difficult. But it’s not enough to be bothersome.”





“The current season,” Divoa murmured, then turned his gaze back to Javier.





The evidence was clear. Javier wasn’t struggling enough for anyone to notice. No one had picked up on the symptoms.





The dean seemed to realize that as he spoke, “Though his personality might be… different, we can’t deny his skills. He passed the royal medical exam with the highest marks, after all. His senses are sharper than most. For someone with his abilities, there’s no better fit for a doctor, especially in surgery.”





Divoa listened to the dean’s words with only half an ear, a sly smile appearing on his face. He murmured softly, “This is interesting.”





His eyes sparkled with excitement as he considered the situation, staring at the empty hallway where Irene had just disappeared.





At Count Rodri’s Mansion:





Count Rodri’s mansion hosted weekly banquets, and it was no exaggeration to say that they were held almost every week. Contrary to what commoners might think, these banquets weren’t just about eating and drinking. They were opportunities for local noble families to exchange information, look for marriage prospects, and show off their new clothes and jewelry. Being invited to Count Rodri’s banquet was a matter of status.





Count Rodri was also the owner of Terapia, and hosting such events was his duty. But beyond that, he simply loved entertainment. He had no interest in hunting or fishing, so banquets were his main joy.





Today, Count Rodri seemed particularly excited, and it was obvious to anyone who could see. The reason was simple: the third prince, Duke Cassius, was visiting his estate. The guest list always elevated the prestige of the event, and Count Rodri’s pride in this occasion was evident.





The banquet food was exceptional, even better than usual. Not just the food, but everything from flowers, curtains, tablecloths, and even the napkins was meticulously arranged.





To be honest, Terapia was a small, insignificant village, with no mines or trade routes, and not even a transportation hub. The only pleasure Count Rodri had was when the parents of medical students attended the banquets, adding some shine to the event. But no visitor had done more to elevate his status than Divoa .





Count Rodri looked at Divoa with a satisfied smile and then at the long line of nobles waiting for an introduction. Everyone had to wait for Count Rodri to introduce them to Divoa .





“Duke Cassius, would you like another glass of champagne?” Count Rodri asked, deliberately taking his time and teasing the nobles around them.





Despite knowing what was going on, Divoa nodded. He was a guest, and Count Rodri was the host, so sometimes he had to play along with the host’s entertainment.





“Thank you,” Divoa said.





“Not at all,” Count Rodri responded, handing the champagne to Divoa .





Divoa looked around the room, feeling bored. The banquet was nothing compared to those in the capital. The size, the décor, the people—it all seemed lacking.





Still, he kept his warm smile. Having spent his life in the royal court, he was used to these formalities and was skilled at hiding his true feelings.





As the evening wore on, Count Rodri introduced Divoa to the next lady in line. She was the daughter of some baron, and after the introduction, she curtsied.





“It’s an honor to meet you, Duke Cassius.”





Divoa smiled politely. “Likewise.”





Then, his mind wandered as he thought about someone else. He remembered Irene, whose name had come up several times during the event.





As the rumors about her reached him, Divoa’s curiosity grew. He had heard about Irene’s strange behavior, her genius, and how she was known as the “Ice Princess” for her cold demeanor. He had heard about her peculiarities, including how she avoided human contact and was known to wear gloves while performing autopsies. The more he learned, the more intrigued he became.





Divoa ‘s smile widened as he reflected on how much more interesting things had become.

Chapter 06


For a moment, Leticia covered her mouth with both hands. Then, she smiled brightly, like a blooming flower, and said in an excited voice,





“I met His Highness the Duke two years ago at a banquet in the capital.”





“Is that so? How could I forget such a beautiful lady? My apologies.”





“No, it’s alright. There were many people who greeted His Highness that day. At least a hundred, I would say.”





“I won’t forget you this time, Miss Rios.”





Leticia’s cheeks turned bright red, like boiled octopus. Count Rodri, sitting beside her, gave a subtle signal to stop talking.





As Baron and his wife were leaving with regretful expressions,


“Baron Rios.”





Divoa suddenly spoke up. Baron Rios turned toward him with an expectant look.





“Yes, Your Highness the Duke.”





“Do you know Irene Rios?” Divoa asked, raising an eyebrow.





“Irene Rios?”


Baron Rios froze for a moment, then stiffly asked. Divoa waved his hand casually.


“Oh, it’s fine if you don’t know her. I was just wondering because you share the same surname.”





Divoa shifted his gaze to the next noble, but Baron Rios answered in a dry voice,


“She’s my daughter.”





Divoa ‘s gaze slowly shifted back to him, his eyes narrowing in surprise. The expression on Baron Rios’ face looked strained, like crumpled paper.





He glanced at his wife and daughter, who also had the same strained expression.


“This is interesting.”





“Huh?”


Baron Rios asked, not quite hearing him. Divoa smiled gently and replied,


“It’s nothing.”





Ignoring the noble waiting to be introduced, Divoa continued to speak with Baron Rios.





“I met Irene Rios yesterday at the Royal Medical University. She is a wonderful talent representing the university. You must be proud of having such a wise daughter.”





“Yes, Your Highness the Duke. Well, I must take my leave.”





Baron Rios, who had been trying to continue the conversation with Divoa , quickly excused himself, as though he no longer wanted to talk about Irene.





This only seemed more amusing to Divoa.





“Why hasn’t His Highness the Duke contacted me yet?”





Irene asked, her voice casual, as she sat at the table with Maxi.





Maxi, who had been glaring at her, finally opened his mouth,





“You rejected His Highness the Duke’s offer? Don’t tell me you lied to me?”


“I don’t lie. I never have in my life.”





Maxi scoffed and said sarcastically,


“So, when the professor asked if anyone thought there was a problem with his teaching style, you raised your hand, right?”





“I raised my hand because the professor asked. I wouldn’t break a frog’s leg just for the lesson.”


“Ha, you call that humane?”





Maxi sneered, his shoulders shrugging. Irene’s indifferent expression didn’t seem to convey her true thoughts.





Maxi, frustrated, couldn’t help but argue further,


“Well, what about the fact that you didn’t understand what ‘raising your hand’ actually meant?”


Irene remained quiet.





Maxi was still furious but couldn’t control his irritation,


“Why hasn’t the Duke contacted you? Didn’t he say he was looking for a personal physician?”





“You don’t know why?” Irene asked, looking at him calmly.


Maxi’s curiosity piqued,


“Do you know why?”


“Yes.”





“And what’s the reason?”





“Because the Duke was interested in the top graduate.”





Irene closed the book and stood up, leaving. Maxi, dumbfounded, sat there for a moment before realizing,





“So, he hasn’t contacted you because you’re not the top graduate!”





But Irene had already left the library. Maxi, muttering angrily to himself, was silenced by the glaring looks he received from others.





Later at the Rios’ House:





Irene stood in front of the tall, two-story stone building, taking a deep breath as she looked up. Normally, three deep breaths would calm her, but today, despite trying five times, her heart felt unsettled.





This cream-colored building was where she had lived from the age of eight until four years ago.
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Baron Rios didn’t own a grand gate or a sprawling garden like the Count’s estate, but he was wealthy enough to employ three maids and two servants. This was thanks to the two buildings and a small ranch registered under his name.





His house, with six rooms, three bathrooms, a kitchen, a dining room, a living room, and a parlor, was decent enough for a baron. But to Irene, the house always felt like a prison.





Even so, she never dared to leave. If the house was a prison, the outside world was a living hell.





Irene adjusted her sagging bag with a firm grip. It felt as heavy as a boulder. She couldn’t tell if it was because of the textbooks inside or the weight on her heart.





Irene’s sudden decision to enter medical school had a few reasons. First, medical books always fascinated her. Once she opened one, she’d get so absorbed she’d often lose track of time and skip meals.





Second, the Royal Medical College was in Therapia, not the capital. She didn’t want to go to the bustling capital city where she might encounter someone who knew her past.





Also, Baron Rios was a noble of Therapia. Even though she applied for admission without his consent, she calculated he wouldn’t openly oppose it for the sake of his reputation.





But the biggest reason was that the college was infamous for its grueling workload. Students were rarely allowed to leave campus, and only top performers could return home during the twice-a-year vacations.





While many students found this challenging, Irene found it appealing. It gave her a solid excuse not to return home.





She did not need it. She excelled academically every year and even earned extra income by selling her rare leave privileges to other students.





Yet this year, she found herself back home unexpectedly.





“I just visited at the end of last year,” Irene mumbled under her breath, barely audible even to herself. She straightened her shoulders and pulled out a pocket watch from her coat.





The watch, engraved with lilies, was older than Irene’s but still worked perfectly.





— Return home by 3 p.m. this weekend.





She recalled the last line of her father’s letter and stared intently at the watch. The impatient hour hand was already at 3, and the second hand had just reached 12.





At that exact moment, she knocked on the lion-shaped door knocker.





Bang! Bang! Bang!





“Who is it?”





Soon, a familiar voice came from inside. The housekeeper, who had worked there for many years, opened the door.





“Oh?”





The housekeeper’s face showed confusion, as though she couldn’t understand why Irene was there. Irene didn’t have an explanation either.





“I came because of Father’s letter.”





“The master is… inside. Please come in,” the housekeeper replied, her usual stern expression replacing her surprise.





Irene stepped into the house, and a familiar suffocating sensation overwhelmed her. It wasn’t unusual. She always felt like this here.





But when she was a child, even this stifling prison felt necessary. The alternative was returning to hell.





I’m an adult now. I’m not the child I used to be. No one can hurt me anymore.





She repeated the mantra in her mind as she walked through the hallway.





“The master is in the parlor.”





“The parlor?” Irene asked reflexively, wondering if a guest had arrived.





The housekeeper turned briskly and disappeared into the kitchen, showing no intention of helping with Irene’s luggage. It wasn’t surprising. Irene had always been a stranger in this house.





After leaving her bag in the living room, Irene headed to the parlor. Nothing had changed since her last visit months ago.





The floral wallpaper chosen by her mother, the foreign ornaments meant to impress guests, and the faint rose fragrance lingering in the air—it was all the same.





What wasn’t there was any trace of Irene, as if she had never existed.





She paused briefly in front of a family portrait in the hallway. In it, Baron and Baroness Rios sat on chairs, their eldest son, Lucas, standing behind their mother, and their youngest daughter, Leticia, standing behind their father.





When the portrait was painted, Irene hadn’t been in it. She’d stood beside the painter, watching the canvas slowly come to life.





She turned away and resumed her steps as if nothing had happened. Stopping at the parlor door, she knocked.





Knock, knock.





“Come in,” her father’s voice called.





Only after being permitted did Irene open the door. Inside were her parents, Lucas, and Leticia, all turning to look at her. Leticia frowned openly.





Baron Rios greeted her in a dry tone.





“It’s been a while.”





His words carried no warmth or joy, and Irene lost in thought, missed her chance to respond.





She often found herself puzzled by things others accepted without question. Like now, she was trying to figure out what “a while” actually meant.





A week? A month? A season?





She had only been gone for three months. Was that long enough to call it “a while”? Or was it just how ordinary people spoke?





While Irene was silently pondering, Leticia sneered.





“Look at her, standing there blankly instead of responding to a greeting. Typical Irene.”





Her tone was too familiar and disrespectful for an older sister, but no one pointed it out.





Irene didn’t, either. She was used to Leticia’s hostility, as ordinary as the air around her. Instead of replying, she nodded slightly.





“Yes.”





“Sit down.”





And that was it. After three months apart, Baron Rios didn’t ask how she’d been, and Irene didn’t ask how they were.





Irene sat on a chair across from her family, who were all seated on the same couch.





Breaking the usual silence, Baron Rios spoke first.





“We’re expecting an important guest today.”





So that’s why she had been called back? Irene wondered.





Baron Rios rarely invited guests to their homes. When he did, it was always clear the reason was Irene.





On such occasions, she’d be confined to the attic, forbidden from stepping foot downstairs.





In that dusty attic, she’d often pass the time reading books. Among them, medical books had captivated her.





The attic housed a disorganized collection of philosophy, religion, and history books discarded from the main library.





Reading about medicine, Irene could forget her hunger and loneliness, even falling asleep among the books without anyone noticing.





Late at night, when her stomach’s growling woke her, she’d sneak into the kitchen like a cautious mouse.





Leftovers from the feast downstairs were usually gone, devoured by the servants. Irene would settle for stale bread and lukewarm water.





She’d never thought it strange. It was just how things were.





Irene was nothing more than a…





“…”





Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.





Leticia turned toward the sound, frowning. Everyone in the house knew she hated the bell’s shrill tone.





If someone dared to ring it, it had to be a guest—likely the important one her father had mentioned.





Irene stared blankly at the air, noticing something different about Leticia’s expression. Her flushed face suggested excitement, while her stiff features hinted at annoyance.





Before Irene could decipher it, their mother gently patted Leticia’s hand.





“Don’t worry, Leticia. No matter how elegant the young lady from the capital is, no one can outshine you.”





Reassured, Leticia smiled radiantly.





“Yes, Mother.”





“And don’t forget, Irene will make you look even better just by being here.”





Leticia glanced sideways at Irene, her confidence growing.





At that moment, a knock came at the parlor door, followed by a servant announcing,





“Sir, His Grace, Grand Duke Cassis, has arrived.”
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Finally, Irene slowly lifted her head and saw Divoa entering the parlor. Behind him stood Javier like a shadow.





Irene blinked slowly as if she couldn’t understand why Divoa was there. Just then, Divoa, who was scanning the room, locked eyes with her.





“……”





He still looked as perfect as a flawlessly peeled potato, carved by a skilled hand. There wasn’t a single flaw in him. But unfortunately, Irene wasn’t interested in people without flaws. She was drawn to those who were broken and scarred—just like her.





Divoa’s gaze naturally shifted.





“Thank you for inviting me, Baron Rios,” he said.





The baron gave an awkward smile. Could it even be called an invitation? Who would dare decline a suggestion from Duke Cassius?





“It’s an honor to host you, Your Grace.”





Baron Rios then gestured to Lucas beside him.





“This is my son. He was too busy with business to attend the last banquet.”





“Lucas Rios, Your Grace,” Lucas greeted.





“Pleased to meet you.”





As soon as Lucas finished, Leticia interjected eagerly. She curtsied slightly, holding the hem of her dress with both hands.





“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Duke Cassius.”





“The pleasure is mine, Miss Rios.”





Divoa nodded before glancing at Irene. Irene, who had been awkwardly trying to stand up, froze when their eyes met again. Divoa gave her a kind smile.





“So, there are two Miss Rios here. I suppose I should call you Miss Irene, then.”





At that, Leticia’s eyes turned sharp, as if questioning why she was “Miss Rios” while Irene got to be “Miss Irene.” But Divoa’s gaze remained fixed on Irene. He extended his hand to help her up, only to withdraw it quickly and instead flash a brighter smile.





“It’s nice to meet you again, Miss Irene.”





“…Yes,” Irene replied, nodding a beat later than she should have. She had to cut off the string of thoughts in her head—otherwise, she would have missed the chance to respond, pondering over what “nice to meet” truly meant. After all, she didn’t find it nice to meet him at all.





Thankfully, her reply seemed sufficient. No one corrected her, and Divoa’s attention shifted back to the baron. Irene secretly clenched her fist, feeling proud of herself. She felt like she’d taken a small step toward being like everyone else.





“Take a seat, Baron Rios.”





Despite it being the baron’s home, Divoa naturally took the head seat. Javier stood behind him, and everyone else found their places.





“How long will you stay in Therapia?” Leticia asked sweetly.





Divoa answered with a painted-on smile.





“Well, I didn’t set a timeframe. But I’ve grown fond of this peaceful village. It’s quite calming, with serene views wherever you look.”





“You’re right. There’s no place as peaceful as Therapia,” Leticia chimed in.





To Irene’s knowledge, Leticia had never traveled beyond their town except for a brief visit to the capital two years ago. So how could she claim there was no place as peaceful as Therapia?





While Irene was puzzled over this, Lucas quickly joined the conversation.





“Do you enjoy fishing, Your Grace?”





“I enjoy it as much as the next person.”





“There’s a river here known for its mullet fishing. If you’d like, I could take you there.”





“I’ll consider it.”





Divoa was excellent at reading the room. His sharp sense of the atmosphere immediately picked up on the subtle distance between Irene and the others. It was like oil and water—they didn’t mix. Irene seemed adrift, unable to blend in with her family.





Divoa suddenly recalled the moment at the banquet when he had approached Baron Rios with a charming smile.





“Baron Rios, would you extend an invitation to me?”





The baron had looked bewildered, and so had the others. The viscounts who hadn’t received such a request had openly shown their displeasure. Watching them, Baron Rios carefully answered,





“My estate is quite humble, unfit to host someone like Your Grace.”





“What does that matter? As long as the people are good, that’s enough. I’m comfortable even in war tents, so don’t worry about it.”





With those words, the baron had no choice but to accept. It wasn’t just that he couldn’t refuse—who would want to miss such an opportunity?





“Yes, Your Grace. Thank you for granting me this honor—”





“Would Miss Rios be able to attend as well?” Divoa had interrupted.





The baron had looked puzzled but then glanced at his daughter. Leticia’s eyes shone with excitement and delight. She quickly nodded.





The baron had smiled, thinking he understood. Duke Cassius, notorious for his flirtations, must have fallen for Leticia at first sight.





“Of course—”





“Perhaps it’s best to arrange a day that doesn’t interfere with her studies, don’t you think?”





“…Pardon? Studies?”





The baron’s face stiffened as he realized Divoa wasn’t referring to Leticia but to Irene.





“If you mean Irene, she doesn’t return home during the school term,” he said firmly.





Divoa raised an eyebrow, clearly adept at pushing and pulling to get what he wanted.





“I see. That’s unfortunate. Then I suppose we’ll forget about the invitation altogether.”





He turned his attention to a waiting viscount, showing no signs of regret.





Leticia hurriedly spoke up.





“I’ll bring Irene, Your Grace.”





Just as Divoa had anticipated, they took the bait when he acted cold. It was Leticia, not the baron, who bit, though her reasons were easy to guess.





“Leticia.” The baron tried to stop her, but she stubbornly focused on Divoa .





“If we send her a letter, she’ll come immediately,” Leticia said, forcing a smile despite her trembling lips.





“Very well,” Divoa said with a nod, ending the conversation.





From there, Divoa’s observations began. Irene was the only one dressed in a worn gown while the rest of her family wore their finest. It was painfully obvious to anyone who looked that she didn’t belong.
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Irene’s uncovered face, free from any fabric, was unexpectedly clear and neat. Her delicate features, though often hidden by her cold expression, had a hint of charm if observed closely.





Come to think of it, Irene didn’t resemble any member of her family—not her half-siblings and not even Baron Rios himself.





A black sheep, perhaps (means someone who is different from the others in their group or family, often in a way that makes them stand out or feel out of place).





Divoa’s eyes gleamed with amusement as if he’d stumbled upon an interesting discovery.





“Baron Rios’s illegitimate child, huh?” He mused silently, a faint smile lingering (meaning that the person was deep in thought, reflecting quietly to themselves, and a small, subtle smile remained on their face).





Just then, a maid entered the room, pushing a tray. Breaking from his thoughts, Divoa quickly donned his usual graceful smile.





“Let me take that,” he offered.





Leticia, however, stepped forward, waving the maid aside. She began setting the tea with practiced elegance, clearly having rehearsed the motions countless times. She handed a teacup to Divoa with a poised smile.





But then—clang.





The faint sound made Irene’s eyes widen slightly, though no one else seemed to notice. It wasn’t until later that she realized the noise had come from Leticia’s teacup, which she had pushed a bit too carelessly.





By then, it was too late. Tea splashed onto Divoa’s hand.





“Oh my!”





The smile vanished instantly from Leticia’s face.





Irene watched her, intrigued. It was unusual to see Leticia flustered—nervous, even.





“Your Grace!”





Javier, who had been standing like a shadow in the corner, stepped forward, his expression sharp.





“Are you all right?”





A tense silence fell over the room. Everyone—Baron Rios, his wife, Lucas, and Leticia—looked pale, their eyes darting toward Divoa, gauging his reaction.





Divoa didn’t let his smile falter. Slowly, he reached into his pocket. The baron froze, his face filled with dread as if Divoa might pull out a sword to exact punishment.





Instead, Divoa produced a blue handkerchief, wiping his hand leisurely.





No one dared to break the silence.





Finally, all eyes turned to the baron, as if urging him to speak. Reluctantly, he cleared his throat.





“Y-Your Grace…”





Divoa raised an eyebrow in response, the simple gesture enough to create a suffocating weight in the room.





The baron swallowed hard. Perhaps they had grown too comfortable with Divoa’s amiable demeanor, forgetting that he held immense power—the kind that could decide their fate in an instant.





Just as despair crept across the baron’s face, Divoa lifted his teacup, his movements poised and deliberate. The room’s collective gaze followed his every action.





Divoa sipped the tea, then directed a soft smile toward Leticia.





“The aroma is delightful.”





Leticia’s expression brightened immediately, the icy tension melting away.





“Th-thank you, Your Grace,” she stammered.





Baron Rios exhaled in relief, bowing deeply.





“Your Grace.”





Javier began to speak, but Divoa raised a hand, silencing him. Javier stepped back obediently.





Leticia murmured an apology, her voice tinged with sorrow. Irene recognized that look—it was the same expression Leticia wore when she broke one of the baron’s prized foreign ceramics.





But as soon as Leticia left the study that day, she had chirped, “Eva, give me a snack!” and skipped off to the kitchen.





Divoa, ever magnanimous, shook his head gently.





“Miss Rios merely let her feelings overflow—how could that require an apology? Besides, my hands were cold. Thanks to you, they’re warm now.”





“Thank you, Your Grace,” Leticia said, her voice trembling with gratitude. Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes sparkled.





Compared to the men of Therapia, Divoa was worlds apart. Had they been in his position, they would have mocked her clumsiness loudly.





But Divoa? He handled the situation with grace, leaving Leticia starry-eyed. She clasped her trembling hands together, utterly captivated.





He’s incredible, she thought, unable to look away. Even a fleeting romance with him—or just one night—would be enough.





Irene, observing Leticia’s dreamy gaze, glanced at Divoa. He remained calm, his serene smile betraying nothing.





Divoa had a way of softening the atmosphere, a skill Irene lacked entirely. If anything, she was better at chilling the mood.





Leticia, still flushed, slid a teacup toward Irene.





“Sister, here.”





Irene hesitated, eyeing the teacup as if it might be poisoned. Divoa , sipping his tea once more, shot her a subtle glance and smirked softly at her reaction.





Unaware of his amusement, Irene continued staring at the cup, her gloved hands clenched tightly.





Receiving her own portion of tea was rare—almost unheard of. For most of her life, she had learned to go without, often punished for taking what wasn’t hers.





Even at the academy, she had been stunned to realize she could choose as much food as she wanted in the dining hall. It had taken her a while to join the scramble for steak after witnessing others devour it in seconds.





Leticia’s voice broke into her thoughts.





“Of course, Your Grace must drink much finer tea every day.”





“No tea, no matter how expensive, could match the care you put into this. It tastes far more fragrant to me,” Divoa replied with a faint smile.





Leticia blushed again, bowing her head. The baroness patted her hand approvingly.





Meanwhile, Lucas, fiddling nervously with his teacup, spoke up to shift the spotlight back to himself.





“Your Grace, I’ve heard tales of your valor. Every citizen knows how you defend the North region on the frontlines. It would be an honor to serve in your land, fighting for the kingdom.”





“You just mentioned running a business, did you not?” Divoa’s calm demeanor contrasted with Lucas’s flustered eagerness, making the latter seem even more desperate.





“Business can wait. Serving as a soldier for the kingdom would be far more fulfilling,” Lucas said, his voice filled with forced determination.





Divoa responded with only a faint nod, unimpressed. He’d seen many like Lucas—people who claimed devotion to duty but lacked true conviction.





Turning his attention to Irene, who sat awkwardly in silence, Divoa spoke gently.





“I’ve heard the Royal Academy is still steeped in outdated customs. Excelling as a top student there must have been no small feat. It’s truly remarkable.”





Irene didn’t know how to respond. She still couldn’t fathom why she was even here.





Divoa was everything she wasn’t—like the sun, drawing everyone’s attention, while she was a ghost, invisible and forgotten.





The sun and a ghost—nothing could be more mismatched.





Baroness Rios’s sharp voice cut through Irene’s thoughts.





“His Grace has asked you a question.”





“It’s fine,” Divoa interrupted smoothly. “I suppose Miss Irene doesn’t think much of me, seeing as she declined my offer to be my physician so readily.”





“What?” Baron Rios frowned, surprised.





“Oh, dear,” Divoa said lightly, feigning regret. “I take it she hasn’t told you.”





“Her, a physician?” Baron Rios’s voice dripped with disbelief. “That’s absurd. Irene doesn’t have the skills for such a role.”





“The person who graduated at the top of the Royal Academy’s medical program doesn’t have the skills?” Divoa countered with a small, amused smile.





Baron Rios fell silent, stunned. His family looked equally baffled, unable to reconcile the Irene they ignored with the brilliant graduate Divoa described.





“When did this happen?” the baron asked hesitantly.
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Irene, who had been staring at the teacup in response to Baron Rios’s question, slowly raised her head. She still didn’t dare to reach for the cup.





This wasn’t school, and there was no food for her.





Only then did Irene slowly blink her eyes. What did “real” mean? Was it her top graduation? Or was it refusing the suggestion from the personal doctor?





“Rescue… sister.”





Irene’s brow furrowed slightly at the unfamiliar title. Leticia, forcing a smile, trembled as she spoke.





“Father is asking if it’s true.”





“It’s true that I passed the medical exam at the top of my class. And it’s true that I turned down the Grand Duke’s personal doctor offer.”





In the end, Irene answered both questions, hoping one of them was the answer he wanted.





Divoa looked at her with a smirk, but Irene didn’t meet his gaze.





Leticia quickly bit her lower lip and released it in private. A moment later, she covered it with a gentle mask and spoke again.





From between Leticia’s teeth, a voice Irene had never heard before flowed out.





“Your Highness, the Grand Duke. There must be a reason why my sister turned down your offer. Please understand with a generous heart.”





“A reason?”





Divoa raised an eyebrow and turned his head to her. He knew what Leticia was thinking.





Or rather, it was hard not to know. He had lived in the royal family all his life. He had dealt with situations like this countless times.





Yet, he didn’t act like he knew, because he was curious about what Leticia would say. How entertaining would the clever baroness’s daughter make him?





“Actually, my sister…”





Leticia, looking troubled as though it was hard for her to speak, added quietly,





“She’s a little different from ordinary people.”





“How is she different?”





When Divoa showed interest, Leticia’s lips quivered slightly.





She was so awkward.





Divoa, feigning curiosity, gazed at Leticia.





“It’s hard to explain in words, but…”





Leticia trailed off and glanced at the baroness. The Baroness, sensing her intention, quickly added to the explanation.





“Irene has trouble getting along with people. She’s tried so hard since she was young, but she could never fix her sharp personality. That’s why she never debuted in high society until now. It’s quite embarrassing.”





The baroness dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. Divoa, seeing her dry eyes, turned to Irene.





Despite hearing harsh criticism right in front of her, Irene didn’t change her expression. She looked like a doll.





No, she seemed to accept their words as if they were true.





Suddenly, Divoa’s mood twisted. He didn’t know why. He just felt irritated. Even though he had arranged this meeting, he regretted coming.





Irene was calm even in front of his status and power. So, he thought of using her family.





If her family could change her mind, why not use them?





Divoa was much colder and more indifferent than the public image of him. He had no qualms about using others to get what he wanted.





He just knew how to make it look like he didn’t. With a kind and gentle facade, he appeared as the generous and loving Grand Duke of Cassis.





So, today wasn’t anything new. He had manipulated people far more cleverly than this.





But why did he feel so uncomfortable? Everything was going according to his plan, yet something felt off.





Ignoring Javier’s gaze, Divoa gave the baroness a warm, practiced smile.





“Baroness Rios.”





“Yes, Your Highness. Please, go ahead.”





The Baroness nodded respectfully. Divoa spoke firmly, his tone far from his usual soft demeanor.





“What I need is not a socialite, but a skilled doctor.”





“Excuse me?”





