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In all of life’s experiences, there is little to compare to the amazing sensation of skin-on-skin contact. The warm connection was surprisingly comforting, cutting through the pain that laced Luke Sheffield’s body.

He woke with a small child curled up against his chest. The child, dressed in only a onesie and diaper, squirmed and snuggled into him.

“Emily,” Luke said with a chuckle.

The girl answered sleepily, “Unca.”

Any male in the Xi Force headquarters could receive the coveted title of Unca by little Emily. Everyone but John Wylde, of course, Emily’s father. He was Da.

Still, Emily had only handed out a small number of Unca’s since she’d learned the word a few weeks ago, yet Luke had somehow become the little princess’s favorite. At least for this week.

He grabbed up his phone from the nightstand and texted security and medical that the child had arrived...again.

The tart reply came back from medical: Well, aren’t you just Mr. Special lately.

Yeah, three mornings in a row did make him Mr. Special.

Warmth infused his heart. He wasn’t sure how he’d impressed himself on the child. They’d barely interacted beyond the moments he’d run into her around the base with her mother, Quantum. But it sure felt good to be special to someone right now.

Michael, his ex-boyfriend, had seen fit to sever their relationship when Luke’s condition persisted. The weakness and debilitating effects of the alien parasite he’d contracted had kept him bed-ridden for months. When he was finally able to get up and around, he found his things had been delivered from their apartment in Megopolis to his living quarters here in the Xi Force headquarters with a note from Michael.

We’re through. Don’t you go bringing that alien shit into my home.

It wasn’t contagious, no threat at all to anyone else, but whatever it was, the alien parasite sure had dug its claws deeply into him.

At least he wasn’t alone with this. He had Xi Force and Pike’s Rangers, his brothers-in-arms, looking out for him. They’d never once considered kicking him out of his apartment to some convalescence center. Although, that was probably more because Dr. Logan wanted to study the alien parasite growing inside him.

That damned thing. Months of tests, procedures, and drug therapies hadn’t been able to kill the alien intruder in his body. He’d lived in isolation for three months before they confirmed the parasite wasn’t contagious. How he’d gotten it was anybody’s guess.

In any case, he was here, well cared for, and determined to get back to work as soon as possible. Guarding El Brujo’s sister, Olivia, had given his life more purpose than he’d ever experienced on any other assignment.

The first night Emily appeared in his bed, the nurse had hurried down to carry her back to her crib. Five minutes later Emily was back.

Luke smiled. He wrapped his arms gently around the child. She certainly was a determined little munchkin. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

He didn’t. He loved kids. Loved holding babies. His nieces and nephews, when he’d been younger...before he’d come out. After that, it had been forbidden. His family had worried he’d pass on what they called the gays.

Ugh. His family.

Still, it had been a long time since he’d held something this small, this precious.

When Emily first started teleporting a few weeks ago, she’d had the whole headquarters building on red alert. The first child of two augmented humans was bound to display some superpowers, but this had taken everyone by surprise. They’d found her in the nursery, up on the counter. She’d decided to get herself a cookie and eaten three before she’d been found.

Cookies were now in locked containers.

With a sudden bubble from beneath her diaper and a waft of sulfurous gas, Emily began to giggle.

“Oh, you’re so funny, little lady.”

He grabbed up his phone again to text medical that he had a diaper emergency. At least he wasn’t required to clean up her messes. Not that he’d have the strength to. It took everything he had just to get out of bed.

Minutes later he heard the front door of his apartment open, and hurried footsteps approaching his bedroom.

Charlie Vang peeked around the door as he opened it. “Our little princess needs a change?”

His bright eyes and handsome face always sent a warm surge through Luke’s gut. Always efficient and professional, Charlie had a light-hearted caring way of handling just about any situation. And he was so good with Emily.

Charlie had come to Xi Force as part of a special nursing squad charged with caring for the baby and administering to the medical needs of the facility.

Xi force could be called into action at a moment’s notice, and Emily’s parents needed to have care available around-the-clock. Charlie was part of the four-member team of nurses that worked in shifts to fill that need as well as offer services like patching wounds, inoculations, and regular medical checkups for other members of Xi Force and Pike’s Rangers.

Being part of Xi Force was a dangerous line of work, and injuries happened far too often.

As with everything Xi Force, the nurses were chosen because they were the best of the best in their chosen specialty. Charlie was not only a highly qualified child-care specialist, but also a trained surgical nurse. He’d been the nurse assisting in the operation that saved Luke’s life eight months ago.

Luke had been in combat with a group of aliens on a spaceship, miles above Earth. A blast from one of the aliens’ energy weapons struck him and almost did him in. Just another normal day for a member of the Xi Force crew.

No, not really. It was the day everything changed for him. Putting his life on the line was part of the job description. And he’d taken the blast while saving his commander, Paul Tompkins, so it had all been worth it. He’d been prepared to pay the ultimate price.

