
“They’re coming,” Kenine said.


Jadelle looked up at her assistant from her ‘puter, schooling her face to reflect confidence.   Outside, she could hear the voice of Kevan Ardost, their anthropologist, speaking the tongue he had learned during a pre-colonization stay with the natives.  He had a firm grasp of the language, whereas Jadelle’s was all theoretical.  She might need him.


But words in any language would have failed her when Kevan showed their guest through her laboratory door.


He filled it.  The Megasti had to duck as he entered, but he did it with such fluid grace that it was scarcely noticeable, as if he was gliding through trees or tall grasses.  The man moved like a dancer.  Muscular in a sinewy way that prevented any concept of bulk, he simply overpowered the room without effort.


Jadelle had expected a leader of the local tribe to be older, but this one still had dark hair hanging loose to his shoulder blades except for two thin side-plaits ornamented with white ecu feathers.  His eyes beneath coal-black brows were blue-gray.  They were the eyes of a hunter, Jadelle thought at once, though she had never hunted anything beyond a meal coupon.  Still, she could envision this man with an old-style bow and arrow in hand, stalking those ecu birds.  Was that how you killed birds?  


He would know.  His long, callused fingers had worked many a weapon, she felt sure.  But his hands were beautiful.  He was beautiful:  lethal and feral in body-hugging leggings and tunic.  They were of leather, softened and worked.  His boots were of a similar material and laced to the knees.  He made no noise as he walked.  She would have felt stalked just like one of those birds, except that when his gaze encompassed her, it was human and thoughtful.  Intelligent.


“Avron, this is Jadelle Reid,” her co-worker introduced them.  “She is our resident specialist in antiquities.  That is…things which are very old.”


“I am not old.”


Jadelle repressed a grin.  He had a sense of humor, too.


“No, of course not,” Kevan said with a smile.  But then his expression turned grim.  “It appears that the strain of fever affecting your tribe is very ancient, though.  Our people don’t even contract it any more.  Obviously we carry it…against our will.”


“I understand,” Avron said.  His voice was mellifluous.  It made Jadelle feel like she had been dipped in melted oleo.  She would love to have him lick it off, she thought, and then was petrified by her temerity.  She never had thoughts like that.  Well, almost never.  Only when confronted by a man built like a god, staring at her as though he was thinking the same thing.


“You have hair of gold,” he said.


She had hair of dirty blonde because it had been far too long since she had visited the salon.  At that moment, she was bitterly sorry.


“Many of our people do,” she said, straining for perfect Megastian and a polite, impersonal tone.  She was going to have to work closely—even intimately—with this man who was not at all what she had expected.  She should maintain a distance.  Really, she should. 


“I have not seen this before.”  He still sounded bemused. 

             Behind him, Kevan gave her a tight-lipped smile she recognized as the dampening effect.  Suddenly Jadelle felt a faint but unmistakable twinge of insurrection.  


“Christmas cookies?” she asked brightly, holding out a plate.


“What?” the anthropologist said.


“Thank you,” their guest replied. 

             He took one as though this was an accustomed part of greeting, waiting until she and Kevan had theirs before sampling his first refined sugar.  He reacted the way most people who had never had it did…he took another cookie.  Jadelle beamed, Kevan frowned, and Avron looked thoughtful. 


“This is a food for festivals?” he asked.


“Why, yes.  Actually, it is.  It celebrates an old Earth holiday called Christmas.” 


 “Christ’s Mass,” Kevan said slowly.  “Yes, I believe I’ve heard of that one.”


“I’m going to research it as time allows,” Jadelle replied happily.  Why she felt happy, confronted with the specter of plague and imminent death, was a complete mystery.  She suspected it had something to do with the man eating her cookies.

