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In memory of those immortals who sacrificed everything
so that we could be free; and in appreciation of
those mighty few who continue to fight on today
for the cause that is India.


‘Politics is not a science, as the professors are apt to suppose. It is an art.’

OTTO VON BISMARCK, 1884.


BHARAT NEWS TICKER – Afternoon Bulletin – Prime Minister Y.K. Naidu’s state funeral today; heart attack confirmed as cause of death…Dignitaries from across the world arrive in the capital to attend Naidu’s state funeral…Pakistan accuses India of being an expansionary power with no regard for international law, and refuses to initiate peace talks for a settlement four weeks after hostilities ended in the Indo–Pak war…Local Shias riot, and target immigrant Sunnis in the Baltistan area of Pakistani Kashmir, now under Indian occupation; Indian forces restore calm…Business – Stock market continues its steep slide as geopolitical uncertainty in the subcontinent causes an exodus of foreign funds…



July 29th – Prime Minister Khan

ON THE BANKS of the Yamuna river India was once again bidding farewell to a leader. The ceremony had vestiges of the martial, the colonial and the ancient, with a three-volley rifle salute, the mournful rendition of Last Post and the steady Vedic chanting of priests rising in a crescendo at the point of departure. Consecrated fire and smoke leapt from the raised pyre into the settling gloom of a muffled dusk, and the mammoth crowd grew solemnly still, their eulogistic slogan-shouting coming to an end. As if paying their own respects, the gathered monsoon clouds that had poured torrential rain on Delhi in the preceding fortnight, which had necessitated the setting up of canopies, restricted their precipitation to a nearly imperceptible drizzle for the duration of the funeral rites. Naidu’s nephew had fulfilled the filial duty of consigning the earthly remains of his famous uncle to flames, and there was nothing further to be done except to witness nature’s ultimate supremacy at work. The immortal soul of the late prime minister, Y.K. Naidu, was slowly being set free.

Azim Khan, Naidu’s young successor, looked on as he sat cross-legged in the VIP enclosure alongside leading lights of Indian politics as well as high-powered attendees from foreign shores, a group which included such worthies as the vice president of the United States and the prime ministers of Britain and France. The foreigners in their dark suits stood out in sartorial opposition to the customary ethnic white mourning wear of the Indians. Azim knew better than to imagine that they had gathered there in a show of their esteem for Naidu or even India. They had come to plead the case of their ally, Pakistan, in the aftermath of its month-old humiliating defeat at the hands of the Indian armed forces, with Azim having led the campaign as defence minister. The impressive international turnout made the absence of any political representatives from the governments of Pakistan and China in the funeral party even more conspicuous. Azim had been unable to hide his irritation on hearing of China’s snub and latest intrusion into a spat that should have been restricted strictly to South Asia.

But all that politicking lay in the future; for the moment, Azim’s mind was taken up by thoughts of how death seemed to have opened the way for many of the major advances in his political career. There were the 1992–93 riots and retaliatory bomb blasts in Mumbai, the latter of which he had personally experienced and been completely unsettled by; the trauma ultimately opening his mind to politics and setting him on a path far removed from his then role as chief executive and owner of a major investment bank that he had inherited from his maternal uncle. After his much-publicized election to Parliament, he had settled into relative anonymity as the only member of a single-seat party until the 2002 Gujarat riots provided him with the political space and impetus to take his first crucial steps on the journey to becoming the voice of India’s Muslims – who felt terminally insecure and bereft of leadership, after the entire political class had failed to step forward to stop the carnage or punish those responsible. He had built on that wave of support, ultimately riding it into government. Unfortunately, triumph was followed, shortly thereafter, by tragedy, with the death of Azim’s brother after being kidnapped by terrorists. However, politically speaking, Azim, as a result of his selfless conduct despite being a senior member of government, came out ahead and began to be seen for the first time in the Hindu mind not merely as a leader of Muslims to be feared, but as a future leader of all Indians to be followed. And then came the risky war with Pakistan, a conflict set off by India suffering a series of nationwide terrorist strikes with a death toll in the hundreds that it held Pakistani intelligence agencies responsible for.

The war had catapulted Azim, still only in his mid-forties, into the stratosphere of patriots, where caste and creed were immaterial. But he shared the laurels alongside a rejuvenated Naidu, who had up till that point been on the losing end of a behind-the-scenes struggle in his cabinet with the powerful and assertive home minister, Karan Nehru, scion of India’s dominant political dynasty. With Naidu’s death, Azim was left alone in the afterglow of an overwhelming military victory, an advantage he had used to stake his claim for the prime ministership in a leadership contest decided by the parties that formed the third-front ruling coalition in Delhi, the Indian Unity Alliance. His only opponent in the leadership contest was Karan Nehru, Azim’s lifelong best friend – a bond shared since school – and his closest political ally until their bitter disagreement about going to war with Pakistan had poisoned their relationship irrevocably. All the parties of the governing coalition had met for hours but were split down the middle on who should be the next prime minister. In the end, the group decided to leave the decision of choosing Naidu’s successor to Azim and Karan, as they led the two largest parties in government, and no ruling majority was possible if either bolted from the government after being refused prime ministership.

With the country watching, Karan Nehru proposed Azim’s name for prime minister and accepted for himself the post of deputy prime minister. No one knew what, if any, secret understanding they had reached behind closed doors, but the country was relieved that the vacuum created by Naidu’s unexpected demise had been quickly filled and had not degenerated into an unseemly free-for-all between the two most admired political leaders in the land, as had seemed imminent at one stage. Azim became the first Muslim to be sworn-in as prime minister of India and the media went to town obsessing about his religion. This did not sit very well with the man who was the centrepiece of their coverage. Azim felt extremely uncomfortable about the way his country, apart from a few sullen saffronites, was obsessively congratulating itself about one particular feature of his identity. It was only after so many deaths and so much turmoil that he had been able to arrive at the pinnacle of political power. Azim wondered if he would be able to repay the debt he owed destiny. He felt the weight of those expectations on his shoulders.

Azim was distracted from his thoughts by a movement a few feet to his right. Karan Nehru had stood up, slowly, with the help of his one good arm, and was preparing to depart the proceedings early, not staying a second longer than was called for. Azim was well aware that funerals in general made the deputy prime minister uncomfortable, an unwelcome reminder of how Karan had narrowly cheated death in a vicious battle on a high mountain ridge during the Kargil War. Inevitably, Azim was forced to think about the many brave men who had recently met brutal deaths on those same mountain ridges, as well as across the rest of the Indo–Pak frontier where the war had been fought, this time on his orders. As defence minister he could still cling to a moral cushion, since Naidu had been there to make the final decision to wage war and bear the ultimate responsibility for victory or defeat, for the death and destruction, and all the rest of it – a collective burden that had possibly hastened his demise. But now, Azim knew the final say rested with him; after all, he had fought tooth and nail to earn that right, and with everyone looking to him for answers, failure was not an option.

Prime Minister Khan then got to his feet and walked towards the pyre, following in place behind the President and vice president as per protocol, to pay his last respects to the burning remains of his predecessor.

AFTER THE FUNERAL Azim was driven away in a motorcade, the size of which he found embarrassingly large, to the prime minister’s office in South Block, which sat on the majestic Raisina Hill across from its twin North Block, to begin his endless line of meetings with the distinguished mourners from overseas.

For the common traveller it was not a good day to commute by air, with the roads between Raisina Hill and the airport continuously blocked as VIP after VIP left for the airport following their meetings with the PM, or the deputy PM if they didn’t make the grade for a prime ministerial appointment due to protocol incompatibility or the depreciated importance of their country. Far from feeling snubbed, some were more than happy to meet Karan Nehru, the new deputy prime minister, whom they believed was at the very least a co-premier, as his party, the Congress (Nehru), had more seats in Parliament than the prime minister’s India Vikas Party – 89 MPs to IVP’s 80 – making them the two largest parties in a parliament with such a fractured mandate that no party had managed to even reach three figures, let alone get anywhere near the majority mark of 272. The former mainstays and great rivals of national politics, the Hindutva-obsessed BJP and the once-dominant Congress (I), were vanquished to much weakened electoral positions and now faced the ignominy of sharing space, uneasily, on the opposition benches.

