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Chapter One: Zombieland

You have to be quick on your feet in a zombie apocalypse. Fast as you can be. It also helps to be a little on the small side.

Like right now, I was scrabbling through a small hole in a fence while two zombies who obviously hadn’t had their breakfast were lumbering after me. I scraped my back on the wooden fence, but I was through. Those zombies could smell me, but they just kept bouncing off the fence for a while – they’d figure it out eventually, but by then I’d be long gone.

At least, that was the theory.

I hurried on without looking back, following what had once been a service road but was now mostly cracked asphalt, weeds and abandoned vehicles. My legs were beginning to ache. It was the deep, miserable pain of a body that had been moving for most of the day and knew perfectly well it wasn't getting a hot shower at the end of it.

I'd been walking since shortly after noon, which was just after my pickup and I had parted company with the road.

It had been a good pickup too, or at least it had been a functioning pickup, and these days you learned not to be fussy about the distinction. I'd found it three days earlier with half a tank of gas and the keys still in the ignition.

For three glorious days I'd had wheels. Then I'd taken a bend too quickly after spotting three of the dead wandering into the road. The pickup went down into a ditch, hit something hard enough to make my teeth smack together and stopped with a noise from underneath that told me we weren't going anywhere else together.

I'd crawled underneath for a look anyway.

I'm no mechanic, but even I knew a front axle wasn't supposed to look like that.

So I'd shouldered my backpack, taken my bat and started walking.

The backpack wasn't particularly heavy because I didn't have much left to put in it. A flashlight, binoculars, a few cans of food, a battered road map and a .45 automatic that had one bullet remaining. I'd thought about that bullet quite a lot over the previous couple of days. One bullet wasn't much use against a crowd of zombies, but there were situations where having one bullet might still be preferable to having none.

I tried not to think too hard about what those situations might be.

There was also a little battery-powered sound box I'd picked up from a hunting store. It was designed for calling game and had several recordings stored on it. All that mattered was that it made noise and could be set to repeat. I'd used it twice already to draw the dead away from places I wanted to go, and I was becoming rather fond of it.

My canteen was the more immediate problem. I took it from the side of my pack as I walked, shook it and heard a miserable little splash from inside. I allowed myself one mouthful, rolled the water around my tongue before swallowing and screwed the cap back on. There might have been enough for another couple of swallows. After that, I'd be drinking whatever I could find.

In my right hand I carried the other reason I was still alive: an old wooden baseball bat with six nails driven through the thick end. It was ugly, heavy and stained with things I tried not to examine too closely.

The sun was sinking now, spreading an orange glow behind the trees, and that worried me more than the two dead things I'd left at the fence. I could deal with zombies I could see. Darkness changed everything. Every shadow became movement, every noise became footsteps and every building became a collection of black rooms containing things that might or might not be waiting for you.

I needed shelter. And I needed to sleep.

I kept going until the road climbed towards a low ridge. My thighs protested as I worked my way up it, and by the time I reached the top I was breathing hard enough to hear myself over the insects. I stopped there, bent forward with my hands on my knees and gave myself ten seconds to recover.

Then I looked up.

A shopping mall sat in the valley below.

It seemed to have no business being there. There was nothing much around it except woodland, scrub and an enormous parking lot. It was a big, sprawling building, two floors in places.

I dropped my backpack and pulled out the binoculars.

The first thing I saw was the dead.

There were dozens of them scattered across the parking lot, some wandering aimlessly between abandoned cars while others stood doing whatever zombies did when there was nothing nearby to eat. They just stood there, swaying occasionally, until some noise or movement gave them a reason to become interested in something.

I swept the binoculars slowly from left to right and started counting.

There had to be a hundred of them around the mall, maybe more. Some were too far around the sides for me to see properly. That should have been enough to make me forget the whole idea and keep walking.

Then I noticed the trucks.

Several had been positioned directly outside the main entrances. Not crashed there. Positioned. They were nose-to-tail across the doors, forming crude barricades, and that made me lower the binoculars for a moment.

Someone had done that deliberately. I raised them again. There were people in there. Or there had been.

I studied the roofline, windows and entrances, searching for movement. Nothing. If there were survivors inside, they weren't standing around waving at passing strangers. I couldn't blame them for that. Being friendly had probably killed almost as many people as being stupid.

I was about to give up when I noticed one of the trucks near the side of the building. It was parked beneath a thick metal pipe that ran vertically up the wall towards the roof. Drainage pipe, ventilation, conduit, I had no idea. What mattered was that it looked solid, and the top of the truck put me within reach of it.

That was my way in.

The only minor inconvenience was the army of dead between me and the truck.

I sat down in the grass and stared at the mall for another minute while the light continued to fade. There was no point pretending I had a better option. I could walk away and try to find a house before dark, with two mouthfuls of water and no idea what was waiting inside it, or I could take a chance on a building somebody had gone to considerable trouble to barricade.

My hand went into the backpack.

The little sound box was about the size of a paperback book, black plastic with a small speaker and a few controls on the front. I switched it on, selected the loudest recording and set it to loop. I'd tested it enough times to know the batteries still had plenty of life.

I placed it on a rock near the top of the ridge.

Then I looked around carefully.

The two zombies from the fence hadn't appeared. Nothing else was moving nearby. The mall lay downhill and across the open ground, and I could see the truck clearly enough without the binoculars now.

"Okay, Jack," I muttered. "Try not to screw this up."

I pressed the button.

A hideous animal cry burst from the little speaker and rolled across the landscape. Even though I knew it was coming, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Heads turned.

The dead stopped wandering and began to orient themselves towards the ridge. For a few seconds they seemed confused, each one reacting at a slightly different speed, but then the nearest started moving towards the noise and the hive mind started. Others followed. The scattered shapes in the parking lot gradually became a loose crowd, all shuffling in roughly the same direction.

Towards where I'd been standing.

I was already moving.

I didn't run straight for the mall. That would have taken me directly through the approaching horde. Instead, I headed diagonally down the slope, moving away from the sound box and putting as much distance as possible between myself and the dead.

The electronic cry sounded again behind me.

My eyes darted constantly from the mall to the horde and back again, trying to judge the distance. My heart was hammering and my lungs were already protesting after the day's walking, but the plan was working. The dead were converging on the ridge, drawn towards the repeating noise, while I worked my way around their flank.

I scrambled down a hill and eventually hit tarmac. There was no point saving energy anymore. I pumped my legs as hard as I could, backpack bouncing against my shoulders, baseball bat clutched in one hand. My breath came in ragged gasps and the parking lot seemed to stretch ahead of me forever. Abandoned cars flashed past on either side. I could smell rotting garbage, stagnant water and the sickly-sweet stink that followed the dead everywhere.

The truck was ahead.

I could make it.

Then something moved between two parked cars.

A zombie stumbled into my path. It had once been a man, middle-aged and heavy, still wearing what remained of a pale blue shirt. Half his cheek was missing. His mouth opened as he saw me and a wet, hungry sound came out of him.

I gripped the bat with both hands and swung.

"AAARGH!"

The nail-studded end caught him across the side of the head with a crunch I felt all the way up my arms. His skull snapped sideways and he went down against the hood of a car before sliding onto the asphalt.

For half a second I stood there panting. Then I realised what I'd done.

The sound box was still wailing on the ridge. But my yell had been much closer.

Across the parking lot, heads began to turn. The first of the horde changed direction. Then another. And another. Suddenly the whole loose mass seemed to be bending back towards me.

I ran.

The truck was only yards away now. I reached the front bumper and jumped, catching the edge of the hood with my hands and scrambling up. My boot slipped on the metal and I slammed one knee down hard enough to send pain shooting through my leg, but I hauled myself onto the hood, crawled across it and grabbed for the cab.

Behind me came the first rising chorus of groans. I dragged myself onto the roof of the cab, rolled onto my side and sucked in air. My chest felt as though somebody had filled it with broken glass. For one horrible moment my body simply refused to do anything else.

Then a hand slapped against the side of the truck below me. I twisted around. The dead were coming. The pipe was just above me.I forced myself onto my knees, reached up and wrapped both hands around the cold metal. It felt solid. That was all I needed to know.

I pulled myself upright, pressed my boots against the wall and looked up towards the roof. This was going to hurt.

The pipe was harder to climb than it had looked through the binoculars. By the time I reached the top, my arms were trembling, my lungs felt as though they were going to burst out of my chest and the backpack seemed to have doubled in weight. I hooked one arm over the parapet, kicked desperately against the wall until my boot found enough purchase and hauled myself onto the roof, where I rolled onto my back and stared up at the darkening sky. For perhaps three seconds, lying there with the distant electronic call still echoing from the ridge, I allowed myself to believe I'd made it.

"Who the fuck are you?"

I opened my eyes and found myself looking straight down the barrel of an AK-47.

The man holding it was probably in his late twenties, tall, broad across the shoulders and wearing faded jeans with a dark T-shirt that showed off the sort of arms you acquired either from a gym or from spending the apocalypse doing considerably more physical work than I had. He had short brown hair, several days of stubble and the expression of someone who regarded shooting strangers on rooftops as a perfectly reasonable way to introduce himself.

I slowly raised my hands. "Jack. My name's Jack, and I'm not armed."

His eyes flicked towards the baseball bat still hanging from my backpack. "What the fuck you doin’ here?"

"Trying not to get eaten. I’m not armed. I've got a .45 in the bag, but there's one bullet in it and I'm guessing you've got more than that."

That didn't make him smile. He stepped closer, keeping the rifle trained on me while I pushed myself onto my knees, and for a moment I wondered whether I'd just exhausted myself climbing onto the roof of a shopping mall only to get shot by the first living person I'd seen in days.

"I just need somewhere safe for the night," I told him. "That's all. Water would be nice, but I'll settle for not getting eaten."

