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      Jones had been calling Recker’s phone multiple times an hour for the past two days, not getting a response to any of his calls or messages. He was beyond worried at that point. He knew something had happened. Something had to have gone terribly wrong. Whatever it was, he knew it must’ve been gravely serious for Recker to not get back to him. Not only that, but Recker didn’t complete the assignment. In the nine months they’d been in operation, it was the first time Recker did not successfully complete the task. It was supposed to be an easy mission, at least as easy as any could be in their line of work. He was supposed to be looking after a woman who was being stalked and harassed, and had recently received a death threat. The perpetrator didn’t appear to be that serious a threat, at least not for Recker. The man in question had no violent past and didn’t seem to own a gun, not one that they could trace, anyway.

      That’s why Jones was so perplexed as to why Recker had suddenly gone missing. He couldn’t find any signs that Recker willingly left town, or had been taken to a hospital, or had been taken to a city morgue. He checked patients recently admitted to hospitals, death notices, and police reports. He hacked every database he could think of that his friend might show up in. But nothing matched Recker’s description or the area he was supposed to be in. It was almost midnight, and Jones was close to calling it a night. He glanced at his phone again, thinking if he should give it one more try before shutting everything down for the night. He dialed Recker’s number again, growing even more worried with each unanswered ring.

      “Michael, if you get this, please call me,” Jones said in his message. “It’s been a few days since I’ve heard from you and I’m… I’m just worried about you.”

      Jones put the phone in his pocket, knowing his message was likely to go unanswered, just as the previous twenty had. His eyes happened to glance over to Recker’s gun cabinet and a sense of sadness came over him as he started to think about the possible reasons his friend hadn’t contacted him. Most of them involved Recker’s death. Jones had tried to think positively, and mostly had for the past several days, but now the realization was starting to settle in that Jones had seen him for the last time. Jones shut off the lights and laid on the couch, as he so often did when he was in the middle of a case, so he could get an early start in the morning.

      When Jones woke up, he decided to retrace his steps, everything he’d done up to that point, just in case he missed or overlooked something. At nine o’clock, he tried Recker’s phone again, not bothering to leave a message this time when it went to voicemail. He put the phone down on the desk, switching his attention back to the computer screen. After a minute of working, he looked back down at the phone, contemplating the one thing he hadn’t tried yet. He picked it up and scrolled through the numbers, stopping once he saw the number he was looking for. Part of him wondered why he didn’t try it sooner. The other part of him said, if Recker wasn’t there, he’d be worrying another person unnecessarily. Plus, Mia’s apartment wasn’t anywhere close to where Recker was assigned that night. Despite his concerns, Jones figured he had to try it, as he was desperate, and out of ideas. He dialed Hendricks’ number, hoping to get something, maybe even a lead he didn’t have before. Maybe Recker had spoken to her about something that he wasn’t privy to. After the fourth ring, Hendricks picked up.

      “Hello?” she said.

      “Ms. Hendricks, how are you?”

      “Uh, fine, do I know you?”

      “Not directly. I was wondering if you could help me with something…”

      “I’m not helping you with anything until I know who you are,” Hendricks scoffed.

      “My name is unimportant,” Jones said. “What is important is a mutual friend of ours.”

      “I’m sure we have no mutual friends,” she said.

      Just as she was about to hang up Jones said, “Michael Recker.”

      “I don’t know anybody named that,” she said. “I’m sorry. You must have the wrong number.”

      Hendricks then hung up, not sure what just happened. Recker had always told her not to admit to anyone about knowing him, in case his old CIA friends came looking for him. In the event someone did, he instructed her to say that she didn’t know him. If they showed her proof, she was to say he used a different name. She was a little scared and shook up by the call, even though she knew the day might, and now had, arrived.

      A slight grin came over Jones’ face, knowing that Recker had taught her well. Though Jones always had his doubts about Recker knowing and trusting her, he always told him that she wouldn’t be an issue. That she would never give him up. It appeared Recker was right, though Jones was upset that it had to come to this for him to finally believe it. Jones could’ve just left well enough alone, but something was tugging at him that she knew something. He didn’t know how he’d break through her wall, but he had to try again and convince her that he was on the same side. He rang her number again, hoping she’d answer once more, and that she didn’t ignore the phone. After a few rings, she picked up again.

