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Some say the world will end in fire,

Some say in ice.

From what I've tasted of desire

I hold with those who favor fire.

But if it had to perish twice,

I think I know enough of hate

To say that for destruction ice

Is also great

And would suffice.

––––––––
[image: ]


—Robert Frost, Fire and Ice
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Dedicated to my loving spouse, E.H.A., my inspiration for this story.
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Chapter 1

Fire
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“Guys suck.”

Maybe it was the overly stuffy, hot, mid-June afternoon. Or possibly it was just because too many things had gone wrong, and all in the span of one day.

Skye Larson sat passenger side in a black 2019 BMW X2, trying to get comfortable, despite her right arm in a sling, and right foot in a cramped boot. Her best friend, Sage Rollins, tailed a blue and white tow truck along I-90, east through Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. The truck carried the crumpled remains of Skye’s beloved red 2018 BMW M3, courtesy of her ex-boyfriend.

“Dad won’t let me press charges,” Skye continued. “So Darrell gets off scot-free.” Turmoil raged within.

Sage’s mouth unhinged as her eyes narrowed. “What?” she demanded, far louder than their cramped space required. “After what he pulled? Totally not fair. I know a doc who’ll castrate him.”

Skye folded her arms and snorted. “If only that easy. But like I said, guys suck. So,” she added, as her tone softened and wavered. “I’m done with them.” She shook her head slightly. “Forever.” 

Except that tall, cute, blond-haired guy hitchhiking about a mile back had caught her eye. It wasn’t without focused effort that she pushed him out of her mind.

A slight smile escaped Sage’s mouth before she clamped it. “Skye Larson throws in the towel after two long years of four hormonal boyfriends. That should make the Coeur d’Alene Press cover page.”

“Sage, I’m serious!” Skye said, using her best depressed tone. “Look at me! Traumatized arm and foot. Lucky I wasn’t killed.”

Sage shrugged. “Okay, you need some fun on your first day out of the house in like, for-ev-er. We drop off Caesar, then off to Marmalade’s. I need a new top. Or do we want coffee first?”

Skye’s light brown eyebrows arched uncannily high. “You have to ask? Coffee is life.”

“Just checking to see if you’re still in there.” She paused. “Caesar is a boy’s name,” she teased. “You gotta change it if you’re giving them up.”

Skye scowled. “Never. That car is perfect. Was perfect.” She groaned. “I’m gonna kill Darrell!”

“Just remember,” Sage soothed, “if you’re going cold turkey, you can’t kill them, either. Unfortunate, but a rule.”

“It’s a stupid rule.”

“Okay, let’s change the subject. Remember I’m trying to cheer you up.” 

A wry smile passed along Skye’s lips. “Try harder.”

“Right then.” Sage switched on the radio as a commercial was ending.

“...we do it right the first time,” came a friendly masculine voice through the Bose car speakers. “Max’s Auto Body Shop, located at 415 Auto Park Road, just off I-90. Open 8 to 5 week days. 10 to 4 on Saturdays.”

As Taylor Swift’s ME! blasted through the car speakers, Sage glanced over.

“Isn’t that where we’re going? Max’s?”

Skye nodded and added a roll of the eyes. “Yup. My dad can’t say enough about that place. Max has the best guys in town—why heck, they can fix anything!” She mimicked a low voice and peered again at her wrecked M3. “They better not mess up my baby.”

“Too late for that.”

“You know what I mean.” 

The tow truck took the Auto Park Road exit off the I-90 freeway. Sage followed it to Auto Park Road.

Skye gestured. “There it is. On the left, by Los Jalapeños.”

“Yep, I see it. Hope they’re still open.”

“Should be,” Skye said, looking at her phone. “It’s only 4:58.”

The blue and white tow truck remained in the safety zone as thick oncoming traffic powered by. 

Skye sighed. “Must be rush hour.”

More cars, along with another minute. Then more cars. Skye stared at the Reliable Towing insignia beneath her BMW another full minute before the truck turned a quick left onto the gravel parking lot. Sage followed close behind, acting like the tail end of the tow truck, just as the next group of cars approached. Two oncoming trucks slammed on their brakes and honked, as a guy in one of them waved at her with a single finger.

Sage parked behind the tow after it stopped. “See?” she proclaimed with a sparkling smile. “Delivered you all safe and sound!”

