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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story was born on a loud, ordinary Friday night at Derby's Bar and Grill.

My sister and I were out celebrating our birthday when someone stepped up to the karaoke machine and started singing "I Am the Fire" by Halestorm. What happened next was nothing supernatural — no exploding glasses, no glowing eyes — but something about that moment, that song, and sitting beside my sister in that noisy bar planted a single question in my mind:

What if two people who already shared everything suddenly became even more connected?

What if the bond between them stopped being metaphor and became real?

Twin Flames is my answer to that question. While the characters and events are entirely fictional, the heart of the story — the complicated, fierce, protective love between sisters — is very real.

Thank you for reading.
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For Serenity — my sister, my first best friend, and the other half of every story I’ve ever told. This book wouldn’t exist without you.
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“I am the fire... I am burning brighter...” — Inspired by a song that changed everything one night at Derby’s.

“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.” — Stephen King

“Wherever darkness hides, you will find the Crimson Writer.” — The Crimson Writer
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CHAPTER ONE: BIRTHDAY CANDLES & KARAOKE
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Derby's Bar and Grill smelled like it always did on a Friday night — fryer grease, spilled beer, and the particular ozone tang of a sound system pushed past its limits. Neon signage buzzed in the windows, half the letters in BUDWEISER long since burned out, so that for years now the regulars had been drinking under a sign that just said UD ISER, and nobody had ever bothered to fix it because somehow it felt like Derby's. The desert heat had broken an hour ago, the way it did most June evenings in Hemet, leaving the kind of dry, scoured-clean dark that made the parking lot lights look harder and whiter than they had any right to.

Ara Jones came through the door like she owned the place, because for three nights a week, she basically did.

"Twenty-five, baby!" she shouted, both arms thrown up over her head, and a ragged cheer went up from the corner booth where her friends had already claimed territory with a small mountain of empty glasses. She was wearing the leather jacket over the black tank top she always wore on her birthday — superstition, she called it, though nobody else remembered the superstition starting — and her hair, that impossible, trending-this-week red, caught the bar light like it had its own internal heat source. A few people Ara didn't know turned to look anyway. People always did.

Behind her, moving at a gentler pace, Serenity slipped through the door and let it swing shut against the noise of the parking lot.

The contrast between them had always made people do a small double-take, the kind where their eyes flicked back and forth like they were checking math. Same heart-shaped face, same small straight nose, same birthday down to the hour — and somehow none of it landed the same way twice. Where Ara's hair burned red under the lights, Serenity's fell soft and brown around her shoulders, neither styled nor unstyled, just there, the way moss is just there on the north side of a tree. Where Ara had chosen leather and ripped denim, Serenity wore a cream cardigan over a simple blue blouse, sleeves pushed to her elbows, because she ran warm in crowds and she'd known this one would be a crowd.

"You didn't have to come," Ara had told her on the phone that afternoon, in the particular voice she used when she wanted desperately for someone to disagree with her.

"I wasn't going to miss your birthday, Ara." Our birthday, technically, though Serenity had stopped pointing that out years ago. It had always been Ara's birthday that people threw parties for. Serenity had made her peace with being the moon to that particular sun a long time back, or told herself she had.

Now she stood for a second just inside the door, letting her eyes adjust, feeling the room the way she always did — not just seeing it, but feeling it, a low hum of competing moods pressing in at the edges of her awareness. The two guys arguing about a football call at the bar. The woman in the corner three drinks past happy and sliding toward maudlin. It was background noise, mostly. She'd learned a long time ago how to keep it at a low murmur, like a radio playing in another room. Tonight the dial seemed determined to creep upward anyway, and she didn't know why, and didn't like not knowing.

"Sera!" Ara was already waving her over, that nickname nobody else got to use, tossed out so casually that most people in the bar probably didn't register it as a kindness. "Get over here before Dana drinks your birthday shot."

"I will end her," said Dana mildly, not looking up from her phone, and Serenity allowed herself to smile and crossed the room to slide into the booth beside her sister.

It was easier here, with Ara's heat pressed against her side, than it had been at the door. It was always easier close to Ara. Their mother used to say that when they were small — you girls run better in the same engine — and Serenity had carried the phrase around for thirteen years like a stone in her pocket, smooth from handling, never quite sure if it was a blessing or a diagnosis.

"To being officially old," Ara said, raising a shot glass someone had already poured for her.

"You're twenty-five," Serenity said. "Not old."

"Old enough that my knees pop when I crouch behind the bar now. I heard it yesterday. Audible pop." Ara grinned, delighted by her own outrage, and knocked back the shot like it owed her money.

This was the version of Ara that Serenity loved best and worried about most — loud, lit from within, already pulling the whole booth into her orbit without seeming to try. Three of Ara's coworkers from Derby's had shown up even though they weren't on shift, because Ara had that effect on people; they wanted to be near the noise she made. Dana, who'd known Ara since high school and had the long-suffering fondness to prove it. Two of Serenity's coworkers from the bookstore had come too, out of politeness more than friendship, and were already eyeing the door, clearly recalibrating how long was socially required before they could leave.

Serenity ordered a club soda with lime and didn't bother explaining why, the way she usually didn't. Someone would ask eventually — they always did — and she'd give the answer she'd practiced into smoothness over the years: driving later, or early shift tomorrow, or just not feeling it tonight. None of them were the real answer, which was that she had learned, the hard way, more than once, what it felt like to be the only sober person inside a small ocean of other people's loosening inhibitions. Alcohol didn't just lower other people's walls. It lowered hers too, the mental ones, the ones she'd spent years building brick by brick, and a bar full of drunk strangers
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