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THE OFFICE OF SPECIAL Investigations (D9), Kuala Lumpur Police Contingent, is quiet, with just a few lights switched on. It is 2:15 a.m. and the investigator on duty, Inspector Mislan Abdul Latif, is leaning back in his chair with his feet on his desk, enjoying a catnap—the long-established posture in which a twenty-four hour investigator catches a little shut-eye between callouts. His assistant, Detective Sergeant Johan Kamaruddin, had earlier told him that he was going to grab some snacks and coffee for them.


They had been on a callout to a crime scene at Jalan Alor, a favorite nocturnal hotspot frequented by locals and foreign tourists alike. An area lined with cheap girly bars, women—mostly Vietnamese, Thais, Filipinas, and Mainland Chinese—plying their wares on the streets, overpriced seafood restaurants, drug peddlers, and scammers. The businesses here are predominantly Chinese-operated, but lately the Middle Easterners and Pakistanis have started inching in. Kiosks selling kebabs, carpets, ornaments, and shisha line the fringes of the nightspot. Jalan Alor is one of the many inner roads running parallel to the main road that operates twenty-four-seven but is busiest from sunset until the early hours of the morning.


The callout was supposedly for an armed robbery. The victim was a potbellied local man in his fifties. He was wearing dark slacks and a light-colored long-sleeved shirt, which looked more like office attire than casual wear for an evening outing. He was intoxicated, and Mislan could smell his stale rancid breath from two yards away.


The investigating officer (IO), whom Mislan guessed was in his early twenties and most probably a rookie, stood next to the drunk man looking exhausted and lost. Mislan signaled him away from the drunk.


The rookie IO briefed Mislan: the complainant claimed he had been walking to his car, which was parked around the block, when he was jumped by two men. One of the men pointed a gun at him, and his accomplice demanded that he hand over his wallet. He refused and the one with the gun pistol-whipped him on the head. He fell to the ground. They then grabbed his wallet and cell phone and fled.


There was some movement in the direction of the drunk complainant. As Mislan turned to look, the complainant, who was walking toward them, tripped over his own feet and hit the ground hard. Mislan heard his assistant, who was talking to the district duty detective, chuckle. Two uniformed constables tried to assist the deadbeat back to his feet but failed. Detective Sergeant Johan told them it was better to just leave him there on the sidewalk until it was time to go.


“Let him sleep it off,” Johan told the constables, who were waiting for such an instruction.


“Did he describe what type of gun?” Mislan asked the rookie IO.


“He just said gun,” the rookie answered.


“Yeah, I should think so. Did you find out which bar he came out from?”


The rookie shook his head.


“Look, I’m not saying he wasn’t robbed or the muggers weren’t armed, but I think you should’ve done a little more inquiring. I mean, just look at him. Look at his clothing. He probably was hitting the booze immediately after office hours. Look around you, look at the others, they’re all dressed casually: jeans, polos or crew-neck T-shirts.”


The rookie looked around at the crowd and passersby.


“He,” Mislan said tipping his head toward the drunk lying on the pavement and snoring like a cow choking, “is plastered. He probably blew all his money in one of the bars and needed an excuse to tell his wife for getting home this late.”


Mislan lit a cigarette and offered the pack to the rookie, who declined. Suddenly, the rookie looked dog-tired to Mislan. He spotted a flash of despair in the rookie’s eyes, but when he looked up again, it was gone. Mislan noticed that the detective and two uniformed constables were watching them.


“Tell me, did you believe what the guy claimed?” Mislan asked the rookie IO in a softer voice. “He’s so hammered, I bet you he can’t tell the difference between his dick and a gun. If those men he claimed robbed him had a gun, you think they’d rob a drunk after he blew all his money in a bar?”


The rookie investigator hesitated, then gave a slight shake of his head and looked down at his shoes.


Feeling sorry for the rookie, Mislan asked, “Who told you to call D9?”


“The detective, Murad. He’s an old-timer. He told me if it’s armed robbery, D9 will handle it.”


“My advice is, take the complainant back and let him cool down in the tank. Talk to him when he is sober. You’ll probably get another story altogether.”


“Yes, sir. Sorry.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry for taking it out on you.”


As the rookie IO stepped away to give instructions to the two constables, Mislan beckoned Detective Murad over. He was aware of old-timer rank and files taking pride in jerking rookie officers around instead of coaching them and showing them the ropes. Bragging and bullshitting about their length of service and imaginary credentials to hide their laziness and incompetence. His unit has a few of them, and he always wondered how they became detectives in the first place.


He gave Detective Murad a harsh caution for not performing his duties while assisting the IO at a crime scene. He admonished him for giving poor advice to a rookie to call in D9.