Skye just managed to avoid another eye roll as she looked at the unimpressive garage in front of them: two-story, beige and brown, with white trim. Four garage bays took up the bottom floor, with two doors presently open. The second story looked like someone’s apartment, with a huge square window front and center.

“I’m trusting my baby to this dump?” she fumed, snatching an envelope from her purse. “Well, let’s get this over with.”

The husky tow driver hopped out of her truck and met a short man who emerged from the shop. He stood stocky, with a nicely trimmed black beard and a dark blue jump suit bearing the name Max. As the two shook hands, Skye limped up to Max and handed him the envelope.

“This is from my dad,” she said. She pointed hopefully to her dead M3. “Can you fix it?”

Max scanned the letter and nodded in acknowledgement. As the driver released the crushed M3 and drove away, Max’s eyes grew large. He walked around the car with the speed of a half-dead turtle. His face appeared far more serious and much less optimistic than Skye would have hoped.

“Let me get our expert,” he said quietly. “Be right back.” He disappeared into one of the open bay doors.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Sage said quietly. “Isn’t he Max, of Max’s Auto Body Shop?”

“Shh-h-h, he’ll hear you,” Skye murmured. “If he says he has an expert, all the better.”

A moment later Skye’s world seemed to stop, and not in a good way. Following Max was a guy who looked around her age. About 6’ 2”, handsome as a movie star and ripped—his muscles bulged through his shirt. This added to his black hair and square jawline amounted to someone who seemed uncomfortably familiar.

“Is that...Darrell?” Sage whispered a second before Skye did.

“Maybe his twin?” Skye guessed.

It was uncanny, but no, Skye told herself. Darrell—who was strung up in the hospital ward with two broken arms, two broken legs, four cracked ribs and a full-blown concussion, had no siblings. And this beefcake in front of her wore a snake tattoo down his well-muscled right arm. Darrell always dissed guys with skin markings or piercings of any kind. 

The hunk walked confidently over to the wrecked M3 and examined it inside and out, without introducing himself to Skye. He studied the crumpled body, the smashed-out windows, and damaged seats.

“This is Dorran, our auto body specialist,” Max said, as the young man knelt and ran his hands carefully over the side fenders, the hood, and doors.

“What...happened?” Dorran murmured, loud enough for Skye to hear. He grimaced and whistled as he looked under the car and finally, the roof before siding back up to Max. “The thing is beyond totaled,” he said, matter of fact. “End of story.”

Skye glared at him, ticked at being ignored. “Hello? Over here? You know? Car owner?”

Dorran’s eyes quickly took in Skye’s face, her arm in a sling, and finally her boot. His face softened.

“You’re lucky to be alive!” he said with a slight smile. His voice was low, masculine. Sexy. But his words, along with his annoying resemblance to her ex-boyfriend, set her off.

“Oh, really?” she snapped. “Would that be your expert opinion? Just tell me if you can fix the car!”

Dorran’s expression turned a 180. “Surprise me, please. Say something intelligent,” he said. “That is anyone’s expert opinion when you look at that. Your insurance won’t cover the damages to repair. It would be cheaper to buy something else. A lot cheaper.”

Skye eyed the mechanic, impressed by his ability to fight back. Darrell would have just collapsed like a wet noddle. But she wasn’t going to give up. 

“I don’t want another car!” she retorted, her right arm suddenly flaring with pain. “Are you really a skilled mechanic or just a moron trying to impress?”

“Not too many people like you, do they?” Dorran shot back smoothly, as if he’d practiced that line before. He looked at her with an upraised eyebrow.

Skye felt her face flush as Sage gripped her shoulder. “Chill out,” she counseled.

“Yeah, I know,” Skye replied, massaging her throbbing arm. But her eyes bore into Dorran, and she watched as he looked over the letter Max offered. She overheard the words self-insured, as she limped over and leaned on her first car ever. The one possession she could really call her own, no strings attached. The thing she wasn’t going to let go of. No. Matter. What.

A moment later the dark-haired hunk took another slow and careful look at the mangled red BMW, while distancing himself from Skye. Max followed and together they forced the crumpled hood open.

“Engine looks mostly intact,” Max said, scratching his beard. “A new radiator, grill and compressor, hoses. Some under body work. Not a whole lot else. So it’s mostly you.”

Skye watched as Dorran closed his eyes and sighed audibly. He glared quickly at Skye, then at the car again. He turned to Max, folded his arms, and said one only word.