"I'll blow your fucking head off."

He made me stay on my knees while he searched the backpack, removing the .45 and examining it before tucking it into the back of his jeans. He left me the rest, although he took the baseball bat and carried it himself as he ordered me to my feet. I considered pointing out that anybody who'd just climbed a drainpipe to escape a hundred zombies probably wasn't in immediate condition to launch a surprise attack, but something about the AK suggested this wasn't the moment to have a debate.

There was a roof-access door perhaps thirty yards away. We descended a narrow service staircase, passed through another locked door and emerged onto the upper level of the mall.

After days of sleeping in empty houses, sheds and the cab of my late pickup, the place seemed almost impossibly luxurious. Emergency lighting glowed along the walkways, and somewhere below us I could hear music playing. The stores were mostly intact, their windows filled with clothes, shoes, electronics and all the useless treasures of the old world. There were sofas and loungers dragged out into the open spaces, tables covered with food and bottles, and strings of battery lights looped along the railings.

Four men and a woman were gathered on the landing ahead of us, apparently enjoying themselves. One of the men was sitting on the floor with his back against a sofa while another was attempting to throw something into an empty wastebasket several yards away. A third stood at the railing with a bottle in his hand. The fourth was some distance from them, stretched comfortably across a lounger in a burgundy smoking jacket with a book open on his lap.

The woman was the real oddity.

Everybody else looked as though they'd simply raided whichever shops happened to be convenient. Jeans, trainers, sweatshirts, a Hawaiian shirt that would have been an offence even before the apocalypse.

She, on the other hand, looked ready for a party. She was petite, perhaps five foot two, and wore a bright pink ruched dress with high heels. Her makeup was immaculate, her lips glossy and her hair styled into soft waves that framed a pretty, mischievous face. I hadn't seen anybody looking that polished since the world ended, and I couldn't help wondering who bothered putting on mascara when there were corpses trying to eat you.

The man behind me gave the AK a small lift. "Look what I found trying to break in." Every face turned towards me. "Do you want me to just shoot him?"

I looked over my shoulder. "Come on, man, chill out.”

That earned a laugh from somebody, although not from the man who stepped away from the railing and approached us. He was tall and powerfully built, somewhere in his thirties or forties, with a calmness about him that made the AK behind me seem less threatening by comparison. He didn't need to announce that he was in charge. The others quietened when he moved, and that told me everything I needed to know.

He looked me over before saying, "You ain't staying here, kid."

I glanced around at the enormous mall. "There seems to be quite a lot of room. You probably wouldn't even know I was here."

His expression didn't change. Instead, he reached behind his waistband and pulled out a Glock. I was beginning to detect a theme with these people. "Maybe I'll just do you here," he said, almost conversationally, before glancing past me. "Chad, for fuck's sake, take him back up and throw him off the roof. Give those shufflers some fun."

So AK-47 was Chad. It was useful to have a name for the man who was apparently about to murder me.

"Okay," Chad said, catching hold of my shoulder.

"Wait."

The woman's voice stopped him.

She had moved closer while the leader was speaking, and now she stood a few feet away studying me with an intensity I didn't particularly like. Her eyes travelled from my face to my shoulders, down over my body and then back up again, lingering on my hair. I had let it grow long even before the outbreak and hadn't exactly found time for a haircut since, so it was hanging untidily around my neck and ears.

She tilted her head.

The leader sighed. "What, Shell?"

"You're always saying we need more girls in the group."

There was a brief silence while everyone tried to work out what that had to do with me. I was doing exactly the same thing.

One of the men laughed. "Shell, that ain't a girl."

"I know that, genius." She took another step towards me, still examining me in a way that was becoming distinctly unnerving. "But look at him. He's little."

"Petite," I corrected automatically, because if I was about to be thrown off a roof I apparently wanted to spend my final minutes being sarcastic.

Shell's eyebrows went up. "See? He already knows the terminology."

That got a much bigger laugh, and I began to regret helping her.

She stepped up and walked around me, ignoring my expression as she considered me from the side. "He's got the build for it, he's got all that hair, and that face ain't bad underneath the dirt. Give me a little time with him and I'll make him pretty. I could do with a little help around the place, if you know what I mean."

"Pretty?" Chad repeated.

Shell smiled. "Honey, when I've finished with him, he'll look like Barbie."

The men stared at her. Then they stared at me. I looked from one to another, waiting for somebody to explain the joke, but Shell appeared completely serious.

From the lounger to our right came a thoughtful voice. "She could be right."

Everyone turned towards the man in the smoking jacket. He hadn't even put his book down, although he was now watching us over the top of it with mild interest.

"Oh, shut the fuck up, Eldon," one of the others said.

Eldon ignored him. "It would give the rest of us a chance at something rather than leaving everything to you alpha males. Frankly, some variety might improve morale."

"Your morale seems just fine over there with your little robe and book."

"It's a smoking jacket," Eldon replied, looking offended for the first time, "and civilization ending is no excuse for abandoning standards."

That produced another round of laughter, but the leader wasn't joining in. He continued staring at me while Shell stood beside him with a small, satisfied smile, as though she'd just suggested something entirely sensible.

Eventually he put the Glock away.

"What do you say, kid?" His gaze remained fixed on mine. "You want to be a girl?"

There are rules to surviving a zombie apocalypse, although nobody had bothered writing them down before the dead started walking. Most of them you learned by watching other people get things wrong. Don't enter a room without checking the exits. Don't waste ammunition. Don't sleep anywhere with too many windows. And, perhaps most importantly, get yourself out of the immediate situation first and worry about the consequences later.

Right now my immediate situation involved six lunatics in a fortified shopping mall, two assault weapons that I knew about, one handgun that had recently been pointed at me and approximately a hundred zombies wandering around outside. The smallest lunatic, who happened to be wearing a pink party dress and heels, apparently wanted to turn me into Barbie.

Fine. I'd play along.

They had water. They had food. They had an entire mall full of supplies, and unless these people slept in shifts while pointing guns at their guests, there would eventually be an opportunity to disappear with the supplies I needed.

I could agree to whatever insanity kept me off that roof, get some rest, refill my canteen, steal enough food to last a few days and be on my merry way before morning.

I gave Shell another look. She smiled sweetly back at me, and something about that smile suggested I might be underestimating her.

Still, one problem at a time.

I looked at the leader and nodded. "Sure. I'll be a girl for you."


Chapter Two: Survival Girl

Of course, I didn’t get the chance to gather supplies and go on my merry way. The leader guy wasn’t sure, so I was given a can of beans to eat and then handcuffed to a radiator in a storeroom with a mattress.

There was a dark stain on it that looked a lot like blood, so I didn’t have great ambitions for surviving the night. It had been a long day. I was worn out, and as soon as my head hit the mattress, I was out like a light. If they wanted to shoot me and toss me off the roof to be devoured by the zombies, I wasn’t going to put up much of a fight.

Sometime during the night, I felt a sharp pain in my arm and stirred. I think I saw a face. It could have been the guy called Eldon. He had something in his hands. There was someone behind him too. Shell, I think. I heard her say: “Is that going to work?”

“If it doesn’t kill him.”

“How do you know all this stuff?”

Then I drifted out into the land of nod. I hadn’t slept that well since this whole apocalypse thing began.

Shell woke me by nudging the toe of my boot with one of her high heels.

"Morning, Sleeping Beauty."

I pushed myself upright and rubbed my face with my free hand. Shell was standing over me with a tray, looking every bit as immaculate as she had the night before. She had changed into a short floral dress and sandals, but her hair was already styled and she was wearing enough makeup to suggest that the collapse of civilisation hadn't altered her morning routine very much.

"You slept like the dead." She paused and pulled a face. "Okay, maybe that's not the best expression anymore."

She put the tray beside me and the smell immediately drove everything else from my mind. There were two eggs over easy, several strips of bacon and hot buttered toast, along with a mug of coffee. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen a breakfast that hadn't come out of a tin or a packet, and I picked up a piece of bacon before she'd even finished setting the tray down.

"Where the hell did you get eggs?"

"We have chickens. Six of them. Used to be eight, but Spunk forgot to shut the enclosure one night, and something got in."

I was so hungry that I barely tasted the first egg, although by the time I reached the toast I had slowed down enough to appreciate it. There was something almost surreal about sitting handcuffed to a radiator eating bacon and eggs while a beautifully made-up woman discussed my proposed transformation as casually as if she'd offered me a haircut.

"Okay," I said eventually. "Who's the guy who thinks he’s in charge?”

"That’s Deacon; he’s the Alpha of the group."

"He wanted me dead."

"He doesn't want you dead. He just doesn't care very much whether you stay alive. Deacon keeps us alive, and that's what matters. He used to be some kind of contractor before all this, construction, heavy equipment, something like that. He knows how to organise people and he's good at making decisions when everybody else is standing around arguing. This place wouldn't be secure without him, so when Deacon says something, mostly we do it."

That explained the immediate silence I'd noticed when he'd approached me the night before. "So he's in charge."

"Pretty much. Don't mistake him for stupid either. You try sneaking off with a backpack full of our food, he'll know before you reach the roof. Chad's the one who found you. He's our main security guy and he's a bit twitchy lately, so I'd stay clear of him until he gets used to you. He’s not the brightest, but Deak likes him for a bit of reinforcement."

"Twitchy doesn’t quite cover it."

Her expression became more serious. "He lost somebody a few months back. There used to be another girl. Since then he's been seeing threats everywhere, and strangers make him nervous. Don't creep up behind him, don't touch his guns and definitely don't make jokes about zombies getting inside. Spunk did that once and nearly got his nose broken."

"And Spunk?"

Shell laughed. "Spunk's an idiot."

"That the guy in the Hawaiian shirt?"

