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Written by Aaron Abilene

The wind whistled past my ears as I plummeted from the skyscraper, my heart pounding with exhilaration. Fifty stories up and falling fast - this was what I lived for. As the ground rushed towards me, I twisted in mid-air, grabbing the cable I'd rigged earlier. It jerked taut, swinging me in a wide arc between the buildings. For a moment, I was flying.

"Cut!" The director's voice shattered the illusion. "That was perfect, Zara. We got it in one take."

I landed lightly on the airbag, my body thrumming with leftover adrenaline. Another day, another death-defying stunt. Sometimes I wondered if I was tempting fate, but the thrill was worth it. It always was.

Hours later, I found myself in a dimly lit bar, nursing a whiskey and trying to quiet the restlessness in my bones. That's when I spotted him - Decker, the ex-soldier with danger in his eyes and a crooked smile that spelled trouble.

"Well, if it isn't L.A.'s most fearless stuntwoman," he drawled, sliding onto the stool next to me. "What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?"

I smirked, not bothering to look at him. "Maybe I'm not such a nice girl."

"Oh, I'm counting on it." His voice was low, teasing. I could feel the heat of his gaze.

Finally, I turned to face him, arching an eyebrow. "Careful, soldier boy. I eat men like you for breakfast."

He leaned in closer, his breath warm on my cheek. "Promises, promises."

The air between us crackled with unspoken tension. I found myself studying the scar that ran along his jawline, wondering about the stories etched into his skin. There was darkness there, lurking behind his cocky facade. It called to the shadows in my own soul.

"Buy a girl a drink?" I asked, letting a hint of challenge creep into my voice.

Decker's grin widened. "Only if you promise to show me some of those fancy moves of yours later."

I laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine. "In your dreams, hotshot."

But as I tossed back the rest of my whiskey, I couldn't shake the feeling that our paths were destined to cross again. And next time, it might not be in the safety of this bar. A shiver ran down my spine - premonition or desire, I couldn't tell. With Decker, the line between danger and temptation was blurred beyond recognition.

I wove through the cluttered chaos of Liam's workshop, the scent of solder and burnt circuit boards thick in the air. Piles of discarded electronics teetered precariously, threatening to avalanche at any moment. In the center of it all sat Liam, hunched over a workbench, his nimble fingers dancing across a tangle of wires.

"What madness are you cooking up now, kid?" I called out, a smile tugging at my lips despite myself.

Liam's head snapped up, his eyes wide behind oversized goggles. "Zara! You're just in time. I've cracked the code on that motion capture rig we were talking about."

I sidled closer, peering at the contraption. "Yeah? Show me what you've got."

As Liam launched into a rapid-fire explanation, I felt a familiar thrill. This was why I kept coming back, why I'd taken this brilliant, awkward teen under my wing. His passion for pushing technology to its limits matched my own drive to push my body beyond what seemed possible.

"Slow down, brainiac," I interrupted, tapping his forehead gently. "Remember, not all of us have supercomputers for brains."

Liam flushed, adjusting his goggles. "Sorry, I just... when I get excited..."

"I know, I know," I said, softer now. "It's what makes you brilliant. Now, walk me through it again. Step by step."

As Liam began again, I found my mind drifting. Tomorrow's stunt loomed large – a high-speed car chase that would push even my limits. The familiar mix of anticipation and dread coiled in my gut.

"Earth to Zara," Liam's voice cut through my thoughts. "You okay? You look... haunted."

I forced a smile. "Just thinking about tomorrow's shoot. Hey, once we're done here, want to grab some dinner? I could use a distraction."

Liam's face lit up, and for a moment, I saw past the genius to the lonely kid beneath. "Really? I mean, yeah, that'd be great!"

As we bent our heads together over the rig, I pushed away the nagging sense of unease. This was my world – adrenaline and innovation, danger and discovery. What could possibly change that?

I should have known better than to tempt fate.

The first sign came as we left Liam's workshop. A distant scream pierced the night, raw and primal. I froze, every instinct on high alert.

"Did you hear that?" I asked, scanning the darkened street.

Liam frowned. "Hear what? Probably just some drunk idiots."

I wanted to believe him, but something felt... off. The air seemed to crackle with an unseen tension.