Still, this weakness, the parasite growing inside him. Ugh. Maybe dying would have been better. He was no good to anyone lying here.

Dr. Logan had tried a number of treatments. Luke’s health would surge for a couple of days, then the parasite would adapt and start claiming him again, stealing his strength.

But he was on the upswing again. The new drug she’d put him on had him up and moving again. A slight upset stomach and some occasional shooting pains, but nothing he couldn’t live with.

During Luke’s convalescence, Charlie had offered a firm, yet gentle touch, and he had a bedside manner that would put any patient at ease.

Luke had been impressed with the strength of the little man. Towering at barely five feet tall, Charlie could have been considered cute if he hadn’t also been devilishly handsome.

If only Charlie was gay, he’d be perfect.

Yeah, Luke couldn’t deny his thoughts had wandered into that territory.

Charlie dropped the diaper bag on the bed, pulled out a large cloth to protect the bedding, and untangled Emily from the sheets. “Come here, princess.”

“Unca.” Emily held out her arms.

It was not surprising that Charlie was another who’d earned the title.

Luke marveled at how patient Charlie was with Emily during the cleanup and re-diapering process.

Emily cooed and gurgled. She was, at most times, a happy child. Of course, she got more attention than just about any other baby in the world.

Being the first child born of two augmented humans, the scientific community had demanded close observation and the fawning public clamored for any pictures or information. A superhero baby who was already showing her own set of powers had everyone looking out for her.

And she was just so damned cute.

Charlie finished the cleanup and pulled Emily into his arms. “You ready to go back to Mommy?”

“Unca,” she said, bopping his nose with her open hand.

He chuckled. “Yes, Uncle Charlie will bring you to Mommy and Daddy.”

Emily twisted, holding her hand out toward Luke. “Unca deeda.”

The deeda was new. The only other Unca with a special designation was Unca Pee, who was kind of her real uncle, Piotr.

Piotr, although technically a wolf, had received some of Emily’s father’s DNA during the process that made John Wylde part wolf. John considered Piotr his brother, and therefore, little Emily’s uncle.

“So, am I Unca deeda now?” Luke pulled himself up in bed, propping his head against the headboard as he held out his arms to her. “Come here, Princess.”

Emily went where Emily wanted to go, one way or the other. And right now it appeared Emily wanted her Unca deeda.

Charlie surrendered the baby to him, and went around the bed to fluff Luke’s pillow to better support his back as he cuddled the child. “And how are you feeling this morning?”

“Better, I think,” Luke answered. “My stomach is still upset.”

“Bland foods again for breakfast. I’ll have it sent down.” Charlie checked his wristwatch. “And I’ll come back in an hour to pick up Emily. She’ll be ready for her breakfast by then. Text if you need me before that.”

Luke chuckled. “We’ll be fine.”

***
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Charlie let himself out of Luke’s apartment and headed toward the elevator that would take him up to the medical wing. Dr. Logan had called an early morning meeting during shift change so all the nurses could meet with her. The subject had been vague but, more than likely, it centered on little Emily.

As he entered the nurse’s lounge, Tonya Lane’s exuberant voice filled the space.

“God, he’s gorgeous. Those wide shoulders. The way his blue eyes stare into my soul when he looks down at me.”

Okay, obviously they weren’t talking about him, so it was safe to enter. He’d probably not looked down at a woman in his entire life unless he’d been on a ladder.

Tonya sat at the conference table with Dorothy Dean. Both had steaming cups of coffee in front of them.

“Who are you talking about now?” Charlie asked, dropping the diaper bag on the counter and throwing the used diaper in the trash. He’d spent enough time with the other nurses to be included in their girl talk.

“Carl.” Tonya’s face brightened when she said the name.

“Who?” He couldn’t recall any Carl around the headquarters building, and the nursing staff hadn’t had much time out lately.

“Carl Dawson,” Tonya answered.

Dawson struck a chord. Dawson? “You mean Tex Dawson?”

Everyone called him Tex. Charlie hadn’t ever heard his real first name. 

When he wasn’t in his combat gear, Tex always wore a wide, Stetson cowboy hat. He was big, broad-shouldered, and hard to miss. And he had a country twang in his deep voice that could rattle windows.

“Carl said hi and winked at me today. Even tipped his hat,” Tonya squeaked.

Not surprising. All three of the nurses hired with him were very attractive women, and Pike’s Rangers were as sequestered here in the Xi Force headquarters as the nursing staff. Flirting happened all the time, though Tex, being the Pike’s Rangers’ second-in-command, tended to be a bit more refrained and professional in his interactions. So, maybe this was serious stuff.

Dorothy chuckled. “You like him?”

“I think I could.”

Cynthia Kruger, the last member of the nursing team, wandered in from the kitchenette with a clipboard in one hand and coffee in the other. “Then go get ‘em, tiger. He’d be a catch.”
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