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Vaseem Khan first saw an elephant lumbering down the middle of the road in 1997 when he arrived in India to work as a management consultant. It was the most unusual thing he had ever seen and inspired his series of crime novels.

He returned to the UK in 2006 and now works at University College London for the Department of Security and Crime Science. Every day that he is there he is astonished by the way modern science is being used to tackle crime. Elephants are third on his list of passions. Great literature and cricket come first and second, not always in that order.
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To all those who have always found reading a challenge … Don’t give up. Never give up, because we will never give up writing stories for you to read.


The Missing Mercedes

‘That van needs a new paint job.’

Inspector Ashwin Chopra (Retired) turned to see a middle-aged white man walking towards him along the busy, smog-filled road.

It was a typical March morning in the Indian city of Mumbai. The air was hot enough to burn your lungs. The road was a hell of honking rickshaws, hooting trucks, roaring motorbikes and belching cars. A stream of people flowed along both sides of the street. Cows, goats, donkeys and stray dogs added to the chaos.

Chopra had parked his van in front of his restaurant which was called Poppy’s.

He had opened Poppy’s when he had had to retire from the police due to a heart problem.

Poppy’s was named after his wife, and also served as the office for the Baby Ganesh Detective Agency. The agency allowed Chopra to carry on using the skills he had gained over a thirty-year career. Even though he no longer wore a uniform, justice was still very important to him.

Chopra watched as the white man came nearer. The man had short brown hair with streaks of grey, a hard jaw and bright blue eyes. He stuck out a hand. ‘My name is Carter. Jon Carter,’ he said, in an English accent.

‘Chopra,’ said Chopra.

‘I know who you are,’ said Carter. ‘I saw your picture in the paper.’

The year before, Chopra had stopped a major crime ring in the city. This had led him to open his detective agency, and it had got his name and photograph in lots of newspapers.

‘I need your help,’ said Carter.

‘Give me a second.’ Chopra went to the rear of the van, let down the ramp and waited as Ganesha trotted down into the road.

Ganesha was the one-year-old baby elephant sent to Chopra by his long-lost Uncle Bansi. Bansi had not explained why he was sending him the animal. But he had also sent a letter saying, ‘This is no ordinary elephant’.

At first Chopra had not known what to do with the strange gift. But in time Ganesha had become a part of his and Poppy’s lives. The little elephant was very bright, and adored by everyone. Now he even went with Chopra on cases around the city.

In a sense, Ganesha was Chopra’s ‘partner’, though he would never say that out loud to anyone.

Chopra settled the elephant calf under the mango tree in the yard behind the restaurant. Then he led Carter to his office.

He ordered two fresh lime juices, then waited for the Englishman to explain.

‘Have you heard of the Premier No.1 Deluxe Car dealership and garage?’ asked Carter.

Chopra nodded.

Everyone knew about Premier No.1.

It had opened with great fanfare in Mumbai some years ago, the first luxury car importer in the city. Mumbai was the richest city in India and it showed on the streets. Company bosses, movie stars, famous sportsmen and women – everyone in the city wanted to drive the best car they could afford. So sales of such cars had rocketed with all the new money that had flowed into the country. And for the best cars of all there was only one place to go: Premier No.1.

Of course, thought Chopra darkly, as in most places around the world, while the rich got richer, the poor just got poorer. There were no luxury cars for the ordinary man on the street in India. They made do with rickshaws, taxis, broken-down buses, crowded trains and the humble bicycle.

‘I am the general manager at Premier No.1,’ said Carter. ‘I sell luxury cars for a living. You want a Ferrari? No problem. Lamborghini, easy peasy, I can even throw in the fluffy dice. There’s no car we can’t get. That is why everyone comes to us …

‘Well, a month ago we got a special order. The priciest car we have ever sold. A 1954 Mercedes-Benz Formula 1 racing car, the same car that world champion Juan Manuel Fangio drove. We bought the car for our client, and he then asked us to upgrade it. New seats, paint job, the works.’ Carter paused. ‘Yesterday the car vanished from our garage.’

‘Vanished?’ echoed Chopra.

‘Vanished,’ said Carter grimly, nodding. ‘A car worth four million dollars. Gone!’

Chopra was amazed. How could any car be worth four million dollars? It was hard to believe. People were starving every day in his country and someone was paying four million for an old car! ‘So why have you come to me?’ he said. ‘Why not tell the police?’

‘We can’t,’ said Carter. ‘This car is a present for our client’s son. His twenty-first birthday is tomorrow, and he’s a big motor racing fan. His dad gives him anything he wants. And this dad is a man named Bobby Jindal. I guess you have heard of him?’

Chopra nodded.

Everyone had heard of Bobby Jindal.

Bobby Jindal was a dark figure from Mumbai’s underworld, a man known for violence. He had built up a criminal empire, and had then gone into property and other legal businesses.

He was feared by everyone: his rivals, ordinary people and even the police.

‘If Jindal finds out, it will be awful,’ said Carter. ‘My boss, Dinshaw, wants you to find the car in the next twenty-four hours. If you don’t we are both dead men. Like I said, I am the garage’s general manager. At the end of the day, it’s my fault.’ Carter’s eyes burned into Chopra. ‘I have a family. You must help me!’


The Premier No. 1 Deluxe Car Garage

The Premier No.1 garage was in the rich Mumbai suburb of Bandra.

Chopra drove his van through the front gates and parked.

He followed the manager, Jon Carter, into the garage.

Inside, he saw rows and rows of cars, vans, trucks and motorbikes. He saw Ferraris, Porsches, Mercedes, BMWs and Jaguars. There was even a tractor painted gold. Staff moved between the rows, dressed in red uniforms. In the corner, cars moved through a giant car wash.

Ganesha, padding along behind Chopra, flapped his ears as he spotted the car wash. The giant machine had grabbed his attention right away.

‘Where was the Mercedes parked?’ asked Chopra.

Carter showed him to a bay marked 53. There were cars on either side, a Bentley and a Range Rover. In front there was a row of gleaming motorbikes, and behind there were three dark vans.

There was nothing to see in the bay. Just an empty space.

‘We finished work on the Mercedes last night,’ said Carter. ‘I’m due to send the car to Bobby Jindal tomorrow.’ He barked at a mechanic, who rushed away and returned holding a plastic wallet. Inside the wallet was a small black card. Carter handed it to Chopra. ‘We found this on the floor in the empty bay.’

Chopra studied the card. It said, in Hindi:

A trickster came, and this was seen,

In a cage went a parrot that was green,

How amazing is what everybody said,

What went in green, came out red!

‘My staff tell me it’s some sort of riddle,’ said Carter. ‘I can’t read Hindi myself.’

‘They are correct,’ said Chopra. He read out the riddle, in English, for Carter. ‘But I don’t know what it means,’ he said.

‘Hmm,’ said Carter, looking thoughtful. ‘The only thing I can think of is that the Mercedes used to be green. Now, after the paint job, it is red. But I don’t know what a parrot has to do with it.’

There was a sudden fuss.

Chopra turned to see a gang of mechanics around the entrance to the car wash. They were waving their arms, and shouting.
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