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Chapter Fifty: Between Sovereign and Subject
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In the Poiema Palace, within Hall Zona.

Amidst the rhythmic swaying of the drapes, breathless moans echoed, tinged with embarrassment. On the dragon bed, the scene was filled with passion and desire.

Timothy pinned the Emperor of Great Alvah, Christopher, beneath him, thrusting his thick member into the exclusive honeyed cavern. He relished the sight of this supreme man entwining his legs around his waist, crying out for pleasure under him.

A plaintive moan escaped Christopher’s throat. His lower body convulsed, climaxing yet again. Timothy had lost count of how many times Christopher had climaxed. This time seemed longer and more intense than the previous ones, yet nothing was released.

After a series of spasms, Christopher’s body went limp, and he closed his eyes weakly.

No matter how vigorously Timothy moved, Christopher remained motionless, like a lifeless corpse.

Timothy froze, sensing something was wrong. He immediately stopped and patted Christopher’s face.

"Your Majesty?"

Christopher’s face was as white as a sheet, with no response.

Could it be that I’ve worn him out? Timothy’s heart skipped a beat. He cautiously checked Christopher’s breathing.

There was an intake of breath, but no exhale.

A buzzing sound filled Timothy's mind, as if it had exploded.

Timothy was so terrified that he didn’t even bother to dress. He cradled Christopher’s body and rushed towards the Imperial Physician’s quarters in a frantic state.

Timothy wasn’t the only one who was scared; even the experienced old Imperial Physician was alarmed. Despite his extensive experience, he had never imagined seeing the Emperor of Great Alvah in such a state—bruises from bites covering his body, slick fluids oozing from between his legs, every hair on his body reeking of sweat and musk.

After a long period of pinching, Christopher finally caught his breath. The Imperial Physician gravely advised Timothy that the Emperor was overworked and needed to abstain from sexual activities. Embarrassed to the extreme, Timothy could only nod repeatedly in agreement amidst the palace maids’ stifled laughter.

Timothy knew very well that merely letting Christopher rest wouldn’t solve the root problem. Christopher’s troubles weren’t internal but came from the north.

Among the many nomadic tribes to the north of Great Alvah, there was a group called the Arnie. In recent years, a man named Abbott Bennett had emerged. Under his leadership, the Arnie unified the northern tribes, transforming from an obscure tribe into the powerful Arnie Kingdom, which now posed a significant threat to the central plains.

As the Arnie Kingdom grew stronger, the conflicts between the Arnie and Great Alvah escalated. Since the beginning of the year, border disturbances had not ceased. Shula officials repeatedly sent urgent requests for increased military funding to Poiema.

Facing such aggression, Great Alvah’s court was divided. In Poiema, the officials were split into two factions. One, led by Chancellor Nathan, advocated for peace. The other, led by Penelope, called for resolute resistance against the Arnie. The two sides were at each other’s throats, their debates never-ending.

Christopher, as the sovereign, was caught in a dilemma. If he chose peace, it would not only be humiliating but might also result in losing land and paying indemnities. If he chose war, the Arnie were not mere bandits but a formidable enemy prepared for long-term conflict. However, the court was already financially strained, with no funds left for war.

This issue caused Christopher great distress, to the point where he couldn’t eat for days.

He was already frail, and this worry only further weakened his health. Even in bed, Christopher found himself increasingly lacking in vigor.

“Lord Sanne, do you know what’s being said in the palace now?” Blake later mentioned this to Timothy, his eyes full of envy. “They say you are tireless, able to battle with the Emperor for three days and nights without faltering. They’ve even given you a nickname, ‘Rising Dragon Ascension’.”

“Ascend your mother’s heaven!” Timothy felt his scalp tingle with embarrassment. “No, Blake, listen to me...”

“Don’t say anything.” Blake cut him off with a knowing smile, patting Timothy on the shoulder. “Brother, I understand.”

What exactly do you understand?

And while the rumors were absurd, the real issue was that ever since then, whenever Timothy encountered Penelope, he couldn’t escape a bout of sarcasm. Initially, Timothy tried to explain, but he soon gave up. He realized Penelope didn’t care about the truth; he just wanted to seize any opportunity to mock Timothy. Given such a chance, Penelope wouldn't let it go easily.

Eventually, Timothy couldn’t be bothered to explain. He adopted a carefree attitude, letting Penelope say what he wanted while he responded with light-hearted banter, even preemptively making fun of himself before Penelope could.

Sure enough, Penelope, finding no satisfaction, had to close his mouth in frustration.

This was Timothy’s way of turning the tables, making him feel triumphant.

It was no wonder Penelope often took his frustrations out on Timothy. Aside from their past grievances, Penelope was constantly overwhelmed by war reports and struggling to find funds for the army.

About half a year ago, Penelope had a brainwave to solve the funding issue by selling official positions. Within a month, he raised a substantial amount. However, this act soon reached the ears of the upright officials in the court. Led by Nathan, these officials denounced Penelope, accusing him of corrupting the court’s integrity and bringing disgrace to the state.

Knowing he was in the wrong, Penelope reluctantly stopped the sale of offices.

Fortunately, a turning point arrived.

Near the end of the year, news came from Shula that the envoy sent for peace talks had been killed and Abbott Bennett had stationed his troops north of Shula.

This news hit like a thunderclap, shocking the entire court of Great Alvah. Christopher’s face turned more grim than ever. Even in war, killing an envoy was against the rules. Abbott’s act was a blatant provocation, revealing his ambitions to conquer the central plains.

This was undoubtedly a grave humiliation for Great Alvah, but for Penelope, it was a golden opportunity.

“The Arnie are too outrageous to tolerate! I beseech Your Majesty to allow me to lead the troops to Shula. I swear on my life, I will not return without defeating the Arnie!”

Penelope’s words echoed in the Hall Bluma, leaving everyone, including Christopher, in awe.

Thus, it was decided that Penelope would head to Shula. On the night before the army’s departure, moonlight flooded the scene, and fine snowflakes drifted down like salt.

Time passed quickly, and another year was coming to an end.

A faint fragrance wafted through the air. Sitting by the window reading by lamp light, Penelope put down his war report, donned his cloak, and stepped out.