As we walked, the streetlights began to flicker ominously. One by one, they winked out, plunging entire blocks into darkness. The city's usual cacophony of traffic and chatter gave way to an eerie silence, broken only by the occasional far-off shriek.

"Liam," I said, my voice tight, "maybe we should head back."

He nodded, wide-eyed. "Yeah, this is getting weird."

We turned back, quickening our pace. That's when I saw her – my neighbor, Mrs. Chen, stumbling down the middle of the road. Relief flooded through me.

"Mrs. Chen!" I called out. "Are you okay?"

She turned, and my blood ran cold. Her face was a grotesque mask of decay, eyes milky white and unseeing. A low, guttural moan escaped her lips as she lurched towards us.

"What the hell?" Liam whispered, backing away.

I couldn't move, couldn't process what I was seeing. This couldn't be real. Mrs. Chen, who baked me cookies and fussed over my dangerous job, was... was...

"Zara!" Liam's panicked voice snapped me back. "We need to go. Now!"

As Mrs. Chen's rotting fingers grasped at my jacket, reality came crashing down. The world as I knew it was over, and the nightmare was just beginning.

I tore through the chaos-choked streets, my heart pounding in sync with the distant screams. Decker. Liam. I had to find them. Had to make sure they were safe.

"Watch it!" I yelled, barely dodging a shambling corpse that lunged for me. Its glassy eyes locked onto mine, hungry and soulless. I shuddered, forcing myself to keep moving.

The city I'd called home had become a hellscape. Overturned cars, shattered glass, and worse things littered the sidewalks. I tried not to look too closely at the dark stains on the pavement.

"Decker!" I shouted, my voice hoarse. "Liam!"

No answer. Just the moans of the undead and the distant wail of sirens.

I rounded a corner, my breath catching as I saw my apartment complex looming ahead. The front doors hung off their hinges, and a small crowd of... them... milled about aimlessly.

"Shit," I muttered, scanning for a way in. That's when I heard it – a familiar voice, tinged with panic.

"Zara! Up here!"

I looked up, relief flooding through me as I saw Decker and Liam waving frantically from a third-floor window.

"Thank God," I breathed. "Hang on, I'm coming!"

But as I took a step forward, the horde turned as one, their dead eyes fixing on me with terrifying intensity.

"Zara, run!" Decker yelled. "We'll meet you at the fire escape!"

I didn't need to be told twice. As the first of the undead lurched towards me, I sprinted around the building, my ears filled with the sound of shuffling feet and inhuman groans.

The fire escape. Our only chance. But would we make it out alive?

I gritted my teeth, muscles tensing as I surveyed our grim situation. The fire escape creaked ominously under our combined weight, and the growing horde below clawed at the metal, their moans a hellish chorus.

"Listen up," I barked, my stuntwoman instincts kicking in. "We've got one shot at this. Decker, you're on point. Clear a path. Liam, stay between us. I'll bring up the rear."

Decker nodded grimly, his soldier's training evident in his stance. "What's the plan, boss?"

"We make for the subway station on 7th. It's defensible, and we can use the tunnels if needed." My mind raced, weighing options. "Questions?"

Liam's face was pale, but his voice steady. "What if... what if one of us gets bitten?"

The unspoken hung heavy in the air. I swallowed hard. "We cross that bridge if we come to it. For now, we move fast and stay together. Got it?"

They nodded, trust and fear warring in their eyes. I took a deep breath, steeling myself.

"On my mark... Now!"

We descended in a rush of clanging metal, Decker's makeshift club swinging as we hit the ground. The undead swarmed, their rotting fingers grasping.

"Left!" I shouted, ducking a lunging corpse. "Cut through the alley!"

We ran, the sounds of pursuit never far behind. Los Angeles had become a nightmare realm, familiar landmarks twisted into grotesque parodies. A overturned bus blocked our path, forcing us to weave through stalled traffic.

"Zara!" Liam's panicked voice. "There's people in that store!"

I glanced where he pointed, seeing faces pressed against the glass of a barricaded convenience store. Part of me wanted to help, but...

"We can't risk it," I said, hating myself. "Keep moving!"

A woman's scream pierced the air, quickly cut short. I fought the urge to look back, focusing on the path ahead.

*Just like a stunt,* I told myself. *One move at a time. Don't think about the consequences.*

But as we rounded another corner, faced with a sea of shambling bodies, I couldn't shake the feeling that this was one performance we might not walk away from.

