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Haunted by Her Touch



The gravel crunched under the tires as we pulled up the long drive, headlights cutting through the trees until they landed on the house itself. Even before I stepped out, I knew it was one of those places that felt like a movie set—too perfect in its decay, like someone had tried to design “haunted” for Instagram.

The old Victorian loomed in front of us, three stories high with peeling white paint that looked gray under the porch light. That bulb flickered just enough to make it feel like we were being warned to stay away. A brass plaque nailed to one of the front pillars read: The Lockwood House—Est. 1889. Below it, a wooden sign swayed in the night breeze, squeaking every time it moved, like the house was already complaining about our arrival.

Maren cut the engine and leaned forward on the wheel, eyes wide. “Okay, tell me this doesn’t look like the opening shot of a horror movie.”

I smirked and unbuckled my seatbelt. “More like the establishing shot of your next TikTok. #ghosthuntingfail.”

She turned to me with a mock glare, then grabbed the tote bag at her feet. Crystals clinked inside as she slung it over her shoulder.

I raised a brow. “Seriously? You brought your whole witch kit?”

“It’s called protection, Riley.” She popped her lip gloss back into the bag like it was another charm. “Not everyone walks into cursed houses raw-dogging the supernatural.”

That made me laugh so hard I nearly snorted. “Raw-dogging the supernatural? Oh my god. I’m tweeting that.”

She bumped my shoulder before climbing out, the touch casual, but her nails grazed my arm just enough that I noticed. For a second, heat flickered there, quick and confusing, before I brushed it off as adrenaline. Haunted houses always put me on edge, even when I pretended they didn’t.

The night air was cooler than I expected, damp with the smell of leaves and wet earth. I tugged my jacket closer while Maren stood staring at the house like it might stare back.

“You’re actually scared,” I teased, stepping onto the creaky porch. The boards groaned under my sneakers, which only added to the mood. “What happened to fearless ghost girl who binge-watches every paranormal doc on YouTube?”

She followed behind me, hugging her tote against her chest. “Watching and participating are two different things, Riley. I’m allowed to vibe-check the energy first.”

I grinned and reached for the brass doorknob. “Vibe-check complete. Verdict: creepy, but Instagrammable.”

“Don’t disrespect the spirits. That’s, like, rule number one.”

I twisted the knob and the door gave with a long, theatrical creak, opening into a wide hallway lined with faded wallpaper and portraits of very serious-looking people who probably hadn’t smiled since birth. The air smelled like dust and lemon cleaner, like someone had tried to cover up centuries of mildew.

Maren stepped in beside me, brushing past as she adjusted her jacket. Her arm slid against mine, warm through the layers, and I felt another one of those quick jolts. It was nothing—had to be. Just nerves.

She pulled her phone from her back pocket and hit record. “Okay, followers,” she whispered dramatically, “if I die here tonight, avenge me by canceling Riley for peer pressuring me into this.”

“Lies,” I shot back, ducking into the frame with her. “She’s the one who Venmoed me for half the ticket. This is a joint haunting.”

We laughed, and it echoed strangely in the high-ceilinged foyer, bouncing back like it didn’t belong to us. I shivered, though I’d never admit it out loud.

To the left, a grand staircase climbed into darkness, the banister polished smooth by years of use. To the right, a parlor with velvet curtains drawn halfway open. Everything about the place looked frozen in time, and for a second I could almost imagine the widow people whispered about pacing this very hall, waiting for someone who never came home.

“See? Energy check,” Maren murmured, her tone softer now. “It’s heavy.”

“You’re so dramatic.”

She gave me a look over her shoulder, lips curved in that half-smile that always made me roll my eyes and… yeah, sometimes laugh harder than I meant to. “And you’re so in denial. Let me do my sage thing before you start cracking jokes about Casper.”

I leaned against the doorway, watching her fish out a little bundle of dried sage wrapped in twine. She moved like she’d done this a hundred times, confident, the loose sleeves of her sweatshirt falling back just enough to show the bracelets stacked on her wrist. When she lit the tip with a match, the smoke curled up in delicate spirals, catching the light like something alive.

I was about to make a joke when she reached out, gently tugging me closer by the sleeve. “Stay still. I’m warding off bad vibes.”

Her hand brushed my arm as she waved the smoke around me, her face intent, close enough that I noticed the faint shimmer of her highlighter catching on her cheekbones. My stomach flipped in a way that didn’t make sense. It was the haunted house, obviously. Adrenaline.

She smirked. “There. Now the ghosts know you’re not a total skeptic.”

“Or they know you’re the easy target,” I countered, but my voice came out softer than I meant.

Maren tucked the sage back into her tote and bumped me again as she walked past. “Guess we’ll see who survives the night.”

The staircase groaned under our weight as we made our way up, the banister smooth and cool under my palm. The second floor smelled different—less like lemon cleaner, more like stale perfume trapped in old curtains. The hallway stretched long and narrow, lined with closed doors and wallpaper that had once been floral but was now faded to the color of old bones.

“Okay,” Maren whispered dramatically, her phone already in her hand. The flashlight beam skimmed over the cracked crown molding. “If you hear whispering, don’t panic. It’s just the residual energy of nineteenth-century gossip.”

I rolled my eyes. “Or rats. Probably rats.”

She glanced back at me with a grin. “Kill my vibe one more time, Riley, and I’ll lock you in a closet with the ghost of Mrs. Lockwood herself.”

I held up my hands. “Fine. Lead the séance, fearless leader.”

The last door on the right opened with a push that sent dust puffing into the air. The room was bigger than I expected—tall ceilings, heavy drapes pulled halfway across the windows, a four-poster bed with dark wood carved into curling vines. The mattress sagged in the middle like it had been carrying secrets for a century.

“This is it.” Maren’s voice softened as she stepped inside. “The widow’s room. She supposedly sat right there, night after night, waiting for her husband to come back from sea.”