In a corner of the courtyard, a white plum tree was quietly blooming under the moon. Penelope closed his eyes, letting the falling snow cool his heated mind. He stood there for a long time, until the snow covered the courtyard in a blanket of silver. His body radiated cold, and his once fair skin took on a frozen blush.

Suddenly, he heard the faint sound of footsteps behind him.

Penelope’s keen senses immediately recognized the presence behind him. He turned sharply, meeting Timothy’s somewhat surprised face.

“Why are you here?” he glanced at Timothy.

Timothy waved the wine jug in his hand. “I heard General Morris is leaving for Shula tomorrow, so I came to see you off.”

Penelope stared at him for a while before lazily replying, “A weasel wishing a chicken New Year’s blessings, how unlucky.”

Despite his words, Penelope grabbed the wine jug from Timothy’s hand.

Outside, the snow fell silently. Inside, the fire in the hearth blazed warmly. Penelope and Timothy sat across from each other, pouring wine and chatting idly.

Timothy visited Penelope's residence for the first time. Unlike Penelope's mansion in Sunder, this house appeared much simpler, validating the rumors about his salary being halved. Tonight, Penelope seemed distracted, idly playing with a black ebony fan in his hand since earlier.

Penelope had a habit of collecting fans, changing them daily like clothes, never repeating the same one. However, since Timothy had spent his own money to buy him two fans, Penelope suddenly became particularly attached to those two, carrying them with him at all times.

Timothy didn’t flatter himself into thinking he had a particularly good eye for fans, but why was Penelope so enamored with the ones he had chosen? This remained a mystery to him.

The fan in Penelope’s hand today was one Timothy had never seen before. It seemed Penelope could grow tired of new things. If this happened between couples, let alone with fans? After all, no matter how much you like something, if you look at it long enough, you’ll grow weary.

"Congratulations, General Morris," Timothy raised his glass to Penelope, "With this departure, you finally don’t have to look at those old faces in court anymore. Truly something to celebrate."

"How does an outsider like you know I’m at odds with those in the court?" Penelope was slightly surprised, then nodded in realization, "Did the Emperor tell you again?"

Timothy, now a bit tipsy, didn’t deny it, flashing a mischievous smile instead, "Though I’m outside the court, I know everything happening within. I also know that the Emperor was aware of you selling official positions months ago but didn’t want to pursue it."

"Don’t bring that up, it infuriates me!" Penelope downed his drink and slammed the cup down heavily, "Those so-called ‘clean stream’ faction members in court, what can they do besides talking about ideals? Money doesn’t fall from the sky. In the end, it’s me who has to get the money for them! Arnie is almost at our gates, and they’re still talking about peace. Bah! Forget it, these vexing matters aren’t worth mentioning. Anyway, the military funds are here, and I can leave this trouble spot early!"

"But General Morris, you can leave, but what about those rich merchants who paid a lot for their positions? They handed over their money but didn’t get their offices. Isn’t that losing their wives and their soldiers?"

"Why should I care about them?" Penelope rolled his eyes, "Once the money’s in my pocket, no one can make me cough it up."

Timothy was speechless for a moment, then clasped his fists towards Penelope, "You’re ruthless, truly ruthless."

Penelope glared at him, "What, you have a problem? These rich merchants are fat and greasy; what’s a little money compared to their vast wealth? Why shouldn’t I fleece them a bit?"

Timothy quickly waved his hand, "No, no, I wouldn’t dare have an opinion. I just hope General Morris can use even a tenth of this ruthlessness on the Arnie People. That would be perfect. I heard that the Arnie King you’re dealing with this time is called the Wolf of the Northern Desert. General Morris, you must be careful on this trip to Shula."

"You mean Abbott?" Penelope downed another cup, raising an eyebrow, "Who cares what kind of wolf or dog he is? No one born yet can kill me, Penelope. Instead of worrying about me, worry about the Arnie People. Their good days are numbered."

"Don’t flatter yourself," Timothy immediately denied, "I didn’t say I’m worried about you. I just fear that if General Morris dies on the battlefield, no one will collect your body."

Penelope narrowed his eyes, staring at Timothy in silence for a while.

"What’s with that look?" Timothy felt a cold shiver down his spine.

Penelope didn’t answer, just bit the rim of his cup, staring at Timothy and chuckling.

At dawn the next morning, Penelope led his troops to depart. In the fine falling snow, Christopher personally saw Penelope off at the palace gate, watching the procession leave Poiema.

As soon as Penelope left, Timothy entered the palace. Hearing that Christopher had a mild fever and had canceled the morning court, Timothy intended to visit him. On his way, he overheard palace maids gossiping about Queen Owen.

After Bowie’s execution, the pregnant Queen Owen had been confined to the Cold Palace. By now, it was almost time for her to give birth. Seeing Timothy approach, the maids quickly fell silent, saluted respectfully, and hurried away.

Timothy paid no mind, heading straight to Hall Bluma. He expected to find Christopher resting but instead saw him leaning on the couch, engrossed in reading a memorial. Without a word, Timothy strode over and snatched the document from Christopher’s hand.

"What are you doing!?" Christopher glared at Timothy.

Timothy held the memorial in his hand, leisurely raising it high, "You can read this after your fever subsides."

Christopher scowled, "Nonsense, give it back to me!"

Christopher reached out to grab the memorial, but Timothy, playing keep-away, kept it out of his reach, swinging it back and forth.

After struggling futilely, Christopher, usually mild-tempered, finally turned red with frustration, "If you keep this up, I’ll get angry!"

Timothy remained unmoved, "Even if you kill me, it won’t matter. If I had known you’d neglect your health like this, I would never have supported your ascension."

Timothy never minced words with Christopher. Such blatant disrespect would be a capital offense for anyone else, but Timothy was no ordinary person to Christopher.

"Do you regret it?" Despite everything, Christopher felt unhappy hearing this and turned away sulkily, "Do you think I’m a useless Emperor?"

Timothy sat beside him, "Of course not. If you ruin your health, it’s me who’ll be distressed."

Christopher protested, "I just want to prove to everyone that I can be a good Emperor."

"That’s why you need to take care of yourself. If your health fails, you can’t be a good Emperor."

Christopher wanted to argue, but Timothy’s kiss silenced him. In the midst of their intimate embrace, the memorial slipped to the floor, forgotten.

