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      On a good day, the passersby in Little Five Points were what Barry Evans considered odd. Far from the general Atlanta strange, one he’d been keenly aware of in the three months since work had brought him down here.

      Hair dyed orange, green, or blue, on the men half the time. Women, or at least he assumed they were women, with no hair at all. People he couldn’t even guess at age or gender, slouching around in next to nothing or what he was sure were old Halloween costumes.

      Even the shop owners, the ones he’d managed to get comfortable talking to, had shockingly visible tattoos or painfully visible piercings.

      He wiped the sweat from the back of his neck, cursing the sludgy Southern afternoon air. More water than air, if you asked him, and all at an intolerable ninety-two degrees in early March.

      Ninety-two degrees and a hundred and seven percent humidity, at least. Chicago got plenty hot, sure. But not when spring had barely rolled in.

      He’d given up trying to keep his dress shoes presentable after the first couple of weeks of warm weather. The sidewalks and cobblestones stayed coated in spilled food, bird droppings, and worst of all for sensible black business shoes, endless and changing varieties of graffiti.

      Was it painted or spray painted, like respectable so-called street art back in Chicago? Oh no, not down here. Most of the swoops and swirls and dubious masterpieces were in sidewalk chalk or some kind of gummy paint that never set. Probably too humid for any kind of paint to set, really.

      The most elaborate displays moved into three dimensions with built-up embellishments of clay. And gum. Barry would have sworn the whole swampy state of Georgia shipped their used chewing gum here for a second life in Little Five’s living art gallery.

      Barry used to chew spearmint gum to keep his mood and breath fresh and cheerful during client visit days. Wondering if the chewed bits he dropped into a trashcan would end up as some kind of structural support on the sidewalk the next day soured the habit for him. He’d switched to strong cough drops instead, depending on the sharp, medicinally peppermint breath to keep his nose distracted from the oily exhaust smell of too many cars and the furry aroma of too many people.

      The shop owners actually seemed to love the stuff that caked up his shoes and sometimes the bottom of his trousers. They swore the art brought shoppers through the door, gunky footprints and all.

      The number of people walking around barefoot through the streets and shops made Barry’s skin crawl. They must have to sandblast their feet every single night. If they even bothered.

      He breathed in sharp peppermint and practiced his greeting smile, calm and reassuring.

      And those shops! From the looks of things, most of the ink or metal he saw parading around came from within walking distance. Clothing stores specializing in ratty polyester from his grandfather’s time, or else in eye-searing modern styles that barely covered enough to be street legal. Junk shops offering posters, bumper stickers, and magnets with images and sayings that would have gotten Barry kicked out of his college dorm.

      The centerpiece of all the flaky neighborhood commerce actually had a staircase shaped like a giant red glittering pump, and women’s shoes sized all the way up to sixteen.

      One of Barry’s biggest clients, naturally.

      He sidestepped at least the tenth skateboarder in the last five minutes, managing to hold on to his heavy sample case in a sweating palm.

      Business was great, no matter how much he wanted to convince himself otherwise today. His company and their harebrained notions of bringing a personal touch back to small business accounting had seemed crazy, even before they’d shipped Barry down here to Southeastern sauna hell.

      Turned out all the freedom and independence that came with getting rid of bulky credit card machines with even bulkier contracts was a bit too much for some. More and more every day.

      The siren song of having a square like Barry handle everything was too sweet to resist. The offer of setting up of all the payment options under the sun, processing all the taxes and forms, and delivery of a complete set of tax and legal documentation made more clients than he would have believed nearly weep with joy.

      He’d loved the change of pace, at first. Moving from January in Chicago to January in Atlanta suited him better than he imagined. Flaky and strange as they were, he’d even enjoyed getting to know a decidedly different sort of business owner.

      The onset of this stifling early heat wave shoved him deep into big city grouch mode.

      Summer was going to be a beast down here.

      Barry turned the corner toward his next appointment, so focused on getting into the shaded alleyway and out of the sun that he nearly walked right into someone. Instead of dodging away and shaking his head, probably swearing under his breath, Barry stopped in his tracks without even checking to see what he might step in. He turned around.

      The man wasn’t wearing a woman’s dress or a black bodysuit or a shirt with some kind of obscene phrase on the front. He wasn’t nearly naked or dressed like a priest, or even another outsider in a business suit.

      Barry watched a tall, impossibly thin figure walking slowly away from him, dressed head to toe in gleaming copper. His insane idea that the man had been wearing a breathing device of some kind made more sense now that Barry could see the two small black tanks on his back.

      Barry also remembered a strangely bluish tint to the man’s pale skin, so pale that it was almost translucent. He could see from the back that he hadn’t imagined the man’s hair color. A spiky mane of every shade of purple stood up all over the stranger’s head.

      The damndest thing was that color didn’t look the least bit unnatural to Barry’s grumpy, judgmental eye.

      The man stopped, holding on to the brick building with one slender, delicate hand. His narrow shoulders slumped, and his eggplant and amethyst head leaned forward.

      Barry didn’t admit it to anyone else, least of all to his paranoid boss, but he kept going in this job and in this maddening neighborhood because he was deeply curious. Some would even say nosy. Quite a few had. He’d learned years ago that even this kind of light-touch accounting kept the worst of his overly inquisitive tendencies at bay. He could dig into a client’s business just enough, then move on to another set of products, accounts, and contacts.