By the time Mislan and Johan left Jalan Alor and reached their office, it was 1:45 a.m. Mislan lit a cigarette and bitched to his assistant, “Since when did they start sending rookie officers as IOs to the city?”


Johan shrugged, indicating he had no idea.


“That IO must be regretting his decision to join the police. The brasses should work out a way of easing them into the system.”


Detective Sergeant Johan is a rank and file. He joined as a constable and worked himself up the ranks. To Mislan, it was a good and sound approach to ease them into the system. However, as an officer, one is thrown straight into the deep end. Well, not all the officers—only those who were fortunate or unfortunate enough to be posted to the Criminal Investigation Division.


_________


Footfalls echo in the deserted office, waking Mislan from his catnap. He tilts his head to peek at the entrance and sees Johan coming in carrying two plastic bags of black coffee and a pack of something, probably roti canai. Roti canai with dhal curry had probably made its way into the Malaysian all-hour-food list alongside the national pride, nasi lemak.


Mislan drops his feet from the desk and straightens up in the chair. Just as Johan approaches, the office phone rings.


“D9, Inspector Mislan.”


“Sir, Corporal Hamid from Sentul Police.”


“Yes, Corporal.”


“We got a case, and the IO had asked for D9.”


“What’s it about?” he asks, feeling a little skeptical after coming back from a faux callout.


“A double murder. Two men shot in a house.”


“457, housebreaking and robbery gone bad?”


“Could be, but I was not told by the IO.”


“What’s the address? Who’s the IO?”


“Inspector Shahira Adanan.”
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THERE ARE THREE FEDERAL territories, namely Kuala Lumpur, Labuan, and Putrajaya. Kuala Lumpur is the oldest of the territories, followed by Labuan and then Putrajaya. The city of Kuala Lumpur is divided into five police districts, geographically Cheras to the south, Sentul to the north, Brickfields to the west, Wangsa Maju to the east, with Dang Wangi located in the center. Putrajaya is also a police district within the Federal Territory, yet it is seldom referred to as one by the locals and even among police personnel. The district headquarters is located about twenty miles away from the Kuala Lumpur police contingent in what used to be another state.


Labuan and Putrajaya are part of the federal territory, but to most Malaysians they could well be part of another state. In fact, the physical locations of the two federal territories are in other states, which are Sabah in East Malaysia and the state of Selangor in the west of the Peninsular. When the locals refer to federal territory, or in short FT, they usually mean Kuala Lumpur.


Johan drives the standby car allocated to the shift investigator out of the contingent headquarters. Once he hits Jalan Hang Tuah, Mislan pulls out his phone and taps on Waze. He keys in the destination Taman Sentul Jaya and waits for directions. Waze says it is about seven miles and the journey will take fourteen minutes. How easy it is nowadays to navigate the city. There is an app for everything, from health, food, directions, everything. No wonder people are getting stupider by the minute, he mulls. He increases the volume on his cell phone so that Johan can listen to the Caucasian woman’s voice directing them.


It is 2:30 in the morning, yet there is a large number of vehicles on the road. It is a city, after all, and they say a city never sleeps. The voice from Waze tells them to turn left and take Jalan Pudu. The Malay word “jalan,” meaning road or street, is pronounced by the prerecorded Caucasian voice as “jalang,” which in Malay means prostitute. From there, they link up with Jalan Tun Perak to Jalan Parlimen to the Sultan Iskandar Expressway. As they hit the expressway, Mislan lights a cigarette, turns off the air conditioner, and rolls down the window. The rush of cold early-morning wind is invigorating, washing away lingering torpor. As they drive past the National Palace, Mislan wonders if the king and queen actually sleep there. Probably not. What a waste, all the luxury and no one is enjoying it. They drive all the way to Jalan Perhentian as the road makes a long right curve connecting to Jalan Sentul. At the intersection, they make a right on to Jalan 1/48B and to their destination on Jalan 2/48B. The voice of Waze announces: “You have reached your destination.”


The crime scene is an end lot of a two-story terrace house, which is also the last block on the dead-end road. Mislan remembers when he and his ex-wife were actively house-hunting; his ex-wife said she didn’t want an end lot but was fine with a corner lot. At that time, he just couldn’t differentiate the two. To him a corner lot is at the end of the row, therefore an end lot. He eventually understood when told of the difference in the price.


The road in front of the end lot is full of police vehicles, and Johan has to park about fifty meters away, next to the monsoon drain. Mislan terminates the Waze app, pockets his cell phone, and steps out of the car lighting a cigarette.


“You’re not going in?” Johan asks.


Mislan holds up his cigarette, “Finish my smoke first. Why don’t you go in and see if Forensics is done?”


