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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

***
[image: ]


Dedicated to Gautham and Ashwin Reddy, With Love.

***
[image: ]


The Short Chapter Book Series is an attempt to inculcate the love of reading in all children, transitioning beginning readers to more advanced readers 

The series also introduces children to different genres.
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Chapter 1: Chased by a Bull
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Uday introduced his cousin to his friends. “Meet Abhimanyu. He has come from Mumbai to spend his holidays with us. He used to live in Malaysia until a year ago.”

“Call me Abhi. Everyone does,” Abhimanyu said with a friendly smile.

“Abhi, meet my friends, Rajan, Babu, and Dinesh.”

“You look a lot like Uday,” Dinesh said, looking surprised. “You both have similar brown eyes and dark, wavy hair. You are even the same height!”

“What’s so surprising if we resemble each other?” Uday demanded. “We are cousins.”

“I saw a huge windmill just before the bus stop. Is it very old?” Abhi asked.

“I don’t know,” Babu mumbled, looking at the others. “It has always been there.”

Dinesh shrugged. “It’s just a windmill. We don’t even notice it.”

“It looked interesting. I haven’t seen a windmill before,” Abhi said.

“You haven't seen anything yet. Come, we’ll show you around Kushalpur village,” Uday said.

“Shall we go later? I’ve just arrived. I haven’t met everyone.”

“You’ve met Grandpa and me. Neela and my parents have gone out. We’ll be back by the time they return.”

“All right, let’s go,” Abhi said.

Uday, Babu, and Rajan walked a little ahead of Abhi and Dinesh. Abhi soon suspected this was not an innocent trip. Babu kept looking back at him and whispering to Uday. And Uday looked rather worried.

Uday was worried. When he had proposed the prank, he did not expect his cousin to be so well-dressed. Abhi was wearing a crisp shirt, a denim jacket, and jeans, and had a cool multi-dial watch on his wrist. Uday wished he had thought of some other prank, but it was too late now. If he turned back, his friends would say he had chickened out.

Uday pointed out the school, the cricket ground, and the gym to Abhi. When they entered a narrow lane, he moved aside and asked Abhi to go first. Abhi took a few steps before the ground suddenly plunged, and he fell into a slushy pond. The pond was not deep, but the slippery red mud made it difficult to stand up. Abhi slipped thrice before he could catch the end of an overhanging branch and find his feet. The red muddy water came up to his chest.

The children were all laughing. Uday was trying to look concerned but did not deceive Abhi. He ignored Uday's outstretched hand and scrambled out of the pond. Red clayey mud coated him from top to bottom.

“Abhi, what happened? Did you slip? It is rather slippery there,” Uday asked with a straight face.

Abhi tried to wipe the clay from his face. The children crowded around him, offering help. When they came out of the lane, they heard thudding hooves. Someone screamed. Abhi turned and saw a bull charging at them. The others were already running. Uday looked back and yelled, “Abhi, run!”

Abhi froze for a moment before running after the others. They took a quick turn to the left. Abhi missed it and continued running. He could not go back, not when he could hear the bull over the hammering of his heart.

Abhi’s breath came in short gasps. He was getting tired. He looked back to check if the bull had slowed down. A glimpse of its rolling eyes and foaming mouth made him run faster.

A stone wall appeared to his left. He leaped and scrambled up the wall. The furious bull charged at Abhi, and the tips of its horns grazed his arm. Its bellow of rage thundered over Abhi as he dropped into a scratchy bush on the other side of the wall. 
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The bush cushioned Abhi’s fall and saved him from getting hurt. The place looked deserted. Trees, wild grass, and shrubs covered the ground. The only sound was the droning of insects. A double-storied stone building stood almost hidden by the trees.

The fast-drying mud on his body was bothering Abhi. He went to the building to ask for water to wash away the mud.

The building was locked, and all its windows and doors were closed. Abhi went around the building, looking for a tap or a well. He found a tap behind the building. Hot water and steam were coming out of it. Abhi knew factories that used water as a coolant had such outlets. It was strange. Though the building was closed and looked unoccupied, a factory was running inside it.

Abhi returned to the wall. Climbing was going to be difficult because he was caked in dry clay. He pulled himself up slowly and checked if the bull was still around. He saw Uday and his friends and a girl with chubby cheeks and grey eyes. He recognized her from family photographs. She was Neela, Uday's sister and his cousin.

