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On Death’s Door 

The rubber soles of Sera MacKay’s winter boots squeaked against the freshly waxed 

linoleum floors as she tread the hospital corridor. She threaded her way through oblivious 

visitors, staff, and patients, avoiding any touch that might dissolve her glamour. 

The nurses at the duty station barely batted an eyelash as she approached, a marked 

change from when she’d tried to pass with her husband, Ian, that morning. Their apologies had 

been cold, their thoughts clear. What terrible thing could Ian have done for his father to deny him 

visitation or information about his condition? 

Who’d have thought getting in to see a dying man would be akin to sneaking into Area 

51? This wasn’t how she’d imagined her day, leaving Ian alone at the motel to come here and 

play spy. But there’d been no other option—her subtle fae glamour cloaked only one person. 

The memory of their last moment this morning slipped through her mind. His green eyes 

had glittered, his day-old scruff scraping her cheek as he’d embraced her, “You can’t hide us 

both, love. And I can’t get in there by myself. As long as one of us goes...” 

How she wished he was here. She took a deep breath and glanced at the duty chart. 

Duncan MacKay was in Room 205, due for a check in approximately an hour. That hardly 

seemed enough time to sort this mess out, but it’d have to do. With an elaborate, but ignored, 

bow to the chattering nurses, she made her way down the corridor, trying not to peer into the 

rooms she passed. 

Some patients had visitors in spades, clustered around the bed and even perched on 

window sills. But in some rooms the patient was alone, the recliner near the window unused. 

How terrible to be abandoned in this place of no return. It was clear from the churning thoughts 
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battering against her that patients in this ward didn’t usually recover. Why had Duncan kept the 

seriousness of his condition hidden? 

As her hand wrapped around Room 205’s handle, the door jerked open. The petite nurse 

gasped as she bumped into Sera, a hand darting to brush a blond lock back from her brow. “I’m 

sorry, miss. Mr. MacKay isn’t allowed visitors at this time. If you want, I can get you his wife’s 

number...” 

The woman’s voice trailed off as Sera passed a gentle hand between them, infusing her 

bland tone with a touch of will. “I'm not the fairy you're looking for.” 

When the nurse’s eyes blanked and she moved off, Sera stifled a chuckle. Regardless of 

whether Duncan wanted visitors, she knew he’d get a kick out of her corrupting a line from one 

of his favorite movies. But the touch of joy disappeared when she heard no guffaw from within 

the room. Perhaps he was sleeping and didn’t hear. 

Well, the stubborn old bastard would just have to wake up and hear what she had to say. 

It was in everyone’s best interest to discuss whatever had prompted Duncan to shut his son out. 

Sera’s heart froze as her gaze landed on her father-in-law. The blinds were drawn on the 

wall-width picture window, the lights dimmed except for one over his bed. A chaos of wires and 

tubes extended from his still body to the monitors and pumps surrounding him. He looked so 

fragile, so old, shrunk to half his normal size. Paper-thin skin had a greyish hue, except where 

purple and black bruises marred it. 

This was human mortality, the frailty that brought down even the halest of them. She was 

suddenly glad she hadn’t brought Ian. Perhaps it was best not to see his father like this. Duncan 

had hardly seemed ill during his last visit, replanting one of their garden beds and hiking along 

the mountain trails. While Ian had been falling asleep on his feet at the end of each day, Duncan 
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had remained full of energy, visiting with Sera for hours after his son had called it a night. He 

never suggested the cancer was terminal. But then he also refused to speak of his prognosis, and 

she respected him too much to force the issue. 

Duncan seemed unaware of Sera’s hovering. He didn’t react when she dragged a chair 

across the linoleum to perch at his bedside, didn’t move when her fingers wrapped around his. 

His thoughts should have flooded her at this touch, but there was only silence, as if his spirit had 

already fled this failing shell. And failing it was, despite a heart stubbornly refusing to quit. She 

brushed silver wisps of hair from his forehead, her fingertips scorched by the inferno beneath his 

skin. 

What she wouldn’t give to see those green eyes open, the crinkles deepen at their corners 

as he offered a grin filled with mischief and humor. On her wedding day, she’d looked at this 

handsome man, imagined she was seeing Ian twenty-two years older. At the time it was a 

thought she could live with, actually relished. But now? 

