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PREFACE
 
 
This short story takes place two weeks after the events in Zero point One and before Zero point Two; the first two books in the Mason Granger series.
 
Bringing you some Christmas cheer, Mason Granger style, whether you want it or not.
 
 

THE TWELFTH NIGHT OF CHRISTMAS
￼[image: A thin line underlining the chapter title in the style of a computer chip circuit.]
 
Crap, my head hurts, thought Mason, I wish I was dead. He felt the metal surface, cold and hard beneath him, giving him flashbacks of waking up dead on a morgue slab just two months ago.
Maybe I am dead. Again. He risked opening an eye and was rewarded with slightly flickering light. Ok, not a morgue slab then.
The inside of the transit van was spotless. On one side a bank of monitors, and on the other, a range of tactical equipment. No guns though, more’s the pity. In the middle of it all, sitting intently in front of a screen, was Carter.
‘Good evening, Mason,’ the former policeman said in his precise and well-spoken accent. ‘Nice of you to join me. Feeling refreshed after our little nap, are we?’
‘Not really,’ replied Mason, sitting up and rubbing his temples. ‘Any chance of you killing the pain, Nyx?’
‘I’m a biological AI that enhances your DNA and keeps you undead,’ she said in his head. ‘What I am not, however, is a miracle worker. You expressly forbade me from clearing the alcohol from your body yesterday so you could enjoy the opening night at the restaurant. After which you proceeded to consume several bottles of red wine, and some horrible little green drink. Therefore, you are paying the price.’
‘Oh, god, kill me now,’ said Mason. ‘You mean I’ve got to live through the mother of all hangovers myself?’
Nyx paused for second, then she giggled. ‘You’re so easy to tease.’ She started to release hormones into his system, and the pain in Mason’s head reduced ever so slightly. ‘But I will need a lot more fuel to finish repairing all the damage you did to yourself last night.’
‘What? But I ate loads last night. To pretend to be festive, I even had some of those shitty mince pies someone brought along,’ protested Mason. ‘Should be plenty of fuel for you there.’
‘Ha, don’t I know it.’ said Carter dryly, clearly listening in on Mason’s half of the conversation. ‘Pretty much all of what you consumed yesterday was plastered along the M3 this morning as we drove to London, and the rest of it down the side of the van.’ He turned around briefly to shoot Mason a disapproving look. ‘Thanks for that, you added car wash to the list of things I had to do before we got here.’
Mason ignored him and started to rummage around in his pockets. ‘If I know me,’ he mumbled, then he smiled as he fished out a bottle of wine and a half-eaten chicken Kebab from his overcoat. ‘Magic.’
He went to unscrew the cap on the wine but catching another disapproving glance from Carter, he placed it on the side instead. ‘Maybe later.’ After which he polished off the Kebab in less than a minute. 
‘Alright, Nyx, how about now?’ he asked her. ‘Enough fuel for you to sort me out?’
‘Enough for me to make a start,’ she said. ‘Though I will need more very soon.’
‘Good, good.’ Mason got up and sat in the chair next to Carter. His stomach did a quick Gangnam Style move in his belly, but he managed to resist the urge to throw up.
‘So, what exactly are we doing here, mate?’ he asked Carter, whilst easing out of his coat and ignoring the gurgling from his guts.
‘How much do you remember from last night?’
‘Loads. Serving canapés and drinks to the customers, dancing to some cracking music from the DJ, chatting to Ben about the door policy for letting people in.’ Mason screwed up his eyes. ‘Oh yeah and singing Livin’ on a Prayer of course. My speciality, that one.’
‘Special is not the word I would’ve used,’ said Carter. ‘So that takes you up to nine o’ clock. What about after that?’
‘Not so much,’ admitted Mason, without any shame. ‘So, come on, what are we doing here? But keep it snappy, I need to go grab more food.’
Carter sighed but decided to indulge his friend. ‘This is my first case for the MIU, I’m here to observe our target whilst we wait for the tactical unit to arrive. If I can get a lock on our suspect’s phone and monitor it, then maybe we can get the data we need without a fight.’
