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At the bottom of the trench Kobbi swore at length and in some detail. He struggled through the difficult ground, clearing the debris from the bottom of the trench that the digger had made and straightening the bottom and the sides. With the ground a mixture of rich soil and uneven lumps of rock, it wasn’t light work for a man who was no longer a youngster.

He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and re-arranged his cap as he looked up the slope to what had once been a farmhouse, an imposing concrete box, behind which stood a Nissen hut, a dilapidated barn and finally a rockface that dwarfed the buildings. The farmhouse’s new lipstick-red window frames contrasted with its weatherbeaten walls and Kobbi guessed that the new owners would soon have the rest of the old place looking smart.

At any rate, they would be happier once the trench had been dug for the new fibre-optic cable that would keep them in touch with the rest of the world.

Kobbi reached for the pick, lifting it to see it it would break through the obstruction that had stopped his spade.

‘What you got there?’ Valdi the digger driver asked, lighting a cigarette and lifting his ear defenders to rest above his ears.

‘Bones,’ Kobbi muttered and straightened his back. ‘Someone slaughtered an old mare a few years back, I reckon.’

He chipped at the wall of the trench and more dull brown bones tumbled down.

‘That’s never a horse,’ Valdi said uneasily.

‘Some old ram too tough for the pot. You’ll see,’ Kobbi grunted.

He scraped at the side of the trench again with the pick and stepped back in alarm as an unmistakably human jawbone tumbled down into the earth at his feet.

‘I think we’d best call the cops, don’t you?’ Valdi said with conviction, fumbling for his phone.
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‘You expect this sort of thing down south,’ a voice behind him grumbled with clear disapproval. ‘They get up to all sorts down there. But you don’t expect to see it here.’

Helgi looked sideways and caught his wife’s eye. She smiled, put a finger to her lips and fumbled to squeeze his hand.

The room was surprisingly packed. Helgi knew most of the guests by sight, if not by name, although it seemed that every one of his relatives was keenly aware that he was Svavar from Efstibær’s boy, the one who had joined the police and then went to live in Reykjavík after that unpleasantness...

There was a hush as the Sheriff began to speak, and even the disapproving aunt sitting behind him settled into expectant silence. 

Helgi had to admit that his niece looked stunning. He had hardly seen her more than a couple of times since she had been a rebellious teenager. Now she was a fresh-faced young woman with a sparkle of joy in her eyes as she stood by the Sheriff in a dark suit that did nothing to hide her buxom figure. On the Sheriff’s other side, in an identical suit, stood the tall young woman who was about to become Helgi’s niece’s wife.

‘Well,’ the aunt behind him muttered as the newlyweds kissed, grinned, waved, and kissed again. ‘Now I’ve seen everything.’

Helgi squeezed Halla’s hand as they waited for the phalanx of aunts to make their way out and along to the community centre across the river for coffee, cake and a couple of decades’ worth of assorted family gossip.

‘Excuse me? Aren’t you Helgi?’ The Sheriff looked uncomfortable in the uniform that was rarely required other than for the occasional wedding.

‘That’s me. I used to be on the force here. Before your time. You must be Jón Thröstur?’

‘I am. Could I have a quiet word?’

‘Sure,’ Helgi said, wondering whether to be surprised or suspicious. ‘Aren’t you going over to the community centre for coffee with the newlyweds?’
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