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        The Zombiology World… So far

      

      

      The Reset

      A zombie apocalypse is here, but figuring out how to survive in the immediate aftermath is only the first step.

      Elaine is just an ordinary woman, but when the apocalypse occurs, she must find a way to survive in an increasingly hostile world. Enter Liam, the policeman who saves her at their first meeting and provides assistance as they try to cope with the zombie outbreak brought about by an unknown infection that’s spreading out of control.

      Together they form a community, trying to save as many lives as they can, a place where people can be safe. Even in the throes of disaster though, emotions creep up, taking both of them by surprise. Who knows? They might just get their happy ever after…if they can survive.

      

      I Dream of Zombies

      After the apocalypse the world was a different place. Those who survived did so by wits, strength and by banding together. 

      Julia is a soldier—not by choice but circumstance in a world where taking up arms is a necessity. She’s buried the softer parts of herself including her heart.

      Leroy on the other hand is a warrior. An ex-soldier who has to come to terms with what he hides and a loner by choice. 

      Now they have a mission—retrieve those missing from Camp Queanbeyan. Survival is just the first step on a rocky road toward redemption and there’s no guarantee of success.

      

      Six Million Dollar Zombie

      What do you get in the middle of a zombie apocalypse when you mix Canberra, a Priest and Kindergarten teacher?

      Sparks. Lots of red-hot sparks of passion.

      Dove may be a priest, but he’s also a man and he’s been alone for a long time. Rescuing Leonie by the side of the road is just the first step on a journey no one expected to love.

      Leonie is running. Her family is gone, the zombies are chasing her, and she’s rescued by a priest on a motorbike and taken to a community which welcomes her.

      Life should only get better, but the forces who began the apocalypse are building an army of mutated, super-strong zombies. They plan to overtake everything those in the communities have built.

      Times are only going to get tougher until they can defeat those with no interest in survival.

      

      Make Room For Zombies

      The Zombie Invasion—a failed government experiment—continues to spread…

      When Adrienne makes the decision to pack up her infant twins, Leanne and Fiona, and make for an island, she has no idea just how much her life will change. The young widowed mother of two-month-old twins can’t stay where she’s been, because they’re demanding more than she can give. They need her to be a warrior—something she isn’t. The only option is to run to the idyllic island off the coast of Queensland.

      The island might be cut off from the mainland with just one fortified bridge, but Jack knows it won’t take much for the zombies to invade. With a half baked plan to blow up the bridge and the self-proclaimed mayor missing in action, he doesn’t really need more responsibility.

      That is until he meets Addie and the babies. Now, he’s got so much more at stake than just the islanders protection. He’s got a ready made family, if they can just survive the next few weeks.

      Only time will tell, especially when zombies are involved.
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        2020 has been a hard year. For everyone.

        It’s also been a year of reflection, of completion and of learning about self and new things.

        So I went to dedicate this book to anyone who learned a new skill, perfected an old one or just spent time with those closest to them.
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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Dove sighed and folded the vestments into the backpack. It wasn’t quite how he’d ever expected to be living his life. If someone had told him three years ago that he’d be delivering sacraments using a lightweight motorbike to travel the countryside, rather like the traveling priests of old, he would have laughed.

      “Hey, Dove! Are you coming?” The booming sound of Jamie’s voice pulled him from his introspection.

      “Yeah, just packing everything up now.” The zipper made the ripping noise as it moved along the teeth, and he hefted the weight.

      At least he was returning home today to the small house he inhabited, with the tiny chapel giving him space and privacy. Something he’d dreamed of during his time at Camp Queanbeyan.

      Thank heavens for Julia. She’d seen him for who he was—a healer, medic, and priest. Not an executioner.

      While he’d been seconded to her unit, he’d been able to give last rites to those they were putting to sleep, and he’d also been in the position of offering medical support to the team. She’d placed no label on him, unlike the camp commandant. The sour reminder of that time coated his tongue.