Mason nodded. ‘So why am I here?’
‘Because,’ said Carter, with the patience of a saint. ‘Although you don’t start your new job with us until next week, you made a big deal of the fact that you’re the only one of us who’s met this man face to face. Remember? David Booker, the mercenary who worked for the Billionaires’ Club and tried to kidnap you twice to get hold of a sample of Nyx! Stir any memories? You offered to come along to observe and give me tactical advice should I need it.’
Before Mason could reply, Carter held up a finger. ‘Which, by the way, I told you at the time would not be necessary, whilst also reminding you about all my years of police experience, and the extensive training for my new role in the Military Intelligence Undead branch.’
This time Carter let a genuine smile onto his face. ‘And of course, you ignored all of that, and told me you’d come along anyway just to make sure I was alright.’
‘Great, that sorts that out,’ said Mason, clearly feeling that was enough on the matter. ‘So, you tap up Dave’s phone and get hard evidence on those wankers in the BC. After that, we go arrest them for all the shit they pulled, right?’
‘Correct,’ replied Carter as he turned back to the monitor. ‘If we can get a signal from this man’s phone without him knowing, then we have enough computing power back at base to break almost any encryption. We need to prove what those shady billionaires have been up to behind their walls of money and also see what they could be planning next. They spent hundreds of millions, and several people’s lives, trying to illegally acquire the biological AI foundations of Nyx. I doubt very much they’re going to stop now.’
‘So, it’s a surveillance job. Sounds awesome, good luck.’ Mason stood and made for the back of the van. ‘Call me if the shooting starts, I’m off to get some grub.’
‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Carter, leaning over to grab Mason by the arm. ‘You can’t go waltzing in and out of an undercover van dressed like that. You’re too conspicuous.’
Mason looked down at his party clothes from last night. ‘Hmm, yeah, you might be right about that.’ He idly brushed at the red wine stains on his bright orange jeans. The dark green of his shirt wasn’t so bad, but the yellow cartoon elephants printed all over it were probably a wee bit too eye-catching.
He sat back down. ‘How much food do I need, Nyx?’
Nyx opened a connection to the twenty-nine percent of herself in Carter, calculating that this conversation would go so much smoother if she spoke to them both at the same time.
‘Four triple pack sandwiches, three apples, two bags of crisps, preferably ready salted, and one large bottle of Highland Spring water should suffice,’ she said. ‘Carter noticed a Waitrose two streets from here during our drive in. I would expect them to be open until nine p.m. like most suburban branches on a Saturday night.’
‘You could nip out quick like,’ Mason suggested to Carter hopefully. He pointed at the screen in front of them, showing the image of a well-to-do suburban home, surrounded by expertly tended hedges. The house had a single light on in one of its rooms. ‘Look, nothing’s happening. You go grab some food for us and I’ll keep an eye on it. If anything starts, I’ll call you via the link in our heads. What could possibly go wrong?’
‘That, I am not even going to answer,’ said Carter pointedly. He turned to Nyx in his mind. ‘How bad is Mason’s headache?’
‘On a living human scale of one to ten, Mason’s headache is at seventeen,’ she answered. ‘I believe he would be very grateful for some more food so I can speed up his recovery process.’
‘Okay, fine.’ Carter stood up to leave. ‘Two minutes to run there, five minutes to shop and pay, two minutes more to get back.’ He held his finger up again. ‘Do not, under any circumstances, do anything in the next nine minutes until I get back.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘At eight forty-two p.m.’
 
At eight forty-three precisely, Mason reached the other side of the road and was about to open the waist high gate to the detached house in front of him when Nyx reiterated her point.
‘Carter expressly said not to take any action whatsoever,’ she reminded him again. ‘So, why are we approaching David’s house, Mason Granger?’
‘He said, don’t do anything in the next nine minutes,’ replied Mason, deliberately taking liberties with his friend’s instructions. He looked up and down the road to check it was still clear, then he slipped into the hedge while he spoke to Nyx.
