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The Write Spice is a dynamic, talented, award-winning author group specializing in romance novels spanning various genres and heat levels. 
Born from a shared love of humor, friendship, dirty talk, and storytelling, they formed The Write Spice to empower each other in their writing journeys and through life’s unpredictable twists, turns, and laugh-out-loud moments.
Writing individually, they are Linda Bleser, Charley, Caragh Leon, Gianna M. Rose, and Trixie Travis, each known for their novels, including romantic comedy, paranormal, contemporary, and spicy romance. 
As the Write Spice, they share sexy and funny tales, brimming with heart, heat, and happily-ever-afters in their anthologies.
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  THE PRICE OF HER LIGHT

By Charley


In a kingdom ravaged by plague and poverty, a desperate father makes a fateful bargain, offering his thirteenth son to the Angel of Death himself. 
Raised under the cold shadow of his immortal godfather, young Elias grows into a gifted healer. One who can see Death standing at the bedside of those suffering and know who will live and who must die. But when he falls in love with a princess marked for death, Elias dares to defy the one being who has never been defied.
In this dark retelling of the Brothers Grimm classic, Godfather Death, love and mortality collide.






  
  Prologue


The Godfather 
One stormy night, a child was born into poverty. The thirteenth child brought with him a burden so unsustainable it sent the father spiraling into destitution. The infant’s mother, unwilling to give up her baby, pleaded with her husband for an alternative. In a quest to please his wife and secure the boy's future, the father left their remote village in search of a godfather to support the infant. 
Leaving his family asleep in their beds, he ventured onto a moonlit roadway at midnight. Village after village, the result was the same. People everywhere were also facing hardship, and no one who was financially secure had any interest in a poor kid from a rookery.
Unwilling to return home without a solution, he cried out to God for help. 
When God answered, the man felt himself overcome with righteous anger. All the times before when he had asked God for deliverance from poverty, God had ignored him. He refused God’s offer to become the godfather, shouting, “You only care about the wealthy. My son deserves a godfather who will support him no matter his material worth!”
Upon his rejection of God, the devil approached him. 
Seeing through the devil’s strategy, the father cast him away. “My son will not be associated with your deceptive ways!”
Then, Death appeared. 
Not as a skeletal horror, but as a cloaked figure with eyes of endless voids, exuding quiet authority. The father praised Death’s equality and chose him as the godfather, emphasizing Death’s impartiality. “Your judgments are cast in accordance with the laws of the universe. My son will learn the value of equality.”
When he returned home, he did not discuss his travels with his wife, telling her only that he had found a fair and just godfather for their son. The wife was astounded and overjoyed by her husband’s ability to secure a promising future for their son and arranged a celebration for his christening.
Death attended the christening, gifting the boy a vial of enchanted water from the underworld meant to safeguard him through his formative years. Upon his departure, he promised to visit again when the boy reached adolescence to provide further support in shaping his future.
Month after month, Death met the boy’s needs. Deliveries of food, clothing, and study books appeared on his bedside table. The boy became an avid reader and scholar, growing into a clever youth named Elias. Raised in humility, he had a keen mind for healing and took an interest in becoming a doctor. The parents were grateful that their youngest child would have a future that would not only provide him with a solid foundation but also benefit the whole family.