“Okay.”

Sage nudged Skye forward.

“What?” Skye snapped at her, looking to Dorran. “It’s not like he’s doing me any favors.” She shrugged.  “I’m not even convinced he can do the job right. We should go somewhere else.”

Dorran smiled darkly, unfolded his arms and looked at Max. “Now that’s the most intelligent thing she’s said so far. She should go—somewhere else.”

Skye’s eyes widened and Sage snorted. Max stepped forward.

“Miss Larson,” he began with a placating smile. “No one else—and I mean no one, would ever touch this car—that I can guarantee. Maybe you could salvage some of it for parts.” He paused, looking at Dorran quickly. “But the reason why we’re even willing to consider taking this on is because your father does a lot of business with us. And this skilled mechanic, can do it if anyone can. He’s the best I have ever seen in my twenty plus years in the business.”

Skye leaned forward, eyes blazing at the hunk. “And how is that supposed to make me feel?”

Dorran shifted and started to walk off. “People like her are why I get ulcers, Max. I don’t need this.” 

Max shrugged at Skye. “Last chance, Miss Larson. He’ll do you right.”

Skye’s inner fire cooled a little. She took another glance at her car, convinced Max was telling the truth. Her one opportunity was slipping away.

“Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Please fix my car.”

Dorran stopped in his tracks and turned around, seemingly amused she agreed to the job. 

“How long is this going to take?” Skye asked. “A couple of weeks?”

“Your misguided opinion is false, but cute,” Dorran said.

Max stifled a laugh. “No, Miss Larson,” he said. “I would estimate six to eight weeks. At least.”

“Two...months.” Her face betrayed her surprise as she tried to imagine herself without wheels for that long.

“You’re basically talking about a new car,” Max explained as Dorran stepped forward, apparently ready to toss her another insult. “We have to inventory all the parts, get the orders in to various warehouses around the globe, make sure everything comes in as it should. Most of the time at least some parts have to be returned. And lastly, a new paint job.” He looked at Skye as if to appeal. “You sure you don’t want to just buy a new car?”

“Nope,” Skye said as she shook her head. Anger welled within. She knew they wouldn’t understand. They couldn’t. But not wanting to prolong the awkward moment, she signaled Sage and they retreated back to her car. 

Sage started up her BMW and looked at Skye.

“That could have gone...better.”

“I’m protective of Caesar,” Skye said defensively. “You know that.”

“Hmmm. What do you think of the hunky mechanic? Still vowing to swear off men?”

“More than ever. That guy was off-the-charts rude. I hope he treats his cars better than his customers.” She paused. “But at least he’s got a backbone.”

“He’s got a lot more than that,” Sage murmured as she looked in her rearview mirror. “Did you see the way he studied Caesar? Like someone figuring out a puzzle. Anyway, let’s find a Dutch Bros.”

“Amen to that,” Skye agreed.
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Chapter 2

Ice
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Finn Parker whistled as he emerged from the shop. The tall, slim, and handsome mechanic sauntered over in his greasy tan overalls. Both were 21, but Finn’s stringy dirt blonde hair and blue cap covered most of his face and head, in contrast to Dorran’s clean cut look. And Dorran stood about two inches taller. 

“That’s what I call one fiery chick,” Finn said. 

Dorran’s eyebrows shot up. “You gonna help me finish putting the glass on the Camaro or daydream about the millionaire’s daughter?” Finn half-heartedly glared at Dorran, but followed him back inside.

In the second bay they replaced the front windshield of a classy blue and white 1968 Chevy Camaro. After applying the urethane, they lowered the glass slowly in place, after which Dorran studied the seams and glass for any imperfections. After about five minutes (Finn timed him), he gave his final approval after shifting the windshield slightly into its final position.

Dorran wiped his hands on a grease rag. “How come you didn’t give me any backup out there?” he asked with a wry smile. “Assisting with obnoxious and unbearable customers is in your job description, right Max?” he added over his shoulder.

“That’s right,” Max called from under a faded red Volkswagen Bug. “All for one, that sort of thing.”

Finn laughed. “It looked like you handled her barbs in your conventionally sick way. In fact, I think she was starting to flirt.”

“Hardly a seduction,” Dorran replied. “Besides, Rule Number One, remember? Don’t date the customer’s daughter.”

