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Chapter Thirty: Delight in Your Presence
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Timothy envisioned a beautiful future, but reality cruelly dashed his hopes.

The next day, Timothy woke up to find that Abbe had vanished. The vast house was left in disarray, with only Timothy remaining amidst the chaos.

Timothy had no idea when Abbe had left. If not for the mess recalling the wild and intimate scenes of the previous night, he might have thought it was just a dream.

Abbe did not return to Pavilion Arnold; he disappeared like morning dew at dawn. No one knew where he had gone, and he vanished without a trace.

Timothy was disheartened. He had thought that his efforts with the plums had touched Abbe’s heart, opening a crack in his tightly shut heart. Despite the impulsive nature of their encounter, Abbe’s reactions gave Timothy reason to believe there was something between them.

But Abbe left without a word.

Nevertheless, Timothy couldn't delay any longer due to the uncertain situation in Poiema, which was worrying. He had to put aside his personal matters and embark on his return journey with doubts and concerns.

"Are you worried about Chief Master?" Adam, who was riding in the carriage, noticed Timothy's frown and absent-mindedness, and couldn't help but ask.

Timothy nodded. "Where do you think Abbe might have gone?"

Adam, now dressed in a neat, light blue outfit resembling a clever servant, tilted his head thoughtfully. "Chief Master’s hometown is in Euyle. He might have gone there to seek refuge."

"Euyle? Seek refuge? I thought his family was exterminated. Does he still have acquaintances there?"

"The Simpson family was a prominent clan. It's hard to wipe out all connections at once. Besides, Chief Master prefers Sunder over Poiema."

Abbe doesn’t like Poiema? 

This piqued Timothy's curiosity, prompting him to inquire further. 

It turned out that after Payton became an official, he wanted to bring his family to live in Poiema. However, Abbe complained of discomfort and demanded to return to Euyle after just a year. Payton couldn’t resist his beloved son and sent him back home. Thus, except for the few months around the New Year, Abbe spent most of his time in Sunder.

"Abbe claimed discomfort in Poiema? Really?"

"Of course not. After spending three months with Chief Master, don't you know his character? He hates being controlled, even by his father," Adam laughed. "It's ironic. Mr. Simpson, a renowned scholar, preached loyalty and filial piety, yet he raised a son who yearns for a free-spirited life and despises fame and fortune."

Timothy finally understood. In Sunder, far from the emperor’s reach, Abbe could roam freely and associate with various people. But in Poiema, not only was it close to the emperor, but he also had a strict father at home, making him feel restrained.

"In short, Chief Master isn't a naive child. If he hadn't wandered on his own, he wouldn't have gained so many loyal followers, nor would there have been the later Sabra Village."

"Indeed, he’s as free as the wind. My worry for him is truly misplaced..." Timothy sighed with a bitter smile.

"The one misplaced is not you..."

Adam mumbled under his breath.

"Hmm?" Timothy looked at him with wide eyes. "What did you say, Adam?"

"N-nothing!"

Adam quickly lowered his head, embarrassed by his slip of the tongue.

Did he realize his mistake? Adam worried, stealing a glance at Timothy. To his relief, Timothy seemed lost in thought, gazing out of the window, not focused on him.

Adam breathed a sigh of relief, his mind a jumble of thoughts before finally calming down.

Horse hooves clattered as they sped across the fertile plains, soon leaving the Sunder border.

It was midsummer and noon, typically marked by scorching heat. However, the weather this year was unusual. Not long after entering Kamal, a sudden downpour forced them to seek shelter in a nearby county.

After the heavy rain, the temperature dropped drastically. Despite it being June, it felt chillingly cold. By midnight, hail began to fall.

The hailstones, as large as eggs, pelted down fiercely. Lying in the inn, Timothy listened to the hail mixed with the wind, thundering on the roof. The noise was so intense that he wouldn’t have been surprised if the roof caved in.