I hovered near the doorway, scanning the corners like something might move. “Sounds depressing. She didn’t even have Wi-fi back then. That alone probably killed her.”

Maren laughed under her breath, setting her tote down on the edge of the bed. “You’re impossible.” She angled her phone toward me, the red recording light glowing. “Say hi to the spirits.”

I shoved my hands into my jacket pocket, deadpan. “Hey guys, don’t forget to like and subscribe. Hashtag sponsored by Casper.”

She snorted so hard she had to stop recording for a second. “Okay, that one’s going on my story.”

While she fussed with her phone, I wandered further in. A vanity sat against the wall, its mirror speckled with black spots where the silver had peeled away. For a second I thought I saw a shape move in the reflection, but it was only Maren brushing past me to pull a candle from her bag.

“You packed a whole altar, huh?” I teased, though my voice was lower now. The room pressed in on me, heavy with silence.

“Ambience,” she said, striking a match. The tiny flame flared, then steadied as she lowered it to the wick.

Her hair slipped forward as she leaned, a curtain of chestnut strands catching the candlelight. It framed her face in a way that made her look softer, her lips parted in concentration. I caught myself staring before I could stop, a weird pulse of heat rising in my chest.

I shook it off, focusing on the bed instead. “So this is where we’re supposed to sleep? Because I’m not fighting you for the side with less ghost residue.”

Maren smirked without looking up. “Relax. I brought sleeping bags. We’ll be fine.”

The candle finally caught, throwing warm light across the cracked wallpaper and making the shadows stretch long and strange. She set it carefully on the nightstand, then adjusted her phone on a little tripod.

“This is perfect,” she said, stepping back to frame the shot. “Two girls, one haunted bed. Instant views.”

I groaned. “You’re shameless.”

“You love it,” she shot back, brushing my arm as she passed me on her way to grab another bag. The touch was brief, accidental, but I felt it all the way down my side. My skin prickled, and I hated how aware I suddenly was of every inch between us.

I busied myself pulling off my jacket and tossing it over the chair, pretending the room was just making me jittery. It wasn’t like I hadn’t shared a bed—or a floor—with Maren before. Sleepovers, road trips, movie marathons on her dorm room rug. This was no different.

Except it felt different.

She crouched by the tripod, phone tilted just so, her sweatshirt sliding off one shoulder. “Okay. We’ll start recording once it’s dark. Ghosts love drama.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, bouncing a little to test the springs. They squeaked in protest. “If this thing collapses in the middle of the night, we’re suing.”

Her laugh rang out again, light but edged with nerves. She crossed the room and dropped beside me, close enough that the mattress dipped under her weight and tilted me toward her. Our shoulders brushed. Neither of us moved away.

“This is gonna be fun,” she said, and I nodded, though my throat felt tight.

The candle flickered, shadows stretching across her face. For half a second, I couldn’t tell if it was the house making my heart race… or her.

I looked away fast, blaming it on the ghosts.
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By the time we’d unpacked our bags and messed around setting up Maren’s phone for “haunted content,” the house had settled into that deep, late-night quiet where every sound felt sharper. The candle on the nightstand had burned low, throwing shaky shadows across the walls. The floorboards groaned every time the wind shifted, like the house was stretching in its sleep.

Maren sat cross-legged on her sleeping bag, hugging her knees. “Okay,” she announced, eyes bright even in the dim light. “We’re officially doing it. Ghost stories. No half-assing.”

I leaned back against the bedframe, arms folded. “You’re going to scare yourself and then beg me to stay up all night with you.”

Her grin widened. “That’s the point. You first.”

I groaned but gave in. “Fine. Once upon a time, two dumb girls booked a haunted Airbnb instead of going to the movies like normal people.”

She smacked my thigh, not hard, but enough to make me laugh. “You’re the worst. Tell a real one.”

So I did, pulling a half-remembered urban legend from high school. As I lowered my voice, the candle guttered, and Maren’s eyes stayed fixed on me, wide and unblinking. When I got to the part about the girl hearing scratching at her window, a faint tap-tap-tap actually rattled against the glass behind her.

We both froze.

“Tell me you heard that,” she whispered.

My skin prickled. “It’s the wind,” I said automatically, though my voice didn’t sound convinced.

Another tap.

She let out a squeak and grabbed my arm, her fingers clamping down hard through my sleeve. Her face buried against my shoulder, hair brushing my cheek, warm breath spilling across my collar.

I laughed nervously, trying to play it off. “Maren, relax, it’s probably a branch.”

“Branches don’t knock like that.” Her grip tightened.

The heat of her hand bled through the fabric, searing in a way that made me hyperaware of how close she was. My heart thumped harder than it should have. I focused on steadying my voice. “Okay, your turn. Tell a story so we don’t both start spiraling.”

She peeked up at me, still pressed against my side, then shifted back a little but not completely. “Fine. But don’t interrupt.”

I nodded, grateful for the distraction. She started in, her voice hushed, spinning a tale about a bride who died on her wedding night and still wandered halls searching for her veil. It was dramatic, of course—Maren never told anything halfway—but the way she whispered it made my skin crawl in the best way.

The candlelight painted gold across her face, catching in her eyes when she glanced at me for effect. Every time she leaned closer, I felt that warmth again, like static buzzing under my skin.

Halfway through, a floorboard groaned out in the hallway. She jumped and latched onto my arm again, this time pressing against me more fully. Her nails dug into my sleeve as her whole body tensed against mine.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered.

I swallowed, trying to focus on the noise and not the fact that her chest was pressed against my side, the rise and fall of her breath syncing with mine. “Yeah. Probably the house settling.”

She didn’t let go.

For a moment we just sat there, both listening, both too aware of how close we were. My laugh came out softer this time, shaky. “You’re cutting off circulation to my arm, you know.”

