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1

A BLACK MERCEDES E200 cruises in the slow lane toward the city on the wet and slippery surface of the DUKE—the Duta–Ulu Klang Expressway. Its occupants are in cheerful conversation accompanied by a soft medley of Hari Raya songs from the radio. It is an exceptionally quiet night, hot and humid after a late evening shower. The traffic on the expressway is lighter than usual, with speeding cars taking advantage of the fact that most city dwellers are still at dinner or are at the mosque for the supplementary Tarawih prayers during the holy month of Ramadan. The Mercedes E200, however, is traveling at a leisurely pace, in no hurry to get to its destination.

A female passenger in the car trailing it is astounded by a bright flash of reddish glow that is immediately followed by a muffled bang from inside the Mercedes. She sees the Mercedes losing speed, swerve hard to the right, jerk, and roll forward. Then a second bright reddish glow flashes, followed by another muffled bang, and the car comes to a rest, hitting the safety guardrail at the road divider. It is at the eleventh milestone marker. The driver of the trailing car hits his brakes and veers left, narrowly escaping a collision, and swears “Idiot!” As he maneuvers past the black Mercedes, the woman in the passenger seat sees a third bright reddish glow and hears the final muffled bang.

“Did you see that?” the passenger asks her husband.

“See what?” he answers, still cursing under his breath at the idiot driving the Mercedes.

“Those bright flashes in the Mercedes.”

“No.”

“What about the explosions, did you hear them?”

“No!”

“There was a bright flash and a bang just before the car swerved, then another and another as we passed it,” the wife says excitedly, turning in her seat to look back at the Mercedes.

“You probably saw reflections of fireworks from the flats down there, you know, the rocket type that shoots up and explodes. Sound travels far at night,” the husband says, trashing his wife’s claim.

“No, I’m sure it was from inside the Mercedes. Aren’t you stopping to help?” she asks, turning to gaze at her husband.

The husband glances at his rearview mirror.

“It is only a minor accident, I’m sure he’s all right. Probably drunk,” the husband says, taking another glance in the rearview mirror.

The wife sighs, disappointed at her husband’s attitude. She turns around and looks back again, concerned.

“The driver could be injured.”

“Serves him right for driving like an idiot. Look, we have a long journey, and I don’t want to waste half the night at the hospital or the police station. Unless you want to change your mind and spend Raya here with my parents?” the husband growls. “I didn’t think so. Anyway, I’m sure someone will stop to help.” He takes another peek at the rearview mirror, “There, you see, people are already stopping.”

The wife continues to stare at the fast-vanishing black Mercedes as her husband steps on the accelerator to continue the long journey back to their hometown.
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Several passing cars stop to investigate. More follow suit, and before long both sides of the once-quiet expressway turn into a free-for-all parking lot. Traffic is moving at a snail’s pace. Drivers slow down as they and their passengers gawk. The ones who play the lottery jot down the license plate numbers of the unfortunate vehicle, which could be a winning number to bet on—someone’s misfortune could well be your fortune.

The emergency lanes are soon packed with parked cars, accident-chasing tow trucks, motorcycles, and curious motorists on their way home. With the right lane blocked, vehicles have to squeeze left through the bumper-to-bumper crawl, causing tempers to flare, feverish honking, and swearing with middle-finger gestures.

A Good Samaritan who had stopped to lend a hand peeks inside the black Mercedes and retreats in shock. He calls 999 to report two bodies covered in blood inside a car on the DUKE. A Mobile Patrol Vehicle (MPV) is dispatched immediately by Operations Center.

One of the patrolmen shines his flashlight into the car and shouts to his partner, “Ali, better get the station to send an IO.”

“Yes, I’ve already called the Traffic Police,” Lance Corporal Ali replies.

“No, call the investigating officer on duty. I think we have a double homicide here.”

Lance Corporal Ali calls the district police headquarters, gives their location, and requests for the investigation officer on duty to report a possible double homicide. Ali also requests another MPV to help with traffic control and the growing number of onlookers.

“I think we should instruct the other MPV to redirect traffic down the slip road and block access through here,” Ali suggests.

“Yes, why don’t you do that? I’ll get the caller to sit inside the patrol car. I’m sure the IO would like to talk to him. Where the hell is he, anyway?” Lance Corporal Yatim snarls. “Ali, can you check with the station again?”

“Just did, they said he’s on his way.”

“On the way, on the way . . . For all you know, he’s not even at the station,” Yatim grumbles.

The Kuala Lumpur Police Contingent Forensics (D10) team headed by Inspector Lily Chin arrives at the scene and asks for the investigating officer. Yatim tells her that he’s on his way.

“Who’s the IO?”

“Ali, who’s the IO?” he asks his partner.

“Inspector Murad.”
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Lily is just about done when district investigation officer, Inspector Murad, arrives.

“Amoi, what happened here?” Amoi is the generic term used by non-Chinese to address a young Chinese woman.

“Not good news. Two deceased—gunshots. Murad, I need to call in Forensic HQ. Here, put on these gloves.”

After Murad puts them on, she hands him the wallet and handbag.

“Why?” Murad asks, looking at the items.

“This is more than we can handle. That guy was an executive chairman of a company, and she was his managing director. Two corporate figures shot in a car, nothing stolen. Money, cell phones, valuables all untouched. That’s always a bad sign.”

“You think this was a hit?”

“I don’t know, but it’s better to be safe.”

“Okay, I’ll call Major Crimes to see if they’re willing to look at this.”

“You mean Special Investigations?”

