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The forest seemed to breathe around them as Carla followed Derick deeper into the dense woodland that bordered their small town. Moonlight filtered through the canopy overhead, casting dappled shadows across the forest floor. Her heart raced, partly from excitement, partly from fear. 

"Are you sure this is safe?" she whispered, her fingers tightening around Derick's hand. 

He turned to her, his face half-hidden in shadow. "I told you, they've cleared this sector. The radio announcement said the gastropods have been pushed back to the coastal regions." He squeezed her hand reassuringly. "Besides, when's the last time anyone in Millfield even saw one of those things?"

Carla nodded, trying to quiet the anxiety gnawing at her stomach. Eight years of lockdown protocols had conditioned everyone in town to fear the forests, to stay within the safety of the electric fences that surrounded their community. But Derick was right—there hadn't been a gastropod sighting within fifty miles for over a year.

"My mother would kill me if she knew we were out here," she said, stepping carefully over a fallen log.

"Your mother would kill you if she knew you were anywhere with me," Derick laughed, though there was an edge to his voice.

It was true. Martha Simmons had made no secret of her disapproval of Derick Hayes, the butcher's son with the motorcycle and the leather jacket who worked at the supply depot instead of finishing school. She didn't understand that Derick was kind and gentle beneath his rough exterior, that he treated Carla like she mattered when her mother only saw her as another responsibility.

"She just doesn't know you," Carla said, the familiar defense rising to her lips automatically.

"And she never will, if she has her way." Derick paused, turning to face her in a small clearing where the moonlight shone brighter. "But that's not what tonight is about, right?"

The way he looked at her then made Carla's breath catch. His eyes, dark and intense, held hers with a promise that sent heat flooding through her body. She'd seen that look before, in the stolen moments behind the supply depot or in the cramped back room of his father's shop, but never without the fear of interruption hovering over them.

"No," she agreed, her voice barely audible. "It's not about her."

Derick smiled, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. He pulled her closer, his hands sliding around her waist. "I've been thinking about this for so long," he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "About us, alone together. Really alone."

Carla's skin tingled where he touched her, anticipation building in her core. They'd been dating for six months, stealing kisses and touches whenever they could, but always with the knowledge that someone might walk in, that her mother might appear, that the town's prying eyes were watching. Here, deep in the forest that everyone else feared, they were finally, truly alone.

"Me too," she admitted, tilting her face up to his.

His lips found hers, gentle at first, then more insistent. The familiar taste of him—cigarettes and mint—filled her senses as his tongue slipped into her mouth. Her hands moved up his chest, feeling the solid warmth of him through his thin t-shirt.

Derick backed her slowly toward a large oak tree, his hands roaming down to cup her arse through her skirt. The rough bark pressed against her back as he pinned her there with his body, his growing hardness evident against her stomach.

"I want you," he breathed against her neck, his lips tracing a burning path down to her collarbone. "God, Carla, I've wanted you for so long."

She gasped as his teeth grazed the sensitive skin of her throat. "I want you too," she managed, surprised by the husky quality of her own voice.

His hands moved to the buttons of her blouse, fumbling slightly in his eagerness. Carla felt the cool night air hit her skin as he parted the fabric, exposing her simple cotton bra. For a moment, she felt self-conscious—she should have worn something nicer, something sexy like the lingerie in the magazines that occasionally made their way into Millfield.

But the look in Derick's eyes as he took in the sight of her banished all insecurity. "You're so beautiful," he said, and the reverence in his voice made her believe it.

Her own hands weren't idle, tugging at his shirt until he stepped back just long enough to pull it over his head. The moonlight played across the lean muscles of his chest and abdomen, highlighting the trail of dark hair that disappeared into his jeans. Carla ran her fingers over his skin, marveling at the way he shivered at her touch.

When they came together again, the contact of skin against skin was electric. Derick's mouth found hers once more, hungrier now, more demanding. His hands slipped beneath her skirt, fingers tracing patterns on her thighs that made her whimper against his lips.