  
  Chapter One


Azrael 
Twilight is my preferred hour when the sky bleeds the last of the sun’s warmth in violet and ash. Mortals cling to daylight as though it promises permanence, but I have always preferred the moment when light surrenders. When the world remembers what it truly is—fragile, borrowed, already half-mine.
Tonight, it is time. I call to the boy, Elias. I have never spoken his name aloud. He is no longer the squalling thing I once lifted from his father’s trembling arms at the christening. Twenty-three summers have carved him into something lean and watchful, his eyes too old for his face. I have watched him from afar, the way a gardener watches a sapling he planted, knowing the day it will bear fruit—or be felled.
I do not appear to him in the village, nor knock at doors or whisper through windows. The wind carries my summons on a single leaf, black-veined and silver-edged. It drifts against the current of the breeze until it finally settles on his windowsill. He will feel the pull when he touches it, and he will know.
Elias comes at dusk, just as I predicted, with his cloak drawn tight against a chill that has nothing to do with the season. The forest path is narrow, its roots rising like the spines of sleeping beasts. He does not hesitate. Good. Fear would have been disappointing.
I wait in the glade that no mortal has ever found … not even by accident. The trees here are older than the surrounding kingdoms, their bark etched with runes that no living tongue remembers. Silver moonlight spills, pooling in the center. At its heart grows the undiscovered herb with pale stems and frosty, translucent leaves. Each veined with a faint steely light. It is not beautiful in the way mortals prize beauty. But in the way a dagger is beautiful—clean, inevitable, perfect for its purpose.
When Elias steps into the clearing, the forest knows his arrival, and it stills. The birds fall silent. Even the wind forgets to breathe.
I slowly let myself become visible. Showing first the shadow of my wings, then the shape of a man cloaked in midnight, and finally the face that has ended more stories than any poet has ever begun. My eyes reflect into his as the color of the hour before dawn, when the world has not yet decided whether to live or sleep.
He does not flinch but holds my gaze steady, as though he has been waiting for this moment longer than he has lived in this lifetime.
“Godfather,” he says. The word is quiet, almost reverent, carrying no mockery.
I incline my head. “Elias.”
He glances at the herb, then back at me. “You promised me a gift when I was grown.”
“I promised you support,” I correct him. “The gift is the consequence of that support.” I gesture to the luminous plant. “This is called Mercy’s Breath. It will mend any wound, cool any fever, and draw breath into lungs that have already given up. But it answers to one law.”
I step forward until I am standing beside the herb. The silver light reflects in his eyes like stars drowning in black water.
“Listen carefully. When you stand at a bedside, and the soul is ready to leave, look for me. If I stand at the head…” I move to the north side of an invisible bed, my shadow falling across where a pillow would lie “…then the fate Atropos has not yet cut the thread and the herb will work. The soul will stay incarnate.”
“But…” I shift to the foot of that phantom bed. 
“If I stand here, the thread is already thinning, and the soul has begun its journey. It is then that the herb will fail. To force it is to defy fate. To defy fate is to invite … correction.”
He studies me, searching for cruelty in my face. He will not find it. Cruelty requires emotion and investment in the outcome. I have none to spare.
“Why show me this?” he asks. “Why not let me stumble in ignorance the same way other physicians do?”
“Because you are mine,” I answer simply. “I chose you once, and that choice carries weight. I would rather you understand the boundary than cross it in arrogance.”
He looks at the herb again. His fingers twitch as though he wishes to touch it, but he does not.
“And if I obey?” he asks. “If I only heal when you allow it?”
“Then you will be renowned. You will walk among kings and beggars alike, and they will call you blessed. Your name will outlive your body. Your legacy will benefit all those you love.”
“And if I do not obey?”
I let silence answer first. Then I speak so softly, quieter than the sound of a candle going out. “Then you will learn what it is to stand between a soul and its rest. And you will discover that even mercy has teeth.”
He nods slowly. I see the hunger in him already. It’s not a hunger for power, not yet anyway, but for meaning. He wants the chance to hold life in his hands and not have it slip away. Mortals are so terribly fond of holding things.
“Take only what you need,” I tell him. “One stem is enough for a lifetime, if you use it wisely. More would only tempt you into foolishness.”
He reaches down carefully and plucks a single stalk. The light clings to his fingers. When he straightens, the glade dims and the herb fades back into the shadow, as if it had never been there.
I step back, folding the glade around me like a cloak. The forest exhales. “Remember,” I say, “I do not bargain. Nor negotiate. I wait. And I am very patient.”
He looks up, searching the trees, the sky, and into the dark between the trunks.
But I am already gone, though I do not go far. I never do. I will watch him walk back to the village with the stem of Mercy’s Breath tucked inside his overcoat, a second heart beating against his ribs. I will watch him heal the first fevered child, the first broken leg, and the first old woman who smiles at him with grateful eyes. I will watch him grow taller in the world’s regard.
And I will wait. Because one day—perhaps years from now, perhaps decades—he will stand at a bedside and see me at the foot. There will be a girl with hair the color of spun gold and eyes that hold starlight. A girl whose soul burns brighter than any candle in my keeping. And he will learn what mortals have never quite believed until it is too late.
That love is the sharpest temptation of all. And that even the healer cannot heal his own heart when it bleeds for what it cannot keep.
And somewhere, far away, a candle flickers—just a little—waiting for the hand that will one day snuff it out.






