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  PROLOGUE




  In a perfect world, communities aspiring to development should not go to war. But time and time again common sense is turned on its head. Even societies whose standards

  of living are rising rapidly use the excitement of nationalism to balance either the treadmill of economic growth or the weakness of corrupt leadership. Yugoslavia, Iraq and swathes of Africa at

  once come to mind and danger signals are now flashing in Pakistan, India and China.




  In May 1998, both India and Pakistan carried out nuclear tests, elevating hostilities to a new, more menacing level. Asia, still wracked with poverty and conflict, now has three declared

  nuclear-weapons powers.




  India and Pakistan have been in conflict for half a century. Pakistan and China have a long-standing military alliance. India and China have already fought one war and disagree on how to handle

  restless nationalism in Tibet.




  But a far more forceful momentum is also sweeping across those two enormous countries, a sense that as empires come and empires go, at some stage the power of the United States will wane and

  another great power will rise up to move into the vacuum. This ambition, and an impatience to force events, has made Asia an unpredictable and dangerous place for all of us.




  China’s naval advances into the Indian Ocean and occupation of islands in the South China Sea are evidence that it is willing to anger its neighbours in order to test its military reach.

  India’s determination to press ahead with its nuclear programme and name China as its main long-term threat suggests a deeper degree of hostility than at first realized.




  Both countries have weak conventional military systems and only minimal nuclear forces. But that is no guarantee that either country will not make a military bid for regional leadership in the

  years to come.




  In Dragon Strike: The Millennium War (Sidgwick & Jackson 1997), Simon Holberton and I described a scenario in which China takes control of the South China Sea. It attacks its

  long-standing enemy, Vietnam, occupies the Spratly and Paracel groups of islands, and deploys submarines in the sea lanes to the Indian Ocean. When the United States intervenes by sending a warship

  into the area, it is sunk by a Chinese submarine with heavy loss of life.




  Pacifist Japan reacts by carrying out a nuclear test, uncertain that it can continue to count on American military protection. Much of South East Asia, looking to the long-term future, gives

  tacit support to China.




  American, British, Australian and New Zealand warships fight their way into the South China Sea. As China’s fleet faces destruction, American satellite imagery shows nuclear missiles being

  prepared for launch.




  The prospect of a nuclear attack on an American city is enough to force a rethink in Washington about how to deal with China.




  Simon Holberton and I described Dragon Strike as a future history. Dragon Fire is even more so. Developments in Asia are moving so fast that on several occasions my writing was

  overtaken by events. What was fiction one day became historical fact the next.




  The characters of the novel are more the individual countries than the people who run them. Loyalties, betrayals, aspirations and scars of history are played out on a political and military

  stage through the eyes of India, Pakistan, China and others.




  If China and India’s security aspirations for Asia converge with each other and with those of the United States and Japan, there is no cause for alarm. That, however, would be an ambitious

  formula. If either China’s or India’s intentions are being underestimated and the danger signs are swept under the carpet, the impact on world peace could be the most catastrophic since

  the end of the Second World War.










  Briefing




  Tibet




  Tibet forms a strategic buffer between India and China, and Beijing is uncompromising about policies there. Chinese troops invaded Tibet in October 1950, a year after the Communist

  Party victory. In 1959 Tibet’s spiritual and political ruler, the Dalai Lama, was forced into exile during an uprising against Chinese occupation. Since then, he has lived in India. The

  international community recognizes Chinese suzerainty – or control – over Tibet. Although Tibetan nationalism has won great sympathy in the West, the Dalai Lama’s campaign of

  non-violence has failed to deliver back the homeland. Many of the younger generation have become frustrated and have proposed a more confrontational approach against China. Little known to the

  outside world, the Indian army maintains a unit of Tibetan commandos, specifically trained to operate in Tibet behind Chinese lines. It is known as the Special Frontier Force.










  Dehra Dun, Uttar Pradesh, India




  Local time: 0200 Thursday 3 May 2007


  GMT: 2030 Wednesday 2 May 2007




  The Antonov-32 transport plane was parked at the end of the runway, half hidden from view by a camouflaged screen. The airstrip at Dehra Dun, in the foothills of the

  Himalayas, was mainly for civilian use and was guarded by only unarmed policemen. Although a cantonment town, steeped in military tradition, Dehra Dun was not like a town in Kashmir or the Punjab,

  considered to be under any serious threat of attack from terrorism.