"He changes clothes about three times a day because apparently having an entire shopping mall means you need an outfit for every occasion. He'll wind you up because that's what he does, but he's harmless. He and Chad are kinda tight, although God knows why, because Chad barely speaks some days and Spunk doesn't know how to stop."

"What about the other dork?"

"Kansas? That's not his real name. He's from Kansas, so Spunk started calling him Kansas and it stuck. He's the quiet one. Fixes things, keeps the generators going, sorts the water pumps and somehow manages to make machines work when the rest of us would be hitting them with hammers.”

I used the last piece of toast to mop up the egg yolk. "And Eldon?"

Something changed in Shell's expression, only slightly, but enough for me to notice.

"Eldon's Eldon. He's smart but a little creepy sometimes. Really smart, actually, although half the time I have no idea what he's talking about. He reads everything he can get his hands on, knows weird stuff about medicine, chemistry, history, electronics, whatever happens to come up."

"What did he do to me last night?"

Shell's eyes dropped briefly towards my arm. “You noticed, huh?”

I used my dirty finger to mop up the last trace of egg yolk and fat and stuck it in my mouth. “They talked about you after they put you in here. Eldon went to the pharmacy and came back with a bunch of stuff. He seemed to know what he was doing.”

She stood and took the empty plate from the tray. "You agreed to stay.” She pulled a key out of her cleavage, which almost made me laugh, and undid the cuffs, dropping them on the tray. “We’ve got a lot to do, and if we don’t do it right, you’re going to be flying off the roof sooner than you think.”

Shell led me out of the storeroom and back into the mall. In daylight, the place looked even bigger than it had the night before. We crossed the upper landing and headed down an escalator that hadn't moved in months, passing shops that would once have been full of customers but now stood open and silent. Clothes still hung neatly on rails, shoes remained lined up on shelves and displays had been left largely intact.

"You really have got everything here," I said as we passed a sports shop.

"Almost. Food's the thing you have to worry about. There’s a couple of restaurants with large freezers but that won’t last forever.”

Shell kept walking, her sandals tapping against the tiled floor. I followed her past a jewellery store and around another corner until we reached a salon with wide glass doors and elaborate silver lettering across the front. It was called Everything Pretty which sounded slightly ominous.

She pushed open the door and gestured for me to go inside.

It was immediately obvious that she'd been busy before waking me. Mirrors ran along one wall above a row of styling stations, while another section contained reclining beauty chairs, manicure tables and shelves filled with products. There was even a proper reception desk near the entrance with a little silver bell sitting on top of it.

A dress hung from a hook on the wall. It was pink and floral, similar in style to the one Shell was wearing, with a fitted waist and a skirt that looked considerably shorter than it really needed to be. Beneath it sat a pair of high heels, and beside those Shell had arranged a collection of lingerie that made the direction of the morning unmistakably clear. There was a bra, panties, a suspender belt and stockings, all apparently chosen to go together.

Shell gave me a sideways look before turning back towards the clothes. "The boys have been told to stay away until this evening. Deacon wasn't thrilled about it, but I told him if he wants this done properly, I don't need Spunk wandering in every five minutes making stupid comments. So we've got the whole day."

"The whole day for what?"

Shell looked at me as though the answer should have been obvious. "For making you into the perfect girl, silly." Shell smiled and pointed towards a door at the back of the salon. "Shower room. Get yourself cleaned up first. You smell like you've spent a week sleeping in ditches."

"That's because I've spent a week sleeping in ditches."

The shower room was small but surprisingly luxurious, with pale tiles, a changing bench and two cubicles behind frosted glass. Towels stacked neatly on a shelf and several bottles of shampoo, conditioner and shower gel were arranged beside them.

"Water's hot," she called after me.

That was all the encouragement I needed.

I closed the door and started stripping off clothes that had been through far too much with me. My T-shirt was stiff with sweat and dirt, my jeans were torn at one knee and my underwear had reached the stage where I preferred not to think about it. I left everything in a heap, stepped into the cubicle and turned the water on.

It came out hot.

Properly hot.

I stood beneath it without moving while it poured over my head and shoulders, and for a few moments Everything Pretty, Shell, Deacon and the hundred dead people outside the mall simply disappeared. Steam began to cloud the glass around me as I closed my eyes and let the water run down my face.

I'd forgotten what this felt like.

Before the world ended, taking a shower had been something I did without thinking. You got out of bed, turned a tap and stood under endless hot water while worrying about work or what you were going to have for breakfast. Nobody considered it a luxury because nobody imagined there might come a day when finding enough clean water to drink would occupy half your thoughts.

I reached for the shampoo and worked it into my hair, watching grey water disappear around the drain as days of dust and sweat washed away. There was something almost hypnotic about it, something so ordinary that for a little while I could pretend everything outside that cubicle was ordinary too.

The door opened somewhere behind me.

I glanced through the misted glass and saw Shell enter. She didn't say anything. Instead she gathered my discarded clothes from the floor, picking up the filthy T-shirt between two fingers with an expression of disgust before adding it to the rest.

By the time I finally turned off the shower, the room was thick with steam and I felt more human than I had in weeks. Shell had left a white robe hanging on the door, which was fortunate considering she'd also stolen every item of clothing I owned. I pulled it around myself, tied the belt and stepped back into the salon

I found Shell standing beside one of the beauty couches wearing a pair of disposable gloves.

There was a trolley next to her covered with bottles, jars, strips, cotton pads and enough mysterious implements to make me stop in the doorway.

"What is all that?"

Shell looked almost offended. "You think I learned to look this good from watching YouTube? I was a beautician for eight years before everybody started eating each other."

The transformation that followed wasn't the glamorous experience Shell seemed to imagine. It was mostly uncomfortable, occasionally painful and accompanied by far too much cheerful commentary from a woman who had clearly missed having customers.

She began with my body hair, warming wax and working methodically while I complained, swore and eventually learned that protesting only made her laugh. Legs, arms, chest, underarms and everywhere else.

When she finally allowed me to sit up, I stared down at myself. Shell ran her hand experimentally along my shin and seemed satisfied with her work. "You'll thank me when you've got stockings on."

There was something profoundly strange about hearing that sentence while zombies wandered around outside, but I'd already discovered that Shell inhabited a slightly different version of the apocalypse from everybody else.

My hair came next. That took longer, partly because it had grown well past the point where it could reasonably be called a hairstyle. Shell trimmed it, shape it and then announce that its colour was all wrong.

The dye she produced was a rich copper red. I watched suspiciously as she mixed it, but by that stage resistance seemed increasingly pointless. Shell worked it through my hair with practised hands, chatting while she went, and after it had developed she washed it out, dried it and began styling. The untidy hair I'd lived with for months gradually became something softer and deliberately feminine, with volume around my face and loose curls falling towards my shoulders.

She wouldn't let me look properly.

Every time I tried to turn towards the mirror she swivelled the chair away.

"No peeking."

My eyebrows were next. Shell stood close enough that I could smell her perfume while she plucked and shaped them, ignoring my complaints until the heavy brows I'd started with had become thinner, cleaner arches. After that she attacked my hands and feet. Nails were trimmed and shaped, cuticles dealt with and finally painted in a glossy shade that matched the warm pink of the dress waiting across the room.

Piercing my ears was surprisingly quick and relatively painless. A sharp pinch on each side later and they were in place.

The strangest part came when Shell produced a couple of sealed packages from the trolley. I recognised the syringes immediately and instinctively leaned away.

She hesitated at that, which reminded me that I still didn't know what Eldon had injected into my arm during the night. Apparently deciding not to pursue the subject, she explained that she'd used fillers regularly before the outbreak and wasn't planning anything dramatic.

She wanted to soften my cheeks slightly and put a little more fullness into my lips. I wasn't convinced that elective cosmetic procedures should rank highly among apocalypse survival skills, but Shell treated the whole thing with such professional confidence that I eventually let her continue.

She was true to her word. The changes were subtle, although combined with the eyebrows and hair they did something unsettling to my face. I could see enough in the smaller reflection from a cabinet door to know that I was changing, but Shell still wouldn't let me near the main mirror.

Then she pointed towards the lingerie. I looked at her.

"The zombies aren't going to know whether I'm wearing a garter belt."

"The boys will, though."

Shell gave me enough privacy to put on the panties before returning to help with everything else. The bra felt strange around my chest, snug in a way I wasn't accustomed to, and Shell adjusted the straps before adding enough shaping to give the dress something to work with. The suspender belt sat around my waist, followed by sheer stockings that transformed the newly smooth legs I'd been complaining about earlier.

I caught myself running a hand over one of them.

Shell noticed. "Nice, aren't they?"

"Stop it."

She laughed and handed me the dress.

The fabric was soft beneath my fingers, the floral pattern bright and ridiculously cheerful considering what the world outside had become. I stepped into it reluctantly and pulled it upwards while Shell helped settle it around my body and fastened the back.

The fit surprised me.

I was small enough that she'd found something that hugged my waist without looking obviously wrong, and whatever she'd done with the bra gave me enough shape beneath the fabric to change my proportions. The skirt fell above my knees, leaving a considerable amount of stocking-covered leg visible.

Shell walked around me slowly.

"Damn."

She disappeared behind me and returned with makeup. By then I'd stopped asking whether each stage was necessary. I simply sat while she worked, feeling brushes move across my face as she applied foundation, colour, mascara and eyeliner. She took particular care with my lips, standing back twice before deciding she was satisfied.

Finally, she put the gold earrings into my newly pierced ears.

"There." She pointed at the heels.

They were pink, with slender heels considerably higher than anything I'd ever worn, and when I slipped my feet into them I immediately understood why women occasionally removed their shoes halfway through a night out.

"Stand up."

I did and nearly sat straight back down.