  
  Chapter Two


Elias 
The first time I use the herb, my hands shake. Not from fear, but from wonder. 
Today, I’m called to a girl no older than ten. She lies on a straw pallet in a fisherman’s hut. Her chest rattles. The sound reminds me of dry pebbles in a tin cup. Her mother is keening, the sound that comes before grief settles in for good. I kneel beside the child, feeling the heat pour off her skin. I look around the dim room.
He’s here. A shadow that is taller than the doorway, wings folded tightly, his eyes reflecting the night sky. Standing, not at her feet. But at her head. Thank God.
He does not speak. He tilts his chin low—once, barely.
I crush a single leaf between my fingers. The scent is sharp and clean. I press it under her tongue, and within minutes her breathing eases. The color returns to her lips. Her mother’s keening stops mid-note, as though someone has placed a gentle hand over her mouth.
The girl opens her eyes and asks for water. I do not respond to her request. I cannot speak. Instead, I stand and walk outside into the salty wind, vomiting in the dune grass until there is nothing left but the taste of bile and awe. After that, the stories begin.
They call me the Quiet Healer, first in fishing villages, then in market towns, then in the stone-walled cities where physicians wear velvet and speak in Latin. I travel with only one horse, one saddlebag, and one threadbare cloak. I ask for no payment beyond food and a pallet, but people insist, pressing coins, bread, and wool into my hands. I keep only what I need. The rest I leave on my family’s doorstep in the night. 
Sometimes it’s enough to buy seed for a field. Sometimes it’s enough to repay a debt that would have taken a sibling into servitude.
I quickly learn what He meant by the weight of choices. Twice, I arrive too late and find Him standing at the foot of the bed. Of an old shepherd whose heart has simply grown tired. But the young mother whose child came too soon and took her strength is particularly distressful. Both times I bow my head, murmur the only prayer I know, the one my mother taught me before I left home, praying to the Lord their soul to take. Then I leave the room.
In each instance, I feel His gaze on the back of my neck. Steady, unblinking, yet approving in a way that turns my stomach cold. I never cheat him. Not once. And my name grows.
Elias of the Road. Elias the Great Healer. Elias the Merciful.
When the third spring arrives, I am riding a sturdy quarter-horse given to me by a grateful baron whose son I pulled from the edge of lung fever. I carry letters of introduction now in the form of parchment folded carefully and sealed with wax the color of dried blood. They open doors I have never dreamed of entering.
The first summons to the palace came on a misty morning by a royal courier in crimson livery. He finds me at a roadside inn and hands me a scroll tied with gold thread. He waits while I read it.
Princess Alorra.
A chill comes over me.
I read the words again. A cough that will not relent. The king’s own physicians have tried everything—leeches, purges, prayers. The king himself has asked for me. I fold the parchment. My heart slams hard against my ribs.
I have heard of her. Of course. Everyone has. The youngest daughter of the king is said to be kind where the court is cruel, bright where it is dim. They say she walks in the gardens at dawn to feed the birds, that she plays the harp until even the stones seem to listen. I have never seen her. But I imagined her in the way a man imagines light after years in shadow. Because how could one not? 
I ride hard for the capital. The palace gates open without question. Servants lead me through marble corridors veined with gold. Past tapestries telling the history of a thousand battles I’ve never fought. Guards stand at every turn, but their eyes follow me with something close to hope. 
I am brought to her chamber where she lies on a bed canopied in ivory silk. Her hair is the color of molten sunlight and spills across the pillows. Her skin is so pale that it is almost translucent. Her breathing is shallow. Each inhale is an enormous effort. Even ill, she is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. Not in the way courtiers speak of beauty, citing expensive jewels, lush gowns and artifice, but in the way a candle is beautiful when it burns steady in a dark room. 
I kneel beside her and feel the weak flutter of her pulse. Looking up, relief floods me so violently that I sway. He stands at her head.
I reach into my pouch, crush the leaf, and press it under her tongue the way I have done a hundred times before. Her lips part. She swallows. Within minutes, the fever breaks. Sweat blooms across her brow. Her breathing deepens. Color returns to her cheeks—slowly, rosy.
She opens her eyes. They are the color of the summer sea after a storm—gray-green, clear, and alive. She looks at me, and this time it’s different. Her eyes dance. It feels as though she sees me. Not as the physician, nor the man who had been summoned…but me. And she smiles.
“Thank you,” she whispers.
I’m speechless. My throat closes, and I bow my head and back away, leaving the room before anyone can see the tremor in my hands.
This is our first meeting. There will be others; of this, I am sure.

