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  Breath of Winter

[image: ]

Marisol wiped sweat from her forehead for the third time in as many minutes, her tank top clinging to the curve of her breasts like a desperate lover. The propane furnace roared at 2,100 degrees Fahrenheit, its heat turning the small studio into a sauna that made her thighs stick together beneath her worn jeans. She'd been working since dawn, gathering and shaping molten glass with the practiced rhythm of someone who'd found their calling, even if that calling sometimes felt like being slowly cooked alive. 
"Fuck me sideways," she muttered, dipping the blowpipe into the crucible again. The molten glass glowed orange-red as she collected a fresh gather, her bicep flexing with the effort of controlling the weight at the end of the four-foot steel pipe. "Three wedding centerpieces by tomorrow or Sarah's gonna have my ass."
She swung the pipe toward the marver—the smooth steel table where she'd shape the initial gather—pausing only to glance at the clock. Ten hours until her deadline. Plenty of time for a master glassblower, except every piece so far had developed hairline cracks during annealing.
"Need something special," she murmured, the sweat trickling between her shoulder blades as she rolled the gather on the marver. "Something that won't fucking break on me this time."
Her eyes drifted to her workbench, where an ancient jar of her abuela's sat open, its contents spread across a cloth. Among broken bits of colored glass and old cork stoppers lay a cracked hexagonal crystal, a snowflake core her grandmother had warned her never to use without "proper respect." Whatever that meant.
Marisol had never believed the old stories. Yuki-onna, snow women, winter spirits, all tales to keep children behaving during the cold months. Yet the core caught the light strangely, fractures within it seeming to move like frost spreading across a window.
"Fuck it," she said, grabbing the core and placing it on the marver. "Let's see what you can do."
She rolled her gather over the core, expecting it to shatter from the heat, but instead, the snowflake fused with the molten glass, disappearing into the orange glow. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a sound like ice cracking echoed through the studio.
"What the—"
A whoosh of arctic air erupted from the glass, so cold it stung her exposed skin. The molten gather flash-froze instantly, transforming from liquid fire to a perfect sphere laced with swirling miniature blizzards. Frost patterns raced across the surface, forming and reforming in hypnotic patterns.
Marisol gasped, her breath visible despite the furnace's heat. The sphere hovered at the end of the pipe, defying gravity and physics as the blizzards within churned faster. She leaned closer, entranced by the movement, her warm breath fogging the surface where it met the cold glass.
The fog on the glass surface swirled, thickened, and suddenly, impossibly, —lips pressed against hers through the glass. Actual fucking lips, cold as midwinter and soft as new snow.
Marisol jerked backward as the sphere exploded in a shower of frost particles. Where the glass had been, a man materialized. No, not quite a man. His skin was pale as moonlight on snow, his hair white-blue like glacial ice. Translucent robes swirled around him, evaporating into vapor that revealed glimpses of a muscular chest and strong thighs.
The frost creature stumbled back, clearly as startled as she was. He caught himself against the workbench, those impossible blue eyes widening as he looked down at his semi-nude form. He quickly gathered the vaporous remains of his robes around himself and bowed formally.
"Madam, I appear to be... indisposed," he said in a voice that sounded like wind through ice crystals.
Marisol shrieked and dropped the blowpipe. It clanged against the concrete floor, the sound echoing through the studio. She stumbled back, tripped over her stool, and found herself on her ass, staring up at the frost creature with her mouth hanging open.
"What the actual fuck!" she shouted, scrambling to her feet. Without thinking, she lurched forward and smacked his frosted cheek with her open palm, only to have her hand stick fast to his skin with a sound like wet flesh on an ice cube.
"Jesus fucking Christ!" she yelped, yanking backward. Her palm peeled free with a ridiculous popping sound, leaving her skin bright red and stinging.
The creature winced, touching his cheek where a perfect handprint was now imprinted. "I do apologize for the alarming nature of my arrival, madam. It was not my intention to materialize in such an... unclothed state."
Marisol stared at him, fanning her stinging hand. "Who—what—are you?"
"Silas, at your service." He bowed again, his clipped 18th-century cadence at odds with the propane tank and electric kiln behind him. "I am a spirit of winter, bound to the core you have awakened."
As he spoke, the glass sphere reformed in midair between them, hovering and spinning slowly. The snowflakes inside rearranged themselves to spell "HELLO" in elegant cursive.