Just as their passion was about to overflow, the Imperial Physician’s stern warnings echoed in Timothy’s mind. Despite his desire, Timothy had to extinguish the flames of passion for Christopher’s sake.

He pulled away, straightening Christopher’s disheveled clothes and changing the subject, "Speaking of which, how is Queen Owen? Is she about to give birth?"

Christopher, breathing heavily, widened his eyes, "You’ve heard? She gave birth to a son yesterday."

"Really?" Timothy was surprised, "What are your plans for them?"

Christopher was silent for a while, then said, "I don’t want to make things difficult for them. Believe it or not, Queen Owen once saved my life."

Timothy was intrigued, "How so?"

"When I was still a prince, the former Emperor disliked me. My brothers fought viciously for the throne, and before I knew it, I was the only one left. The others were either exiled or killed, and I found myself on the throne by default. Many thought I was just lucky. But are there really so many coincidences in this world?"

Timothy agreed. What seemed like coincidences were often the result of numerous inevitabilities.

"If it weren’t for Queen Owen and Bowie’s secret support, I might have died in the power struggle."

Timothy was silent, feeling conflicted. Indeed, Queen Owen had played a crucial role in Christopher’s rise, never intending to usurp his position. However, history showed that the struggle for power often came with bloodshed, and sentiment was useless. Christopher’s emotional nature seemed unfitting for a ruler. In different circumstances, Queen Owen might have been executed long ago.

"You think I’m naïve, don’t you?"

As if he could see through Timothy’s thoughts, Christopher gave a bitter smile and looked at him with a profound gaze.

"Indeed," Timothy didn't hide his thoughts, responding frankly, "But what does it matter if you scheme and plot? In the end, those who were executed were executed, and those who were exiled were exiled. Ultimately, it’s better to live cautiously than to die foolishly."

For some reason, hearing this made Christopher feel a bit relieved. He smiled slightly, "I knew you would say that."

"But the ministers probably won't agree, right? And with Queen Owen’s temperament, she won't appreciate your kindness."

"Not only will she not appreciate it," Christopher smiled bitterly, "She mocks me for being soft-hearted and even said..."

"And said what?" Timothy asked.

"Nothing," Christopher thought for a moment, but in the end, he didn’t say anything. He just rested his head gently on Timothy’s shoulder.

Christopher closed his eyes, but in his ears, he could still hear the conversation he had with Queen Owen a few hours earlier.

—Don't think that by overthrowing me, peace will come to this palace.

Queen Owen had laughed lowly. Her face was pale, and her body was as thin as a stick. Even so, her eyes were still filled with sarcasm and disdain.
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Chapter Fifty-One: The Power of Public Opinion
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At the beginning of the new year, Penelope, who had gone to Shula, sent Christopher a great gift. The Great Alvah army, led by Penelope, fought the Arnie forces for the first time at Blackwater Mountain and defeated them soundly.

For Penelope, this battle was merely a test to gauge the enemy’s strength. However, the Arnie People did not expect the newly appointed General to be so bold, leading a thousand elite soldiers deep into enemy territory as soon as he arrived in Shula, catching them off guard. The thirty thousand-strong Arnie army was routed, and Penelope personally beheaded a hundred enemies, earning his fame in a single battle.

When the news of the victory reached Poiema, the entire court was elated, and Christopher was greatly relieved. This victory came at a critical time; he needed a resounding triumph to stabilize the public and prove himself.

The day after the news of the front-line victory arrived, Christopher issued an edict to pardon the world, announced a one-year tax reduction, and concurrently rolled out corresponding fiscal reforms.

On the fifteenth day of the first month, Christopher made his first ceremonial outing, accompanied by hundreds of officials, to Mount Azmon for a grand ancestral worship ceremony.

The procession left the imperial city, passed through the bustling Copper Camel Street, and headed north after leaving Poiema. The procession stretched for miles, attracting many onlookers.

At the foot of Mount Azmon, Timothy stood in neat rows with the officials and generals, waiting on either side of the imperial road, watching Christopher walk slowly towards them in the morning glow. Christopher wore a crimson gauze robe, a jade-tasseled crown, and a belt inlaid with pearls. Under the gaze of thousands of ministers and civilians, he ascended the altar.

Seeing Christopher’s face glowing with health, Timothy’s heart finally settled.

When Christopher first proposed the idea of ancestral worship, it was met with opposition from the ministers. The reasons were simple: the state treasury was empty, and it was not suitable to make a big fuss. However, Christopher dismissed the concerns with a resolute statement in Hall Bluma, "I must perform this ancestral worship," effectively quelling the dispute.

In this palace filled with undercurrents, as the Emperor, without the decisiveness of having the final say, it would be a pipe dream to control the ministers. Christopher first supported Penelope’s expedition to Shula and then personally insisted on going to Mount Azmon for the ancestral worship, making it clear to all that the ruler of Great Alvah was finally showing strength. The rumored Christopher, who was said to be manipulated by women, was long gone. Now, standing on the altar was not a weak puppet, but a young emperor exuding authority.

For Timothy, who held a noble title without an official position, participating in the grand ceremony was just for the spectacle. Even so, the trip took him the whole day. When he returned home to Poiema, it was already completely dark.

As soon as he sat down, Holmes pushed the door open and entered.

"Finally know how to come home? You’ve been out all day. Do you even know what’s been happening lately?"

Timothy casually peeled an orange, "Lately? What could possibly happen?"

Holmes sat beside him, "Do you remember the girl from the Johnson family next door? The one named Sarah Johnson."

Hearing this, Timothy’s face darkened imperceptibly, "You mean the one Adam clearly didn’t want, but you insisted on matchmaking?"

Holmes widened his eyes, "Listen to you. How do you know Adam didn’t like Sarah? What if he was just shy, and maybe..."

"Alright, alright," Timothy interrupted impatiently, "Get to the point. What happened to Sarah?"

"Recently, David Robertson, the second son of the Robertson family, took a liking to Sarah and wanted to make her his concubine. But Sarah refused, saying she had someone in her heart and would marry no one else. But the Robertsons are powerful. The head of the Robertson family is a top official, and David is used to getting his way in Poiema. Refusing them meant trouble. The Johnson family had no choice but to reluctantly send Sarah to the Robertson household. But just a few days after she arrived, Sarah was found dead."

Timothy’s expression finally grew serious, "How could she die so suddenly?"