Timothy couldn’t sleep all night, and neither did Adam next door. Early the next morning, Timothy stepped out to find Adam yawning, dark circles under his eyes.

The rain had cleared, and Timothy was stunned by the scene outside. Houses were destroyed, rubble was everywhere. Compared to the devastation, their inn was relatively intact, with only a few broken windows, which was a blessing.

The innkeeper, a kind-hearted man, saw the many homeless people shivering in the cold and had his young waiter cook a large pot of porridge for the affected villagers. Timothy and Adam, with nothing else to do, helped the innkeeper. Adam served porridge and water, while Timothy called out on the streets. Soon, a long line formed, with people constantly coming for the porridge, stretching to the end of the street.

"First the drought, then locusts, now hail. How are we supposed to live?"

"It's an ill-fated year. These disasters must be a bad omen."

The crowd murmured in despair, their grievances towards the government clear, though unspoken.

Suddenly, commotion erupted in the crowd. At the back, some kind of disturbance broke out. The sound of galloping hooves grew louder as a group of soldiers on horseback forced their way in, shouting and even arresting and driving people away.

Someone in the crowd yelled, "They're conscripting!" Immediately, the long line dispersed in panic.

"What's happening?" Timothy asked the innkeeper, bewildered.

"Well, they're conscripting labor for the army. Those being taken are former slaves who had recently gained freedom. Originally displaced by famine and war, they became slaves and were sold to warlords. Now that they've settled and started a new life, they’re being taken again for military service."

Timothy was still confused. "But there’s no war. Where are they being sent?"

"Mausoleum Rudolf," the innkeeper explained patiently. "Since spring, the weather has been unpredictable, even affecting the grasslands up north. With more nomads migrating south and frequent border skirmishes, the government is preparing for worse in autumn by conscripting labor from Kamal."

"Even so, they shouldn’t be so oppressive!" Adam, overhearing, was indignant. "They ignore the starving people but are quick to conscript and oppress. What a bunch of scoundrels!"

Seeing Adam's indignation, Timothy quickly covered his mouth. "Adam, be careful. They’re the government. It’s not something we can meddle in."

"I know," Adam said gloomily. "But seeing those people reminds me of my past... This world, officials are never good!"

"Adam, you were conscripted too?"

Adam's eyes darkened. "I was originally from Tim County, Kamal, and I had an older brother, one year my senior. When I was fourteen, a group of soldiers suddenly burst into our home and took us away, saying we were to be sold in Sunder to raise funds for the army. On the way, those soldiers treated us like animals, often beating us and giving us only watery gruel to eat. I couldn’t stand it anymore, so my brother and I escaped halfway. My brother starved to death on the road, and I wandered aimlessly until I finally met Chief Master, who helped me live like a human being."

Adam recounted his harrowing past in a calm tone. His eight-word phrase—"wandering aimlessly, enduring hardships"—barely scratched the surface of the hardships he and his brother endured, leading to his brother’s death and leaving Adam alone.

Timothy believed that Adam wasn’t the worst off; whether it was Abbe or the other brothers in Sabra Village, their individual tragedies might have been different, but they were all filled with blood and tears.

"Do you miss your brother?" Timothy suddenly asked out of nowhere.

"Of course I do..." Adam looked up at the sky, as if lost in memories. "Although he was only a year older than me, he always looked out for me. He had an endless supply of jokes. Whenever I felt life was unbearable, he would tell me jokes, making me laugh so hard I couldn’t stand."

"He must have loved you very much." Timothy looked at Adam and smiled gently. "I’m an only child, so I’ve never known what it’s like to have siblings. I envy you for having such a good brother."

Adam stared at Timothy for a while, wide-eyed, and said, "I just realized, Alan, when you smile, you look a bit like my brother."

"Really?" Timothy was taken aback, then his smile grew even brighter. "Then I’ll smile more for you, Adam."