‘It’s been ten minutes, and I’m bored. Anyway, it’s the Twelfth Night of Christmas,’ continued Mason with a sly grin. ‘This is my present to Carter. I’ve spent the last eleven nights getting presents for myself, so it’s about time I got one for someone else.’
‘As I have reminded you numerous times,’ stated Nyx, ‘the carol is called the “Twelve Days of Christmas”, and nowhere does anyone mention anything about nights.’
‘Yeah, but nights are so much more fun.’ He dredged up a memory from last Tuesday. ‘Especially with the gorgeous and flexible Samantha from Southampton.’ He pondered the memory some more. ‘Well, maybe that present wasn’t just for me. She was pretty happy in the morning too.’
‘But Carter is not your true love,’ added Nyx, giving it one last go to dissuade Mason from storming Dave’s house. ‘Therefore, as per the carol, you do not need to get him a present.’
‘Yeah, but he is a mate. And seeing as I don’t have a true love, then he’ll just have to do. So, let’s go get Dave to make a phone call.’
Mason started to move through the hedge when he heard an engine in the distance. He saw the headlights turning the corner first. With no particular plan in mind, he just waited, hoping the car would pass by.
Unfortunately, as the car approached, it slowed and stopped right by the gate.
Bollocks, thought Mason. I wonder if Dave’s clocked us and called in some extra muscle.
Nyx stayed quiet, preparing herself to protect Mason as she waited to see what would unfold. Despite the low levels of fuel in his body, she always had a trick or two up her non-existent sleeve.
A man got out of the car carrying a couple of pizza boxes, and Mason breathed a sigh of relief. Then he grinned. Pizza and storming Dave’s house. Let’s fucking have it.
As the pizza delivery man bent down to open the gate, Mason reached out of the bushes and grabbed him by the collar.
‘Sorry about this, mate,’ he said, giving the smart looking chap a gentle rabbit punch to the side of his head to knock him out. ‘But I can’t have you giving the game away.’
He laid the man down on the pavement and opened one of the boxes, immediately tucking into a slice of pizza. Polishing it off in less than three seconds, he grabbed another slice to take with him as he walked up the path to the front door.
‘That man looked very well dressed for a pizza delivery person,’ Nyx pointed out, whilst she sped up Mason’s digestive system so she could access the fuel in the pizza and maybe take the edge off his hangover. ‘Do you not think you should consider this situation more carefully, and maybe wait for Carter to get back?’
‘You’re not getting me distracted that easily,’ whispered Mason as he stood at the front door. ‘Anyway, what if the delivery guy’s a hard-up stockbroker in need of a second job? There’s a lot of that about. Not that those stock market wankers don’t deserve it half the time.’
He knocked on the door, trying hard not to smash it in with his steel-like knuckles. It was quiet for a few seconds before Mason heard the lock getting turned.
‘Hope the traffic was alright, John?’ said the male voice from inside, the London accent just as heavy as before.
The door opened wide and Mason got ready to attack, but stopped in his tracks as the semi-naked man came into view, a bottle of beer in each hand, and a long, large bulge in his bright purple thong.
Dave looked at Mason in surprise, and Mason returned the favour; for an instant, both men too shocked to move. From inside the house “Fairy Tale of New York” floated out, then the spell was broken as they both exploded into action.
Dave’s fighting instincts kicked in, and he tried to slam the door shut in Mason’s face. When Mason shoved it back with extreme force, Dave turned and ran deeper into the house, throwing the beer bottles hard at Mason as he went.
Mason stalked into the house as the music increased massively in volume.
‘He’s trying to mask his movements,’ pointed out Nyx, ‘but it will not work. I can filter out all the different sources of sound and analyse each one separately in real-time.’ She let a little pride creep into her voice. ‘Not something your regular AI can do yet, but easy enough for me.’
With a quick look around the corner at the end of the hallway, Mason saw Dave run past the ornate Christmas tree and sprint up the stairs. He quickly followed; half-heartedly trying not to trash the decorations threaded through the banisters as he ran.