Shell caught my arm. She showed me how to balance properly, telling me to straighten my back and take smaller steps. I made one cautious circuit around the salon, concentrating so hard on keeping upright that I almost forgot what I was wearing. By the second circuit it became marginally easier, although I still felt as though I'd been placed several inches above the ground without adequate training.

"Okay," Shell said eventually. "Come here."

She took my hand and led me towards the large mirror.

The person staring back at me had red hair falling in soft curls around a face that looked finer than mine had that morning. The shaped eyebrows changed my eyes, the makeup made them seem larger and the slight fullness Shell had added to my cheeks and lips softened everything else. Small gold earrings caught the light when I moved my head.

Then my eyes travelled downwards. The floral dress narrowed at the waist before falling over my hips, while sheer stockings covered smooth legs that ended in pink heels. Even my hands looked unfamiliar with their carefully shaped, polished nails.

Somewhere beyond the barricaded doors, dead people were wandering through the parking lot looking for something living to eat. Yesterday I'd been out there with them, filthy, exhausted and carrying a baseball bat covered in dried blood.

Now I looked like I was going somewhere for cocktails.

Shell tilted her head thoughtfully.

"We need to give you a new name."


Chapter Three: Introducing Savannah

Shell stepped behind me and placed her hands on my shoulders, looking at my reflection as though I were a mannequin she had just finished dressing for a window display. “If Deacon and the others are going to let you stay, they need to see a girl, and girls don’t generally introduce themselves as Jack.”

“You don’t look like a Jackie.”

I wasn't sure how she could possibly know that, but Shell had already moved on. She took my hands away from my sides, positioned one lightly against my hip and told me to relax my shoulders. Apparently, transforming my appearance had only been the first part of the job. The next stage involved teaching me what to do with it.

My first lesson was walking.

Shell made me cross the salon again and again while she watched from behind, correcting everything from the length of my stride to what I did with my arms. The heels forced some of the changes naturally, but whenever I concentrated too hard I became stiff and awkward.

“You need to relax. Smaller steps, let your hips move naturally and stop swinging your arms like you're carrying grocery bags.”

Gradually, something began to click. I stopped thinking about every individual movement and allowed the shoes to dictate the rhythm. Shell encouraged me to keep my back straight and my steps controlled, and after perhaps half an hour I could cross the salon without looking as though I was about to fall into the nearest wall.

Sitting was apparently another skill I'd been doing incorrectly my entire life. Shell showed me how to smooth the back of the dress beneath me, keep my knees together and cross my legs without flashing half the mall.

Then came standing, turning, bending to pick something up and even the way I held my hands. Every adjustment was small, but together they changed the way the person in the mirror carried herself.

Then Shell started on my voice.

“You're lucky,” she said. “You're not exactly Barry White to begin with.”

“Thank you. I've always been insecure about that.”

She had me speak more softly and stop pushing everything from my chest. I wasn't expected to produce some ridiculous falsetto, but she wanted the rougher edges taken away and my speech slightly lighter. More than anything, she wanted me to listen to her rhythm and copy it.

“Say, ‘Hi, I’m Savannah.’” I frowned at her. “Oh, honey, that's perfect. Sultry and kinda mysterious.”

I looked at the redheaded woman in the mirror and tried the name silently in my head. Savannah sounded very Southern, very feminine and absolutely nothing like me, which was presumably why Shell liked it.

She nudged me. “Go on.”

I sighed before trying the softer voice she'd been drilling into me. “Hi. I’m Savannah.”

Shell beamed.

Hearing it aloud did something peculiar. Jack had climbed the pipe yesterday evening carrying a backpack, one bullet and a baseball bat covered in zombie remains. Savannah was standing in a beauty salon wearing stockings, a floral dress and pink heels while a blonde beautician taught her how to move her hips.

Once Shell was satisfied that I could cross the salon without disgracing her, she announced that we needed clothes.

“I’m already wearing clothes.”

“You're wearing an afternoon dress. Tonight we're eating at Chez Rizwan.” I stared at her. “The best restaurant in the mall.”

Apparently Chez Rizwan had once been one of the mall's more expensive restaurants, and the group still used it occasionally when they wanted something approaching a normal evening.

“We're going to wow the boys,” she said.

She took my hand and led me back into the mall.

Walking through those empty concourses dressed as Savannah was very different from following Shell through them as Jack. Every shop window became a mirror, and I kept catching glimpses of the red hair, floral dress and pink heels moving alongside Shell. My brain recognised the reflection a fraction of a second after my eyes did, producing the peculiar sensation that another woman was following us.

Shell noticed me looking. “You like her.”

The department store occupied two floors at the far end of the mall. Shell led me directly into womenswear, where row after row of untouched clothing disappeared into the dimmer reaches of the store.

It was the strangest shopping trip imaginable. There were no assistants, no customers and no prices that mattered anymore. Shell simply pulled out anything she liked and held it against me before either adding it to an increasingly large pile or rejecting it with the seriousness of somebody spending her own money.

She wanted elegant rather than cute for tonight.

The first dress was black and fitted, with thin straps and a neckline that made me look down at the shape Shell had created. The second was dark green satin and fell almost to my ankles, with a slit up one side that revealed considerably more stocking when I walked. Shell liked that one enough to put it aside, but she kept searching.

Eventually she found a deep red evening dress.

It was softer than the others, fitted through the waist and hips before falling into a longer skirt, with delicate straps and a neckline that seemed designed to make the most of whatever cleavage could be manufactured underneath it. Shell held it against me, stepped back and smiled.

“Oh, Savannah.”

I looked at myself in the nearest mirror with the red dress held against my body. Combined with the copper hair, it was striking enough that even I understood why she'd stopped searching.

Shell chose something for herself next, a sleek black cocktail dress that made the floral dress she was currently wearing seem almost conservative. Then she dragged me into lingerie.

Shell moved through racks of bras, panties, stockings and suspender belts with professional enthusiasm, assembling what she considered the appropriate foundation for the red dress. The set she chose was black lace, which seemed excessive considering nobody was supposed to see it.

“Why does it matter what goes underneath?”

Shell looked at me over a rack of lingerie. “Because you know it's there.”

She added a pair of sheer black stockings and moved on before I could argue. By the time we left the department store, Shell had accumulated several sets of clothes, shoes and accessories for both of us. I had assumed we would return to Everything Pretty, but instead she led me towards the restaurant.

Chez Rizwan occupied a corner overlooking the mall's central atrium. Its old sign still glowed faintly above the entrance, and inside there were dark wooden tables, red upholstered chairs and little booths arranged around what had once been an open kitchen.

“This is where you eat?”

“Sometimes. Most days we eat wherever we happen to be. But every now and then we make an effort.”

The kitchen behind the restaurant was enormous, with stainless-steel counters, industrial ovens and refrigerators that were still functioning from the mall's improvised power supply. Shell explained that they had been working their way through the frozen stock for months, supplementing it with canned and dried food and whatever they could grow or scavenge.

“Can you cook?” I asked.

Shell opened one of the freezers and began inspecting the contents. “Honey, you've got red hair, an evening dress and four men who haven't seen a new woman in months. Dinner is the easy part.”

I leaned against the counter and watched her start pulling ingredients out.

“Five men.”

“What?”

“There are five of them.”

Shell smiled without looking at me. “Eldon doesn't count. Personally, I think he’s never had a woman in his life.”

I laughed despite myself .

For the next couple of hours, the apocalypse became totally distant. Shell and I worked side by side in the restaurant kitchen, preparing vegetables, checking what was still usable and arguing about how much seasoning something needed. She tied an apron around my waist to protect the floral dress and kept calling me Savannah until I got used to it.

By late afternoon Chez Rizwan looked almost as though it had reopened for business. Shell had found a stack of white tablecloths in a cupboard, and we spread one across the long table before setting out proper plates, cutlery and wine glasses. She insisted on folding the napkins, although after watching my third attempt collapse into something resembling a dead bird, she took over and told me to concentrate on the candles.

There was something wonderfully pointless about it all. Outside, a hundred or more zombies were wandering around the car park, while inside we were debating whether the wine glasses were the right ones.

Shell found an old playlist and soon there was music drifting through the dining room, soft enough to talk over but loud enough to make the empty restaurant feel less empty. Once the food was prepared as far as it could be, we went into the ladies to change.

The black lace underwear Shell had chosen suddenly seemed much more significant when I was actually putting it on. The panties were soft and ridiculously delicate, while the bra fitted snugly once Shell had arranged the padding inside it. She fastened the suspender belt around my waist and left me to attach the sheer black stockings myself, laughing when it took me several attempts to work out the little clips.

Then came the dress.

The deep red fabric slipped down over my body and settled around me with a weight and softness that was completely different from the floral dress. Shell zipped me up, adjusted the straps and spent several minutes arranging my hair before allowing me to look.

I had thought the transformation earlier that day had been dramatic, but the evening clothes changed everything again. The floral dress had made me look pretty and feminine; the red one made me look grown-up. Elegant, even. It drew tightly into my waist and skimmed my hips before falling towards my calves, with the slit exposing a flash of black stocking when I moved.

Shell had chosen red heels to go with it. They were slightly higher than the pink pair, which seemed unnecessarily cruel, although I'd had enough practice by then to stand in them without grabbing the nearest chair.

"You look hot," she said.

Shell looked pretty spectacular herself. Her blonde hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, and the black cocktail dress fitted her perfectly. She wore sheer stockings and heels with it, along with a necklace she'd liberated from the jewellery store.

Shell refreshed my makeup, darkening my eyes slightly and replacing the softer lipstick from earlier with a deeper red. When she finished, she stood behind me and looked at us both in the mirror.

"Those boys aren't going to know what hit them."

We returned to the restaurant and made the final preparations. Shell lit the candles while I checked the food, and by the time we heard voices approaching from the mall, I had developed a nervous feeling in my stomach that had nothing to do with whether dinner was going to be edible.