Adam's face turned crimson. He lowered his eyes awkwardly, scooped a spoonful of white porridge, and nervously put it in his mouth. Strangely, despite the porridge having no seasoning, Adam tasted a hint of sweetness.

To thank Timothy and Adam for their kind help, the generous innkeeper treated them to a hearty meal. After their fill, Timothy and Adam set off again. With most of the remaining journey being mountainous, they abandoned the carriage and rode horses, traversing muddy paths for half a day until they reached a lush valley with babbling brooks.

The rain-washed sky was a vivid blue, and a deep breath brought the fresh scent of grass and earth, lifting Timothy’s spirits. Having grown up in Poiema, then spending three months in the drought-stricken Sunder, he savored being surrounded by nature once more, slowing his pace.

In this verdant valley, a shallow river flowed throughout. The clear, emerald water, like a ribbon of blue silk, alternated between gentle and turbulent as it wound through the mountains. Though Adam had wandered the lands of Kamal and Sunder for a year, he had never seen such a breathtaking sight.

"It's like a paradise on earth..."

Adam stood at the edge of a cliff, daringly stretching his neck to look at the river below. The cliff was not very high, only a few meters, but standing at the edge still made his legs feel weak.

"Adam, are you afraid of heights?" Timothy dismounted and walked over to Adam.

"Not really..." Adam hesitated. "Why do you ask?"

Timothy nodded towards the cliff's edge. "Not afraid? Then let’s go down and have a look!"

"What? Hey!"

Before Adam could react, Timothy had already jumped down, skillfully navigating the bushes and branches with agility that made one wonder if he was part monkey.

Adam hesitated, unsure whether to follow or stay. Seeing Timothy already at the bottom, waving at him, Adam steeled himself and carefully started his descent.

"It's okay, almost there!"

Originally, Adam was climbing down slowly, but hearing Timothy's encouragement, he lost his focus and slipped, falling straight down.

In that moment, Adam's heart sank. Fortunately, he landed heavily in a strong embrace. Timothy had caught him securely.

"See, I told you it was fine," Timothy said, laughing carelessly.

Adam, however, was so shaken he was covered in cold sweat, his legs trembling so much he couldn’t stand, so he crouched by the river, clutching his pounding heart and gasping for breath.

Timothy went to the river, scooped up some water, and took a sip. He felt rejuvenated, as if his entire body had been refreshed.

"Adam, this water is so cool! Come and try it."

"I can't stand up." Adam murmured, holding his ankle.

"Let me see." Timothy approached. "Did you sprain it?"

Without hesitation, Timothy reached for Adam’s slender ankle.

Caught off guard, Adam’s heart raced uncontrollably.

"It’s fine..." Timothy examined for a while, seeing no swelling or bruising. He then gently massaged Adam’s ankle. "Does this feel better?"

Since that night in Sabra Village, Adam hadn’t had the chance to be this close to Timothy. Seizing the rare opportunity, Adam watched Timothy intently while he was focused.

Timothy’s nose was a nose, his eyes were eyes, and his eyebrows were eyebrows.

This might sound redundant, but Adam, not well-versed in words, thought it was the best description he could muster.

He had seen handsome men before—Abbe and Penelope, both stunning. Among such beautiful people, Timothy's features weren't the most striking. Yet, for some reason, on Timothy’s face, these seemingly ordinary features combined to form an incredibly pleasing appearance, making it hard to look away.

"...Is it because I like him?"

"Hmm?" Timothy suddenly looked up. "Like what?"

Adam's face turned bright red. He hadn’t realized he had spoken his thoughts aloud while staring at Timothy.

"I-I mean..." Adam awkwardly withdrew his foot, murmuring, "I..."

Somehow infected by Adam’s nervousness, Timothy’s heartbeat also quickened. For a moment, neither spoke, their only companions the sound of flowing water and the songs of birds in the empty valley.
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Chapter Thirty-One: Bait and Hook
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In the end, Adam stammered in front of Timothy for a long time but still couldn't bring himself to say the words "I like you."