Johan nods and walks toward the front gate with a bright yellow tape stenciled with the words Police Line stretched across it. He shows his ID to the uniformed constable standing guard saying, “D9 IPK.” IPK is short for Ibu Pejabat Kontinjen contingent headquarters. The constable acknowledges and lifts the yellow tape for Johan to enter.


As he straightens up, he asks if the crime scene forensics team is still inside. The constable nods and gestures toward the house. Standing at the front door, Johan sees the investigating officer, Inspector Shahira, and a man in a blue multi-pocket cameraman vest coming down the stairs from the upper floor.


Female Inspector Shahira Adanan is in her early thirties, petite, about five feet tall, and she looks exhausted. She wears a tudung or hijab, which is now common headgear for Muslim policewomen. She has an oval-shaped face with chubby cheeks, giving her a baby-faced look. Her eyebrows lift questioningly as she spots Johan standing in the doorway.


“Morning, ma’am, Detective Sergeant Johan, D9,” Johan says without being asked.


“Oh,” she says, and her eyes search the living room as if looking for a place where she can park her tired body and give her feet a rest. “Alone?”


“Inspector Mislan is outside, said he’ll wait until Forensics is done.”


“I think they’re almost done.” She says it looking at the man standing next to her.


“Yes, we are,” the man with the name Khairol stenciled on his vest says. Tilting his head toward the stairwell, he asks Johan, “You want to look upstairs?”


“I’ll wait for Inspector Mislan.”


_________


Mislan gives the surrounding area a once-over. He is surprised that there is no crowd of onlookers apart from a few annoyed-looking individuals standing on the other side of the driveway chain-link fence in front of the crime scene. They look like the next-door neighbors, most likely rudely awakened by police sirens or flashing blue strobe lights or loud chatter, or probably a combination of all three. Malaysians are known to be kepochi—busybodies—and crime scenes usually draw them in like blowflies to a bloating carcass. Perhaps it is the time of the morning when sleep is at its heavenly state. But that has never stopped Malaysians before from the excitement of being around a crime scene. He glances at his cell phone to check the time. It is 3:01 a.m. He flicks his cigarette toward the monsoon drain, missing it by half a yard.


The development is not new, and mold can be seen on the outer walls. The house shows signs of having been well lived-in, with the expected wear and tear, but is not run-down. Fully grown yellow flame trees line the road, blocking the view from the main road and offering the houses some sense of privacy. The wide and deep monsoon drain running along the main road prevents access into the development except through the road from where they came in. Mislan suspects, That must be the only road leading in and out of the area.


Mislan walks toward the front gate, introducing himself to the constable. In the driveway, he notes a black Toyota Vios and a red Yamaha scooter. Next to the front door, he sees several pairs of Japanese flip-flops and an old pair of Nike running shoes. Nothing seems to indicate that this is a family dwelling. The front door and windows are protected with grilles. The door itself is the standard flimsy plywood with the press-button knob fitted by the developer—normally the first item most house buyers would change, but not in this case.


Standing at the front door, Johan introduces him to Inspector Shahira Adanan and vice versa. Mislan steps forward and, seeing Shahira in her tudung, he refrains from offering his hand. Nowadays, it is difficult to know if a Malay woman would accept a proffered hand from a man. In Mislan’s view, it is safer to wait for the woman to initiate the handshake rather than him. Since Shahira does not offer her hand, he leaves it at that and gives her a nod of acknowledgment.


The living room can be said to be of a typical rented bachelor house. A few cheap wooden sofa chairs with bright floral-design cushions that need washing if not replacement, and a wooden coffee table with glass top. Mislan counts three aluminum ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts, empty cigarette packs, one disposable lighter, and a couple of empty drink cans. Three pairs of slip-on shoes are lined up next to the front door. No carpet, no pictures on the wall, just a thirty-two-inch television on a low table.


There is no evident sign of struggle or disturbance, just the type of disarray that comes from untidy housekeeping. Shahira notices the blank expression on Mislan’s face.


“It’s upstairs. I’ve checked down here, nothing,” she explains.


“Forensics?”


“They’re done, packing up.”


“What’s the story?”


“Two males, both shot twice. Once in the back, once in the back of the head,” Shahira says, closing her eyes and inhaling deeply.


“Anything taken?”


“Nothing that I can establish, and there’s no one I can ask. The odd thing is we found drugs, quite a lot of them.”


“And they were not taken?” Mislan asks, raising his eyebrows. “Interesting. You’re calling Narco?”


“I don’t know, should I?”


“Your call.”


“Let’s wait until we’re sure those up there are drugs. For now, what I’m sure of is murders, that’s why I called D9.”


“Fair.”


_________


They hear footsteps coming down the stairs. Four bleary-eyed men in blue cameraman vests amble down with their equipment cases. They look beat and in a hurry to get back to the office for some shut-eye. Mislan has seen them before at the contingent headquarters but has never worked with them. Khairol hands Shahira three evidence bags, and she signs for them.