The looming silhouette of Paramount Studios rose before us, a beacon of hope amidst the chaos. Its high walls and iron gates promised sanctuary, if only for a moment.

"There!" I gasped, my lungs burning. "The studio lot!"

Decker's eyes lit up with recognition. "Smart thinking, Z. Limited entrances, defensible position."

We sprinted towards the main gate, the moans of the undead nipping at our heels. Liam stumbled, and I caught his arm, dragging him forward.

"Almost there," I panted. "Don't give up on me now, kid."

The gate was chained shut, but Decker made short work of it with his bolt cutters. We slipped inside, slamming it closed behind us just as grasping hands reached through the bars.

"Help me barricade it," I ordered, already pushing a nearby dumpster.

With our combined strength, we secured the entrance. For the first time in hours, I allowed myself to breathe.

"We made it," Liam whispered, his voice trembling.

I nodded, relief washing over me. "For now."

We moved deeper into the lot, passing abandoned sets and eerie prop warehouses. The silence was unsettling after the chaos of the streets.

"What now?" Decker asked, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings.

"We rest, regroup, plan our next move," I replied, my mind already racing. "This place won't stay safe forever."

As we settled into an old western saloon set, I found myself drawn to a high window. The view of Los Angeles spread out before me, a city I once knew intimately now transformed into a hellscape.

Fires dotted the landscape, plumes of smoke rising into the darkening sky. In the distance, I could make out the shambling forms of the infected, their numbers seemingly endless.

A chill ran down my spine as I realized the true scope of what we faced. This wasn't just about survival anymore. It was about finding a way to live in a world that no longer made sense.

I turned back to Decker and Liam, their faces a mixture of exhaustion and fear. "Get some sleep," I said softly. "I'll take first watch."

As they settled in, I returned to the window, my eyes fixed on the dying city. Our journey, I knew with grim certainty, had only just begun.

The morning sun sliced through the blinds as I stretched my limbs, muscles aching from yesterday's stunts. Another day, another death-defying feat. I padded to the kitchen, the scent of coffee already wafting through our small apartment.

"Morning, sunshine," Alex called from the couch, eyes glued to the news. "Ready for your big day?"

I poured a steaming mug and settled beside them, our shoulders touching. "As ready as I'll ever be to fall off a five-story building."

Alex's laugh was warm, familiar. "You've got this, Z. You always do."

We sat in comfortable silence, the droning of the newscaster a soothing backdrop. Until it wasn't.

"Breaking news—" the reporter's voice cracked, panic seeping through. "Reports of violent attacks—"

The screen flickered, went dark. Outside, a cacophony of screams erupted.

"What the hell?" I bolted to the window, heart thundering.

The street below was chaos incarnate. People running, stumbling figures in pursuit. Blood. So much blood.

"Zara?" Alex's voice was small, frightened. I turned.

Their skin had taken on an ashen hue, veins pulsing an unnatural black beneath the surface. "I don't... I don't feel right."

"Alex?" My voice trembled. This couldn't be happening. Not to us. Not to them.

A violent spasm wracked their body. They doubled over, retching. When they looked up, their eyes were milky white, unseeing.

"No," I whispered, backing away. "Alex, please."

But Alex was gone. In their place stood a horror, mouth gnashing, hands clawing the air. It—not they, not anymore—lurched toward me with inhuman speed.

I ducked, years of stunt training kicking in. The thing that was once my love crashed into the wall behind me.

"Alex," I choked out, tears blurring my vision. "I'm so sorry."

The creature snarled, pivoting with unnatural grace. I scrambled backward, mind reeling. This couldn't be real. It had to be a nightmare.

But the terror coursing through my veins was all too real. The world I knew had shattered in an instant, leaving only horror in its wake.

As the thing that was once Alex lunged again, a primal scream tore from my throat. The sound of my heart breaking, of reality crumbling around me.

My legs moved before my mind could catch up, instinct propelling me toward the door. I yanked it open, the wood splintering under my desperate grip. The hallway stretched before me, an endless gauntlet of terror.

"Decker! Liam!" I shouted, my voice raw and unfamiliar. Where were they? I needed them now more than ever.

The stairwell echoed with inhuman groans. I pressed my back against the wall, breath coming in ragged gasps. Think, Zara. Think.

