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Miranda shook more than a sleigh bell at an elementary school holiday concert as she walked through the airport. The prospect of seeing her family for Christmas drew nearer with each step. Her boyfriend, Jason, took her hand and modeled calm and regular breathing, like Lamaze but without the noise.

Fitting, really.

He was literally the father of her unborn children thanks to thirteen embryos that were made against their will. Not that Miranda planned to share that particular tidbit with her family. Her return home was a mission of reconciliation, if that was even the right word. Confrontation, more likely.

In her nineteen years, this was the first time Miranda had set foot inside the small airport near her northwest Montana hometown. The first flight she had ever taken was the one out of Ithaca, New York, that morning. Months ago, she'd driven herself there to take one of the spots in Cornell University’s farrier certificate program.

In New York, Miranda met Jason, a werewolf who had deduced her unique ability to manifest and control fire. They’d developed a deep bond of friendship in the four months they’d known each other that had morphed into love when neither of them was looking.

Miranda’s truck was still in Ithaca, an inconvenience to her mobility in Montana. She wasn’t old enough to rent a vehicle, and Jason, at twenty-four, still hadn’t learned how to drive. If she believed in signs, she might think her mission to put everything right with her family was off to a less than auspicious start.

They didn’t have to pick up any checked baggage, so they headed to the drop-off and loading zone. Miranda blinked against the light of the winter sun and scanned for any vehicles that might be there to fetch them. When she saw her mother’s dark blue, late model sedan, Miranda flagged her down and stepped to the curb with Jason.

Christina Lennox piloted her car in front of them and parked with the hazard lights flashing. Both front doors opened, and Miranda’s sister-in-law Jessica got out of the passenger side. The two women had a matching suburban wife look. Christina had a short blonde bob with blue eyes, and Jessica had dark brown hair that was short on the sides and long on top.

Miranda, on the other hand, looked like the Lennox side of the family. Her paternal grandparents had emigrated from Scotland some sixty years ago. Like the others, she had pale skin, brown eyes, and vibrant red hair that she usually wore long and in a braid. It was the most practical thing when she worked with horses. In short, Miranda could be the poster girl for all things Scottish that had escaped to the Rocky Mountains.

“How’ve you been, Randy?” Jessica asked with a teasing smirk.

She squinted at the other woman and let her breath out slowly. Miranda hated that nickname.

Already moving on to Jason, Jessica asked, “Who are you?”

The tone her sister-in-law used sounded like she thought he was the gunk normally found on the bottom of her shoe. Jason shot Miranda a questioning glance, and she possessively slid her arm around his waist.

“This is my boyfriend, Jason.”

He stood six feet tall with the bushy blond hair of a guy straight out of an ’80s metal band. The violin he carried added to the wild musician vibe, as did his strikingly odd silver eyes that had once been blue. Underneath his clothes, Jason had three tattoos from the genetics lab that had remade him into a werewolf. For his safety, he usually kept those hidden from view.

“You didn’t tell us you were bringing anyone home,” Christina said.

“I did tell you, Mom.” It was like the woman enjoyed not listening to her.

“It was my fault,” Jason apologized. “I wasn’t sure my travel papers would be ready in time.”

Miranda had been wrapped up in her own issues and hadn’t fully considered his challenges. His legal identity as Jason was only five days old, but he had still agreed to come home with her. He also had to deal with the added complication of a full moon the next night. It was the same night the family and many people in the community would be celebrating her grandfather’s eightieth birthday.

She offered him a secret smile as she snuggled closer to his side. Then she told her mother, “Well, we’re both here. So could you try to make Jason feel welcome?”

The car behind them honked, so Christina opened the trunk and said, “Let’s get moving then. We’ve got a lot of stuff to do.”

After stowing their carry-on bags in the trunk, everyone got in the car. Miranda took the spot behind Jessica, and Jason sat behind her mother, placing his violin on the seat beside him.

From the front seat, Jessica rattled off the itinerary for the week, ticking each point off with her fingers. “Tonight we have to finish getting ready for Pops’s birthday party tomorrow. Christmas Eve with Christina and Michael is Monday. Tuesday, we go to Pops and Nan’s for Christmas Day.”

“Sounds like a very busy week,” Jason said.

“That’s right. So, if you came here to sleep and do nothing, you’ll be disappointed,” Jessica said as they buckled their seatbelts.

[I’m sorry she’s like this,] Miranda signed. [My brother Monty loves her. I have no idea why.]

Jason tapped the top of the violin case, letting a few beats pass. [I’ll be fine. I recognize her type from a few customers at the practice.]

That was what Miranda thought he signed, anyway. Her skill with Sign Language wasn’t as advanced as his yet. Like many hearing children, she had dabbled with Sign when she was younger. Meeting Jason made her want to take learning ASL seriously. She improved with every conversation.

“What are you two doing back there?” Christina asked, quickly looking over her shoulder.

“Sign Language,” Miranda said.

“It’s my first language,” Jason told her.

“I didn’t realize you were deaf!” Jessica bellowed. “You don’t look deaf.”

“What does deaf look like?” Miranda asked with distaste.

