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The first odd thing I noticed was the pale blue sticky note pasted on the bottom of his shoe. He knelt in front of the dark, silent copier and had already removed an access panel without saying more than “Good morning” to me with a brief nod and a not-quite-smile when he arrived at the office. The embroidered badge on his limp cotton shirt read Leonard and he was cute in a grim, planes-and-angles sort of way. Hadn’t even asked me yet exactly what the trouble was with the copier. I debated whether to explain the problem or tell him about the paper stuck to his shoe as I surreptitiously checked my hair with my phone camera.

When he shifted his weight to reach inside the guts of the machine, I saw the bottom of his other shoe—and the blue square of paper there, too. I squinted. They looked like sticky notes, but they were held in place with packing tape. So I figured that a) he must know about them and b) I might as well just explain about the copier, even though he hadn’t asked.

“It was fine yesterday afternoon, but then this morning when I went to print out the dailies, I just got gibberish,” I told his back, repeating what I’d said to a bored-sounding dispatcher over the phone.

He didn’t turn around, just nodded, his hand still deep inside the copier.

“I turned it off and then on again a few times, and I unhooked it from the network, and then I tried again, but I got the same thing,” I added, because for some reason I wanted him to know that I wasn’t the type of girl who just throws up her hands when a machine or piece of tech screws up.

He sat back on his heels and glanced at me over his shoulder. A smudge of something dark marred the back of his shirt, as if he’d brushed up against something dusty. “You still have what it printed?”

“Sure.” I retrieved some sheets out of the recycling bin and showed them to him. Each page bore just a couple of illegible lines. “But like I said, you can’t read it. I don’t even know what font this is.” The characters were printed in a weird symbol font I didn’t recognize.

He glanced at the pages and his back stiffened. Suddenly the office felt very still.

“What was it you were trying to print?”

I shrugged. “Just the dailies—blank timesheets, schedules, appointment lists. I do it every morning, before everyone else comes in. I send them direct from my computer.” Just the first of the day’s usually mind-numbing tasks, I added silently.

“How long have you had this copier? About two months?”

I thought for a second, nodded. “Yeah, it’s about that.”

He nodded. “I think you might have gotten the wrong model, by mistake. Anything strange ever happen with it before?” Now he was looking at me—really noticing me for the first time, I thought. He hadn’t even looked at my tattoos before, which most guys do, whether they like them or not—they still notice. Sure enough, now his eyes did linger over the new ink on my forearms—some cool symbols I’d found on the Internet. He had pushed his ball cap way back on his head and damp dark curls peeked out from under its brim. Why was he sweating? The office AC hummed along just fine. I noticed that his eyes were mismatched—one dark hazel green, one deep amber. It was oddly attractive.

You’re the weirdest thing so far, I thought, but I only shook my head. “Folks will start arriving in about half an hour. Do you think you can fix it by then?”

“Do my best,” he said, getting slowly to his feet. He stared at the copier for a minute, like he was thinking over his next move. Finally he said, “I have to get some equipment from the truck. Don’t let anyone else in here until I come back, okay? And you should probably stay away from the copier now that it’s open. Maybe over at your desk.”

This got stranger and stranger, but I wasn’t getting a bad vibe from the guy, just a weird one. “Sure.”

I went and sat at my desk when he went out, but I couldn’t settle in to any work. The exposed inside of the copier looked dark and deep, and even though he’d unplugged it, an intermittent yellowish light flickered within. I turned to my computer and started checking email, deftly deleting the overnight spam, but my eyes kept straying back to that oddly-lit blackness.

Leonard came back, lugging a rivet-covered silver toolbox. He bumped the door shut behind him with his hip and set the box down about five feet from the copier.

“What’s your name?” he asked me. Not in an I’d-like-to-ask-for-your-number kind of way, but more like an I-need-to-call-you-something kind of way.

“Nicole.”

“Okay, Nicole, I’m going to need your help.” His mismatched eyes caught and held mine, looking very serious. “I called the office from my truck, but I don’t have time to wait for backup and we want to have everything straightened away before anyone else gets here, right?”

Backup? Copier repairmen had backup? “Uh, sure,” I said, although I didn’t understand. No-one would miss the dailies for once, and it wasn’t like having a repairman in the office was going to freak anyone out.

He put his hands on his hips and considered me. I felt his gaze flicker again over my ink and piercings, but it lingered longest on my eyes. “I’m going to be straight with you, because I think you can take it. There’s something living in your copier. Now, that’s not bad news in itself—”
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