Shell glanced towards the entrance. "They're here."

For some reason I immediately checked my dress. She noticed and grinned. The men appeared outside the restaurant a few moments later, and I almost laughed.

They had made an effort too.

Spunk came through first wearing a tuxedo that was slightly too small across the shoulders and a bow tie so crooked that it looked deliberate. Kansas followed in one that fitted considerably better, his hair combed neatly for perhaps the first time in months. Chad looked uncomfortable in his, as though he'd rather have been wearing body armour, but there was no sign of the AK for once and somebody had persuaded him to shave.

Eldon had, naturally, managed to find something that made him look as though he'd dressed for dinner every evening of the apocalypse. His tuxedo fitted perfectly, and he'd even found a white pocket square.

Then Deacon appeared.

He had shaved.

That surprised me more than anything else. Without the heavy stubble he looked younger, although no less imposing, and the black tuxedo he'd found fitted his broad shoulders surprisingly well. His hair had been combed back and there was something almost absurd about seeing the man who'd threatened to shoot me the previous evening looking ready for a formal dinner.

I remained out of sight near the kitchen while Shell went to meet them. "Well, look at you boys."

Spunk spread his arms. "You said dress for dinner."

Shell laughed and began pouring drinks. Apparently somebody had found a reasonable supply of wine and spirits in the restaurant stores, because she handed out glasses without any concern about rationing them. The atmosphere was completely different from the previous night. For a few minutes I listened to them joking with one another and found myself remembering that these weren't simply armed lunatics occupying a mall. They'd built a life here.

Shell caught my eye from across the restaurant. She smiled. I shook my head. Her smile widened.

"Okay, gentlemen," she announced, putting down the bottle. "Before we eat, I think it's time you met our newest member properly." The conversation stopped. I felt suddenly ridiculous.

I could feel the stockings against my freshly smooth legs, the suspender straps beneath the dress and the unfamiliar weight of the earrings at my ears. Even the heels seemed louder as I moved. Shell looked towards me.

"Come on, Savannah."

I straightened my back the way she'd taught me, remembered to take smaller steps and walked out of the kitchen.

The reaction wasn't what I'd expected. Spunk's grin disappeared as I entered. Kansas stared openly before apparently remembering himself and looking down at his drink. Eldon's eyebrows lifted with obvious appreciation, while Chad seemed completely frozen.

Deacon said nothing at all.

I walked towards the table, suddenly conscious of every step. Shell's lessons returned automatically: shoulders relaxed, back straight, don't rush, let the heels dictate the movement. The slit in the dress opened slightly as I walked, revealing the sheer black stocking beneath it.

I reached Shell and stopped beside her. She looked delighted. "Gentlemen," she said, "I'd like you to meet Savannah."

I managed a smile. "Hi."

My voice came out softer than I'd expected.

Spunk finally found his. "Holy shit."

Shell laughed.

I'd spent most of my life knowing how men looked at other men. You assessed them, ignored them, challenged them or decided whether they might be trouble. Even during the apocalypse, I'd understood those looks. Chad pointing a rifle at me had been frightening, but at least it had made sense.

This was different.

Their eyes lingered. Spunk looked me over with a grin that had returned in an entirely different form. Kansas kept glancing towards me despite apparently trying not to. Eldon watched with calm fascination, while Chad seemed unable to reconcile the person standing in front of him with the filthy guy he'd marched down from the roof at gunpoint.

Then I looked at Deacon.

His eyes moved slowly from my face down over the red dress before returning to mine. For the first time since I'd met him, the man looked genuinely surprised. A strange little shiver travelled through me, and I couldn't decide whether I liked it.

Shell slipped an arm around my waist. "Not bad for a day's work, huh?"

Deacon picked up his drink without taking his eyes off me. "No," he said. "Not bad at all."

I felt my face grow warm. It occurred to me then that Shell hadn't simply made me look like a girl.

She'd made five men believe I was one.

Shell and I served the meal together, which at least gave me something to do other than stand there while five men stared at me. She carried the plates while I followed with vegetables and sauces, concentrating on walking steadily in the heels and trying not to think about how bizarre the whole evening had become.

Nobody seemed to find any of this remotely strange.

Once everything was on the table, Shell directed me towards the empty chair beside her. I smoothed my dress beneath me as she'd taught me, sat down and carefully crossed my legs. It was becoming irritating how quickly some of her lessons had stuck.

Spunk immediately reached for the wine.

"Easy," Shell warned. "That's good stuff."

He inspected the label. "How good?"

Eldon leaned across to look. "About two hundred dollars a bottle before the world ended."

Spunk stared at it for a moment before pouring considerably more into his glass. "Then we'd better drink it before the zombies get us."

That loosened everybody up, and soon bottles were being passed around the table while the music continued quietly in the background. Shell had somehow managed to turn Chez Rizwan into a little island of the old world. Candlelight flickered across the glasses, the food was hot, the wine was absurdly expensive and for the first time in months nobody seemed particularly interested in talking about barricades, ammunition or how many cans of food were left.

I mostly listened.

The group had the easy rhythm of people who'd been living together for a long time. Spunk did most of the talking, Kansas occasionally dropped in a dry comment that was funnier because he said so little, and Eldon seemed incapable of giving a simple answer when a complicated one was available. Chad remained quieter, while Deacon listened to everyone without appearing to listen at all.

Shell was completely at ease among them. She teased Chad about his tuxedo, told Spunk his bow tie made him look like a waiter and threatened to pour wine over Eldon when he criticised her cooking.

Every so often somebody asked me a question and I answered carefully, trying to remember the softer voice Shell had taught me.

I kept catching them looking at me.

Sometimes it was only a glance across the table, quickly redirected when I noticed. Spunk didn't bother hiding it at all, while Kansas was more discreet. Chad seemed particularly confused by me.

Deacon was harder to read.

I caught his eyes on me several times during the meal, but whenever I looked directly at him he simply carried on eating or drinking as though he'd never been watching in the first place. It made me strangely aware of how I was sitting, where my hands were and how the neckline of the dress looked when I leaned forward.

The wine helped.

I'd barely touched alcohol since the outbreak, and after two glasses the warmth spread pleasantly through me. My shoulders relaxed, conversation became easier and I stopped monitoring every movement Shell had taught me. When Spunk made some ridiculous claim about having been irresistible to women before the apocalypse, I laughed without thinking about how my voice sounded.

"What's funny?" he asked.

"Just trying to imagine women being that desperate."

Kansas nearly choked on his wine.

Shell slapped the table delightedly. "See? I knew I liked her."

By the time the plates were empty, nobody seemed eager to leave. Eldon opened another bottle of wine while Shell and I cleared some of the dishes, and the music changed to something slower. I was carrying two plates towards the kitchen when Deacon spoke behind me.

"Savannah."

I stopped.

It still took a moment for the name to register as mine. I turned around and found him standing beside the table.

"Yeah?"

He glanced towards the open space between the tables, then held out his hand.

"Dance with me."

I stared at him. Of all the things I had expected from Deacon, that wasn't remotely on the list. "You're serious?"

Spunk immediately started grinning, but one look from Deacon stopped whatever comment he'd been preparing. Shell, on the other hand, was watching me with barely disguised delight.

I put the plates down. I placed my hand in his.

His fingers closed around mine and he led me into the open space beside the tables. The music was slow, which was probably fortunate because Shell hadn't included dancing in my afternoon lessons. Deacon put one hand at my waist and took my other hand in his.

I immediately became conscious of how close we were.

Deacon began to move, and I followed as best I could. At first I watched my feet, terrified of bringing one of my heels down on his shoes, but his hand tightened slightly at my waist.

"Look at me, Savannah. Not the floor."

I raised my eyes.

He was smiling.

It wasn't the expression I'd seen on the roof or when he'd been deciding my fate the night before. That Deacon had been hard and intimidating, somebody who could make an unpleasant decision and carry it out without losing sleep. This version seemed almost relaxed.

I became aware of his hand against the narrow part of my waist and of my own hand resting against his shoulder. The dress moved around my legs as he guided me slowly across the floor, and the heels that had felt so unnatural that morning now seemed to fit the movement.

The whole thing should have felt strange. Instead, something unexpected happened.

I relaxed.

Deacon was bigger than me by enough that I felt surprisingly small in his arms. I had never thought about that sensation before, because there had never been any reason to, but now I couldn't avoid noticing it. He guided and I followed, and after spending months making every decision myself, watching every doorway and sleeping with a weapon within reach, there was something oddly comforting about allowing somebody else to decide where the next step went.

I caught sight of us in the darkened window of the restaurant.  I saw a tall man in a tuxedo dancing with a smaller redheaded woman in a deep red dress. Her hand rested on his shoulder, her hair curled around her face and the slit in her skirt showed a glimpse of black stocking as she moved.

A strange sensation passed through my stomach.

"You okay?" Deacon asked.

I looked back at him. "Yeah."

And I was.


Chapter Four: Becoming the Girl

Three weeks passed, and somewhere along the way I stopped thinking of Savannah as something different.

It wasn't a decision. There was no morning when I woke up and announced that Jack had officially vanished off the face of the earth. It happened through repetition, through hundreds of small things that gradually stopped feeling unusual.

I woke up, showered and did my hair. I chose clothes from the wardrobe Shell and I had assembled from the stores downstairs, put on makeup and checked myself in the mirror before leaving our little corner of the mall.

I wore skirts and dresses because Shell preferred them and, increasingly, so did I. Stockings became normal. Heels became manageable. Earrings stopped feeling like foreign objects hanging from my ears.

Even the name became mine.

"Savannah!" I looked automatically towards the landing.

Spunk was leaning over the railing on the level above, waving something in his hand. "You seen Kansas?"