Instead of pulling away, she loosened her grip just slightly, her fingers trailing down until they rested lighter against me. The shift left a lingering warmth, and I felt it long after her nails stopped pressing.

“I hate you,” she muttered, hiding her face again.

“You don’t,” I said, smiling even though my pulse was racing for reasons that had nothing to do with ghosts.

The silence stretched, broken only by the faint creak of the house. She stayed close, tucked against me, and I let her. I told myself it was just the house, just the atmosphere, just two friends spooking themselves for content. But every time her hair brushed my cheek, every time her fingers twitched against my arm, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was moving between us—something harder to explain than any ghost story.

By the time we finished spooking ourselves with stories, the candle had burned nearly to the base, so Maren lit another. Its light flickered low and weak, shadows stretching long across the cracked wallpaper. Maren yawned, dramatic as always, and flopped onto her sleeping bag like she’d just survived a war.

“Okay, I’m done. If the ghosts want me, they can have me in my sleep.”

I unrolled my bag beside hers, close enough that the edge of the nylon brushed against her elbow. “Great. At least if they drag you off, I’ll get it on video.”

She shot me a glare, then grinned as she dug her phone out of her sweatshirt pocket. “Funny, but I’m setting this to record anyway. Imagine if we caught something crawling across the room. Viral.”

“Imagine waking up to your own snoring posted on TikTok.” I slid into my bag, the fabric crackling under me.

“Rude. I don’t snore.”

“You do.”

She reached over to smack my shoulder. The hit wasn’t hard, more playful than anything, but the weight of her hand lingered. When she pulled back, her fingers grazed my sleeve, and the touch felt sharper than it should’ve. I shifted inside my bag, trying not to think too much about it.

The house seemed to exhale as we settled in, wood creaking under its own weight. Somewhere down the hallway, a door groaned softly. Then came a sound—three faint knocks, like knuckles brushing against the wall.

We both froze.

Maren sat up fast, hair falling over her face, her eyes wide. “You heard that, right?”

I swallowed, pretending calm. “Old house. Probably pipes.”

“Pipes don’t knock like that.”

Another groan rolled through the hallway. The air felt heavier, like something was listening.

She slid closer without asking, tugging her sleeping bag so it butted against mine. “I’m not staying over there by myself. For warmth.”

I raised a brow, though my pulse was already racing. “Sure. For warmth.”

“Shut up.” But she was smiling, a nervous tilt to it. She wiggled closer until her shoulder pressed against mine, our bags rustling as the nylon bunched together.

The scent of her hair drifted over as she settled in—a sweet, creamy mix of coconut shampoo and whatever body spray she’d swiped on before the trip. I found myself breathing it in without meaning to, the smell tugging up memories of every sleepover we’d had before this. None of them had felt like this, though.

She curled on her side, facing me. “If anything happens, you have to promise not to ditch me.”

I mirrored her, rolling onto my side until we were practically nose to nose. “You think I’d leave you behind? I’d shove you in front of me as a shield.”

She laughed softly, the sound muffled in the dark. Her breath brushed across my lips, warm and steady, and I realized just how little space there was between us. Inches. Less than that if I leaned the tiniest bit forward.

I forced my eyes away, focusing on the ceiling where shadows shifted like smoke. But the awareness stayed—her hair tickling my forehead, the outline of her body close enough that I felt her warmth seeping through the thin barrier of fabric.

The house creaked again, louder this time. Maren flinched and pressed closer, her hand brushing against my arm as she tucked herself in. My chest tightened with something that had nothing to do with fear.

“You’re warm,” she whispered.

“Yeah, well, body heat works both ways.” My voice came out rougher than I meant, and I cleared my throat.

Her hand stayed against me, fingers grazing the outside of my bag. Not gripping, not even holding—just there. And somehow that light touch had me more wired than the ghosts we’d been talking about all night.

I tried to steady myself with humor. “If we get possessed, at least we’ll trend together.”

She laughed again, but it was quieter this time, softer. “Yeah. #bestiehaunting.”

The silence stretched after that, only the sound of her breathing mixing with mine. The rhythm synced without effort, each inhale and exhale weaving together until it felt like we were sharing the same air. My eyelids grew heavy, but the nearness of her kept me buzzing, restless in a way that had nothing to do with the house and everything to do with the girl lying inches away.

I told myself it was nothing. Just nerves, just the dare, just the dark. Still, when I finally drifted off, the last thing I noticed wasn’t the creaking floorboards or the knocking in the hall—it was the steady warmth of Maren’s body pressed close to mine, her hair brushing against my cheek like it belonged there.
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I must have drifted somewhere between waking and sleeping, lulled by the rhythm of Maren’s breath against mine. The house creaked and sighed like it was alive, but after a while even the noises blurred into background static.

Then came the bang.

It was sharp, sudden, and loud enough to rattle through the floorboards. Like someone had slammed a door downstairs. My eyes flew open.

Maren jerked upright at the same time I did, and in the chaos of moving bags and shifting shadows, she lunged toward me. Before I could react, she was half sprawled over me, clutching my shoulders like she expected me to shield her.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, her voice shaking against my ear.

My heart hammered so hard I thought it might crack through my ribs. The panic made me grip her instinctively, holding her steady. Only when the silence stretched out again did I register what had actually happened: Maren’s body pressed against mine, her hair spilling across my face, the weight of her thigh pressed along my hip.

We froze like that. My breath stuttered, every nerve awake. Our faces were so close that if I turned my head just slightly, my mouth would brush hers.

I swallowed hard, forcing my voice steady. “Pretty sure the ghost just rage-quit.”

She let out a shaky laugh, muffled against me, and lifted her head. The movement brought her lips into focus, inches away. Gloss worn off, soft and natural now. Too easy to imagine what they’d feel like.

Her eyes darted to mine, then down, then back again. For one dizzy second, neither of us moved.