‘Where is he?’ Mason asked Nyx, switching the conversation to his mind as Kirsty and Shane blasted out not so veiled insults at each other.
‘You can hear him creeping into a room at the top of the stairs. It’s on the left,’ she replied. ‘No doubt he is in there to retrieve some kind of weapon from storage. You should be careful.’
Rounding the corner on the landing, Mason sucked in a breath and got ready to storm the room. With the help of Nyx’s noise filtering, he could hear Dave moving about inside. ‘Ready?’ he asked her.
‘Always,’ she replied.
He grabbed a vase off the small console table in the hallway and kicked down the door. Leaping into the room, he rolled on the floor and threw the vase hard at Dave’s head in one quick movement. Not his finest throw, Mason thought, but not bad considering how knackered he was.
Not that it made much difference. Dave’s arm shot up, and the cybernetic steel exoskeleton he’d just put on, gave him the strength to swat the vase away with ease.
‘Bollocks,’ shouted Mason over the music.
‘Too right,’ added Dave, tapping away at a remote in his hand, the music dropping down in volume. ‘You really think I’d sit around without any protection, what with all you amped up undead wandering about? Figured you might pay me a visit one day.’
Dave took up a fighting stance, the tiny motors in his suit emitting small noises as they powered the hi-tech military exoskeleton he was wearing. The very latest from the army, enabling the living to fight back against the greatly enhanced strength of the undead. The impressive sight was only slightly marred by Dave’s purple thong glowing in the middle of it all.
Mason leapt at Dave, piling in with a powerful blow, but the man’s exo-suit was stronger, and he punched Mason right back out the door, sending him flying into the landing’s opposite wall. The shelves behind him dug in as they shattered and sent their carefully arranged ornaments flying.
‘Ouch,’ said Nyx. ‘That hurt you. Good job we went with rubber flexibility to your bone enhancements, or you would be badly twisted out of shape right now.’
Before he’d even finished cracking his neck back into place, Dave picked him up with one hand and effortlessly threw him down the stairs. Dave followed, taking the stairs two at a time, the tiny motors making him sound like a modern-day Robocop.
‘Jesus, he’s fucking strong. Can we beat him?’ asked Mason as he scrabbled along the floor and into the kitchen. He passed a countertop and grabbed it to get to his feet, looking for anything useful to fight back with. There in a stand was a steel rolling pin. Mason took it as he passed by.
‘He is certainly very strong. If you were in better condition, maybe you could win,’ said Nyx. ‘Or if you had a gun.’
‘No guns in the MIU. As I’ve been told at least fourteen times so far – I’m not going to be sodding James Bond.’ He hefted the rolling pin in his hand, admiring the craftsmanship. ‘Nice pin though. Reckon I could make a great pizza base with this. Almost a shame to trash it.’
Dave stomped through the doorway to the kitchen like an inside-out terminator. Motors whirred as he aimed a powerful blow at Mason’s head.
This time, Nyx advised Mason to go for speed, not power, and he used the rolling pin to deflect the punch.
Just missing his head, the steel glove of the exo-suit punched into the fridge, trapping Dave’s arm as it smashed through the metal door.
Trying to free himself, Dave dug his feet into the floor and pulled. The door came flying off, and beer bottles rolled out of the open fridge as it shifted.
As he stepped back to avoid another blow, Mason saw what he needed right there taped behind the fridge.
A man after my own heart, he thought and lunged past Dave at the wall behind the fridge, his enhanced speed coming back more and more as Nyx did her work.
Realising what Mason was going for, Dave stepped aside to reach into a drawer. His hand came out with a gun, but in his armoured suit, he was too slow. Before he’d even got it halfway levelled at Mason, the gun from behind the fridge was now pointed at his face.
‘Don’t move another fucking inch,’ commanded Mason. ‘Put the gun down on the counter, slowly.’
Nice and slow, Dave put the gun on the counter.
‘Now take off that exo-suit. All of it. Again, slowly.’
