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By the time Sean disembarks the final bus of his commute, the weather has taken such a severe turn that he marvels at having made it the last leg of the journey home. Surely public transit will need to shut down soon at this rate, and he's grateful his manager decided—in defiance of instructions from higher up the chain of command—to shut the coffee shop down early and send everyone home. The thought of spending Christmas Eve sleeping on the floor of his day job, trapped downtown with coworkers he barely tolerates some days, is a circle of hell he does not particularly want to experience.

The trudge along snow-drifted sidewalks makes him wish he'd chosen taller boots this morning. Every step sinks him into wet, heavy snow almost up to the knee, and the loose tops of his ankle-high boots mean his socks have been sodden since about five minutes into his commute. Even his puffy winter coat isn't enough to shield him from the biting wind and sleet as they slant relentlessly down from the sky, stinging the side of his face no matter how he turns and huddles.

Clouds hang sickly and green above the horizon, so thick and heavy that the world has been cast in disconcerting darkness a full hour before sunset.

It's the sort of weather Sean loves watching through a window, fascinating at a safe remove, not so pleasing up close like this. He hopes the aggressive wind and clinging ice won't take out power for the whole block. His apartment is an old brick building, drafty as hell. He's already dreading this month's heating bill; he's not sure what he'll do if the heat goes out entirely during weather like this.

As he rounds the final corner onto his street, he's relieved to see cheerful light shining from almost every window. The streetlights aren't on—it isn't supposed to be dark yet—but Sean has been picking his way along dim and icy sidewalks this whole time. He can manage another fifty feet. Carefully, though. So carefully. Even when this means avoiding the very occasional patches of open pavement in favor of trudging through deeper snow alongside the path.

He startles upon reaching the front steps of his own building and seeing a figure huddled there—seated on the third step up from the pavement, hunched inward against the wild and howling chill—perfectly centered between a small suitcase and a rumpled paper bag. Sean has all of two seconds to wonder if one of his neighbors has managed to lock themselves out, before the figure's head rises and dark eyes catch on Sean through the maelstrom.
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