I tried to laugh it off, because that was safer. “You’re heavy, by the way.”

“Shut up.” But she didn’t move right away. Her fingers curled into the fabric of my shirt like she needed to anchor herself.

The air between us felt charged, and not in a way I could explain away with ghosts. My chest rose against hers, and when she shifted slightly to balance her weight, the friction of it had heat curling low in my stomach.

I told myself not to stare, not to focus on the way her lips parted as she whispered, “What if something’s really in here?”

I leaned just enough to whisper back, “Then it’ll have to deal with both of us.”

Silence followed, thick and heavy. The kind where the world outside fades, leaving only her weight against me, her breath mixing with mine, the flicker of candlelight dancing across her cheek.

My pulse refused to calm down.

Finally, she blinked, breaking whatever had held us there. She pushed herself back quickly, retreating to her sleeping bag as if she’d only just realized where she was. I sat up too fast, my head buzzing.

We both laughed, nervous and too loud for the room.

“That was… wow. Okay. Definitely a door slamming,” I said, rubbing at the back of my neck. “Creepy house acoustics.”

“Yeah. Totally. Old houses do that.” Her voice cracked halfway through, and she coughed to cover it.

I glanced at her, trying to make it normal again. She tucked her hair behind her ear, avoiding my gaze, her cheeks flushed in the glow. She looked jittery, but not just from fear.

I caught myself staring again, which only made my chest squeeze tighter. I looked away, focusing on the shadows stretching along the wall.

“You’re fine,” I said softly, because it felt like she needed to hear it. Maybe I did too.

Her reply was just as soft. “Yeah. As long as you don’t ditch me.”

“I won’t.” My voice came out rougher than I intended, thick with something I didn’t want to name.

The silence lingered again. Not awkward, exactly—more like both of us were holding back words we weren’t ready to say. I shifted in my bag, trying to get comfortable, but every movement reminded me of the warmth of her pressed against me, the almost-kiss that hadn’t happened.

Finally, she gave me a small, crooked smile. “Guess I overreacted.”

I tried to match it, even though my chest still felt unsteady. “Just a little. But you do make a good human alarm system.”

She rolled her eyes and flopped back onto her side, pulling the edge of her bag up to her chin. “Shut up and go to sleep before I regret bringing you.”

I lay back too, facing her in the dark. The candle sputtered out, plunging the room into shadow. But even without the light, I could see her outline in front of me, close enough to reach out and touch.

I didn’t.

Instead, I listened to the house groan and creak, and to the steady sound of her breathing. My body buzzed with leftover adrenaline, but the ghost I couldn’t shake was the feel of her against me, the heat of her mouth hovering just out of reach.

And the way, for one long, breathless moment, I’d wanted nothing more than to close the gap.

Thirty minutes passed and neither of us had fallen asleep.

I lay in the dark, eyes wide open, listening to the house breathe around us. My pulse hadn’t slowed since Maren had thrown herself on top of me, since I’d felt the press of her body like it was the most natural thing in the world. It wasn’t natural. Not for us. Not for me.

I tried to blame the adrenaline, the bang downstairs, the ridiculous atmosphere of this creaking Victorian. But the truth was harder to shake. My skin still remembered the weight of her, the heat of her breath against my cheek. The way I couldn’t stop staring at her lips like they were suddenly the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen.

Get a grip, Riley. She’s your best friend.

To break the silence, I cleared my throat. “You know, if this ends up on one of those ghost reaction TikToks, we’re gonna look so dumb. Just two girls screaming at plumbing.”

Maren let out a breathy laugh, muffled by her sleeping bag. “Plumbing doesn’t slam doors. That was, like, textbook poltergeist energy.”

I rolled onto my back, staring at the ceiling I couldn’t see. “More like textbook drafty-house energy.”

“Admit it,” she teased, her voice soft but edged with nerves. “You’re low-key terrified.”

“Please. If anyone’s getting possessed, it’s you. The ghost would take one look at me and be like, nope, too rough around the edges.”

She laughed again, quieter this time, and the sound tugged at something in my chest. The tension ebbed just a little, though it didn’t erase the way my body hummed every time I thought about how close she’d been.

We fell into silence again, but the house didn’t let it last. A long, drawn-out groan echoed from the hallway, followed by the unmistakable sound of something knocking against the wall.

Maren gasped and, without hesitation, slid her whole sleeping bag closer until it bumped against mine. “Nope. Absolutely not. I’m not staying over there.”

I exhaled a shaky laugh. “You realize your solution to ghosts is just… smothering me?”

“For warmth,” she whispered, parroting what she’d said earlier, though her voice wavered.

Before I could reply, she tugged her blanket over us both, wriggling closer until I felt her body pressed against mine. The zipper of her sleeping bag scratched against my hip, and then her arm slid around my waist, anchoring herself to me like I was the only solid thing in the room.

I froze, every nerve firing at once. Her chest pressed against my back, her legs curling into mine. She fit too easily, her breath feathering warm against the back of my neck.

“Better?” I asked, though my voice came out rough.

She hummed, the sound low and content. “Way better.”

I tried to breathe normally, to pretend this was no big deal, but my body betrayed me. Every curve of her pressed into me, every soft shift of her weight branding itself into my awareness. The smell of her hair wrapped around me until it was all I could breathe in.

My mind raced in loops, searching for excuses. This was just survival instinct, just nerves, just Maren being dramatic. But none of those explained why my stomach tightened every time she shifted, why I couldn’t stop focusing on the heat of her thighs tucked against mine.

I told myself to relax, to close my eyes and sleep, but I couldn’t. Not with her body molded against me, not with my heart hammering like it wanted to give me away.

When her fingers flexed against my side, just a tiny movement in her half-sleep, I bit back a shiver.