Azim’s two most senior aides joined him in his office soon after he arrived. He noticed that it had started to pour again, an observation that would have been impossible to make from the previously cocooned prime ministerial office, until Azim had insisted on a particular window being unbarred despite the objections of his head of security. The installation of extra-thick ballistic glass had been the price Azim willingly paid to assuage security concerns before the room was allowed to finally get some long-deprived sun, with the added bonus of a glorious view of the Rashtrapati Bhavan’s regal edifice, the seat of the President and the presidential estate’s abundant reserves of greenery.

‘Who’s first?’ asked Azim of his principal secretary, Ashok Khanna, who had served Naidu in the same capacity. Ashok was a veteran bureaucrat whom Azim had learnt to trust and admire over the previous sixteen months for his efficient and effective management of the PMO. Ashok had been like a brother to Naidu and was devastated by his death. He had tendered his resignation upon Azim’s taking office, but Azim had refused to hear him out on the subject, insisting that Ashok continue as his principal secretary.

Though the principal secretary only held the rank of minister of state according to government protocol, in reality a competent principal secretary was said to hold the very reins of state. The first decision an incoming prime minister took was to appoint a principal secretary, because getting the right individual to head the PMO was absolutely vital to the success of a premiership. Which is why only veteran bureaucrats, mostly from the retired ranks, were appointed; and barring a sole exception they had only ever been men. As individuals they may have varied in terms of ability and integrity, but they had all shared a common condition, in that their ultimate effectiveness was wholly dependent on the superiority of the prime minister they chose to serve.

Ashok, under the pressure of prime ministerial firman, had acquiesced to stay on, and even began to secretly look forward to serving under a PM who truly was the political master of the cabinet, something which Naidu, with his emaciated tally of parliamentary seats and the constant presence of two younger and more powerful pretenders, had never been.

‘The US vice president is on his way and should be here shortly,’ said Ashok, who was still stricken by grief for Naidu but knew he couldn’t allow it to get the better of him at this most important of times, with what seemed like half the world’s leaders having descended on the Indian government. His job was to make sure all the dignitaries were well looked after and that no snafus led to the scarring of relations with any countries, especially the tiny ones which had the touchiest egos of the lot. He had at least twenty balls up in the air at any given time and felt distinctly fidgety sitting in Azim’s office, because he knew messages were piling up on his desk at an alarming rate. But Vice President Julius Wells was the biggest fish to attend the funeral and the PM had asked Ashok to sit in for the meeting.

‘What can we expect?’ Azim asked his national security advisor.

‘The usual, a lecture couched in diplomatese. The American establishment’s heart always bleeds for the Pakis, and you can be sure our dear neighbours must have shed crocodile tears in DC,’ replied Dev Patnaik. The only change in staff Azim had made since taking over was to send Naidu’s NSA as ambassador to Moscow and replacing him with his favourite diplomat. Dev Patnaik had got in trouble with more governments, at home and abroad, than it was thought possible for a member of his profession. He believed in an aggressive Indian approach to all events even if it wasn’t the policy of his political or foreign office bosses. This had led to his having gained the reputation of a renegade, which was exactly what Azim loved about him. They had met in Tehran half-a-dozen years ago, when Patnaik was the serving ambassador and Azim visited as a member of a parliamentary delegation. Over drinks at the ambassador’s residence, after having escaped undiplomatically early from a staid official dinner, the two had talked through the night and, helped by considerable alcoholic lubrication, jointly diagnosed as well as come up with suitable remedies for all that ailed modern India. From then on Azim was always counted amongst the most informed members of the opposition when it came to what was going on in the foreign office, with Patnaik writing most of his foreign policy speeches.

Azim had not, however, found it easy convincing Dev to be a part of his PMO. Dev had grown frustrated with the foreign service and taken early retirement. He had found himself a cushy job with the United Nations in Geneva, where the pay was good and the work-load unchallenging. Azim, who knew his friend’s prima donna temperament well, had delivered a suitably foul-mouthed harangue that brought Dev back to his senses and his homeland.

Crucially, Dev Patnaik was also the only member of Azim’s inner circle at the PMO who had a close relationship with the equally mercurial Karan Nehru – their families had known each other from the days when Dev’s father and Karan’s grandfather, Roshan Nehru, had shared the fate of being minor satellites in the universe of Jawaharlal Nehru. Roshan Nehru had reluctantly taken up a seat on the Supreme Court bench only because his cousin and mentor, Jawaharlal, would not take no for an answer. During his frequent, sometimes almost daily, visits to see the PM, Roshan had struck up a friendship with Dev’s father, a trusted aide to India’s first prime minister. The friendship had permeated through to other members of their families, lasting through the generations.

Azim hoped to take advantage of this personal equation and make use of his NSA as an emissary to North Block when things got tough – as he was sure they would – with Karan, who clearly wanted to be the second man with the surname of Nehru to be PM. Azim regretted deeply that he had to resort to such machinations when only months before he would meet Karan at least once a day, mostly for no other reason than habit, and speak with him on the phone on countless occasions throughout the day. Events and resulting misunderstandings had brought all that to a halt; they were on talking terms again – something that could not be said during the course of the war – but the trust and camaraderie, built over a lifetime of shared experiences, was absent – and that made any conversation that did not involve official business a tense and awkward affair.

‘Has anything come through the back-channel with the Pakistanis about the goodies we seized in Baltistan?’ asked Azim.

‘No, but they mustn’t be sleeping knowing what we’ve got our hands on. They’re probably ashamed to admit they’ve misplaced them.’

Azim nodded with a smile of satisfaction. The army had got their hands on unimaginable and startling spoils of war with their extremely successful, triple-pronged assault on Skardu, Baltistan’s main city and enemy headquarters for the northern areas of Pakistani Kashmir, that had, in combination with a fomented rebellion of the long-suppressed local Shias, forced the Pakistanis into a hurried, chaotic withdrawal from the region where the Indian tricolour now flew.

‘Ashok, is there anything urgent on my desk?’ Azim peered at the table of worries behind him.

‘There is General Kohli’s report on his visit to the occupied area that you should read tonight. He thinks the Pathan and Punjabi settlers could be preparing to launch a guerrilla war against the indigenous Balti population and our troops.’

‘Have you read it?’ Azim asked Dev. General Balbir Singh Kohli was the chief of defence staff and the architect of India’s victorious war strategy. He had recently returned from a visit of the areas of northern Kashmir that the Indian army had wrested from the enemy. The Indians had won strategic victories in various sectors along the Line of Control, but their most extensive territorial gains had come when they pushed north into Baltistan, a region contiguous with the Indian territory of Ladakh and bordering China on the east.

‘Grim reading. The trouble is that many of the non-locals the Pakistanis have systematically settled in the region over the years to alter its demographics were ex-servicemen, and they are not the type to leave their properties and run, even in the face of brutal retribution from the locals. Once the Pakis gather their strategic bearings, you can bet they will provide ample support to the nascent resistance.’ Dev suppressed a yawn. In the three days since he had taken charge as NSA, he had been stretched to the maximum. In an instant he had gone from a sleepy existence as a United Nations functionary to being responsible for the national security of a nuclear-armed nation that had just come out of a war and was expecting a whirlwind of top-tier diplomacy at a state funeral involving every facet of India’s external affairs, for which Dev had to prepare himself and then the PM. What made matters worse was that his predecessor was miffed at being fired – even the ambassadorial posting couldn’t hide that truth – and had been completely unhelpful during the transition. So Dev had to put himself through a trying schedule that comprised round-the-clock briefings, meetings and phone calls to get up to speed in record time. Unimportant things like sleep would have to wait for later.

‘Make sure I meet General Kohli in the morning before the cabinet meeting,’ Azim told Ashok. ‘Anything else?’

