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      The road was very like the kind they would have on television. Was that show even still running?

      White and compacted. Thirty feet wide. The long berms five feet high in places, thrown up when the snow was fresh and soft, by the chunky airfoil blade of a snow plough.

      Now, those berms were near-rock solid. Packed from the plough, and refrozen overnight.

      Cole Wright stood near the back of the canted delivery truck. It was a boxy thing on a GMC chassis. Designed to haul cartons of cookies and cereal, consumer electronics and appliances, fleecy clothing and blankets. Maybe the odd sled or set of skis.

      Bigger than a regular UPS van, but smaller than even a rigid semi, the truck fit neatly in that bracket of no special license required. Whatever the cutoff was on axle weight restriction before you needed special courses on how to drive.

      Still, Wright wouldn't want to drive it out here on the ice. Wouldn't want to back it up anywhere.

      He'd done just fine in driver training at the academy. Scraped by one cone on the final test, and finished near the top of the class.

      But that was for driving a police cruiser on city streets. Seattle. Some winters they didn't even see snow, and when they did it was never really around for more than a day or two.

      Never cold like this.

      The truck was painted white, as if it was trying to blend into the surrounds. As if trying to avoid surveillance from the sides or from above. In black lettering along the side--which would be a giveaway--the words Green & White Haulage stood almost a foot tall, across two lines. Next to the words was a kind of logo of a stylized truck, leaning forward, with wind lines and tires off the ground, as if it was speeding along.

      The road ran on straight to the horizon. The thick pines all around were draped in glorious white snow as if every one was auditioning for the part of Christmas Tree. The sky was clear save for a few contrails. Passenger jets heading from the U.S. to points in Europe. Flying right over the pole.

      Passengers all toasty warm at thirty thousand feet, with drinks on demand and little bags of nuts. Leaning back to enjoy a movie on the back of the seat in front.

      Wright rubbed his hands together. He had on a pair of Thinsulated gloves he'd picked up at a thrift store in Corado, a hundred and fifty miles south. A frozen block of a town that reeked of sawdust and cattle. On a back road that ran off another back road somewhere north of Saskatoon.

      Apparently, it was nice in the summer when the days were long and the nights were short. Meadows blossomed with wildflowers and the forests were filled with birds twittering and chirping.

      In winter, though, it seemed like the rest of Canada--just a frozen block.

      That was unfair. Canada had plenty of things to love. Otherwise, why would he be here?

      At the supply store beside the thrift store, he'd bought thermal underwear, thick socks, a thick beanie with a big S machine embroidered on the front, a sweater, a scarf, a jacket and a long coat kind of like a duster.

      He was glad of it all, but he was still cold. His breath came out in vaporous tendrils.

      And now here he was, looking at a truck with a flat, nosed into the solid berm, just over the brow of a hill, the driver complaining and moaning about the situation, and dark not very far off.

      At some point they were going to have to open up the rear doors and start tearing apart the cartons to build a fire.

      The driver came around the front. Ron Green, of Green and White Haulage. He was well into his fifties, but looked older. His nose was red and his jowls were practically dewlaps. He was carrying probably thirty pounds more than he should be. Liked his beer that was for sure. In these parts it was practically a hobby.

      Nice guy. Easy going and ready to take Wright on for just the one run.

      "Can't figure you, though," Green had said. "Why anyone would want to go to Stinton this time of year beats me."

      "Been baking down in Arizona," Wright had told him. "Needed a change of scene."

      "Good man. You can tell me the story on the way up, and we'll hit Icebox Charlie's for a coffee and pizza after, my treat."

      "That's real kind of you."

      "Me? You're helping me out of a jam here."

      And Green had proven a happy listener, somehow able to ask the kinds of questions that kept Wright talking. Wright was used to covering his bases with a minimum of words, minimum of fuss, but Green wasn't taking that. Wanted to know about the state of affairs down in Gollick and points around. The guy had never been farther south than northern Montana. The idea of the sun beating down on you was as foreign to him as a nine to five job or traffic jams.

      "You going to help?" he said now, striding from the truck.

      Green was dressed better than Wright. A red hand-knitted balaclava that wrapped around his neck and with a face opening that could be pulled right up over his nose. He had exchanged his driving gloves for fur-line mittens before getting out of the cab. His boots were black and thick and clearly waterproof.

      "Tell me what to do," Wright said, feeling the cold in his toes. "I'll help all you need."

      "Good. I'll give you the winch cable. I need you to take the hook, go up a ways, across the left side of the road. We'll tow ourselves out and get this tire changed."

      "Works for me." The truck had a chunky winch set low on the bull bars, the hook tucked back into the grill.

      "Glad you're here," Green said. "I can't tell you how often I've been short-staffed and had to make this run on my own. It's been..." He trailed off, head tilted. Listening.

      Wright heard it too. Another vehicle. Big. Coming fast up the road from behind.

      Hidden by the rise.

      Green swore.

      "Is this not a good thing?" Wright said. "They can help us."

      "They can't see us. That truck'll come roaring over the rise and never be able to stop in time."

      Perhaps the truck shouldn't have been painted white, then. Should have been one of those high-vis yellows or oranges. Even that sickly green.

      "Come on!" Green said. "Hustle."

      He started running back for the rise.
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      The approaching vehicle sounded big. A semi. Wright seen a couple coming back the other way as they headed up. Things that looked like they belonged on a freeway rather than hurtling along a narrow ice-covered gravel road.

      The drivers got paid by the hour, rather than by the mile. No kind of motivation there to keep their speed down.

      As he hurried after Green, one of Wright's boots slipped on one of the ice patches. He threw his arms out. Kept from falling.

      His boots were more suited to quiet short hikes along limed pathways during the spring. The place felt like it needed crampons to reliably take a step.

      He kept moving, but slower. Green raced on. Clearly confident and balanced. Wasn't that the think with Canadians? They spent more than half their life on ice so it was no problem. Story went that most kids could skate before they could walk.

      Wright slowed almost to a stop. They should have gotten out flares. A reflective warning triangle. Something to put back up at the rise to alert oncoming vehicles.

      In the road just ahead was a nasty pothole. Two feet across, maybe a foot wide. Five inches deep and filled with churned up slushy ice.

      The tire tracks from Green's truck running right through it.

      That's what they'd hit that had done in the tire. Made it blow out. Forced the truck into the slewing slide that sent them into the bank.

      Wright had to admit, Green had done a good job of keeping them from flipping or spinning right around. Value of experience in driving on ice.

      As Wright stepped around the pothole, something in the trees caught his eye. Red. Out of place.

      He turned. Stepped closer.

      Just the edge of it showing above the high pile of the snow berm.

      The roof of a car. Just a tiny corner of it showing. Enough to catch his eye. The rest was coated with snow.
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