      Jamie paced the floor outside the old, abandoned schoolhouse, his footsteps echoing loudly. The air was ripe with the scent of rotting fruit, withering on the vines, but Dove had seen another encampment of survivors who, while not thriving like the farm camp where he now lived, were finding a way to scrabble a life in a world that had changed dramatically. Most encampments were like that. Finding a hardscrabble life in the future they now inhabited post-zombie-apocalypse.

      Jamie wheeled the bike out for him, and Dove slid on the orange helmet and waited for his guide, noting the heavy gauge weapon slung over his shoulder. These days most people went armed, in case of zombie attacks and other non-zombie opportunistic raids.

      Until recently he too had carried a large cricket bat he’d found in one of their raids on the abandoned stores. With Jamie by his side, Julia had assured him, he’d be safe. She’d trained Jamie herself, along with her soon-to-be husband Leroy.

      The throb of the machine after he’d ignited the engine filled the air, and the vibrations between his legs worked their customary magic. His body hardened, and he rolled his eyes, well aware there would be no sexual reprieve for him.

      It wasn’t that he was a sensual or even sexually experienced creature, but he did wish he could find a woman to love. A female to not just cherish but also open to him, so he could burn off the erection that made itself known. Unlike many of the other members of the camp, his beliefs didn’t allow for casual hook-ups with the women who remained unpaired.

      The air was crisp but not cold. The darkening of the sky as clouds rolled overhead and lightning flashing in the distance reminded him they had two hours back to the camp on the outskirts of what had been Canberra. The trees, skeletal branches reaching for the sky, shivered, moved by the rush of wind.

      He glanced over his shoulder and noted the nod from Jamie. Time to go.

      Dove gunned the machine, thankful for the heavy leather, weatherproofed suit they’d found for him last year, just before he’d taken on the visitations to the outlying settlements.

      Liam, the camp’s leader, had explained that he’d be able to gather intelligence while traveling, share information and offer pastoral care. He could fulfill his calling, make alliances, and find out about the movements of the newly enhanced zombies. See where they were traveling to, and in what numbers.

      The conspiracy, they now knew had started in the government ranks. The mess had run deep into the layers of government. The prime minister overthrown, the army inveigled into the plot, used to deliver the ‘vaccines’, which in turn had been found to be the carrier of the original infection, and millions of deaths ensued.

      Those who’d been slated to deliver the second dose, the ‘cure’, had failed in their task and other governments had cut ties.

      During Julia and Leroy’s last mission, they’d all learned that a militia had been rounding up zombies and trucking them to a base. Where exactly, no one in their team of specialists had been able to ascertain, but they had managed to get their hands on a fresh specimen. The few remaining scientists had been busy looking for some kind of inoculation that would prevent further infection and hopefully even mutation.

      They were battling waves of zombies, though the numbers were falling. At least, the ones who hadn’t mutated.

      He grunted as his bike jumped, riding over a stick embedded in the road. “Focus, Dove.”

      The engine of the bike whined, and not for the first time, he mourned the loss of radio stations. He’d enjoyed listening to the classics, but now silence filled the days as he rode.

      Lightning split the sky, and on the road ahead, he caught sight of movement. A woman, ragged and filthy, limping in his direction.

      Dove narrowed his gaze and eased up on the throttle. The sound of Jamie’s engine doing the same let him know his guard and companion had also caught sight of her. They came to a stop several meters away.

      “Help me!” Her pitiful cry and the wide-eyed terror shot slivers of ice through his gut.

      He started to climb off the bike, but Jamie reached out a meaty hand and stopped him. “Wait,” was all the big man muttered.

      She came closer, her head turning to scan the road behind her. “Please, they’ll catch me!”

      The terror in her voice clawed at him. “Who?” he demanded.

      “The… The zombies. They’re coming this way.” She turned back; tears etched a path down her cheeks. “Please. They’ve killed everyone else, and they’re coming.”

      Now the dirge-like moaning filled the air, and she heaved, her face paling further under the slashing glare of the lightning.

      He made a split-second decision. “Get on.”

      She shuffled slowly toward him, and Jamie growled, “We don’t know who she is.”

      Her arms swept around him as she settled on the back end of the cushion—pillion, his mind helpfully added—and clutched tight.