"They're on the third floor," I muttered to myself, trying to quell the rising panic. "Just two flights down. You can do this."

I inched toward the stairs, every muscle coiled tight. A figure stumbled into view, its movements jerky and unnatural. Not Decker. Not Liam. Another one of... them.

"Shit," I hissed, ducking back. My mind raced, weighing options. The fire escape. It was risky, but...

I sprinted down the hall, ignoring the sounds of pursuit. The window at the end was my lifeline. With a grunt, I threw my shoulder against it. The glass shattered, raining down onto the metal grating below.

As I climbed out onto the fire escape, a chilling thought struck me. What if Decker and Liam were already... No. I couldn't think like that. They were fighters. They had to be alive.

"Hold on, guys," I whispered, descending the rickety steps. "I'm coming."

The fire escape groaned under my weight as I descended, each metallic creak setting my nerves on edge. Two floors down, I peered through a grimy window, my heart leaping at the sight of familiar faces.

"Decker! Liam!" I hissed, rapping on the glass.

They whirled, eyes wide with fear before recognition dawned. Liam rushed to the window, his usually immaculate suit torn and bloodied.

"Zara! Thank God," he breathed, fumbling with the latch.

As the window slid open, a crash echoed from down the hall. Decker's face paled. "They're coming. We need to move. Now."

I slipped inside, surveying the room. "What's the situation?"

"Bad," Decker growled, hefting a makeshift club. "They're everywhere. We've been trapped here for hours."

"We thought..." Liam's voice cracked. "We thought you might be..."

"Takes more than a zombie apocalypse to take me out," I quipped, but my smile felt hollow. "Now, let's get the hell out of here."

A chorus of moans drifted closer. We exchanged grim looks, a silent understanding passing between us. Whatever happened, we'd face it together.

"I've got a plan," I said, my mind racing. "But you're not going to like it."

Decker's lips quirked in a humorless smile. "When do we ever?"

As I outlined my insane escape route, I couldn't shake the feeling that our ordeal was just beginning. But with Decker's strength and Liam's intellect by my side, maybe – just maybe – we stood a chance.

We crept into the hallway, and I recoiled at the stench that assaulted my nostrils. Death hung heavy in the air, a cloying miasma that clung to the back of my throat.

"Christ," Decker muttered, his face twisting in disgust.

The once-pristine corridor was now a scene of devastation. Shattered glass crunched beneath our feet, and flickering lights cast eerie shadows that danced along the walls. Blood smeared the peeling wallpaper, telling silent stories of terror and desperation.

"Stay close," I whispered, taking point. My eyes darted from corner to corner, muscles coiled and ready to spring. Years of stunt work had honed my reflexes, but nothing could have prepared me for this nightmare.

We inched forward, the silence broken only by our ragged breathing and the occasional distant moan. A door hung off its hinges, revealing a ransacked apartment beyond. I tried not to think about the fate of its occupants.

"Zara," Liam's voice quavered behind me. "How... how are you so calm?"

I paused, considering. "I'm not," I admitted, my words barely audible. "I'm terrified. But fear won't keep us alive. Action will."

Decker grunted in agreement. "That's our girl. Always the fighter."

I managed a weak smile, though my insides churned with dread. Every shadow held potential death, every sound a harbinger of horror. But I couldn't let that paralyze me. Not when lives depended on my next move.

"This way," I gestured, leading them towards the emergency stairwell. "Watch your step. And whatever you do, don't look down."

As we approached the stairwell, a blood-curdling shriek pierced the air. A figure lurched from the shadows, its jaw unhinged and eyes milky white. I reacted on instinct, grabbing a nearby fire extinguisher and swinging it with all my might.

"Duck!" I yelled to Liam as the zombie's head exploded in a spray of gore.

Decker cursed, slamming the stairwell door shut behind us. "That was too close," he panted.

My heart raced, adrenaline surging. "We're not out of this yet," I warned, scanning the dimly lit staircase. "Stay alert."

We descended carefully, our makeshift weapons at the ready. I clutched the fire extinguisher, its weight oddly comforting. Liam had armed himself with a broken chair leg, while Decker brandished a kitchen knife.

"I never thought I'd miss my boring desk job," Liam muttered, his voice tinged with hysteria.