“Yeah, Special investigations Unit, I can never get used to the new name. I still think Major Crimes is a more fitting name for D9. More oomph,” he says with a tiny smile.
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INSPECTOR MISLAN LATIF AND Detective Sergeant Johan Kamarudin of the Special Investigations Unit (D9) arrive just as Chew Beng Song and his team from Crime Forensics HQ are unpacking their equipment.

“Hey, Chew, what brings you here? I thought D10 is handling this.”

“Lily called for help, said they’re not equipped to handle this. What brings you here?”

“District thinks it might be a case of public interest. Usual thing, trying to pass the buck,” Mislan sniggers. “Let’s see what this is all about.”

Inspectors Murad and Lily Chin greet them as they walk under the crime-scene tape held up by a patrolman.

“What do we have here?” Mislan asks.

“A male victim, Mahadi Mokshin, sixty, executive chairman of MM Harapan Holdings, address in Bukit Damansara, Kuala Lumpur. A female victim, Zaleha Jalani, thirty-four, managing director of Rakan MM Harapan Sdn Bhd, address in Beverly Heights, Ampang,” Murad says, briefing him. “MPV checked the vehicle. It’s registered to the male victim. Talked to the caller, but he says he didn’t witness the accident. When he got here, the car had already crashed into the railing. He stopped to help, but when he saw the two bodies, he called 999. We got the call around 20:48 hours.”

“Why are you referring to the deceased as victims?” Mislan asks, curious. “You figure there’s foul play?”

“No, but what do you want me to refer to them as?”

“The deceased, until you know for certain there was foul play.”

“OK, the deceased.”

“Any other witnesses?”

“If there were, they’re long gone. Hari Raya’s what, three days away. It’s back-to-hometown time. I suspect those who saw the incident would’ve simply continued with their journey.”

The holy month of Ramadan and the Hari Raya celebration, as Eid is known here, is one of the biggest events in Malaysia, as the majority of its population is Malay-Muslim. A week or so before Hari Raya most of the city dwellers, especially in Kuala Lumpur, start preparing and leaving for their hometowns. This is especially so for those from the East Coast states like Kelantan, Terengganu, and Pahang and those from the northern states like Kedah. States that are Malay-dominated.

“Jo, can you interview the caller? See if he saw or noticed anything worth following up on. Is the car the way it was? I mean, did anyone move or do anything to it?”

“Apart from the responding MPV, we’re the first to arrive,” Lily answers. “The car was locked from the inside and we had to break in. The key was in the ignition, headlights, radio, air-con, and alarm were on, but the engine was dead.”

“By dead, do you mean it had stalled or was the ignition turned off?” Mislan asks.

“Stalled. The key was in the On position. I believe the engine stalled on impact,” Lily says.

“What about the deceased?” Chew asks.

“The male has a single GSW to the head and the female one GSW to the head and another to the chest. That’s gunshot wound,” Lily says for Murad’s benefit.

“Yes, thanks for the education.”

“We found a Walther PPK .32 and three casings. I’m pretty sure it was the weapon used. Nothing stolen—wallet, handbag, and valuables all intact. I guess Crime Forensic is better equipped for this than us,” Lily says to Chew.

“Let’s see what we can do. Can you tell your guys to hand over whatever they’ve bagged to my boys?”

“With pleasure,” Lily replies, signaling to her assistants.

Chew, Mislan, and Johan approach the black Mercedes E200, and the Forensics supervisor switches on his flashlight. The body of the male deceased is on the right, in the driver’s seat. The safety belt unstrapped, with the head and torso facing front but slumped a little to the left, toward the passenger seat. A small hole, no larger than the girth of a pencil, is on his lower right temple close to the ear. There is a patch of dried blood around the hole with the stain running down the cheek. The side and front of the deceased’s shirt are damp with blood. His left hand hangs between the seats, and his right rests on his lap. The female deceased’s body is also not buckled in. Her head is tilted to the right, resting below the jaw of the male deceased. Her upright torso faces the front, slightly angled toward the steering wheel. Two gunshot wounds are visible—one on the right temple and another in the center of the chest. The right side of her face is covered with dried blood, and her dress is damp. Blood spatters dot the cream leather seats, windows, dashboard, windshield, and the inner roof. The smell of blood and death fill the interior, overpowering the lemon fragrance from the car’s air freshener.

“What do you think happened here?” Johan asks.

“Hard to say,” Chew replies, as he bends over carefully into the car’s interior on the driver’s side.

“Didn’t Lily say the car was locked?”

“Yes, we had to slim-jim the door open,” Lily says.

“The alarm?” Johan asks.

“The key was on the On mode, so the alarm was not on,” she explains.

“If the car was locked, and the ignition key was on, they must have been the only two people in the car,” Johan suggests.

“I suppose so.”

“Lily, did you get all the photographs?” Chew shouts above the traffic noise.

“Yup.”

“OK for me to move the deceased and exhibits, then?”

“Yes, unless you want your boys to have another go at it?”

“OK, let’s do that, just to be sure. Not that I don’t trust your work,” Chew adds, making sure Lily’s people hear him.

He signals to his photographer to have another go at the interior.

“Chew, is that the gun?” Mislan asks.

“Yes.”

“Hmmm. Anything on the back seat?”

“A box of tissues.”

“Lily, were the victims moved?” Mislan asks.

“No, why?”

“Is this the way they were, when you got here?”

“Unless they moved themselves, because none of my guys did.”

“Who recovered the victims’ handbag and wallet?”

“I did,” Lily admits.

“You think this is murder-suicide?” Murad inquires.

“I don’t know, what makes you think that?”

“Only two of them in a locked car, it’s the victim’s own gun . . . sorry, the male deceased’s own gun, what else could it be?”