      In the distance he caught sight of the pack and grimaced. They’d taken too long.

      “Go back to the camp then take the river road,” he threw at Jamie as they revved the engines.

      The bikes spun, spitting up gravel as the first heavy raindrops began to hit the ground with loud spatters.
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      Leonie didn’t care who these men were. They had to be better than the zombies who had followed her from the vehicle. Or what remained of it.

      Everyone else was gone, including her brother, and she was alone. Controlling the shiver of terror took everything, and for a moment, she nearly let go before sanity reasserted itself.

      Surely it had to be divine intervention that brought these men right here and right now to save her? Leonie reached for the cross she’d worn until recently. Her hand came away empty. Just one more loss in a world that reeked of it.

      The big man who didn’t speak much had seemed unhappy with having her on the bike with the other guy. It didn’t matter. They’d saved her from a fate that was infinitely worse than death.

      They rode through the night, the wind wild and whipping at her dress, the ragged edges whacking her and tearing at her skin, while the cold rain pelted her. She was frozen to the core by the time they pulled into what she thought looked to be an abandoned house.

      Sudden terror assailed. Why had they stopped here in the middle of nowhere? They couldn’t have designs on her, could they? New fears raised their ugly heads the way zombies extended their grasping fingers.

      “Why… Why are we…stopping here?” She couldn’t control the broken cadence of her words nor the shivers which wracked her body. The cold, now bone deep, had her sure she’d shatter if she moved too quickly.

      The man she was riding with gently dislodged her fingers, and she almost moaned as the heat of his skin scorched her.

      “It’s late, you’re sodden and freezing. You’re safe with us though. We will protect you.”

      He had no idea how much relief poured through her veins. Still… “But… We’re not safe here, are we?” Leonie heard the threads of fear in her words.

      The smaller man smiled, the blue of his gaze soft, as he cupped her face in his hands. “You need medical assistance, and we’re not going to get back to the camp tonight with you like this. We need to wait for the worst of the storm to pass so we can see the road properly and anything in the way. Jamie will keep an eye out while I attend to you. We’ve got some food too. It looks like you could do with a meal or two.” He spoke softly, as if soothing a wild animal.

      She flinched. Food. Care. Comfort. Things she’d only dreamed of since the zombie invasion began.

      “I’m thankful…”

      The man smiled again, the corners of his eyes crinkling in the dimness. “I’m Dove.”

      Dove. The name felt like it fit him, if the softness and caring nature he appeared to exhibit was anything to go by. Tears pricked her eyes, and she scrubbed them away with the heels of her hands.

      “I’m Leonie.” She almost told him her siblings had called her Leo, but now that they were gone, she couldn’t even begin to force those words past her stiff lips. Now her gut clenched hard. Gary, her brother, was gone. She’d seen what they’d done, the way they’d torn into the group in the vehicle, after they’d stopped because she just had to go to the bathroom.

      Her fault. They’d only stopped because she’d demanded it. How could she live with that on her conscience?

      Leonie bit her lip, feeling the bitter bile rising once again to burn her throat. Six souls, all lost because of her. The tears welled again, and she blinked, trying to clear them, but a black cloud enveloped her.

      Shame. Guilt.

      Why did I survive and not them? Why did Gary have to die?

      Gary had heard of a camp he’d said weeks ago. Just today he’d said it wasn’t far away and he had wanted them to get there today. It was big and safe. Welcoming to everyone, and their skills would be useful.

      Gary was gone. She’d never again see his cheeky grin. Hear the long drawl as he ragged on her. There was no one else left from her family, and everything that connected them, biologically and physically, no longer remained. Struck down with the scourge of this terrible disease that ravaged Australia.

      Leonie had to dig deep to remind herself she wasn’t entirely alone and without assistance. Right in front of her stood a man, clearly gentle and caring if she was reading him correctly.

      He steered her away from the door and tugged her down, so she settled on the bare board. He swung the large backpack he’d carried with him from his back. It had bitten into her stomach during the wild ride through the night, but she hadn’t cared, because he’d saved her from the grasping fingers and sharp, biting teeth that tore and crunched.