“What’s that?” Mislan asks.


“Suspected drugs—methamphetamine, amphetamine, ketamine,” the man says, like reading from a French restaurant’s menu.


“That’s a lot of ‘-mine,’ ” Mislan says with a chuckle. “You said ‘suspected’: you can’t do a field test to determine it?”


“Best if they’re sent to the chemist.”


“Why’s that?”


“The quantity’s large, and if they’re confirmed to be illegal substances, that means trafficking, 39B.”


“But Shahira said they’re dead. Who’re we going to charge for the drugs, those corpses?”


“Anyway, we didn’t bring the field test kit out with us. We were told it’s a murder,” Khairol answers with a coy smile.


Mislan smiles back.


“Recovered any bullets?”


“Three, 9mm.”


One of the men hands over three evidence bags to Shahira.


“Shells?”


“Nope, searched every inch of the room.”


Khairol nods to his team in blue cameraman vests, and they follow him out in single file, waddling like ducks coming back from their evening swim.


Mislan calls after Khairol, “Shahira said four shots, but you recovered three bullets?”


“One could still be inside one of them,” he answers without stopping. “Check with the pathologist later.”


_________


After the forensics team has left, Mislan turns to Shahira, who looks like she is about to doze off from exhaustion.


“Long night, eh?”


Shahira opens her eyes, taking a couple of long deep breaths to fill her lungs with much-needed oxygen to stay awake. “Third case of the day.”


“Lucky you,” Mislan jests. “Want to give me what you got?”


“They came through the front door.” She starts pushing herself up to stand, jerking her head toward the front door. “The grille was opened using a key, Forensics said probably a master key, and the door was pried open using some tool.”


Johan moves to the front door and examines the grille and front door.


“There’s a mark on the doorframe, jimmied, probably with a crowbar or something similar.” Johan then examines the grille and says, “Nothing on the grille lock.”


“What’s ‘jimmied’?” she asks.


“Peeled using something like a crowbar. ‘Jimmy’ is what they called a small crowbar that was used in the olden days,” Johan explains.


“A standard grille lockset is easy to open. If I’m not mistaken, a locksmith once told me there’re only three groove combinations for the lock. You can also easily make a master key for grille locks,” Mislan says.


“Is that so?” Shahira asks, giving Mislan a disbelieving look.


“Yup,” Johan replies for his boss. “That’s why you see those rich people change to fancy grille locksets. Apart from its aesthetic value, it offers better security.”


“They proceeded upstairs, and that was where the two victims were killed,” Shahira continues. “You want to go up?”


Mislan and Johan nod.
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THEY ARE INSTANTLY STRUCK with a vile pungent smell as they reach the small landing at the top of the stairs. Johan notices his boss hesitate for a fraction of a second. Johan squints at him as though asking Are you OK? Mislan gives his assistant a tiny smile and continues up the stairs. Right next to the staircase landing is the master bedroom. The strong odor of blood coming out of it is thick and heavy. A stench that reminds Mislan of the time he was slumped in his car with a gunshot wound in his abdomen, just before he had lost consciousness.


A small hallway leads to two guest bedrooms with a common restroom. Shahira takes them straight into the master bedroom. A constable is sitting on the edge of the bed, engrossed with his cell phone. He looks up at them, stands, and puts his phone away.


“What’s he doing here?” Mislan asks.


“Guarding the scene,” Shahira replies.


“Shouldn’t he be standing outside the door?” Johan asks.


“He was when I left him.”


The constable slithers out of the room, avoiding eye contact with the officers. Mislan and Johan step inside the room while Shahira stands by the doorway. Mislan reckons she has seen and smelled enough blood for one night. He says nothing and steps closer to the two bodies.


_________


The master bedroom is sparsely furnished, another indication of rented premises. There is a queen-sized bed in the center, a light brown twodoor wooden clothes closet pushed against the wall, a matching dressing table littered with male grooming stuff, and a red-and-white aluminum towel rack. The bed looks like it has not been made up from the last time it was slept on. The closet doors are wide open. Mislan sees some clothes hanging in it but nothing else. The bathroom light is on and the door ajar. The room has no air conditioner, but the windows are all closed tight. Mislan tells Johan to open all the windows to let in some air.


Two lifeless males, both lying on their sides in a pool of coagulated dark-red blood. They lie facing each other in semi-fetal positions. The blood from the gunshot wounds had stopped oozing. The bullet holes the size of marbles are blackish. The exit wounds under or on their chins are gaping, skin and bones ripped open as if done with a clawhammer.


Each of the deceased was shot twice, as Shahira said: once in the back between or close to the shoulder blades, and once from the back above the base of the skull. The wounds at the skull are difficult to see because of the matted hair from dried blood.