  Fifteen minutes before take-off, a company of men secured the Dehra Dun airstrip. They tied up the police guards, held them in the civilian waiting area, and made radio contact from the control

  tower, giving an all-clear for take-off. The Antonov taxied onto the runway, laden with thirty men and equipment, weighing in at 24,000 kilograms. The pilot let the aircraft cover 2,000 feet of

  runway before lifting off.




  It climbed sharply to 25,000 feet and turned. The winter had been mild this year. Much of the snow had melted already on the lower ground, and the night was dark and clear as only the air

  sweeping through the Himalayas could be. For those in the Antonov, the awesome, inhospitable and magical mountains were home, land they should have fought harder for long ago and land worth dying

  for. Instead of flying due east, the pilot took the longer route over Nepal, because there was no effective radar or air-defence system to cover it. They would be briefly vulnerable over the Indian

  state of Sikkim, then move into the airspace of the tiny Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan, where the pilot would take the plane down to the lowest altitude possible among the mountain peaks.




  The man leading the operation, Major Gendun Choedrak of the Special Frontier Force (SFF), had been lucky to get his hands on an AN-32. It first went into operation in 1986 and was chosen by the

  Indian forces over its British, Canadian and Italian rivals. Its capability over the treacherous wastelands of the Siachen Glacier was second to none. The cargo ramp was superb and enabled loads to

  be dropped by drag parachutes. It handled excellently at high airstrip altitudes, being able to take off from bases as high as 14,500 feet, and it had set new standards on payload-to-height ratio

  and for sustaining altitude.




  The men were equipped with AK-47 assault rifles, MP-5 sub-machine guns and 9mm Uzis, all more suited to close-quarter engagements than the standard commando issue of 7.62mm assault rifles and

  Sterling Mk 4 sub-machine guns. Thirty paratroopers were on the plane, four of them qualified marksmen, using the 7.62mm SGG-2000 sniper rifle. The commandos had discarded their uniforms for

  civilian clothes. Most carried cyanide capsules first used by the Tibetan fighters during the uprising. Many had photographs of the Dalai Lama in the top pocket of their shirts. The Indian

  air-force livery on the plane had been replaced by Chinese military markings. Chinese charts and books had been put in the aircraft to be found among the wreckage in case of a crash.




  Seven days earlier, Choedrak had infiltrated two hundred men across the border in units of four and five. They were disguised as herdsmen and lightly armed, although many units carried mortars

  and anti-tank weapons. Sixty were to go to the Tibetan capital, Lhasa, even travelling with livestock and, when suitable, making themselves known at Chinese military checkpoints in the hope they

  would be recognized and let through on the way back. The others were to lay up to help with the escape. They were equipped with tiny, frequency-hopping radios, and Choedrak had heard nothing from

  them so assumed they were now in position and safe.




  Using GPS satellite positions, the Antonov navigator programmed a course through the valleys to avoid detection by Chinese radar. The plan would only work if the weather held and the

  paratroopers could drop from as little as 1,000 feet. The men expected 10 per cent casualties. The injured would be on their own until the operation was over. The pilot’s speed was just over

  480 k.p.h. He announced they had reached their cruising altitude, and the men settled down for a two-hour journey.




  They were commanded by his immediate deputy, Captain Tsangpo Jamyang. Choedrak himself was not on the plane.




  Choedrak would be flying in by helicopter. He was thirty-seven years old and a member of the Khampas, a warrior race from eastern Tibet, which had led the 1959 resistance against Chinese

  occupation. His father had joined the Special Frontier Force on 14 November 1962, the day it was set up, when India had just been defeated in a border war. The SFF was based in Chakrata, 60

  kilometres from the Himalayan city of Dehra Dun and 300 kilometres south-west of the Tibetan border. It started with twelve thousand men who were trained specifically to conduct covert operations

  behind Chinese lines. It became a tested rapid-deployment force, skilled in rock climbing, sabotage, airborne operations, spy photography, surveillance and guerrilla warfare. Choedrak remembered

  the SFF fighting in Bangladesh, Kashmir, on the Siachen Glacier and during the Kargil war of 1999. But he had never had the chance to go into action against the Chinese in his own country.