Finally, it was Timothy who broke the silence first. He released Adam's ankle, stepped back two paces, and maintained a certain distance from him.

Timothy was afraid of startling Adam, but regardless of his intentions, this distancing added a touch of awkwardness to the silence.

To alleviate the awkwardness, Timothy turned around, his gaze sweeping the surroundings. Suddenly, he noticed something floating on the rapid water, drifting leisurely towards them.

"What’s that?"

Timothy walked curiously to the riverbank and picked up the object. It was a shoe. It was unknown which careless person had dropped their shoe in the water. Timothy inspected the shoe closely; it wasn’t completely soaked, indicating it had only recently fallen in.

Timothy turned to Adam. "Adam, someone dropped a shoe. The owner should be nearby. You stay here and rest; I’ll go and return it."

As soon as Adam heard this, his leg seemed to heal instantly. He jumped up and grabbed Timothy's sleeve. "I want to go too."

Timothy's guess was correct. Following the river upstream for just a quarter of an hour, they found the owner of the shoe—a man dressed in white, sound asleep by the riverside.

Timothy had thought someone so careless to lose a shoe must be a scatterbrained fool, but upon closer inspection, he was amazed.

The man was delicate and handsome, with sharp eyebrows and thin lips, dressed in a moon-white robe, lying quietly on a large boulder by the riverbank. What was strange was that although his eyes were closed, he was holding a fishing rod in his arms, wearing a shoe on his left foot, while his right foot was bare, revealing a fair and slender foot. He looked like an immortal from folklore, devoid of any worldly aura.

Adam whispered in Timothy's ear, "Are we encountering an immortal?"

"Maybe," Timothy smiled, putting a finger to his lips and whispering, "Let’s not disturb him."

Saying this, Timothy tiptoed forward and gently placed the shoe beside the white-clad man.

Just as he was about to turn and leave, he suddenly thought, what if the man kicked the shoe back into the river in his sleep? After some deliberation, Timothy decided to complete the good deed. He quietly approached and carefully put the shoe on the man's right foot.

"You’re here."

A warm, clear voice sounded in his ear. Startled, Timothy looked up to see the white-clad man, who had been asleep, now wide awake and staring intently at him.

What do you mean by "you’re here"? Timothy was baffled. He hesitated for a moment, then pointed to the shoe on the man's right foot. "Sir, your shoe fell into the river."

The white-clad man didn't respond, his eyes only scrutinizing Timothy's face closely.

Even someone as well-versed as Timothy felt uneasy being stared at so intently by such an ethereal person. He was about to avert his gaze when the man slightly nodded and said, "Thank you. My name is Austyn Powell. May I ask your name?"

"Timothy," he replied, glancing at the fishing rod in Austyn's arms. "Are you fishing?"

"Yes," Austyn nodded.

Timothy pointed to the empty hook. "But you don’t even have bait. How can you catch fish?"

"Bait?" Austyn was momentarily taken aback before replying calmly, "Of course, I have bait."

"Where is it?" Timothy asked, puzzled.

Austyn pointed to the shoe on his right foot. "This is the bait."

Timothy blinked, dumbfounded for a moment, before realizing Austyn’s implication. If the shoe was the bait, then the fish caught must be Timothy himself.

"What nonsense!"

Before Timothy could respond, Adam stepped forward, glaring at Austyn with a flushed face. "We kindly returned your shoe, and you insult us with such nonsense! I thought you were an immortal, but you’re just a ruffian!" Adam grabbed Timothy's hand. "Alan, let’s go. Ignore this crazy Taoist priest!"

Timothy was surprised. It was the first time he had seen Adam so impolite to a stranger. Moreover, he deliberately emphasized "we" to stress that the shoe wasn't found by Timothy alone.