‘There is only the matter of the Israeli delegation. The rest can wait till tomorrow,’ said Ashok. Senior members of Azim’s party, who may not all have been Muslim but owed their political relevance to the Muslim vote, had demanded that he not meet the Israeli delegation, which was being jointly led by their foreign minister and defence minister, in view of the recent flare-up of violence in the West Bank. The Israeli Defence Forces, predictably, had made more of a dent in terms of lives lost and destruction of property, thereby causing, as was also predictable, much consternation in the Muslim world.

‘What about the Israelis?’ asked Azim.

Ashok decided to be careful how he phrased his answer, ‘They are already meeting the DPM and the foreign minister this evening. Protocol-wise, that would be considered sufficient keeping in mind the demands on your time at present –’

‘There is absolutely no way I am going to ditch them. They helped us win this war. I’m sure I don’t have to remind either of you about how the Arrow missile defence technology they provided us was at the core of our war strategy and the overwhelming reason why we could have a conventional conflict on a broad front without it escalating into a nuclear war. Without the pressure of the Arrows, the Pakistanis wouldn’t have hesitated a second before letting fly with their arsenal. The Israelis defied the Americans to transfer the technology for those Arrow batteries, which gave me, as defence minister, options of retaliation that my predecessors could not have dreamed of. The issue of Palestine is important but we have our own problems to tackle and our national interest must come first. As far as I am concerned, Israel is this government’s closest ally in the world at this moment, something which the imbeciles in my party have to be made to understand.’ Azim left no doubt that it would be a priority once he had finished with the last of his duties arising from the state funeral.

‘They’re just playing to the crowd. The Palestinian issue resonates with the Muslim masses, but the intricacies of war strategy are lost on them. So it’s understandable that the political priorities of some leaders in your party reflect that basic reality,’ opined Dev.

‘I’m sorry but I just don’t buy that argument. Bloody well nothing should be higher on their agenda than the national security of this country… Ashok, make sure the Israelis get an unrushed half an hour with me. Anything less would be regarded as ungrateful and a show of disrespect; I am still the serving defence minister, after all. Ignore the background noise – that’s my problem and I’ll get to it later,’ pronounced Azim through gritted teeth.

Ashok, observing the tenor of the response and having received his instructions, thought it wise to keep his own counsel on this highly sensitive issue whose domestic political management was best left in the capable hands of the PM’s political aides. Dev, never one to easily give up on an argument even if it required lecturing India’s first Muslim PM about the political tendencies of Indian Muslims, was about to plug away at a riposte to the PM’s hardline position but was, to Ashok’s great relief, distracted by an incoming call on his mobile phone.

Azim was miffed with his MPs for embarrassing him within days of the start of his premiership, but he realized the high-wire act of maintaining his Muslim base and at the same time expanding his political tent to include a more secular, or in his case more Hindu, following would bring him face to face with more such confrontations. If he was seen as blatantly catering to those who had got him to the PMO he would unleash a communal backlash that would deal a mortal blow to his ability to lead, but if Azim completely ignored his base in the name of the greater good of the country, he would run the risk of falling between the proverbial two stools – the mantle of a Muslim leader or the quest to become a pan-Indian leader; forever petrified of being lumped with a Jinnah and possibly incapable of replicating a Nehru. That would most certainly wipe him out in the next election. He decided not to worry about this predicament for the present; he had the US vice president to handle and Azim tried to clear his head of all the clutter of worries that had accumulated in the last few minutes.

A junior aide poked his head through the door and announced, ‘The vice president has arrived and is on his way up, sir.’

Without a further word, as if by reflex, the PM, Ashok and Dev stood up, took their positions as ordained by protocol, and began to await the imminent arrival of Vice President Wells. The three were a study of contrasts in terms of their respective physical traits. The tall, austere and outwardly cool appearance of the PM was often mistaken for unapproachable, imperial aloofness, an effect accentuated by his position of power. Azim, not quite the natural politician that Karan Nehru was, tried hard to belie this unintended first impression. Ashok’s build was only noticeable for its slightness, but he gained an ever-present sense of authority from his watchful eyes and a completely controlled, phlegmatic body language which, in true bureaucratic style, refused to give anything away. When Ashok Khanna spoke, everyone listened. Conversely, the round, ebullient form of Dev Patnaik was unable to contain or disguise what its owner felt on any subject; opinions came bursting out from every pore of the constantly restless father of four who had never seen fit to pay much heed to the protocol-guided niceties of the diplomatic corps.

The door opened and in walked the prospective leader of the free world. Julius Donavan Wells was a politician of the old school, which meant he took great joy in the competitive aspect of politics and was an unrepentant disciple of the ends-justifythe-means philosophy. That was exactly how he had been able to prosper and gain victory in the unforgiving environment of a hard-fought primary campaign for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination – being a serving, two-term vice president had not eased the path much – and was three weeks away from being anointed at the party’s national convention. Wells had taken advantage of the lull before the general election campaign officially got under way to visit the subcontinent and highlight his foreign policy credentials, now given the very highest priority by the American electorate, in comparison to the relatively inexperienced Governor of Ohio, Brent Taylor, who happened to be in the spotlight as he was, coincidentally or not, accepting the Republican nomination for president the next day in Phoenix.

Wells, closing in on his sixtieth birthday, was about two inches shorter than Azim and had the accumulated girth of a man of his maturity. After vigorously shaking hands, Wells began to take care of business: ‘Prime Minister, I would like to convey the sadness of the American people at the loss of your respected leader. The President sends his condolences and regrets that he was unable to come in person, as he wanted to do. Mr Naidu’s leadership will sorely be missed at the high table of global affairs.’

‘Thank you for those words of great kindness, sir. Also, India puts much stock in the fact that you took time out of your very busy schedule to represent the United States at the funeral today,’ said Azim with obvious genuineness. This sentiment was not lost on Wells who nodded his head in appreciation.

The vice president was accompanied by Curtis Reed, the bow tie-wearing US ambassador in Delhi, and two other men – one a nattily dressed civilian wearing a well tailored pinstripe, and the other a severe-looking military man whose uniform was adorned with the two stars of a major-general. Introductions began and Wells revealed the two men’s identities. The civilian was deputy national security advisor at the White House and the major-general was from the Pentagon’s Defence Intelligence Agency.

Azim was in for a surprise when the time came to introduce his NSA to Wells.

‘No need, Mr Prime Minister, I know this rascal from way back,’ Wells interrupted Azim and gregariously wrapped an arm around Dev’s shoulders. Azim looked wordlessly to Dev for an explanation. The PM vaguely remembered him mentioning he had met Wells a few times, but Azim now grasped that there was also a friendship between the two.

Dev tried not to look too sheepish. ‘Vice President Wells and I are acquainted from my tenure as deputy chief of mission in Washington, DC. It has been close to ten years since I left DC and at the time the vice president, then the junior senator from Pennsylvania, was a key ally of India in the Senate. He was the founding co-chairman of the Senate’s India caucus. Of course, needless to say, the vice president has been a great friend to India in the intervening years,’ said Dev and exchanged a warm glance with his old friend.

‘What Dev leaves out of his most formal description of our relationship is that we spent more evenings than was healthy for us drinking our way across DC and its suburbs. He also threw the best diplomatic parties at the time. In fact, everyone on Capitol Hill was convinced that he was the Indian ambassador since no one ever saw the real personage in the flesh,’ Wells laughed while boisterously backslapping Dev.

‘He was a political appointee with a rustic disposition who was out of his depth in DC and had also unfortunately come to be afflicted by an acute case of hypochondria. I did not discourage his proclivity for imaginary illnesses, so while he toured the best health facilities the United States had to offer, I took charge of the ambassadorial responsibilities. And I had a little fun along the way with kindred souls like the vice president,’ admitted Dev without any contrition.

‘Mr Patnaik, it appears you’ve been keeping secrets from me,’ noted Azim, as he remembered his first meeting with Dev and wondered if all of the diplomat’s friendships were similarly dependent on the heavy intake of alcohol.

‘Sorry, Prime Minister, I didn’t say anything because I thought it presumptuous to believe the vice president would remember me after so long.’

‘Rest assured, Dev, I tried real hard to forget ever meeting you but failed miserably,’ joked Wells.

‘I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.’

‘I thought you would. Did that saint of a wife of yours finally get fed up with your ways and leave you?’