  Choedrak sensed that several Tibetans in the Special Frontier Force suspected his operation, but were keeping their mouths shut. Commandeering aircrew and mechanics could only be done under

  limited secrecy. When he told his Tibetan colonel that he wanted to take 150 men on a training mission to the Siliguri corridor just south of Darjeeling, permission was given without question.




  As the Antonov climbed on the first stages of its journey towards Lhasa, Choedrak was more than 1,600 kilometres away in another aircraft, an Mi-26 helicopter with sixty SFF commandos. It was

  ungainly, noisy and for weeks he had tried to get something more suited to the operation ahead. With eight thirty-five-metre rotor blades, the Mi-26 was the world’s most powerful helicopter,

  but it was purely a logistics aircraft, not designed for fast manoeuvres or offensive action. Its armaments were defensive. The sealed flight deck and passenger compartment directly behind were

  armoured, and the crew had state-of-the-art night-flying instruments, including an active interference system against heat-seeking missiles.




  Thirty minutes earlier, the Mi-26 had landed to refuel at an SFF Wing Headquarters outside the town of Rabangla in the mountain state of Sikkim, just fifty kilometres from the Tibetan border.

  With auxiliary fuel tanks the Mi-26 had a range of 2,000 kilometres. Choedrak planned to go in with full tanks just in case there was a chance to fulfil the mission and fly back out again.




  Getting hold of the Mi-26 had been one of the most complex tasks of the mission. Choedrak had commandeered it from the Indian air force’s 126 Helicopter Unit, based in Chandigarh, claiming

  it was needed for a counter-insurgency training exercise operation (COIN) near Darjeeling. This was the area where India’s tense north-eastern states were joined to the rest of the country by

  a narrow strip of territory only 110 kilometres wide. Nepal lay to the west and Bangladesh to the east. Over the past ten years, insurgencies had spread from the east and the region was wracked

  with separatist violence. For Choedrak it was a perfect cover.




  He identified a Tibetan pilot willing to fly and faked an intricate set of orders, originating at the helicopter base in Chandigarh. The aircraft was flown to the SFF headquarters in Chakrata,

  110 kilometres to the east, where it landed under the cover of darkness. Once there, all Indian markings were removed and the helicopter was painted in desert/snow camouflage colours, with streaks

  of green and small Chinese military markings on the fuselage. From Chakrata it flew at low level, barely 250 feet above the ground across Nepali airspace, into Sikkim 1,200 kilometres away.




  The tiny military base had received a message from Chandigarh that the aircraft was on a classified special forces mission and needed refuelling. Faced with a commando unit of blackened faces

  and Choedrak’s forged order papers, the base commander gave the SFF what they wanted.




  The weather was clear when the pilot lifted the aircraft off from Rabangla. The stars over the plateau were more brilliant than he had ever seen them before. With its cruising speed of 250

  k.p.h., Choedrak expected to be over Lhasa in two hours and probably dead an hour after that. He had not told his family. A letter was to be sent to them from Chakrata. Choedrak turned to the

  pilot, who gave him the thumbs-up signal, and pointed the helicopter through the mountains to rendezvous with the Antonov and the guerrilla fighters who should be on the outskirts of Lhasa waiting

  for them.










  Drapchi Prison, Lhasa, Tibet




  Local time: 0700 Thursday 3 May 2007


  GMT: 2300 Wednesday 2 May 2007




  In the past week the beatings had started again, just like when he had first arrived at the prison sixteen years before. They had forgotten about his good behaviour and

  his proclaimed loyalty to the Communist Party as if they had never happened. Six days earlier, shortly after 0500, they had hauled him out of the cell alone. Outside the temperature hovered just

  above freezing. They hadn’t let him put on his shoes and his skin was torn on cold, hard ground as they dragged him across the yard. They kicked him and hit him behind the knees with a metal

  rod so that he stumbled. Once in the interrogation room, they said they were going to kill him. Then they tied him up to the wall and gave him electric shocks.




  Lhundrub Togden, aged fifty-three, a Buddhist monk from Gangden Monastery in Lhasa, had three years of a nineteen-year sentence to run. After that, he would begin an eight-year sentence for

  organizing riots – and by then he would be sixty-four, if he survived.