      “Ms. Hendricks, please don’t hang up, it’s imperative that I find Michael,” he quickly told her.

      “Why do you assume I know this person?” she said.

      “Because he’s told me you’ve become friends. He’s the one who helped you with your former boyfriend, Stephen Eldridge.”

      “How could you know that?”

      “Because I’m the one who assigned him to your case,” Jones said.

      “You’re the employer that he talks about.”

      “Yes. Not that I’m trying to worry you, but I’ve exhausted all other options, I’ve been trying to locate him for the past three days and it seems he’s disappeared. Do you have any idea where he might have gone? Something he mentioned to you in passing? Anything?”

      “How do I know you’re really his employer? How do I know you didn’t just find that stuff out somehow? I mean, you could’ve found that out about me and just assumed he helped.”

      “Hmm. That is an excellent point,” Jones said, smiling at her resourcefulness. “Let me think of a way to prove it to you. He’s driving a black Ford Explorer, does that help?”

      “What’s the license plate number?”

      “FMJ23…”

      “Who’s it registered to?” she said quickly.

      “Jason Smith.”

      “That doesn’t really prove anything. You could’ve found that out somehow.”

      “Yes, I suppose I could have. Except I’m the one who bought the truck for him and gave it to him, registering it in that name.”

      “Besides all that, you still haven’t told me who you are.”

      “That is a predicament in itself. Nobody knows who I am. That’s a condition I adhere to to be able to do the things I do,” he said.

      “Well, it’s been nice talking to you, but I still don’t know the guy.”

      “Wait,” Jones said hurriedly, sensing he was about to get hung up on again. He assumed he wasn’t going to get another chance after this one. “What else can I tell you?”

      “Name, nickname, anything that would indicate that you really are a friend of his,” she said.

      “Well, there is a nickname he has started calling me.”

      “What is it?”

      “The professor,” he said reluctantly.

      “The professor?”

      “Yes. I know it sounds silly, but…”

      “So you really are telling the truth,” Hendricks said with a lighter tone to her voice. Recker always told her that if he was missing and someone came looking for him named The Professor, she could trust him. “He’s been saying something abo…” she said, cutting herself off after realizing she said too much.

      “Ms. Hendricks? Are you saying that Michael is there with you?” Jones said, picking up on her hint.

      There was a thirty second silence as Hendricks pondered what to do. In her heart, she knew he was telling her the truth. But there was still a small piece of her who wasn’t quite sure. But she also knew that she’d just given it away that he was there with her.

      “Is Mr. Recker OK?” Jones said. “Please tell me something.”

      Hearing the concern in his voice, Hendricks finally relented, deciding that she could trust him. “Yeah. He’s here,” she said.

      “Is he all right? What’s going on?”

      “He’s OK now.”

      “Now? What do you mean, now? Was he not before?”

      “He showed up at my door the other night bleeding pretty badly. He’d been shot in the shoulder and was in bad shape. He’s been drifting in and out of consciousness ever since. He made me promise not to take him to the hospital, so he’s been laying on my couch while I’ve been taking care of him.”

      “Is he alert now? Will he survive?”

      “He’s sleeping right now. It looks like he’ll be OK. I did the best I could with what I have to work with. I’m not exactly set up here for a makeshift emergency room,” she answered.

      “Why didn’t he contact me at some point while he was awake? Or if you heard his phone ringing, I’ve been ringing it constantly the past several days,” Jones said.

      “He doesn’t have his phone on him. I don’t know what happened to it. He didn’t have it when he came. I had no way of contacting you since I didn’t know your number.”

      “I understand. Don’t do anything, I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” she said.

      “Half an hour,” he said again.

      “OK. Do you need my…” she said, stopping when she realized he hung up already. “My address. I guess not.”

      Just as he told her he would, Jones showed up at Hendricks apartment thirty minutes later. When Hendricks opened the door, and saw him standing there, she realized why Recker called him the professor. He looked like one to her too.