“I don’t want a lady who’s afraid her expensive dress will get dirty. I need a doctor who won’t mind getting their hands bloodied to stitch up me or my soldiers’ torn guts. If Irene can save my dying soldiers, I don’t care about her personality.”





“…Yes.”





The baroness avoided his gaze, her face slightly sour. Leticia alternated her gaze between their dresses, her lips pressed tightly together.





Divoa, unaware of the tension, smiled brightly.





“Besides, I’m already in the middle of a garden full of flowers. Surrounded by many beautiful ones. Wanting more would be excessive, wouldn’t it?”





In an instant, Leticia’s face stiffened. She understood what he meant by “garden.”





Once, at a banquet in the capital, she had waited for three hours just to greet Divoa. He was surrounded by people, half of whom were beautiful women.





Leticia was just one of them, and when she finally met him, he didn’t even remember her.





Leticia clenched her teeth to swallow the rising emotions. She forced herself to stay calm.





“…”





Meanwhile, Irene looked at Divoa seriously. But it was like looking at a peeled potato—nothing special. Still, for a moment, he seemed more like a sweet potato.





Any personality would be fine.





Right now, this is enough.





That was the first time Irene had heard such words. The baroness had always disliked her, and Leticia called her a troublemaker or hopeless.





Lucas didn’t openly torment her but treated her like an invisible ghost. She hadn’t spoken to him in ages. And Baron Rios was indifferent to her.





Irene’s situation at medical school was the same. People always said she had issues.





Irene agreed. What was easy for others was always hard for her.





For example, talking to people, eating together, and laughing at silly jokes.





Yet, Divoa said he needed her. As a doctor who could save lives.





At that moment, Divoa slowly turned his head, and their eyes met again. He smiled, narrowing his eyes.





Like a sweet potato, not a potato.





“…”





“…”





Potatoes are from the nightshade family, while sweet potatoes are from the morning glory family. They look similar but are entirely different plants.





Irene would secretly take two scoops of sweet potato when it was served. On potato days, she’d give it up, but sweet potatoes felt like a fair treat for her.





Her heart raced, but no one scolded her. So, she savored her sweet potatoes with a relieved expression.





That’s why the Grand Duke couldn’t be a sweet potato. He was the complete opposite of Irene.





Irene slowly turned her head back down to her teacup. The tea, untouched, had already cooled.





Bang.





The door closed behind her. The maid gave her a grumpy look, and no one from her family came out to see her off.





It was fine. Irene didn’t particularly care. She wasn’t hurt. She just felt foolish for bringing her bag, thinking she might sleep over.





Surely, you don’t really intend to become the Grand Duke’s personal doctor, do you? He doesn’t know you’re a hopeless troublemaker. If he knew what you were really like, he’d be disappointed. Don’t even think about becoming his personal doctor. That’s the funniest joke I’ve heard all year.





But unlike her words, Leticia didn’t laugh. Her cold stare pierced Irene like an ice pick.





“It’s okay.”





Irene muttered to herself as if it would really make everything okay.





Lifting her heavy bag, Irene turned and stepped forward, fastening the collar of her coat tightly.





Though there was a hint of spring, the wind that brushed against her cheek was still cold. She had a lot to do today. It seemed best to hurry.





And then, at that moment.





“Irene.”





A familiar voice came from behind. Irene stopped and turned her head. But the path was empty.





Her gaze shifted slightly to the side. A luxurious carriage was parked on the road, and Divoa ’s face was peering out of the window.





For a brief moment, Irene’s eyes held a trace of confusion. Why was Divoa still here, even though he left before her?





“I’ll take you to the medical school.”





“It’s alright.”





Irene immediately shook her head. She knew there was no such thing as a free favor.





When the jellyfish had given up its sweet potatoes, it meant they wanted her to dissect a corpse in exchange. When Elegance called her sister, it meant she wanted Irene to cover for a broken plate.





Irene resumed walking quickly.





“It’s cold, but it’s perfect weather for a walk, isn’t it?”
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Divoa, who had already dismounted from the carriage, was now walking beside her. Irene’s indifferent gaze briefly swept over his face before returning to the path ahead.





Javier, following a few steps behind, was so unnoticeable that he seemed like Divoa’s shadow. In that sense, he was similar to Irene: a shadow and a ghost. At least it was a more fitting combination than the sun and a ghost—like a morning glory and a sweet potato.





“Honestly, a stroll is more about who you walk with than the weather. Thank you for granting me the honor of walking with you, Miss Irene,” Divoa said.





For a moment, Irene stopped in her tracks. Divoa halted as well, wearing a charming smile. He was well aware of the power of his smile and used it without hesitation.





Would she finally accept his proposition? Just as a faint disappointment flickered across his face at the prospect of a surrender quicker than expected, Irene, standing on the road’s edge, walked past him and stepped toward the inner side of the path. She resumed her walk without a word.





Following her, Divoa asked, “The maids tend to throw out dirty water suddenly. That’s why I was walking on the inside.”





In an unusually brisk tone, Irene replied, “I once read an article stating that in the capital, at least 1, 203 carriage accidents occur annually. Among those, 489 involve carriages hitting pedestrians. Though Therapia’s population is smaller than the capital’s, applying the same ratio means roughly 401 carriage accidents happen here each year. Of those, 163 would involve pedestrians. That means every three days, a pedestrian is hit by a carriage. I don’t want to be one of those unfortunate victims.”





Divoa raised an eyebrow as he listened. “So, to put it simply, you pushed me toward the road to avoid being hit by a carriage yourself?”





“It’s better to get splashed with dirty water than be hit by a carriage,” Irene answered. After a brief pause, she added with a slightly sullen expression, “…I dislike dirty water too, but I can wash it off.”





For once, the usually quick-witted Divoa was at a loss for words. He was a prince, a grand duke, and the kingdom’s commander-in-chief. Everyone treated him with reverence. His parents were overly protective, and the servants tiptoed around him.





Yet Irene, to save herself, had pushed him toward the road. A fundamental question suddenly crossed his mind.





“And it’s fine if I get hit by a carriage?”





Irene stopped again. After a brief moment of thought, she resumed walking with a quickened pace.





“Statistics show that injuries among male pedestrians are less severe than those among women and children.”





“So… injuries are minor. But injuries still happen, don’t they?” Divoa muttered to himself. This time, Irene didn’t respond.





Gesturing lightly, Divoa signaled Javier to approach.





“You called for me, Your Highness?”





“Walk on this side,” Divoa said, stepping aside to give Javier the roadside position. For a brief moment, Javier’s face was unreadable, but the loyal knight took his place without complaint.





As Divoa fell a step behind, he observed Irene’s back with a faint smile. She was intriguing—unlike anyone he had ever met.





Catching up to her, Divoa politely extended a hand. “Allow me to carry your bag.”





For a moment, Irene was speechless, taken aback by his unexpected offer. Even the housemaids never carried her bag.





“Why? It’s my bag, and it’s only right for me to carry it.”





“It’s a gentleman’s duty,” Divoa replied plainly.





Glancing at his outstretched hand, Irene tightened her grip on her bag. “No, thank you. I’ll carry it myself.”





“Hmm.” Divoa awkwardly clenched his empty fist.





Watching her closely, he recalled something a classmate of hers had once said:





“That time, Maxi looked so hurt. I even saw him sniffing his hands, wondering if they smelled bad. Poor guy.”





Why did that memory resurface now?





Looking back up, Divoa spoke casually. “What do you think of this: ten thousand gold per week, with a 1% raise every month?”





Once again, Irene stopped in her tracks. At this rate, she wondered if they’d reach the medical school today. But she couldn’t help but pause.





“It’s not a bad offer.”





Divoa’s unwavering gaze met hers, a playful smirk on his lips.





Yes, this was entertaining. No noblewoman had ever looked at him with such indifference. In fact, not even the servants dared to regard him without admiration or reverence. He was the son of the royal family, the kingdom’s protector, with countless titles to his name.





But Irene’s eyes were like mirrors, reflecting only what was there without emotion. He suddenly wondered what they would look like if they held any feelings.





“I’m offering a deal comparable to Sir Miguel Fritsch, the royal physician who served the palace for decades and is now my personal doctor. No medical school graduate on the continent would receive such a generous offer.”





Divoa was confident.





At that moment, Irene’s brows furrowed slightly. “Have you injured your head recently?”





Caught off guard, Divoa blinked in confusion. “No. Why do you ask?”





“If it’s not from an injury, it must be congenital,” Irene said, nodding to herself as if she’d solved a puzzle.





She quickened her pace, seemingly annoyed at the delay. Divoa, however, matched her step effortlessly.





“What exactly is congenital?” he asked.





“A significantly poor memory compared to the average person.”





“Excuse me?”





Divoa frowned, puzzled. “Are you saying my memory is bad?”





“I rejected your offer four days ago, but it seems you’ve forgotten,” Irene replied.





After a pause, she added, “But that’s okay. Memory varies from person to person. Everyone has their strengths. For example, while people call me a butcher, an ice queen, or a witch, everyone wants to be in my group during anatomy class. So don’t be too discouraged. You can always hone other skills.”





“…”





For a moment, Divoa’s face went blank. He bowed his head slightly, as if stunned. Only Javier noticed his shoulders trembling lightly. Without a word, Javier stared straight ahead, pretending not to notice.





Divoa finally exhaled and looked at Irene with narrowed eyes.





“Four days ago, you said you couldn’t be a doctor because you hate people.”





Irene blinked at him with a look that said, Then why are you making the same offer again?





Divoa gave her a charming smile. “I can’t give up so easily just because I was rejected once.”





Raising an eyebrow, he added with a shrug, “To be honest, I didn’t know I was this persistent. I’ve never been rejected before. This is a first.”





“That’s possible,” Irene replied nonchalantly, glancing around.





Switching sides to walk to Divoa’s right, she left Javier sandwiched between them.





Divoa raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you prefer walking on the inside to avoid carriage accidents?”





“There’s a ferocious dog up ahead,” she replied.





Before she could finish, a loud bark pierced the air.





“Woof! Woof!”





A chained guard dog lunged at them, the chain rattling ominously as it strained against its post.





In an instant, Divoa tensed, and Javier stepped forward, dagger drawn, ready to strike.





Irene glanced at the snarling dog before calmly resuming her walk. “The stake in the ground looks like it might come loose.”





Divoa turned slowly, watching Irene’s retreating figure.





And then, he laughed.





“Haha.”





While Javier stood on the edge, Irene remained utterly indifferent.





She was far too amusing.





“Aha!”





At that moment, Divoa resolved to bring her to his domain—no matter what. Perhaps this tedious game of life would become just a little more entertaining.

Chapter 12


 





The fierce dog that had been ready to attack Divoa just moments ago now cowered with its tail tucked between its legs. Its predatory instincts remained, but it could clearly distinguish between those it could challenge and those it couldn’t.


Divoa let out a short laugh and quickly walked over to Irene. Her gaze briefly flicked to the sharp, glinting blade in the sunlight as if to confirm her thoughts. Noticing, Divoa added in a casual tone:


“My guard can be a bit excessive. Others might find it over-the-top.”


Then he called out to Javier.


“That’s enough. Let’s go.”


But Javier didn’t immediately lower his weapon. It seemed he couldn’t forgive the beast for daring to bare its teeth at Divoa. Passersby glanced nervously between him and the dog, wondering what had happened.


“Don’t make me repeat myself.”


Divoa’s voice dropped a little, and only then did Javier sheath his dagger and return to his position at Divoa’s side.


Divoa and Irene resumed walking side by side, and Divoa’s lighthearted voice broke the silence, almost like a joke:


“Afraid of carriage accidents, keeping your distance from wild dogs—despite appearances, you seem to scare easily.”


“I’m not scared.”


“Not scared?”


Divoa repeated her words, though his expression suggested skepticism. If this wasn’t fear, then what was?


Suddenly, something came to his mind, and his brow furrowed.


“Although, you didn’t seem scared when cutting open that corpse.”


There was a hint of a smile on Divoa’s lips, but his eyes were sharp as if trying to determine which side of her was real.


Irene, her face expressionless, replied in a flat tone:


“I’m not scared.”


“…”


“I just don’t want to die.”


“…Don’t want to die.”


Divoa echoed her words like a parrot, his voice low and almost to himself.


“Yes. I want to live. For a very long time.”


For a very long time.


By anyone’s measure, Divoa was the one blessed by the gods: noble lineage, immense power and wealth, handsome looks, and a silver tongue. The world adored him.


In contrast, Irene was his polar opposite: the illegitimate daughter of a rural baron, dressed in a worn-out gown, with clumsy social skills and a prickly personality. No one loved her—not even her own family.


Yet Irene Rios said she didn’t want to die. She wanted to live, and not just live—she wanted to live for a long time.


Why?


What made her want to live so much? What could possibly be so enjoyable? Did she have something Divoa didn’t know about?


As Divoa sank into his thoughts, the silence between them grew heavy, like a stone. Irene wasn’t one to talk much, nor was she the type to flatter others for favor.


The only sounds between them were the creak of passing carriages and the warm, red sunlight. Yet the silence wasn’t particularly awkward or uncomfortable.


“To live for a very long time…”


Divoa admitted to himself that he wasn’t entirely displeased. He relaxed his expression and took in the breeze and the swaying leaves.


Time passed. Javier, ever his shadow, finally broke the quiet.


“Your Highness.”


That was all he said, but Divoa understood what he meant. His expression had hardened again at some point.


“Hah.”


A dry laugh escaped Divoa’s lips. They must have been walking for two hours since leaving Baron Rios’s residence, yet the medical university was nowhere in sight.


Divoa, unfamiliar with Therapia, didn’t know where the university was located. And why should he? That was the coachman’s responsibility, not his.


His earlier good mood evaporated, replaced by growing irritation. His stomach churned as he glanced at Irene, walking beside him with a composed expression.


For reasons he couldn’t quite grasp, her calm demeanor made him even more frustrated.


“Haha.”


Another hollow laugh slipped out. She was the baron’s daughter, wasn’t she? And yet, she walked this long distance on foot?


Divoa pictured Baron Rios and his well-dressed wife and children. Every family had its circumstances, but still…


“This is disgusting.”


“Excuse me?”


Javier asked, unsure if he’d heard correctly. Divoa only responded with a dazzling smile before turning his attention back to Irene.


His voice turned sweet, like honey.


“I’d love to show you my territory in Norte someday. It’s much warmer than here.”


Hmm?


Irene tilted her head ever so slightly—so subtly that only someone as observant as Divoa would have noticed.


She blinked slowly, a habitual gesture, before responding.


“According to the encyclopedia I read, Norte is in the northernmost part of the Diboa Kingdom. The average temperature is about 15 degrees, fairly cool, and in winter, it frequently drops to minus 20.”


“You’re well-informed. Are you interested in Norte? If you visit, I’d gladly open my castle gates for you.”


Divoa spread his arms as if welcoming her.


But Irene’s expression remained unchanged.


“In contrast, Therapia’s average temperature is 20 degrees, and winter rarely drops below minus 10.”


“Hmm.”


Divoa rubbed his chin, feigning thought, before asking skeptically:


“You seem very interested in temperatures.”


Irene shook her head. This misunderstanding wasn’t new to her; people often failed to grasp what she meant.


“To put it simply, Therapia is objectively warmer than Norte.”


“Ah.”


Finally understanding, Divoa’s eyes sparkled with amusement.


“I meant that, subjectively, Norte feels warmer than Therapia.”


“Subjectively?”


Irene’s eyes widened slightly, curiosity lighting up her blue gaze. It wasn’t the reaction Divoa had expected, but it was still pleasing to see.


“Can temperature be measured subjectively?”


“I’m not talking about the weather. I’m talking about the people. Norte may be in the far north, but its people are less harsh than those in Therapia. They have a common enemy in the Alvar Kingdom, which unites them. That shared struggle makes them more warm-hearted.”


“I see.”


Irene nodded reluctantly. Things that couldn’t be measured weren’t objectively comparable, and thus, Divoa’s claim remained an unprovable hypothesis.


But Irene said nothing. After all, silence was often the best response, even if she rarely managed to blend in or stay unnoticed.


“I look forward to the day you visit my territory, Irene.”


Irene opened her mouth to reply but closed it again. Divoa hadn’t forgotten her earlier refusal—he was persistent.


By now, the sky had darkened, and the university gates loomed ahead. They were closing soon.


As the gatekeeper began to shut the gates, Irene darted forward, slipping through just in time.


“…”


Divoa watched her retreating figure. She didn’t look back, disappearing straight into the shadows.


His expression darkened. She had walked this entire distance for him, missing her evening meal and possibly lunch as well. Not even tea had been served at the baron’s house.


“Hah.”


A dry laugh escaped him. Divoa always got what he wanted, no matter what he meant, but today, he left a bitter taste in his mouth like never before.

    

    
      Chapter 13
    

     



    



    It was a rather unfamiliar feeling. Generally, Divoa was someone with little emotional fluctuation. There was nothing that could truly disrupt the calmness of his life.



    Divoa’s life had always been perfect—so much so that he never truly wanted anything. There was no reason for him to feel desperate, disappointed, or even particularly happy. Sure, he could find things mildly amusing or mildly annoying, but nothing ever shook him to his core.



    And that was boring. Tedious. Uninteresting.



    But whenever he looked at Irene, covered in mud, he felt strangely irritated. Even though she didn’t seem to care about the dirt clinging to her, it somehow made Divoa uncomfortable just watching her.



    “You must really have a thing for your physician,” he muttered.



    That was the only way to explain the emotions boiling within him. So, Divoa nodded, even if it didn’t quite make sense.



    It seemed like he had finally found something he truly wanted. The fact that it was only a physician amused him.



    “Do I… want to live?”



    Divoa muttered to himself before shaking his head. A faint chuckle melted into the darkness around him.



    “As if.”



    Just as he was speaking to himself again—



    “Who’s there?”



    The caretaker called out to the shadow standing by the school gates. Divoa’s face turned cold as he gave no answer and walked away.



    Javier opened the carriage door. Divoa climbed in, and the carriage sped through the night streets.



    As the scenery blurred by, Divoa stared out aimlessly, his thoughts returning to the image of Irene running off without so much as a word. He thought about the words she had said, in her usual nonchalant tone.



    “I want to live a very long time.”



    For some reason, Divoa found himself curious about the reason behind her desire. He thought it might make his own life feel a little less dull.



    For a fleeting moment, greed flickered in Divoa’s otherwise apathetic eyes before disappearing.



    On her way back to the dormitory, Irene slowed her steps as a shadow blocked her path. Arms crossed, Maxi stood there, glaring at her with sharp eyes.



    “Didn’t you say you were going home?”



    “I did.”



    “Then why are you returning with Duke Cassis?”



    Irene frowned at the accusatory tone. It felt oddly familiar. She pondered for a moment before a quiet “Ah,” escaped her lips.



    In one of the cheap novels among Baron Rios’s library, there was a scene just like this—where a husband confronted his unfaithful wife in exactly this manner.



    But this was Maxi, a jellyfish-like person. That was absurd.



    Realizing how ridiculous her thoughts were, Irene considered another possibility. Maxi had always wanted to become Divoa’s physician and clearly saw Irene as a competitor.



    Hmm.



    That made much more sense. Maxi was worried Irene might accept Divoa’s offer.



    While Irene didn’t understand why, she found Maxi particularly bothersome in moments like these. After pulling an all-nighter dissecting corpses with the talkative jellyfish during anatomy exams, Maxi would inevitably block her path just like now.



    He’d glare disapprovingly and ask, “What were you doing all night? Why were you dissecting hearts and brains when the test is on the liver and lungs? Did you really just dissect?”



    Irene knew Maxi disliked her, likely because she had consistently held him back from achieving top marks since their third year. Though she’d only realized this rather late.



    “You lied about rejecting the Duke’s offer, didn’t you? Are you planning to go to his estate?”



    Maxi rubbed his palms against his trousers nervously. Irene adjusted her heavy bag to her other hand, replying dryly.



    “You said it yourself—I can’t be a doctor.”



    Maxi’s eyes widened slightly at her words, but his stubborn expression returned, and he nodded after a long pause.



    “Right, you can’t be a doctor. So don’t even dream about becoming the Duke’s physician.”



    Irene nodded slowly, as if to confirm she already knew that. She had heard the same from Leticia earlier.



    Then what can I become?



    She murmured the question she had been pondering for years. But, as always, no answer came. Even so, she didn’t want to go back home after graduation.



    “I know.”



    She resumed walking, passing by Maxi.



    “I won’t become anything.”



    As Irene walked past, Maxi clenched his fists tightly without realizing it. Those weren’t the words he had intended to say.



    But for some reason, his mind and mouth stopped cooperating whenever he was in front of Irene—especially when faced with her indifferent expression, unfazed by his sharp words.



    If anything, Maxi wanted to hurt Irene. He wanted to see that stoic face crumble, see her sobbing, breaking down in tears.



    But once again, Irene walked past him, unaffected.



    “Hey, broomstick!”



    With a sigh, Irene turned back, just in time to catch something heavy flying through the air.



    “!”



    On reflex, she reached out to catch it, dropping her bag in the process.



    “This isn’t because I thought you might come back. I just couldn’t throw it away—it’d be wasteful!” Maxi shouted.



    The paper bag in her hands was warm. Irene blinked at him as he frowned deeply.



    “Because it’s too good to throw out!”



    Shouting, Maxi stormed off toward the men’s dormitory. Only then did Irene open the bag. Inside were two pieces of still-warm food.



    She picked up her bag and muttered to herself with a pout.



    “…Potatoes.”



    Of course, it was Maxi being Maxi. Maybe he’d left them behind knowing she disliked potatoes—just to annoy her.



    Normally, she would’ve tossed them straight into the trash without a second thought. But today, Irene stared wistfully at the bag.



    “I haven’t eaten since lunch…”



    Growl.



    The savory smell of the potatoes made her stomach rumble. Her body was already preparing to digest.



    Reluctantly, Irene picked up a potato and took a big bite.



    “Hm?”



    Her eyes widened in surprise. It wasn’t bad. Maybe it was because she was hungry, but it actually tasted pretty good.



    “Still, a potato’s just a potato. It doesn’t compare to sweet potatoes,” she muttered, even as she finished both potatoes on the spot.



    Then, glancing back at where Maxi had stood, she smirked triumphantly.



    If his goal was to annoy her, Maxi’s plan had failed spectacularly. She had thoroughly enjoyed the potatoes.



    Brushing off her hands, Irene grabbed her bag and strode off with renewed energy.



    “Think it over carefully.”



    Professor Figueras looked down at Irene with his usual condescending gaze.



    She had been so lost in thought that she missed her chance to respond.



    An anatomy assistant?



    The offer to stay at the school as an anatomy professor’s assistant was shocking, especially coming from Figueras, who usually didn’t bother hiding his disapproval of her.



    Figueras adjusted his glasses with a sneer.



    “Your dissection skills are as precise as a barber’s, after all.”



    He was one of those typical internists who looked down on surgeons, believing real doctors should diagnose and cure illnesses elegantly through conversation and prescriptions rather than crude surgical tools.



    “Thank you for the compliment, Professor.”



    But Irene was bad at reading between the lines. Figueras clicked his tongue, reminded of the kind of person she was.



    “What’s the point of mocking someone who doesn’t even realize it?”



    “Are you finished?” Irene asked, standing up.



    Figueras frowned slightly as he looked up at her.



    “Did you hear what I said?”



    “Yes. You told me to think it over carefully, so I will.”



    Irene gave a slight nod and left the room, leaving Figueras behind with a dramatic sigh, which she completely missed as she was already deep in thought.



    “An anatomy assistant. Not a bad idea.”



    Most students already had their futures set. Some planned to open clinics with their family’s support, while others were already promised positions as private physicians for nobles.



    The rest were either ambitious students like Maxi, aiming higher, or aimless ones like Irene.



    Irene wasn’t interested in internal medicine. Diagnosing ailments through lengthy conversations wasn’t her thing—especially with patients who couldn’t even pinpoint their own pain.



    Surgery, on the other hand, was straightforward. A bleeding wound made it clear where the problem was.



    Even better was anatomy. Corpses didn’t talk.



    Still, staying at the school hadn’t crossed her mind because no professor had ever made such an offer before. Regardless of her skills, Irene was a difficult student to deal with.



    “Better than going home, I guess.”



    As she muttered her thoughts aloud, Irene suddenly froze, her eyes widening.



    “Oh.”



    A soft sigh escaped her lips as realization dawned.
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    The world tilted backward, and her body leaned forward. Her foot had caught on a tree root.



    



    This wasn’t the first time something like this happened. Whenever Irene got lost in her thoughts, she couldn’t see anything else. That’s why she often ended up crashing into trees, slipping on ice, or getting splashed with dirty water.



    



    I really shouldn’t think while walking. But the Professor told me to think things through…



    She regretted it, but it was already too late. The ground was fast approaching her nose. Irene shut her eyes tightly, bracing for the pain.



    



    She imagined herself walking around with a bandage on her nose for a while. Or maybe gaining another silly nickname.



    



    Just as she was ready to accept her fate,



    



    “!”



    



    A strong grip caught her by the wrist and waist, halting her mid-fall.



    



    For a moment, she couldn’t understand what had happened. Time hadn’t stopped, and she hadn’t suddenly developed the ability to fly.



    



    Cautiously, she opened her tightly shut eyes. The ground was still just inches from her nose, with a sharp rock waiting below.



    



    If she’d fallen, it wouldn’t have ended with just a bandage. At the very least, her forehead would’ve been bruised—if she was lucky.



    



    “…”



    She wasn’t ready to die just yet. No, not anytime soon.



    



    Her heart started pounding belatedly, her breaths came short, and her pulse quickened. As she tried to calm herself, a familiar voice spoke softly beside her.



    



    “Are you alright, Miss Irene?”



    



    The voice carried a faint trace of amusement. She didn’t need to look up to know who it was—there was only one person who called her “Miss Irene” with such a tone.



    



    Relief washed over her briefly before she stiffened all over again. She had just realized someone was touching her.



    



    The grip was firm, and the touch felt hot against her skin. Everywhere his hands had been, she felt goosebumps rise.



    



    “…”



    Divoa noticed Irene freeze like a statue in his grasp. His eyes narrowed slightly as he tightened his hold to steady her.



    



    But that only made her tense even more, until she began trembling like a leaf in the wind.



    Why?



    



    It wasn’t disgust. It felt more like fear.



    



    Sensing this, Divoa pretended not to notice and helped her stand upright. Once Irene was steady on her feet, he slowly let go. Raising his hands in a mock gesture of surrender, he smiled faintly.



    



    “I know you dislike being touched, Miss Irene, but it couldn’t be helped. I hope you can forgive me.”



    “Your Grace, Grand Duke Cassis,” Irene stammered, finally managing to form words.



    



    What exactly she was relieved about wasn’t clear—was it relief at not being injured or at escaping his touch?



    



    She looked up at Divoa, her gaze steady but tinged with a hint of curiosity.



    



    Divoa was third in line to the throne and the ruler of a vast duchy. He had the power to force Irene into anything if he wanted.



    



    But he hadn’t. He had withdrawn his hand of his own accord.



    



    When she first enrolled, Irene’s unusual habits had made her a target. Mischievous students would grab her hand or touch her belongings on purpose.



    



    One particularly mean-spirited boy even hugged her against her will.



    



    “This is shock therapy! You’ll thank me later,” he had said.



    That was the moment Irene’s fragile composure shattered. Later, she heard she’d briefly stopped breathing.



    



    The classroom had turned into chaos. Students called for a professor, others panicked, and one classmate named Max punched the troublemaker in the face.



    



    After that, no one dared bother Irene anymore. Most students avoided her altogether, unwilling to risk a similar scene.



    



    Still, that made her school life a little easier.



    “That was a close call. If I’d been a moment later, it could’ve been bad,” Divoa said, pulling Irene’s wandering thoughts back to the present.



    



    Regardless of why he was here, she was grateful that her nose and forehead were intact.



    



    “Thank you,” she said, giving him a small nod.



    



    Then she resumed walking. Divoa, smiling, as usual, fell into step beside her.



    



    “Busy, are you?” he asked lightly.



    



    “I need to move out of the dormitory by the end of the week. There’s a lot of packing to do. You, on the other hand, seem to have plenty of free time, Your Grace,” Irene replied without missing a beat.



    



    Divoa narrowed his eyes slightly, wondering if she was mocking him. But Irene’s expression remained unchanged.



