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      For two months now, Friday Franks had admired Emma from a distance at Bryant Hills Nursing Home. Usually across the clattering dishes and smell of boiling chicken noodle soup that filled the lunchroom as an attendant fed him the green and brown goo they laughingly called his lunch.

      Since he would choke on anything solid, it was the best he could do. Besides, his taste buds had vanished with his ability to move caused by his stroke three years ago, so it really made no difference at all. He just wished the food looked better.

      For a woman two years younger than his ripe old age of sixty-eight, Emma had a real glow about her. She kept her long gray hair pulled back into a ponytail, which made her look younger, and she had fairly smooth skin and a smile that could light up the entire sad lunchroom.

      Her laugh often drifted over the sound of dishes and light talking like a breath of fresh air over a death scene in a play, almost as if it didn’t belong in such a serious event as feeding lunch to the near-dead.

      She always wore a blue dress that looked more from the eighties than anything else, yet was festive and bright against the white aides’ outfits and the older clothes of the residents. She always wore just a touch of makeup that accented her blue eyes.

      He, on the other hand, wore the same gray T-shirt, old jeans, and a stained bib to catch the food that didn’t get dripped into his mouth. Yup, they were a pair.

      She just didn’t know it yet.

      She wasn’t a resident here like he was. She was a volunteer. The Earth Protection League had researched her on his request and found she was widowed now for fifteen years, lived alone in a small ground-floor apartment, and was allergic to pets. She had no real family and her best friend had just died a year ago, so no real connections.

      She was also one impressive person. A former pilot in the Air Force, she had spent twenty years as an airline pilot in a time when not that many women held that position. He knew she still had her own Cessna she called Freedom and managed to get some flight time almost every weekend.

      He knew for a fact she would be a great recruit for the Earth Protection League. She had that drive and that intelligence that it took and skills the League needed. And the League had agreed with him.

      So now it was up to him to talk her into joining up. The first trip out into space was always the hardest.

      So the League had pulled some strings and got her assigned to feed him at lunch and dinner and today was the first day. He couldn’t swallow or move his arms or legs much at all, but thankfully he could still talk, still had his deep, rich voice.

      And even at his age, he still had most of his long black hair from his youth. It had thinned some, but the aide that dressed him kept it combed back like he used to wear it in the 1970s, his disco days.

      The attendant pushed him into position at the stained lunch table and another put his plate of green and brown goo in front of him. He watched Emma as she worked her way through the tables toward him, smiling, a smile he could come to really enjoy being around. She had the easy of movement of a dancer, just like he used to have.

      Just like he still had out on the frontier.

      Damn, she actually made his heart race some. Not even in the heat of battle against the damn alien dogs, both blasters spouting fire, did his heart race like this.

      “Mr. Franks?” she said, pulling up a chair beside him. “I’m Emma.”

      “Wonderful to finally meet you, Emma,” he said, giving her a smile as best her could. “Call me Friday.”

      She smiled and sat down. “Friday Franks? I love that.”

      “Thanks,” he said, wishing he could smile a little more. “Actually, a lot of my friends called me ‘Disco’ back in the day, so I go by Friday ‘Disco’ Franks.”

      He didn’t add that actually he was Captain Friday “Disco” Franks of the Earth Protection League. With luck, she would know that soon enough.

      “Now that’s fun,” she said, the wonderful smile really reaching her eyes. “I loved disco when I was younger. Those were wonderful years.”

      “That they were,” he said.

      He looked her right in the eyes and they held that for a long moment.

      A surprisingly long moment, where even the clatter of the lunchroom around them faded into the background.

      There really was a connection.

      An intense one.

      Wow, just wow.

      And after a moment she actually blushed, then looked down and picked up the spoon and said without looking up at him, “You ready for some lunch?”

      “As long as you’re buying,” he said.

      That broke the tension, she laughed, and they started into the humiliating routine of her easing green or brown mush into his mouth and then with a napkin gently wiping away the excess.

      What a meet cute if he had ever seen one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma Dakota sat at her small glass kitchen table, sipping on her second cup of morning coffee and nibbling on the remains of her second Eggo waffle. Around her she had on a soft jazz station as she studied the screen of her iPad.

      After a week of wonderful conversation with Friday Franks, she had decided to actually look him up. She had found after a week that she just couldn’t get him off her mind. He was smart, funny as all get out, and seemed to have layers of secrets that made his eyes twinkle. On top of that, he seemed to have a zest for life that was amazing considering what the stroke had done to him.

      It had been a long time since she had been so attracted to a man. And, of course, she had to pick a man who couldn’t move much at all. She supposed that was a safe pick on her part. But who could blame her? That deep voice of his could charm a raging bull and the intelligence in those green eyes made her want to spend time with him.

      And he clearly liked spending time with her as well. Many meals over the last week since she had started feeding him they had been the last ones in the lunchroom, sitting and laughing and talking about everything from disco in the 1970s to friends having great-grandkids, even though neither of them felt old enough to even have grandkids.