"They say she hanged herself. The Robertsons are tight-lipped about the reason. Rumors are flying outside. Some say she died for love, others say she was killed by the first wife. There’s even a wild story that Sarah approached David to avenge an old family feud, only to die before achieving her goal... Such a pity for such a beautiful girl."

Timothy frowned, "This sounds like a contrived tale. Even storytellers don't spin such yarns these days."

Holmes looked worried, "Do you think Sarah really had feelings for Adam? If she did, wasn’t I the cause of her misery?"

Timothy spat out an orange seed, deep in thought.

Nathan, a scholar from a prestigious family and one of the most respected clans in Poiema, always looked down on Timothy, the son of a merchant. Adding to that the rumors of Timothy's relationship with Christopher spreading throughout the palace, Nathan's disdain for Timothy grew.

Regardless, Timothy was still the hero of the Poiema coup and a man without ambition, living a carefree life. So, the next day when Timothy visited the Robertson family in the west of the city, Nathan still showed him some respect and received him politely.

However, when Timothy subtly inquired about Sarah, Nathan's expression turned grim.

"My son’s misconduct has brought shame to the family. It’s my fault for not raising him properly. Now, we face this misfortune. But most of the rumors outside are greatly exaggerated. My son has indeed been troubled and unlucky lately. For this reason, I invited a highly respected Taoist from Mausoleum Rudolf to perform rituals to dispel the misfortune."

Timothy was taken aback, "Mausoleum Rudolf? A highly respected Taoist?"

"A thunder without fault, heaven above, thunder below." With the sound of copper coins falling, a gentle, clear voice echoed behind Timothy, "Without fault, moving forward is fortunate. Perseverance brings no blame."

Nathan's eyes lit up, pointing behind Timothy, "Speak of the devil."

Timothy's chest tightened as he quickly turned around.

Through the bamboo curtain, a fragrance lingered, and a figure moved gracefully. A slender hand lifted the curtain gently, revealing Austyn in a white robe, with a pale yellow sash accentuating the snow-white garment, stepping out quietly.

"Austyn!" Timothy exclaimed with joy, quickly stepping forward to grasp Austyn's hand, "It’s really you!"

"You, long time no see," Austyn’s eyes twinkled like stars, and he smiled serenely.

At the end of the year, Austyn had already finished his affairs at Mausoleum Rudolf and decided to go to Poiema to find Timothy. Coincidentally, he received a letter from the Xu family in Poiema, divining its connection to Timothy, he gladly accepted and went to Poiema alone.

After examining David and inspecting the Robertson mansion thoroughly, Austyn concluded there were no malevolent spirits; David was suffering from a heart ailment. No medicine was needed. If he avoided impulsive actions and desires, the ailment would eventually heal.

"Master Powell, do you really not need to perform any rituals?" Nathan seemed uneasy.

Austyn replied seriously, "Actually, I do have a prescription, but it’s not for your son; it’s for you, Mr. Robertson." With that, he handed Nathan a note.

Nathan's eye twitched as he read the eight elegant characters on the note.

"An outsider gains the ox, the townsfolk are in disaster? What does this mean?"

After leaving the Robertson mansion, Timothy couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer and asked.

"A cow tied by the roadside is taken by a passerby, and the owner suspects a fellow villager of theft," Austyn explained slowly, walking alongside Timothy, "In other words, this is called false accusation."

Timothy scratched his head, "Does Austyn mean the Robertsons were falsely accused? That the Johnson girl wasn’t killed by them?"

Austyn winked mysteriously and pressed a finger to his lips, "Heavenly secrets must not be divulged. That’s all I can say."

Timothy’s curiosity was piqued, "Don’t leave me hanging, Austyn."

Austyn chuckled, about to speak, when someone shoved him hard, causing him to stumble into Timothy’s arms.

Timothy quickly caught Austyn, and when he looked up, he saw a scholar glaring at them. Raising an eyebrow, Timothy asked in a deep voice, "What’s the matter, brother?"

The scholar pointed at Austyn and cursed, "David disregards human life! This rogue Taoist Priest supports them, he’s no good either!"

Realizing that this man had come to make trouble for the Robertson family, Timothy retorted without hesitation, "If you have a grievance, take it to the Robertson family. It’s broad daylight, and you’re barking at people in the street like a mad dog."

The scholar’s voice rose another octave, "The Robertson family bullies the people and oppresses the townsfolk. Instead of seeking justice, you protect each other, colluding with the Robertson family. Some people appear virtuous on the outside, but for money, they feed their conscience to the dogs!"

"Say that again if you dare!" Timothy finally lost his temper, cracking his knuckles and raising his fist to strike, but Austyn quickly grabbed his arm.

"If you hit him, you'll fall right into their trap." Austyn’s eyes were solemn as he shook his head at Timothy.

Sure enough, the scholar immediately started shouting, "He’s going to hit me! He’s going to hit me!"

The scholar’s cries quickly drew a large crowd, surrounding Timothy and Austyn. Sensing the situation was getting out of hand, Timothy bit his lip in frustration. He grabbed Austyn’s hand and tried to leave, but a group of thugs blocked their path.

This is bad! Timothy thought. These people had obviously come prepared.

In desperation, Timothy looked around and then his eyes lit up. "Austyn, forgive me!"

Before Austyn could react, Timothy scooped him up in his arms.

Austyn looked up, seeing Timothy’s face serious and focused. For a moment, Austyn had the illusion of seeing wings behind Timothy, glowing like a divine being.

His heart pounded like a drum, and he couldn't tell if he was excited or nervous. Timothy always brought surprises, making Austyn, who was used to calculating everything to the last detail, feel humbled. At this moment, Austyn couldn't predict what Timothy would do next.

"Let’s go!"

Before Austyn could process what was happening, Timothy tossed him into the air.

The onlookers were stunned.

Taking advantage of their distraction, Timothy quickly jumped onto a nearby tree, climbed to the top with ease, and then leaped back to catch Austyn in midair.

There was a crash of breaking glass, followed by screams as the two crashed into the second floor of a nearby building, landing in a cloud of dust. Austyn lay there, dazed and disheveled, pinned under Timothy.

As a recluse, Austyn wasn’t used to physical exertion, let alone leaping across rooftops. Without Timothy, he would never have imagined himself scrambling onto a rooftop to escape pursuers.