"Are you sure?" he asked, pulling back just enough to meet her eyes. "We can stop if you want."

The fact that he asked, that he would stop if she said the word despite the obvious desire straining against his jeans, made Carla love him even more. "I'm sure," she said, reaching for his belt buckle. "I want this. I want you."

His smile was answer enough as he helped her with his belt, both of them laughing breathlessly at their fumbling eagerness. When his jeans were open, Carla's hand hesitated only briefly before slipping inside. He was hard and hot against her palm, larger than she'd imagined in her private fantasies.

Derick groaned at her touch, his forehead dropping to rest against hers. "Fuck, Carla," he breathed, his voice strained. "That feels so good."

Emboldened, she stroked him through his boxers, thrilling at the way his breath hitched, and his hips pushed against her hand. His own hands weren't idle, pushing her skirt up around her waist and hooking his fingers into the waistband of her panties.

The cool air on her exposed skin made her gasp, a sound that turned into a moan as Derick's fingers found her wetness. He circled her entrance teasingly; his eyes locked on her face as he watched her reaction.

"You're so wet," he murmured, sounding both awed and pleased.

Carla might have been embarrassed if she weren't so turned on, if the look in his eyes weren't so full of desire. Instead, she pushed against his hand, seeking more of the pleasure his fingers promised. Derick took the hint, sliding one finger inside her while his thumb found the sensitive bundle of nerves above. Carla's head fell back against the tree trunk, her eyes closing as bliss washed over her.

"I want to be inside you," Derick said, his voice rough with need. "Please, Carla."

She opened her eyes to find him watching her with such intensity that it made her heart race. "Yes," she whispered, reaching to push his boxers down. "Now, Derick. Please."

He lifted her then, his hands strong under her thighs as he hoisted her against the tree. Carla wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling the head of his cock press against her entrance. For a moment, they paused there, balanced on the edge of something irreversible.

"I love you," Derick said suddenly, his eyes serious in the moonlight. "I need you to know that. This isn't just... this means something to me. You mean something to me."

The words, so long hoped for but never spoken aloud between them, made Carla's heart swell. "I love you too," she said, cupping his face in her hands. "I have for a while now."

His smile was brilliant, transforming his face from handsome to beautiful. "Yeah?"

"Yeah," she confirmed, pulling him closer. "Now show me."

With a groan that seemed torn from deep within him, Derick pushed forward, entering her slowly. There was pain, a burning stretch that made Carla gasp and tense, but he held still, giving her time to adjust.

"You okay?" he asked, concern evident despite the strain in his voice.

Carla nodded, focusing on relaxing around him. "Don't stop," she said, tightening her legs around his waist to pull him deeper.

Derick began to move, his thrusts gentle at first, then building in intensity as Carla's discomfort gave way to pleasure. The bark of the tree scraped against her back through her blouse, but she barely noticed, too caught up in the new sensations flooding her body.

"God, you feel amazing," Derick groaned, his face buried in her neck. "So tight, so perfect."

Carla could only moan in response, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he hit a spot inside her that sent sparks of pleasure up her spine. The forest around them seemed to fade away, her entire world narrowing to the points where their bodies connected, to the building pressure low in her belly.

"I love you," she gasped, needing to say it again, needing him to hear it in this moment of ultimate vulnerability.

"I love you too," he answered immediately, his rhythm faltering slightly as he lifted his head to look into her eyes. "So much, Carla. So fucking much."

The raw emotion in his voice pushed her closer to the edge. She felt herself tightening around him, her body climbing toward something she'd only experienced by her own hand before.

"Derick, I'm... I think I'm—" She couldn't finish the sentence, couldn't find the words as pleasure built to an almost unbearable peak.

"Yes," he encouraged. "Come for me, Carla. Let me feel you."

His words were the final push she needed. Carla shattered with a cry that echoed through the silent forest, her body clenching around him as waves of pleasure crashed over her. Derick followed moments later, his hips jerking against hers as he groaned her name like a prayer.