‘Not yet, but I think a year in this job should do the trick.’

Everyone laughed and then took their seats. There were weighty matters of state awaiting their attention.

‘I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to meet before today. I missed you on my two trips to Washington this year,’ regretted Azim.

‘Yes, I do apologize for that but, as I’m sure you know, I’ve had a crazy year of endless campaigning from one end of the country to the other. The campaign managers have taken over every waking minute of my life and there’s still the general election campaign to go.’

‘I empathize, and let me take this opportunity to congratulate you, unofficially of course, on winning your party’s nomination. It was a very interesting primary campaign.’ Azim couldn’t hide his fascination for all things political, particularly anything to do with American presidential politics.

‘A little too interesting for my taste but we beat everyone to the finish line and that’s what counts, I guess,’ conceded Wells. According to the most recent polls, he was ahead by five points in the general election match-up with Taylor, but that would change after the imminent convention boost his opponent was liable to receive, which in turn would be neutralized by his own convention appearance and then all would be decided in the campaign months of September and October.

The two leaders continued with their easy banter as tea was served. The aides on both sides watched keenly for chemistry as Azim and Wells tried to get to know each other – at least, as much as was possible in such circumstances. The stewards exited the room after serving a late tea, which was the signal for things to get serious.

‘PRIME MINISTER KHAN, I must start by confessing that I have travelled halfway around the world under false pretences, as you must have already suspected,’ Wells announced abruptly. ‘Funerals are supposed to be about celebrating the life of a person who has passed on, and that is fine for those with the responsibilities of mere mortals, but we do not have that luxury. Given the realities of the geo-political situation in South Asia, I fear we must breach usual customs of mourning and discuss the present and the future.’

‘By which you mean our little disagreement with Pakistan, of course,’ Azim inferred with casual understatement.

‘I wouldn’t term it little from where I sit, sir. Two nuclear powers going to war is something that gives nightmares to my colleagues back home in the State Department and you very nearly brought their doomsday fears to life,’ Wells said without sugar-coating the reprimand with any of his well-known humour and charm.

‘Mr Vice President, I hope you didn’t come here expecting India to apologize for safeguarding its national interest, because you’ll be waiting a while before you hear any such sentiment from my government.’

‘You have left Pakistan, a major ally in the war on terror, completely destabilized. That does not augur well for the future of this region or the world.’

‘So you say, but let me be clear in stating that we see the war as a great victory against the forces of terror, in this case representing the most despicable, state-sponsored variant. Or maybe your administration only defines terrorism as acts against your own citizens. I think you need to be reminded that this conflict was sparked by a premeditated and co-ordinated chain of terrorist attacks against us that killed 500 innocent civilians and inflicted debilitating injury upon untold others. Seventeen blasts in two hours across the length and breadth of this land – how would you have reacted in the same situation, sir? How has the United States reacted in the recent past?’ Azim delivered the indictment in his most impassioned voice.

‘You misunderstand me, Prime Minister,’ Wells hurriedly corrected course, realizing his initial ploy of confrontation had backfired.

‘On the contrary, I understand exactly what you’re trying. India will not be dictated to on my watch,’ said Azim with finality.

‘I am not dictating anything, sir, but requesting you to look at the picture from the perspective of how the rest of the world perceives the situation in South Asia. Nuclear war is not in India’s interest either.’

‘Nuclear war was never a possibility,’ said Azim.

‘That’s debatable, but if the Arrows were the reason for the non-nuclear end result then you have us to thank for keeping our eyes firmly shut while the Israelis transferred the state-of-the-art anti-ballistic missile technology to you, especially considering more than half of its development costs came from our defence budget,’ reminded Wells.

Azim was sure that if the US had found out seven years ago, when the secret Indo–Israeli agreement was signed, that Israel was about to start surreptitiously sharing the Arrow with India, albeit at a higher purchase price, the White House would have screamed bloody murder and unhesitatingly pulled the plug on the technology transfer in the name of maintaining the strategic balance in South Asia, i.e. with Pakistan. By the time the US found out what was going on, it was too late. Azim realized that Wells was putting the best gloss on an embarrassing episode for his government, in particular the Pentagon and the CIA. Predictably, Pakistan had then been promised the newest version of the much less effective and error-prone Patriot missile system – Israel naturally was not about to tolerate the Arrow being shared with a Muslim country – but, due to a combination of factors related to political misunderstandings between Washington and Islamabad as well as more mundane technical difficulties, the first Patriot battery had yet to reach Pakistani soil. India had taken advantage of the strategic gap.

‘Come on, Vice President Wells, let’s stop playing games and talk about what’s really going to matter,’ Dev interceded, seeing that the dialogue between the principals was not heading anywhere constructive.

‘Which is?’ asked a mildly interested Wells, whose colleagues continued to refrain from commenting for the time being.

‘The war is over, so there’s nothing to be gained by fussing about how it started and what could have happened in a worst-case scenario. The truth is, we took a calculated risk and it paid off. We won, the Pakistanis lost and here you are. The only question that remains is, where do we go from here?’ Dev set the agenda and snatched the momentum of the talks away from the American delegation in one swipe.

‘Peace talks would be well advised,’ said Deputy NSA Hector Martinez. The dandy had finally spoken up.

‘We extended a standing offer for talks to Pakistan when we announced a unilateral ceasefire a month ago but have only been greeted by a deafening silence. Your friends across the border are the problem, not us.’ Azim was getting testy.

‘I am here to facilitate the peace process in any way I can. I’ll be going to Islamabad tonight,’ said Wells, clearly offering his services as a go-between and taking Dev’s counsel to make the discussion more forward-looking and less confrontational. The last thing Wells wanted to do was give the Indian PM the wrong impression about the intentions of the US. He’d done his duty to make his country’s displeasure known at India’s actions and was satisfied to leave it at that.

‘Am I right in assuming your people have broached the subject with the Pakistani leadership?’ Dev, fishing for information, directed his question to Martinez.

‘They may be willing to come to the table. But they have some conditions,’ Martinez replied tentatively.

‘Normally it is the victorious who get that privilege,’ Ashok pointed out with a wry smile.

‘Precisely,’ Dev added with due emphasis.

‘Look, Prime Minister, I can understand that you see no reason to give any leeway to Pakistan given what you’ve been through, but that would, in my opinion at least, be short-sighted. The generals are feeling extremely insecure and are liable to do something stupid that could affect us all if you don’t ease the pressure somewhat. The Pakistani street is starting to buzz with the whispers of discontent and an Islamic revolution cannot be ruled out at this stage. That would not be in the interest of either the US or India.’ Wells made his case with practised skill.

‘Since we seem to go to war, unfailingly, with every military regime that comes to power in Pakistan, I don’t see how an Islamic revolution could change things. If anything, they are likely to be more reasonable when it comes to our disagreements. I see the Pakistani army establishment as the enemy, which has made itself rich off the coffers of the state while feeding a hate of India among their poverty-ridden people. On this point our interests seem to diverge,’ Azim contradicted Wells.

‘You undoubtedly won the war, sir, don’t lose the peace because of a false sense of pride. At least hear out what Hector has learnt from approaching the Pakistanis. I assure you this has become more than a matter of Indo–Pak relations now,’ Wells beseeched. Azim took his time but finally nodded his assent.

‘Pakistan will talk if you hand over something that belongs to them. They say that they’ve lost one or more nuclear warheads in the parts of Kashmir you have recently taken control of and want them back ASAP. They refused to tell us exactly how many warheads have gone missing. You can see how this request has raised alarm bells in Washington,’ said Martinez.

Azim gave his NSA a worried look. They had underestimated how far the Pakistanis were willing to go in revealing their losses. Dev kicked himself for forgetting that the Pakis had always ranked putting India in a tight spot higher than maintaining their self-respect. The talks with the Americans had taken a truly unexpected turn.