Sitting side by side on the roof, Timothy brushed the dust off Austyn's clothes and clasped his hands together. "Austyn, did I scare you just now?"

Austyn recalled the chaotic escape and couldn’t help but smile. Rather than anger, he felt a strange sense of excitement.

"Scare me? No, no one but you could come up with such an inventive escape route."

Timothy scratched his head, "I was so angry at that guy, I just acted on impulse. It’s all that mad dog’s fault. If you hadn’t stopped me, I would have shown him the Shaw family's long fist!"

As he spoke, he swung his fist in the air.

"Did his words really anger you that much?" Austyn asked tentatively.

"Of course!" Timothy’s fists tightened at the memory, "Insult me if you want, but don’t you dare insult you. That, I can’t stand!"

Austyn fell silent, staring at Timothy. Timothy ranted until he was hoarse, then finally lay back on the roof, hands behind his head.

"Forget it! Why dwell on it? Austyn, look at the sky."

Austyn followed Timothy’s gaze. The sky was ablaze with the colors of sunset, casting a golden glow over the city.

"It’s beautiful..." Austyn was mesmerized, having never seen Poiema look so stunning.

"Remember the day before the Double Seventh Festival at Mausoleum Rudolf? We watched a sunset like this," Timothy reached out, his fingertips warm against Austyn’s skin, "Whenever I see a sunset like this, I wonder if you’re looking at the same sky, far away at Mausoleum Rudolf."

Austyn turned to Timothy, seeing the city bathed in golden light in his eyes.

Their fingers intertwined silently, and though they didn’t speak, it felt as if they shared a profound understanding until the sun sank behind the distant mountains.

Austyn decided to stay in Poiema, and the next consideration was finding a place to stay.

Given Austyn’s skills in astrology and divination, Timothy recommended him to Christopher. Christopher, having heard of Austyn, Master Carter’s successor, gladly appointed him as Deputy Director of the Pavilion Star Gazing, responsible for observing celestial phenomena and calculating the calendar.

As the empire’s knowledge center, the Pavilion Star Gazing was filled with countless ancient texts, some of which were rare manuscripts from distant lands. Once inside, Austyn rarely left, immersing himself in the vast library, content with his books.

Timothy frequently visited the Pavilion Star Gazing, watching Austyn grow healthier and more radiant, but also gaining weight. He often complained that if Austyn didn’t get out more, he’d become fat. Austyn, obsessed with his books, cared little about his appearance and always changed the subject, eagerly sharing what he’d read and learned. Though he didn’t always understand, Timothy enjoyed seeing Austyn’s passion.

Well, Timothy thought, as long as Austyn is happy here, it’s all good. Even if he gains a few pounds, it doesn’t matter. Even if Austyn became as round as a pig, he wouldn’t mind.
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Chapter Fifty-Two: As Cold As Ice
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Another month passed. The peach trees in the Shaw family courtyard sprouted new branches, and as the swallows flew south, Adam returned from Kamal.

Counting the days on his fingers, Timothy realized it had been more than two months since they had last seen each other. As the saying goes, "absence makes the heart grow fonder." The thought of returning home to hold the soft, warm Adam filled Timothy with joy. He even bought a lively carp at the market to treat Adam to a special meal.

When he arrived home, Timothy went straight to Adam's door. Just as he was about to knock, he heard soft sobbing from inside.

Adam was crying? Why? Did something go wrong during his trip to Kamal? Could it be that his parents were no longer alive?

Timothy didn't know the reason, but he knew he didn't want to disturb Adam at this moment. So he stood in the cold wind, waiting quietly. After about fifteen minutes, the sobbing subsided. Timothy then tiptoed in. Adam was sitting on the bed, clutching a letter. When he saw Timothy enter, he hastily folded the letter and tucked it into his clothes.

"Adam!" Timothy tossed the carp aside, gave a big, carefree smile, and pulled Adam into a tight hug. "I missed you so much!"

"Ugh... you're squeezing me... I can't breathe..."

Adam struggled to breathe as Timothy's arms constricted him. Timothy quickly let go and looked down at him. Adam’s face was pale, and there was a hint of redness at the corners of his eyes.

"It's been so long. Did you miss me?" Timothy eagerly kissed those tempting lips.

"Alan..." Adam’s reaction was not as enthusiastic as Timothy had expected. He seemed stiff and preoccupied, pulling away and turning his gaze aside. "Sorry, I'm not in the mood today."

Boom! Timothy felt as if a thunderbolt had exploded in his mind. The usually gentle, compliant Adam, who always responded to his advances, was saying he wasn’t in the mood? Had the sun risen in the west?

"Adam, what’s wrong? Are you worried about something?"

Adam pressed his lips together, looking as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t.

Timothy stared at him. "I get it. It must be about your parents..."

"They're gone. They passed away last year," Adam said, his eyelids trembling.

No wonder Adam was so despondent. His parents were truly gone, making him an orphan in every sense of the word.

"Adam, don't be sad. You still have me," Timothy patted Adam's back. "From now on, you're part of the Shaw family. My father is your father, my mother is your mother."

Adam looked up, his eyes filled with tears. "Do you mean that?"

Timothy nodded vigorously. "Of course. From now on, everything I have is yours. You’re not alone."

Adam's eyes shone with determination. "Then will you take what I say seriously?"

"Of course," Timothy smiled, his mind turning to lighter thoughts. "Adam, you’ve grown bold while you were away. Come on, tell me what you want."

Adam remained serious, looking Timothy in the eye and saying, "Then I want you to kill David."

"Kill David?" Timothy was taken aback. "Why?"

"Because he killed Sarah!" Adam said through gritted teeth.

Timothy was puzzled. "How do you know David killed Sarah?"

"The whole of Poiema is talking about it. How could I not know?" Adam’s eyes burned with rage. "I didn't believe it at first until I went to the Johnson family and found out the whole story. David forced the Johnson family into debt, then demanded Sarah as repayment. When Sarah died under mysterious circumstances, the Robertson family said nothing about her death and just dumped her body in a mass grave, not even bothering with a coffin."

"Sarah’s death is indeed tragic. But Adam, we don’t know for sure who the killer is. Even if David is the murderer, it’s the authorities who should arrest him. We’re just outsiders; it’s not our place to seek justice for Sarah." Timothy reached for Adam's hand. "Adam, I know you’ve been through a lot. Let’s calm down and..."