  ‘You are accused of splittist activities,’ they said to him. ‘You are a subversive organizing the dismemberment of the Motherland.’




  Togden remained silent. Whatever he said, the beatings would continue. After he had refused to speak for one whole session, they had pushed him into a close-confinement cell, the opposite to

  solitary, where there was no light, little air, no sanitation and prisoners were crammed together as tightly as possible in conditions which made sleep impossible.




  The next day he was given nothing to eat until the evening when, close to collapse, he was handed a steamed bun and broth, so watery that he was unable to taste any vegetables or meat. He

  survived using the mantra ‘Om Mani Padme Hum’, a six-syllable invocation to Avalokiteshvara, the Buddha of Compassion, of whom the Dalai Lama is regarded as an emanation. By reciting it

  endlessly, he disciplined his mind into a tranquil meditation so that he barely felt the blows or the pain.




  Under prison regulations, they could torture, deny sleep and limit meals without referring to higher officials. But Togden understood the system and psychology of Drapchi. They would not move

  him from the Fifth Division, nor would they seriously injure or kill him, without direct permission from Beijing. He was a special-case prisoner, well known to groups such as Amnesty International,

  and Hollywood film stars had personally named him a ‘hero of peace’.




  Togden was made to run with a bag of rocks on his back for hours on end. For years he worked in the greenhouses where temperatures would reach more than fifty degrees Centigrade. At one stage he

  suffered from fluid retention, becoming grossly bloated, with his cheeks and eyes puffed. He recovered from that, but his dramatic swings in size and weight left him looking gaunt and ghostlike. He

  spent two years in solitary confinement and a year ago was sent back to the Fifth Division, the section specially created for male political prisoners.




  When news leaked out that Togden had finally been moved, Choedrak was approached to rescue him. Togden was the most commanding Tibetan figure who advocated acampaign of violent insurgency

  against Chinese rule. Once freed, he could change the future of the whole resistance movement.




  Togden was in state of semi-conscious meditation, forcing away the pain which wracked his body. Shortly after ten in the morning, he heard the first burst of gunfire to the

  south, coming from the old city, near the Jokhang. This time, however, it was not unarmed defenceless civilians who were fired upon by the Chinese police. Men from the Special Frontier Force, who

  had walked for days over the rugged and freezing Tibetan plateau to reach the capital, had infiltrated the city like peasant warriors from another age. They came into Lhasa from the north along the

  Beijing Nub Lan, and only when they were interspersed with the crowds of people in the narrow streets around the Jokhang did the first unit throw back their grubby Tibetan coats to reveal the

  weaponry of modern commandos. From then on their chances of survival were minimal.




  They threw two grenades into the police station at Bharkor, followed by a burst from two AK-47 assault rifles. The men then split up into pairs, heading north; two went past the Snowland Hotel

  to Beijing Shar Lam, the other two up through the Jokhang, Nangtseshag, past the Lhasa Department Store, and meeting up with the others outside the Jebumgang police station. People were running

  back and forth in a familiar pattern indicating the start of trouble. Police opened fire above their heads, but their volley was met with a devastating assault from the SFF Tibetans. Five policemen

  died. Two Tibetans were hit in the exchange, stumbling and falling. Civilians rushed forward to help, but by the time they got there both the commandos had bitten cyanide capsules and were in the

  throes of death.




  Police ran out of the building, firing into the crowd, killing and wounding civilians: the figures are still unclear as to how many. Screams were heard all over Jokhang, bringing people out of

  their houses, and word spread rapidly that the armed uprising had begun, just like in March 1959. The Khampas were back to liberate their country.




  With four- and five-man units, the SFF were able to attack ten different positions throughout Lhasa, spreading confusion and drawing and thinning out the Chinese forces into separate parts of

  the city.




  Three units struck the Armed Police Auxiliary building and the Satellite Earth Station along Ngachen Lam. Two and a half kilometres to the west, the radio and television station on Lingkor Nub

  Lam was hit with two rocket-propelled grenades, then raked with small-arms fire. They attacked the Tibetan Military Area compound, which housed a battalion of PLA soldiers, firing from the northern

  bank of the Kyichu River, careful to avoid hitting the women and children’s hospital in the north-east corner of the compound.