The two victims are shirtless, one wearing a sarong while the other a pair of sports shorts. Probably their sleeping attire, Mislan figures. To Mislan, there is something not quite right about their fetal-like positions. He bends closer and notices abrasion markings on their wrists.


“Shahira, you got their particulars?” Mislan asks.


“No. We searched for their wallets but can’t find them,” she answers, leaning against the doorframe.


“In the other rooms?”


“Searched there, too.”


“What about letters, bills?” Johan asks.


“Chinese name, must be the house owner, landlord.”


“Where were the drugs found?”


“On the bed, in the middle,” she says, pointing to the spot.


“Someone must have put them there, I don’t think these guys would do that,” Mislan states, more to himself. “By the way, how did we get to know about these killings? I mean, who reported it, the neighbor?”


“No, the Inquiry said they received a call from 999. They relayed it, and MPV was dispatched by Ops to investigate and found this. Lucky me, eh?” Shahira says with a wry pout.


“Lucky you.”


“You’re not taking this case?” she asks.


Mislan notes the pleading in her eyes. “Have to check with my boss. Why don’t you give it to Narco?”


“No way those guys will take it. They said their primary role is the prevention of drug trafficking, not investigating dead drug dealers.”


“They got a point there,” Johan says with a chuckle.


Mislan takes a closer look at the victims’ faces, or what is left of them. Contrary to what most people believe through watching TV, when a person stops a bullet with his head, it is not going to be a black dot on the forehead or face. In real life, the face is usually defaced or disfigured if not blown totally away. The scalp skin will loosen because there is a hole or a tear in it and that will shift the facial structure. Some of the skin will be pulled to one side by tendons or muscles still intact. It is not a pretty sight.


“What do you think,” Mislan asks Shahira and Johan, “what nationality or ethnicity?”


Johan steps closer and examines the victims’ faces. “Either Malay or Indonesian.”


“Shahira?”


“Yes, I thought so too, but hard to say.”


“From the skin color, they could be Indian, Malay, Indonesian,” Johan adds.


“Hmmm, I guess the landlord can tell us who the house is rented to,” Shahira says.


“Yes, he can, but he may not know who was staying here, would he? Our best bet will be the neighbors,” Mislan says. “Jo, why don’t you go talk to the neighbors while I finish up here?”


They hear men talking and footsteps on the stairs coming up.


“That must be the movers,” Shahira says, flashing a smile. “They sure took their own sweet time to come.”


“Shahira, you found their phones?”


“Nope, no phones, no wallets, no laptops, nothing. Just clothing and them,” she says, head-gesturing to the corpses.


“Let’s check the other rooms.”


_________


The first guest room has a single bed, a plastic clothes closet with a zipper, a table fan, and a porcelain dinner plate that was used both as ashtray and mosquito coil base. The zipper of the plastic clothes closet is pulled down with its flaps hanging by the sides. A few polo and crew-neck T-shirts and a pair of jeans hang in it, nothing else. Another pair of jeans and a bath towel are hung by a nail at the window frame. Mislan pulls the jeans off the nail and checks its pockets.


“I’ve checked, nothing. Checked all the pants and shirts in the house, nothing.”


Mislan drops the jeans and walks to the next room. The room is empty but for a stack of old newspapers and some crumpled plastic shopping bags.


“Who the hell are these people?” Mislan asks himself.


“Drug pushers, traffickers, most likely.” She holds up the three evidence bags.


“How much is there, you guess?”


“Two and a half, three pounds, maybe more.”


“That’s a lot of shit to leave behind.”


“You think the killers were looking for these?” she asks, holding up the exhibit bags containing the drugs.


“You said it was on the bed, in plain sight. If they were, the killers must be blind or stupid.”


Shahira laughs.


“But they shoot good.”
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The drive back to the office is shrouded in silence. Mislan seems deep in thought, smoking and staring out the window. The dashboard clock shows 5:12 a.m. Johan asks if his boss is OK. Mislan nods without turning his head.


About eight months back, his boss was the victim of a botched murder attempt. He was shot while on his way home. He took a hit in the stomach and was lucky to survive. The doctor said the bullet missed his major organs. When he arrived at the hospital, he was going into hypovolemic shock due to massive loss of blood. If the residents around the area had not called 999 and if the MPV personnel had waited for the ambulance instead of immediately ferrying him to the Kuala Lumpur Hospital Emergency and Trauma Center, Mislan would not be sitting next to him now. No one knew how long he had lain slumped in his car drenched in his own blood. No one knew what was running through his head before he lost consciousness. Even after all these months, Mislan had not spoken of it to anyone, not even to him. He had ignored all advice that he get professional help. Even the head of Special Investigations tried to persuade him to see a psychologist. To get her off his back, Mislan said he would think about it. Johan knows the inspector is stubborn; he cannot force the issue, but one day when his boss is ready to talk, he will open up. Until then, he will wait.


