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The Hospice Angel

Celestia Moore had held the hands of over two hundred people as they took their final breath.

She had learned to recognize the signs—the subtle shift in breathing, the faraway look in the eyes, the peaceful surrender that came when the body finally released its hold on the spirit. She had learned to be present without intruding, to offer comfort without false promises, to guide souls gently toward whatever came next.

They called her the Hospice Angel at Serenity House, and the name had stuck even though it made her uncomfortable. She wasn't an angel—she was just a nurse who had found her calling in the most unexpected place, helping people at the end of their journey instead of the beginning.

"How do you do it?" people always asked. "How do you face death every day without falling apart?"

The answer was complicated. She did it because someone had to. She did it because her patients deserved dignity and compassion in their final days. She did it because, in a strange way, being present for death had taught her more about life than anything else ever could.

But today, as she reviewed the file of her newest patient, she felt something she rarely experienced anymore: uncertainty.

"Nathaniel Cross," she read aloud. "Forty-two years old. Stage four pancreatic cancer. Prognosis: three to six months."

The file included more details—his medical history, his treatment decisions, his family situation. But it was the note from his oncologist that caught her attention: "Patient has refused all palliative care. Extremely resistant to hospice services. Proceed with caution."

Resistant patients weren't unusual. Many people struggled to accept their diagnosis, to acknowledge that the end was approaching. But something about this case felt different. Maybe it was his age—so young for such a cruel disease. Maybe it was the photograph clipped to his file, showing a man with striking dark eyes and a jaw set with stubborn determination.

Or maybe it was the way Dr. Henley had described him when referring the case: "He's the most difficult patient I've ever had. Brilliant, accomplished, completely alone, and absolutely furious about dying. If anyone can reach him, Celestia, it's you."

She closed the file and looked out the window of her small office at Serenity House. The garden was in full bloom—roses and lavender and climbing jasmine—a deliberate choice to create beauty in a place so often associated with endings.

"Angel?" Her assistant, Marcus, appeared in the doorway. "Your new patient is here. Fair warning—he's not happy about it."

"They rarely are." Celestia stood, smoothing her pale blue scrubs. "Which room?"

"Suite four. And Angel? He already fired his last three nurses. Just so you know."

She smiled slightly. "I don't fire easily."

Suite four was the nicest room at Serenity House—large windows, a private garden view, comfortable furniture that tried to disguise the medical equipment tucked discreetly into corners. But the man sitting in the armchair by the window didn't seem to notice any of it. He was staring out at the garden with an expression of such profound bitterness that Celestia felt it like a physical presence in the room.

"Mr. Cross? I'm Celestia Moore. I'll be your primary caregiver."

He turned, and she was struck by how alive his eyes were—dark and intense, burning with intelligence and anger. This was not a man who had surrendered to his fate.

"Another angel of mercy come to help me die gracefully?" His voice was sharp, sardonic. "Don't waste your time. I didn't want to come here, and I have no intention of playing the grateful patient."

"That's fine. Gratitude isn't required." She moved into the room, keeping her voice calm and warm. "Would you like some water? The trip from the city can be exhausting."

"I'd like to be left alone."

"Also fine. I'll check back in an hour." She started toward the door, then paused. "Mr. Cross? I'm not here to help you die gracefully. I'm here to help you live—however much time you have left. The dying part takes care of itself."

She left before he could respond, closing the door softly behind her. In the hallway, she leaned against the wall and took a deep breath.

Nathaniel Cross was going to be a challenge. But challenges were what she did best.

And something about those burning, angry eyes told her that beneath the fury was a soul worth fighting for.
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A Reluctant Patient

Nathaniel Cross had been many things in his forty-two years: a renowned architect, a visionary designer, a perfectionist who had built skyscrapers and museums and homes that people called works of art. He had won awards, graced magazine covers, been called a genius by critics who usually reserved that word for the dead.

Now he was dying, and all those achievements felt meaningless.

The diagnosis had come six months ago, delivered in the sterile office of an oncologist who had tried to soften the blow with statistics and treatment options. But Nathaniel had heard only one thing: terminal. Inoperable. Three to six months, maybe a year if the chemotherapy worked.

The chemotherapy hadn't worked. Nothing had worked. And now he was here, in this pretty prison that called itself a hospice, being tended by a woman with silver-blonde hair and eyes the color of a summer sky who had the audacity to talk about helping him live.

"Live," he muttered, staring out the window at the garden he couldn't bring himself to appreciate. "What does she know about living?"

A knock at the door. He didn't respond, but it opened anyway, and the same nurse—Celestia, she'd said—entered with a tray.

"Lunch," she announced. "The kitchen made your favorite—chicken piccata."

"I don't have a favorite."

"According to your sister, you do. She filled out the intake questionnaire." Celestia set the tray on the table beside him. "She also mentioned that you're stubborn, impossible, and the most frustrating person she's ever loved."
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