    



    Was she being serious?



    Maybe she truly was questioning why he, of all people, was here at this hour.



    It amused him. Divoa was used to the layered, double-edged conversations of the nobility, but Irene’s straightforward words felt refreshing.



    



    “As it happens, I haven’t accomplished what I came here for yet,” he said.



    



    “…”



    



    “When I return to my duchy, I intend to take you with me.”



    



    Irene stopped mid-step and looked at him with a deep, searching gaze. For a moment, her eyes seemed to reflect a flicker of sadness.



    



    Divoa smiled casually and tapped his temple with a finger.



    “Don’t worry, my memory is perfectly intact.”



    



    Irene nodded slightly, as if reassured, and resumed walking. Divoa’s smile deepened as he fell into step beside her again.



    



    “Once you leave the dormitory, what do you plan to do next? Will you return home?”



    



    At his question, Irene faltered briefly but quickly masked her hesitation.



    



    Divoa noticed, of course. He wasn’t as oblivious as he appeared.



    



    Go back home? Irene inwardly shook her head.



    



    She couldn’t decide yet, but going home wasn’t an option.



    



    Reading her hesitation, Divoa’s voice turned softer, almost like a coaxing whisper.



    



    “My duchy has everything you desire.”



    



    “Everything I desire?” Irene repeated, skeptical. How could he know what she wanted when she didn’t even know herself?



    Divoa smiled warmly, though, to Irene, he still looked like a perfectly polished potato.



    “Yes, everything—wounded soldiers awaiting your care, wealth, honor, and…”



    He paused for effect before adding,



    “Freedom.”



    



    “…Freedom?”



    



    “Freedom from everything you wish to escape,” he replied smoothly.



    



    Be it her stifling home, prejudice against surgeons, mockery for her compulsions, or her ghost-like presence in the world—freedom from all of it.



    



    “Javier,” Divoa called.



    



    The man following discreetly behind stepped forward and handed Divoa a paper bag. Divoa then extended it to Irene.



    



    Irene stared at the bag hesitantly, thinking the whole exchange seemed unnecessarily elaborate.



    The faintly sweet scent wafting from the bag caught her attention.



    



    “…Is that a sweet potato?” she asked before she could stop herself.



    



    Divoa covered his mouth with his hand, suppressing a laugh. Irene’s eyes sparkled, fixed on the bag.



    “Ahem,” Divoa cleared his throat, regaining composure.



    



    “It’s a sweet potato cake,” he said.



    



    He didn’t mention that he’d felt bad for making her miss a meal the day before—or that he wasn’t above using her love for sweet potatoes to his advantage.



    



    “Sweet potato cake…” Irene murmured, staring at the bag. But she didn’t take it right away, wary of the strings attached to such gifts.



    



    Sensing her hesitation, Divoa’s tone softened further.



    



    “The chef at Count Rodry’s estate has a talent for baking. I thought of you when I saw this and brought it along. It’s just a cake, Irene. I don’t intend to ask for anything in return.”



    



    “Well then,” she said finally, taking the bag.



    



    The sweet smell tickled her nose. Sweet potato cake was a rare treat; the student cafeteria never served it. At best, they’d mash sweet potatoes into a salad.



    



    This made the cake feel even more precious.



    



    I’ll savor it.



    



    Divoa walked alongside her again, his tone casual.



    



    “Did you know the Norte region is famous for its sweet potatoes?”



    Irene glanced at him, slightly skeptical.

  
Chapter 15


 





 





“Sweet potatoes usually grow well in warm regions. Potatoes, on the other hand, thrive in colder areas. Unfortunately, I don’t like potatoes.”


“Hmm.”





Divoa stifled a chuckle with another fake cough, pretending to stay serious. Conversations with Irene were fresh and amusing. Where else could one have a debate about root vegetables with a noblewoman?





He was sure the young ladies in the capital wouldn’t even know what potatoes or sweet potatoes looked like.





“Well, you’re not seeing the full picture.”


“You’re saying I don’t know everything?”





For the first time, Irene looked flustered. Divoa found this strangely entertaining, more than he could explain.





“The North is the northernmost part of the Kingdom of Divoa,” he said.


“That much I know.”


“But it’s not the northernmost part of the continent.”





Irene was caught off guard and fell silent. Divoa, with a playful glint in his eyes, watched her intently.





“And that region is constantly at war. Not exactly ideal for wheat farming. So, what do you think they grow there?”


“Staple crops…”


“Exactly. The North is famous not only for its potatoes but also for its sweet potatoes. Though smaller than the ones grown in the South, they’re richer and sweeter.”


“Ah.”


“And there’s a variety of dishes made from sweet potatoes.”


“Like what?”





Irene’s curiosity was piqued; her eyes sparkled.





“Well, how about this? Imagine every dish you can make with wheat, but made with sweet potatoes instead.”


“Wow.”





Irene looked amazed, her mouth slightly open. Sweet potatoes in every dish? It sounded like paradise.





Divoa narrowed his eyes slightly and asked in a smooth voice, “So, does this make you want to visit the North?”





Irene glanced thoughtfully at a brown envelope in her hands before speaking.


“Professor Figueras just offered me a position as his assistant for anatomy.”





Divoa frowned slightly as the image of the balding Figueras came to mind. That meddlesome old man. Irene was almost convinced, and now this?





He clicked his tongue quietly, just as he was about to speak.





“Hey, broomstick!”





A sharp voice interrupted them. Irene turned her head first, Divoa a beat later. He quickly realized “broomstick” was one of her many nicknames.





Maxi approached them with a fierce expression, glancing between Irene and Divoa. Once again, he found them together. Was Irene really going to become the Grand Duke Cassis’ personal physician?





Maxi bowed to Divoa.


“It’s an honor to meet you, Grand Duke Cassis.”





Irene’s gaze flickered slightly. She finally realized she hadn’t greeted him properly. While she wasn’t one for etiquette, even she knew how rude it was not to acknowledge royalty.





After hesitating briefly, Irene grabbed her skirt and curtseyed.


“It’s an honor to meet you, Grand Duke Cassis.”





“Hmm.”





Her belated greeting made Divoa purse his lips, but he couldn’t hide the amusement in his eyes.





Divoa remembered the mixed stories he’d heard about Irene. Students often ended their gossip with “but…”:





– “But if you keep your distance, she’s not so bad.”


– “But she’s not a natural genius. She studies late into the night.”


– “But she’s surprisingly easy to deal with. Just give her some sweet potato dishes, and she’ll dissect cadavers for you.”


– “But maybe she’s not as heartless as they say. During childbirth training, she saved her patient first. She might not be the grim reaper after all.”





Fascinating, Divoa thought. How could one person be judged so differently by others?





“Did you meet Professor Figueras?” Maxi asked, his tone impatient.


Irene nodded silently.


“Are you going to accept his offer?”


“I’m still thinking about it.”


“What’s there to think about? You love dissecting corpses.”


“I don’t love it.”





Maxi looked skeptical. Irene averted her gaze and muttered,


“Not as much as you think.”


“If that’s the case, I must not love anything at all,” Maxi grumbled. Then he urged her, “Just accept his offer already.”





Divoa let out a knowing smile, leaning slightly on one leg.


“Our ambitious vice-president wants to secure the top spot, I see.”





His slow, deliberate words carried both amusement and a cold undertone. Maxi stiffened and turned to face Divoa, whose expression was calm but imposing.





Divoa’s aura had changed entirely. Despite his smile, a chilling air surrounded him. Maxi instantly realized the man before him wasn’t just another noble.





Divoa was born to lead, accustomed to giving orders, and hardened by battle. Unlike sheltered students like Maxi, Divoa carried the air of a predator.





“I think you’re misunderstanding me, Your Grace,” Maxi stammered. “I have no ulterior motives.”





“No motives? You’re clearly worried she might refuse the offer,” Divoa said, voice calm but cutting.





Maxi glanced nervously at Irene, who stood silently, indifferent to the tension. Maxi tried to defend himself.


“It’s not that. I just think Irene is better suited for anatomy than being a personal physician.”





Divoa chuckled softly, gazing into the distance. Maxi was more familiar—a type driven by ambition and greed. Irene, on the other hand, was unreadable, which made her harder to deal with.





Divoa’s slow words cut the tension again.


“Irene rejecting the offer doesn’t mean it will go to you, Maxi. I’m only interested in the top.”





Maxi’s face turned red with anger and embarrassment. He didn’t want Irene to see him like this.





“Then,” Maxi muttered, bowing hastily before turning to leave.





“Oh, and Maxi,” Divoa called out lazily, stopping him. Maxi froze.





Divoa smiled warmly but spoke sharply.


“Broomstick? I’ve never seen such a beautiful broomstick. You should watch your words. Loose lips bring trouble, and trouble shouldn’t befall the vice-president of the royal medical school.”





Maxi clenched his teeth, forcing out a reply.


“Understood.”





Without another word, he walked away briskly.
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Meanwhile, Irene quickened her steps toward the dormitory. She had many things to do. First and foremost, she needed to decide what to do with the books that took up most of her room.





No, before that, she needed to eat the cake.





Hugging the envelope tightly, Irene’s pace grew faster.





“Isn’t that right, Miss Irene?”





Divoa, who had been speaking kindly while looking beside him, belatedly noticed the now-empty space and let out a soft chuckle.





“She disappears the moment I take my eyes off her.”





His muttered words lingered at his feet before scattering into the air.





Javier, observing Divoa’s expression, raised an eyebrow. His tone suggested mild irritation, but a soft smile lingered on his lips.





Watching Irene’s retreating figure disappear into the building, Divoa cheerfully turned on his heel. Warm sunlight brightly lit his path.





The anatomy lab, after practicals, was a place everyone avoided. Unless someone was particularly unusual, no one wanted to linger with dissected cadavers.





Of course, Irene was one of those unusual people.





To be honest, she rather liked the anatomy lab. Here, there were no pesky sea anemones to pester her or mischievous jellyfish to play pranks.





It was quiet as if she were the last person left in the world.





Leticia, ever since she was a child, had been afraid of being alone. On Sundays, when the family went to church and left Leticia sleeping in, it would throw the entire household into chaos.





On such days, the servants returned to their homes, leaving only Irene and Leticia in the large two-story house.





“Sister, don’t go anywhere. Stay here.”





Leticia, who usually found Irene annoying, would cling to her like the most affectionate sibling in the world. She’d return to her old self as soon as the family came back.





On the other hand, Irene was never afraid of being alone. The overwhelming silence and stillness reassured her.





“The smell of a decaying corpse is something I’ll never get used to, even by graduation.”


Even with her mouth and nose covered by cloth, the stinging stench was unbearable. But after a certain threshold, even such a strong odor faded into the background.





Sensory adaptation.





The theory was that after being exposed to a consistent smell for about five minutes, the olfactory system would adapt.





Irene wondered if human emotions were similar. If pain or suffering persisted for long enough, was there a point where they were no longer recognized as such?





Perhaps that was why she felt nothing anymore—not pain, but also not joy or affection.





She looked down at the lifeless body before her with indifferent eyes. The corpse’s organs were splayed carelessly outside the body.





It felt like looking at herself. If someone were to open her up, they’d find a hollow shell, just like the dissected corpse.





“What a ridiculous thought.”





After washing her hands thoroughly, Irene began placing the scattered organs back into their original positions. Just days ago, they would have been warm and pliable. Now, they were stiff and cold.





With her task nearly done, she wiped the dried bloodstains off the corpse’s skin with a damp cloth. The brown stains, hardened with time, didn’t come off easily, even with vigorous scrubbing.





Still, Irene persistently and methodically continued her work.





Sometimes, Max would watch her and scoff.





“Whether the guts are inside or out, it’ll all rot in the grave anyway. Why bother? Got nothing better to do? Must be nice being the top student—so carefree that you have time to fuss over a corpse when exams are right around the corner.”





If Irene didn’t respond, Max would get even more annoyed.





“Hey, broomstick, how about paying the living as much attention as you do the dead? What gives? Even a corpse gets better treatment than us. Why, did the corpse ask you to sew its stomach back up?”





“Dead people don’t talk.”





“What? Are you saying I talk too much? Unbelievable. What, do you think I’m desperate to talk to you. Like I don’t have better things to do? No one would even talk to you if it weren’t for me.”





That wasn’t what she meant. She simply meant that dead people couldn’t ask for help. But Irene didn’t bother explaining.





She wasn’t good at clearing up misunderstandings, and whenever she tried, it only seemed to make Max angrier.





In such situations, staying silent was best. They say silence is golden, after all.


If that were true, Irene thought she should be a millionaire by now, with the amount of “gold” she’d amassed.





Even as her thoughts wandered, Irene’s hands moved skillfully. In the name of education, the dead person’s heart, lungs, liver, and stomach had all been cut up and left scattered across the professor’s desk.





She believed the least she could do was show some respect to the body, even if it belonged to a criminal. They hadn’t found peace even in death, offering their body to students for dissection.





That’s why Irene stayed behind after every anatomy class to organize the corpses, restoring them as much as possible to how they looked when they arrived.





But today was her last time. Next week, she would be leaving the school.





“There’ll be no one to clean up the corpses anymore.”





Setting the cloth aside, Irene picked up a needle with an indifferent expression.





“Unless I accept Professor Figueras’ offer, of course.”





But she hesitated to take the offer for one reason: the position didn’t come with housing.





Naturally, Irene didn’t have the means to rent her place.


“If I ask my parents… They’ll say no, right?”





Her stepmother, who often remarked on the expense of her education, would surely refuse outright.





She could already hear her voice in her head, full of disapproval.





Irene’s dress was a hand-me-down from Leticia, but she wasn’t foolish enough to mention that.


For now, she had no choice but to either borrow money and find a place or give up on becoming an assistant.





“Focus on the corpse,” she muttered, shaking off her wandering thoughts. Her blue eyes calmed as she steadied her hand.





The needle was just about to pierce the corpse’s skin when—


Click.





The door opened. Irene paused, lowering her hand as she turned to see who had interrupted her.


Divoa stood there, a bright smile as warm as the sunlight streaming in. Behind him, Javier lingered in the shadows like a quiet observer.





They have too much free time.





Ignoring them, Irene returned her attention to the corpse and resumed her work. The sharp needle pierced the thick skin again as she spoke dryly.





“You don’t need to come here anymore, Your Grace. I’ve decided to accept Professor Figueras’ offer.”





“Oh dear.”





Divoa’s exaggerated disappointment was almost comical, his tone so insincere it was clear he didn’t mean it.





There were plenty of talented surgeons besides her. The runner-up graduate, for one, was eager for the position.





But still, Divoa made another attempt.





“Are you sure you won’t reconsider?”





He didn’t know why, but Irene intrigued him. He couldn’t help but want to keep her around, to understand what drove her to cling so stubbornly to life.





Irene remained silent, as usual. Divoa didn’t mind. Her disregard only added to her charm.





As he observed her deft movements, he couldn’t help but be impressed. Her efficiency spoke of countless hours of practice and dedication.





A spark of greed flickered in Divoa’s eyes. No matter what it took, he would bring her to his estate.
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Divoa found himself feeling something unfamiliar. He had been a child who didn’t cry when his brothers took his toys and a man who wasn’t overly attached to the glittering throne of royalty. Even his parents would sometimes sigh and wish, “If only Divoa could desire a little more.”





But why did he want her so badly?





The barbers in his realm weren’t as skilled or graceful as Irene. They didn’t even use needles. Instead, they cauterized wounds with crude tools and hammered things into place. Their patients were left with scars so large they seemed like a curse.





Was it just her skill that made her so desirable?





Divoa’s steady gaze lingered on her hands. He hadn’t seen them without gloves before. Thinking back, he might be one of the men who had held the most women’s hands—he’d danced with countless ladies at royal events. It was his duty as a prince, whether for alliances, business, or simple manners.





Yet, no hand had ever fascinated him as much as Irene’s. Her fingers were long and nimble, devoid of any unnecessary fat, moving with an elegant rhythm that made them seem like they were dancing.





If only her fingers would slow down just a bit.





Divoa’s gaze sharpened as he narrowed his eyes, his Adam’s apple bobbing slightly. Unconsciously, he reached out as if brushing someone’s hand. The motion wasn’t deliberate—he clicked his tongue and stuffed his hands into his pockets as if irritated with himself.





Then he noticed something. His brows knitted as he stared at her fingertips. They were red—chapped from work, like a servant’s hands exposed to cold water. He clicked his tongue again in disapproval.





When Irene finally finished stitching, she straightened her back after hours of bending over. Divoa handed her a pair of scissors resting on the table with a smooth, natural motion. Irene hesitated as if just now realizing he was there.





She looked around for another pair of scissors but found none. Her gaze returned to him, and Divoa raised his brows in a teasing yet innocent manner. Reluctantly, she reached for them. It took her a long time, but Divoa didn’t rush her. He waited patiently, like someone trying to coax a wary stray cat.





Finally, she took the scissors, and just as she did, Divoa gave in to an impulse. He brushed her hand ever so lightly with his finger, as if by accident. To his surprise, her skin wasn’t rough—it was cool and smooth, almost like marble.





“Thank you… Ah!” Irene gasped, pulling her hand back like she’d been burned. Startled, she dropped the scissors, and they clattered to the floor. Her hand tingled as though Divoa’s touch had left a lingering heat. She scrubbed at the spot with her apron, trying to erase the sensation.





At that moment, Javier appeared at Divoa’s side in an instant—an unusual move for the ever-distant shadow. Startled by the sudden commotion, Irene flinched.





“Your Highness!” Javier’s voice was sharp with concern.





Irene followed his gaze and gasped. Divoa’s finger was bleeding—a small cut from the falling scissors. The injury wasn’t serious, but his status as a prince made it grave. Javier glared at Irene with a ferocity that seemed disproportionate to the situation.





“I’ll summon Professor Figueras immediately—or perhaps the dean,” Javier insisted.





“It’s nothing,” Divoa replied calmly.





“But, Your Highness—”





Javier fell silent under Divoa’s firm gaze. Irene grabbed a clean cloth from the table. While Divoa’s title warranted concern, Javier’s reaction seemed excessive. The cut was minor—something even a child wouldn’t cry over.





Irene hesitated for a moment before putting on her gloves. Only then did she press the cloth against his wound. Javier still looked uneasy.





“Your Highness,” Irene said quietly, “I apologize. The wound is small, and the bleeding should stop soon.”





Divoa smiled faintly but said nothing. Javier, meanwhile, clenched his jaw and fists in frustration. Irene, too, seemed troubled. The blood kept soaking through the cloth despite her pressure.





“Why isn’t it stopping?” she muttered, applying more force. Divoa’s nonchalant demeanor didn’t reassure her.





“It’s hereditary,” Divoa finally said, breaking the silence. “Men in my mother’s family are cursed with blood that doesn’t clot.”





“Cursed blood?” Irene repeated.





Divoa nodded with a faint smirk. “That’s what they call it in my mother’s homeland.”





“It’s called hemophilia,” Irene corrected firmly, her blue eyes locking onto his. “Not cursed blood. It’s a medical condition.”





Divoa chuckled softly, as though her defiance amused him. “Call it what you like.”





Irene pressed harder on the wound. There was no cure for hemophilia—only careful management and a reliance on luck. And for men like Divoa, born into a lineage plagued by this condition, luck often ran out early. The blood didn’t just trickle; it carried the weight of history and mortality.





Divoa seemed to understand her thoughts, his faint smile growing sharper. “Does that worry you?” he asked, his tone light but probing.





Irene didn’t flinch. Her unwavering blue eyes reflected no pity, only determination. For some reason, that made Divoa laugh aloud, startling both Javier and Irene.





“Your Highness, shouldn’t we call for the dean or a professor?” Javier interrupted, his voice edged with worry.





Divoa’s smile faded as his expression darkened, clearly annoyed by the interruption.
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Yes, that was the normal reaction. A response of pity and concern for someone as noble as Divoa, wondering how he could have fallen victim to such a terrible illness. And, beyond that, fear of losing him to this cursed disease.





Especially his parents and siblings. They were heartbroken over their beloved youngest son’s fate. The queen blamed herself, and the king tried to deny the harsh reality. His siblings pitied Divoa while secretly feeling relieved it wasn’t their burden to bear.





From the start, the king and queen opposed Divoa going to the territory. Norte was a land of frequent skirmishes. Managing it through a representative would have sufficed.





But Divoa insisted on going, stubbornly. He was suffocating under their overprotectiveness, as though he were a precious jewel kept locked away.





In the end, the king couldn’t sway Divoa and sent Javier, a trusted knight, as his escort. And Divoa survived. For now, at least.





“What could they possibly do by coming here?”





Divoa’s voice carried a bitter tone. His self-deprecating remark left Javier at a loss for words.





Divoa was right. Even if the headmaster or Professor Figueras came, it wouldn’t change the situation. It was an incurable disease.





“It seems the bleeding has stopped,” Divoa said indifferently, as though it had nothing to do with him. His calm gaze rested on his hand, more specifically, on Irene’s hand, which was pressing firmly against his wound.





She was applying so much pressure that her palm, visible through the blood-soaked cloth, had turned white.





A faint laugh escaped Divoa’s lips.





Irene’s eyes finally shifted downward. As he had said, the bleeding had slowed. Only after completely soaking the white cloth in crimson.





Once Irene was sure the bleeding had stopped, she finally removed her hand. As she did, a sharp tingling sensation swept over Divoa’s hand.





Divoa flexed his hand, opening and closing it. The bleeding had stopped, and his movement felt normal.


Holding the red-stained cloth, Irene spoke in an even tone.





“Fortunately, the wound is small enough to stop the bleeding. If it had been any larger, I couldn’t guarantee the same outcome. As you already know, Your Highness, you must be cautious not to get injured.”





Javier, who had been glaring at Irene, couldn’t hold back any longer.


“Be careful not to get injured? Do you realize who caused this in the first place? Look at the result of Miss Rios’s carelessness!”





Divoa raised a hand to calm him. Javier clenched his jaw but fell silent.





“It’s fine. It was my carelessness,” Divoa said firmly.





“But Your Highness—”





“Enough.”





Javier’s displeasure was evident, but Divoa’s decision was unyielding.





Irene now understood Javier’s overreaction. Even a small wound couldn’t be taken lightly. No one could predict which injury would be Divoa’s undoing.





Then suddenly:


“Shh.”





Divoa raised a finger to his lips and winked playfully, flashing a charming smile.





“My illness is a secret,” he said.





“Yes,” Irene replied blankly, nodding.





Javier’s menacing voice followed.





“Only a handful of people know this. If, by any chance, Miss Rios speaks of it carelessly, she shouldn’t expect to wake up tomorrow morning.”





“Javier, mind your manners with a lady,” Divoa reprimanded. But Javier didn’t take his eyes off Irene, waiting for her to promise.





Divoa sighed lightly and smiled kindly.





“I hope you’ll forgive my knight’s excessive worry, Miss Irene.”





Irene didn’t look frightened or intimidated. She wasn’t fazed at all. Her usual calm voice slipped through her lips.





“You don’t have to worry. I don’t have anyone to tell. As you know, no one likes talking to me. I even go to the restroom alone.”





“…”





An awkward silence hung in the air. Javier frowned, and Divoa raised an eyebrow.





Thinking her explanation wasn’t enough, Irene added,





“I read in a book that women usually share secrets in restrooms. Was that wrong? Was it supposed to be a lounge instead?”





“Pfft.”





Divoa covered his face with his hand, shoulders shaking as he chuckled. Javier’s frown deepened.


Seeing their reactions, Irene stopped talking, realizing she’d made another mistake. Though she wasn’t sure what it was.





But then—


“Hahaha!”





Unable to hold back, Divoa burst into laughter. Irene had no idea what was so funny.


Divoa’s laughter rippled through the air, almost tangible as it brushed past her. Irene stood still, as if caught in a downpour, soaked in his laughter.





She finally asked, “Why do you fight on the front lines, Your Highness?”


The question was unexpected, or perhaps it was just too dull. Divoa’s laughter disappeared without a trace.





“Hmm,” Divoa mused, lazily meeting her gaze. “Maybe because I’m bored?”





“…”


Irene didn’t respond, unsure how his answer related to her question.





But Divoa elaborated,





“My physician, Miguel Plithido, doesn’t know about my condition. I fight on the front lines not just to defend the kingdom but to inspire the soldiers. A commander’s presence in battle boosts morale. How could I expect men to risk their lives if I hid in the rear, shouting orders?”





“…”





“If the people of Alvar learned about my illness, what do you think would happen?”





Irene stayed silent, but they both knew the answer: chaos.





“So now that you know, I’d prefer if you became my physician,” Divoa murmured, almost to himself, studying her reaction.





“What do you think?”





Divoa’s words were skillful, steering the conversation to his advantage. And he didn’t hesitate to use his weaknesses to achieve his goals.





“Having you by my side would put me at ease. Then I wouldn’t have to tell anyone else my secret. Secrets are strongest when few people know them.”





And Divoa subtly played on Irene’s guilt. After all, it was her mistake that led to her discovering his secret.





Irene understood his reasoning. If things had gone poorly, she could have been punished severely, perhaps even executed.





But Divoa hadn’t done that.





Why?





Why did he keep showing her kindness?





“Well, Miss Irene, will you become my physician?”
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“Surely you’re not thinking of becoming the Grand Duke’s physician, are you? His Grace doesn’t know you’re a hopeless troublemaker, which is why he made such a suggestion. If he knew what you were really like, he’d be disappointed. So don’t even dream about becoming his physician. You, his doctor? That’s the funniest joke I’ve heard all year.”





Leticia’s sharp warning echoed in Irene’s mind.





“I can’t be a doctor for people.”





“I know. You said you dislike people.”





Divoa paused for a moment, narrowing his eyes slightly and pulling his lips into a sweet smile. His face was as smooth as a perfectly peeled potato.





“Then, do you dislike me?”





“…”





If she had to categorize it into liking or disliking, Irene still leaned toward “dislike.” After all, she didn’t like potatoes. On days when potatoes were served as the main dish, she’d rather skip the meal altogether.





“Then why did you stop my bleeding without hesitation? If it’s so awful for you, wouldn’t it have been better to leave me alone?”





“That’s…”





Irene quietly dropped her gaze.





Why indeed?





She looked down at her gloved hands. The moment she saw blood, her hands had moved on their own.





Divoa whispered in a gentle, enticing tone, like a devil tempting the first human.





“If you don’t want to be a doctor, then be my physician. Just as you did earlier, if I ever suffer another accident, I’ll need someone I can trust to stop the bleeding. A personal doctor who can treat me.”





Irene slowly raised her head and met Divoa’s gaze. He smiled flawlessly, his lips curved in perfection.





“I need you, Miss Irene Rios.”





But Divoa wasn’t a flawless potato. On the outside, he seemed perfect, but inside, he was rotting.





Irene had no interest in flawless people. But wounded people? They always caught her attention—especially patients with mysterious genetic diseases yet to have a cure.





As Divoa’s smile grew even brighter, Irene felt her heart pound.





Thump.





Her heart contracted forcefully, sending blood rushing through her arteries. It was probably the thrill of observing an unknown disease.





What else could it be? She didn’t have any arrhythmia or heart conditions.





Irene opened her mouth with a serious expression.





“How much did you say the weekly salary was?”





“…”





“If I remember correctly, it was ten thousand gold, with a one percent increase every month. Is that still valid? We should put this in a contract, just to be clear.”





Human memory wasn’t perfect, and people remembered the same situations differently. It was better to formalize things in writing than to rely on uncertain memories.





“Should we include a clause about sweet potatoes in the contract? Like having sweet potato dishes served at least once a week?”





“Hahaha.”





Divoa, who had been staring blankly at her, finally burst into laughter, bending over and wiping tears from his eyes with a finger. He waved a hand lightly.





“I’ll send my lawyer to you soon. Name any conditions you want. Not just once a week—I can make it every day if you’d like.”





“Yes.”





Irene picked up a pair of scissors from the floor as if their conversation had concluded. Then, she cut the end of the stitched thread cleanly.





Snip.





Her connection to Therapia ended there. She wouldn’t have to worry about boarding fees anymore, and Leticia’s warnings didn’t matter.





Looking at the neatly stitched corpse, Irene thought that maybe this was for the best.





Starting a new life in a place where no one knew her was something she had always wanted. She had no ties in the North, and no one would look for her.





Not even those who truly knew her.