Since he came back on active duty, Johan noticed minor changes in his boss’s behavior. Not noticeable unless you have been as close as they were. Like this morning when they were walking up the stairs at the crime scene. There was a moment of hesitation when the tang of dried blood hit them. The tiny pause was unnoticed by Shahira, but he had noticed it. He’d seen similar hesitation at other bloody crime scenes they visited. Then it would be followed by a long silence and chain-smoking. The attempted murder did something to him emotionally. Johan is sure of it, but until his boss decides to talk about it, he will stand by him. Show that he is here should Mislan ever need to talk.


_________


At the office, they head straight for the makeshift pantry, which consists of an old work desk and four plastic stools stacked at the far corner next to the emergency exit. Johan pours the coffee he had bought earlier into mugs, unwraps the roti canai, and pours the dhal curry into a bowl. Mislan lumbers over after placing his backpack on his desk.


“You’re not eating?” Johan asks as he tears the roti canai, dipping it into the dhal. Roti canai is the Indian flatbread dish that had long since become an all-day Malaysian staple.


“No, it’s cold and tough, leathery.”


“We should all chip in and get a microwave.”


“Like they would,” Mislan says, referring to the rest of the investigators and their assistants. “You know how police officers are, if we can’t get it for free, then we don’t need it.”


Johan laughs.


“What did the neighbors say?” Mislan finally asks.


“The neighbor, Mok Ah Kau, said he doesn’t know who rents the house. He knows the owner is Chinese because they met several times before. That was when they’d just bought the house. The owner never stayed there, always rented it out. Before our vics stayed there, the house was rented by an Indian family. The family moved out about six or seven months back. Then the house was rented to the new tenants. Who, he doesn’t know.”


“Does he know where the landlord lives?”


“No, but he thinks the landlord once mentioned Kepong.”


“The vics, does he know them?”


“Seen yes, know no. According to Ah Kau, many men went in and out of the house at odd hours. Malay, Myanmar, Indon, but all the times only men, never women. They talked Malay and some languages he doesn’t understand, sometimes loudly like they were arguing. Ah Kau said their presence made him uncomfortable, and he cautioned his family to stay indoors whenever these men came. ‘Don’t be kepochi, don’t be busybodies,’ he warned his family.”


“Sensible measures.”


“Are we taking this case?” Johan asks.


“You want it?” Mislan asks his assistant.


“It’s interesting.”


“Interesting, how?”


“Oh, before I forget, the entire Mok family, all six of them, didn’t hear any gunshots. Now that’s an interesting point. The second, nothing seemed to be taken, I mean what was there to steal if it was a 457? There was nothing worth taking except for the bundle of drugs. And that’s the third thing, why didn’t they steal the drugs? They were in plain view on the bed, according to Inspector Shahira.”


“Three out of maybe five or six, not bad,” Mislan jests with his assistant. “Soon you’ll be as good if not better than me.”


Johan laughs. “What are the others?”


“I’ll tell you if ma’am says we take on the case, otherwise no point in racking our brain for a case that’s not ours,” Mislan says with a sly grin. “In the meantime, why don’t you put your thinking cap on and see if you can put your finger on the other two or three anomalies? I need to get some shut-eye before the morning prayer.”


The morning prayer is a daily meeting chaired by the unit head. The outgoing shift investigator will brief other investigators in attendance on the last twenty-four hours of callout cases. The meeting is short and sweet, and the unit head will disseminate any information or general instructions or assignments, if any. As Mislan is the outgoing investigator, he will be required to brief the morning prayers. How the meeting got its moniker, no one actually knows.


Draining his tepid coffee, Mislan grabs a face towel from his backpack and heads to the restroom. He washes his oily face with soap and towels off. His face always feels hot and oily when staying up all night. He takes a leak and returns to his office for a short nap at his desk.


The D9 investigators don’t have a private office of their own. They share a common office space like a squad room with other investigators and their assistants. He leans back in his chair, takes off his shoes and lifts his feet onto the desk. With arms folded across his chest and eyes closed, he tries to be as comfortable as he can. Ever since his son Daniel moved to stay with his ex-wife, and Dr. Nur Safia, or Fie for short, stepped out of his life, Mislan has dreaded spending the night at his apartment. The apartment is too empty, his life too solitary, and all he has left are the office and the cases he works on. Johan is the only one he has as a friend and partner, but Jo is Jo. He has his own life to live. After the attempt on his life, he feels he has no one he can talk to, really talk to like he used to talk to his ex-wife or Fie, or even Kiddo, his son. He has bottled up the trauma of being shot, of breathing in the pong of his own blood, of experiencing near-death, of the fear every time he gets into the car alone to go home. The attempted murder is being investigated by D9 Selangor, the neighboring state. To date, they have not made any headway.