I reached back, squeezing his arm. "Focus, Liam. We're going to make it."

As we neared the ground floor, an ominous growl echoed from below. I held up a hand, signaling a halt. Peering over the railing, my blood ran cold. A mass of writhing bodies blocked our path to freedom.

"There's too many," Decker whispered, his usual bravado faltering.

I closed my eyes, thinking furiously. We'd come too far to give up now. "I have an idea," I said, my mind racing back to a particularly daring stunt I'd once performed. "But it's going to take all of us working together."

We burst through the stairwell door, a symphony of snarls and gnashing teeth greeting us. The lobby, once elegant, now resembled a slaughterhouse. I gripped the fire extinguisher tighter, my knuckles white.

"Now!" I screamed, unleashing a cloud of chemicals into the horde. Decker and Liam followed suit, hurling whatever they could grab - potted plants, magazines, a receptionist's chair.

We sprinted through the chaos, dodging grasping hands and snapping jaws. The exit loomed before us, a beacon of hope in this nightmare. With one final push, we crashed through the glass doors, tumbling onto the blood-stained pavement outside.

For a moment, we lay there, gasping for air. The world around us had transformed into a hellscape. Smoke billowed from distant buildings, sirens wailed, and the air was thick with the stench of death.

"We... we made it," Liam wheezed, his eyes wide with disbelief.

I struggled to my feet, offering a hand to my friends. "Don't celebrate yet," I warned, scanning our surroundings. "This is just the beginning."

Decker nodded grimly, wiping gore from his face. "What now, Zara?"

I gazed down the ruined street, my mind reeling. The city I'd called home was now a graveyard. How many others had survived? Where could we go?

"We keep moving," I said, my voice hollow. "We find supplies, weapons, anything we can use. And we stick together. It's the only way we'll survive this."

As we limped away from the apartment complex, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were walking into an even greater nightmare. The world had changed in a matter of hours, and I feared we had changed with it. How long before the horrors we'd witnessed began to eat away at our humanity?

I glanced at Decker and Liam, their faces etched with exhaustion and fear. We'd need each other more than ever in the days to come. Whatever lay ahead, whatever monsters - both dead and living - we'd face, we'd face them together.

The sun began to set, casting long shadows across the desolate landscape. Night was coming, and with it, untold terrors. We pressed on, our hearts heavy with the knowledge that our fight for survival had only just begun.

The cable snapped taut as I launched myself from the rooftop, a grin spreading across my face. Adrenaline sang in my veins, the rush as addictive as any drug. For a brief, glorious moment, I was flying. Then gravity reclaimed me.

"Cut!" Carlo called out as I landed in a roll on the airbag below. "Perfect, Zara. Let's reset for the next take."

I climbed off the bag, dusting myself off. This was my sanctuary - the place where fear became an old friend to be embraced rather than fled from. Where I could forget the shadows of my past, if only for a little while.

"You're going to get yourself killed one of these days," a familiar voice chided. I turned to see Jace leaning against a nearby wall, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief and something deeper. Something that made my battered heart ache.

"Gotta go sometime," I quipped, sauntering over to him. "Might as well be doing what I love."

He snorted, pushing off the wall to meet me halfway. "And here I thought you loved me."

I reached up to caress his cheek, stubble rough beneath my palm. "More than anything."

For once, my words rang true. Jace was my salvation, the light that kept the darkness at bay. With him by my side, I could almost believe I deserved a future.

A scream shattered the moment. Jace and I whirled as one toward the sound. Across the lot, a gaffer staggered into view, his neck a torn, bloody ruin. He collapsed, gurgling.

Then he rose again, milky eyes fixing on us with feral hunger. All around, more lurched into view, some clad in tattered costumes, others naked and gore-streaked. The dead, animated by some unspeakable horror.

Jace shoved me behind him. "Run, Zara! I'll hold them off."

"Like hell," I snarled, scanning for a weapon, a way out. There - a prop sword, steel gleaming along its edge. I lunged for it.

Bony fingers clamped around my arm, ragged nails digging deep. I cried out, twisting, expecting to see one of those things.

Instead I found myself staring into Jace's vacant eyes, his face a rictus of agony as he sank yellowed teeth into my flesh. Blood, hot and coppery, flooded my mouth. The world wavered at the edges.
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