“Good idea,” Max called out again as he rolled his shop creeper from beneath the Bug. He pointed his SAE wrench at Finn. “You can learn a few things from this boy.”

“C’mon Max!” Finn called back, half teasing. “It was one time and she was like, way older!”

“Yeah,” Dorran joked. “By a whoppin’ twenty-three days.”

Finn stiffened, a smile growing. “She told me she didn’t care. Anyway, since Skye’s boyfriend is in the hospital, maybe she’s, you know,” he shrugged. “Available.”

“Did she look available to you, Mr. Steal-Your-Girl?” Dorran asked, his right eyebrow raised.

Finn shrugged. “Worth taking a shot, right?” he added quietly, his face coloring. “Anyway, word on the street is she dumped Darrell.”

“Tell you what,” Dorran said with a gleam in his eye. “You take this project on. Cherry out that wreck—” he pointed to the red heap outside— “and win her heart. A win-win all around.”

“Ha-ha.” Finn frowned. “I don’t have the expertise,” he said casually. “But you might give her a chance.”

“I don’t date princesses. Her dad is big time in this town and I’m not getting mixed up in that.” He looked at Finn. “Let’s roll the beast into bay three.”

“I’ll help,” Max offered, emerging from beneath the Bug. “And it’s past closing time. You guys up for some OT?”

“I’m hanging out at Paddy’s tonight,” Finn said. He glanced at Dorran. “Happy hour ’til six.”

“I’m hitting the trail with Trey after I order a book for this...this.” He looked at the wreckage and grimaced. “Project.”

Although Skye Larson’s car was in neutral with the brake disengaged, only two of the wheels would move on the BMW. As the three pushed, pulled and swore at the crumpled M3, it left a rubber trail in its wake. 

Before long, a high-pitched whine of a motorcycle barreled up the street. Trey Hunter, a blonde, stocky and chiseled twenty-something, hopped off his Harley Low Rider and jumped in to join the tug of war. With his help, a few more minutes of struggle secured the BMW safely inside the bay. 

Trey looked the wrecked car over. “Not much to part out,” he observed, looking first to Max then at Dorran. “What do you want it for?”

Dorran gave a forced smile. “A rebuild,” he said sardonically. “Custom order.”

Trey’s eyebrows shot skyward. “You got some special magic in there or what?”

“Remains to be seen,” Dorran replied as he washed at the sink. “So what say we grab some food at Roger’s before we go?”

Trey nodded. “Sounds good.”

“You remember the paperwork?”

“Of course. Last time was a glitch. Let it go.”

Dorran watched Max give Finn a knowing look without saying anything. He felt his face grow hot as he walked his ’69 Honda CB750 from a corner of the shop and into the hot summer air.

Dorran and Trey stopped off at Roger’s Ice Cream and Burgers on Sherman Avenue. They picked up Triple-D burgers and Cokes before cruising out of town and turning onto East French Gulch Road. 

The sun still sat high on this very warm June afternoon as they wove their way along the rural route of fenced-in fields, small clusters of conifers and the occasional mailbox or driveway. The speed limit of 35 always seemed laughable to Dorran, who revved his bike to 60. Yet he eyed the unevenly paved road carefully, always on the lookout for potholes or deer. A voice inside warned him that someday his luck might run out.

But he pushed that worry aside and breathed deeply, taking in the fresh smell of pine as he sped along, savoring the freedom. He loved this route, with its picturesque scenery and open spaces. He often thought how he might eventually buy a place out here, though that was little more than a pipe dream. But after tonight it wasn’t even going to be that.

Dorran eyed the benign cirrus clouds as they slowed onto East Fernan Hill Road, with its 25 MPH signs, numerous houses, and small slow down signs, warning drivers of kids, dogs, cats, birds and ducklings. The richly mixed landscape of browning fields and woods met them until the deep blue Fernan Lake came into view. About two miles later, Dorran took a left onto a partially concealed dirt path.

He shut off his bike and parked on a flat browning meadow, with its grand view of blue water, rimmed with green conifers. Seconds later Trey joined him, and together they hiked down the hill that turned rocky.  The trail ended on a shaded cliff, looking over the expansive lake.

As Dorran sat and pulled a burger out of his bag, he gestured at the water. “So, what do you think?”

Trey laughed with wide eyes as he took in the scenery. “This is sick! I never knew this place even existed.”

“Most people don’t, and I won’t be advertising.”

“How did you find it?”