Neela looked furious. “Where is Abhi? Did you play one of your crazy practical jokes on him? Wait till I tell Grandpa!”

Abhi pulled himself over the wall. “Hello, Neela! I'm here.”

Neela didn't look surprised at a red figure speaking to her. She planted her hands on her waist. “Come on, all of you. Will you take the mud bath or shall I tell Grandpa?”

“Neela! It was a joke. Abhi understands. Things got out of hand because Kareem's mad bull charged at us.”

Neela refused to listen. “Why did you bring Abhimanyu here?”

“Neela, we should help Abhi wash off the mud,” Rajan said. 

“We will, but after reaching home. That way, I won't have to tell Grandpa anything. He'll know it was Uday.”

“Babu, Rajan, Dinesh, come! Neela! You're the worst sister! Wait till I catch you at something. You're a sneak and a pain in the neck, and I'm fed up with you!”

Uday stomped off, and his friends followed him. Neela walked with Abhi. Abhi didn't understand what was going on until Uday ran ahead and jumped into the pond. Abhi stopped the others. “You don’t have to do this.”

Uday came out coated in the red clayey mud. He went straight to Neela. “Satisfied, Miss Chief Justice of India?”

Rajan thrust himself between them. “Uday, let's all go to the river. You and Abhi need to wash off the mud.”

The river water was cool and clear. Abhi took off his shoes and washed them. The mud came off easily. Luckily, the shoes were dark brown, so the mud stains did not show. He swam in the river and washed off all the mud. The other boys also had a swim.

Uday continued to stay angry until he caught hold of Neela and pulled her into the river. It did not surprise Abhi that Neela was an excellent swimmer. She swam close to Uday and pulled him underwater.

When they came out of the river, Babu asked, “Abhi, did you forget to remove your watch? It must have got damaged in the river.”

“The watch is waterproof. It also has other features. Want to see?”

Babu did. So did Dinesh, Rajan, and Neela. Abhi also showed them his swiss pocket knife.  

Uday sat a little apart. “Abhi’s not stuck up at all!” he thought, ashamed of the prank and his earlier feelings for his cousin. His parents always praised Abhi and held him up as an example. Abhi got good marks, he won many prizes, he helped his mother, etc. Uday had expected him to be serious and dull or a show-off. Making him wallow in the mud had seemed like a good idea.

But his hard feelings for Abhi had vanished. Abhi was a good sport. His clothes would be difficult to clean, but he was not making a fuss. Uday smiled. It looked like the holidays would be fun. Abhi might even keep Neela off his back!
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Chapter 3: No Mystery
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As soon as they entered the house, Grandpa said, “Uday, did you take Abhi for a swim? Good.”

Uday laughed at the look on Neela’s face. She was annoyed that Grandpa had praised him.

Abhi settled in fast. He was thirteen, about the same age as Uday and his friends. He joined them in their games and answered their questions about Malaysia and Mumbai. He was amused that Neela, who was only nine, kept Uday in check. She always found out what he was up to. She was Inspector General and Chief Justice rolled into one.

“Abhi, I heard you didn’t want to come here,” Uday said, sounding hurt.

“When we were in Malaysia, we lived on our factory premises and did not have close neighbours. I didn’t have friends outside school. That changed last year. I made many friends after we moved to Mumbai. We wanted to start a club during summer vacation and solve cases from the newspaper crime diary.”

Uday opened his eyes wide. “Did you solve cases before?”

Abhi was tempted to pull his cousin’s leg with a made-up case, but Neela was with them. “Don't be silly, Uday! We would have heard if Abhi had solved any case.”

“I didn’t want to come because of the club. Later, we postponed it because many of us were going out of Mumbai during summer vacation.”

“Abhi, do you think you can solve a case? It happens in books and movies, but can one do it for real?” Neela asked.

“Why not? If we keep our eyes and ears open and use our brains, we can solve mysteries. It's easier for us to prowl around because people don’t suspect children.”

Uday sprang to his feet. “We must look for a mystery here!”

“When was the last time you heard of a crime taking place in Kushalpur?” Abhi asked.

“I don't remember. I hope something happens now!”
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