  From a stolen police jeep, they fired into the Armed Police Headquarters along Chingdrol Kyol Lam, drove straight on half a kilometre to the east, pulled up, set up a mortar and fired four

  rounds into the compound housing the Tibetan civilian administration. This was the first unit to come under attack from the PLA rapid deployment force, which was operational within ninety seconds

  of the firefight breaking out in the Jokhang.




  A Chinese WZ 551 armoured personnel carrier drove straight towards the SFF mortar position. Its 25mm cannon was silent, but the 7.62mm heavy machine gun cut a swathe of destruction through the

  small guerrilla unit. The last commando fell as the fourth mortar round was let off. Then two Chinese Z-9 helicopters, based on the French-built Eurocopter SA 365 Dauphin, were in the air with

  searchlights. Crews of other Chinese helicopters, including three Sikorsky S-70 Black Hawks, were being called in, and this was just what Choedrak had planned for.




  With its camouflage colours and Chinese markings, Choedrak’s lumbering Indian Mi-26 helicopter flew into the Plain of Lhasa north across the tributaries of the Kyichu. It was over the

  city, on schedule, fifteen minutes after the fighting began. Choedrak could see crowds gathered around the Jokhang, fires burning in the police stations and the muzzle flashes of gunfire. Special

  Chinese army units were closing in on the narrow streets of the old city, moving cautiously, knowing they were entering a nightmare of close-combat urban warfare. More troops were pouring in along

  the Ngachen Lam from the PLA’s main Tibetan headquarters just to the east of Lhasa.




  Seconds later, the helicopter was over Drapchi prison, which seemed quiet, with light morning traffic. Looking north towards the mountains it was as if nothing untoward was happening at all. By

  now there were other helicopters in the skies, but there was too much confusion for the Mi-26 to be noticed. Choedrak listened for the AN-32.




  ‘Keep flying,’ he ordered.




  The pilot held a northerly course to Sera monastery in the foothills of the Gyaltsen Mountain, then turned west-south-west down to the Kyichu, making a circle of Lhasa so that he would come back

  to Drapchi from the east. The SFF infiltration force was in action throughout the southern sector of Lhasa, with up to sixty men engaged in combat. Forty remained in reserve, retaining their

  disguises, to stagger deployment over the next thirty minutes between the breakout at Drapchi and the escape.




  ‘There he is,’ said the pilot. ‘Two o’clock and coming down fast.’




  ‘Thank God,’ said Choedrak.




  Choedrak saw the Antonov’s silhouette plunging out of the morning darkness. He recognized the distinctive turboprop engine casings above the wings. It came down in a spiral to avoid

  anti-aircraft fire, and just when it seemed certain the plane would not be able to pull out, the nose levelled and the rear ramp came down. The wings tipped and paratroopers tumbled out, their

  chutes opening straight away, the men identifying their positions in the prison compound, concentrating hard with only fifteen seconds between the jump and the landfall.




  The sudden roar of aircraft and the mushrooming of white chutes were followed by the crackle of small-arms fire as half the paratroopers landed inside the camp, their job to hold down the

  Chinese troops for the few minutes of the operation and blow the two gates leading to the prison compound.




  The two gunners on the Mi-26 shot out each of the watchtowers. Already, men lay dead and wounded on the frozen ground of the military camp. But enough were engaging the Chinese in a fierce

  firefight to hold the gate leading from the camp to the prison.




  Other paratroopers made it into the prison itself. Ten men took cover between the clinic and the wall of the women’s prison, setting up a lethal field of fire along the main road running

  through the compound. Five men set up a position between the fence and the First Division building, laying down covering fire for another four who were working on explosives on the prison gate.




  The helicopter came in due south over the Sera Lam road into the city, the pilot skimming the traffic and bringing the aircraft to hover a few feet off the ground opposite the shabby main prison

  entrance. It led into a military camp. The second gate went into a sort of antechamber to the prison, then there was the prison gate itself. Each section was protected by three layers of

  electrified fencing and the compound was overlooked by six watch-towers, each manned by two guards with searchlights and heavy machine guns. Division Five, where Togden was held, was the furthest

  point from the prison entrance, sealed off in its own compound with its own gate.




  Choedrak was the first out.