“How do you know that’s the male deceased’s handgun?” Mislan asks.

“I’m just assuming. They’re only two of them in the car, who else could it belong to?”

“Murad, since you think this is suicide cum murder, I suggest you take this on for now. I’ll brief my boss and see what she says. Chew, to be on the safe side, I’d rather you handled the forensics instead of D10 in case this turns into something unexpected. I have a bad feeling about this, but it’s not my call. Where are you sending the victims?”

“KL General Hospital, it’s nearer,” Murad says.

“You think it’s not suicide cum murder?” Chew asks.

Mislan gives a noncommittal shrug.

“Okay, let me know if something comes up. In the meantime, Johan and I will check out what we can find out about the two deceased. We’ll do whatever we can at this hour, so we’ll know a little more when we brief the boss.”





3

WHEN JOHAN STARTS THE car, Mislan turns the air-conditioning on at full blast, leans back, and waits for the interior to cool before resetting the thermostat to 73 degrees Fahrenheit.

“It’s humid tonight. I’m all sweaty and sticky,” he remarks.

“It’s that time of year. Where do you want to start, male or female?” Johan says.

“The female deceased’s address is Beverly Heights, right?”

“Number 3, Jalan 2A, Beverly Heights.”

“That’s close by, let’s start there.”

They exit the expressway to the DUKE and make a U-turn back toward the city and cut left to Beverly Heights. At the guardhouse, Johan flashes his police authority card and asks the security guard for directions. It is a middle high-end suburban-gated community housing estate. The roads are lined with bungalows and semidetached houses with the minimum of two cars under the carport and in the driveways.

“It’s close to ten, you think they’re still awake?” Johan asks.

“It’s the fasting month, I’m sure they’re up.”

Walking up to the front gate, Johan rings the bell and waits. After about thirty seconds, he rings the bell again. The porch lights up and the front door opens. A woman appears at the grille of the front door and looks at them.

“Who’s that?” Her diction sounds Indonesian.

“Police,” Johan replies, holding his card above the gate.

“Hold on, ya,” the woman responds and the door closes.

A minute passes before the front door opens again, followed by the grille, and two women step out to the porch. The automatic gate swings open, and the two D9 officers walk up the driveway. Johan displays his authority card for identification again.

“As-salamu-alaikum,” Johan greets the women, peace be upon you. “I’m Detective Sergeant Johan and this is Inspector Mislan.”

Together the elderly women reply, mu-alaikum-salam—peace be upon you, too.

“What’s going on?” one of the women asks anxiously.

“Is this Mrs. Zaleha Jalani’s house?”

“Miss,” she corrects him. “Yes, it is. Is there a problem? Is she in some kind of trouble?”

“And, ma’am, you are?”

“I’m her mother, Khatijah.”

“May we come in?”

“Sorry. Yes, yes, please come in,” Khatijah says, stepping aside. “Something has happened to my child, hasn’t it?” she says, her anxiety mounting.

“I think it’s better for you to sit down,” Johan suggests.

“Is your husband home?” Mislan asks.

“My husband has passed away. Has something happened to Leha?” she asks again.

“Your daughter has been in an accident—”

Before Johan can finish his sentence, the women wail, “Ya Allah, Leha’s gone,” and hug one another, crying and weeping.

The two D9 officers wait for the initial shock to pass. This is the part of police work Mislan dislikes the most. No matter how many times he has done it, he can never get used to it. This is one task where experience does not make it any easier. There is no easy way to tell parents that their child is dead.

“When, where, what happened?” Khatijah meekly asks, as if uncertain she really wants to know.

“The best we can say for now is that it happened around 8:30 tonight. She and Mr. Mahadi were found dead in a car on the expressway. Do you—”

The word “dead” triggers a fresh bout of wailing, again stopping Johan mid-sentence. When the wailing subsides, Johan continues, “It’s too early for us to determine what happened, and we’re still at the stage of preliminary investigations.” He pauses, letting her digest his reply. “Do you know who Mr. Mahadi was?”

“Leha’s partner.”

“Business partner?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know where they went or were going tonight?”

“She said she was breaking fast with him, but I don’t know where. How did it happen?”

“We’re still trying to put the facts together. Were Miss Zaleha and Mr. Mahadi . . . mmm . . . together?”

The women look at Johan.

“I mean, were they a couple?”

“She didn’t tell me anything, but she talked about him a lot.”

“Was Miss Zaleha ever married?” Mislan asks.

“No, why?”

“Was she seeing anyone?”

“She didn’t tell me, but I know they were seeing one another. A mother can sense these things.”

“How long had they been together?”

“Leha brought him to the house about two years ago, when we first moved in. So, I guess they must have been together longer than that.”

“Was Mr. Mahadi married?”

Khatijah nods.

“I told her it was not proper to go out with a married man, but she kept saying it was business. I could tell it was more than business.”

“Did you disapprove of their relationship?” Johan asks.

“Sergeant, it’s not a question of approval.

I’m a woman and a mother. I know how a wife feels when there is a third person in a marriage. If it’s Leha’s fate to be the second wife to a married man, so be it. But if she had a choice, she shouldn’t. That’s my opinion, but I’m from the old school.”

Johan agrees with her.

“Is it possible for us to see Miss Zaleha’s room?” Mislan asks.

She nods, stands, and leads them upstairs.