"Generator room, I think."

"Thanks, babe."

I gave him the finger and carried on walking.

Three weeks earlier, somebody shouting Savannah across a shopping mall would have meant nothing to me. Now I didn't even have to think about it.

Survival sounds exciting when you're sitting on a sofa watching somebody else do it on television. In reality, most of it involved being cold, hungry and frightened while trying to work out whether the next place you slept would become your grave.

You never really rested. Even when you slept, some part of your mind remained awake, listening for footsteps or breaking glass. You ate when you could, drank whatever water you could find and learned to regard every stranger as a potential threat. I'd spent so long living that way that I'd forgotten there had ever been anything else.

The mall changed that.

There were guards at night. There were barricades, generators and running water. We had food, beds and enough space that I could walk for half an hour without going outside. There were even chickens scratching around in their enclosure on the roof, apparently oblivious to the fact that civilisation had ended.

For the first time since the outbreak, I felt safe.

It was almost a relief to inhabit somebody else's skin for a while. Jack belonged out there, on empty roads and in abandoned houses. Jack carried a baseball bat with nails hammered through it and slept in his clothes because he might have to run. Jack had watched people die, driven until the petrol ran out and spent nights wondering whether the scratching on the other side of a door was a tree branch or something that used to be human.

Savannah worried about whether a blouse worked with a particular skirt.

Shell treated Savannah as though she'd always existed. Every morning seemed to contain another lesson. Sometimes it was makeup, sometimes clothes, sometimes the way I spoke or moved. She taught me how to curl my hair properly, how to walk even more confidently in heels and how to sit without constantly checking where my skirt had ended up.

"You think too much," she told me one morning while we were sitting together in Everything Pretty.

She was painting my nails a dark glossy red while I watched.

"About what?"

"Everything. How you're sitting, what your hands are doing, whether your voice sounds right. Girls don't spend every second thinking about whether they're being girls. They just are." She smiled and returned to my nails. "You'll figure it out."

The less I thought about it, the easier it became. My mannerisms changed without conscious effort. I crossed my legs automatically when I sat down. I stopped striding through the mall and developed the shorter, easier walk Shell had taught me. My hands became more expressive when I talked, and the softer voice we'd practised during that first afternoon gradually became the voice I used all the time.

There were other changes I hadn't expected.

I noticed clothes now. Not merely whether something fitted, but how it fitted, what it looked like with something else and whether the colour suited my hair. Shell and I could lose an hour wandering through the department store looking for outfits even though we already had more clothes than either of us could reasonably wear. There was something absurdly pleasurable about having an entire shopping mall as a wardrobe, particularly when money had ceased to exist.

One afternoon I found myself standing in front of a rack holding two skirts against myself while Shell considered them.

She grinned. "Three weeks ago I had to practically force you into panties. Now you're arguing with me about skirts."

I put the blue one back. Then, after thinking about it, I picked it up again.

"I still like this one."

Shell laughed all the way back to our rooms.

The men had changed too, although perhaps it was more accurate to say that the way they treated me had changed.

Spunk still teased me, but the jokes were different now. He called me Red or Savannah and had apparently decided that flirting with me was his newest form of entertainment. Kansas was quietly courteous, holding doors when my hands were full and helping whenever Shell and I needed something moved or repaired. Eldon continued to watch me with an unnerving degree of interest, although whether that was because he found Savannah attractive or because he regarded me as some kind of experiment was difficult to tell.

Even Chad was polite. That might have been the strangest development of all.

The man who'd greeted me by pointing an AK-47 at my head now stepped aside when we passed on the stairs and occasionally asked how I was doing. He still carried the rifle most of the time and remained suspicious of practically everything beyond the barricades, but whatever hostility he'd felt towards Jack seemed to have disappeared with him.

Deacon was different again.

Since our dance at Chez Rizwan there had been a subtle shift between us that neither of us acknowledged. He never flirted openly, but sometimes I caught him watching me, and instead of feeling threatened by it I became acutely aware of myself. Once or twice I even caught myself adjusting my hair when I knew he was nearby.

There was, however, one subject they never mentioned.

It had taken me perhaps a week to understand what was happening. Shell occasionally disappeared with one of the men. There was no schedule that I could see and nobody announced anything. Sometimes after dinner she would leave with Deacon. Another evening it might be Chad or Spunk. Once I saw her walking towards the far end of the mall with Kansas, his arm around her waist while she laughed at something he'd said.

Nobody behaved as though there was anything unusual about it.

The first time I asked Shell where she'd been, she simply told me she'd been keeping Deacon company. The way she said it made further questions unnecessary.

After that I started noticing the unspoken arrangement surrounding her. Shell wasn't simply the only woman in the group. She occupied a peculiar position within it, and whatever understandings had developed between her and the men had been established long before I arrived.

Then there was me. Nobody had asked anything of Savannah. Not yet. Shell seemed to have drawn an invisible line around me, and the others respected it. Spunk flirted but never pushed. Chad kept his distance. Kansas remained unfailingly polite, and even Deacon hadn't repeated his invitation to dance.

There was an elephant in the room, and everybody except me seemed to understand when it would eventually start moving. I should have been terrified by the thought. Perhaps part of me was. The old Jack certainly would have been, and occasionally I could still summon his reaction if I concentrated hard enough.

Yet Savannah had spent three weeks being treated as a woman.

The men opened doors for me, carried heavy things without being asked and softened their voices when they spoke to me. They noticed when I wore something new. They complimented my hair. Their eyes sometimes followed me when I walked past, and although that attention had unsettled me during my first dinner at Chez Rizwan, it no longer felt quite so alien.

My body was changing, I realised.

I'd first noticed it in the shower, although for several days I'd managed to convince myself I was imagining things. My chest had become tender, particularly around the nipples, and there was a softness developing beneath them that hadn't been there before. My hips seemed fuller too. Nothing dramatic had happened overnight, but clothes fitted differently and the bras Shell had originally padded for me no longer required quite as much help.

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror one morning wearing only my underwear and turned sideways.

There was definitely something there.

My hand went instinctively to my chest, feeling the small swell beneath the bra. I should have been horrified. I should have run straight to Eldon and demanded to know exactly what he'd put into me that first night, because I had a pretty good idea by now that the injection hadn't been something to help me sleep.

Instead, I looked at my reflection and smiled.

For three weeks Shell had been teaching me to create the appearance of femininity with clothes, makeup and movement, but now my body seemed to be joining in. The slight curves made the woman in the mirror more convincing, and rather than wanting them gone I found myself wondering what I might look like if they continued.

I pulled my blouse on before I could think too deeply about that.

It was pale blue with short sleeves and a slightly fitted waist, worn with a cream skirt that ended just above my knees. I'd added sheer stockings and a pair of low heels because I had duties that morning and had finally learned there were times when five-inch heels were simply stupid. The whole outfit was feminine without being particularly glamorous, which was another sign of how much things had changed.

I found Spunk's breakfast waiting in the kitchen along with a flask of coffee. He had roof duty until lunchtime, so I made a couple of sandwiches too, put everything onto a tray and headed upstairs.

The final flight of stairs brought me out into warm sunshine. I stopped for a moment and lifted my face towards it.

The roof had become one of my favourite places in the mall. It was the only part where you could really feel the outside world without being in immediate danger from it. The breeze caught my skirt and moved through my hair, carrying the smell of soil and growing plants rather than the stale air of the building below.

Spunk was sitting in a folding chair near the parapet with a rifle across his knees and binoculars hanging around his neck. He looked over as I approached.

"Well, good morning, gorgeous."

"Your breakfast."

"See, this is why civilisation needed women." He laughed and reached for the coffee. "I like the outfit."

"Drink your coffee."

He was still laughing when I walked away.

The far side of the roof belonged largely to Eldon. He'd somehow turned a collection of planters, plastic containers and scavenged gardening equipment into a surprisingly productive vegetable garden. Tomatoes climbed makeshift supports, herbs grew in long boxes and several rows of lettuce occupied what had once been decorative planters near the edge. There were beans, peppers and other things I couldn't identify, all arranged with the obsessive neatness I'd come to associate with him.

Eldon was kneeling beside one of the beds, wearing a broad straw hat with his shirt sleeves rolled up.

He glanced over. "Good morning, Savannah."

Nearby, the chickens were scratching contentedly inside their enclosure. Six fat little birds wandered around clucking to one another, apparently having adapted to the end of the world considerably better than most humans.

I leaned against the parapet and looked down.

From this height they seemed almost harmless. Dozens of dead wandered around the car park in no particular direction, bumping against abandoned vehicles or standing motionless until some distant sound caught their attention. Others clustered near the barricaded entrances, patiently waiting for something they couldn't possibly understand. Beyond the car park there were more.

There was something deeply unsettling about their persistence.

"There seem to be more today," I said.

Eldon continued working the soil around one of his plants. "They’re running out of food."

"That's cheerful."

From up there I could see the ridge where I'd left the sound box three weeks earlier. I wondered whether it was still sitting among the rocks, batteries long dead now. Beyond it were the roads I'd travelled as Jack, stretching away towards places I had no desire to see again.

I touched my hair as the wind blew it across my face. Going back out there seemed almost unimaginable.

Shell was waiting near the bottom of the stairwell. She had her arms folded and was wearing an expression I had learned to recognise. It usually meant she'd decided something on my behalf.

She smiled, but there was something else behind it.

"What?"

Shell fell into step beside me as we walked towards the main concourse. She stopped and turned towards me. For the first time since I'd known her, she seemed almost uncertain about what to say.

"Deacon asked to see you this evening," she repeated. "Alone."

I felt the pleasant warmth I'd brought down from the roof disappear. Shell reached out and smoothed an imaginary crease from my blouse. "You don't have to do anything you don't want to do, Savannah."