  A searing explosion ripped away the main gate, hurling debris into the air, and the men from the SFF ran through the flames into the chaos of the military camp. Their firing was controlled and

  highly skilled, hitting the Chinese, identifying their own and shouting commands in Tibetan, using their own language in their own country for the first time.




  The second gate was shattered with plastic explosives, then the gate to the prison compound itself was destroyed and the men ran in, relieving those who had been holding the ground. Each had an

  intricate knowledge of the prison from the diagrams they had studied, each four-man unit responsible for a specific task. The aim of the operation was to free as many prisoners as quickly as

  possible onto the streets of Lhasa, destroy the prison and deliver Lhundrub Togden to India or Nepal.




  The Antonov was on a course due south, flying at the dangerously low level of 300 feet to avoid Chinese radar and air defences, which would now be on high alert. For the next twenty minutes, the

  pilot was relying on luck to reach the border with Bhutan, 200 kilometres away, before the Chinese air defences brought him down.




  A squadron of six fighters scrambled from the Chinese air-force base just north of Lhasa. They were Shenyang-12 or J-12 fighters, Chinese-built, but based on the Russian-designed SU-27, more

  than enough to take on the lightly armed Antonov-32 and Mi-26.




  Seven more Chinese helicopters were in the sky, but, amazingly, the Mi-26 was still flying undetected. When the alert at Drapchi was sounded the Armed Police Headquarters and Tibet Military Area

  command headquarters were themselves under attack from SFF units. The message came through not that there was an attack on Drapchi, but that there was a riot. Then the radio operators were killed

  and their equipment smashed.




  As soon as the last paratrooper was out, seconds after the main gate was blown, the pilot took the Mi-26 up again, flying south towards the Kuru Sampa, the main southerly bridge across the

  Kyichu River. Chinese reinforcements from the east were entering the city, but the area around the bridge was still clear. The pilot brought the helicopter down on the northern banks of the Kyichu,

  dropped off twenty commandos and delivered another twelve to the southern edge of the bridge at the beginning of the Tibet– Sichuan Highway. Looming above them was the Bhumpa Mountain, where

  they were to flee once the helicopter was out of action.




  1,500 metres to the south-west armoured vehicles came out of the PLA’s main depot south of the river, heading towards the bridge. Tibetan fighters saw them, melted into the rocky terrain

  and watched them pass.




  It would only be minutes before the helicopter was identified as an enemy aircraft. The pilot’s most dangerous task now was retracing the flight path to Drapchi. He flew low over the

  Jokhang, now an orange glow of burning buildings and street-fighting. Then it fell quieter below him until suddenly he was above the flames curling up from the prison compound itself.




  The first burst of tracer anti-aircraft fire cut a line of speckled yellow and white in front of the cockpit. The gunners returned with a long burst of theirs and the pilot brought the

  helicopter down into a hover above the prison compound.




  SFF units had taken high positions in the prison buildings and watchtowers. The winchman released the ladder from the helicopter, and the pilot identified Choedrak, running through the smoke,

  with the prisoner, Lhundrub Togden.




  The Mi-26 was not designed for such elaborate work and the pilot had difficulty keeping her steady. Togden was on the ladder first, as commandos set up fields of fire in protective layers around

  him. The Drapchi prisoners formed a human barrier at the gates of the prison, where Chinese troops were now trying to get in. As Togden was on the ladder the first Chinese mortar landed in the

  prison compound with a ferocity which caused panic among the prisoners. The Chinese later admitted that twenty-nine were killed or wounded with that one mortar shell.




  Choedrak was the next up on the ladder. It swayed precariously, but the winchman’s hand was there to haul him in, while the pilot took the helicopter up and turned the nose south again. A

  second mortar landed right inside the prison and exploded beneath them.




  Heavy machine-gun fire from the ground cut through the fuselage, killing the starboard gunner. Choedrak took the weapon and kept firing at troops moving in on the prison perimeter. He saw a

  Tibetan commando raise his weapon above his head in a salute as the helicopter cleared the prison wall. It was the finest salute Choedrak had ever seen: a Tibetan fighting for his country, proud,

  brave, determined, and holding his post so others could escape. A happy man about to die.