Careful Lan, this is where it all begins, Mislan warns himself. Your first step into the deceased’s life—the beginning of nightmares, of intimacy that can only be exorcised through closure. He fights back the urge to sit this one out, to let Johan handle it alone. Standing at the deceased’s bedroom door, he watches as his assistant walks into Zaleha’s room, into her past, her hopes and dreams, a world he knows they will almost certainly obsess over. If this was indeed a murder-suicide, she must have been the victim. But what could she have done to be murdered by her business partner? If it was a lovers’ suicide pact, what drove her to it? Without realizing it, Mislan takes a few steps into the room, drawn by the desire to understand.
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Zaleha, being the man of the house, occupied the master bedroom. The room is modestly furnished with a queen-sized bed, a built-in wardrobe, and a dressing table. In one corner, there is a stand with an LCD TV, an ASTRO cable-network decoder, and a Blu-ray player. A digital clock-radio and two framed photos sit on the nightstand. One of the photos is of her with her parents, and the other is of her with a few others including the male deceased. They were seated around a dining table, probably in a posh restaurant, with the Sydney Opera House in the background. The deceased were not seated next to each other, but from their eyes you can see they were smiling to each other.

“Mrs. Khatijah, may we look around to see if your daughter left anything that might help us to understand the incident better?” Johan asks.

“I really don’t feel it is right for me to let you go through her stuff. There might be things here better left private to her,” the mother says, unsure if she should allow it or if she has the right to stop the police.

“We understand, but it could help our investigation. We’ll do it in your presence,” Mislan assures her.

Khatijah is silent for a moment then nods her consent. They start with the wardrobe. The victim’s dresses are meticulously arranged according to style and length. The drawers in the wardrobe are just as systematically compartmentalized, with the clothes folded tidily. Everything has a place and everything is in its place. The dressing table drawers reveal many pieces of custom-made jewelry and accessories. An organized person. He points to a carrying case leaning against the dressing table.

“May we take a look inside?” Again, he notes the doubt on the mother’s face and adds, “It’s all right. We won’t take anything without your consent.”

She picks up the briefcase, lays it on the bed, and nods again. Johan unzips it, extracts the contents, and carefully spreads them on the bed. Mislan picks up a planner he sees and leafs through it while his assistant examines the rest.

“Do you know what business Miss Zaleha’s company was in?”

“Construction, I think.”

“Did she mention any of her concerns to you?”

“No, she was not the type to discuss such matters with me or her siblings.”

“Do you know if she had any enemies?”

Khatijah shakes her head.

“How about her moods? Was she disturbed or depressed?”

“Leha was always cheerful, full of life, and always optimistic about everything. I dread to think what would’ve happened to me and the family when my husband passed away if it hadn’t been for Leha.”

“What about friends? Did she have a close friend, someone she confided in?’

“I guess that would have to be Ayn, they were close.”

“Do you have Ayn’s full name and contact number?” Johan asks.

“It’s in my cell phone.”

“May I hold on to this planner for a while? I’ll return it as soon as I’m done,” Mislan says.

“Why?”

“There might be something in here that could help us understand her movements, the people she met, or the schedule she kept. We may need to talk to some of them.”

She is reluctant but agrees.

“Does she have a laptop, a computer?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t see one here.”

“Maybe she left it in the office or her car. Why?”

“We’d like to look at it, too. It may contain information that could be helpful.”

“Let me check the car,” she says, leading them downstairs.

Johan retrieves a laptop from the passenger seat.

“Thank you. I’ll return the diary and laptop as soon as I’m done with them. Thank you for your time. Again, please accept our condolences. Miss Zaleha’s body will be sent to the Kuala Lumpur Hospital. Inspector Murad from Sentul police is the investigating officer for this case, but you can call me on this number should you need any assistance. Please call Inspector Murad on this number to arrange for the release of the body.”
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DRIVING OUT OF BEVERLY Heights, the D9 officers are quiet. Mislan lights a cigarette, lowers the window, and stares out into the dark. As they hit the Middle Ring Road 2, Johan asks if he wants to visit Mahadi’s family in Bukit Damansara. Mislan turns away from the window and looks at the clock on the dashboard.

“It’s already close to midnight, and by the time we locate the house it’ll be late. I’m sure Murad would have contacted the family already. Let’s stop for a drink and I’ll check with him.”

“Anyplace, in particular?”

“Kampung Baru, I’m hungry.”

Stopping at one of the many roadside stalls along Jalan Raja Alang in Kampung Baru, Mislan calls Inspector Murad. He is informed that the bodies are already in the Kuala Lumpur Hospital morgue. The deceased’s vehicle is with Chew in the Forensics garage, and Mahadi’s family has been notified.

“Where are you guys?” Murad asks.

“In Kampung Baru having dinner,” Mislan tells him. “How’re you classifying the case?”

“My SIO said to go with 302 for now.”

So his senior investigating officer is going with murder. “What did you brief him to come to such a classification?”

“Nothing, just what was at the scene,” Murad says defensively.

“I know what you guys are trying to do,” Mislan says with a chuckle. “What?”

“Offload the case. Let me know if something breaks.”

“Sure. Is Special investigations not taking this case?”

“What did your SIO say?”

“The first words from his mouth: Can we pass this on?” Murad says, followed by laughter.

Mislan chuckles. “I’ll let you know tomorrow after I brief my boss.” Just as he terminates the call, his cell phone rings.

“Mislan,” he answers, taking a sip of his iced black coffee.

“Sir, we got an armed robbery at Petronas gas station on Jalan Peel. Four men, most likely Malay.”

“Casualties?”

“One casualty reported, minor injury, pistol-whipped.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“What was that?” Johan asks.