      [image: ]A month later, a messenger arrives again. The princess has fallen from her mare. The castle physicians diagnosed her with bruised ribs because she had difficulty breathing. 
I find no shadow at her feet and give her the herb. She smiles this time with recognition. I go away with a bounce in my step.

      [image: ]My next visit is for a faint rash from a foreign spice at a banquet. It has left her with feverish nights. Again, He stands at her head. Again, she lives. 
This time, I stay longer. She asks my name and where I learned such skills. Do I ever grow tired of traveling? I answer as truthfully as I dare without mentioning Him. I needn’t tell her that every life I spare is borrowed. That every cure is a debt on a ledger that He keeps. I tell myself she asks out of gratitude. A relief toward someone who has saved her life.
I lie to myself while lingering in the palace gardens, searching  for her silhouette at the window. I’m not sure when I start noticing the way the light catches in her hair or how her laughter carries across the courtyard. Maybe it has always been that way. Or maybe I dreamed it.
Every time I leave the palace now, I feel His presence more clearly—not just at her bedside, but somewhere behind me. Watching. And I understand something I haven’t allowed myself to believe … that the most dangerous thing a man can do is to love something that was never his to keep.






  
  Chapter Three


Azrael 
I have never lingered in palaces before. Mortals build them to pretend they are permanent, full of embellishments woven with victories they will not remember in three generations. I pass through them unseen and unremarked.
Until her.
The first summons came, and Elias arrived at dusk, cloak still dusted from the road. I followed him inside. Something in the air changed. A new scent. Not perfume, not incense. The light itself is distilled and warm. She lies ill. Princess Alorra. 
Her hair is molten sunlight caught in a slow fall across the pillow. Her skin is pale, the color of new milk, and her eyes are the color of sea glass. She smells of white lilies and bare hands in the earth. I’ve seen beauty before—countless faces, countless forms—but never beauty that argued with mortality. She should be afraid of time. She is not.
I stand at the head of her bed, and watch Elias heal her. Afterwards, he runs out, refusing the purse of gold. But I stay. And watch,
On the second summons, Elias comes again. This time, when Alorra is healed, their eyes meet. Only for a heartbeat. A shared glance—nothing more. Yet I feel the air shift as though a string has been drawn taut between them. He bows. She inclines her head. The smallest motion.
The largest fracture in my reality.
I watch Elias work in silence with steady hands and a steady gaze. He leaves with barely a word spoken.
Until tonight.
She looks up. He freezes, and she smiles. Not the practiced court smile, but something smaller, truer. He returns it before he can stop himself.
I return to the palace even when no one is dying. Just to be near her. On one such visit, I am drawn to Alorra by her music. She sits, a harp in her lap, her fingers dancing across the strings. I am mesmerized. The notes are fragile. The melody is haunting. I stay far longer than I should, watching her play.