  The pilot, too, sensed he had only minutes to live. He kept the helicopter low and fast, skimming the rooftops and twisting to avoid the high buildings. Another round of machine-gun fire hit the

  tail, striking the rudder control which at once became sluggish. He kept her height at barely 100 feet. He saw the roadblock set up by the SFF units north of the Kuru Sampa, already under attack by

  two Chinese armoured cars coming down from Samchen Dong Lam. One APC was stopped in a jarring explosion, hit by a rocket-propelled grenade from the Tibetans. The helicopter flew overhead in a

  deafening roar, following the line of the bridge, an agreed signal to the men on the ground that Togden was on board and they should move on to the next stage.




  The SFF explosives unit detonated the charges laid under the bridge. The road collapsed into the river, leaving their own men on the northern banks cut off from escape, but blocking the Chinese

  pursuit.




  ‘Out now,’ the pilot ordered. The aircraft was barely airworthy. He just managed to control its descent again, keeping her steady above the road, recognizing the Tibetans on the

  ground and holding off Chinese armoured vehicles. ‘Everyone,’ he repeated, turning in his seat. ‘Not a man left on board.’




  As the last paratrooper jumped off, he regained enough height to move the wrecked machine towards the PLA barracks. He could have landed her on the road and surrendered. But that would have been

  the act of a coward. He saw his fellow Tibetans, distant shapes now, taking to the mountains. He got the helicopter to 150 feet, then let it drop, guiding it down until the last few feet to make

  sure that it shattered in the middle of the highway, spewing out oil and burning fuel, wrecking the thoroughfare with twisted parts and lumps of aircraft metal which would block the PLA attack for

  the vital minutes that Togden and Choedrak needed to get away.










  Briefing




  India




  British rule in India officially began in 1858, although the East India Company had been extending its grip there since the 1760s. Through trade and conquest, it controlled areas

  from the southern coastal region to what is now northern Pakistan. By the early twentieth century, there were growing demands for independence, pushed forward by the nonviolent campaign of Mahatma

  Gandhi. The culmination was the partition of India in 1947, with Islamic Pakistan ruled by the Muslim League and secular India governed by the Indian National Congress. The unresolved issue of

  Kashmir led to the first Indo-Pakistan War, and India’s development was plagued by other insurgencies on its borders.




  During the Cold War India remained non-aligned, but forged a close relationship with the Soviet Union. Its economic policies were protective and socialist, and the United States

  viewed it as hostile. In the nineties, the country lost its secular umbrella and elected a government based on Hindu nationalism. It became a nuclear power and proclaimed China its long-term

  threat. Tibet simmered. The war in Kashmir continued and India remained the world’s biggest democracy.










  Operational Directorate, South Block, New Delhi, India




  Local time: 0730 Thursday 3 May 2007


  GMT: 0200 Thursday 3 May 2007




  Hari Dixit, the Indian Prime Minister, slapped his hand on the conference table in his office and angrily pulled out a chair. ‘Why do I have to find out what is

  happening from the Chinese?’ he snapped at the two men standing in front of him. ‘It’s your job to tell me.’




  Mani Naidu, the director of the Intelligence Bureau, which handled internal intelligence, and Chandra Reddy, Special Secretary of the Research and Analysis Wing, responsible for external

  intelligence, were unlucky enough to be the first members of the National Security Council to arrive for the meeting.




  Twenty minutes earlier, Dixit had been holding meetings at his official residence at 7 Race Course Road. He was a tough medical doctor in his early sixties, who through sheer political

  brilliance and some brawn had moulded a coalition to keep his party in power. Three years earlier, he had suddenly risen to political fame, from the obscurity of being Chief Minister in Andhra

  Pradesh. His policies had concentrated on disease prevention, health education, housing, education and information technology, and had become a model for Third World development. The press hailed

  him as the only genuine leader India had had since Jawaharlal Nehru, a man who could balance the needs of the poor with the national aspirations of the world’s greatest democracy.




  The unexpected visitor to the Prime Minister’s residence was the Chinese Ambassador, who came in person, unannounced, his lower lip quivering with rage. ‘Unless my government has an

  immediate explanation as to why Indian troops have invaded Chinese sovereign territory,’ he spluttered, ‘I am instructed to tell you that China will consider itself to be in a state of

  war with India.’