“Armed robbery; Petronas station, Jalan Peel. . . . Let’s skip dinner.”
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Johan drives out of Kampung Baru, makes a right onto Jalan Tun Razak, and drives past the Royal Selangor Golf Club straight to the Kampung Pandan roundabout. At the roundabout, he takes the slip-off at 10 o’clock to the Petronas gas station about five hundred yards up the road.

“You think it’s the Wira gang?” Johan asks as he pulls into the station.

“Every time a festival is around the corner, every Amat, Ah Chong, Muthu, and enforcement officer will try to make a quick buck. It could be anybody.”

“Festive season robberies,” Johan says, “I think the gangs have some sort of understanding. Before Raya, the Malay gangs do their thing, robbing petrol kiosks, breaking into houses, and snatching purses. Before Chinese New Year, Chinese gangs target goldsmiths, gambling dens, and girlie bars.”

“How about Deepavali and Christmas?”

Johan laughs. “I’ve not figured that out yet.”

[image: images]

The gas station is crowded with holiday-makers filling their tanks, curious onlookers, and uniformed police personnel. Johan honks to move the crowd away and parks the car. Stepping out, the officers give the surroundings the once-over. The roads around the area are quiet, but all the mamak—Indian-Muslim—stalls and restaurants are full of customers, young and old.

“Jo, did the caller who called in about the DUKE incident know any of the other onlookers? I mean, did he speak to them or recognize them?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You have his contact details, in case we need to talk to him again?”

“Yeah, he works at the Setapak army camp.”

In the convenience store, Mislan sees two station employees at the counter with several armed policemen. A Special Investigations detective approaches them.

“Good evening, sir.”

“Evening. Who’s the IO?”

“Inspector Kula,” the detective replies, jerking his head toward the convenience store.

“Losses?”

“RM1,200, two cell phones, some cigarettes and beers. Four men drove up to the pump, two went into the store pretending to pay for the petrol and to buy drinks. Then one of them pulled a gun and emptied the cash register while the other grabbed the rest of the stuff. The cashier tried to resist and was whipped across the head with the butt of the gun. Nothing serious, just minor injuries. Both workers are Bangladeshi.”

“They must be legal,” Johan remarks.

The detective looks at him, puzzled.

“Otherwise, they would’ve bolted before the police arrived.”

“CCTV?”

“Dummies. The workers got the car registration number. We ran it. False.”

“Description?”

“Husin showed them some photos, and the cashier picked out one of them, a former member of the Green Screwdriver gang nicknamed Din Mayat—Din the Corpse.”

“I thought the Green Screwdriver gang specialized in housebreaking,” Johan says.

“They do, but Din Mayat is an ex. Maybe he joined another gang, or started a new one,” the detective explains.

“Has Ops been notified?” Mislan asks.

“Yes.”

“Okay, let’s see what the investigating officer thinks.”

As they are walking toward the convenience store, the inspector’s cell phone rings.

“Mislan.”

“Mislan, Murad here. The male victim’s family has just arrived with a few big guns. You may want to be here.”

“Who are they?”

“I recognize one as someone in politics. I don’t know his name, but I’ve seen him on TV.”

“Has he said anything?”

“I think they’re looking for me. I was in the toilet when they arrived. When I saw them as I was walking back to the morgue, I decided to keep my distance and observe. Are you coming?” Murad asks, sounding desperate.

“I’ve got an armed robbery. Why don’t you find out what they want? I’ll be down once I’m done here.”

“OK.”

The district investigating officer sounds relieved.

“Murad, don’t agree to any of their requests, especially for the release of bodies until the postmortem is done. Who’s the pathologist?”

“OK. The pathologist is Dr. Matthews. I’ve not worked with him before.”

“OK. Play it by the book.” Terminating the call, Mislan says, “Jo, can you handle things here? I have to run down to the hospital. Murad says some big shots are there for the deceased.”

“No problem. You want me to come down after finishing here?”

“Yes, do that and keep the car. I’ll get one of the MPVs to drive me. And Jo, get ASP Ghani’s special project team in on this, too, I’m sure he’d love to make this his project.”
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It is 1:15 a.m. and the hospital complex is quiet and deserted except for the Emergency & Trauma Center. The Medical Forensics facility building is at the back. When the MPV approaches the building, Mislan sees several media vehicles lining the road. He tells the MPV to drive past the main gate and stop a distance away. Getting out, he casually strolls back toward the gate, checking out the surroundings and trying not to attract attention. He observes quite a number of black Toyota Vellfires, the luxury multipurpose vehicle, and black Toyota Harrier SUVs, the Southeast Asia version of Lexus, parked along the road close to the gate. In the tiny Medical Forensic compound, he counts three Mercedes and two BMWs parked irresponsibly, blocking the access. Two milling crowds, one at the ambulance parking shed and another at the entrance to the morgue. He makes out the crowd at the ambulance parking to be media crew with their cameras, microphones, and digital recorders, while the crowd at the morgue is made up of the deceaseds’ families and friends.

Standing by the gate, Mislan searches the crowd at the morgue for Inspector Murad, when he feels a tap on his shoulder. Turning around, it is Rodziah, the crime reporter who likes to be called Audi, like the car.

“Not now,” Mislan tells her sternly.

“Just for a minute, I’m sure you’ll want to hear this,” she says, pulling him away by his arm into the shadow.

“What?”

“The deceased, do you know who they are?”

“Why?”

“Do you know who came here twenty minutes ago?” Audi asks, jerking her head toward the cars in the compound.

“Surprise me.”

“Tan Sri Kudin Kudus, a big-shot powerbroker politician, and some of his cronies. He’s more popularly known as Tan Sri KK or Kabel Kuat—Strong Cable, referring to political connections.” Tan Sri is a title conferred by the king to deserving recipients who have contributed greatly to the nation.