"I meant no offense," Austyn said indifferently. He jumped lightly off the stone. "I am Austyn Powell. I have some knowledge of divination, medicine, and astrology. Three days ago, I divined that a noble person who can help me escape my plight would pass by here today. That’s why I traveled here to wait."

"And this noble person... is me?" Timothy looked at Austyn half-believingly.

"Yes," Austyn nodded.

Timothy was speechless. He scrutinized Austyn, seeing his stern expression and serious demeanor, and didn't seem to be joking.

"Sir, forgive my skepticism," Timothy said awkwardly, "We don’t know each other, and I have no idea how I could help you. If you were in my place, would you believe it?"

Austyn was silent for a moment before quietly saying, "No."

Timothy sighed in relief. "Exactly!"

"Belief is entirely up to Mr. Shaw. I don’t force it," Austyn said, turning and walking away. After a few steps, he stopped and looked back at Timothy with icy eyes. "Before I leave, I want to remind Mr. Shaw of something... Within three days, you two will face a calamity of bloodshed. To avoid disaster, remember these eight words: 'The Dazzling Star enters the room, the year in quiet light.'"

Leaving these words, Austyn turned and left.

"The Dazzling Star enters the room, the year in quiet light."

After Austyn left, Timothy kept pondering the meaning of these eight words.

The Dazzling Star signifies disaster. The star entering something usually indicates trouble for a place or person. This was simple enough for Timothy to understand, but the latter part left him puzzled. Knowing nothing about astrology, he couldn’t figure it out by thinking hard.

Adam's thoughts were simpler. He believed Austyn was just a fraudster. Talk of destiny and disaster relief was self-deception. So, Austyn's words were not worth taking to heart, and worrying about them was pointless.

Timothy thought Adam made sense. Considering the number of disasters he had faced, he had always managed to deal with them. Even if something went wrong one day, it would be fate. Rather than worrying about uncertain future events, he preferred to focus on the present and live each day well.

As for destiny and fortune, those are beyond our control. Everything should go with the flow. With this in mind, Timothy felt at ease.

Timothy wasn’t a seer and couldn’t predict the future. So, he treated his encounter with Austyn as a negligible episode, unaware of how this meeting would alter his fate.

But soon, the series of events that followed slapped him in the face.

Three days later, at noon, when Timothy and Adam stood in Mausoleum Rudolf, looking at the ruins burnt to ashes, cold sweat trickled down Timothy’s back. Adam, who had once dismissed Austyn's words, was speechless.

This fire in Mausoleum Rudolf swept through almost the entire street, causing numerous casualties, especially at the inn where the fire started, resulting in the loss of thirty-six lives, with no survivors.

Timothy and Adam had originally intended to stay at that inn. If not for the heated argument Timothy had with the innkeeper the previous day, resulting in them being kicked out, they might have also been caught in the disaster.

As for why Timothy, usually so amiable, had a fierce argument with the innkeeper, it all began on the day Timothy and Adam arrived in Mausoleum Rudolf.

After a long and arduous journey, they reached the administrative center of Kamal, Mausoleum Rudolf. The city was bustling with people, and the citizens were flocking in one direction as if attending a market fair. Upon inquiry, they learned that Kamal had been plagued by frequent natural disasters recently. The people, who believed in the interaction between heaven and man, naturally attributed these calamities to the current ruler's loss of virtue, thinking that the heavens were punishing them for his misdeeds.

Consequently, rumors and unrest spread throughout the city. To calm the populace, the governor of Mausoleum Rudolf decided to hold a grand ritual to pray for good weather and peace.

As a passerby, Timothy initially had no interest in joining the crowd. But when he heard that the ritual would be held at a temple called Temple Kalpana, he was taken aback.

The Dazzling Star enters the room, the year in quiet light.

Coincidentally, Austyn's words also mentioned "quiet light." Could this be a coincidence? If not, might there be a connection between Temple Kalpana and the bloodshed disaster Austyn foretold?