Shell didn't mention Deacon again until later that afternoon. I had expected some grand conversation about what he wanted or what she thought I should do, but instead she appeared while I was helping Kansas sort supplies and told me we were going shopping.

We went back to the department store and headed straight for lingerie, although this time Shell walked past the everyday bras and panties and into a section we'd barely explored before. She moved between racks of satin and lace with the concentration of someone searching for something very particular.

The strange thing was that I hadn't actually decided not to go. I'd spent the afternoon thinking about it, remembering the way Deacon had danced with me at Chez Rizwan and how unexpectedly comfortable I'd felt in his arms. The prospect of being alone with him made me nervous, but underneath that nervousness was something else I wasn't yet prepared to examine too closely.

Shell eventually stopped at a display and pulled out a white negligee.

It was beautiful. I could admit that much even before she held it against me. The material was soft and light, falling to somewhere around mid-thigh, with lace around the neckline and narrow straps. Shell found a matching robe nearby, almost sheer in places, with satin edging and a belt at the waist.

"Very bridal," I said.

"Very pretty."

"Very transparent."

She added white panties, hold-up stockings and a pair of high heels, then handed everything to me. I looked down at the collection in my arms.

Towards evening, Everything Pretty became our dressing room again. I showered while Shell laid everything out, and when I returned in a towel she was already arranging cosmetics across the counter. There was none of her usual teasing as she worked. She seemed to understand that I was nervous, although her solution was to keep me occupied rather than talk about it.

The negligee felt almost weightless when I slipped it over my head. It followed the changes in my body rather more closely than I expected, and when I looked down I could see the gentle swell that had begun developing at my chest. I no longer needed the elaborate padding Shell had used during my first few days as Savannah.

She helped me into the robe and tied it loosely around my waist before turning her attention to my hair. The copper-red colour had faded slightly since she'd first dyed it, leaving it looking more natural, and she worked it into loose curls that fell around my shoulders. My makeup was softer than it had been for dinner at Chez Rizwan. Foundation, mascara, a little colour around my eyes and a warm shade on my lips. When she'd finished, I slipped into the white heels and stood in front of the mirror.

The woman looking back at me was unmistakably Savannah. Shell appeared behind my reflection and rested her hands lightly on my shoulders.

"You don't have to go."

"You already said that."

"I'm saying it again."

"I'm going."

Shell nodded as though she'd expected that answer, but thankfully she didn't smile.

Deacon had taken over one of the larger management rooms on the upper floor, away from the main stores. I'd passed the corridor plenty of times but had never been inside. Walking towards it that evening felt considerably longer than the distance justified. My heels clicked softly against the tiles, and every step gave me another opportunity to change my mind.

I didn't.

When I reached the door, I stood outside for several seconds before knocking.

"Come in."

I opened it.

The room wasn't remotely what I'd expected.

For some reason I'd imagined Deacon living among guns, ammunition boxes and empty whisky bottles, but everything was surprisingly neat. He'd turned what must once have been an executive office into something resembling a proper bedroom. There was a large bed against one wall, a chest of drawers, two comfortable chairs and even a rug covering part of the floor. A battery lamp cast a warm glow across the room, while another smaller light burned beside the bed.

Deacon was lounging against the pillows, wearing a white towelling robe. He looked at me when I entered. I suddenly became conscious of what I was wearing.

"Hey," I said.

"Hey, Savannah."

His eyes travelled over me, and the now-familiar warmth crept into my face. Three weeks of being looked at differently hadn't made me immune to it, particularly when it was Deacon doing the looking.

I closed the door behind me.

"You wanted to see me."

"I did."

Neither of us said anything for a moment.

I could hear faint music somewhere in the mall, along with the distant hum of the generators. Beyond the walls and barricades, the dead were still wandering around outside, but up here they seemed impossibly far away.

Deacon moved slightly and made room beside him.

I crossed the room, slipped the robe from my shoulders and draped it over the back of a chair. His expression changed when he saw the white negligee beneath it, and for once I didn't look away from his gaze.

Then I walked to the bed.

I sat beside him first, feeling the mattress sink beneath my weight. Deacon turned towards me, close enough now that I could smell soap on his skin. I thought about the first time I'd seen him, standing on the mall landing while deciding whether I was worth keeping alive. That seemed like another lifetime.

I shifted further onto the bed and settled beside him.

His hand touched my cheek.

For a moment neither of us moved. I could feel my heart beating faster, but the nervousness had changed into something warmer, something I no longer wanted to run from.

Deacon leaned towards me.

I let my eyes close.

Then he kissed me.


Chapter Five: The End of the Mall

Life in the mall settled into something resembling a routine, although I sometimes wondered what the old Jack would have made of the word routine being applied to any of it.

I had become one of the girls.

It simply became understood. Savannah had a place in the group, chores to do and people who depended on her, just as I depended on them. Shell and I cooked more often than the others because we were better at it, although Kansas could produce surprisingly good food when persuaded.

I helped Eldon on the roof, took meals to whoever was on guard and gradually learned enough about the mall's systems that I could make myself useful without waiting for somebody to tell me what needed doing.

The other part of life there became routine too.

I'd spent weeks worrying about the unspoken arrangement between Shell and the men, only to discover that the reality was considerably less dramatic than I'd imagined.

Shell made her own choices and, once I understood that I could do the same, so did I. Nobody seemed particularly interested in defining the relationships. Perhaps that was another thing the apocalypse had made irrelevant. There were seven of us living behind the same barricades, trying to stay alive while most of humanity shuffled around outside, and the complicated rules people once attached to relationships seemed less important than whether you actually liked the person beside you.

I also discovered that the men were very different once you got them alone.

Chad was Chad. Even intimacy seemed to be something he approached as a task that needed completing efficiently, which was so completely in character that I found it more amusing than disappointing. Kansas clearly preferred Shell, and I was perfectly happy to leave them to whatever understanding they'd developed long before I arrived. Spunk surprised me because all the jokes and swagger disappeared when there wasn't an audience. Underneath it, he was nervous and almost boyish, suddenly unsure what to say or where to put his hands. The first time I realised he was more frightened than I was, I nearly laughed, although I managed not to because I suspected it would have destroyed him.

Eldon remained the exception. He showed no interest in sharing Shell's bed or mine, and neither of us pushed him. His pleasures appeared to involve books, vegetables, obscure knowledge, and occasionally making the rest of us uncomfortable by knowing things he shouldn't.

Deacon had been the real surprise.

The man who had once considered throwing me off the roof was gentle with me. More importantly, he was respectful. There was no sense that my place in the mall depended upon keeping him happy, and after that first evening he never summoned me again. If we spent time together, it happened because one of us sought out the other.

That changed something between us.

It changed something in me too.

Shell remained my closest friend, but I no longer needed her to construct Savannah every morning. She had taught me the basics, shown me what suited my shape and colouring, taught me makeup and hair and given me enough confidence to stop constantly wondering whether I was doing femininity correctly. After that, I began experimenting.

Some of my choices horrified her.

I was in the department store one afternoon trying out a new one.

The denim skirt I'd found was considerably shorter than anything Shell normally chose for me, faded almost white in places and frayed around the hem. I'd paired it with black fishnet hold-ups, a cropped top that left a strip of bare stomach showing and black lingerie underneath. My hair was loose rather than carefully curled, and I'd gone heavier around my eyes with the makeup.

The biggest departure was on my feet.

I'd found a pair of black leather Doc Martens.

After weeks of heels, they felt enormous, solid and wonderfully comfortable. I stood in front of one of the full-length mirrors, turning slightly to examine the outfit from different angles. The boots should have looked wrong with the stockings and tiny skirt, but somehow they didn't. There was something tougher about the reflection, less polished than the Savannah Shell had originally created.

I liked her.

My body had continued changing too, slowly but unmistakably. The crop top showed the softer line of my waist, while the skirt sat differently now that my hips had filled out. There was enough development at my chest that the black bra underneath was no longer creating an illusion so much as supporting what was actually there.

I'd stopped pretending I didn't enjoy that.

"What the hell happened to you?"

I turned. Shell was standing at the end of the aisle carrying two dresses over one arm.

"What?"

She walked closer and looked me up and down, pausing pointedly at the Doc Martens. "That's a new look."

I put one hand on my hip. "You don't like it?"

"I didn't say that."

Shell came around me and inspected the outfit from behind before returning to the front. She tugged experimentally at the frayed edge of my skirt.

She looked at me for another moment before a smile began creeping across her face. She started giggling. I tried to maintain my dignity for perhaps three seconds before I joined her. Soon we were both standing in the middle of an abandoned department store laughing like idiots, surrounded by enough clothes to dress an entire town that no longer existed.

Eventually Shell recovered and looked at me again.

"You know what?"

"What?"

"I think you've finally figured out your own style."

I turned back towards the mirror.

The redheaded woman staring back at me wasn't the Barbie Shell had promised the men when I first arrived. She wasn't the elegant woman in the red evening dress either, and she certainly wasn't Jack wearing whatever clothes happened to have survived another day on the road.

She was something I'd put together myself. I smiled at her reflection.

"Yeah," I said. "I think I have."

The lights flickered.

Shell and I both looked up, but before either of us could say anything they steadied again. I caught my reflection in the mirror and raised an eyebrow.

"See? Even the electricity hates the boots."

The lights flickered a second time, longer now, and somewhere in the distance I heard machinery change pitch. The constant background hum of the mall was so familiar that I'd stopped noticing it weeks ago, but the moment it faltered I became aware of just how much noise the generators normally made.

Then everything went out. The department store disappeared into darkness.

For several seconds neither of us moved. My eyes struggled to adjust while the sudden silence seemed to expand around us, swallowing the familiar sounds of the mall. Even the air-conditioning had stopped, leaving nothing but our breathing and a faint mechanical whine fading somewhere beneath the building.