She thought, Work hard for a few years, save some money, and move to a quiet countryside. Then I’ll grow sweet potatoes.





The idea came out of nowhere, but it seemed like a good plan. For the first time, a dream formed in Irene’s heart.





Not about what she would do tomorrow, but about what she would do in five or ten years.





Thud. Thud.





Her heart started pounding again. Irene tilted her head and placed a hand over her chest. Her heart was racing more than usual today.





Maybe it was because she hadn’t been sleeping well lately, worrying too much.





“At noon tomorrow, I’ll send a carriage to your dormitory.”





Startled by the sudden remark, Irene quickly shook her head.





“There’s no need for that. I can manage on my own.”





“I can’t.”





For a moment, Irene’s gaze focused on Divoa’s eyebrow, which twitched like it was angry. His well-groomed brow furrowed briefly before smoothing out as he flashed a charming smile and continued in a friendly tone.





“I can’t let a lady carry heavy luggage and walk such a long distance. My coachman will escort you to the station.”





Thinking it over, Irene still couldn’t understand. She was the one carrying the luggage and walking the distance, so why did Divoa say he wasn’t okay with it?





Whenever she went home, Irene always walked that path—every single time for the past four years.





Besides, on practical days, Irene always carried her tools. No one ever helped her.





Sometimes, Max would snatch her bag while yelling at her for getting in the way, but that was a different story.





Divoa sighed lightly, watching her expression, and smiled.





“I don’t treat my physician poorly.”





When he said it like that, it seemed to make sense.





Still, Irene nodded reluctantly, as if convincing herself to accept it. At that, Divoa’s smile deepened even further.





Most noblewomen would blush and exclaim softly at his words about a lady needing protection. They all wanted to be looked after by Divoa.





But Irene Rios was different. She didn’t need Divoa’s help. She was fine on her own, just as she said.





The problem was, that he wasn’t fine with it.





Divoa’s radiant smile concealed a flicker of doubt. For some reason, the thought of Irene carrying heavy luggage and walking that long distance unsettled him deeply.





Perhaps it was because he compared Irene’s situation to the comfortable lives of his four siblings. Yes, that must be it. He was a fair man who couldn’t stand injustice, after all.





“Even so, there’s no need to send the carriage. I have to stop by my house anyway to pack a few things.”





“Your house, huh.”





Divoa muttered with a meaningful look, then nodded briskly.





“Fine. I’ll instruct the coachman to pick you up after you’ve visited your house. I’ll wait for you at the station.”





Honestly, Irene never knew how to respond to such gestures. It was easier to deal with sarcasm or mockery.





She wasn’t used to unconditional kindness.





“Though I’d like to come fetch you myself, I have things to sort out. I hope you’ll understand.”





Irene figured he must be a generous employer to his staff.





“Yes, thank you.”





“I guarantee my land will suit you perfectly.”





Divoa’s bright smile lit up the dim dissection room. Irene rubbed her eyes, only to see the radiant glow vanish like an illusion.





Hearing the carriage slow down, Irene peeked outside, pushing aside the curtain.





A lavish carriage, far from her taste, had stopped in front of the building. She pulled out her pocket watch, the smooth surface polished from years of use, showing it was exactly noon.





She already liked the coachman, even though she hadn’t met him yet. Irene appreciated punctual people.
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The baron and baroness didn’t confine Irene to the house entirely. She often took walks near their home or walked to the market on her own. Still, she never formed any close relationships. Neighbors pretended not to see her, and strangers remained indifferent. Irene was always like an isolated island, a ghost wherever she went. That’s why she sat in the attic, reading books. It was the one space where she could truly exist.





Maybe her colleague was right: when someone said to meet at 2 o’clock, they meant 3 o’clock. Still, Irene preferred exact times. Ambiguity made her anxious, and anxiety led to fear. For this reason, she appreciated Divoa’s punctuality in sending the coachman.





“Good.” Irene glanced around her room one last time and grabbed her bag. Perhaps the coachman also appreciated prompt people. She didn’t want to keep him waiting long or leave a bad impression. Holding her bags in both hands, Irene left the dormitory.





Just then, a large shadow blocked her way.





“Excuse me… Oh, it’s you, the Iron Wall. Where are you off to?”





It was a shaggy jellyfish of a man. He hadn’t shaved in days, and his stubble was so thick he seemed ready to wriggle away like a hairy tentacle. What was he doing in the women’s dormitory?





The women’s dorm was off-limits to men, and the dorm manager was strict about enforcing this rule. Any man caught sneaking in was expelled immediately.





Sensing Irene’s silent question, On casually waved a document in his hand.





“I had to deliver this to the dorm manager.”





Irene nodded but realized she hadn’t yet answered his question. Remembering it was impolite, she spoke calmly.





“I have to move out by the end of this week.”





“Oh, right, but I thought you’d be the last to leave. You usually don’t go home during breaks.”





One looked sheepish, realizing he’d said too much. He rubbed his nose awkwardly, and Irene instinctively took a step back, worried he might try to shake hands. Luckily, she had gloves on.





“Anyway, where are you going? Oh, your family lives here in Therapia, right?”





On’s curiosity, as abundant as his facial hair, wasn’t easily quelled. If only he put as much energy into studying, he might’ve graduated at the top of the class. Irene glanced over his shoulder. The coachman was waiting by the carriage, watching her. She didn’t want to keep him waiting any longer.





“I’m going to Norte.”





“What? Norte?” On’s eyes widened in surprise. Irene quickly explained.





“Norte is in the far north of the Divore Kingdom, but it’s supposed to be warmer than Therapia. Or so the Archduke says. That’s his personal opinion, of course.”





“That’s not what I meant… You’re going to Norte? Why?”





“I’ve been appointed as Archduke Cassis’s physician.”





Irene ended the conversation and started walking. The coachman approached and took her luggage before she could refuse.





“Let me take that for you.”





Before Irene could respond, the coachman had her bags. Startled, she froze for a moment, but the man’s movements were practiced and careful. He didn’t so much as brush against her as he loaded the luggage into the carriage.





“Thank you,” Irene said with a slight nod.





“You’re welcome, miss.”





The coachman smiled warmly, but the unfamiliar title caught Irene off guard. No one had ever called her “miss” before, not even the servants at home. They referred to her vaguely as “her” or “you.” “Miss” was always reserved for Leticia.





Unable to reply, Irene hesitated before climbing into the carriage.





“We’ll be departing, miss.” The coachman closed the door respectfully.





Suddenly, hurried footsteps echoed behind her. Glancing back, she saw a familiar figure running—On. Irene frowned slightly. Didn’t he say he had documents to deliver? Yet he was running off in the opposite direction. Maybe it was urgent? Or perhaps he just needed the bathroom.





The carriage rolled through the tree-lined campus, gradually picking up speed. Irene gazed out at the scenery she’d grown familiar with over four years. Would she ever come back? Maybe, maybe not.





Her thoughts were interrupted when the coachman leaned out and called her.





“Miss Rios, someone’s following us. Do you know them?”





Irene turned and looked out the rear window. Her eyes widened slightly. It was Maxi, the boastful sea anemone of a man, running after the carriage. His furrowed brow and clenched jaw made him look angry—or maybe anxious.





Was something urgent? Irene recalled On’s panicked dash earlier but saw no signs of commotion around her.





“I don’t think it’s about me. Maybe there’s a fire or something. You can keep going,” she said to the coachman.





“Yes, miss.”





The coachman urged the horses on, and the carriage quickly gained speed. Irene returned to gazing indifferently at the passing scenery.





But then…





“Irene!”





A voice faintly called her name through the wind. It must’ve been her imagination. After all, no one ever called her name here.





“What did you just say?”





The sharp question didn’t come from Baron Rios or the baroness. It was Leticia, who shot up from her seat, glaring at Irene. Back home to pack her belongings, Irene hadn’t even stepped into her room yet.





Standing in the middle of the living room, Irene stared blankly at Leticia.





“I said I’m here to pack my things.”





“That’s not what I meant…!” Leticia began yelling but stopped herself, taking a deep breath to regain composure. Her voice turned icy and mocking.





“Of course, you’d need it spelled out. What I mean is, why are you packing your things?”





“Because I’m leaving Therapia.”





“…!”





Leticia’s fists trembled with rage. Irene always answered questions with frustrating brevity, as if testing her patience. Grinding her teeth, Leticia spat her next question, her voice laced with menace.





“Why are you leaving Therapia?”





“Because I’m moving to Norte.”





“Why are you moving to Norte?”





“Because I got a job.”





“Where did you get a job?”





“I’ve been appointed as Arch-duke physician.”





It took four tries, but Leticia finally got the answer she wanted. However, her patience had run dry. She screamed, her voice raw with anger.





“And why, of all people, would someone like you get to be the Archduke’s physician? Didn’t I tell you not to even dream about it?”





Her words weren’t questions—they were accusations. But such remarks had long since lost their sting for Irene. She was too used to them.





Unfazed, Irene replied calmly.





“The Arch-duke offered terms as good as those of Mr. Flitch, his current physician. I agreed, and he even included special conditions in the contract. He’s a generous employer.”





Leticia’s lips quivered, but no words came out.





This was what she hated most about Irene: her unshakable composure, as if nothing ever affected her. Every arrow of anger Leticia hurled at her seemed to bounce off harmlessly, leaving Leticia looking like the only fool.





“Letty,” the baroness said softly, her voice full of concern.





But Leticia ignored her mother. Words she hadn’t meant to say spilled out.





“Someone as ugly and shabby as you, becoming the Archduke’s physician? Ridiculous. Do you even know how important that position is? And yet you—” Leticia’s voice cracked with scorn. “You think graduating from medical school makes you something special? No. You’re the same as ever—a nuisance and a hopeless case.”

Chapter 21


 





 





“Memory varies from person to person, and everyone has different strengths. But there are ways to improve it with effort. If you want, I can share some tips.”





“What… do you mean by that?”





Leticia, who had been yelling moments before, asked suspiciously. Irene replied with an emotionless expression.





“I just thought you might not remember what the Grand Duke said last time he visited. In front of everyone, he said, ‘What I need isn’t the belle of the social scene but a capable surgeon.'”





“So, are you saying… I’m like a goldfish with no memory?”





“…”





Irene said nothing. Leticia often accused Irene of things she hadn’t even said.





It wasn’t just Leticia. Even the pretentious types like the pompous man of the hour would sometimes do the same. Perhaps sea creatures, like jellyfish and Leticia, had a natural connection.





Or maybe, just as Leticia often claimed, there was something wrong with Irene herself.





“Don’t get cocky, Irene. The Grand Duke is only interested in you for now because you’re novel—just a curiosity. A female surgeon! Of course, it’s intriguing. But once he sees your true colors, he’ll be disgusted. I bet you’ll be sent packing in less than a month.”





My true colors.





That phrase felt like a sharp jab to the heart. Not metaphorically. Irene felt a sting in her chest.





Almost reflexively, her hand went to her chest. Beneath it, she could feel her heart racing, pumping hot, vivid blood.





No. Don’t open it.





Irene shook her head, trying to push away the memories becoming clearer and clearer. But they kept resurfacing, breaking through the surface like bubbles.





No. No. No.





Her breathing grew shallow. The color drained from her face, and her fingertips began to turn cold.





At that moment, Leticia’s sharp voice pulled Irene out of her daze.





“A top graduate? Ha! What good is that? You never debuted in society. You’re just someone who cuts into flesh! Do you think the Grand Duke would choose you? As if! You’re nothing more than a butcher who slaughters livestock!”





If Leticia had planned to slice through Irene with her words, she’d utterly failed. Her venomous remarks had pulled Irene out of far worse memories.





“Why are you looking at me like that? Am I wrong?”





“Thank you.”





“…What?”





Leticia frowned as if she hadn’t heard right. But Irene was being sincere. She’d rather face Leticia’s harsh words than relive that day’s memories a hundred times over.





“Thank you, Leti.”





“Ahhh! Mother!”





Leticia screamed and stomped her feet, looking toward the baroness. The Baron and his wife sighed heavily.





Leticia was so frustrated she stamped her feet.





“Look at her! She’s mocking me! Are you just going to stand there? Say something to her!”





The Baron finally spoke in a resigned tone.





“It’s the Grand Duke’s decision.”





“But, Father! Are you just going to sit back and watch her become the Grand Duke’s physician?”





“Calm down, Leti.”





The Baron looked at Irene with a complicated expression.





He had hoped that if Leticia caught the Grand Duke’s eye, their family might rise in status. They could leave their provincial life behind and enjoy the glamour of the capital.





Being associated with the Grand Duke was like riding a tiger—it would bring power and influence. People would bring the family gifts, and Lucas could mingle with nobles of higher rank.





But it was Irene who had caught the Grand Duke’s attention. The Duke didn’t want a beautiful flower at his side; he needed a surgeon who wasn’t afraid to stain her hands with blood.





Coming out of his deep thoughts, the Baron asked in a low voice.





“When will you leave?”





Irene glanced at the clock on the wall and replied indifferently.





“The carriage is waiting in front of the house.”





“What carriage?”





The baroness asked in confusion. Irene turned her gaze to her.





“The Grand Duke sent one to help carry my belongings.”





“What?!”





Leticia’s eyes burned with anger as if demanding why it was Irene, not her. The Baron nodded.





“Then pack quickly. The Duke must not be kept waiting.”





“Yes.”





Irene turned to leave for her room.





“Father!”





Leticia shrieked, but the Baron could do nothing. Just as Irene was about to exit the room—





“Irene.”





The Baron called her name. She paused, slowly turning back. There was an unusual softness in his voice as he spoke her name.





For a moment, she wondered if it might have been the first time he’d ever called her by name.





“Yes.”





The Baron stared at her intently for a moment before speaking in a meaningful tone.





“You haven’t forgotten the grace we’ve shown you, have you?”





Irene looked at him without answering. The Baroness, unable to hold back, added:





“Remember, it was us who took you out of that place and raised you all this time.”





That place.





There was no need to elaborate. She knew they weren’t talking about the orphanage, where she couldn’t sleep peacefully due to bullying. No, it was a far worse place. A place full of horrific memories.





That place.





“Yes.”





Irene nodded calmly. If she didn’t, the baroness would surely have more to say.





They weren’t wrong. She had received clothes, albeit Leticia’s hand-me-downs. They gave her food, even if it wasn’t much.





Irene hadn’t forgotten their so-called kindness. Without them, she might still be trapped in that place, unable to escape the horrors.





“Good, then,” the Baron said, visibly relieved.





Irene left the room, shutting the door behind her. Through the closing door, she could hear the baroness soothing Leticia.





“Calm down, Leti. As you know, the Grand Duke isn’t interested in her as a woman. Think about it—it might even be an opportunity. If Irene earns his trust, it could give you a chance to visit Northe and get closer to him. The better she does, the more opportunities you’ll have.”





Click.





The door closed completely. Irene didn’t look back, walking forward without hesitation. Past the flower-patterned wallpaper and the family portraits where she was absent—always forward.





Divoa glanced at Irene and then at the carriage behind her. Then back at Irene and again at the carriage.





“Hmm.”





Divoa’s hum made the coachman look away awkwardly. Only then did Irene turn to look at the carriage she had arrived in.





The ornate carriage was packed with books, leaving only a small space where she had been sitting earlier.





Though it wasn’t a cargo wagon, the books were carefully stacked, filling it almost entirely. Perhaps it was just her imagination, but the two horses looked especially tired.





Irene spoke indifferently.





“I only picked the important books, but it seems it’s still too much to bring everything.”





If there was any disappointment in her tone, it was so subtle no one would notice. Not even her.





Irene was as bad at understanding her own emotions as she was at reading others. Sometimes, she couldn’t even identify the emotions that briefly swept over her.





And she preferred it that way. Naming and being consumed by emotions seemed overwhelming. Too strong a feeling might shatter her completely.





Divoa studied her quietly, then smiled brightly and shook his head.





“There’s no reason why you can’t take them. My physician wants them, after all.”





Irene exhaled softly, almost inaudibly.





The Baron, who redecorated his library every few years, had always sent unused books to the attic, where they became hers.





Though the Baron was outwardly quiet, he was far more ambitious than his chatty wife. He didn’t care for books; to him, they were nothing more than ornaments for his library.





Leticia and Lucas were no different. Despite the baroness’s nagging, neither had ever been seen reading.





So the Baron had been generous enough to let Irene have the books. For him, it was just clearing out clutter, but for Irene, they were a treasure.





The books in the attic were the only things she could truly call her own. They were her family and her friends, the ones who had been with her the longest.





She was glad she didn’t have to leave them behind. Her eyebrows relaxed ever so slightly—a change so small, no one noticed.





Looking at the mountain of books, Divoa asked curiously,





“Is that all you’re taking? No other luggage?”





“No. I have a few dresses.”





With that, Irene pulled out a small bag from the carriage. It was barely big enough to hold two or three dresses.





Divoa nodded, then turned around.





“You won’t need that bag. Leave it behind. Once we’re in Northe, we’ll arrange dresses more suited for my physician.”





His last words sounded almost like he was talking to himself. Irene stood there blankly for a moment before the coachman took the bag from her hands without so much as touching her.

Chapter 22


 





Irene grew to like the coachman more and more. He was a man who understood personal boundaries and never invaded others’ space without permission. Thanks to him, she didn’t have to flinch back in surprise or apologize to annoyed people.





With a neutral expression, Irene nodded slightly to the coachman before starting to walk. Before she realized it, Divoa was walking beside her.





“…”





Irene didn’t show it, but she was puzzled. She was surprised to find that, despite Divoa’s much longer legs, his pace was slower than expected.





The station was empty. Irene felt anxious, wondering if they were late. But Divoa showed no intention of rushing.





When they reached the platform, Irene finally understood his calmness. A steam locomotive, fully prepared to depart, was waiting for them, releasing white steam into the air.





An attendant holding a flag bowed to Divoa.





“This way, sir.”





The door to the front car was already open. Divoa seemed completely unconcerned about making dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people wait for him. Or rather, he acted as if it was only natural.





Chhhiiiik.





A loud hissing sound, like the roar of a beast, struck Irene’s skin. Her body buzzed from the vibration. Suddenly, she stopped in her tracks.





The scene felt unfamiliar, yet oddly familiar. It was as if she had seen it all before.





“…”





The deafening noise, the clouds of steam rising high, the bustling people—





And then she remembered. It was the day she came to Therapia. Irene’s eyes wandered as she cautiously retraced a moment from her past.





The first time she had ever ridden a steam locomotive. Her frantic steps to avoid losing sight of Baron Rios. The smell of death lingered around young Irene.





Her frightened eyes darted about, but Baron Rios wasn’t the kind of man who cared enough to notice a little girl’s distress. She had to half-run just to keep up with him.





The moment she first met Baron Rios, who had come to the orphanage to fetch her, Irene sensed that life with him wouldn’t be easy.





Still, she followed him without hesitation. That’s how desperate she was.





At the orphanage, too many people knew her, and too many remembered the horrible incident that had happened to her.





—Oh my, is that her?





—Child, are you…?





—…





—She hasn’t spoken a single word in over six months. Not one! And she never cries for her parents either. Isn’t that strange?





—Well, considering what she went through… Poor thing.





Don’t think about it. Don’t remember it.





When no footsteps followed her, Divoa stopped and turned around. His eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed her frozen expression.





Irene’s face was unusually pale, even for someone who rarely showed emotion. Her jaw was clenched tight, veins standing out on her neck, and her hands were trembling white-knuckled.





Divoa’s gaze swept over her slowly, and a certain memory flickered in his mind. In a casual tone, he asked,





“Is this your first time on a steam locomotive?”





“…”





“I don’t know how many accidents happen with steamtrains each year, but I’ve never been in one myself. And contrary to rumors, they’re not man-eating monsters. They’re just a way to transport people and goods. Nothing to fear.”





“I’ve… ridden one before,” Irene said, her voice so faint it barely reached him.





Divoa raised an eyebrow.





“What did you say?”





With a calm expression, Irene replied,





“I’ve ridden one. Only once.”





“…”





“Steam locomotive accidents are surprisingly rare. Most are just delays caused by landslides or operational issues. Fatal accidents usually involve people crossing the tracks despite seeing an oncoming train. So as long as you don’t jump in front of one, there’s nothing to worry about.”





With that, Irene resumed walking. Despite her matter-of-fact tone, her pale face still lacked color, and her tightly clenched jaw betrayed her tension.





Yet, she continued moving forward without wavering. Unlike other young ladies, she didn’t stumble or ask Divoa for support.





That made her seem even more precarious—like someone standing in front of an oncoming train.





Divoa followed a step behind, unable to take his eyes off her. He was too concerned to even glance away, fearing she might collapse the moment he did.





But Irene managed to board and settle into her seat without his help. She faced it all with quiet determination.





Standing by the door, Divoa looked around the first-class cabin.





“This room has been prepared for you. I hope you’ll be comfortable until we reach our destination.”





“Yes,” Irene replied with a nod.





Even though his duty was complete, Divoa hesitated to leave. He didn’t know why.





After lingering for a moment, he finally added,





“My room is next door. If you’d like to talk or need anything, don’t hesitate to knock.”





“Yes.” Irene nodded again.





But Divoa doubted she’d knock on his door until they arrived in Norte.





As he turned to leave, he sighed softly.





“If you need anything, just ring the bell beside the chair. The attendant will come immediately.”





“Yes.”





Turning her head, Irene gazed out the window instead of at the bell. The beastly train began to move, its growl reverberating through the air. The scenery outside started to retreat, step by step.





That day had been the same. Leaving that place, Irene had stared fearfully at the receding landscape, uncertain where the train was taking her. She prayed it would be to a place where no one knew her, where no one could ever find her.





Divoa lingered in the doorway, watching Irene’s pale profile, as cold and fragile as snow on a winter morning.





“…I wish you a pleasant journey, Miss Irene,” he said softly.





After a moment, Divoa closed the door and walked away. But Irene’s gaze stayed fixed in place as if nailed there.





The steam locomotive gradually slowed and finally stopped. This was the last station on the route. By now, the other cars were empty.





The journey from Therapia to Norte had not been a short one, and Irene hadn’t left her room for days.





Though Divoa had told her she could knock on his door anytime, she never did. Instead, it was Divoa who knocked on her door occasionally, unable to ignore his concern for her pale and worn expression.





His excuses were often flimsy:





—Would you care to join me for tea? I happen to have a good blend.





—Good morning. Did you sleep well?





—Eating alone can be dull. Would you have dinner with me tonight?





Each time, Irene either shook her head or nodded silently. Thankfully, as they neared Norte, her nods became more frequent than her refusals.





Norte.





To Irene, it was an unknown land. A place where no one knew her. Not the baron and his wife, nor Lucas or Leticia.





The staff busily unloaded their luggage, and only then did Divoa rise. He had no reason to rush; it was natural for others to wait for him.





Irene was already standing by her door. Divoa, having disembarked first, held out his hand to her, wearing a flawless smile.





“…”





Irene stared at his hand without taking it. Did he think she couldn’t manage such a small step on her own? She had boarded the train alone, after all.





Divoa didn’t withdraw his hand or lose his smile, as though he knew exactly what she was thinking.





Behind him, Javier, the station attendants, and a few staff members watched the two from a distance.





Finally, Irene broke the silence.





“I can manage on my own.”





“I can’t,” Divoa replied.





“…”





She remembered that he had said the same thing when he sent the carriage for her. Even though she insisted she was fine, Divoa seemed to have his reasons for not being fine.





Still, during her four years at university, Irene had learned one thing: The higher one’s social status, the more self-centered they were.





The third son of the Rosano family, for instance, was a prime example. He’d throw tantrums, sulk, and then act as if nothing had happened.





From her experience, their behavior stemmed from being spoiled and pampered their entire lives, a habit that followed them even to school.





If a mere count’s son could behave that way, then how much more self-centered must Divoa, a grand duke, and the third prince, be?





With a playful squint, Divoa added,





“Consider my social reputation and standing, if you’d be so kind.”





Ah.





Finally, Irene understood. Divoa wasn’t being self-centered; he was conscious of how others perceived him.





Her gaze shifted to the people behind him—station attendants and staff who were still watching them.





For someone like Divoa, it seemed that not offering his hand to assist a lady might invite gossip.





Irene, used to being the subject of rumors, could hardly care. But she supposed that wasn’t the case for Divoa.
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Irene let out a small sigh and lightly held Divoa’s hand. So lightly, it was as if a thin sheet of paper was between them.





Divoa gently tightened his grip, causing Irene to flinch, but she quickly composed herself and confidently walked down the stairs. She wore gloves, so she couldn’t feel Divoa’s warmth at all.





Thud.





Finally, both her feet touched the ground. Irene, still holding Divoa’s hand, turned to look at him with her usual indifferent gaze.





When their eyes met, Divoa let go of her hand and flashed a bright smile.





“Welcome to my land, Norte.”





At that moment, Irene frowned slightly without realizing it. The sunlight was so bright it stung her eyes. She raised her hand to shield her eyes, making a shade. That helped a little.





She looked at Divoa, who stood in front of the sun with a radiant smile.





“…”





Welcome.





No one had ever welcomed her before. Not when she followed Baron Rios to Therapia. Not even when she enrolled in medical school with excellent grades.





She had always been an outcast, an island unto herself, and an unwelcome guest. It didn’t bother her; the problem was probably her, after all.





That’s why Divoa’s words felt so strange.





“You’re welcoming me?”





The words slipped out before she could stop them.





Divoa’s smile grew warmer, almost as if the sun itself bowed before him.





Irene swallowed a silent sigh, realizing how unrealistic her thoughts were.





“Of course. Both I and my land welcome you wholeheartedly.”





“T-thank you.”





She barely managed to stammer those words. For some reason, her throat felt tight. It wasn’t like she had caught a cold.





She lightly touched her forehead with her hand to check. No fever.





No chills, no runny nose.





After carefully assessing her condition, Irene relaxed and began looking around. In the distance, she saw towering mountains, their peaks still covered in unmelted snow.





Beyond the twin train tracks stretched an endless plain. Patches of brown grass grew haphazardly.





The wind that brushed the back of her neck was cooler than in Therapia, and the sunlight warming her cheeks felt a bit colder.





“Oh.”





For a moment, she thought, What if, when this cold wind and sunlight no longer feel cold, I could finally become normal?





It would be nice.





If only she could be normal.





“But I can’t.”





Irene knew better than anyone that it wasn’t possible. She was too shattered to ever be whole again.





Once something breaks, it can never return to its original state. No matter how carefully the pieces are put together, there will always be missing parts.





She stared at the snow-covered mountain peaks with her indifferent gaze. To her, Norte was still cold and chilly. Unconsciously, she shrank her shoulders.





Divoa’s castle, perched on high ground, resembled a fortress. Its towering spires and sharp rooftops looked like valiant knights wielding spears.





An impenetrable stronghold.





But as soon as she stepped inside, Irene had to change her mind. The castle was more magnificent and opulent than any building she had ever seen.





I should’ve guessed after seeing the carriage His Grace rode.





Used to valuing frugality, Irene felt awkward as she darted her eyes around. The ceilings stretched impossibly high, and gold ornaments adorned every step.





Though the windows were relatively small due to the northern climate, the castle felt bright, thanks to the chandeliers that remained lit even during the day.





Recalling the castle entrance, the grand gate, and the countless buildings within, Irene let out a quiet, exasperated sigh.





The castle’s scale rivaled that of her medical school, where she spent four years. Maybe it was even larger.





Even as a third-year student, she often got lost on campus. It seemed she would need quite some time to adjust to this place.





Lost in thought, she didn’t notice Divoa gesturing to the line of servants.





“This is the castle where you’ll be staying. And these are the people who will assist you.”





Irene finally tore her gaze away from the high ceiling and looked at the servants. They smiled kindly when their eyes met hers.





She returned their looks with her usual indifferent expression, unsure of what to do.





An elderly man at the far left was the first to speak. His graying hair, mustache, and neat attire hinted at his experience.





“Welcome. We’ve been expecting you.”





“…”





Irene couldn’t respond and simply pressed her lips together. Maybe she had caught a cold during the train journey, explaining her constant tight throat.





“I am Adolph Moreya, the castle’s butler. Please feel free to call me Adolph.”





“Oh, goodness.”





Before Adolph could finish, a middle-aged woman beside him frowned. Standing next to the thin butler, her plump figure seemed even softer and more comforting.





