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The autumn rain hit Chuchou the next day. It was getting cold while the osmanthus fragrans started to bloom. The two hatchetfish were swimming excitedly under the bowl lotuses in a white porcelain water container on a stone table in the courtyard. They were safe now.

Sanbor helped Uncle Mute make breakfast in the kitchen. After the sun came out, Sanbor hung a birdcage on a branch above the stone table. One of the two yellowing leaves fell on the container and the other on the table.

Gem was still sleeping, holding Geson’s shoulder.

The fire last night ruined Lady Shrewdning’s years of efforts and greed. The purchase order triggered the evil intent of the ingrate who had been riddled with avarice. She had been indulging in the comfort and wealth of the Fangs and would not become the victim of freezing coldness and poverty again. Her worries about being driven away from the Fangs increased along with her rapacity, so she set fire to the storehouse and killed Mr. and Mrs. Fang so that she could be the boss. What’s more, she had used the misunderstanding as the perfect excuse to avoid the obvious truth and cover up her shame.

With difficulty Geson opened his stinging, swollen eyes and tried to recollect what happened last night, later he started to watch Gem who was still in a sound sleep. Recently he had been sharing a bed with Gem but he had been preoccupied with so many things that he could not take a good look at his sweetheart. A boy had become a man. Gem had not woken up, so Geson touched his nose and cheeks, saw his longer eyelashes and a thin scar on his forehead, and some faint wrinkles, the marks of his smiles, at the outer corners of his eyes – which might grow deeper with age. Geson touched Gem’s earlobes and looked for the mole which had been below one of them. He saw it and then put his hand on Gem’s forehead.

“A fall?” he whispered.

“No.”

Gem suddenly spoke and grasped Geson’s wrist and put his hand on the scar. “Iron wires scratched my forehead and my hands when I was making a birdcage,” Gem said, with his eyes still closed. “Scars were left thought not painful.”

“But why did you do it?” Geson asked in surprise, touching the scar.

“It’s Jack’s fault,” Gem said. “He was a troublemaker and deliberately let the two redpolls bought by me fly away and trampled my cage.”

“Was he gloating over it?” Geson asked.

“Well, you should think about me,” Gem said, still closing his eyes.

“You were unhappy.”

“I was so angry.”

“What did you do next?”

“I had some erotic books sent to him and led my father into his room when he was devouring them with the door shut. My father was very good at educating Jack and punished his son by heavy blows with a large, iron ruler and asked him to copy The Classics of Tea for one hundred times.”

“Lady Willow would have one more grudge against you.”

“She disliked me.”

“You are not her own son.” 

“I dislike her but I can understand her,” Gem said, moving closer to Geson. “Anybody who threatens her interests is her enemy. She is neither a good woman nor a wicked one. Many people are like her, including me. I would not have worked with her if Lady Shrewdning had not hurt my husband. Oh, I open my eyes now.”

“Do your legs still hurt?” Gem continued, sitting on Geson’s knees and watching the blushing man.

“They did a few days ago, but now better,” he replied calmly.

He put his hands on Geson’s genitals after he massaged the legs of the latter for a moment.

“Did you masturbate?” Gem asked.

“Seldom. I lived like a monk.”

“Oh, it’s getting hard. You are so responsive. Whom were you thinking about when you were touching your penis?”

“Only you.”

“I want to do it right now.”

“We may do it at night. Uncle Mute will soon ask us to have breakfast.”

“At night? Well, I know how hot you are at night. You are such a hunk and you were a passionate monk.”

“I saw you in my dream one night.”

“What did I do?”

“I gave you a blowjob.”

“Wow, amazing. Your dream has come true. Let’s do it again now.”

Gem started to suck Geson’s cock while the latter heard the footsteps of someone and covered Gem with a quilt at once.

Uncle Mute was knocking at the door.

“Come in, please,” Geson said.

Gem pulled his head out of the stuffy quilt and understood Uncle Mute’s gestures. He looked at Geson, got up, opened the window and saw Amy in a light green dress kneeling in the courtyard, carrying a bag on her back and holding a long piece of white cloth.

“Let’s go out and enjoy the balmy autumn sun, Geson,” he said cheerfully, watching the clear blue sky.
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Lady Willow walked into the courtyard and shook her head when she saw Amy. 

“I’ll go to the Ye County today to receive the ships which will be used to deliver the goods to the Purchasing Department, Gem,” she said outside the window. “Any word from Geson?”

Geson heard her voice and moved to his wheelchair from the bed with the help of Uncle Mute. Gem put a light cloak on his shoulders and wheeled him into the drawing room. 

Sanbor poured Lady Willow a cup of tea but was unwilling to serve her. He would not bury the hatchet although she had made a successful deal with Gem, and he would rather draw a distinction between his group and hers.

She glowered at Sanbor but she put down the cup on the table at once when she saw Geson.

“How are you feeling now?” she said obsequiously.

“I’m fine, my lady. Thanks for asking,” Geson said politely. “Have a seat, please.”

She had a reputation for doing business in the tea markets and was glad that she was being treated decorously by Geson. She made eye contact with the well-mannered Gem and looked at Amy kneeling in the courtyard after he did the same. She went to the outer chambers this morning and intended to deride Lady Shrewdning, but found the latter having hanged herself with a piece of white cloth.

“She did not die of shame,” Lady Willow said without any sympathy, sipping her tea.

“What’s your opinion on her death?” Gem asked.

“Things were bad for her,” she replied. “The other three families have been standing with Geson. She would not benefit from our delivery of the goods into the Purchasing Department and would be thrown out of the tea markets. She had been notorious for being a hypocrite and would rather die with her intact mask. It serves her right.”

“All the tea was ruined in the fire last night, my young lord,” Sanbor whispered in puzzlement. “How can we deliver the new tea into the Purchasing Department?”

Gem sitting in a chair tapped his servant’s head with his fan. “A good plan has been well carried out,” he said.

Sanbor understood it after a moment of thought.

The plan had been made before the tea tasting event was held. Gem and Geson had speculated that Lord Soong would come to Chuchou for the event. The appearance of Spruce was beyond the couple’s expectation but they could assist him, who had been invited by Lady Shrewdning, in winning the contest. The winner would get the huge order from the imperial family. Afterwards, a trick was made to let that woman mistakenly believe that Geson would fight back against her after his long years of preparation; as a result, she would do something driven by her grave doubt. Gem had made business deals with Adept, Pine, and Lady Willow: buy the fresh tea buds from the Taos, hire the labourers of the Hus, and use the ships of the Fores – the three families would work together and ship the goods to the capital city from the mansion of the Fores. The Fangs would provide a free service for the huge order and the escorts would be chosen by the other three families. After their arrival in the Purchasing Department, they could make small talk with the officers, which might contribute to large orders. Geson had to sit in a wheelchair and could not go to the capital city, so he, on behalf of the Chamber of Commerce of the Tea, wrote a letter to Lord Chang, the current director of the Purchasing Department, and said that the Big Four would ensure the timely arrival of the goods through teamwork. In this way, the other three families would be cooperative to deliver the tea to the imperial court. The production processes of the brand Lotusherb created by the Fangs would be shared with the Hus. Lady Willow was envious of the opportunity that the Hus could have, but she wanted to create the extraordinary tea brand of the Fores.

“How will you punish that girl kneeling outside?” Lady Willow asked.

“Just let her go,” Geson replied.

“She and her master Lady Shrewdning must have done a lot of bad things, and she should be sent to prison,” she insisted.

Geson nodded and let Uncle Mute handle it. With his gestures Uncle Mute hoped that Amy should learn to distinguish between right and wrong
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