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      Billy Jones sat in the middle of a huge party he’d spent the last year of his life working his ass off to make possible, head in his hands, staring red-eyed at his laptop.

      All around him, the people he’d spent more hours with than he’d spent asleep loudly toasted their success. The office incubator space that Fabulous Feats, LLC, had rented outside of Atlanta still showed signs of all that work and struggle.

      Trash cans along the bland beige walls, overflowing with pizza boxes and empty soda bottles. Toothbrushes, deodorant, and bottles of mouthwash decorated overcrowded cubicle desks.

      Billy didn’t have to pull an inspection to know more than one of his fellow geeks had a pillow and blanket stashed somewhere inside or under the IKEA portable desks or rolling file cabinets. His bare feet rested on his own battered Boy Scout camp sleeping bag.

      He wasn’t the only one who padded around barefoot or in stocking feet, and the the rent-an-office had absorbed that aroma along with the stink of overcooked coffee. Billy caught an increasingly strong smell of beer as the keg depleted itself, and not always into the plastic red cups brought in for the occasion.

      Instead of holding his throbbing head, Billy was tempted to cover his ears. Katie and Deb had made good on their threat to bring in their old-school Eighties boom box, and its ancient, creaky speakers couldn’t quite handle the strain of Twenty-teens heavy bass.

      Each thump distorted, and the resulting crackle went through Billy’s skull like an ice pick.

      No one else seemed to notice or to mind. Or maybe they were all too tanked to give a damn. Or too busy celebrating the first successfully funded multimedia tie-in holo-app in crowdfunding history.

      They’d rolled the portable furniture aside a couple of hours ago to create an ill-advised dance floor. Eight confirmed and unmistakable nerds, each drinking more alcohol than caffeine for a change. Enough that they were convinced they could suddenly dance in public after decades of carefully avoiding such embarrassment.

      With good reason, from what Billy had seen.

      Thankfully the glaring overhead lights were off, as usual, and the awkward gyrations took place by the mellow glow of desk lamps. That much Billy was used to, after so many months working so hard in exactly the same soft light.

      What Billy was not used to, what he’d in fact never experienced one time in his careful, fully planned if dull life, was staring at spreadsheets with a row of red at the bottom.

      Spreadsheets that reflected not his personal finances, which would have been nightmarish enough. Billy could have dealt with that by cutting back on cable, movies, going out to eat. Even moving to a new shitty apartment.

      But this.

      This was different.

      This was going to hit everyone in this room, everyone Billy had socialized with for the past year when his other friends dropped out of his life. Not that he had time for other friends. Katie and Deb, he’d known them since they were all in middle school, twenty years and what felt like several lifetimes ago.

      This time, Billy had let everyone down, including himself and a vast list of investors he’d never even known existed until a few days ago.

      He jumped when someone yelled directly into his ear.

      “Hey there, BillyBean!”

      Katie had apparently succumbed to either boombox or beer deafness, judging by the volume of her voice. Her brunette hair bounced in a side ponytail, another Eighties throwback to go with the boombox. Billy tried to smile, but he knew he looked more scary than happy at a time like this.

      “Hey KatieBean. You really came through with the tunes. I never imagined hearing Blurred Lines on an old boombox.”

      “All the better for geeky bashes like this one, thanks to you! Successfully fledged NerdNest geeks, I might add. Our holo-app is gonna send The Fabulous Feats of Fiona into the stratosphere!”

      Billy stretched his teeth-baring grin even further. Gods, how his face hurt.

      “Yeah, it sure is.”

      Katie tottered away, squealing when Deb grabbed her and spun her around. Deb’s short blonde hair was dyed pink and spiked into a mohawk for the occasion. Billy winced at the idea of spinning boozy bellies, hoping they wouldn’t have to add a carpet cleaning fee to this project budget.

      Would that really make a big difference at this point, though?

      Not being able to deliver on rewards for everyone versus everyone else?

      Billy closed his laptop, put his head down on the rented desk, and closed his eyes.

      Hell, the keg was paid for, out of his own pocket. Maybe he should go shove his aching head inside for a while.

      Not to drink.

      To drown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours later, Billy wandered around the empty rent-an-office, stepping over all the plastic cups and paper plates and other mess his celebrating friends had left behind. He’d usually pick it up to keep himself busy, even at six in the morning when everyone else was hung over and not due until nine the next morning in any case.

      But this mess paled in comparison to the real mess he was eyes-deep in.

      Less than a week ago, four days ago, everything had seemed so perfect. Billy should have known then that anything that went so easily as their NerdNest campaign was doomed to not only fail, but to cause bigger trouble than it ever could have solved.

      He detoured around a drift of confetti—probably made from shredded coding notes—shaking his head.

      No, their holo-app project hadn’t failed, far from it, though he wished with every bone in his body that it had. In fact, Billy wished it had failed in spectacular fashion.