“So?”

“You don’t know who he is, do you?”

“Nope. Should I?”

“I guess in your case, ignorance makes you courageous.” Audi chuckles.

“No. In my case, ignorance allows me to do my job.”

“OK, I know you don’t give a shit about politics, but just for your info, he’s somebody big. So, my dear Inspector, your victims must have been people who’d have made the news. You may want to tread with caution . . . you know, kowtow a little. I’m telling you this because we’re friends. You treated me right the last time, and I respect that.”

“Thanks for the warning. Did you know the victims?”

“I overheard some media guys saying he was high up in the food chain in Selangor state.”

“Meaning?”

“Front man, proxy holder, you know, someone that manages the war chests of those in public office. But that’s only media talk. Half of it is street gossip. Anyway, store that information somewhere in your head.”

“Shit, that’s all Murad needs, political interference. Thanks for the info, Audi.”

“No sweat, you treat me right, I treat you right,” Audi says and waggles away, giving him a wink.

“Why aren’t you with them?” Mislan calls after her, pointing to the media crowd.

“I don’t work with packs, I hunt alone,” Audi says, grinning. “And I got an insider.”

“Who’s your insider?”

“You, Inspector,” Audi says, with a laugh.

Mislan watches Audi weave her way between the black Toyota Vellfire MPVs and black Toyota Harriers, disappearing into the night. He remembers Johan once told him that the political termites can be identified by their vehicles—those driving Vellfires are one rung up the food chain from those driving Harriers. It is an unwritten code for the ruling political party but known to all its members: from Harrier to Vellfire to BMW to Mercedes, and it had to be black.
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MISLAN IS IN NO mood to deal with politicians and political termites. He has very little regard for this breed of people and what they stand for. He steps between two Toyota Vellfires, leans against one, and lights a cigarette. Taking out his cell phone, he calls Inspector Murad.

“Where are you?”

“In the morgue with Tan Sri—”

“Can you step out a minute?” Mislan asks, cutting off Murad mid-sentence.

“I’m with—”

“I don’t care who you’re with,” Mislan snaps.

“OK, where are you?”

“Outside the gate, behind the first Vellfire.”

A couple of minutes pass, and Mislan sees Inspector Murad walking out of the gate, looking left and right. He steps away from behind the MPVs and waves him over.

“Why are you out here?” Murad asks.

“What’s going on in there?” Mislan ignores the inspector’s question.

“What do you think is happening?” Murad answers fretfully.

“Now you know why I’m out here,” Mislan replies with a smile. “Is your SIO in there?”

Inspector Murad shakes his head.

“Hmmm.”

Mislan has empathy for what it feels like to be an investigating officer abandoned by his superior.

He takes another peek at the crowd, which seems to have grown. A couple of luxury cars have joined those already there in the tiny compound. Who the hell is the deceased?

“Have you found out who the deceased is?”

“I heard them talking, and I think he was the proxy director or shareholder for some politicians.”

“Who?”

“Don’t know, they don’t mention names.”

“Who are inside there?”

“Tan Sri KK and I think an assemblyman, because I heard one of them calling him YB.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“They’re all talking among themselves like I don’t exist. Half of them are on cell phones talking as if they’re at a political rally, and the others are barking orders.”

“It is past 1 a.m., I’m sure the case hit the midnight news. That’s why there’s such a big crowd. I’ll take a risk and call my boss to see if she wants to take this on.”

[image: images]

Stepping away from the investigating officer, Mislan makes a call to the head of Special Investigations Unit. On the second ring, she answers the call.

“Ma’am, sorry to call you at this hour.”

“It’s OK, I’m not asleep yet. What’s up?” Superintendent of Police Samsiah Hassan asks.

“There was a double homicide on the DUKE around 8 something, two deceased, a male and a female—”

“I caught it on the midnight news. What about it?”

“It has the makings of a media sensation. I’m at the morgue, and there’s a Tan Sri Kudin Kudus, an assemblyman, and dozens of political lackeys here. One media person has told me the male deceased was a political crony in Selangor.”

“You mean Tan Sri KK?”

“You know him?”

“By reputation. And you’re thinking?”

“I’m thinking maybe we’d like to step in.”

“And we want to step in because?”

“District has classified it as 302, initially they’re leaning toward murder-suicide. I have a bad feeling about this case, and the presence of these guys is one of the reasons.”

“I don’t care about them. What are the other indicators?”

“Well for one, the deceased is a sixty-year-old Muslim male; two, this is Ramadan. I know many Muslims would like to die during Ramadan but not by suicide. I mean, not even an ignorant Muslim like me.”

“I’ll take note of your religious point of views. Now, convince me with evidence,” she says.

“As I said, the deceased was in his sixties. A man of that age would have passed the age of suicide. He’d be inclined to take any good or bad that comes his way with understanding.”

Mislan can hear the head of Special Investigations chuckling.

“I also take note of your psychoanalytical abilities, although I’m not sure of your credentials for that. Lan, tell me your gut feeling as my investigator.”

He snickers. “Everything about the scene, it doesn’t add up, but it’ll take too long to brief you over the phone.”

“Who’s the IO?”

“Inspector Murad from Sentul police.”

“And the SIO’s instruction?”

“The standard . . . Can we push it?”

“OK, tell Murad we are taking the case until we can clear your doubts. And Lan, since we’re looking into it, you can start referring to them as victims and not deceased.”

“OK,” Mislan answers with a chuckle. “Ma’am, sorry to have disturbed you. Good night.”