Reaching up with his hand, Dave pushed a button and the suit folded off him and into a neat block on the floor. It even had a handle sticking out of the top for carrying.
‘Blimey, it’s like Ironman with a city briefcase,’ said Mason with begrudging admiration. He looked Dave over, the man standing there in only his bright purple thong once again.
‘Reckon you can keep the pants on, mate. Wouldn’t want you getting embarrassed.’
Mason walked towards him, keeping the gun steadily aimed at his head. ‘Where’s your phone? You know, the work one you use to call those tosspots in the Billionaires’ Club.’
‘I don’t have it no more,’ said Dave calmly, despite the cold steel inches from his forehead. ‘My former employers took all my equipment when they put me on gardening leave.’
Mason huffed out a laugh. ‘What kind of wanker puts a mercenary on gardening leave?’
‘You did meet two of the billionaires, right?’ responded Dave.
‘Enough said. Gardening leave probably is right up their street,’ conceded Mason. He pushed the gun even closer to Dave’s head. ‘If I believed you, that is. Now, I won’t ask a third time, where’s your phone? Tell me in the next five seconds or you’re dead.’
‘Mason,’ warned Nyx.
‘Come on, Nyx, you know I’m not actually going to kill him,’ said Mason. ‘Let’s see if we can scare it out of him.’
Dave held his ground and remained silent, but Mason caught him flicking a glance to a photo on a shelf.
‘Got you.’ Mason backed away towards the picture, figuring there was something behind it. He kept one eye on Dave, and his other eye turned to the picture. A useful little ability Nyx had given him by synthesising a tiny section of chameleon DNA and mixing it with his own. Otherwise known as Lizard City by Mason, much to the annoyance of his friends.
Holding the picture in front of him, Mason briefly studied the two men smiling at the camera. One of them was clearly a younger looking Dave. The other was a bit tubby, but still a handsome bloke like Dave himself.
‘Brother?’ asked Mason.
Dave’s face betrayed no emotion.
‘Husband?’
This time a tiny flicker crossed Dave’s stony expression, then his granite hard look returned in full.
Strangely, Mason felt a little disgust rise up within him. Ironic really, considering his own chequered past before he changed. ‘Cheating on your husband with the pizza guy. Definitely no trusting you.’
‘You almost have the situation correct, Mason,’ interjected Nyx. ‘But you missed one vital clue as you were fighting your way through David’s house.’
‘What?’ asked Mason out loud.
Dave gave him a questioning look, but Mason ignored him. ‘What?’ he asked Nyx again.
Nyx flashed through his visual memories from the last four minutes and brought up an image, one caught at the very edge of his vision as he’d passed the large living room off the entrance hallway. And there it was. Mason would’ve recognised it anywhere. A jar of ashes, just like his dad’s but with another man’s name on it, and some sparkly tinsel lovingly draped over it.
 
Thomas Booker, RIP.
Gone forever but always in my heart.
 
‘Dead husband, huh?’ Mason turned the picture over, but there was clearly no kind of phone hidden in the frame. He handed it to Dave.
‘So, who’s pizza man out there then?’ asked Mason. He looked down at Dave’s purple thong. ‘And the stripper underwear. What’s the deal with that?’
Dave studied Mason for a second. ‘What the hell,’ he decided.
‘I had a talk with Thomas, you see. Not a real one mind, I’m not fucking mental.’ He looked at the picture still in his hand. ‘He told me it’s ok. It’s been five years since he died, it’s fine to get back on the wagon. The pizza man, as you call him, was my first date in all that time.’
‘Bleedin’ heck,’ said Mason. ‘Your first dates are way more exciting than mine.’
Nyx poked him in his head. ‘I’m not sure that’s entirely true. What about your first date with Sadie?’
‘Doesn’t count,’ Mason told her. ‘I don’t know what that was, but it sure wasn’t any kind of date. The things that woman did made even me blush. And fecking hell, I’m glad I wasn’t the hotel cleaner the next morning.’