      “I see now why Mike calls you that,” she said. “I see the resemblance.”

      “Yes indeed,” Jones said, not necessarily overjoyed with the reference, though it really didn’t bother him.

      “He’s over there,” Hendricks said, backing up and pointing to the couch.

      “Thank you.”

      Jones walked past his host and went over to the couch to check on his friend’s condition. Jones stood over him for a few minutes, with Mia just watching, making sure he didn’t do anything to hurt Recker. Though she trusted what Recker told her about the professor, there was still a piece inside her that didn’t fully trust who he was. He could’ve been an imposter for all she knew. Or the one who shot Recker and came back to finish the job. She knew that was unlikely, and she was just being paranoid or had watched too many thriller movies. She knew it was a ninety-nine percent certainty that the strange man in her house was the real professor, but it was still in the back of her mind.

      “Do you expect him to awaken soon?” Jones said.

      “Probably. He’s been sleeping for a while so, yeah, he’ll probably wake up soon.”

      “Is the bullet out yet?”

      “Yeah,” Hendricks said. “It’s a good thing that I used to work in the ER and it’s not my first time doing this sort of thing. Although it’s the first time I did it here.”

      “I guess we’re fortunate that you’re well versed and experienced.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s just lucky he came to me.”

      “I’m quite sure luck had nothing to do with it,” Jones said, remembering Recker telling him this was one of the reasons he wanted to keep Hendricks close.

      Though he always understood Recker’s reasoning, he never fully grasped it until now. He was right in trusting Hendricks. Jones could see that now. He watched her as she tended to Recker, seeing the care she had for him. It was unmistakable. Either she was an extremely caring type of nurse, or she had genuine feelings for him. Jones guessed it was a little bit of both.

      “Have you been with him the whole time?” Jones said.

      “Day and night.” Hendricks pulled a blanket over Recker’s body, up to his chest.

      “Good thing you’ve been off from work in order to take care of him.”

      “Would’ve been if I was.”

      “You haven’t gone to work?”

      “No. I called out for the entire week,” she said. “Told them I had a family emergency that I had to deal with.”

      “That’s an incredibly kind gesture on your part.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that. He’s part of the reason I even have my life right now. Without him, who knows what would’ve happened with Steve. I owed him for that. This is the least I could do.” She wiped his forehead with a damp cloth as she spoke.

      “I can see he’s getting the best of care under the circumstances.”

      “Well, like I said, I’m not set up for major emergencies. I keep a box of basic equipment and supplies just in case. I’m doing the best I can for him.”

      “And you’ve done that.”

      “When he came in, he made me promise that I wouldn’t take him anywhere or have someone come look at him. He said if I couldn’t fix him up to just let him go. The biggest issue was the risk of infection and the amount of blood loss he sustained. It looked like he’d been bleeding for quite a while.”

      “Did he happen to say what happened or who shot him?” Jones said.

      “Hasn’t said much of anything. He’s been very weak with the amount of blood he lost.”

      Hendricks yawned and rubbed her eyes, the result of not getting much sleep in the few days that Recker had been in her care. Jones could see that she was exhausted. She had that tired look about her.

      “You look exhausted,” Jones said.

      Hendricks looked at him and smiled before sitting in a chair. “Yeah. You kind of get used to it in my profession though. Long hours are part of the deal sometimes. You learn to push through it.”

      “Is there anything I can get you?”

      “No, I’m OK. Thank you though. It’s nice of you to ask,” she said, smiling at him again.

      Jones looked back at Recker, not sure what else he could do there. It seemed as if he was getting the best of care under the circumstances. Until he awoke, he wasn’t sure there was any other reason for him to be there.

      “Well, I can see you’re doing everything possible for him so I won’t stand in your way anymore,” Jones said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to come back around lunchtime, see if he’s up yet.”

      “That should be fine.”

      “Great. I’ll bring lunch.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

      “On the contrary, you’ve done a wonderful job here, I can see you’re exhausted and probably haven’t had much time for yourself. It’d be my pleasure.”