Sera sucked in a breath as she plunged into the depths of his mind. Once there, she found 

nothing but a wasted man on a narrow island of white sheets and beige blankets. The only sound 

his rasping breath, the whooshing oxygen pump, and the terrible rhythm of the monitors. 

Then she heard it, the rumble of Duncan’s tenor in the dark. 

“One and two and three and four...” he rasped. Was he counting the beeps of the 

machines? “There’s a hitch in the step. Must be Nurse Theresa. That’s good. She’s kind, feeds 

me ice chips with a touch of lemon. She smells of strawberries and vanilla. So much better than 

Nurse Anna with her needles and vending machine coffee breath. 

“One and two and three and four… Do they think I can’t hear them talk about me, 

pretending I’m just a failing machine they keep limping along? Hushed voices speak of my life 
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in numbers—blood pressure, temperature, oxygen levels, white blood cell counts, liters of fluids 

and cc’s of medicines shoved into my veins. ‘How’s his output today? Too low—increase his 

fluids.’ ‘These latest antibiotics aren’t working—find a new one.’ ‘His temperature’s too high—

got to lower it.’ 

“One and two and three and four… What I wouldn’t give for a medium-rare steak, 

broccoli, and a baked potato. Doesn’t the condemned get to choose his last meal? Please, God, 

don’t let the last thing I taste before I die be scorched, canned, beef and barley soup. One and 

two and three and four...” 

Duncan’s melancholy voice droned on, its rhythm strangely soothing. How long had he 

been trapped within his mind? It’d been a week since he’d dropped the phone mid-call, a 

coughing fit leaving him gasping for air. The nurse had been very kind, apologetic that she 

couldn’t tell them anything since he hadn’t given permission to share medical information with 

anyone other than his wife. If she or Ian wanted to know his condition, they’d have to ask Nina. 

A frighteningly uninformative call to the woman, and her insistence they not defy 

Duncan’s wishes and come see him, prompted them to book tickets on the first flight west they 

could find. They’d raced northward on the interstate in their subcompact rental, not speaking a 

word for the hours it took to get to the hospital. Imagine their surprise to arrive there only to find 

visitation had been restricted to his wife, a priest, and hospital staff. 

This wasn’t getting her anywhere—Duncan was oblivious to her in this place in his mind. 

She pushed farther in, conjuring up the wooden pier at his lakeside cabin and coaxing his spirit to 

join her there. It was a terrible risk interfering like this. But as she’d already been exiled from her 

realm, what further punishment could she possibly suffer? And if it gave him a few moments of 

peace, it was worth it. 
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Duncan’s eyes opened as he propped himself on his elbows, a bare foot draping over the 

pier’s edge to brush the lake’s surface. His head tipped toward the sun as a heron’s cry echoed 

across the water. Work-worn hands encompassed hers, his eyes crinkling as he squinted at her. 

“My lovely Seraphim… my angel coming to me now can’t be a good sign.” 

“Oh, please! Did anything terrible happen to you when you first found me half-frozen in 

the woods.” Sera rolled her eyes, but raised his hands to her lips. “I’m just here for a visit, old 

man. And I’m far from an angel—Ian will gladly tell you so.” 

A hopeful smile deepened the creases in his cheeks, his eyes gazing longingly up through 

the woods toward a small cabin, “Ian… my boy… is he here with you?” 

“No. He’s not on your approved visitor list, and we couldn’t get him past security.” She 

squeezed her father-in-law’s hands, dragging his attention back to her. “That’s the main reason 

I’m here—to convince you to let him come. Nina said you don’t want us to see you so ill, that 

she won’t go against your wishes.” 

“Nina…” Duncan’s mouth twisted as if he was tasting something bitter. “Of course she’d 

continue to keep him away, just like she’s tried to do for the last fifteen years.” 

Sera’s eyebrow arched. “So, you don’t want to keep him away?” 

The man’s eyes darkened, his brows knotting. “I want to see him, maybe more than I 

want to keep him away.” He dragged his fingers through silver hair, a gesture that reminded her 

of Ian, as he frowned down his length. “But maybe it’s best for him not to remember me this 

way.”  

“You deprived yourself and Ian because of idiotic vanity?” she snapped, trying to forget 

she’d thought the same thing mere moments ago. “For the last year, Ian’s been convinced he’d 
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done something to disappoint you, has been blaming himself. Letting him be here isn’t for you, 

it’s for him.” 