      God! The memory rose again. Scarlet blood spurting, white bone protruding, and the screams of terror…

      Her stomach heaved, and she clapped her hand over her mouth, then moaned. “I’m going to be sick!”

      Leonie scrabbled up, backed away from the man who followed her into what had once been a kitchen, and her hands gripped the dirty edges of the counter. He held her as she shook, her stomach heaving out its contents into the filthy metal of the sink.

      Long moments passed as she squeezed her eyes shut, willing the roiling mass of her stomach to settle.

      Afterward, Dove handed her a cloth and she wiped her mouth. Then he extended a water bottle, and she took it, swilling the bitter remnants from her mouth before greedily swallowing the contents.

      He reached out, stilled her. “Slowly, or you’ll be sick again.”

      Tears burned her eyes. “They’re all dead, and it’s my fault.” Her voice broke, and he slid gentle arms around her as she shook.

      “No. I doubt it’s all your fault.”

      She shook her head, feeling the wet strands of hair slapping her face. Needing that little bite of pain, because every word she uttered was all true. “They stopped because I demanded it. I had to go to the toilet. Gary, my brother, was the driver, and he didn’t want to, but I said…” Tears released like a torrent scorching her.

      “Where were you going?”

      She hiccupped and scrubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hand. “We’d heard of a farm, a little bit away from Canberra. A large but safe place is what we’d been told. We were headed for a small camp tonight along the way, then wanted to be at the farm where we’d heard there was safety. Gary was a mechanic, and he’d managed to get an old minivan going. We’d found it abandoned, and he’d siphoned every vehicle we passed.”

      “We?” Dove questioned, and she sighed.

      “Gary and I had found some survivors over the last week we’d been on the road. We were coming in from the outback because there wasn’t enough food or water at home.” She flinched away from the memories of what lay behind her. There’d be time enough to share that later on, when she’d come to terms with what had gone before. “The drought is worsening, and we’d agreed that if we came closer to where others were, the food and water would last longer for those we left behind.”

      It was all true, but also far too late for Gary and the others she’d now left behind on a lonely road. He was the last of her family, and without him… A hand may as well have reached into her heart and squeezed the battered organ until it lay a ruin of bloodied muscle. The pain would be just the same, she was sure.

      Leonie shook her head, desperately wishing she could dispel the memories of the sounds and the things she’d run from. The horror though stayed with her, a scar on her psyche.

      Hiding in the tall grasses by the road, she’d been fine, hidden from the monsters until she’d screamed at the sights and atrocities unfolding before her. That was when they’d turned in her direction. En masse. They moved in her direction, quicker than a shamble, and some almost jogged toward her, so she’d done the only thing her brain demanded of her. Run.

      Through the grass, into the thick bushes and trees she’d pelted. The stalks of the grass, sharp and hard, cut her legs while the branches tore her clothes. She lost a shoe somewhere along the way, but she didn’t still to snatch it up. They were behind her, and the only safety was ahead, to run faster than them. Shoeless, the sharp stones cut her feet, but she kept going, as if the will and determination to survive had kicked in.

      The zombies followed, the sounds of inhuman hunger freezing her innards. She couldn’t say how long she’d run, at least an hour or more, before exhaustion nearly claimed her. Then she heard the engines, saw the motorbikes on the road ahead, outlined by the slash of lightning jagged in the sky, while wild winds and hard splotches of rain pelted her, and the wave of adrenaline that pushed her tired body forward gave out. She stilled, her brain unable to compute the sight before her.

      “I just wanted to be safe,” she whispered, broken inside at what she’d survived and witnessed. “Gary didn’t care one way or another. He lost his wife and daughter to illness early on, but for me, he kept going. They hadn’t come back as zombies, and I guess he’d been thankful for that. But me? I knew there was hope, Dove. We just needed to be safe. That’s all. Was it too much to ask?” The cry came from the depths of her being.