Mason turned his attention back to Dave. He brought the gun closer again to the man’s forehead. ‘You prepared to go chat with Thomas for real, just to protect those wanker Billionaires?’
‘Signed a contract didn’t I.’ Dave stared down the gun an inch from his face. ‘No breaking a contract, you don’t do that. Former employers or not.’
‘Alright,’ said Mason, thinking for a second. ‘So, why are they former employers?’
Another calculated look came from Dave, then after a few seconds he spoke. ‘The BC were in Richard’s computer systems until the very end. We all watched your friend die; we saw everything right up until you had the whole place blown up. I’m sorry about your friend.’
Subconsciously Dave held the picture closer to his heart. ‘People like you and me; we’re hired thugs and shitbags for the most part. We deserve what we get. But just like my husband, your friend, she didn’t deserve what she got. My employers had no respect for that, so I quit.’
Mason didn’t bother to correct Dave that she wasn’t actually dead. The less people that knew about that the better. Instead, he studied the man in front of him.
‘Analysing all the body language and smells that you can detect,’ said Nyx, ‘I calculate a ninety-eight percent chance that David is telling the truth.’
‘I think you might be spot on there, Nyx. Looks like Davey-boy here is telling it straight,’ agreed Mason. ‘Bollocks. Now what? Carter’s going to be well pissed off that I caused all this aggro for nothing.’
‘Oi,’ interrupted Dave. ‘Are we going to talk each other to death or are you actually going to shoot me?’ he asked.
Despite the situation, Mason couldn’t help but huff out a laugh. ‘No patience either. A man after my own heart in more ways than one. If you hadn’t tried to kidnap me twice, I might even like you.’
Backing off a little, Mason kept the gun levelled at Dave. ‘What to do now is a good question. Can’t very well leave you to come after me for a third time.’
Before Mason could decide, the doorbell rang making them both flinch.
‘Shit,’ said Mason. ‘Is that pizza man? I thought he’d be out for longer, or at least have sodded off home when he woke up. Must be tougher than he looked.’
‘John’s a badminton instructor,’ said Dave. ‘They’re a lot fitter than you might expect.’
The doorbell went again.
‘Get rid of him, and no pissing about,’ said Mason. ‘We’re not finished here.’
He carefully watched around the edge of the kitchen doorframe as Dave answered the front door. Before Dave could even say hello, pizza man raised a gun to his head and motioned him back inside.
Fuck, this evening never stops dishing out surprises, does it? thought Mason. And not the Samantha shaped ones either.
To give Dave credit, he correctly sized up the situation and just turned slowly to trudge back down the hallway, like a condemned man all out of options.
‘We could just leave them to it, maybe?’ suggested Mason to Nyx. ‘That clears up all my issues.’
He made to move to the back door and found himself reluctant to leave Dave to his fate. ‘Crap, crap, crap. Ever since I died and you bought me back, Nyx, my sodding newfound conscience is a nightmare.’ Mason stopped beside the kitchen table and waited for the two men to enter. He stuffed his hands in his jeans to hide the gun for now.
Dave entered the kitchen with pizza man behind him. He didn’t look for Mason, didn’t give away his presence. However, Mason did.
‘Oh David, you got us a role-play for the evening,’ he exclaimed loudly. ‘You get me the nicest presents.’
Pizza man shoved Dave ahead of him and turned his gun on Mason. ‘Fucking faggots, you’re all the same. Nothing but bulges in your pants and screwing everything that moves.’ Then he pulled the trigger.
Faster than any living person could manage, Mason ducked to the side, and at the same time, he shot pizza man clean through the left eye with the gun in his jeans pocket. ‘Bulge that you bigoted twat.’
The man’s brains exploded out the back of his head, and across the oak wood cabinets behind him, before he toppled over stone dead. Mason looked down at the charred bullet hole in the bright orange denim. ‘Bastard. I liked those jeans.’
‘Thanks,’ said Dave simply, though he looked none too pleased about the mess all over his kitchen wall. He walked over to the fridge to grab a couple of beers that had survived the fight and offered one to Mason. ‘Now what?’