The woman sighed dramatically and placed her hands on her hips, speaking in a firm tone as if scolding a child.





“I thought Mr. Moreya was the only scrawny one here.”





She let out an exaggerated sigh, then laughed awkwardly.





“Welcome, miss. I’m Juana, the castle’s chef. Dinner is nearly ready, but I’ll have to add a few dishes. My motto is that scrawny folks should be eradicated from this world. Don’t you agree, Mr. Flitch?”





“Why ask me?”





The rotund man next to her grumbled.





Juana glanced at everyone present, then smiled knowingly at Miguel Flitch.





“Ahem.”





Miguel cleared his throat. Juana and Miguel were the only two with large builds, though Miguel’s stomach was especially generous.





He replied his triple chin twitching.





“Nonsense. A round belly is the true symbol of wealth and power.”





Irene struggled to keep up with the fast-paced conversation. Just then, a young woman standing farthest to the right lowered her head nervously.





“Hello, miss. It’s an honor to serve you. My name is Mia. If you need anything, you can count on me. Uh, by the way… what should I call you?”





The young woman looked a few years younger than Irene, her eyes sparkling as she waited for an answer.





Irene replied indifferently.





“Call me whatever you want. Broomstick, witch, it’s all fine.”





“…”





A brief silence fell. The castle’s high ceilings made the quiet even heavier. Mia blinked in surprise, and Adolph furrowed his brow.





The sudden chill in the atmosphere made Irene hide her dismay beneath her blank expression. It wasn’t new. Her words often froze warm conversations.





Though it had happened countless times, today, she resented her ability more than ever. She didn’t want to disappoint the people who had welcomed her so warmly.





If they knew what I’m like, they’d be disappointed.





As Irene stared gloomily at her feet, a warm voice cut through the tension.





“Let’s call her ‘Doctor.’ She’s here as my physician, so she should be treated the same as Dr. Flitch.”





Of course, it was Divoa. Smiling softly, he glanced at Mia.





Mia caught off guard, straightened up, and nodded vigorously.





“Yes, Your Grace!”





Irene hesitantly looked up at Divoa. He had a talent she didn’t—an ability to melt tense situations with ease.





If it weren’t for him, this moment would’ve been much more uncomfortable.





The more she got to know him, the clearer it became: Irene and Divoa were complete opposites. She was a ghost, and he was the sun. She was the freezing northern wind, and he was the southern breeze that thawed the earth.





Yet, they shared one thing in common. Inside, both were deeply wounded.





As Irene stared blankly at a neatly peeled potato, Mia’s cheerful voice brought her back.





“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Rios. I’ll do my best to make sure you’re comfortable here.”





Irene slowly turned her head to meet Mia’s gaze again. Mia smiled brightly as if she had been waiting for this moment.





“Uh…”





What formed on Irene’s lips wasn’t sarcasm or a cold sneer.





So, she didn’t know how to respond. Her uncertain gaze flitted around, unable to settle, and finally dropped back to the floor.





“You could just call me a troublemaker… or a lost cause.”





Her muttered words were so faint they barely reached Divoa’s ears. For a moment, his unreadable gaze rested on the top of her head before moving away.





Miguel Flitch grumbled disapprovingly.





“Your Grace, a female surgeon? Really?”
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As she had done many times before, Irene repeated her point. Each time, Divoa responded with a gentle smile and a playful joke.





“When an enemy’s arrow hits me, the only thing Dr. Flich can do is pray. Honestly, I’d rather not listen to your prayers as I head to the afterlife.”





“If my prayers don’t suit you, perhaps you should call for a barber instead. A barber might only deal with boils and cuts, but they’d surely be better than her. Her treating your wounds? That’s the best joke I’ve heard.”





Miguel forced out a laugh, his cheeks trembling as he did so.





“Haha. She’ll be lucky not to faint at the sight of blood. Look at her thin wrists—can she even hold scissors properly?”





Irene lifted her head and met Miguel’s mocking gaze without flinching.





This was easier to handle. She was used to hostile stares. They felt more natural than friendly ones. Irene let out a small sigh of relief, her shoulders relaxing slightly.





And then.





“Dr. Flich, are you questioning my judgment?”





Divoa’s tone wasn’t angry. His voice was slower than usual, almost lazy, as though he were half-asleep.





But Adolph’s expression grew tense, and even Javier, who had appeared indifferent, started watching closely, like a sailor waiting for a storm.





“Your Grace, that’s not what I—”





“Haha, I was joking. You made a joke, so I thought I’d try one myself. Honestly, it’s hard to joke around when people turn pale at every word.”





As Divoa looked away, seemingly letting the matter drop, he suddenly turned his attention back to Miguel.





“Oh, by the way, you don’t need to worry about whether Dr. Rios can handle scissors. I’ve seen her work with my own eyes. Not just scissors, but saws and hammers as well. You should’ve seen her cut through a person’s ribcage by herself—the edges were incredibly smooth.”





“Saws and hammers…?”





“She’s skilled enough to open your ribcage in one go.”





“…I see.”





Miguel’s face soured as he fell silent. As a nobleman and a proud physician, he looked down on manual work like cutting bones and stitching wounds, tasks he considered suitable only for brutish barbers.





Mark my words. She won’t last long. She’ll be in tears and running away in no time.





Though Miguel glared at Irene, she was lost in her own thoughts, unaware of his scornful gaze.





Her head tilted slightly as she observed Divoa, who appeared to be smiling. But for some reason, he seemed angry with her.





She must’ve been mistaken. She wasn’t good at reading emotions.





Sure enough, Divoa spoke kindly, his tone as gentle as ever.





“I hope you don’t forget that I’m the one who brought Dr. Rios here, Dr. Flich.”





“…Of course, Your Grace.”





Miguel Flich bowed his head. Divoa, still smiling, turned to Irene.





As expected, Divoa wasn’t angry. His pleasant demeanor proved it.





“You must be tired from your journey. I apologize for keeping you. Go and get some rest now. Show Dr. Rios to her room.”





“Yes, Your Grace,” Mia responded politely.





Divoa gestured toward the butler.





“Adolph.”





“Yes, Your Grace?”





“Dr. Rios will need a few dresses. Find a skilled seamstress who works quickly.”





“Understood, Your Grace.”





Miguel’s brows furrowed again. Dresses as gifts from the duke, right after her arrival? It was unheard of.





How skilled is she for the duke to care this much? Or does he have some other reason?





While Miguel speculated, Mia smiled warmly at Irene.





“Please follow me, Dr. Rios. I’ll take you to your room.”





“…”





“The room has been cleaned thoroughly. I hope it’s to your liking.”





Irene bowed slightly toward Divoa before following Mia toward the annex.





As Irene disappeared from view, Divoa finally moved, his steps calm and deliberate.





The once-slumbering castle seemed to awaken.





“Hmm.”





Irene let out a short hum as she looked around with detached eyes.





Anyone observing her might not have noticed the faint trace of confusion in her blue gaze.





She thought back to her room, which she had seen for the first time moments ago. It was much better than she had expected.





It was four times the size of her dormitory room, with a clean bed and even a seemingly unnecessary vanity.





As she considered using the vanity as a desk, Mia led her to an adjacent room.





—This is…





For once, Irene was at a loss for words, clearly moved.





Mia smiled proudly, pleased with the room she had prepared.





“The Duke sent word to prepare an office for you, Dr. Rios. If you need anything beyond the desk and bookshelves, let me know. Oh, and the servants will organize your books today.”





One wall was lined with tall shelves, and there was a mahogany desk, a dark carpet, and matching curtains.





It looked more like a professor’s study or the Rios Baron’s library than a simple office. In fact, it was better than anything she’d ever had.





She had never dreamed of having such a space, let alone owning one. She had always studied on cramped desks in dormitories or crouched in attic corners with her books.





So Irene couldn’t hide the tremor in her voice.





“Is this really my room?”





“Please feel free to speak casually, Dr. Rios. You’re the Duke’s physician, after all.”





“Oh.”





After a brief pause, Irene asked again.





“Is this room…really mine?”





Mia tilted her head slightly at Irene’s odd tone before breaking into a bright smile.





“Of course.”





Without realizing it, Irene avoided Mia’s gaze.





She wasn’t used to kindness. It felt itchy and uncomfortable, like wearing a wool sweater against bare skin.





Snapping out of her thoughts, Irene brushed her cheek lightly, as if Mia’s gaze still lingered on her.





She turned her attention forward again, scanning the tall fir trees that surrounded her.





The real problem had started after.





Despite the servants piling books in her office and Mia offering to help, Irene had declined.





Even as Mia stood by the door, looking eager to assist, Irene had firmly said,





“I’ll handle it myself.”





Mia found it puzzling. A noblewoman like Irene must have never unpacked her own belongings before, let alone organized mountains of books.





Still, when Irene quickly and efficiently began sorting the books, Mia could only step back, impressed by the speed and precision of her work.





“Then,” Mia eventually said, giving in.





“Dinner is at 7. The Duke has invited you to join him, so I’ll come to escort you.”





Distracted by her task, Irene paused for a moment, processing Mia’s words.





Dinner. With the Duke. At 7.





Mia’s cheerful smile made Irene flinch slightly, though her expression remained calm.





“No need. I’ll go there myself.”





Mia looked a bit disappointed but nodded.





“Alright, Dr. Rios. Be at the main building by 7. I’ll wait for you at the entrance since you might not know the way to the dining hall.”





“Got it.”





Irene responded confidently, confident she wouldn’t get lost.





“Nothing to worry about.”





Yet now, standing in the middle of a fir grove at exactly 7, she sighed as she checked her old pocket watch.





“I left 15 minutes early just in case.”





So why, instead of the main building, was she staring at trees?
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Irene looked around again. Through the fir trees, she spotted a building that resembled the main hall. With a heavy sigh, she trudged toward it, her expression gloomy.





“I don’t want to be remembered as someone late.”





She quickened her pace, her steps crunching on the forest floor. After what felt like ages, Irene finally emerged from the forest to find herself in front of the building she’d seen earlier.





“Finally here…”





But she stopped in her tracks, realizing something was off. The building was similar to the main hall in every way—its architectural style, color, number of floors, and even the shape of the windows. Yet something felt different. Then she noticed: that the front door was a slightly darker shade than she remembered.





In the dim light, it was hard to be sure, but the details started to add up. The steps were lower, there were fewer windows, and the shrubs were more sparse compared to the main hall.





“This isn’t the right place.”





Though it was almost identical to the main hall, this was definitely not it. Irene’s blue eyes flashed with frustration, but there was no time to waste. She was already late. She turned to leave.





“People often get lost here,” a familiar voice drifted to her ears.





Irene slowly turned her head. Even in the darkness, Divoa’s smile was vivid.





“I forgot to warn you—everything here looks the same,” he said.





Behind him, Irene noticed an unusually dark shadow moving. Startled, she realized it wasn’t a shadow at all but Javier, blending into the darkness as if he had finally become Divoa’s shadow for real.





Divoa turned to her with an easy grin.





“This is the borderland with the Kingdom of Alvar. Battles break out here several times a year. To protect the grand duke, all the buildings were designed to look identical so invaders wouldn’t know where he was. Even the paths between them are built like a maze.”





Irene nodded, understanding now. But there was one thing that still puzzled her.





“How did you know I’d end up here? There are so many similar buildings. I could’ve been lost anywhere.”





Divoa shrugged lightly. “Everyone staying in the east wing ends up here. The paths all look the same.”





She nodded again, realizing he was right. At the crossroads, she had chosen the left path without hesitation. It seemed the correct way had been to the right.





Life was full of choices, and Irene had never been great at picking the right one on the first try. Getting lost was not new to her.





To compensate, she had learned to move quickly and leave early, always accounting for her inevitable mistakes. She had no guide to show her the way, no kind advisor to help her, but she kept going, step by step. That was how Irene Rios did things.





“But,” Divoa said, snapping her out of her thoughts, “when you’re lost, it’s better to stay put and wait for someone to find you. Wandering around only makes it harder for others to catch up.”





Irene shook her head firmly.





“No. It’s better to keep moving toward what seems right. No one’s coming for me anyway.”





She remembered one autumn when she’d first arrived at Therapia. Feeling adventurous, she had wandered too far on a walk, only to realize she was lost.





Hours passed, and no one came looking for her. Cold rain began to fall, and her worn dress did little to keep her warm. She eventually found her way back after three more hours, shivering and hungry. By then, it was dark, and the household had moved on without noticing her absence.





No one had even realized she was gone.





Divoa studied her face, struck silent by the weight of her words. What kind of childhood must she have endured, he wondered.





When Divoa got lost as a child, the entire palace would erupt in chaos until he was found. Servants, knights, and even his parents would search tirelessly for him, whether he was hiding in a closet or asleep in the bushes.





But Irene had no such luxury. She was alone, invisible, and if she stayed still, no one would come. So she moved forward, even if it was in the wrong direction.





Suddenly, Divoa spoke without thinking.





“But I found you, didn’t I?”





She turned to him, her glassy blue eyes unreadable.





“From now on, if you ever get lost, I’ll come find you. I’m a generous man to my personal physician, after all,” he said with a playful tone.





Irene gave a slight nod, not reacting to the humor in his words.





“Oh.” She realized something. Divoa had started calling her “Miss Irene” again, instead of “Dr. Rios.” She debated pointing it out but decided against it. It didn’t matter what he called her—neither was her real name anyway.





“You’ll regret saying that.”





“Why would I?”





“Because I kept getting lost at school until I was in third grade.”





Divoa froze for a moment, his shoulders shaking before he finally looked at her with a warm smile.





“You’ve never heard the rumors about me, have you?”





“What rumors?”





“That I’m the most patient grand duke, someone who never loses his temper—not even with servants.”





Irene tilted her head, searching her memory before shaking it. “No. I haven’t.”





Divoa stifled a laugh and added, “Don’t worry. I promise I won’t get mad at you. You have my word.”





“Alright.”





She felt a small sense of relief. It was her first job, after all, and the last thing she wanted was to get fired and sent back to Therapia. Divoa’s patience was a fortunate thing.





“Let’s go. Professor Flich is waiting for us. We’re having dinner together, and he must be wondering where we are.”





“His neck must be tired from waiting,” Irene said dryly, trailing a step behind him.





Divoa paused, confused, before bursting into quiet laughter as he imagined the stout professor.





“Are you feeling unwell?” Irene asked, her tone suddenly professional.





“No, not at all,” Divoa said, brushing it off with a wave.





As they walked, Irene noticed something subtle. At first, Divoa had been a step ahead, but now they were side by side.
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It seemed like she walked slowly.





That was unexpected. Whenever Irene moved with her peers, she always rushed to keep up, afraid of falling behind. Her mind was constantly busy, and her habit of getting distracted by her endless thoughts often slowed her down.





Because of that, Irene walked slower than others. One time, a frustrated friend even grabbed her by the back of her collar to drag her along.





But Divoa walked just as slowly as she did.





“At least you won’t get fired for walking slow,” Irene thought with a sigh of relief. Then, worried Divoa might misunderstand, she quickly added, “I was late today because I got lost, but I’m usually very punctual.”





“Is that so?” Divoa replied indifferently as if it didn’t matter whether she was punctual or not.





But Irene nodded emphatically. They walked through the tall pine forest, eventually circling back to where they started. This time, at the fork in the path, they chose the right side.





They came across a building that looked identical to the one they’d seen earlier—except the front door was a slightly lighter color, the steps were a bit taller, the windows were a little more numerous, and the bushes around it were thicker.





Javier, who was walking ahead, opened the door. Inside, Mia was pacing near the entrance.





When she saw Irene, Mia’s face lit up, and she ran over with a worried expression.





“I should’ve come to fetch you. I’m so sorry, Miss Rios,” Mia said.





Irene didn’t understand why Mia was apologizing.





“Why? I’m the one who insisted on going alone, and I’m the one who got lost,” Irene replied.





At that, Mia’s eyes widened. She murmured, “But…” and glanced between Irene, who looked unconcerned, and Divoa, who finally broke the tension with a calm “Alright, alright.”





“This isn’t anyone’s fault,” Divoa said reassuringly. “And no one’s blaming you, so don’t worry.”





“Yes, Your Grace,” Mia replied, bowing her head. Just like that, the awkwardness between them disappeared.





Irene stared at Divoa again.





That was his gift—his ability to effortlessly dissolve tension.





It was as though he’d gone from standing beside her to standing on the opposite end of the spectrum—a sunny, music-filled world far away.





“Miss Rios, why are you just sitting there like that?”





Mia’s voice pulled Irene out of her thoughts. Startled, Irene looked up, her brow faintly furrowed. She’d been organizing the books the servants had brought, but somewhere along the way, she’d ended up reading instead.





It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Irene sighed, looking sheepish.





No matter how interesting the title was, she really shouldn’t have opened the book. She’d read them all before, anyway. But somehow, she always ended up flipping through the pages like it was her first time.





“I guess I’m just weak to temptation,” Irene muttered to herself.





Dusting off her skirt, she finally looked at Mia, who tilted her head curiously before flashing her usual warm smile.





“Have some snacks while you work! Aunt Juana baked sweet potato pie for you,” Mia said cheerfully.





“Sweet potato pie?” Irene’s eyes sparkled with interest. Sure enough, a sweet aroma wafted from the trolley Mia had pushed in.





Irene quickly put down the book and swapped her gloves before eagerly moving to the sofa.





In the meantime, Mia had already set the tea table and poured a cup of fragrant tea, sliding it in front of Irene.





But Irene ignored the tea and immediately took a big bite of the sweet potato pie.





Wow.





The silent exclamation escaped her lips. She’d noticed during her first dinner with Divoa that Aunt Juana’s cooking was exceptional, but this pie was on another level.





The sweet potato dish was simply divine.





Irene closed her eyes and savored the mild sweetness that filled her mouth. Opening her eyes, she found Mia standing across from her, watching her with a curious intensity, like a scientist observing an experiment.





Uh…





For the first time, Irene felt awkward. She didn’t know what to say in situations like this.





After a moment of hesitation, Irene took another pie, placed it on a plate, and handed it to Mia. It was a significant gesture for Irene—sharing her pie, after all, was no small thing.





“Here… eat,” Irene said hesitantly.





“No, thank you!” Mia quickly waved her hands in refusal, even stepping back. Irene, who had summoned all her courage to offer the pie, looked a little deflated as she pulled the plate back.





Mia hurriedly explained, “I couldn’t possibly take your pie! Aunt Juana would scold me if I did.”





“…”





Irene blinked at Mia, confused. Seeing the question in Irene’s eyes, Mia added with a smile,





“Aunt Juana is very determined to make sure you eat well, Miss Rios. She hasn’t been this motivated since she looked after Butler Adolph. If I take your pie, she’d be furious!”





Mia shivered dramatically, as if just thinking about Juana’s wrath was terrifying. Then she added in a teasing tone,





“And His Grace would scold me too.”





Irene chewed on her pie, glancing at Mia with a puzzled look again. As if reading her mind, Mia continued,





“His Grace instructed Aunt Juana to serve you at least one sweet potato dish every day.”





Oh.





Irene nodded as she took another bite. Thankfully, her employer seemed like someone who kept his promises.





Mia murmured to herself, “I can’t believe you like sweet potatoes. I’ve had enough of them to last a lifetime…”





Fair enough. Not everyone had to like the same things. That was what kept the world peaceful.





If everyone loved sweet potatoes, Irene would’ve had to fight tooth and nail to secure her share. And as someone who wasn’t particularly skilled at fighting, that would’ve been a disaster.





In that sense, she was content. As long as she had her sweet potatoes, Irene didn’t need gold or jewels or anything flashy.





“Ahhh,” Irene sighed contentedly. Even her breath seemed to carry the sweet scent of sweet potatoes. It was a small but undeniable happiness.





“Ahem!”





A loud clearing of the throat snapped Irene out of her thoughts. She turned to see Miguel Flich standing at the door, looking around the office with a critical eye.





When their gazes met, Miguel spoke loudly, as if making sure she heard,





“Well, it’s not bigger than my office.”





Irene blinked and silently studied him. He had a round belly, a belt that seemed on the verge of snapping, and a disproportionately small face.





He reminded her of a sunfish.





Sunfish—or rather, Miguel—puffed out his chest even more, drawing Irene’s uneasy gaze to his belt.





“Graduated from the Royal Medical College, huh? What year?” he asked.





“Class of 195,” Irene replied.





“A rookie, then. I’m Class of 177,” Miguel said smugly.





But Irene couldn’t take her eyes off his precariously stretched belt. She wasn’t about to get hit by flying debris if it suddenly snapped.





Miguel, expecting some respectful acknowledgment of his seniority, frowned when Irene said nothing.





“Kids these days have no manners,” he grumbled, barging into the office uninvited. He glanced at the bookshelf and asked absentmindedly,





“How’s Flich doing?”





Irene hesitated. If “doing well” referred to his health, he was fine. But if it meant his finances, he wasn’t doing well at all.





He’d recently lost a fortune investing in a mine that turned out to have nothing but rocks.





She found such vague questions tricky. Did other people have some secret manual for answering these things?





Maybe she needed to visit the bookstore soon.





While Irene’s thoughts wandered, Miguel suddenly asked with a mischievous grin,





“Is he still balding?”





That question, at least, Irene could answer with confidence.





“He’s been wearing a wig since last year,” she said matter-of-factly.





Miguel burst out laughing, catching Irene off guard.





“He always loved freebies, and now he’s bald! That guy used to let me pay for everything but would act like he was the big shot. Honestly, the world runs on money, not pretentious professors, don’t you think?”





Irene just blinked, unsure how to respond. Miguel seemed as self-centered as the meddling jellyfish she knew, if not more so.
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Once again, Irene couldn’t answer.





It wasn’t because she missed her chance. She simply didn’t know whether money was the most important thing or if there was something better. And as a researcher, she never gave definite answers to things she wasn’t sure about.





“That so?”





Miguel frowned.





“Are you siding with that guy just because you’re his student?”





Standing in the middle of the room, Miguel spread his arms dramatically, his theatrical voice filling the space.





“Real medicine isn’t trapped in some ivory tower—it’s out in the field! I don’t even need to ask what Figuéras is teaching his students. He probably thinks he’s carrying the entire medical field of the Diboa Kingdom on his back. But listen to me. Real medicine isn’t inside the university—it’s outside! Figuéras is just a bookish loudmouth!”





The more Miguel ranted, the more he resembled a sunfish. Setting aside everything else, the fact that sunfish are called “jellyfish killers” made it easy to understand why Miguel disliked Professor Figuéras so much.





“Why aren’t you saying anything? Does that mean you don’t agree with me?”





The sunfish waddled closer, his plump cheeks jiggling. Irene, unfazed, calmly placed the book she was holding back onto the shelf.





“I wouldn’t know whether medicine is inside or outside the university. I’m not a physician who treats people.”





“Hmm. Not a physician?”





Miguel crossed his arms over his belly, looking displeased.





“If you don’t treat people, are you saying His Highness isn’t a person? That’s quite rude…”





He suddenly stopped mid-sentence, as if something had crossed his mind. Then, in a sly voice, he whispered,





“Or maybe being a royal physician is just a cover, and you’re here for another reason?”





Unlike Irene, who had little interest in Miguel, he was very interested in her.





When Divoa first announced he would be looking for a new physician, Miguel had been filled with anxiety. Maybe it was his insecurities, but he couldn’t help feeling like Divoa was implying he was incompetent.





After all, how could you compare internal medicine to surgery? They were completely different fields!





But when the new physician turned out to be Irene Rios, Miguel’s first impression wasn’t great. She was too young to be a real competitor, and something about her seemed… unreliable.





Still, he couldn’t let his guard down. He had gone from being Divoa’s only physician to merely the chief physician because of Irene’s arrival. No matter what, he had to protect his position and maintain his advantage over her.





Besides, he had ambitions. Next year would mark his tenth year as a royal physician. Surely, by now, he deserved a noble title—at the very least, a knighthood.





And yet, out of nowhere, a new physician appeared.





Miguel was on high alert, watching for any opportunity to undermine her. He narrowed his eyes and smirked.





“Did you… spend the night with His Highness?”





Spend the night?





Irene hesitated, trying to figure out what he meant.





Did he mean that, before hiring her, Divoa had tested her skills by having her dissect a corpse all night long?





Or was he referring to something else? Noble gatherings sometimes lasted all night, so was he asking if she had attended a banquet with Divoa?





If it was the latter, the answer was no. If it was the former, it was… complicated. She hadn’t dissected bodies all night, but Divoa had watched her perform an autopsy before.





“……”





Miguel must have taken her silence the wrong way because his expression flickered with disdain. For a moment, she could almost hear him scoffing—I knew it.





“Not just anyone can be His Highness’s physician. It takes someone of real skill—someone like me. But a fresh graduate? And a woman at that? Guess I worried for nothing.”





His gaze slowly scanned her from head to toe, filled with obvious ridicule.





“But I still don’t get it. Maybe His Highness is tired of beautiful women. His taste is… peculiar.”





“And what exactly is peculiar about my taste?”





A voice cut in from behind.





Miguel flinched. He turned around slowly, forcing a smile as he spotted Divoa entering the office.





“Your Highness…”





Divoa smiled pleasantly as he looked at him. Miguel immediately broke into a cold sweat.





“What was it you were talking about so enthusiastically, Dr. Flich?”





Miguel took a step back and answered quickly,





“I was just giving the new physician some advice as a senior. There’s a lot to learn when serving Your Highness.”





“How admirable of you, thinking of your juniors.”





“Not at all, Your Highness. Well, I’ll take my leave now.”





Miguel bowed hurriedly and bolted from the room. On his way out, he accidentally bumped into Javier, who was standing by the door.





“Ugh.”





While Miguel groaned and clutched his shoulder in pain, Javier looked completely unfazed. Moments later, Miguel scurried away.





“He’s usually so slow, but look how fast he moves when he needs to.”





Divoa muttered to himself, chuckling. Then, he turned his gaze toward Irene.





She had just placed the last book on the shelf, looking utterly unconcerned about whatever misunderstanding Miguel might have gotten from their conversation.





Divoa arched an amused eyebrow.





“Why didn’t you tell him we hadn’t spent the night together?”





Maybe Irene was more cunning than she seemed. She had no problem using Divoa’s authority to handle workplace politics.





But then he noticed something—just for a moment, a flicker of hesitation passed across her usually blank expression.





“The question wasn’t clear,” she finally said. “Did he mean spending the night dissecting corpses? Or did he mean attending a banquet together? It had to be one of the two, but I’m not great at interpreting people’s intentions.”





Despite her words, there was a subtle note of pride in her voice. She had improved—at least now, she could narrow down Miguel’s vague question to two possible meanings.





“Huh?”





Divoa’s amusement disappeared for a moment, caught off guard.





Irene continued, perfectly serious.





“Besides, we have spent the night together—at close range, even.”





“We have?”





Divoa looked genuinely confused. No matter how much of a playboy people thought he was, he wasn’t the type to forget spending the night with someone.





He never drank to the point of memory loss. He avoided alcohol precisely because he didn’t want to risk making reckless mistakes.





But he had spent a night with Irene? When?





Just as his thoughts started to spiral, Irene nodded.





“On the steam train to this place. There was a wall between us, but we were close enough that I could hear you tossing and turning.”





“…Oh.”





“I wasn’t sure which scenario Dr. Flich was referring to, so I couldn’t answer. He has a habit of asking vague questions.”





Divoa stared at her for a long moment, then suddenly burst out laughing.





She hadn’t understood Miguel’s intention. She hadn’t even realized she was being insulted.





All that effort for nothing—she didn’t even get offended.





Still chuckling, Divoa leaned in slightly.





“Next time someone asks you that, just say no. ‘Spending the night together’ usually implies… intimacy.”





“…Intimacy?”





“Yes. Ah, I should be clearer. I don’t mean political affairs—I mean physical ones.”





Irene stood frozen as those words sank in.





Divoa, amused by her reaction, casually turned to the bookshelf. But as his gaze swept across the shelves, he frowned.





“…This isn’t organized by title. Or by subject. Not even by body part. Or publisher. How did you sort these books?”





Still distracted by the word intimacy, Irene hesitated before answering.





“By size and color.”





“…Size and color?”





“It looks more pleasing that way.”





“….”





For a moment, Divoa was speechless.





It was the most bizarre way to organize medical books he had ever seen.
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Irene walked straight to the bookshelf without any hesitation. She bent down and pulled out a thick, red-covered book from the bottom shelf.