He still has nightmares of the incident, still feels the slippery blood over his stomach when he showers and the nauseating choke in his throat. The pain in his stomach is like a burning ulcer that accompanies each nightmare.


Today, smelling the pungent dry blood and seeing the two bodies, he imagined it was him. Shot execution-style.
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AT 8:30 A.M. sharp, the head of Special Investigations, Superintendent Samsiah Hassan, starts the morning prayer. Mislan, the outgoing shift investigator, is the first to go. He updates the attendees on the callout cases for the last twenty-four hours: three robberies and one double murder. The three robberies are being investigated by the respective district’s investigating officers and the double murder of the yet-to-be-identified victims is on the table for grabs. He lays out the summary of the double murder case.


“Quoting my assistant, it’s an interesting case,” Mislan says, ending his briefing.


“And because Jo said it’s an interesting case, we should take a closer look at it,” Samsiah says in jest.


The rest of the officers chuckle.


“Yes, ma’am,” Mislan replies, hiding a smile.


“See me after this and we’ll discuss it. Anyone like to raise anything?”


The officers shake their heads.


“Just a caution. I’m sure you all have heard of the virus going around, the coronavirus pandemic. It’s a strong possibility the government will implement some sort of strict preventive measure. It all depends on what is happening in China, particularly in Wuhan, which is under strict lockdown. The virus, which was first detected through visiting Chinese tourists, is now spreading locally at an alarming rate. Locally infected clusters have been confirmed, and the rate of infection is alarming. I need you to exercise caution and advise personnel under your supervision accordingly. My PA is trying to secure face masks from Logistics for the unit. In the meanwhile, I suggest if possible to get your own face masks from a pharmacy for your daily use.”


“First we have the COVID-19 pandemic, then a political coup by a backdoor government. I tell you this country is headed for big trouble,” Inspector Tee moans. “No way in hell this backdoor government can handle the situation.”


“Tee, I will not tolerate any political talk in my unit. We serve the people, no matter who the government is. Do I make myself clear?” Samsiah admonishes firmly. “And that goes for every one of you. Keep your political views to yourself.”


The officers go dead quiet.


“Until we receive specific instruction on this coronavirus issue, we shall continue as usual.” Superintendent Samsiah stands, indicating the meeting is over. She signals for Mislan to see her in her office.


“You want Jo too?” Mislan asks.


“Might as well bring him along.”


After Superintendent Samsiah leaves, some of the officers sneer at Tee for his political comments.


“Tee, you PH supporter meh?” Inspector Reeziana asks. PH stands for Pakatan Harapan, a coalition of several political parties that won the last general election before it was overthrown by the so-called backdoor government of disgruntled PH members.


“Sure lah, sure DAP,” Inspector Khamis says. DAP stands for Democratic Action Party, a PH coalition party that is Chinese-dominated.


“I know which political party Mislan subscribes to,” Reeziana says. Before any officer answers, she says, “I-Don’t-Give-a-Shit Party.” She lets out a hearty laugh, followed by several of them.


_________


Mislan and Johan take their seats as Superintendent Samsiah finishes whatever she was writing. She closes the file she is working on and turns her attention to the two officers.


“So, Jo, Mislan said you’d like us to take a closer look at the Sentul double murder. To quote him, you said it’s an interesting case.”


Johan flashes a grin.


“Enlighten me, please.”


“We got the callout at—”


“I said enlighten me, not brief me,” she says, cutting Johan off. “Mislan has done that during the morning prayer. Tell me why you think the case is interesting.”


Mislan smiles as his assistant purses his lips, stealing quick glances in his direction.


“Tell ma’am what you told me,” Mislan encourages him.


“Well,” Johan starts nervously, “to me, there’re three things that don’t seem to fit. One: although four shots were fired, two into each victim, none of the next-door neighbors, and mind you there’re six of them in the family, heard any gunshot.” Johan inhales deeply and rushes on, “Two: there was nothing in the house worth stealing if it was a housebreaking and robbery under Section 457. Three: about three pounds of drugs were found in the middle of the bed in clear sight where the victims were killed. If it was a 457, why weren’t the drugs taken? They were the only valuable thing in the house.”


Johan stops speaking, catches his breath, and turns to look at Mislan and back to the head of Special Investigations.


“That’s it?” Samsiah asks.


Johan nods, saying, “But Inspector Mislan said he felt there were five or six things that do not fit.”


Superintendent Samsiah raises her eyebrows curiously. “Did he?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Johan says, beaming, pleased that the attention is now shifted to his boss.