Getting no reaction from any of the Indian officials, Wells asked the Pentagon general, who went by the name of Haberli, to commence his briefing. ‘Prime Minister, gentlemen, it appears your strike into northern Kashmir took Pakistan by total surprise and led their retreat to be hasty and disorganized. Since all the airfields had been destroyed by your air force, they were compelled to move the tactical warheads out by road in a convoy of trucks. The trucks never reached their destination of Gilgit and Pakistani intelligence believes the 61st Mountain Division of your Mountain Strike Force intercepted it just north of Skardu.’ The general read the last details from his briefing book and then shut it with a dramatic snap that startled Azim. He hadn’t been hearing what Major-General Haberli had been saying because he already knew much more than the Pakistanis had told the Americans.

The convoy had been found to be transporting three tactical nuclear devices with warhead yields of between seven and twelve kilotons. They were battlefield nukes that were probably deployed to be used against enemy troop formations if Pakistani positions were in danger of being overrun by Indian troops. Given that the Indian army did just that and were not nuked, Azim believed that the Pakistan high command had decided not to go nuclear, even at a tactical level, after the Indian Arrow batteries had demonstrated their effectiveness early on, against a wave of conventionally armed short-range missiles targeted at high-value military targets. The nuclear balance had tilted decisively in India’s favour and Pakistan had backed down with Indian forces concentrating on shallow attacks across the border for the sole purpose of inflicting maximum attrition on the Pakistani forces, and capturing territory only within the disputed precincts of Kashmir. No major Pakistani city had been bombed by air or attacked by land, and after the ceasefire Indian forces had rapidly withdrawn from all Pakistani territory apart from Kashmir. The Pakistani armed forces bore the brunt of India’s fury – Islamabad was left with an extremely battered army and an air force that had been rendered virtually non-existent. Pakistan’s navy, however, had performed admirably and inflicted major damage on its opposite number. India had lost two destroyers and one of its two aircraft carriers was put out of commission for the foreseeable future. But that was small consolation for General Jansher Hamed Aziz, who was ousted in the waning days of the conflict by his protégé and intelligence chief, Lieutenant-General Tariq Mahmood.

Not much was known about Mahmood, who had been plucked out of relative obscurity by an insecure General Aziz to fill the crucial and powerful position of director-general, Inter-Services Intelligence. The ISI, feared by both Pakistanis and Indians alike for its nefarious activities, had provided Mahmood the perfect launching pad to topple General Aziz after the capabilities of every other organ of the army was severely degraded by the Indian forces. The ISI by comparison had emerged unscathed, suffering only the destruction of the terrorist camps it ran, which it could realistically hope to rebuild in a matter of weeks. General Tariq Mahmood, now a full general as well as the army chief and stand-in president – who as recently as a year before had been an armoured division commander possessing the mentality of a non-political soldier’s soldier – was entrusted the task of lifting his country out of the hole that had been dug for it by his unbalanced, and currently incarcerated, predecessor. Making his first move, General Mahmood had decided to complicate the lives of the Indian leaders as well.

‘Please tell us you have the warheads in your possession, because any other eventuality is too horrible to even contemplate,’ Wells asked of the suddenly mute Indian trio.

‘There is nothing for you to worry about on that score,’ Azim spoke, granting the required assurance.

‘I’m glad. May I enquire as to how many warheads were retrieved?’ Wells was testing the limits of how much India was willing to share.

Azim smiled and said, ‘As many as the Pakistan army lost.’

Wells laughed, ‘Touché, sir, touché. But it would be helpful to know the number of warheads so that we can confirm it with the Pakistanis when I’m in Islamabad. I want to nail this problem once and for all.’

‘There is no doubt that all the warheads are accounted for,’ declared Dev. ‘They left behind enough documentation for us to confirm it. And if there was any doubt we cross-verified everything during the interrogation of the officers who were travelling in the convoy. They have been very co-operative.’

‘I’m sure,’ said General Haberli and leaned forward in his seat. ‘We would be extremely interested in taking a look at the warheads.’

‘You see, General Haberli is our leading expert on the nuclear programmes of countries like Pakistan,’ Curtis Reed explained the eagerness of his colleague.

‘And India, you mean,’ said Ashok, again making his impact with a well-placed incision.

‘A physical visit is not possible but General Haberli would be most welcome to speak with our scientists who have examined the warheads closely,’ Azim tried to appear flexible. The Americans had little chance of gaining entry to the top-secret military facility where the three warheads were being taken apart piece by piece.

‘That would be most satisfactory, sir, thank you,’ General Haberli accepted the invitation, not having really expected to get his first wish.

‘I believe the nukes have “Made in China” stamped all over them,’ Dev commented indiscreetly.

‘The Chinese involvement in the Pakistan nuclear programme is of avid interest to us and any intelligence you could pass on to us would be invaluable,’ admitted Martinez. ‘However, going back to our original point of discussion, before we can get Pakistan to talk peace, you will have to return the warheads.’

‘We are not going to do anything of the sort, Mr Martinez. They can take one warhead back now and the rest after a peace treaty of some sort has been mutually agreed upon and signed,’ Azim clearly verbalized India’s bottom line.

‘That will be a tough sell,’ Wells sighed.

‘If anybody can sell it, you can, Mr Vice President,’ Dev indulged in a bit of tactical flattery.

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dev, but you’re going to need to part with more than just the single warhead if I’m to succeed tomorrow,’ Wells pushed for extra leverage to use against Pakistan, who were going to have to be bullied to the peace table. But Wells also knew convincing Islamabad would be a far simpler proposition than what he was currently attempting. A vulnerable Pakistan was not in a position to refuse the guiding hand of Uncle Sam.

‘The unconditional release of some POWs would be a big plus at this juncture,’ advised Reed. Pakistani POWs were taken mainly in Kashmir, where territory had changed hands the most. They numbered almost 8,000 in total, 5,000 of whom were military and the rest comprised paramilitary and civilian administrators. The apprehended jihadis were not counted amongst this group and were treated as befitted their ambiguous status.

‘Only the wounded, that’s it,’ offered Dev. ‘On a reciprocal and proportional basis, of course, lest we forget that they do have 220 of our boys.’

‘I suppose it would be too much to hope for some troops to be stood down from their forward positions along the international border?’ Martinez addressed Dev hopefully.

‘No more unilateral withdrawals from our side. The Pakistan army may be in bad shape but we are not about to let our guard down yet. Any further military de-escalation will have to be reciprocal in nature,’ Dev was categorical, which was why Martinez didn’t press further.

‘And the venue for the talks? How about somewhere in the Gulf, like Dubai?’ Martinez suggested.

‘No, the governments of the Gulf tilt heavily towards their Pakistani brothers and did so during the war. Mauritius is more neutral,’ Dev shot back.

‘I’ve been there, sir, and, with all due respect, I think you know better than I do that it isn’t neutral by any definition of the word. Pakistan will never agree to it,’ noted the US ambassador.

‘How about Singapore or Bangkok?’ Ashok, ever the problem-solver, didn’t have patience for dilly-dallying. Bangkok was agreed upon as the venue least likely to elicit suspicion from both concerned parties.

Martinez moved on, ‘Who will lead the talks from the Indian side?’

‘Dev,’ was Azim’s instant decision.

‘Not the foreign ministers?’ Wells interposed.

‘Not yet,’ replied Azim, failing to mention that he was not going to send Karan Nehru’s man to negotiate an agreement that could very possibly decide his own political fate.

‘Last point. If Pakistan agrees to our proposal, who will make the public announcement about the talks?’ Martinez didn’t look at Azim or Dev this time but at Wells.

Azim got the hint and innocently asked Wells, ‘Announcing the talks tomorrow would coincide with your opponent’s nominating speech at the Republican convention, wouldn’t it?’

‘And would rain on the governor’s parade, or more specifically on his post-convention bounce in the polls,’ said Dev, who wanted to be sure that Wells knew that the Indians were aware of what a foreign policy triumph like getting two warring nuclear powers to talk peace would do for him in terms of electoral impact. As the Democratic nominee for president, Wells was expected by tradition to make himself scarce during the Republican National Convention week. But even the Republicans couldn’t object if Wells were to gain public acclaim for something that he accomplished during the course of his official duties. Wells had much more to gain from a successful visit to Pakistan than was initially obvious.