      And yes, much as he fussed about them to himself or anyone else, the more odd the client and the business, the more satisfying the legitimized snooping. He stayed on this seedy Little Five Points circuit because once he got into the shops or offices, away from the noise and smells and general chaos, he was never bored for one second. His typical suburban route in Chicago had gotten as stifling in predictability and routine as Atlanta was stifling in unseasonably sticky heat.

      Finding out who this bizarre-looking man was would satisfy quite a bit of that lifelong curiosity itch.

      Before Barry could stop himself or call someone else over to help, he stepped up beside the stranger.

      “Hey, you okay? Hotter than hell out here today. You have to be roasting in that getup.”

      The man kept his head down, eyes half-closed, for several seconds before looking up. His face was definitely bluish, and instead of pouring sweat like Barry and everyone else, he was shivering.

      He reached up with one hand, not moving the other from the wall. Barry noticed the guy’s nails were blue as well, and his ghost-white hand was trembling. He pulled a clear plastic oval away from his mouth.

      “Just lost. A bit tired,” he said in a breathy, low voice. “New in town. Supposed to meet someone.”

      “Well, I know just about all the shopkeepers around here. Maybe I can help.”

      A bunch of motorcycles rumbled by one street over. Barry leaned in closer, not wanting to miss what the guy said. He thought he smelled cinnamon, and something like ginger, on the man’s breath and skin.

      “Webb, maybe? Webb? Helps…with new arrivals.”

      Barry drew back, unable to stop his smile. For once, he felt like he understood what was going on out here on the weird Little Five streets.

      “You mean Kelly Webb? Works over at the travel agency? Terminalia Travel?”

      A huge, relieved smile broke out on the man’s face, making it all the way to his surprisingly mild blue eyes. Barry ignored the pointy canine teeth.

      “Terminalia, yes. Someone there can help.”

      For a second, Barry considered pointing the strange stranger in the right direction, then walking away as fast as he could. He did have an appointment in a few minutes, after all. New client, new software and hardware installation, new processing fee for every transaction.

      New secrets to peek into.

      But Terminalia Travel was a client, too, though Barry had no idea how a travel agency stayed in business in this age of online booking and bargain-basement airlines. Almost everything he saw passing through was marked “Travel Services,” so he didn’t know much about what they really did. Not as much as he’d like to know.

      They were also nearly impossible to find, with only a tiny sign on a recessed doorway leading to a second floor office. From the looks of him right now, this guy wouldn’t be able to find anything. Not with the brightest blazing neon sign in Vegas to light the way.

      “Come on,” he said, waving his arm back the way he’d just come from. “I’ll show you where it is.”

      Once they stepped out of the shady side street into broiling full sun, the man seemed to gain energy. He stood straighter, nearly a full head taller than Barry, and his skin changed from chalky corpse to typical Goth kid pale. He pulled the plastic mask aside and breathed easy.

      Barry, on the other hand, was immediately sweating all over again. Even his eyelids felt damp.

      “Just a couple of blocks and a few doors down.” He pulled out his phone to send a quick message to the new client, politely begging pardon for the delay. His distracted and overheated brain slipped right into salesman small talk. “What brings you to Atlanta?”

      “Terminalia. And everything to come after.”

      Message sent, Barry tried to sneak a glance at the guy’s outfit. The shiny copper fabric didn’t crinkle or make noise, but it did look like a jumper made of dyed aluminum foil. Odd even for around here.

      Almost as odd as his words.

      “Never heard of Terminalia outside the travel agency.” He wiped his hand on his pants and held it out. “I’m Barry Evans.”

      The man stared at Barry’s hand, then into his eyes. He took Barry’s hand in both of his for a second. The flesh was dry and cool.

      “Your name is Barry Evans. Thank you for your help.”

      They walked for half a block, dodging more multicolored sidewalk graffiti, before Barry decided to shift from polite and curious to a less subtle form of nosy. No one else even glanced their way, but that didn’t calm Barry’s prickly curiosity. Who was this guy?

      “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I must speak to Kelly Webb first. I am sorry.”

      Barry snorted, shaking his head.

      “Don’t worry about it, I’ve heard it all before. Keep yourself to yourself. It’s right across the street. Almost there.”

      A row of two story brick buildings in shades ranging from tan to red that was nearly black stretched for several blocks. Most had wide glass windows on the first level. Clothing stores filled with everything from cotton to leather and even vinyl. Music shops with the more traditional album form of vinyl lining the walls. A tattoo parlor with a piercing shop next door.

      Some of the second levels were apartments, but most were shops, either more sober than downstairs or more secretive. A small publishing company and a couple of law firms shared walls with practitioners of questionable medical treatments, psychics, and a specialized collectibles dealer.

      Extremely specialized.

      Barry had learned the trick of not asking too many questions about the strange services and things his clients peddled years ago. Even his predictable Chicago bunch valued their privacy.

      Vague as their receipts were, he hadn’t really wondered whether the travel agency fit into the sober or the secretive side of things until just now.

      The two of them blended into the bright and noisy bunch crossing the street, more like a flock of birds than a group of people. Barry stopped in the middle of the block, on a much cleaner sidewalk, pointing to the dark wooden door set a few steps off the street. A rectangular sign only about a foot across, silver letters etched on a black surface, declared this to be Terminalia Travel.

      “This is it. You gonna be okay now?”

      The man smiled
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