“And you can only come up with three,” she says, pulling the detective sergeant’s leg.


“Yes, ma’am. Inspector Mislan is an officer, so he has to have more than me,” Johan replies with a chuckle.


They laugh with him.


“Well?” Samsiah asks Mislan. “What other things don’t add up?”


“To me, Jo’s points are strong enough to pique our curiosity, sufficient to give it a closer look. That’s except for the neighbors not hearing anything. The neighbors are Chinese, and you know how they don’t like to get mixed up in anything not concerning them, especially if it involves the police. So for them not hearing anything, it must be taken in that prospect.”


Superintendent Samsiah nods her understanding of the stereotypes of various Malaysian ethnicities. The Chinese always avoid the spotlight when it does not directly involve them or when no gain is to be made. The Malays on the other hand just love to be the center of attention in any situation; involving them or not, gain or no gain. The Indians— well, they are in the middle, perhaps a little skewed to the Malay fondness of the limelight.


“To add to Jo’s observations are the bodies’ positions.” Mislan takes out his cell phone, scrolls to the photos he took of the victims, hands the phone to Superintendent Samsiah, and waits while she scrutinizes them. When she hands it back to him, he continues, “They were in an almost fetal position facing each other.”


“And that tells you?”


“They were on their knees when they were killed, execution-style. Look at the position of their hands, at their back pinned by their shoulders. Usually, the hands would be stretched out like breaking a fall. Even their legs were not stretched out like if you’re killed while standing. In my opinion, the vics were on their knees when they were shot.”


“Interesting deductions,” Samsiah says.


“Here.” Mislan hands her his phone again. “Photos of the vics’ wrists. See the light yellowish markings. It looks like rope burns or ligature marks made by something when their hands were tied behind their backs.”


“But their hands were not tied behind their backs when the police arrived,” she states rather than asks.


Mislan and Johan nod.


“I guess the killers must have untied them,” Mislan offers.


“But no ropes were discovered?”


Mislan shakes his head. “Next, each vic was shot twice, once in the back of the head and another in the back between or around the shoulder blade.”


“That tells you?”


“I don’t know yet, but it’s interesting. I would’ve thought the shot to the back of the head was enough to do the job. My question is: Why the second shot? It would only bring unwanted attention. I mean, why one gunshot more than necessary to do the job? More shots, more noise.”


“Agreed.”


“Overkills point to emotional or personal vendetta motives. Killing to vent anger or satisfy revenge.”


“So you think the killers knew the vics?”


“I don’t know. Anyway, why kill both of them in the same room? One of the vics was staying in the back room but was ushered to the master bedroom and they were killed together there. Wouldn’t it be easier just to kill him in his room?”


“Perhaps they were in the room when the killers broke in.”


“Perhaps but unlikely.”


“Why unlikely?”


“The vic staying in the back room smokes, and I don’t think the vic occupying the master bedroom does. There was no ashtray found in his room, the master bedroom. On top of that the windows were closed. There was no TV in the room for them to watch together, the TV was downstairs. Their rooms aren’t air-conned, so why were the windows closed?”


“OK, go on.”


“The closets in both rooms were wide open, and the odd thing is that there were no bags or suitcases to be found anywhere in or on the closets, under the bed, or in the whole house. Have you known people who don’t have bags or suitcases in their house? The IO, Inspector Shahira, said no personal documents, wallets, cell phones, or laptops were found. Nowadays, who doesn’t own a cell phone?”


“Hmmm.”


“Forensics, D10, recovered three 9mm bullets and said one may still be in one of the vics but no casing. Inspector Shahira said they searched the entire room.”


“You’re thinking the killers picked up their casings.”


“Most probably, and that tells me these guys are careful, knowledgeable in crime scene forensics techniques. Most people think that Ballistic can only match bullets to a gun. What most people don’t know is that bullet casings or shells are also used to match the gun used. The unique characteristics like the ejector or firing pin marks can be matched to a gun. In fact, casings are better evidence as there is a chance of lifting a print from them, unlike from a bullet. Also unlike bullets, casings don’t get damaged. Bullets usually get damaged on impact, which can render them useless for ballistic analysis. I read that Ballistic have more data on casings than bullets.”


“I didn’t know that,” Johan admits.


“Either the killers know the facts you just said, or they learned them from crime stories on TV,” Samsiah says. “OK, I can understand them recovering the casings, but why take the vics’ personal belongings like wallets and phones?”


“I don’t know, but if I’m to guess, I would say the vics aren’t local, and taking their personal belongings will make it very difficult if not impossible for us to identify them.”


“OK, Jo. I’m convinced, and good observations. I’ll inform Sentul Police that we’ll be leading the investigation.”
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