But Adam yanked his hand away. "Are we really outsiders?"

Timothy was stunned. "What?"

"Do you know what the neighbors are saying about you?" Adam glared at him. "They say you’re covering up for the Robertson family, that you’re all in it together, trying to bury the truth about Sarah’s death."

Timothy clicked his tongue in frustration. "You believe that nonsense? I never said I thought the Robertson family was innocent. I just think there might be more to the story."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because..." Timothy hesitated, "Austyn said so, and I trust him."

Adam bit his lip, saying nothing, just staring at Timothy with a deep, pained look.

Timothy, feeling weakened under Adam's gaze, murmured, "Besides, there's no evidence that the Johnson girl was killed by the Robertson family."

"And Austyn's word is evidence?" Adam sneered. "You'd rather believe some vague words from a Taoist Priest than face reality? Is Austyn’s word the absolute truth for you?"

Timothy was speechless. He had never been confronted so directly by Adam. Confusion, hurt, and indignation surged through him, followed by a burning sense of shame.

They stared at each other in silence, the atmosphere so thick with tension it was hard to breathe.

"If that’s how it is, then I have something to ask you." Timothy’s voice dropped as he grabbed Adam by the chest and pushed him onto the bed.

"What are you doing!?" Adam cried, struggling, but Timothy, in a fit of rage, reached into his clothes and quickly pulled out the letter.

Adam was shocked, but being pinned by Timothy, he couldn’t move and could only flail his arms. "Give it back!"

Ignoring Adam’s protests, Timothy unfolded the letter, his face growing darker by the second.

From the moment Timothy entered the room, Adam had been clutching that letter. Timothy had initially thought it might be from Adam’s parents, but he quickly dismissed that idea. Adam’s parents wouldn’t have known if he was alive. The only people who could have written to Adam were either Timothy’s family or Abbe, but if it were from them, Adam wouldn’t have hidden it. The only other possibility was Sarah.

Seeing the farewell letter Sarah had written to Adam confirmed Timothy’s suspicions.

"So, it’s like that," Timothy’s expression twisted in anger. "No wonder you’re so invested in Sarah’s case. She barely knew you, but she’s already writing such heartfelt letters?"

Adam shook his head vehemently. "I only saw Sarah as a sister, nothing more!"

"Nothing more?" Timothy narrowed his eyes. "Then why were you hiding her letters? Why did you act so secretive when I came in? If it’s nothing, why are you so worked up over her?"

Adam’s eyes widened, tears streaming down his face. "So, I don’t even have the right to question you?"

Timothy was taken aback, his mind blank.

"I can’t argue, can’t question, I’m just supposed to follow you around, obey you, is that it?" Adam’s lips twisted in a bitter smile. "Alan, what am I to you?"

The silence was deafening. Timothy and Adam stared at each other, neither speaking, the tension between them palpable. The only sound was the carp flopping on the floor, struggling for life.

Timothy and Adam had had their first fight.

Upon careful consideration, this seems to be the first real confrontation between them. The previous incident at Mausoleum Rudolf, where Adam scolded Urijah as a “filthy old fox,” doesn’t count since it was just a misunderstanding. Once the misunderstanding was cleared up, they naturally made up.

However, this time is different. To his recollection, Timothy had never been so furious with Adam, and Adam had never cried in front of him because of a quarrel. Timothy understood clearly that this conflict wasn’t a misunderstanding; it was a long-buried issue finally erupting unexpectedly.

From the beginning, Timothy noticed Adam’s insecurity and caution. Since they had clarified their feelings for each other, Timothy had always been straightforward, never hesitating to express his affection, fearing Adam might not know how much he loved him. Yet, Timothy couldn’t comprehend why, despite all his efforts, Adam remained unmoved, as if he couldn’t feel Timothy’s love. That one question, “What am I to you, really?” completely shattered Timothy, making him feel as if all his efforts had been in vain.

“If I didn’t love him, why would I be jealous of him and Sarah?”

The more Timothy thought about it, the angrier he got. He punched the wall hard, and the ensuing pain made him clutch his fist and gasp.

“You and Adam have your lovers’ quarrel, but there’s no need to take it out on the walls of Pavilion Star Gazing.” Austyn, seated at the desk, didn’t even look up from his paperwork.

“I’m just embarrassed. We just had a fight, and I don’t know how to face him.”

“A little jealousy is fine in a relationship, but unwarranted jealousy is just unreasonable.” Austyn dipped his brush in ink, recalling something with a slight smile. “However, your jealous nature hasn’t changed a bit. Didn’t you stand up to my brother because of Mr. Garcia?”

“How did you know?” Timothy was surprised.

Austyn glanced up with a mysterious smile. “I have my ways.”

“I don’t believe it!” Timothy retorted. “I bet Adam told you, right?”

“Regardless, Mr. Garcia is right. Sarah’s death is not simple. I’ve said before, divination results should be taken as a reference, not entirely trusted. Human actions determine the outcome. We should rely on actual evidence.” Austyn stood, took out a coin from his pocket, and approached Timothy. “How about this? Let’s bet on this coin.”

“Bet on what?” Timothy stared at the coin in Austyn’s palm, puzzled.

“You quarreled with Mr. Garcia over Sarah, right? I’ll toss this coin. If the side with the inscription faces up, we’ll investigate Sarah’s death. If the blank side faces up, we’ll withdraw completely. Do you dare to bet?”

Timothy stared at the coin, silent for a long time.

“Fine. Let’s bet.” Timothy tilted his chin.

With a clink, the coin flipped in the air and landed on Austyn’s hand.

Timothy held his breath, watching Austyn’s hand slowly open.

It was blank.

Both fell silent.

Austyn sighed lightly, feeling a bit disappointed, thinking perhaps this was fate. Just as he was about to withdraw his hand, Timothy grabbed it and flipped the coin to the inscribed side.

“What are you doing?” Austyn was taken aback.

“Human actions determine the outcome,” Timothy said with a smile. “You said it yourself.”

Austyn stared at Timothy for a while, then smiled in relief.

Acting immediately, Timothy and Austyn began investigating Sarah’s case in Poiema City.