The house could make all the noises it wanted. The real haunting was happening under the blanket, in the space where my best friend’s body curved perfectly into mine—and where I couldn’t, for the life of me, stop wanting more.
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The house had gone still again, but my body hadn’t. Maren was tucked behind me, her arm draped over my waist, her breathing warm against my neck. I told myself over and over it was just nerves, just the dark, just two best friends clinging to each other in a creepy old house. But the steady thrum in my chest refused to calm down, and every inch of her pressed against me felt like a secret I wasn’t supposed to uncover.

At some point, I rolled onto my back, needing air. Maren shifted too, her sleeping bag rustling softly until she faced me again. The blanket she’d thrown over us tented loosely above, making a little cocoon that blocked out most of the room. Her face was just a faint outline in the dark, the dim glow from her phone’s flashlight catching in the curve of her hair.

For a while we didn’t say anything. Our breaths overlapped, syncing like they had before. My chest rose and fell too quickly, and I wondered if she could hear how loud my heartbeat was.

Then it happened.

Her hand brushed mine. Just a light touch, the fabric of our bags shifting until her fingers slipped against my knuckles. My body went rigid, nerves firing all at once. She didn’t pull away, though, and neither did I.

I let my hand settle, palm up, close enough that she could choose. Slowly, almost shyly, her fingers slid into mine. They fit like they were meant to, warm and tentative, and the contact made my stomach flip so hard I had to bite down on a sound.

I stroked her palm with my thumb, testing, waiting for her to flinch or laugh or tease me. She didn’t. She only exhaled, a soft, shaky sound, and shifted closer until her forehead brushed against mine.

“I feel safer like this,” she whispered, her voice so quiet I almost wondered if I’d imagined it.

I nodded, though she couldn’t see it. My throat felt tight. “Yeah,” I whispered back. “Me too.”

The flashlight glow caught the curve of her lips, and suddenly I couldn’t look anywhere else. My eyes traced the soft parting, the way her breath slipped past them. I told myself not to stare, not to even think about what I was thinking. But the thought had already taken root, impossible to shake.

She must have felt it too, because when I tilted my head the tiniest bit, she did the same. The distance closed without planning, without logic.

Our lips brushed, feather-light, accidental more than intentional. Just a graze, but the world seemed to tilt with it.

We both froze.

My chest squeezed tight, nerves and heat colliding in one impossible rush. I pulled back half an inch, wide awake now, my hand still tangled with hers.

“Sorry,” I whispered, the word catching in my throat.

Her breath hitched. “Don’t be.”

And then, before I could overthink it, she leaned in again. Our mouths met fully this time—still tentative, still testing, but real. The kiss was soft, almost clumsy, the kind of kiss where you’re both learning as you go. Her lips pressed to mine, warm and slightly trembling, and my whole body reacted like I’d been waiting for it all along.

When we finally broke apart, both of us breathing hard like we’d just run somewhere, the silence felt charged.

“That didn’t feel like nothing,” she whispered, her eyes locked on mine in the dim light.

I swallowed hard, my chest aching. “It didn’t.”

Her fingers squeezed mine, grounding me. “So… you don’t want to stop?”

I shook my head before I could even think about it. “No. I really don’t.”

Something shifted in her then, something braver. She leaned in again, kissing me deeper this time, and I met her halfway. The nervousness melted into heat, into hunger I didn’t know I had for her. Our lips moved together, hesitant at first but growing more certain with every pass.

She tugged on my hand, pulling me closer despite the awkward barrier of our sleeping bags. The nylon slid and crackled as I shifted until we were pressed side by side, mouths locked, breathing each other in.

Her free hand slid over the outside of my bag, tracing the curve of my hip. Even through the fabric, the touch lit me up. I shivered against her, kissing harder now, tilting my head to fit better. She let out a soft, desperate sound that went straight through me.

My hand, still trapped in hers, twisted so I could cup her palm, thumb stroking over the tender skin again and again. She leaned into it like it soothed her, but the way her body moved against mine told me it wasn’t just comfort she wanted.

We kissed until my lips tingled, until I forgot about the house and its noises, until all I could focus on was her mouth and her hand and the heat radiating between us. Every brush of her tongue against mine, every nervous gasp, blurred the line between fear and desire.

When she pulled back, her forehead pressed to mine, we were both breathless. “I don’t even know what we’re doing,” she whispered, voice shaking but certain at the same time.

“Me neither,” I admitted. My chest felt like it was on fire. “But it feels… good.”

“Yeah.” Her lips brushed mine again, teasing. “Really good.”

We kissed again, and this time it wasn’t hesitant. It was hungrier, more desperate. Her hand moved over my side, sliding across the fabric of my bag in a way that made me wish there was nothing between us. I tugged her closer, tangling my legs with hers through the layers until we were pressed together from chest to knee.

Her breath came fast, ragged against my mouth. “Riley…”

I kissed her again before she could finish, because words weren’t enough. The fear we’d felt earlier, the adrenaline, the pounding in my veins—it all funneled into this moment, into her.

Her fingers slipped up toward my shoulder, gripping through the fabric, pulling me tighter. My own hand roamed the edge of her sleeping bag, desperate for more contact, for something that felt impossible and inevitable all at once.

We pulled back only when the need for air forced us, lips swollen, hearts racing. She looked at me in the flickering light, her eyes wide, cheeks flushed, hair falling wild around her face.

I couldn’t remember ever wanting anything the way I wanted her right then.

Her lips were still tingling against mine when she whispered, “We can’t exactly… move in these things.” She tugged on the zipper of her sleeping bag, the nylon rasping in the dark.

I let out a nervous laugh, my voice low. “Yeah, we sound like human chip bags.”

She grinned, quick and crooked, then shimmied out of the bag. The glow from her flashlight caught the curve of her hip as she pushed it aside, leaving her in leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. She looked both casual and unreal in the flickering half-light.