      [image: ]The visits multiply. A faint fever in a pageboy. A cut that will not close on the queen’s cousin. A sleepless child plagued by nightmares. 
Each time Elias finds a reason to linger. He passes through the garden where she walks. Pauses at the window where she sometimes stands gazing at the heavens. Visits the music room, leaving the flower he’s brought her on the stone bench beside her harp. It is a single moon-white bloom he found on the road. He says nothing. 
I watch it happen the way a crack creeps across glass—slow, inevitable, beautiful in its destruction. 
She strokes its petals, then looks up at him, her fingers closing around the stem. She keeps it tucked safely between two pages in her favorite book.
Gradually, they speak. Whispered conversations when no one else is near. They discuss the fragility of breath, how quickly a life can change, and whether the stars remember the names of those who gaze upon them. He tells her truths he has told no one else, while she listens as though every word is a gift. 
I have never cared for mortal affection. Love is a fever they catch and die from. A brief flare before the candle goes out. I have never lingered to watch it burn. But now I can’t turn away.
I follow her shadow through the corridors at night when she cannot sleep and, when she walks the empty gardens, speaking to the lilies, asking them questions no mortal can answer. I watch the way light catches her when she’s deep in thoughts that are unbidden and unwanted. It is the closest thing to my domain I have ever seen. Albeit bright, it is fleeting, as all mortal life is, perfect in its impermanence.
I tell myself I am only observing. Waiting for the moment her candle will call me. When Atropos cuts the thread, freeing her soul. But I find myself dreading that moment.

      [image: ]During one late summer visit, when the air is heavy with jasmine, Elias stands at her bedside, easing a lingering headache. She touches his wrist, and he stares at her hand, then at her face, and something wordless, yet clear as a full moon on a cloudless night, passes between them. 
He rushes from the room, but I see the tremor in his shoulders, and as he walks down the corridor, he pauses to look back where I stand unseen. His eyes narrow and search the darkness, and for a moment, I think he senses me. But then he shakes his head, as though dismissing a fancy, and continues on. 
I know in that instant something I’ve never permitted myself to think before. I don’t want her candle to burn low. I am waiting for the day I can keep it from burning out at all. And that desire — that hunger—is the first thing I have ever felt that was not impartial. The first thing that was mine alone.
I fold my wings, retreating to the cavern where the candles wait. Hers burns brighter than ever. Its flame is steady, defiant, alive. I watch the flame dance, remembering her fingers on the harp strings and the way she smiles when Elias enters the room.
I don’t touch the wick. Not yet. But I know — with the certainty that comes only to those who have never lied to themselves — that when the time comes, I will let Elias save her.
Not because the thread was not cut. Not because fate demanded it. Because I want her light for myself.
Forever.