“I couldn’t let him see how terrible things have become.” Pain carved the lines deeper 

into Duncan’s face. “It seems odd to say it, but coming to the hospital was almost a blessing. I 

finally got regular meals, nurses to help me with medications, those everyday things you take for 

granted.” 

Sera looked past his words to the images sifting through his mind as he spoke. Any 

semblance of reasonable care had been horrifyingly absent within his home’s walls. Dishes had 

piled up, garbage was overflowing the bins in the garage, clothes were stiff with dirt and worse. 

Now it was the hospital that offered comfort, safety. 

Anger flared within her. How could Nina have let things get so bad? “You should have 

told us, let us come back to help. We’d have gotten you the care you needed.” 

“I didn’t want to be a burden. And I didn’t want you both to leave the lives you’ve made 

for yourselves—” Duncan went silent, pale, his head cocked as if listening to something in the 

distance. He cringed, shrinking back into himself. 

Sera listened, hearing Nina’s voice. Was he afraid of her? Did he think she’d hurt him, 

even in a place where he was monitored around the clock? It was clear she’d been neglectful, but 

dangerous? 

Sera broke free from his mind just long enough to raise a hand and send a taste of her will 

toward the door. 

“You shall not pass,” she growled, glancing down to see his mouth twitch. Duncan had 

taken such joy in the retelling of his favorite fantasy story, he’d even threatened to grow a 
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flowing white beard. So long as the barrier stood, any who approached the door would be 

compelled to stay away. 

Sera delved back into his mind, this time the scene around them shifting to the old fishing 

boat Duncan had refurbished. He’d always said he only felt truly alive out on the water. Even 

knowing this was only a memory, she felt that old surge of terror, convinced the vessel would 

shatter in Lake Michigan’s three-foot chop. How she longed for Ian’s strong and steady arms as 

she braced herself, watching Duncan navigate through the waves. When over real water, her 

magic was dispelled and she was mortal, fragile. 

She might not be able to take the cancer from Duncan’s body—she’d certainly tried when 

he was first diagnosed—but she could help make his remaining time pleasant, “Do you want me 

to bring Ian to you, Duncan? I can make sure he sees you however you want.” 

“Sweet Sera…” Duncan turned to her, gripping her arms with a desperate strength. “My 

time is running out. If Nina and Crowser have their way, I won’t live to see tomorrow.” 

“I swear to you, not only will you live to see another day, but you’ll have Ian there to see 

it with you.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheeks, wrapping her arms around him before 

slipping from his memories. 

~oOo~ 

Sera sat in the chair next to Duncan’s bed, his frail hand clasped in hers. Visiting hours 

were almost over, and Nina and Doctor Crowser apparently visited him every night around this 

time. The good doctor preferred to administer Duncan’s medication himself. 

Nina’s hand flew to her throat when she spotted Sera upon entering the room, “My God, 

how did you get in here? I already told you, Duncan asked not to be bothered.” 
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“I’m not here for him,” Sera rose, her hands darting out to clasp Nina and the doctor’s 

arms. Their repulsive thoughts flooded her mind—depraved trysts, schemes to steal Duncan’s 

scant savings, plans to get full control and patent the medical tool he’d designed. Nowhere in 

either of their shriveled souls was there guilt or remorse for shortening Duncan’s life. 

“Nina, you’ll ensure Ian and I have full access to Duncan. Neither of you will harm him 

again.” Hatred bloomed within, her voice shaking as violently as her hands. The only time she’d 

used her power to harm another creature, it’d ended with exile from her home and loved ones. 

But she’d found new loved ones—she’d be damned if she let these vile creatures walk away 

unpunished after what they’d done to them. 

Her will poured into Nina and Crowser, focusing on turning their greed on each other and 

away from Duncan. “You’ve much to gain, provided you don’t have to share. Better to eliminate 

your partner, take everything for yourself. Too bad the last one standing won’t be able to live 

with their overwhelming guilt.” 

As she released the betrayers, their furious eyes locked. Sera would bet it was they who’d 

not live to see tomorrow. She dismissed them from her thoughts as she turned back to the bed. 

Pulling the phone from her pocket, she dialed her husband. A smile tugged her lips at his deep 

grumble. “Ian, come to the hospital. Your father has asked to see you.” 

 