I hesitated, heart hammering, then unzipped mine too. The cooler air of the room washed over me, but the heat between us didn’t fade. We slid under her blanket instead, shoulder to shoulder, close enough that the edges of our clothes brushed with every breath.

“Better,” she whispered, though her eyes were still wide, searching mine.

“Yeah,” I said, and then I kissed her again.

This time there was nothing soft about it. Her mouth found mine with more certainty, and my hand rose on instinct, cupping the side of her face. Her skin was soft, warm under my fingertips, and she leaned into the touch like she’d been waiting for it.

Her hand slid across my side, tracing the hem of my shirt. Even through the cotton, her touch burned. My body arched into it before I could stop myself.

We broke for breath, foreheads pressed together. “Is this… okay?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Yeah,” I said, too quickly, too honestly. “It’s more than okay.”

She smiled against my mouth, and then her fingers skimmed lower, over my waist, curving around to my hip. The contact was chaste, almost shy, but it made me ache. I mirrored her, slipping my hand down the line of her sweatshirt until I rested it at her waist. The fabric was soft, but beneath it I felt the warmth of her body, the press of her curves against mine.

We kissed again, slower this time, exploring. Her lips parted under mine, hesitant but eager, and I felt her sigh into me. I ran my thumb over her hipbone, the ridge beneath the fabric, and she shivered against me.

Every shift brought us closer until our legs tangled. Her thigh pressed between mine, and the friction of it made my pulse jump. I gasped softly, the sound swallowed by her mouth.

Her hand wandered up my back, tracing over my spine, then slid down again, pausing at the small of my back. She tugged me against her, closing what little distance remained. I melted into it, every nerve alive, every thought buzzing with her.

When we broke apart again, breathless, she looked at me with something raw in her expression. “I don’t know why this feels so… right,” she admitted, almost like a confession.

I brushed my thumb across her jaw, marveling at the way she looked in that fractured light—cheeks flushed, lips swollen, hair messy from the blanket. “Me neither,” I whispered. “But I don’t want it to stop.”

She kissed me again, harder now, her hands skimming boldly over my sides, down to my thighs. She didn’t push, didn’t rush, but every touch built on the last, winding me tighter.

I matched her, my fingers sliding across her waist and higher, tracing the outline of her curves over her sweatshirt. She let out a soft sound in the back of her throat when my palm lingered just under her ribs, and I felt it reverberate through both of us.

It wasn’t clumsy anymore. It wasn’t an accident. It was us—deliberate, desperate, caught in something we hadn’t expected but couldn’t deny.

Fear and adrenaline blurred into arousal until I couldn’t tell which was which. The haunted house, the noises, the shadows—all of it disappeared under the weight of her body pressed against mine, her lips hungry, her hands exploring every inch she could reach.

For the first time all night, I wasn’t scared at all.

The more we kissed, the harder it was to pretend this was just adrenaline or fear. Every touch felt intentional now, every brush of her hand asking for more. My body was already answering before my brain could catch up.

Her mouth moved against mine, slower, deeper, as if she’d decided she didn’t want to waste another second. I cupped her face, letting my fingers tangle in her hair, and she sighed into me, the sound low and needy. Her hand slid under the hem of my shirt, fingertips grazing my skin. The shock of contact made me gasp, and she stilled, eyes wide like she’d gone too far.

“It’s okay,” I whispered, my voice rough. “Feels good.”

Something shifted in her expression—fear giving way to hunger. Her hand smoothed higher, tracing the curve of my waist, leaving fire in its wake. I couldn’t stop myself from doing the same, sliding my palm under her sweatshirt until it rested against the warm skin of her stomach. She trembled, not from cold, and I felt her body arch into the touch.

We kissed harder, tongues brushing, the world narrowing to her lips and her skin and the heat building between us. My shirt bunched as she pushed it higher, giggling nervously when the fabric caught at my arm.

“Smooth,” I teased, breathless.

“Shut up.” She laughed against my mouth, tugging until the shirt finally came off. I tossed it aside, pulse racing as I pulled at her sweatshirt next. She raised her arms, helping me peel it over her head, hair falling in wild waves around her shoulders when it came free. We both laughed, awkward and electric, the sound swallowed by the creaking of the house.

Maren stood and lit another candle, before we eagerly shifted to the bed.

The bedframe groaned when we shifted onto it, the old wood protesting like it knew what we were about to do. We ignored it, climbing onto the sagging mattress, laying the blanket beneath us, our bodies pressed flush together. The candlelight flickered wildly, shadows dancing like they were watching.

Her bra pressed against me, thin fabric doing nothing to hide the heat of her body. My hands traced her back, fingers fumbling with the clasp before giving up and just exploring the curve of her spine. Her hands roamed me in return, bolder now, slipping under straps, squeezing, testing.

I kissed her again, deeper, hungrier, until I couldn’t breathe without her.

The house groaned around us, every creak and knock echoing like applause, like it was bearing witness. But the only thing that mattered was Maren’s body tangled with mine, the heat of her skin under my hands, and the rush of finally giving in to what we’d been holding back all night.

The blanket we’d thrown across the mattress softened the old springs, but it still groaned under us as Maren pushed me back down, hair falling around us like a curtain. The candle flared wildly, shadows dancing along the cracked wallpaper, as if the house wanted to watch.

We kissed until it felt like I might dissolve into her, lips swollen, lungs tight. Her hand skimmed down my side, over the waistband of my leggings, then paused, eyes flicking up to mine in question.

I nodded, breathless. “It’s okay.”

She tugged carefully, peeling the leggings down. I lifted my hips to help her, laughing when one ankle got stuck before she freed me. My panties stayed in place, damp and unbearably thin.

I reached for her bra clasp again, and this time it gave with a soft snap. The straps slipped down her arms, and she flushed as she let it fall away. The candlelight painted her in gold and shadow, and for a second all I could do was stare.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

She bit her lip, smiling nervously. “You’re literally staring.”