‘Nothing of the sort. I fully understand your domestic sensitivities regarding any overt third-party interference by us, so I don’t expect to get any credit for what I do here on the sidelines of a state funeral. India and Pakistan can make the announcement in a joint communiqué if possible,’ said Wells, playing the martyr to perfection. But that was only half the story. ‘And if, say, South Asian correspondents for certain publications like the New York Times, Washington Post and Time magazine were to ask you, in subsequent background briefings, to confirm what they have been hearing from senior administration sources about my role in the diplomatic breakthrough, then it is up to you to decide if you think it is in India’s best interests to confirm or deny the said story. You get my drift, Dev?’ Wells gave the NSA a wink of complicity.

‘Loud and clear, sir. It will be a pleasure,’ Dev promised and shook hands with the vice president to seal the bargain. An air of mirth filled the room.

‘Good. Well, that I believe is that. I am looking forward to meeting General Mahmood. I’ve been told he is nothing like General Aziz; a much more reasonable and rational-minded guy with whom we can do business.’ Wells tried to put in a good word for a man who was a big question mark even for Washington.

Azim visibly stiffened. ‘I know only one thing about General Mahmood,’ he said, spitting out the name. ‘He was the man who gave the order for kidnapping my brother six months ago, which led to his death. We can talk with Pakistan by all means, but I wouldn’t expect more than that if I were you.’

The US vice president’s visit to South Block ended on as sombre a note as it had begun, but for completely different reasons.

KARAN NEHRU FELT he was about to lose his mind. He considered himself a man of action and took pride in perpetually being on the move – a self-image created from his service in the military – and did not take kindly to being trapped indoors at the best of times. As the minister for home affairs, the powerful portfolio that was his responsibility as deputy prime minister and number two in the cabinet, he thought of his administrative tasks, especially the process of clearing files, a burden to be delegated as quickly as was humanly possible. The reason for his present troubled state of mind was that he had been stuck in office since sundown, meeting one after the other all those foreign leaders not deemed worthy enough to meet Azim – and it was now 11 p.m. His reservoir of patience exhausted, Karan was growing increasingly cranky with each passing minute.

‘Are we done?’ Karan asked the foreign minister, who was a member of the Congress (N) and therefore always aware that he owed his position to the much younger deputy prime minister. Karan had waited for the doors to close after the departure of his last caller, the bewildered Australian foreign minister who had found Karan only interested in discussing cricket, before sprawling out on the two-seater sofa in his office. One of Karan’s legs was placed on the arm of the sofa and the other began to busily rotate an eye-catching crystal hippopotamus on the side-table. The foreign minister, Rishi Verma, a man of true gentility, was enduring a large degree of discomfort for the sake of the poor hippo that looked certain to meet a calamitous end on the floor at any second.

‘One last call to go. The Chinese ambassador has a letter of condolence from his brother to hand to you,’ Verma informed Karan.

‘Just what I need! I’ve just about had it with the fucking Chinese. How can you expect to trust a race that eats their own pets?’ Karan Nehru’s anti-China prejudice ran deep. ‘Why do we have to do this today? Ambassador Zhang isn’t going anywhere, is he?’ The hippo was given another twirl and it finally came to rest precariously near the edge of the table, but safely so. More importantly, it was now out of the reach of the DPM’s ominously out-stretched foot. Verma was immensely thankful for the abused hippo’s escape.

‘He’s been waiting for almost two hours and the Chinese leadership are liable to take it the wrong way if you delay accepting the letter. They would lose face.’ The foreign minister cajoled his boss towards reasonableness.

‘They should have thought about their blasted face before they decided not to show up for the funeral.’ Karan lurched off the sofa in a single sudden movement.

‘Ambassador Zhang did attend.’

‘If the vice president of the United States and the British PM could make the trip, why in hell’s name couldn’t they have at least sent their glorified clerk of a foreign minister to a neighbouring country?’

‘I think you know why, Karan.’ Verma had been the sole witness to the by-now infamous incident of Nehruvian over-exuberance during the war. After the Indian army had annihilated one of Pakistan’s two armoured divisions the Chinese, coming to the rescue on cue, caused an incident by overrunning an Indian picket on the north-eastern border, disputed by the two countries, in order to send an unmistakable warning to Delhi and thereby attempting to protect their beleaguered ally, Pakistan, from suffering further losses on the battlefield. Karan – rendering his only contribution to the war he had opposed for reasons less to do with the war strategy and more to do with his hatred for Naidu and growing distrust of Azim – had been tasked with calling in Ambassador Zhang Jinai and reading out the riot act. He had promised the ambassador that there would be immediate retaliatory strikes against China’s populated east coast from India’s three nuclear submarines if the Chinese dared to open a second front in the east. The threat had worked and China, ultimately not willing to bear the cost that would accompany waging war against India, played no further direct part in the conflict. But they weren’t going to forget Karan’s histrionics and consequently did not send an official delegation to Naidu’s funeral.

Ironically, Beijing had seen Naidu as relatively unthreatening and trustworthy, unlike his militant home and defence ministers who now ruled the roost. The Chinese leadership had even reacted positively to Naidu’s peace moves immediately after the war. Naidu had tried to distance himself from Karan’s hawkish stance, which had served its purpose, by sending Rishi Verma to Beijing for some damage control. The PM’s death and Karan’s increased influence in government had, however, erased any chance of rapprochement.

The Nehru name had a different connotation in the present-day Chinese capital compared to what it had stood for more than half a century ago, during the age of supposed Hindi– Chini brotherhood, the brainchild of Jawaharlal Nehru, which had ended disastrously, for India and Pandit Nehru, in the 1962 war. The memory of that military defeat still rankled much of the Indian establishment, particularly Karan Nehru, since he felt doubly linked to it as dynast and soldier.

‘Bring him in,’ barked Karan, who, prior to the recent strife, had got along exceedingly well with the Chinese envoy whether they met in official or social situations. He had even taken to calling Ambassador Zhang ‘neighbour’ referring to the Chinese Embassy compound being literally across the road from Karan’s residence on Kautilya Marg. But that bonhomie was ancient history now.

Zhang Jinai was fluent in English and held a postgraduate degree in International Relations from Georgetown University, not distinctions commonly seen among Chinese diplomats; but then there was nothing common about Jinai. He was a child of privilege, what the Chinese called a ‘princeling’. His father had been an influential general in the People’s Liberation Army with elite political status in the Communist Party, and Jinai’s older brother was the serving vice president of China, which was of marginal importance, in addition to being near the top of the power hierarchy in the Politburo standing committee of the Chinese Communist Party, which was of enormous importance since the committee was China’s highest governing body. This made Zhang Jinai more than simply his country’s envoy; he had unhindered access to, and could confidently speak for, the difficult-to-read powers-that-be in Zhongnanhai, the Chinese Kremlin.

‘The People’s Republic of China extends its condolences, Deputy Prime Minister,’ said Zhang Jinai, on being finally allowed his audience. He gave the letter of condolence to Verma, since Jinai knew from experience that there was nothing Karan detested more than handling official documents.

‘Have a seat, Your Excellency,’ said Karan. ‘And after that perhaps you can explain why no minister of any seniority from your government bothered to show up today.’

‘It was unfortunate but there is an important party conclave taking place and none of the senior leaders could get away. We could have sent someone of junior rank but I personally intervened and quashed any such plans. It was decided that it was better no one go to the funeral than to insult a country as great as India by making a token appearance with a minor functionary. My brother asked that I stand in for him, so I attended the funeral as ambassador and as a representative of the vice president of China.’ Jinai was a leading exponent of the art of dissimulation.

‘Jinai, I have never been more impressed and outraged at the same time. I admire your skills as a diplomat, which very nearly made me doubt that your government deliberately boycotted today’s funeral. But boycott they did, and that is exactly what is infuriating me,’ said Karan.

‘Sir, I believe you have gathered the wrong impression from what I said.’

‘Let’s be clear, there was no love lost between Prime Minister Naidu and myself, as you and everyone else are well aware. But he was this country’s prime minister and your country showed great disrespect today; it will not help us mend fences. We have no quarrel with China but don’t expect us to regret what happened during the war, which we still see as a blatant attempt by your leaders to side with Pakistan and cause grievous harm to our national security.’