A voice echoed from outside. "Generators are down!" Kansas. There was nothing uncertain about the way he'd shouted it.

Shell and I immediately headed towards the entrance, feeling our way between displays until the emergency lights began coming on. Only a handful worked, casting weak pools of illumination along the main concourse and leaving great sections of the mall in darkness.

Kansas appeared below us at a run, with Deacon close behind him. Both were armed and heading towards the service corridor that led to the generator rooms.

"What's happened?" Shell called.

Kansas shouted without stopping. "Stay up there!"

Deacon looked towards us as he ran. "Get somewhere secure!"

I was about to ask what exactly counted as secure when movement above caught my attention. Chad was coming down the stationary escalator two steps at a time with the AK in his hands. He wasn't wearing shoes, and his T-shirt looked as though he'd pulled it on while running, but the weapon was ready.

Spunk emerged from another shop a moment later, turning in a circle as though the answer might be written somewhere on the walls.

"What the fuck does this mean?"

Nobody answered him.

"What does it mean?" he demanded again. "Kansas can fix it, right?"

Eldon walked calmly from the direction of the central atrium, carrying a flashlight. His expression was considerably less calm than his movements. "It means the doors are going to release."

Spunk stopped turning.

"What?"

"The electromagnetic locks," Eldon said. "No power, no locks."

The meaning took perhaps a second to sink in.

I remembered standing beside Eldon's vegetable garden and looking down at all those dead people milling around the entrances. They'd seemed almost harmless from up there, separated from us by walls, barricades and systems I'd barely understood because Kansas always kept them working.

"Eldon," I said, "how long?"

"I don't know."

Shell was already moving.

There was a security station near the department store entrance where Deacon kept emergency weapons. Shell pulled open the cabinet and grabbed a handgun. I followed her without thinking, reaching past several boxes of ammunition and taking another pistol.

The weight of it in my hand brought back something I hadn't felt for weeks.

I checked the magazine.

Something heavy clunked somewhere below us. Every head turned. Another clunk followed, then another, travelling through the building in sequence. The doors.

Nobody spoke.

Chad moved towards the railing and raised the AK, staring down into the darkness below. Spunk had finally stopped asking questions and was fumbling with a shotgun he'd taken from another cabinet. Eldon stood beside him with the flashlight, listening.

I moved closer to Shell.

For weeks the mall had smelled of food, perfume, cleaning products and the soil from Eldon's garden. It had become such a sealed little world that I'd almost forgotten the smell outside.

Then a breeze moved through the concourse.

It was faint at first, cool against the bare strip of skin between my crop top and denim skirt. My hair shifted around my face, and for one ridiculous second I thought how pleasant it felt after the stillness of the darkened store.

Then the smell reached us. Rot. Old blood, decay and something sickly sweet that I'd once carried on my clothes for days at a time. Shell covered her mouth. "Oh, God."

From somewhere far below came a sound I hadn't heard properly since the night I'd arrived. A low moan. Another answered it. Then another. The sound multiplied in the darkness until it seemed to be coming from everywhere at once, a rising chorus of the dead spilling into the place that had kept us safe.

I tightened my grip around the gun.

The boots didn't seem like such a bad choice anymore.

At first I could only see movement below us. Shapes stumbled through the gloom at the far end of the mall, emerging from between the abandoned trucks and spreading through the entrance concourse. Then more appeared behind them, and the weak emergency lighting caught enough faces for me to understand what was happening.

There weren't a hundred of them.

There were far more.

The crowd I'd seen from the ridge on the evening I arrived must have grown over the weeks, drawn by occasional sounds from the mall or simply accumulating around the building. Now the entrances were open, and the dead were pouring through them, jostling against one another as they followed the smell and sound of the living inside.

"Upstairs!" Chad shouted. "Get to the roof!"

Spunk was still struggling with the shotgun.

"Spunk!" Shell screamed.

He looked towards us instead of towards the dead, and that hesitation killed him. The first zombie reached him from behind, grabbing the shoulder of his shirt and pulling him backwards. Spunk shouted and twisted away, but another caught his arm before he could raise the shotgun. He fired wildly into the ceiling as three more closed around him.

"Help me!"

I took a step towards him.

Shell grabbed my arm. "Savannah, no!"

Spunk disappeared beneath them. His screams followed us as we ran. Eldon was ahead, heading for one of the stores rather than the stairs. For a moment I couldn't understand what he was doing until I saw the narrow service corridor beyond its rear entrance. If he could get through there, he might reach another staircase.

He never made it. A security grille had dropped across the entrance when the power failed.

Eldon stopped in front of it, turned and saw the dead closing behind him. He ran sideways towards the neighbouring store and began smashing the butt of his flashlight against its glass frontage.

The glass cracked but refused to give. Eldon hit it again, harder this time, and a web of fractures spread across the window. He drew back for another strike just as hands reached him from behind.

For once, Eldon had nothing clever to say. He vanished into the crowd.

Shell pulled me towards the stairs, and this time I went with her. Chad was waiting halfway up, firing controlled bursts down into the dead. The AK was deafening inside the mall, each burst producing flashes that illuminated the escalators and storefronts. Bodies tumbled onto the tiles, but others simply climbed over them.

"Move!" he yelled.

Shell went ahead of me while I followed, firing twice towards something coming up the opposite escalator. I had no idea whether I hit it. There were too many targets and too little light, and the only thing that mattered was putting distance between us and them.

We reached the next level and ran towards the service corridor leading to the roof. Chad followed backwards, continuing to fire until the magazine emptied. He changed it while moving, slammed another into place and caught up with us at the door.

Behind him the dead were already reaching the landing.

We ran up the stairs. I could hear Shell breathing ahead of me, and somewhere below came the sharp crack of Chad's rifle as he fired down the stairwell.

Shell reached the roof door first and threw it open. Daylight flooded the stairwell. I followed her through and turned towards Chad. He was several steps below us, firing another burst. Then the AK stopped.Chad pulled the trigger again. Nothing.

"Chad!"

He stared at the rifle, yanked at it and swore. Whether it had jammed or something had broken didn't matter. He threw it aside and reached for the handgun at his waist just as the first zombie caught his leg.

Shell screamed his name.

Chad fired downwards, but another dead hand grabbed his shirt. He fought desperately, striking at them as they dragged him back towards the stairwell.

I knew that look. I'd seen it outside too many times. There was no saving him.

I grabbed Shell and pulled her away from the door.

We ran across the roof.

The chickens were going crazy in their enclosure, flapping and squawking at the gunfire and screams below. Eldon's vegetable garden stood untouched in the sunshine, absurdly peaceful beside the chaos consuming everything he'd built.

I reached the parapet and looked down.

The trucks. The same trucks I'd studied through binoculars weeks earlier were still parked across the entrances. One end of the barricade was relatively clear because most of the dead had already moved inside.

There was a maintenance ladder farther along the wall, running down towards the truck roofs. Shell saw where I was looking.

"Are you fucking crazy?"

"Do you have a better idea?"

Behind us, the roof door slammed open. That answered the question.

I swung myself onto the ladder.

Climbing down was easier than climbing up had been, although I didn't have a backpack this time and adrenaline was doing most of the work. Shell followed directly above me while the first zombies staggered onto the roof.

I dropped the final few feet onto the top of a truck.

Shell landed beside me.

"Which one?"

"The end one."

"Why?"

"Because it's not boxed in!"

We ran across the truck roofs, jumping the narrow gaps between them. The last vehicle was a delivery truck with a large cab and enough open space ahead of it to manoeuvre if it started. I climbed down onto the hood, pulled open the driver's door and almost laughed when I saw the keys hanging from the ignition.

"Get in!"

Shell scrambled across from the passenger side while I dropped behind the wheel. I turned the key. The engine coughed.

"No, no, no, come on."

I tried again. The starter groaned, the engine caught and a roar filled the cab. Shell slammed her door shut as I shoved the transmission into gear. The truck lurched forward.

I hadn't driven anything this size in my life, but there wasn't time for lessons. I stamped on the accelerator and wrestled with the wheel as we pulled away from the line of vehicles. There was a screech of metal against brick. A zombie stumbled into our path and disappeared beneath the front bumper with a heavy thump.

Then we were moving. Actually moving. The mall began to fall behind us. Shell twisted in her seat, looking through the side window.

"Wait!"

"What?"

"Deacon!"

I glanced towards her.

"He's on the roof!"

I looked in the mirror and saw him. Deacon was standing on the edge of the roof with a rifle in one hand, waving frantically with the other. Behind him, several zombies were staggering towards him.

I hauled the steering wheel around. The truck swung in a wide circle across the car park, tyres squealing as Shell grabbed the dashboard.

I aimed back towards the building.

Deacon understood immediately. He ran along the roof while I drove parallel beneath him, trying to judge the distance. There was no ladder near where he was heading and no time for him to climb down anyway.

"He's going to jump!" Shell shouted.

I eased off enough to bring the truck alongside the building. Deacon reached the edge.

For a second he hesitated, silhouetted against the sky.

Then he jumped. He landed hard on the roof of the truck with a crash that made Shell scream. I instinctively swerved, corrected the wheel and heard Deacon pounding once on the metal above us.

"He's on!" Shell shouted. "Go!"

I didn't need telling twice. I pressed the accelerator.

The truck gathered speed as we crossed the car park and headed towards the access road. In the mirror, the mall grew smaller behind us, its entrances spilling dead bodies into the open while smoke or dust drifted from somewhere near the loading bays.

Everything we'd built there was gone in the blink of an eye. I tightened my hands around the steering wheel and looked at the road ahead. Shell sat beside me, white-faced and breathing hard. Deacon was clinging to the roof above us.

Three survivors.

Two girls and one guy.

Where we were heading, I had no idea. 
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