“Yeah,” I said, grinning against her mouth. “Get used to it.”

Her hands slid to my back, fumbling at my own clasp. She muttered, “Your turn,” half teasing, half determined, until the hooks gave and she pushed the straps from my shoulders. My bra landed somewhere with the pile of clothes on the floor, and the rush of cool air against my bare skin made me shiver.

Her eyes widened. “God, Riley.”

I pulled her down into a kiss before she could say more, our chests pressing together now, skin to skin. The sensation sent sparks through me, every inch of contact too much and not enough.

The house creaked beneath us, the shutters rattled, but neither of us cared. My hands roamed her back, her sides, while hers slipped lower, edging over the waistband of my panties. She hesitated, voice a shaky whisper. “You sure?”

“Please,” I breathed, clutching at her. “Don’t stop.”

Her fingers slipped under the fabric, tentative but certain, and I gasped, hips jerking. She froze, worried she’d hurt me, but I shook my head desperately. “No, it’s good. Feels so good.”

Her smile was small but fierce. “Okay.”

She took her time, exploring, learning me by touch, following every sound I couldn’t hold back. The candle guttered and flared, shadows flickering like a heartbeat, while the bed groaned under our shifting weight. My panties soon joined the growing pile of clothes, leaving me open to her in a way that made my chest ache with both fear and hunger.

I tried to pull her closer, but she shook her head, kissing down my throat, my chest, my stomach. “I want to,” she said, her voice low and sure. “Let me.”

And then she did.

Maren slid lower, kisses trailing down my stomach, her hair brushing across my skin like strands of silk. Each inch she traveled tightened the coil inside me until I was trembling, thighs already parting in helpless invitation. When she finally settled between them, I felt exposed in a way I never had before—laid bare, trembling with want.

The first press of her mouth against my clit shattered me. I gasped, arching violently, fists knotting in the blanket. Heat burst through me, sharp and dizzying, and a strangled cry tore from my throat.

She stilled, pulling back just far enough to look up at me, lips slick and parted. “Too much?”

I shook my head so hard my hair whipped against my cheeks. “No—God, no. Please don’t stop.”

Something hungry flickered in her eyes before she bent again, bolder now. Her tongue stroked slowly, then firmer, reading me like a book. Every twitch of my hips, every gasp, every broken sound—she caught them, adjusted, deepened. It wasn’t clumsy. It wasn’t guesswork. She was learning me, shaping me, unmaking me.

The house itself seemed to hold its breath. Candlelight guttered in rhythm with my pulse, shadows jerking across the walls. The floorboards gave little moans, the shutters slammed against the wind, the old bed trembled beneath us—but all I felt was her. The world had narrowed to Maren, her mouth, her rhythm, her relentless focus on pulling me apart.

“Oh my god, Maren—” I choked, tangled in the blanket, unable to keep still. My hips lifted, chasing her mouth, desperate for more.

She hummed against me, and the vibration shattered something inside me. My head fell back hard, a raw cry spilling out, her name tumbling past my lips like prayer. She pressed her tongue firmer, flicking, circling, devouring me with soft growls that only drove me higher.

“That’s it,” she breathed between strokes, voice ragged. “Come for me, Riley. Let go.”

The words tipped me over. I broke with a scream that rattled the windows, my body arching, shuddering, twisting helplessly against her grip. Pleasure ripped through me in waves, so strong I thought I might fly apart. The shutters banged in violent applause, the bedframe groaned as if it would split in two, the candle sputtered wildly, flame bending sideways before snapping upright again.

Still, she didn’t let me go until the last tremor left me limp and shaking. My fists unclenched from the blanket. My thighs trembled, spread and boneless. My chest heaved as if I’d just outrun the storm itself.

Maren kissed her way up my body slowly, reverently, savoring me. She braced herself above me, hair falling across her flushed face, lips shiny, cheeks streaked with heat. Her eyes—wide, gleaming, proud—were enough to make me weak all over again. She swiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then gave a shaky little smile like she couldn’t quite believe what she’d done.

“You okay?” she whispered, voice husky.

I let out a breathless laugh and dragged her down into a kiss before she could retreat. The taste of myself on her lips sent another shiver racing through me, but I didn’t care. I wanted her close, wanted her to know. “More than okay,” I whispered against her mouth, kissing her again, slower, deeper, thanking her. “But now it’s your turn.”

Her blush deepened, pink staining all the way down her throat. “Riley—”

“I mean it,” I murmured, rolling her under me. The bed groaned in protest, but I braced above her, chest pressed to hers, our breaths tangling. “You gave me everything. Let me give you this.”

Her lips parted, protest dying in her throat. She swallowed hard, then nodded. “Okay.”

I kissed her again, rough, then gentler, then trailed down her neck, over her collarbone. She shivered, hands hovering at my sides, unsure. I caught them, guided them into my hair, and slid lower, kissing every inch of her as I tugged her panties down. She gasped, lifting her hips to help me, breath catching in her chest.

“You sure?” I asked, pressing a kiss to the inside of her thigh.

Her voice cracked. “Yes. Please.”

That word undid me. I buried my mouth against her, tasting her, teasing first, then deeper, finding the rhythm that made her arch. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling, desperate. Each sound she made—high, sharp, broken—spurred me harder, drove me to coax more out of her.

“Oh my god, Riley—don’t stop—please don’t—”

Her pleas made me relentless. I licked, sucked, drew her tighter, until her whole body shook against my mouth. The candle’s flame leapt high, the shutters slammed, the floor groaned as she cried out and broke beneath me. She came hard, clamping around my tongue, her voice ragged and raw, echoing through the room.

When she collapsed, breathless and quaking, I kissed my way up and pulled her into my arms. Our mouths met in a messy, laughing, half-crying kiss, neither of us able to catch our breath.