‘From what I understand from my superiors, your foreign minister already apologized for your conduct on his trip to Beijing after the war,’ Jinai smiled slyly at Rishi Verma, who had given Beijing some sort of an explanation, on Naidu’s orders, for Karan’s threat-filled tirade. Verma did not react to the Chinese ambassador’s attempt to embarrass the two Indian ministers with the contradictions of coalition rule in a democracy.

‘Very clever, maybe too clever. The foreign minister, like a good soldier, was following his prime minister’s orders, but you may have noticed that the power equations at the top of our government have changed since then. And, I suspect the change of guard has a lot to do with your government’s response than anything else, especially if your higher-ups believe they have already received an apology. Could it be that the leaders of the mighty Middle Kingdom are fearful of me?’ Karan fired back.

‘Not fearful, Deputy Prime Minister, just nervous.’

‘Call it what you will. Make sure you remember from our last meeting that India is not going to tolerate outsiders interfering in its affairs. Send that message to your brother and his friends.’

‘Why would you think that China expected India to do anything but protect its interests, sir?’

‘You know what I mean, Ambassador. I think we’re done for tonight.’ Karan rose to leave.

‘I hate to bring this up on this day, sir, but I have been instructed to raise another matter,’ Jinai disclosed somewhat apologetically.

‘Go ahead,’ said Karan, reluctantly sitting down again. He sensed trouble ahead and therefore did not deny Jinai a hearing as much as he would have wanted to.

Jinai pulled out another piece of paper and began his recitation. ‘During your conflict with Pakistan the Indian Air Force conducted extensive bombing raids on many of Pakistan’s ports. Gwadar was worst hit. China has many commercial interests in the port –’

‘I know all that. You built Gwadar port from the ground up for them. Give me the bad news, will you? It’s getting late.’ Karan was in dire need of a drink.

Jinai refused to be rattled by Karan and maintained his composure. ‘As I was saying, Gwadar is a major port of call for Chinese supertankers filled with petroleum. This is offloaded and then transported along the Karakoram route to our western provinces. Gwadar is the feeding point at the head of the energy lifeline of west China. But after your bombing of the port, these provinces have been cut off because most of our port infrastructure in Gwadar has been reduced to ruins and, even if the port were functional, the Karakoram Highway is no longer secure with your army’s artillery barrages across the new ceasefire line in Kashmir deliberately making passage a risky proposition for our transport vehicles. One of our newest and largest supertankers was bombed in Gwadar, causing an oil spill, the clean-up of which is being undertaken at our expense. Ten Chinese nationals lost their lives in the bombings. My government would like to be compensated for all these losses and paid additional damages for disruptions in the lives of the Chinese people by the Government of India with immediate effect.’ Jinai finished speaking and braced himself for the expected onslaught.

‘How much are you demanding?’ asked Verma, hoping to somehow ward off a rant from the DPM.

‘No, don’t you dare ask that, Rishi. He can say one hundred million, two hundred million or a billion dollars for all I care. It won’t matter, because as long as I’m sitting here we are never going to give in to this extortion! This is exactly the kind of behaviour I was talking about a minute back. It looks like China is not interested in co-existing peacefully. So be it … your government knew exactly what the risks of building a gigantic port facility for Pakistan was at the very start; even a full-blown insurrection by Baluchi tribes didn’t deter you. Gwadar was a justifiable military target because of the Pakistan naval base there, and it was a justifiable target as a crucial supply depot for the Pakistani forces. As for the Karakoram Highway, which you also paid for, certain portions of it are now on the frontlines between where the Pakistan army has retreated to and our boys have advanced, so maybe you should write that off as a bad investment until Pakistan comes to its senses and sues for peace – a process you certainly can assist in. I’m sorry for the loss of life but, as they say, war is hell.’

‘Should I consider this your government’s official response, sir?’ asked Jinai, subtly hinting at the mixed signals that followed their last meeting.

‘I am the government, my dear Ambassador.’

‘Forgive me, sir, but I just thought you would like to take a day to discuss this with Prime Minister Khan and the cabinet since it is such a sensitive matter of state.’

‘Do not tell me how to do my job, Jinai; save that advice for your trips home. You have my reply so get going.’ Karan was not in a mood to discuss the matter any further.

‘I have been instructed to tell you that if India does not agree to pay the damages, we will have to enforce trade-related economic sanctions to recover the sum,’ Jinai threatened, as instructed by his superiors.

Karan sneered contemptuously. ‘Do you think I give a shit about trade, Jinai? Enforce all the sanctions you want, it’ll have a marginal effect on our economy. And the people who do get squeezed will be the rich fat cats, something I’m all for, being a lefty myself. Most of India, the India that lives in villages – my voters – won’t even bat an eyelid at your sanctions. You go ahead and start yourself a trade war and see who feels the pinch first. I bid you a good night, gentlemen.’

Karan got up and walked away at his habitual fast pace. His bruiser’s torso was marred by a left arm that hung weakly by his side, the telltale result of his being wounded during the war that had ended his military career and propelled him towards a political one. The arm provided the only dent of weakness in the appearance of the man, who believed himself to be a born leader of men, as he swept out of his office.

‘This is what I wished to avoid and why I asked to meet the PM instead,’ Jinai complained to Verma.

‘Let me give you some advice, Ambassador: Taking a hard line towards your government’s current interventionist South Asia policy is a topic on which Azim Khan and Karan Nehru are of one mind, especially after your demand for war reparations inevitably becomes public,’ said Verma.

‘In that case we are in for more than a little turbulence, Minister.’

‘To put it mildly,’ agreed a deeply worried Verma, who didn’t see any middle ground to be had with Karan Nehru hardening India’s stance and the Chinese leadership appearing intent on teaching India a lesson.

RAJ MEHRA WAS making his way out of the swanky environs of Maurya Hotel after finishing with his last gig. He was exhausted and would have gladly paid good money to be transported instantly to his bed. India’s leading English-language news anchorman had got through interviewing ten foreign leaders in 36 hours for his news channel, Bharat News. He had procured a month’s worth of top-quality news content and that thought provided some balm to his weary bones.

Raj stepped out of the elevator into the Maurya lobby, hoping against hope he would make it to the outer doors without being accosted by an admirer – not only was Raj a media personality but he was also believed to be a politically powerful figure because he had gone to school with and continued to share the closest of friendships with both Azim and Karan. The wider impression created from his long-standing association with the PM and DPM annoyed Raj no end as he apprehended the viewing public would assign him a bias in favour of the government and a reserved place in the purgatory of journalism.

Raj groaned inwardly when he was ensnared within touching distance of the door by the last man he wanted to meet on most days, and particularly on this night.

‘Raj bhai, where are you going in such a hurry without saying hello to your friend?’ Raman ‘Mamaji’ Rathore appeared without warning, which was his modus operandi, as an insurmountable obstruction in the path of Raj and his camera crew.

‘Mamaji, so good to see you. I’m sorry I can’t stay and chat but I’ve had a long day. The bed awaits.’ Raj’s affable personality came in great use in the news business because he possessed the hardened journalist’s ability to mask his real feelings and convincingly make a show of getting along with even those he detested; Raman Rathore headed that list.

‘Come now, Raj, we’ll go to the Golf Bar and have a quick drink together. So much has happened in the week since we had our last talk. One drink and I’ll let you go. I insist,’ Rathore delivered an ultimatum and Raj was too polite, even in his present state, to snub Rathore.

Raj sent his crew home and then joined Rathore in the Golf Bar, which was just off the lobby. The bar was almost empty. New Delhi was taking a break after the stretch of breakneck activity. It was midnight and the last foreign visitors were making their way to the airport while the local movers and shakers were avoiding the bars in deference to the state of mourning.