Marisol stared at the sphere, then back at the frost creature then back at the sphere. A laugh bubbled up from her chest, halfway between nervous and delighted.
"I've either lost my mind from the heat or—" she swallowed, "—or my abuela wasn't full of shit after all."
Silas smiled, revealing teeth like perfect white ice crystals. "Your grandmother was most certainly not... excrement. She was a guardian of my core for many years."
Marisol's studio suddenly felt both too hot and too cold at the same time. She could see her breath in front of her face despite the furnace still raging behind her. Silas stood shivering slightly, his pale skin flushed blue in places where the heat seemed to affect him.
"You look uncomfortable," she said, gesturing toward the small woodstove in the corner of the studio. "That's cooler than the furnace. Let me get you some ginger tea."
She moved to the small kitchenette, filled the electric kettle, and pulled out her favorite mug. Silas followed, watching her movements with curious eyes that glowed faintly blue in their depths.
"Your craft," he said, gesturing to the glassblowing equipment, "it mirrors my own in reverse. You create beauty with heat; I with cold."
"Here," Marisol said, handing him the steaming mug of tea. "This might help you adjust to the—"
As soon as his fingers touched the ceramic, frost patterns spread across the surface. The steam from the tea met his cold aura and immediately iced over the top of the mug, sealing it with a crystalline cap.
"Oh, for fuck's sake," Marisol sighed, then dissolved into giggles at the absurdity of it all. "I think we're going to need a different approach."
Silas smiled, his eyes glowing brighter as he watched her laugh. The ice on the mug cracked as his attention shifted entirely to her face, her throat, the beads of sweat still clinging to her collarbone.
"Your breath revived me," he murmured, his voice dropping to a register that sent shivers down her spine that had nothing to do with cold. "I wonder what else it might awaken."
Marisol's laughter caught in her throat as their eyes locked, heat rushing to her cheeks despite the chill emanating from his body. The hovering glass sphere pulsed between them, snowflakes whirling faster inside it, as if responding to the sudden tension in the air.

      ***Night settled over the studio as the furnace ticked and popped, cooling from its daytime inferno to a more bearable heat. Marisol's body still radiated warmth, her tank top dark with sweat stains that traced the outline of her bra beneath. Outside, streetlights flickered on, casting long shadows across the workbenches as she carefully wrapped the floating glass globe in a quilted sleeve normally used for protecting finished pieces. The orb pulsed with frosty light, snowflakes still spelling messages that shifted from "HELLO" to "THANK YOU" to "COLD?" as if responding to her thoughts.
"I can't believe I'm having a conversation with a fucking snowglobe," she muttered, guiding the sphere to rest on a cushioned shelf. "Or that I've got a frost spirit in my studio."
Silas hovered nearby, his translucent robes having solidified somewhat into a shimmering garment that draped across his broad shoulders and narrow hips. The fabric, if it could be called that, left little to the imagination, clinging to the contours of his muscular ass and thighs like frozen morning dew on sculpture.
"The core binds me," he explained, gesturing to the glass sphere where the snowflake crystal now glinted at the center. "I cannot travel beyond its presence, at least not until..."
"Until what?" Marisol asked, turning to face him.
Silas's eyes glowed briefly brighter. "Until we discover what awakened me. Your breath alone should not have been sufficient."
Marisol snorted. "Are you saying my breath isn't special enough? Because I've had complaints, but never about my breathing techniques."
A blush of frost spread across Silas's cheeks. "I meant no offense, madam. Your breath is..." his gaze dropped to her lips, "...exceptional."
The temperature in the room seemed to drop another few degrees. Marisol hugged herself, suddenly aware that the studio's heat was fading fast and she was still in her sweaty work clothes.
"Well, if you're stuck here, we need to figure out sleeping arrangements. I crash here sometimes when I'm on deadline." She gestured to the daybed tucked against the far wall. "Let me grab some blankets."
She turned toward a cabinet in the corner, bending over to pull open the bottom drawer where she kept spare linens. Her worn jeans stretched tight across her ass, a small rip in the right back pocket revealing a tantalizing glimpse of bare skin. As she rummaged through the blankets, her position pushed her hips higher, the denim straining across the generous curve of her buttocks.
Behind her, Silas made a soft sound like cracking ice. Marisol glanced over her shoulder to find him staring, the aurora of blue-white light in his chest pulsing faster. Where a human man might have an erection, Silas's energy manifested as quickening flickers of frost light beneath his translucent robes, patterns racing like electricity through ice.