Intrigued, Timothy decided to join the crowd to investigate further, persuading Adam to accompany him.

As soon as they entered Temple Kalpana, they saw from a distance a tall man standing in the center of the altar in front of the main hall. The man was handsome and dignified, dressed in a dark blue robe with gold trimmings, exuding a noble and stern aura. He held a piece of talisman paper in his left hand and a brush in his right, muttering something under his breath. The people in the temple, however, were all lying prostrate on the ground, reverently worshiping the man on the altar.

The man in black chanted for a while, then suddenly raised his hand and scattered the talisman paper into the air.

At that moment, a sudden gust of wind swept through, lifting sand and stones. The crowd raised their sleeves to shield their faces. Miraculously, the overcast sky was cleared by the sudden wind, and a ray of sunlight pierced through the thick clouds, shining like a holy light on the man in black.

When the wind subsided and the people looked up again, the sun was shining brightly in a clear blue sky.

Seeing this miraculous scene, the people prostrated on the ground shouted, "Mr. Brown is virtuous and blessed with longevity!" and knelt down in waves. Even Timothy, who had seen much in his life, had never witnessed such a divine ritual.

"Who is that man on the altar?" Adam asked Timothy curiously. "Why do they revere him so much?"

"I want to know too," Timothy replied, frowning. "I thought he was just a sorcerer hired by the officials, but it seems he is someone extraordinary."

Perhaps their murmuring was too loud, as a man dressed as a commoner turned to them, glaring as if they had committed a blasphemy. "Show some respect! That is Governor Jadyn Brown, Mr. Brown!"

Another man beside Adam added, "You must be outsiders, so it's not surprising you haven't heard of Mr. Brown. Not only is he our governor, but he is also skilled in Mystical Magic, proficient in medicine, and has benefited almost all the people of Mausoleum Rudolf. He can cure diseases and control the elements. Calling him a living god wouldn't be an exaggeration!"

"Jadyn..." Timothy muttered the name softly. He had imagined that the ritual would involve setting up an altar and hiring a sorcerer to perform some ceremonial dances and mutter incomprehensible incantations. He hadn't expected the governor himself to lead the ritual to pray for the people.

"This Jadyn doesn't seem like a bad person," Adam said thoughtfully, looking at the imposing figure on the altar.

Hearing this, Timothy couldn't help but widen his eyes in surprise. He could hardly believe these words came from the same Adam who had once said, "There’s not a single good official."
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Chapter Thirty-Two: Battle of Words
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After the ceremony, Jadyn didn't leave immediately. Instead, he was escorted into the grand hall of Temple Kalpana by a group of admirers.

The hall was spacious, bright, and magnificent. In terms of grandeur, it even surpassed Temple Lrisa in the Great Alvah Palace. Jadyn took his seat on the pulpit, surrounded by a crowd of people eagerly awaiting his discourse. Timothy and Adam were among them.

"What's a discourse?" Adam asked curiously. "I've never heard of it before."

"It's when a bunch of high society folks get together to chat," Timothy whispered to Adam. "I've been to a few with the King of Nixie during Rickie's time. It's all about rubbing shoulders with the elite, chatting away while scratching each other's backs, and sometimes talking till dawn."

"What do they talk about? Anything specific?" Adam's eyes widened with interest.

"Everything under the sun, except politics and social issues," Timothy frowned, nodding towards the pulpit. "Anyway, you'll see for yourself."

"Mr. Brown, you always say that human nature is inherently good. But if that's the case, why is there so much evil in the world? Why do ordinary people have to suffer so much?" an elderly man with gray hair asked Jadyn.

"As Mencius said, human nature is good, just like water tends to flow downwards. When stimulated, it can flow upwards, just like water on a mountain. Is it the nature of water to do so? No, it's the circumstances," Jadyn replied calmly. "I don't deny the existence of
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