      She scrubbed her hands over her face. How could she possibly explain? She’d been a schoolteacher—a preschool instructor—in a small, private church school, where quiet and obedient has been the most important thing. She’d only left home long enough to gain her degree, then returned to the school where she herself had been educated. Her dream to educate, marry, and raise her own children likely dashed by the horror of the sickness sweeping Australia, and yet, she’d clung to hope until this.

      He held her tight and rocked her, as if realizing how close to the edge she really was. “Shhh. It’s okay. We’ll take you to the farm. That’s where we’re from.”

      The words punched through her like spikes. Even in the midst of such horror, her hope had paid dividends again. “Thank you, God.” She whispered the words quietly.

      “Amen,” Dove answered, and she started. Jumped out of his embrace to raise bewildered eyes to gaze upon him.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I meant to keep that to myself.” It wasn’t shame but embarrassment that warmed her cheeks.

      His grin warmed her from the insides. “It’s okay. I’m a believer.” Something in the way he said the words, the way his grin deepened, tugged at something inside herself.

      Once again, she raised her hand, seeking the tiny cross, then sighed. Gone. Like most other beloved items she’d ever owned.

      “Oh. I’m pleased. It’s…” She cleared her throat. “It’s important to have something to hold onto these days.” The wave of embarrassment crashed down on her as Leonie realized she was babbling. “Well, I’m warmer, and you’ve helped me a lot.” Even more because he’d held her while she’d thrown up. I don’t want to remember that at all!

      “Before we go, let’s clean up the scratches and pop some antibiotic ointment on them. Don’t want to have an infection if we can avoid it.”

      “Would you…” She glanced away, embarrassed.

      “What?”

      “I hurt my foot too.”

      Holding the tattered edges of the dress so they didn’t flop about, Leonie hobbled as she followed Dove back to the room. In his bag, there were wipes and ointments and a case.

      She caught a flash of purple silk and her eyes darted to his. “So, uh what do you do?” Was he a priest? Or some kind of cross dresser? That flash of purple danced in her memory.

      He smiled. “I’m a medic.” He spoke quietly and his eyes darted away from hers, and she knew he wasn’t telling her the truth, or at least not all of it.

      “Oh. Okay then.”

      He set about checking her wounds then dug around in the bottom of the bag and tugged out a jumper and pair of long track pants. “They may be a bit big, but better than what you’re wearing. I’ll wrap your foot too, as I don’t have any shoes.”

      Her eyes teared again. “Thank you.”

      After tending her feet, Dove left her to change, and she dove into the clothes, once more thanking the deity for helping her find safety, caring, and more hope.

      It was only when she’d finished her hurried prayer the door slipped open and Jamie stuck his head around the corner. “Rain’s gone. We better go.”
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      Dove adjusted his backpack onto his chest. It would make for an uncomfortable ride, but he’d made his decision to take the girl with him. Jamie had offered to carry his pack for him, but with the contents becoming pretty damn close to irreplaceable, he preferred to look after them himself.

      The girl—Leonie—climbed on behind him, her fingers winding tight around his waist. It had been years since he’d felt the grip of a woman like this. His mind wound back to Marci Hines, the girl he’d left behind when he’d joined Seminary. Not that either of them had engaged in more than mutual groping and hot kisses. Even then, he’d known where his future lay—in the church—and even though he wasn’t Catholic, meaning he could choose to marry, he’d understood that physical lovemaking should be constrained to marriage. It was one of the aspects of the religious life he found somewhat constraining at times.

      Shaking his head, he cleared the wooliness, allowing him to think clearly once more. Walking around in his memories would be reserved for when they were safely home on the farm. It was far too dangerous to lose concentration on the roads with zombies hanging around looking for an easy mark.

      “Everything okay?” a small voice asked behind him.

      He inhaled deeply. “Yeah. Ready?”

      Jamie gave him the signal to move, and they roared out onto the road, which was pitted with grasses thrusting up between the gravel. Nature reclaims all, he thought whimsically, sliding around a larger tuft. He and Jamie stayed side by side, the wheels spinning quickly as they headed for home.

      The closer they came to Canberra, the more wrecks they passed. He could tell that Leonie was startled each time because her nails caught on his jacket and dug in. More than once he slowed, worried she might fall off the back of the bike if they jolted hard, but she stuck the distance.