      They’d ended with close to $25,000 in pledges. With the newish and oh so cute and clever NerdNest platform (People Will Pledge til Your Project Can Fledge!), they would have gotten at least some of the funding if they’d reached fifty percent of their $8,000 goal.

      And fifty percent of a gigantic copyright disaster was still one hundred percent screwed.

      The hell of it was Billy had wondered about what they were doing, creating a holographic app that integrated parts of an indie book, that spawned an indie game, that spawned an indie movie, that included indie music.

      Bits and pieces of all of them had found their way into the app by the end.

      He’d asked, once, but he’d never looked into it himself. He’d trusted the easy answer, the answer he was hoping for, and continued on in his blissful ignorance.

      Billy sat heavily in his rented chair, grabbing the edge of the desk to keep from rolling backwards.

      How was he ever going to tell Katie she’d made such a huge mistake, misjudgment, miscalculation? Mainly because he’d never bothered to follow up even though he was the project manager? No matter how he tried to word it, the end result was the same.

      “Oh, you didn’t realize you were going to not only going to mess up the whole campaign we all worked so hard for, but possibly bankrupt all of us in the process? Well, yeah, that’s what happened, hon.”

      As it turned out, Katie’s confident certainty that they could totally use anything they wanted from In Her Mage-isty’s Name: The Fabulous Feats of Fiona, as long as they changed it in some way, was pure bullshit.

      That would have been bad enough.

      Then the book, movie, game, music scores, and everything else were all bought up by a Hollywood movie studio less than a week ago.

      Bring on the herds of lawyers.

      Every one of them stomping around in the middle of Billy’s brain.

      Billy tilted his head from one side to the other, trying to get his tense neck muscles to relax. Instead his gaze landed on the mug full of pens on his temporary desk. Several of the pens and the mug itself came from the same, lame place.

      The mind-numbing job he’d been so desperate to get away from that he’d landed himself in the middle of this nightmare.

      Gossalor Insurance Group.

      He picked up a pen, clicking the business end in and out, in and out, staring into space.

      What a rotten place that had been. Talk about useless management, even compared to Billy’s current disaster. And Billy busting his ass doing enough work for at least five people for less than the pay one deserved.

      Keeping up with servers, backups, installing databases. Handing laptops out like candy to whoever the higher-ups thought needed one that week, never caring whether they came back broken or corrupted or at all.

      Hell, Billy had one himself that no one had ever…

      “No,” he said into the silent, dark, smelly room. “Forget it. Shut that shit out of your mind, Billy Boy, unless you want to be picking out curtains for your prison cell.”

      But he got back to his feet, shaking his arms and shoulders out as he walked over to one of the windows. The sun was barely rising over the distant buildings of downtown Atlanta, heavy gray clouds shifting to the faintest shade of pink.

      That laptop, it had access to every system he’d ever touched at Gossalor. All his credentials to log him in, too. No way that incompetent twerp McGranville who’d taken over would have managed to change everything.

      McGranville probably never even realized he should.

      “You’re crazy to even think about this,” he whispered.

      $27,843.

      That was what their little startup owed for the initial licensing fees, and that was only to the indie producers of the material. Before the Big Hollywood Studio Accountants even got their own adding machines out and started digging for blood, and Billy was somehow certain they would.

      He suspected those accountants, or maybe the lawyers, had been the ones to point out the trouble to the indie producers in the first place, but not before the damn campaign funded.

      The better to gouge him and everyone else with once it was all said and done. And with their holo-app creating such fantastic advance publicity for a big movie project coming along, Billy was certain offering to kill the whole thing somehow wouldn’t work, either.

      The only pitiful option he’d even heard a whispered rumor of was the Big Hollywood Studio taking over the whole app project, but only for covering all the fees. Billy knew he and his friends would get nothing for a year of their lives. Not a damn penny.

      Back to nearly twenty-eight thousand dollars, when he and everyone else had been living and working off savings for that whole year. And on top of all the rewards they were now bound to pay out to supporters.

      They’d watch nearly triple their original goal evaporate in fees and still owe more.

      The holo-app reward was easy enough, though Billy didn’t love the idea of giving it out to nearly a thousand people at half price.

      But the holo-phone cases and the keychains and the shirts and the hats and the coins and the playing cards and the bookmarks and…and…and…

      That stuff would have all hurt even before the Great Licensing Fee Disaster. The indie producers needed those fees and contracts in hand to clear everything for Big Hollywood Studio, who’d set their own deadline of thirty days.

      And of course NerdNest now wanted to verify Billy and company held the necessary rights before they’d fund the project, all within two weeks. Then they’d finally get paid two weeks after that.

      Maybe they’d get paid. If only he could…what?

      Billy rubbed his face, squeezing his temples.

      He likely still had access to all of Gossalor Insurance Group’s financial data, and all the programming code that produced that data. And the records of where the money went, and why. He sincerely doubted McGranville would have figured a quarter of it out by now, if that much.

      Billy hadn’t exactly been a helpful mentor when he gave notice and walked the same day.

      He made another circuit through
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