  
  Chapter Four


Elias 
It’s midnight when the summons comes, and my world ends in the time it takes me to read eight words. Princess Alorra lies at the edge of death with a fever. Come. Now. 
The parchment shakes in my hand. Not from the wind howling outside the inn, but from the fracture inside me. I don’t wait for the courier to speak, and I don’t ask questions. I run for the stable, saddle the mare, my fingers as stiff as wood, and break out into the storm, trying to outrun the words themselves.
Rain pelts my skin like tiny arrows while the mud sucks at the hooves of my mare. Lightning splits the sky, and with each strike I glimpse my face in every puddle—wild, hollow, and already grieving. I ride until my lungs burn and my thighs cramp. The palace rises out of the darkness, its gates wide open, its torches guttering in the downpour.
A servant takes the reins from my numb hands. Another leads me through halls I’ve walked with the thought of a future with her. Now every corridor feels narrower, every echo louder, every candle burning too low. The air stinks of fever-sweat, bitter herbs, and the sour edge of panic that no amount of incense can hide.
They open the door to her chamber. The sight stops my heart. Alorra is in the center of the great bed, swallowed by silk and shadow. Her hair clings wet and dark to her temples. Her skin is so pale I can see the faint blue rivers beneath it. Each breath is a shallow, rattling gasp as her lungs fight the fluid filling them. Her lips are cracked and bloody. The light that has always lived in her, a brightness that made gardens bloom and music linger, is fading.
I cross the room in three strides, and my knees hit the floor beside her bed. I take her wrist, checking her pulse. It is there, faint and erratic, like a moth beating against a windowpane. Pressing my thumb to the inside of her elbow, I will it to strengthen. It doesn’t. It slows, and a sound escapes me. Something low and broken, more animal than man.
The king stands at the foot of the bed with clenched fists at his sides. His face is gray and his eyes are bloodshot. The proud ruler has been reduced to a father watching his child slip away. His power is insignificant at this moment. 
“They say you never fail,” he rasps. “They say you know things others do not.”
I can’t find any words because my throat is closed. My vision is blurred from rain or tears, I can’t tell which, so I simply nod. I reach into the pouch at my belt. The stem of Mercy’s Breath is almost spent. There are only three leaves left. They are as fragile as hope itself.
With trembling fingers, I crush two of them. The scent is sharp and fresh, cutting through the smell of sickness in the room. I lean over her, brush the damp hair from her brow with gentleness, and slip the leaves beneath her tongue. Then I wait.
Nothing. No easing. No sudden breath. No bloom of color. The fever grips her tighter. Her chest rises—once, twice—then stutters.
I look up. He’s there. At the foot of the bed. Taller than the bed canopy, with his wings folded into darkness, his eyes are the color of the hour when even God turns away. He does not move nor speak. He watches only her, and in that stillness, I see something that turns my blood to ice. 
Not impartiality. 
Not duty.
Possession.
The room shrinks to a single point in the space between his gaze and her face. The realization is a blade sliding between my ribs. He wants her. Not as a soul to guide. Something to keep. Something to claim.
A half sob, half roar tears from me. I rise, placing myself between them, though I know it is futile. My voice cracks, raw and desperate. “No.”
The king flinches, thinking I’m addressing him. 
I stare into those endless eyes. Every heartbeat I have ever saved rises in accusation. “Not her,” I say, quieter, more dangerous. “Never her.”
The silence that answers is earth-shattering. My knees tremble. Alorra’s breath falters with a small, terrible hitch. Her fingers twitch once against the sheet, searching for something lost.
I drop back to my knees, wrapping her hand in both of mine. Hers is cold, and I press it to my chest, wishing I could force my heartbeat into her. “Please,” I whisper to her, to Him, to whatever cruel force has let me love her only to watch her die. “Not yet. Not this way.”
Her eyelids flutter, and for one heartbeat, her clouded gaze finds mine. Her lips move, but no sound comes out. She mouths my name, so I lean closer, pushing my forehead to hers, my tears falling onto her cheek.
“I’m here,” I breathe. “I’m here.”
Her chest rises again, still weak. Then it stops. The silence that follows is louder than any scream. I can’t move. I hold her hand, waiting for the next breath that never comes. And somewhere behind me, the shadow that has never left, steps closer.






  
  Chapter Five


Elias 
I stand again. The pleas come out hoarse, barely above a whisper. “No.”
The king grips the bedpost. “What are you doing?”
I ignore him, looking straight into those soulless eyes and speak words I never thought I would have the courage—or the desperation—to say. “Take me instead.”
His silence fills the room, sucking out the oxygen, making it hard to breathe. He regards me not with anger, nor with pity, but with something colder — recognition. He has always known this moment would come.
Then, slowly, He inclines his head. Just once.
The king’s voice booms, sharp with confusion and fear. “Elias, what madness is this?” 
But I am no longer listening to the living. I turn back to Alorra. Her chest rises and falls, still weak and shallow. Then I see the faintest shift, the smallest softening at the corners of her mouth. Seemingly, some distant part of her has heard me bargain away my own breath.
I reach down, brushing my knuckles lightly against her cheek just once. The only farewell I will be allowed. Then I step back and wait for Him to collect what I have offered. “Take my life in her stead, for without her light, it is worthless.”

      [image: ]Azrael 
I only nod so as not to give away my own desires. It is futile. Elias knows. He can sense it. It is written all over his face and confirmed when he loses his presence enough to issue a challenge to
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