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      In the shadows between the flickering early-morning streetlights scattered across campus, Randi swung her foot and kicked the little pile of scarlet maple leaves as hard as she could without looking like she was kicking them. They flew up into the air, crunching and skittering away from Randi. She grinned and deliberately stomped on the ones that didn't escape with the brisk breeze coming out of Hellgate Canyon. Nothing better in the world than nice crunchy fall leaves under your feet.

      The trail between the Forestry building and the library's back parking lot had scads of maple leaf piles. What with the wind storm that'd blown through last night, the leaves were bright and red in the circles of yellow lamp light, all perfectly crunchy instead of wet and miserable, as slick as putting your foot down on a slug.

      She shuddered. Slugs. Ugh.

      Another pile of leaves, this one coming up to her calf, presented itself when she turned the corner of the library and headed up towards Campus Drive on the east side of the campus. Randi looked around, grinned that no one else was there yet. Too early in the morning for people.

      She charged right up to kick and stomp the leaves into oblivion while laughing. Thank goodness for eight a.m. classes that meant breakfast by seven which meant exercise by six which meant up and out of the dorm by five. She got all the best leaf piles on her early morning walks. Zenia was nuts to complain about getting up any earlier than noon.

      Though.

      Randi paused and thought about it before stomping some more maple leaves as she zigzagged across the plaza between the library and the University Center.

      Yeah, if she stayed up until midnight or two in the morning every night, Randi would hate early mornings, too. Totally worth it to have no social life to get to chase the leaves across campus with the chill fall air stinging her nose and making her cheeks tingle. And her toes. Noes. Ears.

      "Probably should've grabbed gloves and a proper hat," Randi observed as she reached the edge of the campus and looked north and south along the eternally crazy-busy Campus Drive. Didn't matter what time of day or night it was, someone was on the Drive all the time and virtually no one drove like a sane person through here.

      Missoula, Montana, home of the University of Montana, sat smack in the middle of the bowl of the valley. Most of the city was well away from Hellgate Canyon on the east side of the valley, for the very logical and sane reason of not being right where the winds that gave Hellgate its name could get you. The U, on the other hand, was right up against University Mountain which formed the south half of the canyon which ran straight east-west along I90.

      Wind was a constant, year-round, if there was air moving at all. This time of year? The storms were a wonder. The wind made all the piles of leaves that Randi could want. And getting across Campus Drive to the trail up the mountain to the M was a thousand times scarier and more potentially dangerous than the drivers who dared the dramatically twisty-turny Drive at this time of the morning.

      A desperately out of place semi rumbled past, winding at a perfectly legal and sane speed up the Drive. Randi stared as he lumbered to a stop in front of the crosswalk, waving for Randi to cross. That was… maybe good? She looked the other direction, bit her lip, and then ran for it, even though she heard a sports car revving its engine behind the semi.

      No surprise, yet still total heart attack inducing, the sports car whipped around the semi and nearly tagged Randi's heel as she ran across the crosswalk. The driver shouted obscenities at Randi that she flipped the bird at. Both of them ignored each other otherwise. Why pay attention to the jerk when you could get on with going where you wanted to be? Near misses were just part of the Campus Drive experience.

      And Randi wanted to be up on the M when the sun rose.

      She ran through the park at the base of the mountain, then cut up onto the path that looped and zigzagged and climbed right up the M. Steep as the slope was, Randi slowed down from a run before she'd gone a quarter mile. Her friend Sly could make it all the way up to the M at a run but then Sly did marathons, climbed all the way to the top of University Mountain on a weekly basis, and had approximately zero-point-zero body fat.

      Sly also wore thermals year-round and had a habit of sticking their ice-cold fingers down Randi's neck in class, usually just when Randi was about to doze off. She still wasn't sure if Sly was helping her out or just bullying her with those ice-cube fingers.

      "Hah!" Randi snickered through her puffing as she passed the three quarters of a mile mark and hit the really tight zigzags where the slope was close to vertical. "I'll be able to hit Sly with cold fingers today. Whoo, come on. Keep going."

      She hit the edge of the M, a giant concrete "M" painted white, just before the sun edged up over the top of University Mountain and sent beams down into the valley. Granted, the sun wasn't gonna hit the U anytime soon. But the rays swept over the valley, lighting towering pines, saffron-yellow tamaracks that were one wet day away from shedding their needles and a whole mess of scarlet-gold maples scattered all across the center of town.

      Randi breathed as she watched the world wake up below her. Her face hurt from smiling so hard. There was a sort of magic to this. Not just the sunrise, which was always cool from this angle, but the way the seasons were shifting. This brief moment between summer and winter where the autumn looked like the world had been set on fire.

      "So beautiful," Randi whispered between blowing on her ice-cold fingers.

      "Agreed."

      Randi yelped and whirled, catching her foot on the edge of the M. She toppled backwards, heart stopping as she realized that oh, crap. She was totally going to fall right down the path and tumble into the barb-wire fence guarding the trail.

      The man behind her yelped, too.

      He grabbed Randi's flailing arms, hauling her upright and then holding her there as she got her shaking legs back under control. Granted, he couldn't quite let her go when she had a death grip on his very nice, very expensive, navy wool coat.

      "Oh, my god," Randi finally wheezed. "Thank you! Don't do that, I mean the appear out of nowhere thing, but thank you."

      He grinned, flashing teeth that were orthodontist-perfect. The teeth went with the perfectly chiseled nose, the perfect navy-blue beret poised on his head and the stunningly gorgeous and, yes, perfect honey brown of his eyes.

      "Sorry, I thought you saw me," he said. "I was sitting on the top of the M waiting for the sunrise."

      "Nah, totally missed you," Randi said. She flexed her fingers and let his sleeves go. "Nice coat. Very warm."

      When he laughed, it was a higher pitch than she expected, sweet and adorable. There was a moment of total whoa, that's different when he turned
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