The Robertson family members were tight-lipped about Sarah’s death. After hitting several dead ends, Timothy shifted his focus to neighbors and acquaintances of the Robertson and Johnson families.

It turned out that on the day Sarah died, the Robertson family didn’t even provide a proper coffin, instead wrapping her body in a tattered straw mat and dumping it at the city outskirts. By the time the Johnson family found her, Sarah’s body had been ravaged by wild dogs.

When Timothy approached the Johnson family, it had been over two months since Sarah’s death, making an autopsy impossible. Timothy asked if they had noticed anything unusual when collecting her body. The Johnson family told him there were deep strangulation marks on her neck and bruises all over her body, some fresh, some old.

Neighbors confirmed that the night before Sarah died, they heard sounds of fighting and a woman’s hysterical crying from the Robertson residence.

All clues pointed to one person: David, the second son of the Robertson family.

“Could it be true, as rumors say, that David drove Sarah to her death? Or was there no suicide, and David is the murderer?” Timothy pondered. “But why? David went to great lengths to marry Sarah; he should be cherishing her, not abusing her.”

“Moreover, the Robertson family’s silence and their treatment of Sarah as worthless suggest something more...”

“Did David discover Sarah’s feelings for Adam?” Timothy’s eyes lit up.

Austyn shook his head. “David knew Sarah’s heart belonged to someone else when he married her. Besides, Mr. Garcia only saw Sarah as a sister; her feelings were one-sided.”

Timothy sulked. “If it were me, and I knew Adam had feelings for someone else, I’d...”

“You’d what?” Austyn’s eyes sharpened.

“I’d grab that person and shout in their ear, ‘Adam is mine. Get lost!’”

Austyn chuckled. “That sounds like you.”

Chatting and laughing along the way, they were unaware that someone was watching from afar.

In the dark, Adam stood by a wall, his eyes dull and blending into the shadows.

He couldn’t hear their conversation, but he felt they were so well-matched, standing together like a perfect picture. He, however, felt like an outsider, an insignificant weed on the roadside, unworthy of a place in the picture.
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Chapter Fifty-Three: Chasing Love Across Miles
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"What!? Adam left!?"

With a buzzing sound, Timothy's mind went blank as he stared in disbelief at Holmes.

"Yes... I thought he had told you. What? You didn't know?"

Adam left without saying goodbye. He left cleanly, without a trace.

"What did he say before he left!?"

"Nothing much, just thanked us for all the care we had given him. I asked where he was going, and he said the world is vast, and he has no fixed home." Holmes grasped Timothy's hand with concern. "Alan, tell me honestly, did you have a falling out with Adam? You two have always been so close, but you haven't spoken a word to each other these past few days, avoiding each other like the plague."

Even Holmes could see it. This time, the conflict between them was evidently quite serious.

"Mother, I..." Timothy didn't know what to say, scratching his head in frustration. "I might have really messed up this time."

Seeing Timothy's eyes redden with anxiety, Holmes quickly tried to comfort him. "Don't worry, take your time to explain. I'll help you figure it out."

Timothy said dejectedly, "Mother, I can tell you the truth. But let me say first, you can hit me, just not my face."

"What!?" Holmes's face turned green with anger as she stood up abruptly. "You... you..." She grabbed a broom from the corner and started hitting Timothy's behind without saying another word.

"You unworthy brat!"

Timothy ran around clutching his backside, shouting, "Mother, calm down! I know I've been unfilial, I know I was wrong!"

"You know nothing!" Holmes, furious, threw down the broom and pointed at Timothy's forehead. "I've treated Adam like my own daughter, and you just drove him away like that?"

Timothy was dumbfounded. "That's why you're mad?"

"What else?" Holmes beat her chest in despair. "With the way you two have been flirting with each other... I'm old, but I'm not blind!"

Timothy was even more puzzled. "Then why did you try to match Adam with someone else? Wasn't that just to irritate me?"

"I did it because I saw how things were. I thought Adam, having grown up among men, didn't know the charm of women. If he spent some time with a girl, maybe he would come to appreciate it. But who knew..." Holmes sighed deeply. "I could tell after just a few meetings that Adam still only had eyes for you. His heart couldn't hold anyone else. I remember the day before Sarah left, she came to our house and gave me a letter for Adam. I had a bad feeling then, sensing trouble. Who knew it would end like this for Sarah? I've regretted it more and more ever since... I feel like I caused their misery."

Seeing his mother sitting by the bed, tears streaming down her face, Timothy felt a pang of guilt.

Everyone could see that Sarah had feelings for Adam. Adam, naturally kind-hearted, would have felt guilty even though he knew her death wasn’t his fault.

"Later, I realized something." Holmes wiped her tears. "It's better for Adam to be with you, even if you're a pig, than with an outsider."

"Mother, that's too much." Timothy, who had been steeped in sorrow, was jolted out of it by Holmes’s words. "If I'm a pig, then you are..."

"Anyway!" Holmes interrupted, grabbing Timothy's ear. "You drove him away. Even if you have to go to the ends of the earth, you must bring him back!"

Timothy yelled in pain, "You don't need to tell me, I know!"

Reflecting on their past interactions, Timothy realized that Adam had always been like a little shadow, always following him. Even during the misunderstanding at Mausoleum Rudolf, it was Adam who came back to make amends. Timothy had never, even once, gone after Adam himself.

No wonder Adam was so insecure about their relationship. Timothy was used to not chasing after anyone who left. Christopher, Abbe, Austyn—all of them had come and gone, but Adam was different. He stayed by Timothy's side the longest yet was the most insecure.

Timothy had gotten used to Adam’s presence, taking it for granted that Adam wouldn’t leave. 

"Where would Adam go? Would he really wander the world?"

In Pavilion Star Gazing, Timothy looked helplessly at Austyn, like a dog abandoned by its owner. "Austyn, please, help me figure out where Adam is."

Austyn rubbed his temples. "Where is the person who said human actions determine the outcome? Can’t you handle this yourself?"

"In desperation, people turn to the gods. I really can't think of where Adam would go. Could he be looking for Abbe? But I don’t even know where Abbe is."

"If you think that, you don’t really understand Mr. Garcia." Austyn shook his head. "Honestly, I'm starting to wonder, do you really love Mr. Garcia?"

Timothy’s heart sank. "Why are you saying that too?"