      “OK, well, if you insist.”

      “Turkey BLT with french fries on the side sound good?” Jones said, knowing from her file that was one of her favorite sandwiches.

      “Uh, yeah, I would actually love that. That’s one of my favorites. Did you already know that somehow?” she said.

      Jones allowed himself a small grin and a shrug of his shoulders. “Just a lucky guess.”

      Jones left the apartment and went back to the office. At least now he felt a small sense of relief. Though they still had to deal with Recker’s injuries, Jones knew he was alive and would be up and around soon. The bigger issue would be in determining what happened to him. Whether getting shot was a mistake, or whether Recker was targeted somehow. Those would be questions that couldn’t be answered until he spoke with Recker directly though. Finally knowing that Recker was OK, Jones was able to get some work done. It was the first time in days that he could concentrate on work without getting distracted by wondering about Recker’s health.

      A little after twelve, just as he said he would, Jones dropped what he was doing to go visit Recker again. He stopped for sandwiches along the way, including Hendricks’ favorite. Once he got to her apartment, he saw her warm smile greeting him as he brought in bags of food, one in each hand. As soon as he stepped inside, Jones noticed Recker sitting up on the couch, looking alert and well rested.

      “Well… it’s good to see you’ve finally rejoined the ranks of the living,” Jones said.

      Recker smiled. “Good to see you too.” Although he looked better, he still sounded weak to Jones.

      “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      “I’ve been up for a while,” Recker said. “Mia told me you came by this morning. Got a sandwich there for me?”

      Jones looked over at him as he put the bags down on the kitchen table. “It just so happens that I do. I was anticipating you being awake and hungry. Well, maybe hoping more than anticipating.”

      “He woke up about an hour after you left this morning,” Hendricks told him. “I would’ve called you and let you know but you didn’t leave your number.”

      “Oh. I didn’t think about that. Ms. Hendricks,” Jones said, holding her food up for her to see before setting it on the table.

      “Thank you. Before we get too much further into anything, can you please stop with the Miss thing?” she said. “I hate being called Miss. Just call me Mia.”

      “He has a thing for proper pronunciation and pronouns,” Recker said, laughing at Jones’ expense.

      “Very well… Mia,” Jones said, blushing.

      Hendricks walked over to the table and sat down, eagerly taking her turkey BLT out of its white Styrofoam container. Recker slightly lifted himself off the couch to see what she was eating.

      “That a turkey BLT you got there?” Recker said.

      “Yes,” she said. “Quite a coincidence, huh?”

      “Sure is.”

      “I mean, someone I don’t know brings me lunch and it just so happens to be my favorite sandwich.”

      “Amazing how that works sometimes, isn’t it?”

      Hendricks shook her head and rolled her eyes. “So, what do I call you?” she said to Jones as he sat down across from her.

      He looked at her, his eyes opened wide, unsure of his reply. It was like he was taken off guard with the question.

      “I’m not sure that’s relevant.”

      Jones took a small bite from his sandwich and chewed slowly, hoping that would be the end of the questions.

      “Well, if we’re going to be around each other, don’t you think I should call you something other than The Professor? That’s kind of awkward.”

      “I wasn’t aware we were going to be seeing each other.”

      “Well, if you’re going to visit Mike while he’s in my care and eat in my apartment, I’d say that qualifies.”

      Jones looked to Recker for help. The wounded man gave none. “She has a point,” Recker said with a smile.

      “I’m very reluctant to give people my name,” Jones said. “With what we do, there are a lot of complications involved.”

      “And here I thought there was nobody on this planet more secretive than Mike,” she said.

      Recker laughed. “Why don’t you just tell her your name? Not like it’s your real one, anyway.”

      Jones looked at his partner, deliberating with himself on whether he should reveal it. He finally relented, figuring it wouldn’t do much harm. “Very well. You can call me David.”

      “David. OK. Was that so hard?” Hendricks said.

      “Uh, actually it was somewhat difficult.”

      “David what?”

      “Uh… Jones.”

      “Jones?”

