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Nigel Rowe hated his brother’s head—always had done—but he’d given up trying to get rid of it. The head lurked beneath a glass dome, its eyes squinted shut, its tattooed skin drawn tight against the skull, and lips pulled back in a wince of pain that always brought to Nigel’s face a sympathetic response. He imagined for a long time that it would vanish in some natural way, relegated to a closet or attic, or burned to bits along with his brother in some drunken revel (along with half his family history in the manor house his brother occupied, but Nigel was willing to make that sacrifice.)  

In his days at Oxford, studying anthropology, and following the repatriation of artifacts stolen from cultures around the world—always beginning with human remains—he’d been so bold as to suggest that Daffyd return the skull to the Maori nation, where it belonged. Nigel even took photographs and sent them to the Maori Cultural Center to see if the skull could be identified. That, of course, had been the holiday when Daffyd triumphantly placed the head in the center of a loaded sideboard to preside over their Christmas meal. It was the last holiday Nigel spent at home.  

For Daffyd's daughter's wedding, however, the head returned to its place of honor on the leather surface of Daffyd's monstrous desk. Nigel never expected the head to ambush him today, of all days.

"So, we've a little time to kill before the photographs," Daffyd began, standing partway up the stairs, arms spread to encompass the two score remaining wedding guests.  "What shall we see first?"

"I have heard you have a mokomakai," the Maori woman stated. A flurry of excitement rippled through the guests as the Maori woman stepped forward. She wore a korowai cloak in deep beige with shimmering black tassels, complete with a feathered collar of iridescent green. Delicate lines of blue Ta Moko tattooing marked her chin beneath her lower lip, accenting her deep-bronze skin, her hair swept back into a style of braids and knots.

"A what, now?" Daffyd's voice boomed in the hall.

"A preserved head with ceremonial tattoos. I believe it may be an ancestor of mine." 

Gasps greeted this claim, and Daffyd gave a theatrical blink. "Well, well."

Nigel's heart stuttered, and the bride frowned at him.  "What is it, Uncle Ny?"  She was meant to head out to the rose garden, but set her hand on his arm instead.

Much as he hated to give her up, Nigel whispered, "You've an appointment with the paparazzi, Emma," but still she lingered, perhaps, like him, treasuring the few moments they ever had together.

Nigel had noticed the Maori woman earlier (like everyone else, no doubt, though with particular acuteness):  her clothing set her apart from the rest of the party guests as much as her skin color. Her korowai worn over a simple black dress certainly qualified as wedding-appropriate, though Nigel's brother no doubt disagreed.  

Nigel'd been assuming she came on the groom's invitation, but they'd given no sign of welcome, and the mystery distracted him all day. Keenly curious, yet trying to respect her privacy, Nigel had approached only once during the reception, an act that sent her straight to the powder room. She had been avoiding the entire Rowe family—Nigel most of all, in spite of the fact he carried no camera—but the head now drew her forward. Nigel, repulsed by both the head and most of his family, did his best to hide in the corners without vanishing entirely. 

Since his expulsion from both academia and his career, Nigel had become very like the skull, a hideously attractive object of keen stares and salacious whispers. In some circles, his transformation to YouTube adventurer might be seen as a promotion—but not in the hallowed halls of the Rowe family manse.
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