      His eyes kept returning to the gas needle, hoping they had enough, with the extra passenger. He knew Jamie said if they went a little slower than usual, they should be okay, but it was only when the fence around their camp loomed that he could relax. We made it.

      The gates opened and in they rode.

      Not for the first time, he felt pride in what they were building here. A community of civilians, though many doubled up as guards. Liam and Elaine, the camp’s leaders, had been insistent that the majority of residents should take turns, and the young should be trained to keep them safe. The future of the community relied on everyone pulling their weight.

      They were more than a military outpost with a school, hospital, and farm. This was a home, where everyone was welcome. Including him.

      The gates closed behind them, and Jamie, Leonie, and himself climbed from the bikes.

      Liam wandered out, scrubbing his hand through his hair and a damp white patch on his shoulder. “You’ve brought a visitor with you?”

      “A new member,” explained Dove.

      Liam smiled and extended a hand to the woman whose fingers twisted in the long sleeves of his jumper. “Okay, how about you two come in. Jamie, go grab something to eat, and you can fill me in on what you learned later.” Then Liam patted the man on the shoulder before Jamie lumbered off to the large shed that had become the main dining hall.

      They both trailed Liam inside, Leonie following slowly while Dove brought up the rear. They moved quietly through the kitchen and into the small lounge. It still gave Dove pause to see a ‘normal’ suburban home in the middle of such chaotic times.

      “Elaine’s asleep. She had a bad night with Isla.” Liam’s wife had recently given birth to their first child.

      “They’re both doing well?” Dove asked.

      “Yeah, but Isla’s not settling well. I’m going to ask Ramon for advice. Elaine’s exhausted and worried.” Liam sat down in the chair, and Leonie and himself plonked themselves down.

      “Does she still want me to baptize the baby?”

      Liam grinned at Dove. “You know we do. Just need to arrange some time for that.”

      Dove noted the shocked look on Leonie’s face. “Baptize?”

      He sighed. “Before all this, I was a priest. I’m still a medic and assist when I’m needed on a mission, but…” Dove shrugged. Not everyone believed, and too many found their faith tested these days. He hadn’t lied, just hadn’t told her everything until now. It always sat badly hiding what else he was, but that was a learned behavior from his time at Camp Queanbeyan.

      Now, Dove focused on Liam again, marshalling his thoughts. “Leonie here was on the road. Running from zombies. The car she and her brother and a group were traveling in were overwhelmed when they stopped for a relief break. She escaped, but the others didn’t. She saw it all, then ran.” Dove spoke quietly, hoping she’d be able to explain the rest of what occurred without breaking down in tears.

      He’d attended many of these discussions, knowing Liam understood that sometimes the presence of a priest soothed those who suffered guilt and survivor’s syndrome. While he wasn’t a counselor, he was the only one at this stage who had any training in dealing with traumatic events.

      She sighed and held herself still. His impression was she was as brittle right now as old glass, fragile, and it would only take an unwary move and she would shatter. “My brother Gary and I were traveling in from the outback. The town we came from has about ninety people left, but with the drought, the water supplies are running low.” She shrugged when Liam made a sound. “We decided that if we left, it might let the supplies last a little longer. Anyway, we headed for the coast. On the way, we stopped to siphon vehicles, picked up those who wanted to come with us. We’d been traveling for a couple of weeks. Going slowly makes the petrol go further, Gary says. He’s…” Her voice broke and she shook. Her face scrunched up tight, as if she were holding onto her emotions.

      Dove reached out and touched her shoulder. “It’s okay. We understand.”

      She nodded and gave a hiccupping sigh. “It was my fault. We stopped because I had to go to the bathroom. We’d been traveling for a couple of hours, and I… I was in the grass, you know, when they came. There were lots. Big and loud. They surrounded the vehicle, and I heard them. Couldn’t look away. They broke through the glass. Gary screamed at me. Said run, but I couldn’t. But I saw it all. Inside the minivan they were trapped. The zombies…” Her hand snaked out and latched onto Dove’s.