“I can hear you just fine,” Jason said with exaggerated patience. “Sign is a full language with its own rules and grammar. Sometimes I slip into it without thinking.”

Snapping and pointing at him, Miranda said, “You’re code switching!”

She felt pretty proud of that knowledge. Jason often used Sign Language, particularly when they were discussing sensitive topics.

“Do you have a job?” Christina asked him, using the mirror to make eye contact.

“I’m a veterinarian’s assistant.” Angling toward Miranda, he said, “Dr. Burgess was talking about helping me become a vet tech after I get my high school diploma. A generous offer, but I still want to become a luthier.”

“Oh, that’s awesome.” Miranda squeezed his hand and gave him a toothy grin.

“What’s a luthier?” Jessica asked.

“A stringed-instrument maker.” Jason’s expression became soft and dreamy. “I want to make violins.”

Jessica, of course, didn’t see his look and trampled all over his ambition. “Why would you want to do that? Aren’t the best ones already made, like Stradivarius and such?”

“Rude!” Miranda slapped the back of Jessica’s headrest.

“Stop that, Miranda.” Christina directed her attention back to Jason. “What do you mean, when you get your diploma? Haven’t you finished high school yet?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Normal teenaged milestones didn’t apply to Jason. He had been kidnapped by the genetics lab as a homeless fourteen-year-old and fully transformed into a werewolf by the time he was seventeen. “After we go back to New York, I’ll look into testing for it. I need to get a driver’s license too.”

“No driver’s license?” Christina lightly tapped on the steering wheel. “Miranda, what are your job prospects? Do you have something lined up?”

“Not yet. I’ll start hunting again in January when we go back to New York. Jason’s family has been really nice to let me stay with them while I search for a job.”

She stroked the shin necklace that Joel Rosen, Jason’s adoptive father, had given her during Hanukkah. It wasn’t a typical holiday gift, but he’d done it as a representation of her internal flame. The Rosen family had given Jason safety and love when he needed it. They extended their hospitality and protection to Miranda after they’d escaped from the clutches of John Coleman.

The Rosen family had accepted Miranda, even with her unusual fire power, faster than her own family had ever done. Joel, Lurlene, and the boys helped her realize she deserved better out of life than scorn and mistreatment. They gave her the courage to come home and face her wounds.

“Well, that doesn’t make sense,” Jessica declared. “Shouldn’t you make sure you have a job before you go traipsing all over the country?”

“When you’re the one paying my bills,” Miranda hissed, “then your opinion might matter to me.”

“Well, you can’t blame me for asking! First, you weren’t coming home, but now you’re here with this los—” Jessica paused her tirade and glanced back at Jason. “With this random guy for a boyfriend. I’m not the one giving mixed signals, Miranda.”

Staring at the ends of Jessica’s hair, Miranda fantasized about setting them on fire. She opened up her fingers as if to do it, but Jason subtly shook his head. She glowered but didn’t give in to her destructive urge. The Montana countryside out the window suddenly became interesting, as if it wasn’t something that she’d seen almost every day of her nineteen years.

Miranda could control combustion energy to create and extinguish fires at will. Jason called her an energy shifter, a play on words since he as a werewolf was a shape shifter. It was a great concept, but Miranda had never met another person who could manipulate energy.

She’d felt very lonely growing up and had shied away from most people in fear that she’d accidentally harm them. Conversely, the fire inside her made her seek out the wild in nature, such as mustangs and coyotes. Or werewolves.

Jason’s warm fingers entwined with hers as Christina drove them to the grocery store. They were going to pick up party supplies before stopping at her parents’ house, where they would be staying. The birthday party preparation was at Jessica’s house that night, and her sister-in-law looked pleased to play hostess.

Jessica unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’ll start on the list, Chrissie.”

Jason turned his head to Miranda, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. “Could we do some campfire food? Marshmallows and sausages. That would be so fun.”

When she’d been practicing her fire control in New York, they often ended sessions by snacking on toasted marshmallows. “Yeah, sure. Sounds like fun.”

The four of them got out of the car, and Jason paused on the threshold before entering the store.

[Too many sounds and smells,] he explained in Sign.

“Take your time,” Miranda said with a gentle touch to his back.

She’d seen it before when Jason had to enter places that had a lot of people, such as shopping malls or even the concert hall where the community orchestra had played Messiah. Then again, those could have been nerves of a different sort.

After fortifying his internal defenses, Jason strode into the store. Miranda told her mother that she had to use the bathroom.

“I’ll go with you.” Christina said, coming back to her.

Miranda tried and failed to stop herself from rolling her eyes. Without Jason or even Jessica as a social buffer, Christina’s bitchy side would come out.

After a quick visual check that no one else was in the bathroom, Christina demanded, “Why did you really come home? And why did you bring that man?”

“He’s my boyfriend. I love him. I want him to meet my family for the holidays,” she said sweetly. “And Pops’s eightieth birthday is tomorrow. I don’t want to miss that.”

Christina threw her head back and laughed. “What’s the real reason?”

She wasn’t sure of the diplomatic way to say it, so Miranda chose the most scandalous option. “I’m here to set the world on fire.”

