
CHAPTER ONE 

Deleted / Alternate Scene 

 

Note: This scene would have happened instead of, or just 

before, the scene in which Ben treats Dave's mother in the last 

chapter.  

 

Ben threw himself into his work on his place and on Aziza's. 

He had the time to spare, since he hadn't found a job yet. He'd 

always been the kind of guy to get deep into his projects, and he 

needed that now more than ever. He was happy about the baby, 

and he was excited to start his new life with Dave, but he couldn't 

quite shake the feeling that he was letting someone down.  

 

It was absurd, of course. He didn't need some kind of 

supernatural revelation to tell him what Zahi would have thought 

of the matter. Zahi would have wanted him to move on, and he'd 

have wanted him to move on long before now. Of course, Zahi 



 

wasn't the one faced with the impossible task of doing so. There 

was no moving on from a loss like that, there was only moving 

forward. Ben had Dave now, and he loved Dave with his whole 

heart, but he still loved Zahi with his whole heart too.  

 

He came home from a late session at the home decor shop 

and found the small apartment he shared with Dave to be a little 

more full than he'd expected. His partner was there. So was 

Flavien. Standing beside Flavien, and chatting together like they 

were old friends, were Bob and Doreen Freeman, Zahi's parents.  

 

Ben backed away from the scene, closing the door in front of 

himself. Everything in him felt numb, from the top of his head to 

the bottom of his feet. He hadn't seen them since the funeral. He 

hadn't been able to look at them then, when he hadn't been able 

to save Zahi. How could he face them now, when he had a baby 

on the way and a new beginning and they still had no son? 

 



 

The door opened. Dave popped out. "Ben, honey, it's okay." 

He put an arm around Ben's waist. "Come on. We've been 

chatting. They're amazing people. They're not mad at you, I 

promise."  

 

"They should be." Ben looked down at the tired carpeting in 

the hallway. "They really should be."  

 

"Hey." Dave's voice took on a note of firmness. "None of 

that. What happened was not your fault. You did everything you 

could. It's the bad guy's fault, not yours. Come on. They came all 

this way."  

 

Dave ushered him back into the apartment. Ben couldn't lift 

his eyes. He could barely move at all. "Hi," he muttered, as he 

hunched miserably in place. "It's good to see you."  

 



 

Doreen stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. 

She was warm, just as she always had been, and she held tightly 

to him. "Ben." She put a finger under his chin and lifted it. "Ben, 

we've missed you."  

 

Bob came in and put a hand on Ben's shoulder. "I 

understand you've been flying all over the world, trying to save 

enough people for two surgeons." He chuckled. "Zahi would be 

proud of you, I think."  

 

All three of them guided him over to the couch, while Flavien 

watched from Dave's favorite game-watching chair. "I'm so sorry," 

Ben whispered. "I tried. I tried so hard, I did —"  

 

"We know you did, Ben." Bob took the seat on Ben's right, 

while Doreen took the seat on Ben's left. "We know. We couldn't 

have asked for more, really."  

 



 

Doreen cleared her throat. "And it's good that you're moving 

forward with your life. I'll admit I got a little worried when you up 

and joined Borderless. It was noble and everything, sure, but it 

also seemed a little, hm. Risky, maybe? I don't know. We were 

just so worried about you over there."  

 

"We wanted to reach out," Bob added, "but we were still 

grieving, and we weren't sure how. Your father kept us updated 

about where you were, and what you were doing."  

 

"I know I should still be out there," Ben whispered. "I know 

it's not right, to back down. Not when people still need help, and 

not when I couldn't save the person I most wanted to save."  

 

Doreen squeezed Ben's hand. "Son, you've contributed. 

You've done your part over there. You've saved a lot of lives. 

Your dad told us, and your young man here told us." She grinned 

up at Dave. "Now you're moving forward into a new stage of your 



 

life, and it's a stage where other lives have to take priority. It's a 

good thing, sweetie. For one thing, Zahi would be furious if you 

put your sweet baby in danger."  

 

"It's true." Ben managed a little laugh. "He loved kids." He 

put a hand on his mouth to hide the way his lip trembled. "I 

always wanted to give him kids, but we never got the chance."  

 

Dave was on his feet in a heartbeat. He came up behind Ben 

and wrapped his arms around him, strong and safe. "I know you 

did," he whispered in Ben's ear. "It's okay, honey."  

 

Doreen and Bob were quiet for a moment, to give Ben a 

moment to compose himself. Then Doreen took Ben's hand 

again. "I know," she murmured. "Sometimes life just doesn't work 

out the way we'd planned, I guess. Ben, be happy with this baby. 

Dave here isn't Zahi. He's a very different sort of guy, who's also 

very good and very good for you."  



 

 

Ben relaxed into Dave. "He is. I'm always going to miss Zahi. 

But I can love them both."  

 

"Of course you can." Bob squeezed Ben's other hand. 

"There's nothing wrong with that, Ben. Absolutely nothing at all."  

 

"The only thing wrong," Doreen told him, "would be keeping 

us out of the loop. We love you too, Ben. And we're looking 

forward to seeing you, your sweet young man here, and that little 

bun you've got in the oven. You're a good man, and we're proud 

to have you in our family."  

 

All four of them hugged, and Flavien even got up and joined 

in. Then he pulled back a little. "Perhaps it would be all right for us 

all to go out for dinner?" His grin turned sly as he turned to Dave. 

"I don't think your dining table will seat five adults."  

 



 

Dave blushed but grinned, and Ben took advantage of the 

distraction to go splash some cold water on his face. It had been 

a difficult meeting, but a necessary one. Now he could carry his 

baby alone, without the guilt. 

 

<<<<>>>> 