Austyn frowned. "Think, what does Mr. Garcia value most?"

Timothy was stunned, falling into deep thought. After a moment of silence, he suddenly slapped his thigh. "Dawsyn!?"

Austyn sighed in relief, smiling wryly. "It seems you were just too close to see clearly. Yes, Mr. Garcia values family above all. With his parents gone and nowhere else to go, he would naturally seek out his foster father. When he said he would wander the world, it was probably just an excuse to stop you from looking for him."

"I understand! I’m going to Mausoleum Rudolf." Timothy stood up, his eyes clear. "Austyn, thank you for helping me see clearly. No matter where he is, I’ll find Adam and bring him back."

With that, Timothy clasped his fists in a salute to Austyn and hurried off.

Austyn walked to the window, watching as Timothy mounted a horse and galloped towards the city gates until he disappeared into the crowd.

The cold wind was biting, leaves falling all around. As Austyn reached out, a leaf brushed his fingertips and drifted away with the wind. Perhaps this relentless wind, seemingly indifferent, chased the fallen leaves just the same.

From Poiema to Mausoleum Rudolf, Timothy's arduous journey to find his beloved can be put aside for now. On Adam's side, since the quarrel with Timothy, he had been in poor spirits, dazed during the day and restless at night, unable to sleep. It wasn’t until he returned to Mausoleum Rudolf and saw Dawsyn that he felt a spark of life return.

Dawsyn noticed Adam’s troubled state but didn't press him for details. He couldn't bear to see Adam so downcast and thought to keep him busy. Coincidentally, he had recently opened a new tavern near the eastern part of the city and needed someone to handle the accounts. Seeing that Adam was meticulous and capable, he put him in charge of the daily financial matters. Adam, looking for a distraction, accepted readily.

Although Adam was new to bookkeeping, Dawsyn patiently taught him. Adam learned quickly, and soon got the hang of it.

Dawsyn, worried that Adam might be overwhelmed, hired another worker named Robert to help with the brewing and assist Adam. Robert was about thirty years old, with sallow skin and a stubbly face. He always walked or stood with a hunched back, looking every bit the honest peasant. He was either mute or extremely reserved, only nodding or shaking his head in response to Adam’s words. Despite his taciturn nature, he was obedient and reliable.

Half a month passed quickly. Under Adam's diligent management, Clarke family's tavern ran smoothly and business picked up. Their homemade Spyros, with its pure flavor and fragrant aroma, gradually gained a reputation in Mausoleum Rudolf.

As business grew, so did the troubles.

There was a scoundrel in Mausoleum Rudolf named Ethan Mitchell, a gambler and heavy drinker. It was unclear if his family had once been wealthy or if he had come into sudden fortune, but at over thirty years old, he had no proper occupation and always loitered in the tavern.

At first, Adam respected him as a customer and tolerated him. However, once Ethan realized Adam was easygoing, he began to freeload, eating and drinking without paying. Over time, Ethan accumulated a hefty debt. Adam, unable to bear it any longer, slapped a pile of IOUs on the table in front of Ethan: "From the beginning of this month until now, a full twenty-one days, you owe us two hundred and twenty-five coins. If you don't repay, don't blame me for being merciless."

"Adam~" Ethan, clutching a wine jar and slumped over the table, belched. "I just came from the gambling house and don’t have a single coin. Next time, I promise, I’ll pay you back next time. Just let me have this one on credit, okay?"

Hearing Ethan call him "Adam," Adam felt a surge of frustration.

"Don't call me..."

Before Adam could finish, Ethan's stool suddenly disappeared from under him, sending him rolling to the door. Robert stood there, holding the stool that Ethan had been sitting on, glaring coldly at him.

Ethan, clutching his bruised backside, wanted to protest but fell silent when he saw Robert raise the stool again.

"Wait! Brother! Sir! Please...!? Help, help!"

Ethan never expected the usually silent Robert to be so fierce, scaring him into forgetting his pain and running away. Adam chased him to the door, watching Robert pursue Ethan with the stool, and couldn't help but laugh, thinking he deserved it.

The next day, Ethan returned with the money, dragged by his ear by a beautiful woman. This woman was Ethan's wife, Harrison. She was around Ethan’s age, sharp and capable—a no-nonsense housekeeper.

"Please check the amount and see if it's correct."

In front of Adam, Harrison repaid Ethan's debt in full, with interest. From her smooth actions, it was clear she was used to cleaning up her husband’s messes.

Adam checked carefully and nodded. "That's right, two hundred and twenty-five coins, not a cent more or less. Thank you for coming in person."

"It's our fault for causing trouble for you. We should have come to apologize sooner."

Harrison grabbed Adam's hand, surprising him. Before he could pull away, she pressed a large silver ingot into his palm.

"This is a token of my appreciation. Please accept it."

"This... I can't accept this!" Adam panicked and tried to return it. "Your gesture is appreciated, but I can only take what Ethan owes. I can’t accept anything extra."

Harrison, surprised by Adam's reaction, gave him a curious look, then smiled playfully.

"Interesting." Harrison leaned closer, winking at Adam. "What’s your name?"

The scent of her perfume made Adam uncomfortable, and he instinctively pulled back. Amid their awkward interaction, neither noticed someone approaching silently.

"Watch out!" Adam reacted first, seeing Robert trip with a tray, sending teacups flying. Hot tea splashed over Harrison, and Robert fell hard.

Adam quickly fetched a clean cloth to help Harrison, who was unharmed but had her clothes soaked and stained with tea.

"Damn it, you clumsy fool!" Adam scolded Robert harshly in front of Harrison.

Harrison, maintaining her composure, didn't take it out on Robert. She chatted a bit and then left with Ethan.

After they left, Adam returned to find Robert cleaning up the mess silently. He felt guilty for his harsh words earlier, knowing Robert was usually meticulous.

Curious about Robert’s clumsiness, Adam wondered if it was Harrison's beauty that had distracted him.

He joined Robert in cleaning up.

"Ow!" Adam yanked his hand back, seeing blood welling from his fingertip where a shard of the teacup had cut him. Instinctively, he sucked on his finger.

At that moment, he noticed Robert's intense gaze. Their eyes met briefly before Robert quickly looked away.

Robert grabbed a broom and continued cleaning, gently pushing Adam away, indicating he didn't want him handling the broken pieces.
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