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“There are people in the marsh. The Murder does not accept this. Are they friends of the Murder? They want to protect the marsh? They seek not to rip apart our marsh? They step into our mud, into our waters. They bring the taint of the city. The Murder is not pleased. The city does not respect the Murder. Too many people come into the marsh. They bring tools, machinery, and books.”

“What a great place, Steve. What did you say that you saw yesterday? Ten different kinds of warblers?”

“Yup, the marsh helped me record ten new birds for the year that I haven’t yet seen. This place is a hidden gem—though polluted to all hell. I heard they are developing this piece of land, so you might enjoy it while you can.” 

“The night sky and the stars are quite brilliant here, away from the light pollution. Here’s hoping to a great night’s vigil to hear the rare Inland Spotted Owl.”

“Monroe, perhaps we can do something extracurricular while we wait?”

“Like, now? Do you know how many bugs are around here? Do you want a tick crawling up your leg?”

“I am willing to take the risk if you are. Besides, the thrill of danger makes it better.”

“Are you friends of the Murder?”

“Uh, who is that? Where are you?”

“The Murder says you shouldn’t be here. This is not your home.”

“This is public property, bub.”

“It’s not. It’s ours, the Murder.”

“Steve, let’s get out of here. Sir, we didn’t mean any harm.”

“No, we are here and should enjoy our time. No one tells me what to do. I’m not some jack. Wherever you are, go feg off.”

“The Murder has judged you. You shall remain. The lady may go.”

“I’ve had enough of this creepy voice routine. I didn’t want to do this, but I’ve got a knife. Best step away and go wherever the feg you come from.”

“Time to make you something you’ve always wanted to be but failed to protect. The Murder is ready now...”
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DICK BUTTERKNIFE BROUGHT the white porcelain cup to his lips and gulped down the freshly brewed coffee. He flipped through the paper at his desk. After the mysterious Ozul the Shadow conspiracy tentatively put behind him, he had a string of ordinary cases that he signed on to: assaults, stopping murder for hire, and, even once, rescuing a cat from a tree. However, the latter was more pro bono work than anything when he passed by a distressed lady looking into a tree. However, it did result in great publicity for his private detective work.

He hired a secretary for his office. She kept the books in shipshape, answered the calls, and maintained order in the waiting room. Mrs. Bea Alden, though she preferred to be called Mrs. Bea. She was a bit feisty like that. A widow and with more time on her hands than she knew what to do with. When asked what should would do if danger came knocking, she responded, “Make hell and grab my shotgun. That’s what I did before I came to the city.” He hired her on the spot. The office ran better, too.

The phone rang in the office. He heard Mrs. Bea pick up the phone.

“Uh huh, I see.” Then, there was a long pause. “Good heavens! What in the lord’s name is wrong with people? I’ll send him down straight away.”

Butterknife folded the newspaper to see the office door. He saw Mrs. Bea’s silhouette get up from her desk. She had an old-fashioned bee-hive hair doo and thick-framed glasses. She knocked and walked right in–she didn’t wait for Butterknife’s response.

“Mr. Butterknife, you’ll need to drop all the rest of your work. We’ve got a live one here. There’s been a murder at the Dyke Marsh outside of town. It’s a real horror show.”
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STEEL RODS PIERCED his body and manipulated him into a prayerful position. His arms were slashed with carefully placed feathers in each slot. Crow feathers lodged in his rectum with tail feathers fanned out. On his chest, a vest made of feathers with a tightening mechanism. On the mechanism's inside, spikes with tiny fishhooks lodged into his skin. Blood dripped from wounds forming a gradient of wet crimson at the puncture wounds to a light, damp red as the blood thinned down his body. The murder had deconstructed his feet. Three toes faced forwards; whereas the big toe had been removed and stitched onto his heel. The pinky toe, gone. He had been beheaded; however, he gained a crow’s head in the interim between alive and being found. The head faced backward, away from the front of the body, and towards the trees. The black eyes were crowded with ruffled feathers. Written on his forehead: “I betrayed the Murder.”

“What in lord’s name happened?” Butterknife asked, not sure that he really wanted the answer though.

“A young lady called the police last night. She said that her date took her to the marsh last night to find a bird or something. A creepy man appeared, threatening them. She escaped, but the assailant took her date. As soon as she got to a phone, she called. We combed the marsh early in the morning and finally found this dumpster fire at sunrise.”

“That man was certifiable—a real one for those soft-wall joints down at the asylum,” yelled the young lady, who was sitting some distance away.

“Jeez, you brought her to the murder scene, officer?” said Butterknife.

“She insisted. She wouldn’t take no for an answer. Besides, she could help.”

“Sir, sir! Are you that Dick Butterknife that I see in the papers?”

“Yes, Ma’am. I am.” 

“I have a few things to say to you.”

“Just hold on – I need to inspect the crime scene here.”

“But...”

“Can it wait?”

“Yes...” The lady leaned against a cypress tree, dejected. She flipped open a notebook and started taking notes.

With that, Butterknife turned his attention to the macabre scene in front of him. Whoever did this had a background in engineering and metalwork - the fabrication of the chest cage looked bespoke. However, the placement of the feathers along the arms, the stitched toes, and the glass eyes spoke to a background as a taxidermist. Maybe a hunter with too much time, a disaffected academic, or, as the lady put it, just has marbles rolling around in an empty cranium. 

“Any footprints?”

“We got one over there a hundred yards out into the reeds. A bunch of the reeds were stepped over and crushed. It could be the murderer’s. It’ll be gone when high tide comes in. We have the photographers on the way. Just be careful. One other thing, the marsh itself is polluted to high hell from the city runoff, so I wouldn’t stick around in it for too long.”

“I’ll head out and take a few photos with my personal camera.”

Butterknife stepped out of the clearing and into the dense reeds. It was a mix of dirt, reeds, and mud. He could also see a thick, prismatic sheen of oil coating the marsh on the water, the reeds, and even the turtle shells as they roasted on the sun-drenched logs. Out in front of him lay a field of stalks that rustled in the morning wind. His hands wetted from the morning dew. Even 20 yards out, he could hardly see anything more than a few feet around. He stared up at the sky, the sun rising. He could feel the heat on the nape of his neck. His sweating under his trilby hat. He did not dress for the occasion. He continued forward in the direction the officer pointed. The marsh water rose above his ankle line, flooding his dress shoes with brackish marsh water. 

He moved forward undeterred and found himself in a small clearing with the footprint. He took out his handkerchief, gave it a good shake, and wiped his forehead. He knelt down and took a snap of the footprint. It was a good, thick-soled boot that made a deep impression. The lugs were worn down as the pattern was uneven. There was a word imprinted in the mud: “JJA Boots.” It didn’t ring a bell about the brand. He noted it down. He continued to survey the area.

Who is this man? He is from the city. I smell the grime and decay on him. His boots sully these waters with the pollution. He brings the chemicals to the marsh. He is examining my footprint. I missed that one. Forgive me, Murder. I will make amends. This man shall die before he can tell the others. Another dead body will help the cause. The marsh is
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