“A customer,” Dorran began. “Liked my work. We started talking about the outdoors. He invited me out here and I was hooked. Said I could come out whenever.” 

“This is the life,” Trey agreed as he pulled out his food.

Dorran considered his words, but couldn’t exactly embrace the concept. At least not yet. Something wild stirred inside him: an untamed, restless energy refusing to settle down to a status quo. Even here in paradise.

“I could get used to this,” Trey said before taking a bite. “It’s a great escape.”

“Something like that,” Dorran agreed quietly. “I have to get out of that town or I’ll go crazy. Being in the shop all day...” He trailed off with a shrug.

“I hear you,” Trey replied. “The office can get insane. Some days, hardly any business, and other times.” He shook his head. “I wonder where they all come from.”

Dorran looked over the placid lake, with its boaters, fishermen, water-skiers and kayakers. A few jet-skied on the lake’s western edge, leaving a temporary white trail behind them. He felt a sense of longing to be down there in the middle of all that action and fun. And his impatience scolded him: life was passing him by. He knew he could never have anyone like Skye, so why even entertain that thought? He’d never be accepted into their society, no matter how much he wanted it.

“So you still want to sign up?”

Trey’s voice pulled him away from his gloomy thoughts. Dorran nodded slowly as he took a bite. 

“Yeah.”

Trey leaned back on his hands, his mouth twisting. “I know I’m not supposed to ask this, Dorran, but off the record, why? It seems you have a good setup with Max. Comfortable apartment above the shop, walk only a few feet to work. The pay is good.”

Dorran grit his teeth. “It’s dead-end. I’m stuck. I’m 21 and want to see the world. No family yet so I suppose this is my chance. I only have a GED and no college, so my options are limited. Figure I can get some training and branch out.”

“You won’t make nearly as much for a long time,” Trey said quietly. “You get housing allowance or you can stay on base, but not much else.”

“Not worried about money,” Dorran said with a wry smile. “But isn’t there medical?”

Trey deadpanned. “Of course.”

Dorran snorted. “And they call you a recruiter?”

Trey shrugged. “I also look at what’s a good fit, not just someone desperate to go elsewhere, or running away from his or her past life.”

Dorran shot him a glare.

“I’m not running away.”

Trey eyed him a moment and shrugged. “Not saying you are, but some do. There are good career moves in the service, and you might even earn a college degree eventually—if that’s what you want. Your juvey record is still being reviewed, but from what I’ve heard, it won’t disqualify you. You passed the ASVAB, and your physical got final approval yesterday. So you’re good to go.”

Trey pulled an envelope from his pack and handed it over. He offered Dorran a pen with bold red letters that said GO ARMY on one side. The other side said BEAT NAVY.

“Here’s your enlistment,” Trey said. “Just read carefully before you sign. Any questions, just ask. I already filled in the parts we talked about.”

After Dorran read the contract thoroughly—all four pages worth, Trey continued.

“I checked you off for a delayed enlistment, but there’s no guarantee when you’ll be shipped out.”

“Any guess would help,” Dorran said.

“My best guess? Early to mid-August.” 

Dorran thought out loud. “That should work. I still have some projects to finish before I go. Can’t leave Max in a lurch—especially with today’s new surprise.”

“You mean that crumpled heap of metal?”

“Yep, courtesy of Skye Larson.”

Trey whistled. “I heard about the rollover.”

Dorran looked at him wryly. “Just another pleasure ride gone wrong, if you ask me.”

Trey smiled. “And Skye Larson. What a catch she would be. She’s pretty cute.”

Dorran wagged his head. “Maybe, once she gets clear of her bruised face and attitude. You’ll have to compete with Finn, though. He wants a shot.”

Trey raised his palms. “Out of my league and too hot for me. Her father has serious connections with the military so I won’t even entertain that notion.” He paused. “And I hear she can be a hard pill to swallow.”

Dorran snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.” He smiled remembering the insults she threw at him. “But I need to finish her car before I ship out.”

Trey nodded. “There are no guarantees. I just send the application along with the notes.”

Dorran took the pen in hand, signed and dated the form, and offered it to Trey.

“Not going to think it over?” Trey asked.

Dorran shook his head and pushed the papers and pen at him. “No. I’m up for it,” he said.

“When you’re ready, stop by the MEPS so we can swear you in. That’s all there is to it.”

Dorran nodded, feeling a thrill at all
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