"See something you like, Ice Man?" she teased, straightening up with an armful of mismatched blankets.
"I—forgive me," he stuttered, the frost on his cheeks spreading to his ears. "It has been... centuries since I beheld a woman of your... warmth."
Marisol grinned, enjoying his discomfort. "Well, keep looking if you want. I'm not shy." She dumped the blankets onto the daybed. "Though I'm not sure how this is going to work. Do you even sleep?"
"I enter a state of repose," Silas said, moving closer. "Allow me to assist."
He reached for a thick fleece blanket, intending to help arrange the bed. The moment his fingers touched the fabric, frost raced across the surface. Before Marisol could stop him, the entire pile of blankets flash-froze into a solid brick of ice, blanket shapes preserved like fossils in amber.
"Jesus fucking Christ!" Marisol yelped, jumping back. "Those were my only blankets!"
Silas withdrew his hand, mortification clear on his face. "I do apologize profusely. I did not anticipate—"
"Well, great," she groaned, throwing up her hands. "Now we're both stuck with one quilt, and it's dropping below fifty in here once that furnace cools completely."
She tugged at the frozen blanket pile in frustration. The brittle mass wobbled, then shattered with a crystalline sound, exploding into a shower of snow that dusted her hair, face, and chest like powdered sugar.
Marisol blinked, snow clinging to her eyelashes, a perfect dusting of white outlining the curve of her breasts where they pushed against her tank top.
Silas stared, his eyes wide. A beat of silence passed, then Marisol snorted, a giggle escaping her throat. The giggle turned into full-throated laughter, her body shaking and dislodging more snow. Silas joined in, his laugh a crystalline chime that harmonized with her warm alto.
"I'm sorry," he said between chuckles, "but you look like a winter confection."
"And you look like a guilty icicle," she countered, wiping snow from her cleavage. "Good thing I keep this emergency quilt in the cabinet, not the drawer."
She reached up to a shelf and pulled down a thick handmade quilt, her grandmother's work, embroidered with glass-blowing tools and, ironically, snowflakes.
"This one stays with me," she said, shaking it out. "So don't even think about touching it with those frost fingers of yours."
Silas nodded, solemn but still amused. "I shall maintain a respectful distance."
Twenty minutes later, that respectful distance proved impossible. The studio had cooled considerably, and Marisol had changed into sleep shorts and a loose t-shirt, both of which did little to combat the chill. The daybed was narrow, barely big enough for one person, let alone a woman and a frost spirit.
Silas lay on his back, rigid as the ice he commanded, his hands folded over his chest like a corpse in repose. He'd positioned himself at the very edge of the mattress, leaving as much space as possible for Marisol, who huddled under the quilt on the opposite side.
Despite the gap between them, cold radiated from his body like an open freezer. Marisol's teeth chattered.
"This is r-ridiculous," she stammered, scooting closer to him. "I'm freezing my tits off over here."
"Perhaps I should move to the floor," Silas suggested, though he made no move to do so. His eyes tracked her approach with visible interest.
"No way. Then I'll feel like an asshole." She inched closer still. "Maybe your cold and my heat will balance out. Like thermal equilibrium or some shit."
Their thighs touched, her warm skin against his frosted form, and a soft hiss of steam rose from the point of contact. Marisol gasped at the sensation, not unpleasant but startlingly intimate, like pressing against cold silk that slowly molded to her shape.
"Oh," she breathed, watching the steam curl between them. "That's... unexpected."
Silas remained perfectly still, but his eyes had darkened to the deep blue of twilight ice. "Your heat..." he murmured. "It's remarkable."
Marisol shifted, experimentally pressing more of her leg against his. More steam rose, and Silas's breath caught in his throat. The quilt trapped the vapor, creating a private sauna beneath the fabric.
"You're like a human AC unit," she whispered, her voice husky as she watched his reaction to their touch. The contrast of temperatures sent pleasant tingles up her thigh, making her acutely aware of how close his hand lay to the hem of her sleep shorts.
Silas turned his head on the pillow, those impossible blue eyes meeting hers from inches away. "And you, madam, are a furnace I should like to explore," he replied, his formal phrasing at odds with the hungry look in his eyes.
Marisol shivered, a reaction that had absolutely nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with the way his gaze dropped to her lips, then

      ***
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