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It's not precisely that Roman doesn't believe in God. His whole family is Irish Catholic, and he's absorbed his share of the baggage and tradition all that entails. But Roman refuses to credit the idea that, if God does exist, He gives a single shit what any individual human is doing on planet Earth.

Heaven and Hell seem like such abstract and nebulous concepts. Surely if he's not hurting anyone, nothing Roman does will actually damn his immortal soul.

Which means he sees no reason to hold himself back from pursuing what—or whom—he wants. Even if the man he wants should be way out of bounds.

The Ash Wednesday evening service has only been finished for about ten minutes, and the narthex and sanctuary are both crowded with congregants wearing smudged crosses of ash on their brows. Everyone has dressed up for the occasion, and no one seems to be in any hurry to cut short the casual socializing that always follows a long Mass. Adding even further delay to the dispersal of the congregation, is the fact that outside it's raining a torrent worthy of Noah himself.

The church building, with its low roof everywhere except the soaring chapel, is filled with a percussive cacophony from the downpour. Everyone is talking louder to compensate, making the conversations sound like competing shouting matches. It's almost overwhelming enough to chase Roman away.

Roman isn't scared of the rain. It's not like he needs to worry about his viciously short buzzcut getting wet, or the water ruining his shiny new leather jacket, which is the closest he comes to dressing up nice for church.

But Roman also refuses to leave before he finds—

There. A gangly figure moving through the crowd, hair chaotic and tousled. Father Adrian Grady is no longer dressed in white vestment robes, but rather an all-black ensemble of crisp trousers and button-up shirt, with a flash of white paper tucked beneath his shirt collar to mark his station. He wears a smile that is bright with earnest friendliness for all of his congregants. Even the people who drive Roman completely up the wall seem to be perfectly welcome company to Father Grady, when he is tending to his flock like this.

Roman may not understand, but he respects the hell out of it. He respects Father Grady too—or just Grady, as Roman stubbornly calls him and the priest makes very little effort to correct—even if some people might argue that Roman's behavior these past few months suggests respect is the farthest thing from his mind. It's true, though. Roman admires the hell out of Grady, and not just for his pretty face and the easy way his compact frame moves, lithe and efficient and perfectly at ease in his own skin.

There is also the man's quick and clever mind, his endless patience, and the fact that he is the youngest priest ever appointed to such a prominent seat. Grady is only twenty-four. Not even five years older than Roman, and yet look at all he has accomplished. It's impressive as hell, regardless of the fact that Roman's primary interest in the priest is far from pious.

A flash of lightning cuts in through the row of stained glass windows, followed several seconds later by a crack of thunder even louder than the combined decibels of heavy rain and conversation. No one reacts to this with surprise or startlement—there is nothing unfamiliar about this weather—but the ambient volume of conversation rises, almost as though everyone is trying to chase off the storm by sheer force of cheerfulness.

Roman wants there to be any hope of this trick working to send the storm away. He wants the rainfall to end and the church to abruptly empty out as congregants rush to their cars in the momentary respite. He wants to be the only one left standing in this building, other than the man with whom he is so desperate to be alone. He wants to walk right up to Father Grady and announce, "Surprise, I'm here!" and see how the priest will react.

Well. The last he can certainly do regardless of the fact that they are surrounded by so many people. Roman finally gives a decisive roll of his shoulders and sets himself into motion, ready to stop watching from a safe distance and make his presence known. In his peripheral vision he catches a glimpse of his family, his mother making a gesture to get his attention, which Roman easily ignores. He just sat through an hour-long Mass with them. They can do without him from here—they don't even need to coordinate their departure time with him, since Roman insisted on driving himself separately and has no intention of leaving when they leave.

He catches a glimpse of his own reflection in a storm-dark window as he crosses the crowded narthex, and he can't help smirking at the sight. In his leather jacket and jeans, he stands out from this crowd of fine suits and stylish skirts, like a gaudy neon sign. He stands half a head taller than anyone else in the room. An abstract tattoo of wispy tendrils and dark feathers winds along his nape and the side of his neck, disappearing beneath his shirt collar and reappearing again on his wrist and the back of his hand. Truth is, he enjoys looking intimidating, even if everyone at this church knows him too well to be scared of him.

Roman's rough exterior is good camouflage for the softer feelings he carries around inside him, but only when it comes to people who don't actually know him.

It's fine. He doesn't mind being known.

He moves with care, not actually wanting to shove anyone aside to get where he's going. The process takes him so long that by the time he reaches the cluster of people currently conversing with Grady, Grady is already politely disengaging with the obvious intention of moving onward in his circuit of the room.

Before Grady can take off in another direction, Roman grabs his arm—a striking contrast between Roman's big hand and Grady's skinny biceps.

He lets go quickly once he has Grady's attention, lest anyone notice him manhandling the priest. For an instant when Grady first turns toward him, there's a guardedness suggesting he doesn't realize who has touched him, and is making a conscious effort not to look offended. Then Grady actually sees Roman, and the carefully bland expression transforms into a delighted smile.

It's a gorgeous smile, far too pretty to be reasonable on a human face. The sight makes Roman's insides flutter, and he chastises himself for the reaction. He prefers to be firmly in control.

"Roman," Grady says quietly, the hush of his voice undermining Roman's air of calm. Then, in a more normal tone, "When did you get back? I thought you were staying on campus over spring break."

"So did I." Roman grins an arrogant, wolfish grin full of teeth. "But turns out they limit student access to the dorms during break." This is only true of summer and winter breaks, but Roman does not explain as such. He is absolutely not going to admit he changed his mind and came home solely because he wanted to see this man.

Grady's smile goes soft despite the almost predatory tilt of Roman's features.

"It's good to see you," Grady says.

Roman ignores the pleased flush that rises
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