Ha.





Divoa let out a silent chuckle before speaking again.





“The Difference Between Pleurisy and Mediastinitis.”





Irene moved sideways and pulled out a thin book from the second-lowest shelf. Divoa, now feeling competitive, decided to test her again.





“The Book of Healing.”





Irene straightened her back and stretched her arms as far as they would go. Still unable to reach it, she even stood on her tiptoes. Her outstretched fingers trembled slightly.





Divoa narrowed his eyes and watched her struggling hand. Though covered by white gloves, he could picture her slender fingers perfectly in his mind. Were they still as nimble as before? Were they still rough and calloused? Was the back of her hand still smooth like marble? He found himself curious.





And before he knew it, he had reached out. It wasn’t a conscious decision. His large hand covered the back of hers before he even realized what he was doing.





“The Book of Healing, I see.”





At the last moment, he controlled himself and shifted his hand to grab the spine of the book instead.





“!”





Irene froze on the spot, stiff as a board. She could feel the warmth of Divoa’s body behind her, even though they weren’t touching. It was so intense that she was acutely aware of his presence.





Her fingers curled involuntarily. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run away. But her frozen body refused to move.





She even held her breath, afraid that her back might accidentally brush against him. Her whole body was covered in goosebumps. Her fingertips turned cold.





Her blue eyes trembled. Then her eyelids, her shoulders—her entire body shook like a leaf in the wind.





No.





No.





Just as Irene was about to scream—





“Oh dear.”





Divoa stepped back. Just as suddenly as he had approached, he withdrew. His calm voice reached her ears.





“I was too close. My apologies, Miss Irene.”





“…….”





Irene didn’t respond. Instead, she took a deep breath. Her round shoulders rose high, then sank just as deeply.





Only then did she finally wrap her other hand around the one he had almost touched. It felt hot. And cold at the same time.





She bit her lower lip hard, using the sharp pain to distract herself.





Meanwhile, Divoa studied her closely. When he had stepped forward, goosebumps had formed on the back of her neck. That reaction was real. No one, no matter how skilled an actor, could fake such an instinctive response.





She despised being touched. She feared it.





Divoa’s lips curled into a slight smile.





How fascinating.





“…….”





What would it feel like to hold her hand? If he wove his fingers between hers, how would she react? If he gently stroked the back of her hand?





That could be fun, too.





But Divoa quickly erased his smile, as if it had never been there. Casually, he slid the half-pulled book back into place and spoke in a light tone.





“I heard that once Miss Irene sees something, she memorizes it completely. Seems to be true.”





Irene swallowed quietly and replied in a dry voice. She tried to sound calm, but the slight tremor at the end of her words betrayed her.





“…That’s just a rumor. I don’t remember everything after seeing it just once.”





“Ah, I see. Though I also heard you’re at the top of your class because of your hard work. Your dorm room is the last one to turn off its lights every night.”





“!”





Irene’s eyes widened slightly, caught off guard. She hadn’t known people talked about that.





With a doubtful expression, she asked,





“Not that I use black magic to cheat my grades?”





“Hahaha.”





Divoa burst into laughter. Hearing such words from her—so seriously, at that—was hilarious.





“Unfortunately, I haven’t heard that rumor.”





She didn’t believe him.





Irene narrowed her eyes at Divoa, but he only covered his mouth with his hand to hide another chuckle. Then he cleared his throat and smoothly changed the subject.





“So, how do you find Norte?”





“It’s colder than Therapia. There was a clear spring warmth in Therapia, but here, it still feels like early spring.”





“Hahaha.”





Divoa bent over, laughing. He hadn’t meant the weather.





Yet Irene had given him an extremely serious comparison of the temperatures. And Divoa knew exactly why.





She had no idea why he was laughing, though.





To her, Divoa was like an entirely different species—one that laughed easily, finding joy in the smallest things.





“…….”





But it didn’t matter to her.





Irene quickly lost interest in him and resumed unpacking her belongings. When Divoa’s laughter finally subsided, she asked,





“As Your Highness’s physician, what will my duties be starting today?”





Divoa narrowed his eyes. The amusement in his gaze faded, replaced by a skeptical glint.





“Well…”





He folded his arms and leaned against the desk. Irene stared at the spot where he sat.





Divoa was a prince, a duke, and her employer. Even she knew better than to tell him to get off her desk.





But all she could think was: He sat there. That means I’ll have to wipe it clean later.





Though the prince wasn’t some kind of slimy creature, she still felt the urge to disinfect the spot he had touched.





Divoa noticed her slightly unfocused gaze and barely held back another laugh. He quickly got off the desk.





Only then did Irene’s eyes return to his face. Divoa looked away, clearing his throat.





“Ahem.”





When he spoke again, his voice carried its usual cheerful tone.





“Didn’t you come here because you were interested in my illness?”





“Partially yes, partially no.”





Divoa raised an eyebrow. The answer was both expected and unexpected.





“What do you mean?”





“Your genetic illness was the deciding factor in my decision to come here. But it wasn’t the only reason.”





Divoa studied her closely.





No one had ever spoken about his illness so casually before.





Most people treated it as a forbidden topic. If they had to mention it, they hesitated and referred to it vaguely—“that thing,” or “that disease.”





Even his parents had always avoided discussing it.





And yet, Irene had spoken about it like it was just another fact.





Ah, right. My new physician doesn’t like vague statements.





Divoa smirked, about to respond—when the sound of hurried footsteps echoed down the hall.





His gaze shifted to the door. A young man with a grim expression whispered something to Javier before leaving just as quickly.





Javier’s face hardened. His expressions were usually unreadable, but Divoa noticed the subtle change.





“What happened?”





Javier stepped inside. After glancing at Irene, he decided there was no need to keep it a secret.





“Alvar soldiers launched an attack last night.”





“Their numbers?”





“Same as usual, but since it was a surprise attack, our forces suffered heavy losses.”





“A surprise attack, huh.”





Divoa fell into thought, then smiled as he turned to Irene. His voice was as calm as ever.





“Looks like you won’t have much work for now, Dr. Rios.”





“…….”





“I’ll be at the border. In the meantime, do whatever you wish at the castle. Adolf will assist you.”





As if that settled the matter, Divoa turned to Javier. He nodded once.





Javier immediately responded, “I’ll prepare for departure.”





Just as Divoa was about to leave—





“I’m coming with you.”





Irene’s indifferent voice stopped him.





Divoa slowly turned back, a faint frown forming.





“You want to come?”





“I’m Your Highness’s physician. It’s only natural that I go. A battlefield has a high chance of emergencies.”





Her blank gaze seemed to ask, What’s the point of a doctor who isn’t where they’re needed?





Divoa stared at her in silence. Then he imagined her standing in the middle of a battlefield, arrows flying past.





Slowly, he shook his head.





“No need. Didn’t you say you dislike people?”
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“I’m not here to treat the soldiers. I’m here to make sure nothing happens to Your Highness. If you get injured, you’ll need a doctor to treat you immediately. Isn’t that why you hired me?”





Yes, that’s why he hired her. That was the reason.





Divoa tapped his fingers on his thigh.





But why did he feel uneasy about it?





The answer was obvious—justice, or maybe chivalry.





Whatever it was called, he was feeling guilty.





“This journey will be too dangerous for a fragile woman. Even though the camp is in the rear, it’s not entirely safe. As you just heard, the enemy could attack at any time. Don’t assume that swords and arrows will avoid you just because you’re a woman.”





“I thought I was a skilled surgeon, not a delicate flower of high society.”





“……”





For a moment, Divoa was speechless.





Her words had turned against him like a boomerang.





Yes, Irene was not a fragile noblewoman who needed his protection. She was not a lady who held hands and danced gracefully at parties.





Irene was his doctor—the one who would rush to treat him if he were injured.





She was someone who recoiled even at the slightest touch, a doctor obsessed with cleanliness.





So why did he feel uneasy about bringing her?





Why?





“The battlefield is a place where life and death are separated by a thin line. Don’t you fear death?”





Divoa tried to persuade her again. This time, for a brief moment, Irene’s expression wavered.





He caught that tiny flicker of hesitation.





Irene was afraid of carriage accidents. She avoided fierce dogs.





To her, the battlefield must have been terrifying beyond imagination.





Yet, in the next second, she returned to her usual emotionless state and met his gaze.





Divoa stared at her clenched fist. Then, at her unwavering eyes.





“I won’t die.”





“…….”





“I won’t die. I will survive no matter what. My goal is to live long enough to die of old age. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”





“To die of old age.”





“Yes. So until then, I won’t die. No matter what.”





Her calm statement carried more determination than any passionate declaration.





Divoa studied her carefully.





Then, suddenly, he asked,





“Why do you want to live so badly?”





He hadn’t planned to ask that, but once he did, he realized he was truly curious.





Why was she so obsessed with survival?





Was her life full of joy?





That was impossible.





Divoa already knew the answer.





Her life couldn’t be any better than his.





When she was with her family, she seemed like an outsider.





Her medical school classmates treated her as someone different.





They called her a witch, a grim reaper, an ice pick, a knife-wielder.





Whatever the nickname, they never truly included her.





So she, too, should have been tired of life.





She should have been waiting for it to end.





But why?





Would knowing her reason make his own life easier to bear?





“…….”





But Irene had no intention of answering him.





A heavy silence filled the space between them.





She refused to answer, and Divoa realized that if he didn’t drop the subject, this silence might last forever.





Thinking logically, there was no reason not to take Irene with him.





In fact, out of everyone, she was the one who should go.





That was the reason he hired her.





Irene Rios was nothing more than a passing amusement in his life.





Nothing more, nothing less.





“……Fine.”





Finally, Divoa agreed.





“We leave in an hour. Be ready. If we leave now, we’ll reach the camp by sunset.”





With that, he left the room—almost as if he were running away.





“Yes.”





Her response came a beat too late, lost in the air.





As Divoa’s footsteps faded down the hall, Irene began gathering her supplies.





She decided to take everything she might need—especially herbs for stopping bleeding and plenty of bandages.





Even if they didn’t work well on Divoa, having them was better than not.





Once she finished thinking, Irene quickly got to work.





As Divoa looked over the people ready to leave, he raised an eyebrow.





His voice came out puzzled.





“Doctor Flich?”





“Yes, Your Highness.”





Miguel, dressed in an extravagant coat, straightened his shoulders proudly.





The purple silk coat with silver embroidery stood out among the soldiers’ uniforms.





“Why are you here?”





“Of course, to assist Your Highness.”





“You?”





Divoa narrowed his eyes in suspicion.





Miguel Flich was a man who prayed for injured soldiers and whispered blessings to the dying.





“The last time you went to the battlefield was at least a year ago.”





“Hmm.”





Miguel cleared his throat awkwardly and glanced at Irene.





Then, with a confident voice, he replied,





“As the chief royal physician, I must protect Your Highness. How can I leave your safety in the hands of an inexperienced doctor when you’re heading into battle?”





Ah.





Now Divoa understood.





Miguel was afraid that Irene might outshine him.





That was why he had suddenly decided to leave the comfort of the palace.





After all, Miguel had been enjoying his title without doing much work.





It was like a lazy pond full of fat carp.





Sometimes, adding a catfish could shake things up.





A catfish…





Divoa turned his gaze to Irene.





Could she be the catfish that stirred up the pond?





But Irene, unaware of his scrutiny, simply stared at the carriage with her usual blank expression.





Divoa often wondered what she was thinking.





Her mind always seemed busy, but he never knew what occupied it.





Shifting his focus, Divoa smiled warmly at Miguel.





“As expected of you, Doctor Flich.”





“Of course, Your Highness. It’s my duty.”





Miguel bowed dramatically, casting a smug glance at Irene.





But she was still staring at the carriage.





“Let’s go.”





Divoa mounted his horse, and Javier signaled the procession to start.





The soldiers and servants used to this routine, swiftly moved into position.





Miguel climbed into the carriage, and Irene followed with Mia.





Adolph, watching Divoa, looked worried.





“Please be careful, Your Highness. Stay away from danger. Think of the King.”





“I know.”





Divoa sighed and spurred his horse forward.





Adolph let out a heavy sigh and turned to Javier.





“Take care of him.”





Javier nodded before riding after Divoa.





With that, the carriages and horses started moving.





“I hope nothing bad happens,” Adolph murmured.





Juana, standing beside him, placed a reassuring hand on his arm.





“Don’t worry, Adolph. His Highness has always returned safely. This time will be no different. Besides, Doctor Rios is with him.”





“That’s true.”





Adolph nodded, though his face was still full of concern.





Meanwhile, Irene glanced at Adolph and Juana before looking out the window.





Despite knowing where she was going, she remained remarkably calm.





Mia, on the other hand, was the complete opposite.





She kept fidgeting in her seat until she couldn’t hold back anymore.





“Doctor Rios, aren’t you scared?”





Saying it out loud made the fear even more real.





Mia hugged her arms and shivered.





“Norte is close to the Alvar Kingdom, but I’ve never seen war myself. The fighting always stayed at the border, far from the castle. Thanks to His Highness and the army, the enemy never breached the walls. So war always felt like something distant, something that happened to other people. But now that we’re heading into battle…”





Mia’s voice trembled as she looked like she was about to cry.





The carriage had not even left the castle walls yet.





People gathered outside, cheering for Divoa.





“Show the Alvar savages the might of Divoa!”





“Glory to the Grand Duke!”





“May the goddess of victory bless you!”





Mia bit her lip, realizing she had once been among those cheering.





“How can they smile when people are going to die?”





She muttered bitterly.





Irene turned her head and said plainly,





“You can still go back.”





Mia widened her eyes.





Just as Irene called for the driver—





“Doctor Rios!”





Mia grabbed her hand desperately.





For a moment, Irene froze.
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“!”





Irene forced herself to exhale slowly, letting the tension drain from her body. Her heart, which had been racing, gradually settled back to its normal pace.





She was relieved to be wearing gloves. Irene didn’t want to classify Mia as some kind of clingy creature, but if she kept grabbing people’s hands without warning, she might have to reconsider.





Irene gently pulled her hand away, about to say something, but then she noticed Mia’s eyes welling up with tears.





“…….”





Irene’s face showed an unfamiliar expression—confusion. Or at least, she thought so.





“I’m sorry, Miss Rios. Please forgive me.”





Irene had no idea why Mia was apologizing.





Did she somehow read her thoughts? Did she sense that Irene didn’t want to be seen as a clingy creature?





No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn’t find an answer. A shadow passed over her eyes.





Or maybe I did something wrong again? Is that why Mia is crying?





That seemed more likely. After all, she was always a troublemaker, a lost cause. It had to be her fault again.





“I was just nervous because it was my first time… That’s why I said what I said. But I’m okay now. I’m not scared at all, Miss Rios. So please, don’t tell me to leave.”





Irene, who had been about to speak, closed her mouth instead. She wasn’t good at lightening the mood like Divoa. Whenever she tried to say something, she only made things worse.





So she chose silence.





Mia wiped her tears away with her sleeve.





“…I’m sorry, Miss Rios.”





Her sincere apology fell into Irene’s lap. Irene simply stared out the window in response.





Mia didn’t say anything else, and a heavy silence filled the carriage, thick enough to cut with an axe.





The truth was, Irene didn’t dislike Mia. If she had to choose between liking and disliking her, Mia leaned more toward the “like” side.





That was unusual for Irene.





But just like the coachman, Mario, Mia had left a good impression on her from the start.





The moment their eyes met, Mia smiled brightly. That meant she saw Irene.





Mia also never questioned why Irene always wore gloves. She didn’t even complain when Irene made the strange request to have a sink installed in her office.





Last night, Irene had even considered calling Mia “Carrot.” Not just because of her orange hair, but because carrots were her second favorite vegetable, right after sweet potatoes.





But now, she had made Mia cry. And she didn’t even know why.





Leticia was right. I am hopeless.





Feeling down, Irene gazed toward the front of the procession. From where she was, she couldn’t see him, but she knew Divoa was leading at the front.





Right now, she desperately needed him.





If Divoa were here, he would have some clever trick to break this heavy silence in an instant.





Irene swallowed a sigh and closed her eyes. She had noticed Mia stealing nervous glances at her, so she decided to pretend to be asleep—just to put her at ease.





“Haa…”





Sure enough, Mia let out a sigh of relief. Irene could hear her shifting her position to get more comfortable.





With her ears tuned to the quiet sounds around her, Irene clasped her gloved hands together. The rough, dry fabric calmed her unsettled mind.





Yes, this is fine.





When Divoa arrived at the border, he went straight to his command tent. A group of colonels and lieutenant colonels were waiting for him with grim expressions.





His deputy commander, Niceto, greeted him formally.





“Your Highness, the Grand Duke.”





The others were about to follow suit, but Divoa raised a hand, signaling them to skip the unnecessary formalities and get straight to the point.





Niceto was the second son of a count and had risen quickly through the ranks in the military. He had caught Divoa’s eye because of his skill, and it hadn’t taken long for him to earn the position of deputy commander.





But now, Niceto—usually brimming with confidence—looked visibly worn down.





“While Your Highness was away, there was an extended ceasefire.”





Divoa nodded.





Even in a tense border region, battles didn’t happen every day. Some days were filled with intense fighting, while others passed in relative peace.





“But it seems that was part of their strategy. Last night, while everyone was asleep, the enemy launched a surprise attack. We scrambled to respond, but…”





Niceto hesitated, which was unlike him. Divoa’s face hardened.





“Our casualties?”





“We’ve confirmed 126 dead and 31 wounded.”





“More deaths than injuries? That means we were completely caught off guard.”





A sharp chill crept into Divoa’s voice. Sensing the shift, Niceto straightened his posture.





Having spent years at war with Divoa, Niceto knew the truth—Divoa was not as kind as he appeared. When necessary, he could be utterly ruthless.





Most people had no idea.





“Until now, the Kingdom of Alvar had never been the one to launch a surprise attack. We weren’t prepared for this.”





“Are you making excuses?”





“My apologies, Your Highness.”





Niceto bowed his head deeply, knowing he had no defense.





Divoa’s lips pressed into a thin line.





“The enemy’s casualties?”





“…Less than half of ours.”





“Hah.”





Divoa let out a low chuckle, his eyes narrowing.





Niceto tensed. He knew that wasn’t a laugh—it was a warning.





Sure enough, Divoa’s expression went cold, and his voice turned sharp.





“Prepare for a full-scale attack. We’ll return the favor.”





At that moment, Javier stepped forward.





“Your Highness.”





Divoa’s gaze shifted lazily to him.





Javier knew those eyes were dangerously sharp, but he had to speak up.





“This is too hasty. We should regroup our forces first—”





“We strike while they’re still celebrating their victory. Give them a taste of their own medicine.”





“Understood, Your Highness.”





Niceto quickly left to prepare for battle. The other officers, sensing Divoa’s mood, quietly followed.





Only Divoa and Javier remained.





Just as Divoa was about to leave, Javier stepped in front of him again.





“This is reckless. We need to reinforce our troops first.”





“If we wait, they’ll have time to fortify their defenses. I won’t give them that chance.”





“Then at least command from the rear.”





“Why? Are you worried I’ll die?”





Divoa smirked mockingly.





Javier couldn’t read his thoughts. Divoa was always composed, always perfect. But sometimes, he acted as if he had a death wish.





“Your Highness—”





“Are you disobeying orders?”





Divoa’s tone was lazy, but the warning was clear.





As the supreme commander, his word was law. Disobedience was mutiny, and in the military, mutiny was punished by death.





Javier knew Divoa wouldn’t make an exception for him.





In the end, Javier stepped aside.





“I will follow orders.”





Only then did Divoa leave the tent.





He took a few steps before suddenly stopping and looking toward another tent, not far from his own.





For a moment, he thought he saw a faint shadow moving behind the fabric.





“…….”





Then, as if it didn’t matter, Divoa turned away and continued walking.





It wasn’t his concern.





No one had forced them to come. They had followed him here of their own will.





This wasn’t a place where others could afford to babysit someone’s life.





Here, you had to take care of yourself.





It wasn’t his concern.





“…Damn it.”





Muttering a quiet curse, Divoa resumed his preparations for battle.
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Despite Miguel’s advice, Irene didn’t stop what she was doing. Miguel rolled his eyes at her refusal to listen.





“You don’t believe me, even if I tell you it’s useless. This is why rookies are like this. They don’t understand the value of experience gained on the field.”





Just then, a commotion started outside the tent. Curious, Miguel waddled over and lifted the flap, calling out to a passing soldier.





“What’s going on? Why is it so noisy?”





The soldier recognized him and responded urgently.





“Oh, Mr. Flich! His Majesty has ordered us to march. Everyone is busy preparing for battle. Sorry, I have to carry weapons now!”





The soldier ran off in a hurry. The entire camp was buzzing with activity.





Miguel let the tent flap fall and turned back, frowning.





“We’d better stay inside the tent for now. If we wander around, we might get hit by a stray arrow.”





Then he suddenly widened his eyes in realization, his face filled with deep concern.





“But if everyone is leaving… who’s making dinner tonight? I’d better go check on that.”





With a quick “Good luck,” Miguel rushed out of the tent.





As soon as he disappeared, Mia muttered in a small voice,





“Mr. Flich cares more about dinner than the war. The soldiers don’t even know if they’ll be able to eat tomorrow.”





Irene remained silent, focused on organizing her medical tools. Then she suddenly stopped and listened.





“What is that sound?”





“Huh? What sound… oh?”





Mia also focused, and the faint noises became clearer.





“Ugh… ughhh…”





It was someone groaning in pain. Someone trying to hold back their agony but failing.





Mia covered her mouth, her expression full of pity.





“There must be a medical tent nearby. Oh no, Ms. Rios… They must be in so much pain.”





Mia was right. The sound wasn’t coming from just one person. Deep voices, high-pitched cries, rattling coughs, and muffled screams blended into a single, painful chorus.





“While I was living comfortably inside the castle, a battle was happening here… I feel so guilty. And I was even complaining about coming here…”





Mia’s eyes filled with tears. Irene stared at her, confused. She still didn’t understand why Mia was crying.





Just then—





“AHHHH!”





A terrible scream tore through the air, followed by an eerie silence.





Irene and Mia looked at each other in shock.





“!”





“W-What was that?”





Mia shivered and whispered.





“Could it be… Are enemy soldiers attacking?”





Irene quietly shook her head. It wasn’t the sound of many people panicking—just one sharp, piercing scream.





After hesitating for a moment, Irene put down her tools and stepped outside. Mia gasped and ran after her.





“Where are you going, Ms. Rios? There might be a battle soon! Wouldn’t it be safer to stay inside, like Mr. Flich said?”





Irene stopped and turned to face Mia.





She didn’t dislike Mia. That was rare for Irene, who generally disliked people.





When Irene got lost, Mia had worried for her. Even though she was terrified of coming to the battlefield, she still followed Irene here.





Most people distanced themselves from Irene when they first met her. Some acted like she didn’t exist at all.





But Mia wasn’t like that. She always expressed kindness, even when Irene showed no reaction. She never gave up.





That’s why Irene didn’t dislike her. She had even decided to give her the nickname “Carrot.”





“Wait here.”





“Ms. Rios, please! I’m sorry! Don’t abandon me! I have three younger siblings to take care of, and my mother is expecting a fifth child!”





Mia panicked and hurriedly followed Irene.





Irene frowned slightly. She didn’t want Mia to get hurt. She wanted her to stay somewhere safe.





But why did Mia look so heartbroken?





Irene let out a small, hidden sigh.





I don’t know how to make people happy.





“Please don’t leave me behind, Ms. Rios.”





Mia stayed right behind her, afraid of being left alone.





As someone else’s body heat grew closer, Irene flinched slightly.





Then Mia pointed ahead.





“Over there, Ms. Rios.”





“AHHHH!”





At that moment, another agonized scream came from between the flapping tent covers.





Irene nodded and stepped forward, pulling back the tent flap.





Mia hesitated before peeking inside, only to immediately cover her nose and mouth. A terrible stench filled the air.





How could she even describe it? It wasn’t just the smell of dirty water or rotting food. It was…





“There are both the living and the dead here.”





Irene’s calm words made the horrible smell’s source clear—it was the scent of decaying corpses.





It was a scent she was all too familiar with. No matter how many times she encountered it, it never became any less overwhelming.





Irene coldly scanned the room. The tent was huge, at least six times the size of her own. Despite the daylight outside, it was dark inside.





Rows of wooden beds filled the space—at least forty of them. None were empty, and over half were already occupied by the dead.





Some bodies had begun to rot, while others had only just stopped breathing. A few were still sitting upright as if they had died waiting for their turn to be treated.





“This is… horrible. It’s like hell, Ms. Rios. Oh, dear God. Please grant these poor souls eternal peace.”





Mia clasped her hands together, whispering a sincere prayer with tear-filled eyes.





“Shut up, will you?!”





A rough voice suddenly barked.





“!”





Mia gasped and clamped her hands over her mouth.





Irene turned to the source of the voice.





A burly man with a thick beard moved quickly between the patients. His sunburned skin, broad shoulders, and muscular arms made him look more like a warrior than a doctor.





“AH!”





“Shut up already! Do you want to bleed to death?!”





The bearded man held a red-hot iron rod, yelling at a soldier clutching his bleeding side.





“I’d rather die from blood loss! Whether I burn to death or bleed to death, I’m going to die anyway!”





“You idiot. Fine, do whatever you want. There are plenty of others who need saving. If you’re lucky, you’ll still be alive when I come back.”





Annoyed, the man stomped away. As he said, there were too many wounded soldiers waiting.





“Damn it. This never ends.”





He muttered as he moved to another patient, one who seemed just as close to death. The soldier was staring blankly at the ceiling, mumbling to himself.





“Hey! Stay with me! If you give up now, you’ll die!”





“Doctor Uno! We need you over here!”





“Just wait a second! If I don’t handle this guy first, he’ll be a corpse soon!”





Irene silently observed the chaos before her.





—Real medicine isn’t inside the university. It’s outside in the real world!





Maybe Miguel was right.





She had stitched up countless cadavers before, but she had never seen so many injured people at once.





This was the edge of life and death. One wrong step, and you’d fall straight into hell.





A battlefield.





No one paid any attention to Irene and Mia. There was too much happening to care about two extra people.





There was only one doctor and three assisting soldiers trying to manage all the wounded.





Unlike the chilly spring air outside, the tent was suffocatingly hot. Dozens of people packed tightly together, their feverish breaths mixing into the thick, heavy air.





The wounded, waiting for death, clung desperately to life.





That’s why being alive felt so much more real here.





This wasn’t an anatomy lab filled with cold corpses. These were living, breathing people.





“AHHHH!”





Someone screamed in agony. They wanted to live.





“Please! Save me!”





Irene understood.





She, too, wanted to live. She wanted to survive.





For a long, long time.





So she screamed.





A desperate, silent scream that no one could hear.





Not even herself.





Please…





Someone, save me.
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“Damn those Alvar Kingdom bastards.”





Uno muttered a curse as he sliced open the pants of a wounded soldier. A broken leg bone had pierced through the flesh.





“Hold still.”





His voice was gruff as he pressed a heated cautery iron against the wound. The bleeding slowed.





“Ugh…”





The soldier twitched but was too weak to scream before passing out. Uno didn’t stop.





Each time the cautery iron touched flesh, a sickening sizzle and white smoke filled the air. The stench of burning flesh was unbearable.





“It’s better if they pass out rather than scream their heads off,” Uno muttered. “Though, waking up might not be a blessing for them.”





He scowled. “Damn it. That leg’s not going to heal. He’d be better off dead.”





Mia, watching, frowned. “You’re the only medic here. You should be kinder.”





Irene shook her head. “No. He might speak harshly, but his hands are precise. Look—he’s only burning the wound, not a single spot more than necessary.”





Mia hesitated, looking at Uno’s hands. He worked quickly, and efficiently. The bleeding stopped, leaving a scorched, shriveled wound.





Irene finally realized—he wasn’t a doctor. He was a barber-surgeon, treating injuries like barbers had done for centuries.





Uno stood and glanced around.





“Where the hell is everyone?” he barked. “We’re short on hands as it is since those damn Alvar bastards killed all the barbers!”





A young soldier nervously answered, “Some were sent to bring dinner. Master Plitch was complaining about the delay…”





Uno growled. “That greedy pig cares more about food than human lives!”