“Night, Ustaz Dr. Mislan.”

Walking back to Inspector Murad, he says, “OK, let’s go and do some work. This case for the time being is under D9. Once we know more, my boss will decide.”

Murad beams. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet, it may well fall back onto your lap.”
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The two officers push their way through the crowd at the morgue entrance. The media sees them and instantly rush toward the morgue with cameras flashing and calls of Are you the IO of the case? Can you give us a comment on what happened? The officers ignore them and shove open the heavy morgue door.

Morgues are kept cold, sting with the smell of disinfectant, and are normally still, especially at this hour of the morning. Yet this is like a circus, crowded and noisy—people are either talking to one another or on their cell phones. The room is not cold due to the overcrowding and body heat, and the smell of disinfectant is overwhelmed by body odor.

Inspector Murad points out Tan Sri KK and the assemblyman who are talking to the forensic pathologist, dramatically pointing at the empty autopsy table and at the crowd outside. Mislan nudges Murad forward.

“You take the lead, there’s something I need to do.”

The big shots stop talking as the police officers approach them, much to the relief of the forensic pathologist.

“Which of you is in charge?” KK asks, before the officers reach the group.

Mislan pushes Murad forward and steps back.

“I’ve asked the doctor here to expedite the postmortem, so the bodies can be released soon. Their families are grieving and waiting,” KK continues.

“I understand and will do my best,” Murad answers timidly.

While the Tan Sri and YB confront Murad, Mislan sneaks around them, stands next to the forensic pathologist, looks at his name tag, and extends his hand.

“Doctor Matthews, I’m Inspector Mislan from D9.”

“Inspector, are you the investigator?”

He leads Dr. Matthews away from the group.

“Yes. Doc, I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, but I’m sure you can see the situation here. Everything we do will be watched closely, so take your time and exercise care.”

“Who are the deceased?”

“I don’t know yet, but, whoever they are, they deserve all that we can do for them.”

“I understand.”

Mislan sees Murad meekly pointing toward him while explaining something to the two men. He walks over to them.

“He says you’re in charge,” KK says, frowning.

“Yes, I am, and who might you be?”

“Tan Sri Kudin Kudus, and this is Assemblyman Ibrahim Taib. I’ve spoken to your boss, and he tells me the bodies can be released tonight,” KK replies in an intimidating tone.

“I’m sorry, Tan Sri and YB. I’m sensitive to the grieving families, but I’ll not be able to release the bodies until the autopsies are completed.”

YB stands for Yang Berhormat (the Honorable), used in addressing an assemblyman or member of parliament.

“Did you not hear me? I spoke to your boss and he said they’ll be released tonight.”

“I heard you, but unless my boss instructs me directly, I’m powerless. In the meantime, I would appreciate it very much if Tan Sri, YB, and the rest would cooperate by clearing the morgue so Dr. Matthews can start working. The earlier the doctor starts, the sooner we can release the bodies. By the way, who did you call?”

“Datuk Jalil, the Selangor police chief.”

“This is Kuala Lumpur’s case, and Selangor has nothing to do with it,” he says. “If you’ll excuse us,” and he ushers them to the door.

Seeing the big shots coming out of the morgue, the media rushes forward to bombard them with questions. Tan Sri KK and Assemblyman Ibrahim gladly offer themselves for questions, while Mislan slinks back into the morgue, closing the door behind him.

Just then, Johan enters. Jerking his head toward the door, he whispers to his boss, “That’s Tan Sri KK and YB Ibrahim.”

“Know them?”

“Only by reputation. What are they here for? Family of the deceased?”

“The usual, Jo. By the way, we can refer to them as victims.”

Johan looks at his boss with raised eyebrows. “It’s our case?”

“For now. I need you and Murad to interview some of those people outside and find out whatever you can about the vics. Their business, relationships, political connections, anything worth following up on. I spoke to ma’am, and she has agreed to take this on until we can get a clearer picture.”

As Inspector Murad and Johan head for the door, Mislan calls after them, “Watch your step, be careful of snakes.”

Johan laughs.

“I want to stick around for the autopsy. How did it go at the Petronas station?”

“ASP Ghani’s team came, and I took off.”

Turning to Dr. Matthew, Mislan says, “OK, let’s start.”
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MISLAN WATCHES AS THE doctor and his assistant remove the personal belongings and clothing of the male victim, bagging and tagging them. The black plastic body bag is replaced with the white hospital sheets, giving the cadaver a little more respectability. He watches as a CT scanner is rolled next to the cadaver, the assistant operating the machine while Dr. Matthews views the monitor. As he expected, the bullet is lodged within the cranium.

The scanner is wheeled away from the autopsy table and the external examination begins. As he examines, the forensic pathologist speaks into a hanging microphone and writes notes on a clipboard. His assistant snaps a photo every time the forensic pathologist dictates an observation or when told to do so. Swabs of the entry wound and the hair around it, the back of both hands, and between the thumb and index finger are taken for gunshot residue analysis. The examination is methodical, with the tiniest foreign item found on the body collected for analysis. The care and respect the pathologist displays in handling the cadaver fascinate Mislan. The silent respect, the courtesy of telling the cadaver what he is about to do and why, blows him away. If only the living were treated with the same respect.

After the initial external examination, the cadaver undergoes a thorough washing. Another external examination starts with more speaking into the overhead microphone and photographs.

“Doc, is it possible to establish the bullet’s entry trajectory?” Mislan asks.

“I can.”

The doctor walks to the cabinets lining the wall and returns with what looks like a chopstick. He slowly inserts it into the wound. The chopstick-like instrument protrudes from the wound at a fifty-five-degree upward angle. The assistant takes a snapshot of this.