Her mother gasped and put her palm out as if to clamp it over Miranda’s mouth. “You can’t say that! What would your boyfriend think if he knew about the real you? The one who destroys everything?”

“Considering he already knows who I am, he’ll probably roast his marshmallows and watch the world burn with me.”

Just as there was an art to making an entrance, Miranda hoped her words were sharp enough to be the soundtrack of her exit.
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The house where Miranda had spent most of her childhood was far outside the city limits, nestled in a protected meadow of mountain foothills and tall pine trees. It was a picturesque setting out of an Alpine dream. A wrap-around porch that had been a summer gathering place encircled the two-story home. In addition to the main house, there was a separate multi-car garage and a barn for equipment and her parents’ horses.

Miranda’s parents had moved into the house after her childhood “church incident,” as some called it. Her brothers had not enjoyed having to change schools halfway through high school. At least Monty, the oldest of her brothers, had gone to the University of Montana on early admission and had already been on campus.

As they pulled up to the property, Jason nudged her and asked, “Do I get to meet your horse?”

Miranda didn’t have a horse of her own. Her favorite had been Pops’s horse Betsy, and after the mare died when Miranda was thirteen, she hadn’t gotten a horse for herself. She kept busy by caring for her parents’ horses and taking a job as a groom and trail ride guide for visiting tourists.

“I’ll introduce you to the horses later, but none of them are mine. It would have been harder to take a job offer in New York if I had a horse waiting for me.”

In addition to her farrier course at Cornell, Miranda had worked in a private stable teaching a rich man’s son western riding. She’d met Jason at a frat party, though she wouldn’t have guessed upon first seeing him that he was a werewolf. He had her number, though, asking about her light-filled aura.

“Hey,” Jason whispered. [Everything okay?]

She wasn’t sure. Miranda honestly had no clue how to connect with her family. It was worse than meeting actual strangers who had no preconceived notions about who you were. Family had plenty of notions and limited flexibility to change their minds when presented with the truth.

Christina interrupted her thoughts. “Help bring the groceries in.”

“Right,” Miranda said with a nod. Then she pointed at her father’s truck in the garage. “Dad’s going to help with the party too, right?”

“Sort of,” her mother replied. “He and your Uncle Ronald are going to keep Pops occupied and out of the way while the rest of us finish assembling party favors.”

In a needlessly loud voice meant to include Jason, Jessica asked, “Are you okay with that after traveling all day?”

He shrugged. “Whatever Miranda wants is fine with me.”

“Of course, we’ll help,” she told Jessica, “after we put our luggage away in my room.”

Christina pressed her lips together. “You don’t think he’s sleeping with you, do you? We have other rooms in this house he can take.”

“You don’t need to get another room ready,” Miranda said. She had to bite her tongue not to add that her mom had forgotten he was coming in the first place.

Though she and Jason stayed in separate rooms at the Rosen house, here she wanted his supportive presence beside her. Unfortunately, they’d have to sleep on the floor, because her twin bed wouldn’t be big enough for the both of them without extreme spooning.

“I guess that means you’re special,” Jessica told Jason at a normal volume. “Miranda’s never brought one of her boys home before.”

“But she definitely dated a lot,” Christina said flatly.

There had never been a reason to bring those disposable boys home. Miranda had an active sex life with no emotional attachments during high school and the year before she went to New York. As she didn’t otherwise like people too much, the sex hadn’t been all that fulfilling.

Jason affected wide-eyed innocence as he said, “I, too, never brought a boy home, but I definitely dated a lot.”

Miranda snorted at his sass. Jason had never used a convenient label for his sexual orientation other than telling her he wasn’t straight. As long as he wanted to be with her, she wasn’t bothered by his queerness.

Firm in her decision, Miranda said, “We’re going to stay in my room together.”

“I don’t like it.” Christina’s eyes darted back and forth between them. “Make sure you use condoms if you must.”

Blinking in surprise, Miranda shook her head. Of course they used condoms when they had sex. Not that they were doing it at every available opportunity. Both she and Jason had intimacy issues they were still unpacking.

“We’ll be responsible, Mom.”

Christina’s pinched lips were a sign she still wasn’t happy about it, but she led them into the house through a side door, into a kitchen with a big farmhouse sink and maple brown cabinets. They all took several trips back and forth to the car to get the bags of groceries, making unloading a quick and painless job.

“I’ll help put everything away,” Jessica said, “if you two take out the trash.”

“Thanks!” Miranda hadn’t expected the other woman’s kindness when it came to the division of labor.

After they retrieved their luggage from the entrance, Miranda guided Jason into the big living room with a vaulted ceiling and a fireplace. The year-round decorating touches had cowboy elements with some Scottish flair for accent, such as the Lennox clan tartan and symbolic weapons above the mantel.

In acknowledgment of the Christmas season, an artificial tree decorated with strings of lights, tinsel garlands, and various ornaments stood tall under the highest part of the ceiling. Underneath the tree was a toy store’s worth of presents for Miranda’s nieces and nephews. Christmas stockings with all the children’s names hung by the fireplace. Holiday pine-scented wax in warming dishes added to the ambience. Miranda liked the smell, but
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