He stomped off to the next patient.





Irene sighed. She didn’t like people, which was why she had never become a doctor. She only agreed to be Divoa’s physician out of responsibility.





She turned, ready to leave, but her eyes landed on another soldier. Pale, gripping his side, his breath slowing.





He wouldn’t last long.





She could leave. Return to her tent. Block out the cries. Unpack her things.





She turned away. Then, she noticed Mia standing beside her.





“Mia,” she said.





“Yes? Oh! Yes, Miss Rios!”





Mia snapped to attention.





Irene hesitated, then forced the words out.





“Bring clean water and as much cloth as you can find.”





“Clean water and cloth?”





Mia looked confused but quickly nodded. “Leave it to me, Miss Rios!”





She ran off eagerly. She wanted to be useful, to prove herself, to make sure Irene never sent her away again.





Irene turned toward her tent.





She stared at the bag she had brought from the castle.





Was this the right thing to do? Could she even do it?





What if, at the crucial moment, she froze? What if she ran?





“Ugh…”





The moans of wounded soldiers filled her ears. The stench of death was suffocating.





She picked up her bag.





On her way back to the medical tent, she passed by soldiers delivering food to Miguel’s tent. The meal was far too luxurious for a battlefield.





Irene grabbed a bottle from the tray without hesitation and walked away.





“Uh, wait—!” a soldier called after her.





She didn’t stop. If she hesitated now, she might never move again.





Meanwhile, Javier watched Divoa as he strapped on his weapons.





Divoa’s expression was distant, his sharp presence like a blade unsheathed.





Normally, Divoa was calm, almost lazy. But before battle, he became someone else.





Or maybe… this was the real Divoa.





Like a sword without a sheath.





Javier tensed. When the battle started, his duty wasn’t to fight—it was to protect Divoa.





Divoa would lead the charge, as always. He never hesitated, never feared death. His presence would drive the soldiers forward.





And the closer he got to victory, the closer he got to death.





Javier had to stay by his side.





He frowned.





Sometimes, it felt like Divoa wanted to die.





“Everything is ready,” Niceto reported.





Divoa smirked, but his eyes remained cold.





“Let’s go.”





“Yes, Your Highness.”





As always, Javier moved first—not as Divoa’s shadow, but as his shield.





While the Diboa army prepared for battle, the Alvar soldiers celebrated their victory.





They had launched a surprise attack at dawn, crushing their enemies.





Now, they drank, sang, and reveled in their success.





“To the Alvar Kingdom!”





“To crush those Diboa dogs!”





“Watching them flee was the best sight ever!”





Even their general didn’t scold them. After all, celebrations were rare.





It had been too long since they’d won a battle against Diboa.





“Only regret is that the Duke wasn’t there,” someone muttered.





The soldiers nodded in agreement.





“Yeah. Would’ve loved to see his arrogant face crumble.”





“Hah! Lucky for him, he was away from Norte.”





“If only we could’ve crushed him, too.”





The sun dipped lower, and the revelry continued.





The general stood, ready to retire for the night.





Then—





“General! General!”





A soldier ran toward them, face pale.





“Huh? What’s with the panic?”





A drunken soldier squinted at him.





“Wait… isn’t he on guard duty tonight?”





“Guard duty?”





At that moment, the soldier shouted:





“ENEMY ATTACK! THE DUKE HIMSELF IS LEADING THE CHARGE!”





“What?!”





“But they said he wasn’t in Norte!”





The soldiers exchanged nervous glances.





BOOM!





The ground shook.





Cups tumbled off tables.





Everyone knew that sound.





“CATAULTS! THEY’RE LAUNCHING BOULDERS!”





Their faces went white.





A massive rock smashed into their camp.





“IT’S AN ATTACK!”





“IT’S AN AMBUSH!”





The Alvar soldiers panicked. Some scrambled for their weapons, others ran in circles.





And then, through the chaos, came a voice—





“Brave soldiers! KILL THEM ALL!”

Chapter 33


 





 





“Whoa!”





At the same time, dark clouds of soldiers rushed in from the other side. It didn’t take long to recognize them as the Debois army.





A general from Alvar raised his sword and shouted at his frightened soldiers.





“Don’t back down!”





“Let’s wipe out the Debois like we did at dawn!”





“Yeah!”





With that, the battle began. Under the blood-red sunset, swords clashed, ringing through the air.





Divoa smirked and jumped off his horse. At the same moment, Javier charged forward. But Divoa didn’t care about Javier. His focus was only on the Alvar soldiers. For a brief moment, his eyes seemed to glow red.





Javier noticed this but quickly realized it was just the sunset’s reflection. He cut down an enemy soldier rushing toward Divoa.





Divoa fought like a wild beast. Every swing of his sword sent Alvar’s soldiers collapsing like fallen straw.





“Duke Cassis!”





An Alvar officer suddenly ran toward Divoa, gripping his sword tightly.





“Your Highness!” Javier shouted urgently.





Divoa easily dodged the attack by shifting his weight. The officer, who had put all his strength into the strike, stumbled, his face filled with panic.





Divoa didn’t miss the chance. His sword slashed across the officer’s throat.





“Guhh!”





Blood sprayed like a fountain. Divoa turned his head quickly, but he couldn’t avoid it all. A faint chuckle escaped him as he wiped his cheek with his free hand, leaving a streak of red.





“The God of Death…”





Someone murmured in shock—probably an Alvar soldier. That was the nickname they secretly called Divoa.





The scent of blood filled the air. Divoa brought his blood-soaked fingers to his lips and licked them.





“Metallic,” he muttered.





In the next instant, he cut down another soldier. His eyes gleamed red again.





“It’s the Duke!”





“It’s the God of Death!”





Shouts echoed around him as Divoa thrust his sword into another enemy’s stomach.





Suddenly—





“Die, you enemy of Alvar!”





An Alvar soldier appeared from the left.





Divoa realized too late. His sword was already deep in the soldier’s belly, but the soldier used his last strength to grab it tightly, determined to take Divoa down with him. His eyes burned with hatred.





The soldier smirked, sensing victory. His sword swung down toward Divoa’s head.





For a moment, Divoa thought, ‘Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to die here.’





Instead of waiting for an unknown death, maybe this was the moment he had been waiting for all along.





But then—





Clang!





“Ugh…”





The moans didn’t come from Divoa but from the Alvar soldier.





Javier had struck the soldier’s sword away and, in the same motion, slashed his chest. The soldier, who had just been grinning, staggered and collapsed lifelessly.





Javier, still breathing hard, turned to Divoa.





“Are you alright?”





Divoa slowly pulled his sword out of the dead soldier’s body. The soldier’s grip loosened, and his hands dropped.





Then Divoa turned around.





Javier flinched.





Divoa was smiling. As if he was enjoying all of this.





“…Your Highness.”





“You saved me again.”





Divoa spoke casually—then, without warning, he swung his sword at Javier.





“!?”





It happened so fast that Javier couldn’t react. He couldn’t tell if Divoa’s words had been gratitude or resentment.





The sharp blade narrowly missed Javier’s side—





“Argh!”





Behind him, an Alvar soldier collapsed with wide eyes. He had been aiming for Javier’s back.





Javier glanced over his shoulder, then murmured, “Thank you.”





“We’re even.”





Divoa turned his head and, without hesitation, ran straight into the most chaotic part of the battlefield.





“!?”





Javier quickly followed.





Whoosh!





A sword barely missed Divoa’s ear, cutting a few strands of his hair.





His eyes narrowed.





His body tingled with excitement.





What if that sword had wounded him? What if it had drawn blood? How long would it take for the bleeding to stop?





Or… maybe this time, it wouldn’t stop at all.





How deep would a fatal wound have to be? This much? Or this much?





Ironically, Divoa only felt truly alive when death was right in front of him.





Just like war, there was another thing that made his life less dull.





Irene Rios.





Yes, just like war.





“Die!”





Lost in thought for a second, Divoa clicked his tongue in annoyance at the soldier’s predictable war cry. He dodged easily and slashed the soldier’s thigh.





“Ugh!”





Blood gushed out like a fountain. The soldier fell, clutching his leg in terror.





Divoa looked down at him with lazy eyes.





“This is why it gets boring.”





As the soldier collapsed, he whispered Divoa’s other nickname.





“The King of Slaughter…”





With the blood-red sunset behind him, Divoa smiled. It was almost dazzling.





But for the Alvar soldiers watching, a chill ran down their spines.





Meanwhile, in a medical tent—





“Drink this.”





Irene handed a bottle to a wounded soldier, who barely managed to open his eyes.





“Who…?”





She looked too emotionless to be an angel. If he was going to die, he thought he’d rather be taken by a kinder angel.





“Drink.”





She simply pushed the bottle toward him.





The soldier’s gaze shifted downward. His lips twitched, and a flicker of recognition crossed his eyes.





Without hesitation, he grabbed the bottle and gulped it down. The sharp scent of alcohol filled his nose.





As he swallowed, the pain seemed to fade slightly.





Irene spoke in a calm tone.





“It’s better if you lose consciousness.”





She glanced at his blood-soaked abdomen and added quietly,





“Not that it’ll take long, considering how much blood you’ve lost.”





“Irene!”





A girl named Mia ran over, carrying a bucket. She wiped her sweat-free forehead and smiled proudly.





“I brought clean water and clothes!”





She didn’t need to explain how hard it was to get those things in a battlefield hospital. A loyal maid wouldn’t seek praise.





Meanwhile, Irene removed her gloves and washed her hands. Then she opened her medical bag.





Mia watched curiously.





“What are you going to do with that?”





Instead of answering, Irene soaked a clean cloth in water.





The soldier, drunk from pain and alcohol, was barely conscious.





Irene reached out—but hesitated.





Her bare hand stopped just before touching his skin.





Even in his weakened state, he was alive. Warm. Bleeding. Not a corpse.





Could she do this?





Just thinking about it made her fingers tremble. A familiar voice echoed in her mind.





“You’re useless.”





Maybe Leticia was right. Maybe it was better to do nothing.





Irene started to pull her hand away—





But then—





“Ugh…”





Blood gushed from the soldier’s wound.





Without thinking, Irene’s hand moved on its own.





Her fingers, frozen moments ago, now worked quickly, wiping the blood away.





Her mind was still in turmoil, but her hands knew exactly what to do.





Mia gasped, eyes wide with shock.





Irene didn’t hesitate anymore.





She pressed her fingers into the wound, carefully examining the damage.





For the first time, she wasn’t afraid.
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Irene was pulling her fingers out of the soldier’s stomach. This time, instead of her fingers, she placed a clean cloth inside. The white fabric quickly turned red.





“That’s a relief.”





“What is?”





Hearing a response to what she thought was a private muttering, Irene flinched and turned around in surprise. Her eyes met a pair of bright, curious ones.





Realizing it was Mia, Irene let out a small sigh of relief. She removed the blood-soaked cloth and replaced it with a fresh one while answering nonchalantly.





“It doesn’t look like any blood vessels or organs were damaged.”





“Oh… I see.”





Mia stole a glance at the wounded soldier and winced, gripping her stomach as if she could feel his pain. But curiosity won over her hesitation.





“Why is that a relief?”





“It means I only have to stitch the skin.”





“But, Dr. Rios,” Mia called her name in a serious tone. Irene didn’t look up from her work, but Mia kept questioning.





“Where’s the cauterizer? And why did you take out that weird needle instead?”





Cauterizing wounds was the standard method for sealing injuries. So Mia’s confusion was understandable.





Irene didn’t bother answering and simply continued working. Mia’s eyes widened.





“Dr. Rios!”





Any hesitation Irene had moments ago was completely gone. Her hands moved with precision as she stitched the wound.





With tweezers in her left hand, she held the skin in place while her right hand guided the needle through. She tied a knot, cut the thread, and moved on to the next stitch. Her movements were smooth, almost like a carefully practiced dance.





Technically, when closing up a corpse, she didn’t have to do individual stitches. Since the body wouldn’t heal, she could just sew it up in one go, like stitching fabric.





But this soldier was alive. Irene had a responsibility to minimize his pain and potential complications.





So she continued her meticulous work—stitch, tie, cut. Over and over.





Each time the needle pierced his skin, the soldier flinched. That was the difference between the living and the dead. Corpses didn’t move. They didn’t feel pain.





But this soldier’s blood was warm. His pulse was strong.





This was why she hated dealing with the living.





And yet, her hands kept moving with practiced ease.





Watching from the side, Mia fidgeted nervously.





“Oh, I can’t watch this…” She stomped her feet, unsure of what to do.





Uno, who had been resting nearby, turned at the commotion and frowned. He looked irritated as if wondering how an outsider—let alone a woman—had gotten in here.





“Hey, you!” he barked, striding over.





His shadow loomed over Irene, but she was so focused on her task that she didn’t notice.





Uno had been ready to scold her, but instead, he watched in silence.





Finally, Irene finished the last stitch. She let out a quiet sigh and snipped the thread. The wound was neatly closed.





Straightening up, she finally noticed Uno and stiffened slightly.





He stroked his chin and asked, “You’re the new surgeon?”





His tone could have been taken as rude, considering Irene was Divoa’s physician while he was just a barber-surgeon.





But Irene didn’t mind. She’d heard far worse.





Troublemaker, lost cause, iron mask, broomstick. Even witch.





Without a word, she washed her bloodstained hands. The gentle splashing of water felt oddly out of place in the rough atmosphere of the medical tent.





Uno examined the stitched wound closely.





“You’re leaving the stitches in?”





“I’ll remove them once the wound heals.”





“…I see.”





Hearing Irene’s polite tone, Uno looked slightly embarrassed.





His rugged face scrunched as he scratched the back of his head awkwardly. Mia, watching the interaction, barely held back a laugh, covering her mouth with both hands.





Uno shifted his attention to Irene again.





“I’ve heard the Royal Medical Academy recently introduced surgical courses,” he muttered.





Irene gave a small nod.





Uno clicked his tongue.





“Well, I don’t know what they taught you there, but you’ll soon realize none of it matters here.”





For the first time, Irene looked directly at him.





Uno glanced around at the overcrowded medical tent, filled with injured soldiers.





“There are too many patients and not enough surgeons. Two of my assistants died in yesterday’s attack. I’m the only barber-surgeon left.” He let out a bitter laugh.





“Do you have time to stitch each wound so carefully? While you’re busy doing that, other soldiers are dying. It’s faster to just cauterize the wounds, even if it leaves scars. Besides, wouldn’t you rather endure a few seconds of pain than suffer through 20 minutes of stitching?”





His words carried both cynicism and exhaustion. He wasn’t just mocking her—he was pointing out the brutal reality of war.





Before Irene could respond, Mia jumped in.





“What are you talking about? I didn’t time it exactly, but it didn’t take much longer than cauterizing would have!”





Uno looked at her in disbelief, but Mia stood her ground, hands on her hips.





Her eyes practically shouted, “So what if you stare?”





For a moment, there was silence.





Irene, meanwhile, stood quietly, seemingly uninvolved in the conversation, even though it revolved around her.





Maybe that was for the best. She had no talent for smoothing over tense situations.





Eventually, Uno turned back to Irene.





“If you don’t mind, could you stitch another wound in front of me?”





His request was a test. Or maybe a challenge. Either way, it wasn’t particularly friendly.





Mia scowled, about to protest—





But Irene simply nodded.





She had nothing else to do until Divoa returned anyway.





And truthfully, there was a certain thrill in using her hands again. Unlike stitching up corpses, this was different.





The warmth of living skin, the pulsing of blood, the challenges of an active body.





She had doubted herself at first. Even considered running away.





But she had done it. And done it well.





The corpses she had stitched before would never heal. But this soldier would live. He would walk, run, and laugh again.





Her hands tingled.





She looked down at them.





They were warm.





Not cold, like they always had been.





Something swelled in her throat. Her vision blurred.





Irene swallowed hard.





These hands… they saved lives.





Blood, screams, pain—these weren’t signs of death.





They were proof of survival.





She clenched her fists, forcing the strange emotions down.





This was why she disliked dealing with the living.





They made her feel.





Suppressing her thoughts, she silently followed Uno.





For once, she didn’t feel like a ghost.





She felt alive.





Just like the soldier she had saved.

Chapter 35


 





 





Uno stepped aside as he spoke. The soldier, eyes filled with fear, looked back and forth between Uno and Irene.





When Irene picked up the needle, the soldier panicked and stepped back.





“W-what are you doing…?” he stammered.





Uno smirked and pressed down on the soldier’s head and shoulders with his strong arms.





“Ugh, Sir Uno!”





“Stay still. Stop whining like a child.”





Irene glanced at Uno with satisfaction. He reminded her of a whale shark—large and intimidating, yet unexpectedly gentle.





“Sir Uno! My shoulder is going to break!”





Hmm. Maybe “gentle” wasn’t the right word after all.





Exactly three minutes later, Uno’s mouth dropped open in shock.





“How is this even possible…?”





He blinked, looking dumbfounded. It wasn’t fabric being stitched—it was human skin. And yet, Irene had finished in just three minutes.





Uno knew better than anyone that human skin wasn’t easy to sew. After all, he spent his days handling flesh. No one could gain that kind of skill with just a few practice runs.





He observed Irene. She wasn’t all talk, like Miguel Flich. She had practiced this technique hundreds, maybe thousands of times until it became second nature.





In other words, she proved her ability through effort.





Without realizing it, Uno leaned closer to Irene, reaching out toward the needle she held.





“This needle… it looks different from what we usually use—”





Smack!





Irene instinctively slapped Uno’s hand away.





A heavy silence filled the air.





Mia darted her eyes around nervously, while the soldier who had just been stitched up stared at the ground as if searching for a lost coin.





Irene clenched her fists to hide her trembling hands. Her bare hands, exposed because she had removed her gloves for the procedure, had turned pale from the pressure.





A wave of self-doubt hit her. Why was she so sensitive about something that didn’t seem to bother anyone else?





She knew the answer. But time couldn’t be reversed, and what was done could never be undone.





Forcing a neutral expression, she spoke.





“As you know, human skin is tougher than you’d think. That’s why we use a sharper needle than those used for sewing fabric. If you cut one in half, you’d see the cross-section is triangular.”





Uno frowned slightly, watching her. At first, he thought she was looking down on him—like most doctors did on barbers.





It wasn’t the first time, and yet, it still irritated him.





But then, she answered his question directly, as if nothing had happened.





What was she thinking?





“We use very thin silk thread to minimize scarring.”





Her face was unreadable, but her response was sincere. Unlike Miguel Flich, she didn’t mock him or look down on him in front of the soldiers.





“The tool in my left hand is a clamp. It holds the skin in place. Sharper ones are better because blunt ones require more force, which increases the chance of scarring.”





Uno had never met a doctor who spoke to a barber with respect.





He glanced at Irene’s clenched fist. Sensing his gaze, she turned away and started scrubbing her hands in a bucket of water. After drying them with a clean cloth, she pulled out a pair of white gloves from her apron and slipped them on naturally.





But Uno’s eyes remained fixed on her hands.





Then, he finally spoke.





“Here.”





He pointed at the stitched wound. Irene followed his gaze.





“The stitches are slightly raised. If it were me, I would have made them lie flatter.”





“The swelling will go down over time. If the stitches were completely flat from the start, it would leave a sunken scar,” she explained.





Uno nodded slowly. He hadn’t considered that.





Then he asked, “When do you remove the stitches?”





“It depends on the healing speed.”





She paused briefly and looked at the soldier. He was young, healthy, and though anxious, still in good shape.





“Around a week to ten days.”





Irene kept her face blank, but inside, she felt slightly disappointed. She glanced at her stitches.





It took more effort than she expected. Sewing a living person was different from sewing a corpse.





A living body flinched with pain, and its warmth constantly reminded her that it was alive.





She could have done better.





Just as she sighed silently, Uno muttered, almost to himself,





“If someone were there to cut the knots, unnecessary movements could be reduced. That would speed up the process even more.”





Irene nodded but knew that wouldn’t be possible for her. A helper would have to stand very close to her, and she wouldn’t be able to handle that.





She wasn’t normal.





She hadn’t thought about that fact in a long time—though back in university, it was something she had considered every day.





Just then, a soldier burst into the tent, panting.





“His Highness has returned! And he’s brought Commander Alvar’s head!”





The soldiers erupted into cheers. Even the wounded joined in.





Only Uno sighed with a bitter expression.





“No time to rest. We’re about to get even busier.”





He turned to the soldiers.





“Move the corpses elsewhere. Even in victory, our side must have suffered losses. We need space for the injured.”





“Yes, sir!”





As the soldiers moved quickly, Irene gathered her belongings and stepped outside. Now that Divoa was back, it was time for her to resume her duties.





Divoa returned with a triumphant roar. He looked like the god of war himself, and the soldiers following him shouted in the thrill of victory.





Pride. Excitement. Glory.





After suffering a surprise attack and a morale-crushing defeat, the Debois soldiers marched back into camp with their heads held high.





“Half of Alvar’s troops must be dead by now.”





“Watching them flee with their tails between their legs was priceless.”





“When His Highness beheaded Alvar’s commander—damn, I’ll never forget that moment!”





Irene walked through the excited soldiers toward Divoa’s tent.





Dust clung to his hair as he approached, but when he spotted her, he stopped in his tracks.





For a brief moment, their eyes met.





It was only a second. But for some reason, it felt much longer.





Divoa stared at Irene as if seeing her for the first time.





Irene’s brows twitched slightly. Divoa followed her gaze and touched his cheek.





“Oh. It’s not my blood.”





Irene nodded as if she already knew.





Divoa’s usual smirk returned. He turned away first, and Irene silently followed.





Mia, who had been standing awkwardly with a bucket and cloth, scrambled after them.





“Sit down.”





Irene gestured to a chair. Divoa, who had been about to change clothes, raised an eyebrow.





“I told you, it’s not my blood. There’s nothing for you to worry about, Doctor Rios.”





But Irene didn’t back down. She looked at him with an unreadable gaze before finally speaking.





“I am Your Highness’s physician. I must check your condition. That is why I am here.”





Divoa studied her, surprised. She held his gaze without flinching.





That amused him.





She was nothing like the noblewomen he knew.





“Besides, Your Highness is still riding the thrill of victory. That means you might not feel pain yet. You could have wounds you haven’t even noticed.”





Victory rush, huh?





She might be right. He was in a good mood, after all.





Chuckling, Divoa raised his hands in surrender and plopped onto the chair.





“If the doctor insists, I have no choice, do I?”





Without answering, Irene took the cloth from Mia and stepped closer.





Her gloved hands moved with precision.





Divoa watched her closely.





Those gloves—





They were like his armor. A thin but clear boundary, meant to protect herself from others.





And yet, when the damp cloth touched his cheek, it was so gentle he barely felt it.
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“……”





Divoa’s gaze landed sharply on the slight furrow in Irene’s brow. It was such a faint reaction that no one else would have noticed—except for him.





Each time her brow twitched, the pressure on his cheek grew stronger.





Ah.





Only then did Divoa nod slightly to himself. Irene was wiping the blood off his cheek, struggling to figure out how much force to use, repeating the process like someone unfamiliar with the task.





Of all things, she was treating this like the most serious job in the world—just wiping off a bit of blood.





Suppressing a chuckle, Divoa kept his eyes on her. It was especially amusing, considering this was the same woman who had sewn up a corpse’s stomach with steady hands, without a moment’s hesitation.





“……”





Was this funny to her?





Divoa’s eyes darkened.





She knew about his condition.





That’s why she was being so meticulous, examining his face as if even the smallest wound couldn’t be ignored.





In the end, she was just like everyone else. Like his parents, and his siblings—constantly worried he would get hurt.





In the end, she was just like everyone else.





That was true—





That was true—





“Boring.”





Muttering under his breath, Divoa pulled up the corners of his lips in a smile. Then, he spread his arms wide.





He was smiling, but his eyes weren’t. Only Javier noticed.





“If my dear physician wishes, I could remove my clothes as well. You must check for any injuries on my body, mustn’t you?”





His teasing words were meant to fluster her. Any other noble lady would have blushed, lowered her gaze, or perhaps even teared up before fleeing.





But Irene Rios was different.





She coolly looked him over, as if picturing the body beneath his clothes.





“Kyaa!”





The small gasp didn’t come from her—it was Mia.





Divoa glanced at Mia briefly before returning his smoldering gaze to Irene.





His eyes were heavy with suggestion, his voice deep and smooth, like a rogue tempting an innocent lady.





But no matter his intentions, Irene’s expression remained unchanged. She simply nodded.





“Yes.”





Divoa dropped his hand, a flicker of disappointment crossing his face.





“A physician who eagerly wants to see a man naked—how very indecent.”





“Your Highness is not just any man. You are my patient. Just as I am not some lady of society, but a capable surgeon.”





Her tone remained indifferent. There was no warmth or admiration in her gaze.





“Aha.”





A thought suddenly occurred to him.





What if Irene Rios saw him not as a patient, but as a man?





What if, instead of recoiling from his touch, she blushed? What if, instead of staring blankly, she lowered her gaze in embarrassment when he undressed?





That would be truly entertaining.





“……”





Divoa’s smile deepened.





Would it be more thrilling to see Irene Rios fall in love? Or to have Alvar’s sword graze past his neck?





Well, there wouldn’t be any wars for a while. He could use a little amusement.





Casually, Divoa undid the first button of his uniform.





He never took his eyes off Irene.





His movements were slow, unhurried—deliberately sensual. Even Mia, merely a spectator, held her breath.





For a moment, the fact that they were in the middle of a warzone, in a plain military tent, was completely forgotten.





Click.





The second button came undone.





His dark eyes were impossibly deep, the flickering lamplight reflecting in them.





Click.





The third button was released.





A lazy smile played on Divoa’s lips. His fingers moved even slower as if savoring the moment.





Lowering his head slightly, he scratched the end of his eyebrow with his index finger, exhaling a quiet, amused breath.





It was a picture of decadence.





Mia swallowed hard. Her mouth felt dry.





“My dear physician is staring so intently—it’s making me nervous.”





Divoa murmured, though his tone betrayed no hint of actual unease.





Click.





The fourth button came undone.





Still, Irene remained expressionless.





The more unfazed she was, the more Divoa’s smirk deepened.





This was turning into a challenge.





His slightly parted shirt revealed a glimpse of his toned chest, shadows cast over firm muscles under the lamplight.





The heat seemed to rise from his skin.





The atmosphere was thick, heavy—on the verge of something happening.





Just as Divoa reached to pull his collar further apart—





“Your Highness!”





“Your Highness!”





Miguel burst into the tent, panting heavily. His hair was a mess, and he reeked of alcohol—he must have passed out drunk.





Divoa turned his head ever so slowly.





The moment was shattered.





His amused gaze sharpened slightly. In a dry voice, he asked,





“What is it, Dr. Flich?”





“Your Highness! Congratulations on your victory!”





Miguel boomed in greeting. Then, as he glanced between Divoa and Irene, his expression turned puzzled.





Half-dressed Divoa. Standing before him, an unfazed Irene.





Aha.





Miguel clapped his hands together.





“Dr. Rios, you may leave. I will personally examine His Highness.”





Irene hesitated for a moment. Miguel was the chief physician and had every right to make such a request.





She still wanted to confirm whether Divoa had any wounds, but considering Miguel’s confidence, it seemed unlikely that he was injured.





This was something she could leave to the “clownfish.”





“Yes.”





Without hesitation, Irene turned to leave.





The one with lingering attachment wasn’t her—it was Divoa.





Clicking his tongue in disappointment, he shot Miguel a look of irritation.





“You seem unusually enthusiastic today, Dr. Flich.”





“I am always enthusiastic, Your Highness! I care about nothing but your well-being.”





Another person who seemed reluctant to leave was Mia. She kept glancing back at Divoa with regretful eyes as she exited the tent.





Both of them cast resentful looks at the oblivious Miguel, who blinked in confusion.





Outside, Mia’s voice called out, “Go ahead without me. I’ll take care of the wastewater.”





Divoa turned his gaze back to Miguel, still smiling—but his eyes gleamed with something sharp.





“You care for me, do you?”





“Of course, Your Highness! Who else would?”





“So you were worrying about me… even as you drank yourself unconscious? Even as you let your hair become a bird’s nest?”





Miguel stammered, flustered, and tried to flatten his wild hair with damp fingers. He snuck a glance at Divoa, whose gentle smile radiated a chilling aura.