‘No clue,’ replied Mason, taking the beer. Ignoring the bottle opener, he flipped off the cap with a finger and took a swig. Pleasantly surprised, he glanced at the label. ‘Sol, huh. Not bad for a beer.’
‘If I could offer a suggestion,’ said Nyx. ‘There may be something to gain from this situation after all, despite your heroic attempts to make an even bigger mess than usual.’
‘Ho, ho,’ responded Mason dryly, but he was all ears, same as always.
‘Two hints, then your level of intelligence should be quite sufficient to figure out the rest,’ said Nyx with a cheeky grin across his mind. ‘Who would want to eliminate Dave? And perhaps, could a new contract be signed?’
Mason nodded appreciatively, pretending it was the beer. Happy enough that he could indeed figure out the rest.
He turned to Dave. ‘I’m guessing that was the Billionaires’ Club cleaning house and terminating your gardening leave.’
‘Looks like it,’ said Dave, taking a stool at the breakfast bar and opening his own beer with the bottle opener. ‘Guess you’ll get that BC phone you wanted after all.’
‘Go grab his phone for me and see if you can get it open with facial recognition on dead pizza man there.’ Nyx mentioned something else, and Mason chucked Dave the Sellotape that was neatly placed next to a small stand of pens and a shopping list notepad. ‘I hear you only need one eye open to get into most phones. So, tape one open and the other shut, and that should work a treat.’
‘Hint number three,’ smiled Nyx. ‘You are welcome.’
‘So, what about me?’ asked Dave as he got to work.
‘You never break a contract, right?’
‘Never have, never will.’
‘Good,’ stated Mason. ‘I reckon you owe me a favour for saving your life. So, if we ever meet again, you don’t kill me or get in my way, deal?’ He grabbed two pieces of note paper and wrote that down twice. ‘Sign this.’
‘And if I don’t,’ asked Dave mildly, still bent over pizza man.
‘Then I guess you go for that gun, and we see who’s fastest,’ said Mason. ‘I’d take option one if I were you.’
Dave stood and turned around, pizza man’s phone in one hand and the Sellotape in the other, the gun still sitting on the granite tiles of the floor where it had fallen.
‘Yeah, I reckon option one is good,’ said Dave.
 
Walking back across the road to the van, Nyx happily hummed “Fairy Tale of New York” in Mason’s head. ‘That went better than I was expecting,’ she said.
‘Yeah, I thought so too,’ added Mason. ‘And look, we have Carter’s present.’ He glanced at the phone in his hand, now set to facial recognition for himself. ‘Just need Dave to make pizza man’s body disappear for a couple of days, and we’re golden.’
Nyx finished humming the last few bars of the song. ‘You humans are so fleeting, but you do make such beautiful things sometimes.’
‘That we do,’ agreed Mason. ‘Though probably best if I don’t sing them.’ He waved down the street as Carter rounded the corner.
‘What kept you, mate?’ he sent over their link, whilst he leaned against the van to wait.
‘The queue was ridiculous,’ said Carter crossly as he approached, holding up a bag of food. ‘Next time you can go shopping, party clothes or not.’
When he reached Mason, he looked suspiciously at him. ‘But more importantly, what are you doing out of the van? I told you to wait inside.’
‘For nine minutes,’ replied Mason cheekily. He threw pizza man’s phone to Carter and gave him a big grin. ‘I got you a present. Happy Twelfth Night of Christmas.’
Carter looked at him and then the phone. He closed his eyes and sighed. ‘What did you do?’
‘I’ll explain on the way back down to the Isle of Wight,’ said Mason.
The suspicion on Carter’s face gave way to another cross expression.
‘Yeah, best if you’re driving while I tell you,’ said Mason as he turned to get in the van. ‘Less chance of a fight that way.’ He paused halfway into the passenger seat. ‘Come on, mate, don’t just stand there all moody like, let’s go hunt down some wanker billionaires.’
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https://www.facebook.com/CharlieCoxAuthor
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