      “Originality isn’t one of his strongest attributes,” Recker said with a laugh.

      “I can see you’re getting back to your normal self,” Jones said in his usual dry tone of voice.

      “All it takes is the best nurse in the world.”

      “When did she start showing up?” Hendricks sarcastically said.

      “Don’t be so facetious, Ms. Hend… Mia,” Jones self-corrected. “You did a fantastic job.”

      “It was a bullet wound to the shoulder. It’s not like I performed brain or heart surgery in a dimly lit dungeon somewhere.”

      “Still, considering the circumstances, you should feel good about what you’ve done. If not for you, he’d probably be dead.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s just not make this a regular occurrence.”
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      Several more days had passed, with Recker growing stronger with each day that went by. Mia insisted that he stay at her apartment for a few more days until he was better, contrary to what Recker thought was necessary. He didn’t want to stay and impose on her any longer, but she wanted to make sure there were no lingering effects. If there were, at least she’d be there to take care of it. Recker wasn’t as concerned about that as he was about staying in such proximity to his undeniably attractive friend. Not that he was looking for any deeper type of relationship than they already had, but he wanted to make sure that she felt the same way. There were times that he felt she might be falling for him, though he wasn’t positive. Sometimes he thought it was just in his mind. Recker was sitting on the couch reading a newspaper when Mia walked over and sat next to him.

      “I switched days with another nurse, so I have a couple more days off,” Mia said.

      “Mia, you really didn’t have to do that. I’m fine,” Recker said.

      “I know. I just wanna make sure. A couple more days, then I’ll unlock all the doors so you can leave,” she said, smiling, so he knew it was a joke.

      “I’ve been cooped up in worse spots.”

      “I bet. I’ll be working like ten days in a row once I go back.” She shook her head and pulled a sad face. “I’m gonna be so tired.”

      “Anything I can do to help with that? Repay what you’ve done for me?”

      A wicked smile overtook Mia’s face that she couldn’t hide, though she tried. “Uh… no. It’s OK.”

      “What was that look for?” Recker said, seeing her face light up. “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing,” she said, holding her hand over her mouth to hide her smile.

      “No, what is it?”

      “Nothing. It was a slightly inappropriate thought.”

      “Only slightly?”

      “OK. Maybe majorly inappropriate.”

      “What was it?”

      Her head perked up as she shook it. “Uh uh… I’ll never tell.”

      Recker could only imagine what had been running through her mind.

      “You should probably get a shower,” Mia said. “It’s been a few days since you’ve had one.”

      “Are you trying to suggest something?” Recker said sarcastically, sniffing his armpit.

      “Well, uh, you know,” Mia said playfully, laughing. “No, I’m just kidding. It’ll just help you in your recovery process.”

      “Oh. OK.”

      “As your dedicated and personal nurse, would you like me to sponge bathe you?” she said with a big smile. “I’m required to ask that of all patients.”

      “Uh, are you, now? I… uh… think I can manage that on my own,” Recker said. He knew if he answered in any other manner that it might lead to things that they might never recover from. If only from his point of view. “Thank you for the offer though.”

      “Too bad. I was kind of looking forward to it,” she said, getting up off the couch.

      Recker watched her walk away into the kitchen, getting caught up in the moment and admiring her figure. He shook his head to break his concentration from her, trying to think of something else.

      “Stop that,” he said, mumbling to himself. “You know what happened the last time you fell for a girl.”

      “Did you say something?” Mia shouted from the kitchen.

      “No. Just talking to myself.”

      “Oh. You OK?”

      “Yeah. Fine. Just fine. I think I’ll go take that shower now.”

      “OK. There’s a blue towel in the bathroom closet for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If there’s anything you have a problem with cause your arm or shoulder hurts, just let me know and I can help,” she said innocently, without a hint of deviousness.

      “I think I’ll be able to manage,” Recker said, pulling himself off the couch.

      While Recker showered, Mia plopped herself down on the couch and watched TV for a few minutes. Her brief time to relax was interrupted only a few minutes later when there was a knock on the door.

      “Who could that be?” she said, putting the remote down on the table.