Gulping, Miguel took a step forward.





“Allow me to check your condition.”





“No need. I am unharmed. Leave.”





With an irritated wave of his hand, Divoa dismissed Miguel, who slunk away like a scolded dog.





As he unbuttoned his shirt, Divoa suddenly paused.





A memory of something Irene once said surfaced in his mind.





—”I used to get lost in the academy all the time, even in my third year.”





A slow grin spread across his face.





“Oh dear. My physician is such a handful.”





After leaving Divoa’s tent, Irene walked toward her own.





“I meant to go straight there, but…”





The path wasn’t complicated. The problem was that all the tents looked the same.





Finding hers was like searching for a needle in a haystack.





She was skilled at sewing wounds—but finding needles? Not so much.





She frowned, scanning the area.





Which one was hers?





It was even harder to tell at night.





The flickering torches fought against the darkness, but their light was weak.





“Hey, miss.”





Wait—was it to the right of Divoa’s tent? Or the left?





Might as well try.





Divoa had told her to stay put if she got lost, but that advice didn’t apply to her.





She followed her instincts and strode forward confidently.





“Hey, I’m talking to you.”





Grab.





Someone seized her wrist.





“!”





She froze.





The unexpected touch rooted her to the spot.





A familiar sensation surged through her—memories she had long buried.





A night. A strong grip. Burning heat. The sticky sensation of blood.





Blood.





“……”





Her vision blurred. The world tilted.





The tents disappeared.





She was no longer here—she was back there.





She couldn’t breathe.





Her lungs shrank.





Run. Move. Get away.





Her mind screamed at her, but her legs refused to obey.





Just like that night.





Haah. Haah.





No matter how hard she tried to inhale, her lungs wouldn’t fill.





Her shoulders trembled with each ragged breath.





“What’s this? You’re stiff as a board. What’s a woman wandering around here? Looking for some fun?”
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A lowly voice crept into her ears, trying to coax her into something.





“Hah!”





Irene, only then did a sigh of relief escape her lips. The tightness in her chest loosened, and her lungs expanded with a deep breath.





It’s not him. There’s nothing to be afraid of.





Irene twisted her wrist out of the grip, but the man only laughed at her weak resistance. She struck the back of his hand with a sharp slap.





“Ow!”





The man rubbed his stinging hand and glared at her.





“You’re acting all high and mighty. Isn’t that why you’re here anyway? Don’t play hard to get—just pick me. I’m not that bad, am I? Come here.”





As he reached for her again, Irene swung her medical bag with all her strength.





Thud.





“Ugh.”





The man clutched his chin and glared at her menacingly.





“Damn it! I was trying to be nice.”





Irene Rios often found humans hard to understand. No, if she were being honest, it happened more often than just occasionally.





She hated cnidarians—primitive sea creatures that hadn’t evolved properly. They had no distinction between mouth and anus, so they defecate through their mouths. Irene despised filth.





And sometimes, some humans acted no better than cnidarians—like the soldier in front of her.





His clothes were still stained with blood from battle. Dried blood clung to his hair and neck.





With an indifferent expression, Irene spoke.





“You seem to have hit your head. You need treatment.”





Even Irene knew she didn’t have to be polite to people like this.





The man raised an eyebrow.





“Oh? Treatment… Ah, now I see. You’re the new doctor His Highness brought in.”





That should have been his cue to step back. But of course, he didn’t. Instead, he spat on his fingers and rubbed the dried blood on his neck.





Irene’s brows furrowed in disgust. Once again, she hated filth.





The thought of those filthy fingers having touched her shoulder made her stomach churn.





“This isn’t my blood. It’s from those Alvar soldiers I killed. Do you know how many I took down? How about we have a drink, and I’ll tell you all about it? By the end of the night, you’ll be begging me to keep talking.”





“No. What you need right now is treatment.”





The man smirked, his eyes gleaming with dirty intentions.





“If the doctor insists, I’ll let you treat me. Where should we go? There’s a quiet forest nearby…”





“If you had a brain in that skull of yours, you wouldn’t be acting like this. There’s a skilled medic in the medical tent. You should ask him to remove that useless head of yours—it’ll save you the trouble of carrying it around. And while he’s at it, he might as well cauterize the wound.”





“…What?”





The man frowned, not quite processing what she had said. Then, he noticed the laughter around him.





Soldiers had gathered, watching the scene with amusement.





“Damn, you got put in your place.”





“You always get like this when there’s a woman around.”





The man’s face turned red with embarrassment. Losing his temper, he raised his hand in anger.





“You damn—!”





But before he could strike, someone grabbed his wrist.





It was a strong, unyielding grip, impossible to break free from. A towering shadow loomed over him.





“Who the hell—?”





The man turned, scowling—only to freeze.





A familiar figure stood there. His eyes widened in shock.





“U…Uno?”





“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”





Uno’s deep, rumbling voice silenced the entire area.





The man smirked, playing dumb.





“What does it look like?”





“You bastard.”





Uno cursed without hesitation. The soldier’s smirk vanished.





Then, in a booming voice, Uno shouted.





“Of all the things to do! And after this woman saved your brother’s life today? You worthless piece of—!”





“…Petyo?”





The man blinked in confusion.





“Petyo? You took care of him, didn’t you? Not that it matters—he’s got a scar on his face now, so his chances of getting married are gone. Poor bastard has the worst luck.”





“Shut up and go see your brother. Then you’ll be on your knees thanking her.”





The man looked between Uno and Irene in disbelief.





Uno then turned to the gathered soldiers.





“What are you all staring at? Got nothing better to do? Hey, you over there! You’re bleeding from the arm, but instead of heading to the medical tent, you’re standing around here?”





The soldier he pointed at hesitated.





“I-It’s just a scratch…”





“A scratch? That’s a lot of blood for a ‘scratch.’—Your Highness.”





Uno suddenly stopped mid-sentence.





The soldiers, sensing something, stiffened.





One by one, they noticed the newcomer.





With the same reaction as startled cockroaches, they quickly stepped aside, making way.





“Y-Your Highness…”





The man who had harassed Irene turned pale.





Duke Divoa stood before him, watching with a faint smile.





A gust of wind blew through. The torchlight flickered wildly, alternating between casting his face in light and shadow.





Divoa tapped his fingers against his thigh, seemingly in thought.





He had seen countless soldiers fail to control their post-battle adrenaline. Some drank, some fought, some sought comfort in others. Normally, he would have just given a warning.





But this time, he was furious.





Why?





Why was this making his blood boil?





Divoa kept his gaze locked on the soldier. The way the man had disrespected Irene made his stomach churn. His filthy words, his disgusting smirk—Divoa found it unbearable.





The longer Divoa started, the more the soldier’s face drained of color.





“…Your Highness?”





Divoa slowly shifted his gaze.





His eyes met Irene’s.





She was calm—too calm.





She hadn’t cried. She hadn’t pleaded for help. She hadn’t sought his protection.





That irritated him.





She didn’t need saving.





And then, there was Uno.





Divoa’s gaze dropped to where Uno still held the soldier’s wrist.





That annoyed him too.





Uno looked like a knight in shining armor, stepping in at the perfect moment.





Maybe the one struggling with leftover battle adrenaline wasn’t the soldier—it was Divoa himself.





A dark emotion stirred inside him.





“Niceto.”





His deputy commander stepped forward immediately.





“Yes, Your Highness.”





Divoa smiled.





“It seems discipline has gotten a little lax in my absence.”





“I apologize, Your Highness.”





A heavy silence fell. Even the spectators held their breath.





“My physician was disrespected in my camp by my soldiers. How embarrassing.”





Divoa’s voice remained lazy, his tone soft—yet it sent a chill through the air.





“I will remove him from the army immediately,” Niceto declared.





“Your Highness, please!”





The soldier panicked, stepping forward. But before he could move any closer—





Shing.





A sword left its sheath, blocking his path. The gleaming blade reflected the flickering firelight.





The man fell silent.





“Take him away,” Niceto ordered.





A guard seized the soldier’s arm and dragged him off.





“Your Highness, forgive me! I didn’t know! I won’t do it again!”





His cries faded into the distance.





Divoa, however, was already looking at someone else.





“Irene.”





She finally lifted her head.





With a gentle smile, Divoa extended a hand.





“I came to get you.”





“…”





“I thought you might be lost.”





Irene stared at his outstretched hand, unsure how to react.
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“Ah.”





As if he had just remembered something, Divoa clenched his empty fist and smiled. Then, he calmly withdrew his outstretched hand.





“This is the opposite direction of Dr. Rios’s tent. This area is where the soldiers’ barracks are. Let’s go.”





Saying that Divoa extended his arm as if showing the way forward.





Irene, who had been standing still, took a step. Divoa walked beside her and casually asked,





“I’m curious about what happened while I was gone.”





Irene blinked at him as if she didn’t understand his question. Divoa simply shrugged.





“The military doctor mentioned something earlier. That you treated an injured soldier?”





“Oh.”





So that’s what he meant. Irene nodded indifferently and calmly recounted the events of the day in order.





Divoa listened attentively, occasionally nodding or smiling in response.





The camp was filled with makeshift tents on bare ground. Even though the Alvar army had retreated, it was still a war zone where battles could break out at any moment. Soldiers bustled about, and loud shouts rang through the air. The clashing of weapons and rowdy singing filled the surroundings.





Yet, Irene’s calm voice cut through the noise, ringing clearly in Divoa’s ears. He frowned slightly before suddenly asking,





“You said you don’t like humans. That’s why you couldn’t become a doctor for people, right?”





“…….”





Irene hesitated, unable to answer right away. Even she didn’t fully understand why she had acted the way she did. The moment she saw the blood gushing out, her body moved on its own.





At medical school, she mostly worked with cnidarians, leaving the hands-on patient care to “Jellyfish.”





Whenever they did practice on living patients, it was only minor injuries or expectant mothers. And even then, Jellyfish handled her share. It wasn’t free, of course—she had to split her steak dinner with it. It was an unspoken agreement, a win-win situation.





“If not me…”





She spoke without thinking, then bit her lip.





Divoa responded in a relaxed tone,





“If not you, would they have died?”





“…….”





“A sense of duty, perhaps?”





“No.”





Irene shook her head slowly. But was that true? A vague doubt lingered in her mind.





Divoa studied her with an unreadable expression. For some reason, a strange discomfort crept up inside him.





She had treated his soldier. That was what he had wanted. One of the reasons he had brought Irene to his territory in the first place.





And yet, something twisted inside him, like a dark coil writhing in his gut.





Why?





Just as Divoa was frowning,





“Dr. Rios!”





Mia came running between the tents, panting. Sweat glistened on her forehead.





“Where were you? I went to throw out the dirty water, and when I came back, you were gone. I had to search everywhere!”





Noticing Divoa belatedly, she quickly bowed. Then, she whispered to Irene in an accusatory tone,





“You were with His Grace? You could have at least told me.”





Irene didn’t bother to explain. She simply walked toward her tent. Mia cast another glance at Divoa before quickly following.





“Wait for me, Dr. Rios!”





Divoa stood still, watching Irene’s retreating figure.





“Javier.”





“Yes, Your Grace?”





“Irene’s back looks familiar. Don’t you think so?”





Javier turned his gaze to where she had disappeared.





Divoa chuckled to himself and headed for his tent, murmuring,





“I should make her stand out more. Maybe plant a flag on her? Or paint her bright red? No, blue might suit her better.”





Javier immediately understood what he meant. But as a loyal aide, he knew his master wasn’t expecting an answer.





As their shadows stretched long behind them, rumors about the Grand Duke and his doctor spread quickly.





The story of the soldier who was punished for harassing Irene stirred both fear and intrigue.





“She must be skilled if His Grace values her that much.”





“Haven’t you heard? She stitched up a wounded soldier’s skin with a needle.”





“What? Not just burned it shut with a hot iron? That doesn’t sound too impressive.”





“Well, Uno made it seem like a big deal. Guess we’ll see.”





“But what’s strange is how much His Grace personally warned us. He never did that for Dr. Flich.”





“Yeah, what kind of doctor is she?”





“Or…”





One soldier lowered his voice meaningfully.





“Or what?”





“She might not just be a doctor.”





“What do you mean?”





“She’s a woman, and he’s a man. Anything could happen.”





“Nah, think about the women His Grace has been rumored with before. She’s nothing like them.”





“Still…”





The soldier murmured, looking up at the full moon.





On nights like this, anything could happen.





Irene was standing in front of Divoa’s tent, holding her medical bag.





She was confused.





Why had he called for her?





Thinking about it wouldn’t give her an answer. Just as she was about to speak, Javier pulled back the entrance flap.





“…….”





For a moment, Irene was surprised.





Javier met her gaze as if he had been expecting her. Then, without a word, he stepped aside, allowing her to enter.





Irene walked in.





She locked eyes with Divoa, who was seated in a simple wooden chair covered with cloth.





Though it wasn’t the luxurious armchair from the castle, he looked just as comfortable. It was as if the makeshift tent had turned into a cozy living room.





Irene walked straight up to him.





“I heard you were looking for me. Are you feeling unwell?”





There was no other reason he would call her. Since he had summoned her instead of Miguel, he must have been injured.





That was serious. Any wound, no matter how small, could be dangerous for him.





“Hmm.”





Divoa tapped his temple with a finger and narrowed his eyes slightly. Then, he smirked.





“My shoulder aches. I must have hit it somewhere during the battle. I haven’t been able to sleep all night.”





Irene nodded indifferently. At least it wasn’t a bleeding wound, but she couldn’t relax just yet.





His condition meant that even internal bleeding could be life-threatening.





Just then, she noticed something odd.





His face didn’t look like someone who hadn’t slept. It looked… refreshed.





Still, she took a step closer. Pain tolerance varies from person to person.





“I’ll take a look.”





Divoa nodded, pleased. Irene stared at him for a moment.





He raised an eyebrow.





“Go on.”





“Take off your shirt.”





“Ah.”





Divoa frowned slightly. His sigh sounded almost theatrical.





“This is troublesome. My fingers ache, too. Wielding a sword for hours—of course, you wouldn’t know, having never held one.”





He sighed dramatically.





“My whole body is sore. There’s not a single spot that doesn’t hurt.”





Irene understood. Even writing for hours made my fingers cramp. Swinging a heavy sword must be worse.





Then, Divoa’s voice dropped into a low murmur.





“So, Dr. Rios… why don’t you undress me yourself?”





For a moment, Irene didn’t know where to look.





Not because of his words.





But because of the rasp in his voice and the sharp intensity of his gaze.





“…….”





His voice felt like it brushed against her skin.





Around her collarbone, perhaps.





A strange itch spread there.





Suppressing the urge to scratch, Irene turned toward Javier. In a flat tone, she said,





“I think he would be more suited for the job.”





Divoa’s expression stiffened slightly. He shifted his gaze to his aide, who stood with his hands behind his back.





After a brief silence, Javier bowed.





“Commander Niceto has requested a meeting. I should attend.”
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“Is that so?”





Divoa nodded with a gentle expression. Javier looked at him for a moment before turning away and leaving the tent.





Now, only Divoa and Irene remained.





“Doctor?”





At Divoa’s call, Irene, who had been staring at the entrance, slowly turned her head. Divoa smiled and urged her.





“Help me take off my shirt.”





“…Yes.”





Irene put on the most neutral expression she could manage. It wasn’t a big deal for a doctor to undress a patient.





She reached out but suddenly hesitated. Divoa was sitting in a chair, and she was standing in front of him. It wasn’t a comfortable position to remove clothing.





After a brief moment of thought, Irene knelt in front of him. Now, their heights matched.





“…….”





Divoa watched her actions with interest.





Irene glanced at her gloved hands for a moment, then suddenly reached out, almost as if grabbing him.





Divoa frowned slightly at the unexpected boldness but then let out a chuckle. Her movements were careful despite the forcefulness.





A deep wrinkle formed on Irene’s forehead as she struggled with the first button.





It wasn’t because Divoa was only wearing a silk shirt instead of his usual uniform.





It wasn’t because the buttons were particularly small—though that didn’t help either.





More than anything, the loose fabric of her gloves made it difficult to grasp the buttons properly. After several failed attempts, she pressed her lips together in frustration.





Divoa, his expression soft, spoke in an easy tone.





“It might be easier if you take off the gloves.”





“…….”





Irene hesitated. She knew that, but she couldn’t just remove her gloves so easily. Instead of answering, she made a seventh attempt.





Divoa sighed, pretending to be disappointed.





“If my fingers weren’t in pain, I wouldn’t have troubled you with this. I truly regret it.”





At that, Irene glanced up at him.





He had first called her “Dr. Rios,” then “Doctor,” and now, “Irene.”





She had one name but many titles—nothing unusual for her.





“Mm?”





Divoa raised an eyebrow and smiled at her. Then, like a soldier surrendering, he lifted both hands.





“The pain is quite severe, you see.”





“Should I check your fingers first?”





“No, my shoulder seems more urgent. So, it would be best if you hurry in taking off my shirt.”





Irene looked down at her gloved hands again. She was his doctor. If Divoa was in pain, it was her duty to examine him.





Would it be better to call Miguel instead?





Just as she was about to voice her thought—





“I know you don’t like physical contact with others, Irene. But think about it. It’s just unbuttoning a shirt. You won’t even be touching my skin.”





“…….”





He had a point. Buttons weren’t living things. There was nothing to fear.





Finally, Irene nodded firmly, as if making a decision. After hesitating for a moment, she slowly removed her gloves.





Divoa narrowed his eyes as he watched her.





As the white gloves slipped off, her pale wrists were revealed.





It was a sight so mesmerizing, that Divoa could hardly look away.





Slender wrists that seemed incapable of breaking ribs with a saw and hammer.





Then, her hands.





Smooth and delicate.





And finally, her fingers—long and elegant.





They moved before him, unbuttoning his shirt. Divoa’s gaze followed their every motion closely.





Ha.





Divoa let out a slow breath.





An overwhelming urge rose within him.





To grab those fingers.





To intertwine his own with them.





To press his lips against them.





Or maybe even—bite down.





What would she do then?





Would she scream in shock?





Or would her usually blank face crumble in surprise?





Would those pale cheeks flush red?





Just as his thoughts spiraled deeper—





Click.





Irene undid the first button, loosening the fabric slightly.





Click.





The second button.





Click.





The third.





A portion of Divoa’s chest was now exposed.





“…….”





With each button, Irene’s gaze dropped lower.





Divoa observed her downward-tilted head before shifting his focus back to her fingers.





The way those long fingers worked on the buttons stirred something inside him.





Something dark.





Something greedy.





Something insatiable.





“This is insane.”





“Pardon?”





Irene looked up at him, confused.





She was merely unbuttoning a shirt, yet she appeared so tense.





Her wide eyes reflected only him.





Nothing else.





Just him.





That dark, writhing thing inside him stirred again.





It wanted to rise. To escape.





Divoa slowly shook his head.





“It’s nothing.”





“Okay.”





Irene returned to unbuttoning.





She focused only on the buttons, making sure not to look at his exposed skin.





Finally, the last button was undone.





She quickly withdrew her hands, as if afraid of touching his bare skin.





Then, she hurriedly put her gloves back on.





Click.





Divoa quietly clicked his tongue.





His lingering gaze followed her hands as they disappeared into the gloves once more.





Her hands had been rough and chapped.





Divoa had been staring at them when Irene’s calm voice brought him back to reality.





“Is it your right shoulder or left?”





“…What?”





“The one that hurts.”





“Oh.”





Divoa hummed in thought.





“Probably the right.”





Irene looked doubtful but leaned in to examine his shoulder anyway.





She carefully observed it, pressing her gloved fingers lightly against his skin.





“Does it hurt here?”





“Irene.”





Divoa called her name in a low voice.





He tilted his head slightly, his gaze locked on her hands.





Irene flinched and slowly pulled her hand away.





Divoa’s eyes followed her movement.





“Yes?”





“I have a question.”





“Go ahead.”





Irene let her hands rest calmly on her lap.





Divoa’s gaze followed them.





“When you cut open a corpse…”





His eyes narrowed slightly as if recalling the scene.





“You don’t wear gloves.”





Irene remained silent, waiting for him to continue.





But Divoa said nothing more.





The heavy silence stretched between them like a winter night.





Eventually, Irene was the one to break it.





“When performing an autopsy, I have to be precise. It requires delicate handling to avoid damaging the organs.”





Divoa propped his chin on one hand and looked up at her.





Irene clenched her fists slightly.





She had understood his unspoken question.





That felt like an achievement.





“That makes sense. Other doctors don’t wear gloves either when performing surgery.”





“Exactly. Gloves dull the precision of my touch. And if they get soaked in blood, they become heavy and clumsy.”





“Hmm.”





Divoa fell into thought, staring at the ceiling.





Doctors and barbers alike worked with bare hands.





But Irene was different from them in one way.





They didn’t wash their hands afterward.





She did.





Too often.





Perhaps that’s why her hands were always dry and chapped.





“And the corpses are already dead.”





“Dead bodies, huh…”





A thought suddenly crossed Divoa’s mind.





“You treated a wounded soldier yesterday, didn’t you?”





Irene nodded indifferently.





“I just stitched up a cut. It was nothing serious.”





“With bare hands?”





“…….”





Irene looked at him for a moment before nodding again.





“Yes.”





“Hmm.”





Divoa let out a long sigh.





His brows furrowed slightly.





Then, in a voice laced with dissatisfaction, he muttered—





“But they weren’t corpses, were they?”





“…….”





Irene felt like she had been caught in a contradiction.





And Divoa wasn’t done yet.





“Then why are you wearing gloves now?”





“…Excuse me?”





For once, Irene was at a loss for words.





Divoa smiled up at her.





But somehow, it didn’t look like a smile at all.

Chapter 40


 





 





“The Grand Duke’s condition seems to be just a bruise. External injuries are usually visible, and treating them doesn’t require the same level of delicacy as stitching skin.”





“Doctor Rios, whose personal physician are you?”





Irene frowned at Divoa. It was such an obvious question that it seemed strange he was even asking it.





Did he not know? Or had he hit his head instead of his shoulder?





“Oh, there’s no need to worry about my head. I haven’t suffered any injuries there. And no, I wasn’t born with any issues either.”





Divoa kept looking at her, silently demanding an answer. Finally, Irene parted her lips.





“You are my patient, Your Highness.”





Divoa’s eyes narrowed slightly.





“And yet, you treat soldiers with your bare hands, but wear gloves when tending to me?”





“If you’re worried that I’ll be careless—”





“No, it’s more about this.”





Divoa smiled, looking like a generous employer.





“What do you think people will say?”





“They’ll think of you as the Grand Duke, of course.”





“……”





Caught off guard by her unexpected answer, Divoa looked momentarily stunned. Right—he was the Grand Duke. Whether Irene wore gloves or not, that fact wouldn’t change.





But he still smiled as he spoke again. Even though he didn’t know why he was being so stubborn, his lips moved on their own.





“No, that’s not it.”





Irene’s eyes widened as if trying to guess what he meant.





Oh.





After a pause, she finally responded.





“You are the third prince of the Debois Kingdom.”





“No.”





“The commander-in-chief of the Debois Kingdom’s army?”





“No.”





Irene thought about all of Divoa’s grand titles but eventually shook her head, unable to guess what he was getting at. Divoa, however, simply grinned like the sun.





“They’ll think I’m a pathetic Grand Duke who’s treated worse than a soldier.”





“But that’s not true—”





Irene started to protest, but Divoa cut her off.





“Whatever your intentions may be, that’s what others will assume.”





Irene.





He called her that again. Divoa’s way of addressing her was inconsistent—sometimes she was Dr. Rios, sometimes the court physician, and other times just Irene.





It didn’t matter to her. She didn’t care what people called her, especially since “Irene” wasn’t even her real name.





But if she had to choose, she preferred being called “Irene.” Maybe because no one else ever used that name.





“They’ll gossip that you’re disrespecting me, and my honor will be ruined.”





Irene half-understood, half-didn’t. She nodded, though, and Divoa gave her a teasing smile.





“So, how about we test something?”





His smile deepened as if he had just thought of something amusing.





“How about we see just how far your bare hands can reach?”





“……”





Irene suddenly stiffened. Divoa whispered like a devil tempting a human.





“Of course, I won’t force you. If you refuse, I won’t insist. But wouldn’t it be easier for both of us if we tested this at least once? You are my physician, after all.”





Irene didn’t answer immediately. She wasn’t the type to make promises she couldn’t keep.





So silence stretched between them.





Divoa didn’t rush her. He never did. Unlike others, he didn’t pressure her into decisions.





If she shook her head now, he would back off. Just like he always had.





So, after a long pause, Irene nodded. She didn’t think she’d be able to touch him, but if she backed out midway, Divoa would surely let her go.





“Alright.”





Divoa smiled as if pleased with her decision. Then, his gaze fell on her gloved hands.





Irene hesitated for a moment before slowly removing them. She looked up at Divoa, waiting for his next instruction.





He stared at her fingers for a moment before speaking in a lazy tone.





“The buttons are fine, so why don’t you place your hand over my shirt?”





Irene glanced at Divoa’s clothing. A thin silk shirt—so sheer it was almost transparent.





“If it’s too difficult, you can stop anytime.”





“No, it’s fine.”





Irene answered firmly and reached out. The very tips of her fingers touched the fabric—so lightly she barely felt it.





She flinched.





But it wasn’t as bad as she had feared. She could feel the muscles and faint warmth beneath the shirt, but it wasn’t unbearable.





Maybe it was because she had initiated the contact herself. This was different from an unexpected touch—this was her choice.





Feeling a little more confident, she pressed her fingers down slightly. The heat and firmness became clearer.





“Well done.”





Divoa praised her like a child being taught something new.





Irene, unaccustomed to compliments, awkwardly averted her gaze.





She had always prepared for hostility but never knew how to handle kindness.





“Now, why don’t you move the collar aside and touch my bare skin?”





Irene hesitated. The difference between touching through fabric and touching bare skin felt vast.





Seeing her hesitate, Divoa asked gently,





“Do you want to stop here?”





“…No.”





Irene shook her head firmly.





She didn’t want to keep running away.





Divoa was her patient. No matter how kind he was, he had the right to the best possible care. And bare hands were more precise than gloves.





She clenched her jaw and reached for his shoulder. Her fingers trembled violently, and for a moment, she clenched her hand into a fist.





“……”





It took her an eternity to move.





But Divoa didn’t rush her.





Irene exhaled slowly, steadied herself, and reached out again.





Finally, her fingers touched his skin.





“!”





She flinched, yanking her hand back as if burned.





Her fingertips tingle as though her heartbeat had moved there.





She clutched her fingers, breathing unevenly.





Her vision didn’t blur, and she didn’t feel the urge to scream—this time, the sensation was different.





Instead, her stomach churned, like she might be sick.





Her eyes trembled violently as if shaken by the wind. But she forced herself to try again.





This time, the sensation was even clearer.





“!”





She clenched her jaw, her entire body shaking. Her vision swam.





At that moment, Divoa spoke.





“May I touch you? Just lightly. I won’t startle you.”





“……”





Irene didn’t answer.





Divoa studied her carefully, then slowly reached out—moving like someone taming a skittish stray cat.





His fingers brushed the back of her hand.





She flinched.





“!”





It was different from when she had touched him.





His grip wasn’t rough—he touched her as if handling something fragile.





He’s not him.





But still, her body shook uncontrollably. Goosebumps rose on her arms, and nausea twisted in her stomach.





“Irene?”





Divoa’s voice was laced with concern.





“Irene?”





She was deathly pale, swaying as if she might collapse. Divoa instinctively reached out, but before he could touch her—





“Excuse me.”





Irene abruptly turned and bolted out of the tent.





Divoa frowned slightly as he watched the tent flap flutter in her wake.





His outstretched hand hovered in empty air.





“……”





After a moment, he pressed his fingers against the spot where she had touched him.





Had she even touched him? It had only been the lightest brush—but the sensation lingered vividly.





He could still feel her fingertips.





His hand curled into a fist.





“Ha.”





Heat pooled in his shoulder, along with something dark and unsettling.





Desire.





Divoa frowned.





He had always thought it would be amusing to see Irene fall in love. That it would be entertaining to watch emotion fill her indifferent eyes.





But now, he was the one feeling something.





“Ridiculous.”





Annoyed, he ruffled his hair roughly.





As he fastened his buttons, his movements were oddly tense—almost angry.
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