      In one short week she had come to treasure those hours with him, actually look forward to them all day.

      Like her, he said he had no real family. So this morning, to kill some time while she waited to go in and spend lunch with him, she decided to see what she could find out about him in his previous life before his stroke.

      She supposed she should not have been surprised, but turned out he was one of the most respected businessmen in the state. He still owned six nightclubs around town and from what she could find, he still was on the board of five major corporations.

      He had been married once, his wife died of cancer twenty years ago, and before his stroke he had been considered one of the most eligible bachelors in the city.

      All news coverage and articles about him stopped after his stroke.

      Pictures of him before the stroke with his long black hair combed back and a wide smile were everywhere, and even into his sixties he was clearly one of the most handsome men she had ever seen.

      He was also an avid pilot, which got her attention because they had never talked about that. He had not one, but two planes before his stroke and had sold both, but he still had access to his own private jet, although it was now in a rental pool.

      She kept digging and found that he also supported a ton of different charity work around the state, mostly focusing on education for those who couldn’t afford it. He actually had a master’s degree in engineering as well.

      After a time she just sat back from the iPad, shaking her head. He was amazing, just amazing.

      One hour later she was sitting next to Friday in the lunchroom helping him eat and laughing at one of his comments when a man, clearly military, but not wearing a uniform, approached them.

      He stopped almost at attention facing Friday and said, “Sir, tonight at the normal time.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Friday said, and the young man spun and walked away through the busy and noisy lunchroom.

      Emma felt confused, to say the least. And a long silence sort of stretched out in front of her between them.

      Finally she said, “May I ask?”

      “Can’t tell you much,” he said, his eyes full of life, even more so than normal. “And you wouldn’t believe me if I tried. But would love to have you come along. It’s sort of an adventure. Trust me, it will make you feel young again. Disco dancing young.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t I love that,” she said, laughing. And she would. She had grown to accept the restrictions on her age, but climbing into Freedom every weekend gave her a fleeting sense of the feeling still, even for just a few hours of flight time.

      “Great,” he said. “Two young women will knock on your door at nine p.m. Just trust me and do as they say and they will bring me along shortly.”

      “Trust you?” she asked, smiling. “I don’t even know you.”

      He laughed, that wonderful laugh she had some to enjoy over lunch and dinner. “Sure you do. How many board of directors do I sit on?”

      She blushed, then said, “Five.”

      “Missed two,” he said, again laughing. “How many planes did I used to own?”

      “Two plus a private jet,” she said, staring in to his eyes.

      “On the money,” he said. “Still got control of the jet but haven’t used it since this stroke. So, Captain Dakota, retired, you up for an adventure?”

      She sat back. She had never said anything about her military career or even her airline career. But he clearly knew. And that both excited her and scared her to death.

      “So what really is going on?” she asked.

      “Again,” he said, his eyes twinkling, “you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But I can promise that you will thank me. And all I ask in return is the first dance.”

      She laughed. “Okay, you got a deal.”

      And that evening, over dinner, she kept trying in different ways to get more information from him, without luck. But his zest for life was even more pronounced, his joy, his humor. And she had to admit, that was contagious.
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      Friday waited in his bed in his small, private room, staring at the ceiling, just willing the time to pass. He hated this waiting time the most before every mission. And this time was worse, since he had no idea if Emma would be on the other side or not.

      He had done everything he could do, including having a young lieutenant come up to their table to tell him the mission, even though he had already been informed.

      And both the young women officers who would show up at Emma’s house were not threatening and both were smart. But still, with all recruits like Emma, the first time was the hardest because it was the most frightening.

      Finally, Danny appeared through Friday’s patio door like a ghost appearing in the room. Danny snapped to attention and saluted.

      Danny was a very large guy, former football player, strong as anyone Friday had ever known. He had on jeans and a dress shirt and had his head almost shaved.

      “At ease,” Friday said.

      “How are you feeling tonight, sir?” Danny asked as he stepped to the bed and uncovered Friday. Friday had on his nightshirt and adult diaper that he always had on in bed. Nurses changed it twice a night, even if he didn’t need to be changed.

      “Feeling excited for the mission,” Friday said.

      “Sure wish I could go along,” Danny said, picking up Friday, holding his arms in place so they wouldn’t just flop around, and turned and stepped to the patio door.

      “You’re still too young,” Friday said. “But given time, you’ll be out there.”

      “Hope so, sir,” Danny said.

      Danny took Friday out into the cool evening air of the nursing home’s interior patio and used his heel to slide the door gently closed. Then two steps later the transport beam caught them and they were in the transport ship.

      Danny strode quickly down a corridor to a cabin on the left and went in, laying Friday gently in a coffin-like box that filled the center of the room. The interior of the box was brown tones and had deep padding.

      Then Danny stepped back and snapped off a salute.

      “Have a good mission, sir,” Danny said.

      “Oh, I will,” Friday said, feeling the intense excitement for what was to come as the lid of the coffin box closed over him and the faint, orange-smelling gas took him from his stroke-ravaged life.
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