      She cautiously walked over to the door, unsure who would be paying her a visit. She briefly thought about informing Recker that they had a visitor, but figured she’d look and see who it was first. She looked through the peephole and was quickly reassured by the sight of the professor’s presence.

      “What are you doing here?” Mia said.

      “I’m sorry, I probably should’ve called first instead of just dropping by,” Jones replied.

      “It’s OK. Come in.”

      Jones did as he was directed, though he still felt badly for just coming over without warning. “It’s not something I usually do, dropping by unannounced.”

      “David… it’s fine, really,” she said. “I’m not mad or upset you’re here. If I was, I probably wouldn’t have answered the door.”

      Jones took a quick glance around the apartment and was slightly surprised at the missing presence of their dangerous acquaintance.

      “Where is our mutual friend?” Jones said.

      “Oh, he’s in the shower.”

      “The shower?”

      “Yes. People do shower , you know. I’m sure even you do it,” she said.

      Jones grinned. “Yes. Of course.”

      Without looking too alarmed, Jones quickly looked Hendricks up and down, taking notice to whether her hair was wet, or if a sprinkle of water was still attached to any other part of her visible skin.

      “You OK?” Mia said.

      “Hmm? Oh, yes, I’m fine. Something was just running through my mind. Nothing to worry about.”

      “OK. Good. Can I get you a drink or anything while you wait for Mike?”

      “Uh, yes, sure, that would be nice.”

      “Soda, milk, coffee, tea? Sorry, don’t have anything stronger than that.”

      “Never touch anything stronger than that anyway,” Jones smiled. “Do you have iced tea?”

      Hendricks nodded. “One iced tea coming up.”

      Hendricks came back into the living room a minute later, a glass of iced tea in hand, sitting down across from her guest as they waited for Recker.

      “So what brings you over?” Mia said.

      “I just had some things to discuss with Michael.”

      “Why are you so formal all the time? Michael… all that Miss stuff… are you always so proper?”

      “I don’t know,” Jones said, fidgeting uncomfortably while he sipped his drink. “Just a sign of respect, I guess.”

      “I guess that answer will do.”

      They fell into an ever-growing silence.

      “So why do people call you Mia when your name is Mary? It’s not in your…,” Jones said, desperate to fill the quiet but stopping himself before he revealed too much.

      “Not in my file?” Mia said, finishing the sentence for him.

      Jones let out a grin, uncomfortable about saying more.

      “So, you’re the one who assigned Mike to me when I had that problem before?”

      Jones made a strange face and put his hands in the air, feigning ignorance.

      “I had a feeling that’d be your answer,” Mia said. “Anyway, when I was a little girl and just started learning to talk, I had trouble saying Mary. I said it like Mia. So, my family started calling me that, and after a while, that’s just what I preferred.”

      Jones nodded. “Don’t like Mary?”

      “Mary sounds outdated. Like I’m living in the thirties or fifties or something. Mia sounds a little more modern.”

      They waited about ten more minutes for Recker to show himself, continuing their stilted conversation in the meantime. When Recker did come out, he was a little surprised to see Jones sitting there. He took a seat on the same couch Mia was sitting on, though not directly next to her, so there was an open seat between them.

      “Looks like you two are getting awfully chummy,” Recker cracked.

      “Just having an enjoyable conversation with Ms. Hendricks… I mean Mia,” Jones said. “Sorry, old habits die hard.”

      Hendricks smiled. “It’s OK. You’re trying. That’s the main thing.”

      “So what’re you doing here?” Recker said.

      “Just came over to see how you’re doing and go over a few things,” Jones answered.

      “I’m assuming you two are going to need some privacy,” Mia said.

      “If you would be so kind,” Jones nicely said.

      “Sure. I have some dishes in the kitchen I have to wash, anyway.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      Recker waited until Mia left the room before he sat forward on the couch. “So what do you really want?”

      “Just wondering when you were coming back to work.”

      “Miss me already?”

      “I’m not rushing you or anything. I’m just asking so I have a time frame to work with.”

      “In the next couple days.”

      “I wasn

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