Raman Rathore, however, did not think the state of mourning should interfere with his scheming and manipulating. The two men were seated at a table in a corner that Raj had never noticed before, from where they could not themselves be easily observed but could observe the rest of the bar. It was typically Raman Rathore, a political animal who habituated the shadows and sewers. He provided valuable services that no politician would have dared admit to partaking in the glare of the media but couldn’t do without in the treacherous backrooms where power was won and lost within the blink of an eye. Rathore was known as the indispensable man of Lutyens’ Delhi who had IOUs crossing political allegiance and ideology. He liked to say that sleaze and loot had nothing to do with anyone’s morality but was purely a matter of which party or leader had the opportunity to indulge; no one was immune.

‘Raj bhai, I have a big story for you,’ said Rathore in a whisper, purely for effect since there wasn’t a soul within hearing distance. Raj was sure he could remember each one of his unwelcome encounters with his slimy companion starting with that exact claim.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve decided to take the plunge and run for office, Mamaji?’ Raj was suitably flippant as he took a temporarily rejuvenating sip of his single malt.

‘Be serious, Raj, I am talking about news that could change the make-up of the government. Suresh Patil is moving to Delhi.’

That caught Raj’s attention. Suresh Baburao Patil, chief minister of Maharashtra and leader of a powerful partner in the IUA coalition, had very nearly been elected as the consensus candidate to succeed Naidu when the allies were deadlocked on choosing between Azim and Karan. Only a select few people knew that it had taken Raj’s strenuous intervention to bring his friends together for their last-minute deal. Raman Rathore had first-hand knowledge of this secret, because he had been the one who had crucially forewarned Raj, for reasons that were characteristically self-serving, about Patil’s stratagem for wresting the prime ministership. So any news about Patil emanating from Rathore had credibility in Raj’s eyes.

‘Why would he leave Mumbai?’ Raj tried to find the political logic for the move.

‘To become the next defence minister of India,’ Rathore clarified.

‘I think you’ve dialled a wrong number on this one. Azim has already decided to hand the Defence Ministry to Ajay Singh.’ Raj had heard the PM speak of it on at least two occasions in the last few days. Ajay Singh was a former chief minister of the PM’s home state of Uttar Pradesh and the second-in-command of the India Vikas Party.

‘I am telling you the future before it has happened, bhai. Thank your stars for this knowledge. There was a meeting tonight of the leaders of all the smaller parties in government, minus the PM and DPM, where it was decided that since Azim Khan had gained the prime minister’s post, his party would have to relinquish the Defence Ministry to one of them in order to bring parity back to the distribution of senior cabinet posts. Karan Nehru has already given his assent to the proposal and the PM has no choice but to comply,’ extrapolated Rathore.

‘That’s the most sense you’ve ever spoken, Mamaji…So Patil is on his way to South Block?’

‘Not the specific office he wants, but within sight of it.’

‘There is no way Suresh Patil can become PM,’ said Raj, more a hope than with certainty.

‘Not right now, but he is in position to strike if an opening comes his way.’

‘I admit 22 seats in the Lok Sabha gives him enough clout to procure just about anything he wants, but not PM; not now, not ever.’

‘Naidu too only had a handful of seats, it didn’t stop him.’

‘Patil is no Naidu, and even he was the beneficiary of a confluence of changes in the polity that will never again be replicated,’ argued Raj.

‘It’s the same Parliament that provided the opportunity for Naidu – may that old fox rest in peace – and once the numbers game is sparked off again, anything is possible. All that is needed to ignite the spark is for your two friends to fall out in a more complete and public manner. Then the game is on.’ Rathore raised his glass of tomato juice and silently toasted the scenario that would cause the most chaos and therefore be most advantageous to someone with his skills.

‘Then you have elections, not an alternative government,’ Raj countered.

‘Nobody wants another election and that common need will push various players together. And that is where Patil comes in. In the coming weeks he plans to install himself in the space vacated by Naidu as the non-threatening substitute to the two young titans who are trying to build parties with national followings, ambitions that are in direct contradiction to the future survival prospects of their smaller regional allies.’

Raj couldn’t deny that the reptile made sense but he continued to play the devil’s advocate out of habit and curiosity as to where Rathore’s tale would lead. ‘Patil can’t get a majority without the support of at least two of the national parties. Even now the Congress (I) and BJP will never support the same government.’

‘That’s why the smart man from Mumbai has recruited me to his cause. When the moment of truth arrives I will engineer a majority for Patil by hook or by crook. And you are also forgetting that the IVP and the Congress (N) could very likely be involved in this new government that I foresee,’ said Rathore.

‘I very much doubt that either Karan or Azim would take part in a government with anyone else other than them at the head.’

‘True, but their parties have got used to the pleasures that come with power and may disagree with their leaders’ plans. A revolt cannot be ruled out.’

Raj felt like he had just been told a very believable horror story which affected him with such impact because it encompassed his worst fears. Of course, he couldn’t admit that to Rathore. ‘If I were in your shoes, Mamaji, I would tread carefully. The men whose downfall you speak so casually of haven’t reached where they have without learning a mean trick or two.’

‘I don’t doubt it and that is why I always keep an open mind towards every possibility. I’m only letting you know about the political undercurrents at play.’

‘And why would you do that?’ Raj asked.

‘Because we are good friends, Raj bhai.’

‘I’m sure you have many good friends; are you sharing your plans with them too?’

‘Of course not. I deal with each person according to their calibre. You are one of the most influential men in this city and I make an extra effort to keep on the right side of people like yourself.’

‘Don’t waste your time on me. I am of absolutely no value to you as a political asset.’

‘Says the man who is best friends with both the PM and DPM; the man who got them to agree to share power – perhaps the only man who can get them to agree on anything at all. I think your modesty is charming but misplaced, Raj. You could very well be instrumental in deciding the fate of this government and the next.’

‘If you say so. Given the excitement we’ve already been through this year, I think we’re due for a boring stint ahead, despite what you say.’

‘The stars never lie and according to the reading of many top astrologers, with whom I concur, India is heading towards a more troubled period; Mars and Saturn, both potent and volatile planets, one hot and the other cold, are clashing overhead and no good ever comes from that planetary configuration. India’s violent birth took place under such a celestial dispensation so you can expect fireworks.’ Among Rathore’s multiplicity of dark talents, he was also the preferred, if not totally trusted, astrologer of the political elite. The many rings on his fingers reflected his belief in celestial prophecy.

‘It’s all Greek to me, you’re talking to a non-believer,’ said Raj honestly.

‘Radha Khan is definitely a believer and I’ve finally got my hands on her horoscope; it was tougher to locate than either her husband’s or Karan Nehru’s. Now I know why.’ Azim’s glamorous Hindu wife was a source of interest to everyone from astrologers to society page busy-bodies.

‘Dare I ask?’ Raj didn’t want to hear any more bad tidings. He concentrated on finishing his drink as quickly as he could without stretching the bounds of good manners.

‘The distribution of her planets is as impressive as would be expected but the googly is that she is also a mangalik. Mars dominates her horoscope in crucial houses and casts a shadow on the future well-being of her spouse. It is the curse of coupling with a beautiful woman; everything in life extracts a cost.’

‘As I told you, I don’t know much about all this hocus-pocus but I do remember we did a story on this a while back. It seems that half the population is supposedly afflicted by this curse of yours.’ Raj was pleased that he was able to launch a credible challenge against what he considered to be sophistry. And even if there was some truth in astrology, Raj was sure he didn’t want to know about what lay ahead for him, good or bad – that would just ruin the surprise.

‘You’re partly correct. There are many milder versions of it that are relatively harmless and improperly blown out of proportion by quack astrologers, but this is not the case for Mrs Khan. She is afflicted with Mars in the most violent and seldom-seen combination of houses. You must tell the PM to be extremely careful with his health and security.’

Despite himself Raj recalled how a stone had been lobbed at Azim in Lucknow during an election rally a year ago, an act that set off riots across Uttar Pradesh, polarizing the electorate in the state along communal lines and handing the BJP and its allies victory, a narrow one but a victory all the same, in the elections for the state assembly that followed. And no one could forget the way in which Azim’s brother had met his end. Raj was sure there was no chance of his sleeping well after hearing from Rathore. ‘I’ll be sure to pass on your concerns, Mamaji. But now you must excuse me.’
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