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~~1~~

Asa sat quietly drawing the pencil across the page, his tiny pink tongue poking between his teeth. The sounds of the garden were soothing making this his favorite place to sit and draw, especially since his favorite subject was seated across the way reading.

Lian sat with the book in his lap pretending to read. He stole glances at his compatriot, five years his junior, and cuter than should be allowed. A smile crinkling his eyes, he looked up to find the smaller boy�s eyes on him. Winking, he looked back down at his book. When he heard his little friend giggle, he chuckled to himself and continued reading.

Tin-Sie stood in the shadows of a cherry tree watching the exchange. The youngsters did not see him, for which he was glad. Pensively worrying his lip. he turned and strode into the large mansion at his back. He had come here today to speak with his friend and secret lover of an important matter of business, but this suddenly took precedence. Slipping his shoes off, he hurried to the study. Knocking politely, he let himself into the room. �Li-Feng, we must speak!�

The still attractive patriarch of the Li family looked up, startled. �Tin-Sie, what is it? You look as if someone has walked over your grave.�

�You know that I love you, right?�

�This does not bode well.� He started to rise from the leather chair only to have the other man gesture him back into it. �What it is?�

�Have you made a match for Li-Tiang Lian yet?�

�No, but...�

Tin-Sie took his hand. �Come here.� Pulling him over to the window, he pulled back the drapes and pointed to the boys in the garden. �Watch them. Asa is drawing a picture of Lian. Whether he knows it or not, Lian is flirting with Asa.� I think there is a mutual feeling there, even though neither boy truly understands it.�

The influential man watched his grandson and the grandson of his lover, best friend, and business partner.  �Hmm... This poses potential problems, but we could solve them with one simple contract.�

�Are you thinking...�

�Why not? The world will not always frown on couples such as ours.�

�Feng, do you want to subject the boys to ridicule?�

Turning the man next to him, he smiled. �As I said, Sie. The world is constantly changing. Things will not always be so unforgiving. I propose that we talk to the boys. They seem to be aware that something exists between them. They are both smart. Besides, we can engineer a clause that should they decide at a much later date that they do not in fact love each other they can terminate the agreement. What can it hurt?�

�You believe this strongly?�

Turning the man in his arms back to the window, he pointed. �Look at them. They remind me of us.�

Tin-Sie sighed. �I agree. Draft up the contract. My daughter is not going to like this, but I am still the patriarch of this family. She will do as I say.�

�You are sure?�

Tin-Sie turned and cupped the face of the man he loved. �I am certain.�

Brushing his lips over the shorter man�s, Li-Feng smiled. �Then go retrieve the boys. I would like to perform the handfasting today and sign the contract. The sooner the better.�

Tin-Sie smiled a secret smile. His grandson�s future was assured. �Of course, beloved.�

�You think that you have gotten your way don�t you?�

�I want only what is best for our heirs.�

�Crafty devil.�

�Not at all.� He tangled his fingers in the short black hair. �If I was crafty, I would have simply seduced you and gained the promise of Li-Tiang Lian�s hand for my Chen-Tin-Shi Asashiku. Not the promise of a protracted betrothal that can be broken.�

�You know it will not be broken.�

�We must wait until Asa is twenty.�

�Agreed.� He chuckled. �Now go and get the children.�

�Yes dear.� He chuckled as he caught the �you�ll pay for that� look on the other man�s face. Moving out of the room with lighter feet than he felt, he made his way back into the garden. �Asa... Lian... would you come into the study, please?�

�Grandfather?� Lian�s head came up, concern coloring his voice. �Is all well?�

Tin-Sie smiled. �There is nothing to fear, my child. Please, come into the study, both of you. Grandfather Feng and I would like to speak with you both.�

Asa snapped his book closed and stowed his pencil. �Of course, Grandfather Tin-Sie. Will mother be present as well?�

The old man frowned. �I had not requested her presence yet, no.�

The boy stiffened. �Of course, sir.� Looking down, he bit his lip.

Tin-Sie looked down at the five-year-old in concern. �Would you prefer that your mother be there, Asa?�

He shrugged but refused to meet the elder�s eyes. 

�Asa, you are a big boy, right?�

�Yes sir.� He smiled a little.

�Then, do you not think that you can conduct a meeting with men without your mother?�

�I do, grandfather, but she does not like it.� He put his hand over his mouth and looked around in fear. �Forgive me, Grandfather!�

Kneeling before the child, he shook his head. �You are not wrong, my boy. She does not like anything she does not control. This is a conversation that is just for you, me, Lian, and Grandfather Feng. For now, let me worry about your mother, okay?�

�Yes sir.�

Taking the boy�s hands, he smiled. �Good.� Guiding them into the house, he ushered them into the study.

�Asa!�

The boy cringed and froze in the doorway to the study. �Yes mother?�

�Do not bother Grandfather Li-Feng. He is a busy man.�

�But he asked for me to come.�

�Why would he want to see a disruptive little boy like you?�

�Perhaps for the same reason he wished to see my son, Mrs. Chen.�

The woman turned to face the attractive man who stepped into the hall. �Why would that be Li-Tiang?�

�To discuss betrothal documents between our children.�

�Betrothal...? Preposterous! They are boys! They cannot be betrothed! The world does not accept men together! That is so... so... disgusting!�

�Auntie, are you saying that Grandfather�s Li-Feng and Tin-Sie are disgusting? They love each other.�

She made a face. �I do not like their... relationship! I simply do not have a choice.�

�Mother, I love Grandfather Tin-Sie and Grandfather Li-Feng! I love Li-Tiang Lian, too!  Why can�t I be betrothed to him? He is my best friend... and I... I...� The small boy found himself on the floor, blood trickling from his now split lip.

Chen Mai towered over the now cowering child. 

Lian stepped in between them. �Enough! You will not strike him again! Punishing a person for whom they love is not only cruel, it is wrong.� He glared at the woman. �Father?�

�You are correct, my son. Come, Chen Mai. Let us go and speak about this calmly. Forgive us father, Tin-Sie. My children. We will rejoin you once, Chen Mai has calmed.�

Lian knelt before the now sobbing boy. Lifting him into his arms, he carried his friend into the study without a word. When a servant brought him a bowl of water and a cloth, he thanked her and tended to the bleeding lip. �Shh... it will be all right, little one. I am right here.�

�Why is it so wrong to love someone, Lian? I do not understand!�

Brushing his hand through the boy�s short black hair, he shook his head. �I do not understand her prejudices either, little one, but I promise you that I do not share them. I love you too. I will never let anything happen to you, I promise.�

�Promise?� He launched himself at the older boy. �Oh, Lian!� Wrapping his arms around his neck, he pressed his lips to the supple cheek.  �I�ll never let you down!�

Lian pulled the smaller boy back and looked into his chocolate eyes. �You cannot promise that, Asa. Everyone makes mistakes. No one is perfect, but I know that, and I will always forgive you. Just promise me that you will always talk to me, okay? Never feel like you have to hide anything from me?�

�I promise. I want you to promise me the same thing. We�ll always be here for each other... forever... or never!�

�Forever or never.� Pressing a light kiss to the little lips, Lian smiled. �Do you think you are up for talking with Grandfather Tin-Sie and Li-Feng now?�

�Yep!� Turning, he bowed his head. �Grandfather Li-Feng, I am sorry for my mother. She...�

�No. You do not apologize for her actions. She is an adult and must do so. You are responsible for your own actions little one, and have done nothing wrong.� The elder man sat down on the sofa across the
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