      Liam rose and disappeared into the kitchen, returning quickly with a glass of water.

      She took the drink and gulped, then sat there, frozen with the glass in her hand, distance in her green eyes.

      “They’re all dead?” Liam’s quiet question broke the silence.

      “Yes.” With shaking hands, Leonie slid the glass to the small coffee table between the chairs.

      “You ran?” prompted Dove.

      “Yes. Through the grass and the trees. They followed me after I screamed. Just followed me, and I was terrified. That’s when I ran into—”

      “Dove and Jamie,” added Liam.

      Leonie nodded.

      Liam’s gaze turned to Dove. “Did you see them?”

      Dove shook his head. “No, but we heard them. They’re slower moving than the mutates, so I’m guessing these aren’t the newer species. We turned and came back via the alternate route. We didn’t see any on the roads at all.” He hoped Leonie had missed the references to the mutation. She was traumatized enough right now, and adding to it? Well, he refused to do that as the sudden, and surprising, sense of protectiveness rose inside him.

      Liam considered Dove and Leonie’s report with a frown. “None on the roads at all? That’s odd. There’s usually some, so I wonder if that means—”

      “They’ve rounded them all up?” a tired female voice echoed from the stairs behind him.

      Dove turned to see Elaine, a tiny baby over her shoulder as she entered the room. With the ease of familiarity, Elaine passed the baby to Liam then bustled into the kitchen before returning moments later with a cup of tea in her hand. She settled on the last seat of the old couch.

      “Seems to me the zombie collection has ramped up, and whether that means they’re doing well, or their experiments are a failure, neither scenario is great,” Elaine said.

      The baby started to fuss, and Leonie sighed. “I just adore babies.” She reached out a hand, then snatched it back. “Sorry, back home everyone would get a nurse, but the babies are all gone.” Her face turned bleak. “We couldn’t get baby food, so the mayor had them and their families moved to somewhere they would be safe at the beginning of things. That only left the single and older adults and teens behind to work the properties.” Now when she turned to Liam it was a sad and weary look that filled her eyes. “Gary was the town’s only mechanic and general dogsbody. He was useful, but my job…” She shrugged. “Well, without any little kids, I wasn’t very useful. For a while I grew veggies, but I think I’ve got a brown thumb.”

      Elaine reached for a notebook. “So, what do you do?”

      “Oh, I’m a preschool teacher. Anything from birth to six years really is where my talents are best used.” Leonie sounded so woebegone that Dove wanted to fold her in his arms. He had to hold himself very tightly to ward off that instinctual move.

      Elaine’s eyes lit up. “Well, that’s great because we have lots of youngsters here, and while we have a creche, it’s in need of some direction. But let me get some basic information from you.”

      Elaine noted down her name—Leonie Jane Manners—and where she’d been born. Her age and marital status.

      “We’ll get the rest later, when you get a chance to meet with Julia. First, we’ll get you settled in the newcomer’s quarters. You’ll need to see Ramon, our resident doctor, for a physical exam.”

      Leonie reached out, grabbing onto Dove’s hand. “But… I don’t know anyone and…” Terror and shock were clearly foremost in her mind as Leonie shook. Her breath came in pants, and Dove knew she was about to have a panic attack.

      He patted her hand, and she turned, giving him her full attention. “I’ve got a spare room at my place. She can stay there.”

      Liam’s eyes widened. Elaine simply stared.

      “She’ll be safe there, and perhaps being around someone she already feels comfortable with will help her assimilate quicker.” Dove didn’t examine why he’d made the offer.

      “Sure. If you’re both comfortable with that? We can look for singles accommodation later on, when you’re ready,” soothed Elaine, and Liam nodded in agreement. “Go grab some food, and don’t forget to take Leonie to see Julia tomorrow, so we can note the who’s and where’s for the census.”

      They rose, and Dove showed Leonie to the door, aware that she’d snaked her hand into his grip.

      He had to ward off the sensation of warmth. He was a priest, he reminded himself. There to give comfort and support, not to take them from her.
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