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Father Thomas Cassidy knows, even before he
resigns himself to descending the stairs, who he will find buzzing
the doorbell on the rectory's back steps.

He could refuse to answer. His visitor might
keep buzzing for a time, but would eventually have to give up and
leave. Thomas could maintain his pretenses for one more night. He
could postpone the conversation he knows damn well needs to
happen.

An owl hoots from the eaves outside, where a
steady drizzle soaks the muddy grounds surrounding the big stone
church. Dampness and chill sneak endlessly through the drafty
windows—the curse of a living space partitioned off directly above
an old chapel—and Thomas has been running his space heater all day
trying to compensate. It's better than nothing, especially while
wearing a thick sweater over his button-up shirt. The resulting
image is far from regal, but that hardly matters. He has no need to
impress congregants with his priestly charisma when he's alone in
his home.

The doorbell buzzes again, and Thomas's feet
move without conscious permission, carrying him out of his
apartment and down the narrow stairs.

Two doors branch off at ground level. One
leads into the sacristy, with all its candles and vestments and
communion wine. The other leads outside, with a miniature
stained-glass window taking up most of the top half of the door. An
eclectic collection of frosted panels—gold, emerald, indigo,
ruby—paints an abstract rainbow that shines cheerfully during the
day. On a dreary night like this, with only a motion-sensing light
outside, the effect is muted and dull.

The darkened back hall means Thomas can see
the faintly illuminated silhouette on his stoop. Just because he's
not visible in return though, doesn't mean his presence has gone
unnoticed. There is no quiet way to descend the creaky old
stairs.

The doorbell doesn't sound again, which
proves his arrival has been noted.

"Please open the door, father." Jared's
familiar voice sends a possessive shiver along Thomas's spine,
followed by an immediate wave of guilt. He shouldn't comply. He
won't be strong enough to send his guest back out into the rain if
he opens this door.

Thomas's hand finds the latch, and the door
swings inward with a dusty squeak.

Jared Smith stands there on the stoop,
charmingly bedraggled. He clearly walked here through the rain. His
brown hair glints black as midnight, plastered wetly down at odd
angles, and his round cheeks and long neck shine with water.
Jared's narrow shoulders seem even smaller beneath a drenched
leather jacket.
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