“What are you looking for? Perhaps, I can focus on that?”

“I don’t know, Doc, I’m still fishing. Would you say the angle is right for a self-inflicted shot?”

“There is no forensic literature on the ‘right’ angle for a self-inflicted wound. But in my experience, which is not much, fifty-five degrees upward is within an acceptable range. Usually, the ones that I’ve seen are between a forty- and ninety-degree upward angle. More than ninety degrees would be a downward angle and questionable.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s hard to imagine a person shooting himself downward,” Dr. Matthews says with a smile.

“Yeah, downward shot is more like execution style.”

Dr. Matthew looks at the officer, puzzled.

“Can I step out for a smoke?”

“I could use one, too, but I’ve got my hands full right now.”

“Is there a back door? I don’t want to attract any attention,” Mislan says, referring to the crowd outside.

“Through there,” Dr. Matthews says, pointing.

Mislan cracks the side door open and peeks out at the dark narrow path between the buildings. It is almost 2:20 a.m., and he can still hear the crowd from the other side of the building. It sounds like the crowd has grown larger and more restless. It must be the fasting month, he figures. Malays normally stay awake until Sahur between 5 to 6 in the morning, which will be the last meal before fasting for the day. He makes a call to his assistant and asks him and Murad to meet him at the back of the morgue. Waiting for them, he lights a cigarette.

“So, Inspector, was I right?”

“Shit Audi, you gave me a fright. Where did you come from?”

“Over there,” she says, pointing to a passage leading to the main building. “I know this place well, every passage and every staircase. So, was I right?”

“I don’t know, could be.”

“You can’t smoke here, this is a hospital,” she admonishes him.

He gives her a does-it-look-like-I-give-a-shit look.

She smiles. “Can I have a cig?”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” he says, handing her the pack.

“Trying to quit. Has the autopsy started?”

He nods.

“Who’s the forensic pathologist?”

“Dr. Matthews.”

“What are the dead saying?”

“Nothing yet, it has just started.”

“Don’t bullshit me. You wouldn’t be out here if it had just started. You would be watching it like a starving lion. Come on, you can trust me.”

“I’m not bullshitting you. It’s the truth, it’s just started. Look Audi, I have nothing yet. At this stage, you probably know more than me. I need to speak to my guys. Can you give us some space?”

“Don’t worry about me, pretend I’m not here,” she says, grinning.

He gives her a get-lost stare. She smiles, stubs out her cigarette, and walks toward the waiting crowd, saying, “I’ll call you later.”

Once Audi is out of range, he asks, “Anything interesting?”

“As you said, the male victim is a top crony in Selangor, heads several companies involved in mainly government projects. Some say the victims were married, others say they’re lovers, but one thing’s sure, they all say she was managing one of the companies,” Murad says.

“Mahadi was married with four children, three male and one female. The eldest, Hashim, is a managing director in one of the vic’s subsidiaries; the second, Latiff, is an accountant with a multinational; the third, Mokthar, is a businessman, but we’re not too sure what kind of business. The youngest, Laila, has no known occupation. The wife, Rahimah, is a housewife,” Johan briefs him. “I don’t think we can get anything of substance here.”

The inspector looks at Johan.

“Most here are party members simply exchanging gossip. The family’s keeping mum. KK and the YB are hovering over them like mother crocodiles.”

“The whole family’s here?”

“Only the boys. The wife and daughter are not.”

“Jo, call in a couple of detectives to mingle with the crowd, to pick up on the gossip. They might find something to follow up later.”

“OK, will do.”

“Murad, you want to split?”

“I should. I left two complainants at the station. I hope they’re still there.”

“I’m going to check on the autopsy. Let me know when the detectives arrive, then we can leave.” Mislan walks toward the door. “Jo, did you see the female vic’s family around?”

“No, just the male vic’s.”

“Just as I thought.”
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Mislan reenters to the autopsy room just as Dr. Matthews is opening the deceased’s chest. The sudden change in the temperature from the hot and humid air outside to the cold morgue interior makes him shiver. The forensic pathologist notices the inspector shiver, thinking it was because of the open-chest cadaver, and he smiles.

“Not a pretty sight, eh?”

“Never is, Doc. Are you doing both tonight?”

“I don’t think so. I’ll finish with him and get the next shift to do her.”

“Who’s on next?”

“Dr. Bakar Sulaiman.”

“Doc, how long can you hang on to the deceased, before releasing them?”

“As long as we need to complete whatever we have to do. Why?”

“I need you to hang on to the bodies for a while until I talk with our Forensics people. Shouldn’t be too long. Think you can do that?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“Great. Doc. Is it OK if I bring Dr. Safia from HUKM to have a look at the bodies?”

“Any particular reason?”

“I hope you don’t take this the wrong way. I’ve got a bad feeling that this case . . . how shall I put it?”

“Front-page news.”

“I was about to say something else, but front-page news sounds more respectful.”

“It’s unusual for an outside forensic pathologist to review our case unless challenged in court or requested by the family. I guess, if it helps in your investigation . . . I have no problem with it. I don’t know about Dr. Bakar. I suggest you talk to him or you can put in a formal request through the hospital administration.”

“I just think a fresh pair of eyes might help me understand. I don’t comprehend medical jargon. It’s more for me to understand, nothing official.”

“Like I said, I’m OK with it, but you have to check with Dr. Bakar for the other deceased. Call me when you bring Dr. Safia, so I can be around.”

“Sure, thank you. I’ve got to run now, and thank you again, Doc.”
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