For several long moments, they stayed locked together, both breathing heavily, foreheads touching. Carla felt different somehow, changed in ways she couldn't articulate. The forest seemed more alive around them, the moonlight brighter, the air sweeter in her lungs.

A twig snapped somewhere in the darkness.

Carla froze, her post-orgasmic haze evaporating instantly. "What was that?" she whispered, her eyes darting to look over Derick's shoulder.

"Probably just an animal," Derick said, though he too had tensed at the sound. He eased out of her carefully, letting her legs down and pulling her skirt back into place. "A deer or something."

Carla wanted to believe him, but eight years of gastropod warnings and horror stories had left their mark. She quickly buttoned her blouse with trembling fingers, scanning the darkness beyond their small clearing.
Another sound—like someone or something was approaching—a sound that raised the hair on the back of her neck.
"Derick," she hissed, grabbing his arm as he zipped up his jeans. "Listen."

He went still; his head cocked to one side. The sound came again, closer now.

"We should head back to town," Derick whispered, quickly pulling his shirt over his head. "Right now." 

Carla nodded, her heart pounding against her ribs as she smoothed down her skirt with trembling hands. The magical bubble of their intimacy had burst, replaced by cold, creeping fear. Whatever was out there in the darkness, she didn't want to meet it. 

They had barely taken three steps toward the path when a figure stepped into the clearing. 
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Carla's breath caught in her throat. The man stood before them, his face obscured by a black balaclava that revealed only his eyes and mouth. The barrel of a gun glinted in the moonlight, pointed directly at them. He wore dark combat clothing that blended with the shadows around him.
For a split second, Carla thought it might be a SEF patrol officer—but no, the clothing wasn't right. This wasn't a uniform; it was camouflage gear, designed for concealment and stealth. The realisation hit her like ice water. This wasn't a Snail Extermination Force officer—someone here to protect them.
Terror clawed up her throat, and before she could stop herself, a scream tore from her lips, echoing through the trees.

"Shut your fucking mouth," the masked man snarled, taking a step closer. "Scream again and I'll blow your head off."

Carla clamped her hand over her mouth, tears springing to her eyes as the sound died in her throat. The man's voice was rough, unfamiliar—not anyone from Millfield that she recognised.

Derick moved then, shifting his body slightly in front of hers. "Look, man, we don't want any trouble—"

In one fluid motion, the masked man cocked the gun and aimed it directly at Derick's chest. "Take another step and you're dead."

Derick froze, his body rigid with tension. Carla could feel him trembling slightly where her hand clutched his arm. A horrifying thought crashed through Carla's mind. Had he been watching them? Had he been hiding in the darkness, observing their most intimate moment? The thought made bile rise in her throat. Her skin crawled as if covered with invisible insects, the memory of her pleasure now tainted by the possibility of this voyeur's eyes on her naked skin.

"What do you want?" she asked, her voice barely audible, cracking with fear. "Please... just tell us what you want."

The masked man kept the gun trained on them as he reached into his jacket pocket with his free hand. He pulled out two sets of metal handcuffs and tossed them onto the forest floor at their feet. The cuffs landed with a dull thud on the dirt, looking obscenely out of place against the natural backdrop of leaves and moss.

"You," he said, nodding at Carla, "are going to cuff him." He jerked the gun toward Derick.

Tears spilled over onto Carla's cheeks as the implication of his words sank in. Whatever he had planned—whatever he wanted to do to her once Derick was restrained—it couldn't be anything but horrific. A sob escaped her lips as her entire body began to shake.

"Shut the fuck up and pick up the cuffs," the man barked, his eyes narrowing behind the balaclava. "Now."

"You fucking pervert," Derick spat, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. Despite the gun pointed at his chest, his voice was steady with rage. "You were watching us, weren't you, you sick bastard?"

The masked man shifted his aim, pointing the
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