“We really just…” she managed, eyes wide and dazed.

“In a haunted house,” I finished, brushing her sweaty hair back.

Her laugh cracked into a giggle, muffled against my shoulder. “The ghosts definitely watched.”

“Let them,” I murmured, holding her tight.

The candle burned low. The house groaned, settling. And all I felt was her, hot and real, curled in my arms, the storm outside nothing compared to the one we’d unleashed together.
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The candle had burned low, a crooked stick of wax sagging into its own pool. Its flame still wavered stubbornly, even though the shutters rattled every few minutes, a reminder that the storm outside hadn’t let up.

We were tangled in the blanket, skin damp and sticky, breath finally slowing. Maren’s head rested on my shoulder, her hair spilling over my chest in soft waves. My arm was wrapped around her without thinking, holding her as if letting go wasn’t an option.

For a long while, neither of us spoke. Just the sound of our breathing, the occasional creak of the house settling, and the distant knock of branches against the window. My body still buzzed, every nerve awake, but the sharp edges of it had softened into warmth.

Maren shifted, propping her chin on my chest to look at me. Her lips curved into a sleepy grin. “So… did we just give the Lockwood widow the best entertainment she’s had in over a hundred years?”

I groaned, covering my face with my free hand. “Do not say that. I can’t handle the idea of some Victorian ghost getting off on us.”

She laughed, full and unrestrained, and the sound made me smile in spite of myself. “I’m just saying, if I were stuck haunting this place, I’d be thrilled.”

“Pretty sure the bed agreed,” I said, nudging her side. “That thing was creaking like it wanted to tap out.”

She snorted, then buried her face against my neck, still laughing. Her breath tickled my skin, and I felt another shiver ripple down my spine. Not arousal this time—something softer, more fragile.

When she quieted, her voice dropped. “Riley… that was…” She trailed off, searching for words.

I kissed the top of her head. “Yeah. I know.”

She lifted her gaze again, eyes wide and open in a way I’d never seen before. “It didn’t feel like a mistake.”

“Good,” I said, my throat tight. “Because I don’t want it to.”

Her smile softened into something that made my chest ache. She reached up, brushing her thumb along my jaw like she was memorizing me. “Me neither.”

The shutters banged again, startling us both for a second before dissolving into giggles.

“Guess the ghosts are clapping,” I whispered, and she shoved at me half-heartedly.

“Shut up,” she said, grinning against my shoulder.

Silence fell again, but it was different now—easier, comfortable. She curled closer, tucking herself into me, and I held her, listening to the rhythm of her breathing syncing with mine.

For once, the creaks of the house didn’t sound ominous. The groans of the floorboards, the sigh of the wind, even the tap at the window—they felt like background music to what had just happened.

I’d come here expecting to laugh off ghost stories, maybe make a dumb TikTok, maybe tease Maren for jumping at shadows. I hadn’t expected this. I hadn’t expected to discover something new and terrifying and wonderful all at once.

As sleep finally pulled at the edges of me, I whispered into her hair, “If the ghosts are still watching, at least they got a happy ending.”

Maren’s sleepy laugh was the last thing I heard before I drifted off, warm and fearless in her arms.
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The morning light slanted gray through the dusty curtains, weak but steady, chasing away whatever shadows the candle hadn’t burned off overnight. The house looked less sinister in daylight, though it still groaned as we moved around, like it resented us for surviving until morning.

Maren stuffed her sleeping bag into its sack with more force than necessary, muttering, “I can’t believe we actually slept here. I deserve, like, a medal. Or free therapy.”

“You?” I teased, folding the blanket into a messy square. “You’re the one who almost broke my arm clinging to me every time the house creaked.”

She shot me a look, hair falling into her face, but her grin gave her away. “Well, we survived. No possession. No poltergeist scratches. Just… you know. Other things.”

Heat rushed into my cheeks, but I smirked anyway. “Yeah. Other things.”

The awkward pause that followed was broken by the thud of her tossing the bag onto the floor. She rolled her eyes at herself, then grabbed her tote, rattling the crystals inside. “At least the sage worked.”

I slung my duffel over my shoulder, following her down the staircase that complained under every step. “Oh yeah, definitely the sage. Not, you know, us distracting the ghosts with a live show.”

“Riley!” she hissed, swatting at me, though she was laughing so hard she almost tripped on the last step.

Outside, the air was crisp, the gravel drive glittering with dew. Our car sat exactly where we’d left it, blessedly un-haunted, and we loaded our bags into the trunk, bumping into each other with sleepy clumsiness.

When we slammed it shut, Maren leaned against the car, brushing hair out of her face. She looked at me with that same wide-open expression she’d worn last night after everything had happened—soft, vulnerable, certain.

“So,” she said, voice lighter than her eyes. “We’re alive. We made it through the night. What happens now?”

I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets, suddenly very aware of the space between us. “I mean, we could just… never talk about it. Pretend it was, like, ghost-induced hysteria.”

She raised a brow. “Do you want to pretend?”

I looked at her—really looked at her—and knew the answer instantly. “No. Not even a little.”

Relief softened her shoulders. She pushed off the car, closing the space, her fingers brushing mine before curling around them. “Good. Because I don’t either. I don’t want that to be the last night.”

My chest squeezed, equal parts nerves and something sweeter. I squeezed her hand back. “Then it won’t be.”

She smiled, the kind of smile that warmed me better than the weak morning sun. “Guess we survived more than just the ghosts.”

I laughed, leaning in to bump her shoulder. “Yeah. Turns out the haunted house was the easy part.”

We climbed into the car, the engine coughing to life, the Lockwood house shrinking in the rearview mirror. The shutters rattled one last time as if to send us off, but I barely noticed. All I saw was Maren in the passenger seat, her hand still tangled with mine, both of us grinning like survivors of something bigger than we could explain.
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