  The British High Commissioner telephoned. The Russian Ambassador sent a hand-delivered note. Dixit blocked calls when he heard that the American Ambassador was also trying to get through. He

  ordered a meeting of the National Security Council at the Operational Directorate, which was a military crisis centre near the Prime Minister’s office in South Block. On the way, Dixit spoke

  to his Foreign Minister, Prabhu Purie, who told him: ‘It appears a renegade unit of the Special Frontier Force was responsible, sir, but the Chinese are refusing to accept this

  explanation.’




  The telephone line from the Prime Minister’s white Ambassador car was encrypted and secure. The car had been custom-built in Calcutta by Hindustan Motors with bullet-proof tyres and

  windows, and an armour-plated chassis. Special Protection Group (SPG) officers changed the number plates at least twice a week.




  Two SPG cars pulled out in front. The one closest carried a scanner to detect missile attacks. Two more cars flanked the Ambassador behind and an ambulance followed the convoy. The driver and an

  SPG commando with a Sten gun were in the front, while the Prime Minister sat alone in the back.




  The route varied each time he travelled from his residence to his office. This morning the convoy headed along Akbar Road and on to Vijay Chowk, just below Raisina Hill at the foot of the

  Central Secretariat complex. The final leg took it up towards the elegant red-stone buildings of South Block, designed by Edwin Lutyens in the final days of the Raj and now the nucleus of

  government for the world’s biggest democracy.




  The car turned into gate eleven near Rajaji Marg, and Dixit saw his two most senior intelligence officials drive in just before him. As he stepped out of his car, Dixit could only wonder whether

  he was to preside over an era of yet more war.




  Tibet was the silent, dangerous front which had been swept under the carpet for more than half a century, dormant, but never forgotten. On his way in, Dixit walked past walls covered with

  photographs of men who had won the highest Indian award for bravery, the Param Vir Chakra.




  His private secretary was waiting at the lift and they rode up together to the first floor, turning left towards the room marked OPERATIONAL DIRECTORATE. There had been no time to separate the

  tables, which had been moved together for a meeting of twenty-five people late the night before. The officials of India’s National Security Council pulled up chairs and sat down. Present were

  the Prime Minister, the Foreign Minister, the Defence Minister, the Home Minister, the National Security Advisor, the heads of the Intelligence Bureau and the Research and Analysis Wing, the deputy

  chairman of the Planning Commission and the chiefs of the Army, Air and Navy. The Finance Minister, who would have been present, was out of the country.










  Briefing




  China




  Modern China grew out of years of colonization, civil war and internal conflict. Mao Zedong’s Communist Party took power in 1949. But it was not until 1979, after Mao’s

  disastrous economic and social policies, that genuine reform began. Western democracies fashionably courted the one-party state with encouragement and investment. The China boom years were

  temporarily halted by the 1989 Tiananmen Square killings, which underlined China’s intention to remain an authoritarian power. The Chinese leadership believed that political reform would lead

  to uncontrollable violence. The army and police maintained a repressive presence in Tibet. Missile, aircraft and naval development was aimed primarily at deterring Taiwan from declaring

  independence. China’s stated long-term goal was to become the leading regional power in Asia. The return of Hong Kong in 1997 was hailed as a victory over years of humiliation by foreign

  powers. By the end of the twentieth century, China was jostling with the United States, wooing and threatening South-East Asian neighbours, and warily watching Japan. Then, after India’s

  nuclear tests in 1998, China was forced to begin changing focus.










  Zhongnanhai, Beijing, China




  Local time: 1200 Thursday 3 May 2007


  GMT: 0400 Thursday 3 May 2007




  ‘The Indian Ambassador is insistent that a renegade military unit is responsible,’ said the Chinese Foreign Minister, Jamie Song.




  ‘They were Tibetans, trained by India and using Indian equipment,’ said the Chinese President, Tao Jian. ‘We must decide on a suitable response.’




  ‘We have declared martial law in Lhasa,’ said Tang Siju, the third man present and the Second Deputy Chief of the General Staff. Tang had served as defence attaché in London,

  Washington and Berlin, although his German tour was cut short when it became clear he was heavily involved in covert intelligence gathering. His brief now was intelligence and strategic gathering,

  but his grasp of Western military technology, coupled with his hawkish views and uncompromising discipline against internal dissent, gave him power far above his status. As debate within the

  Chinese leadership swung between authoritarianism and reform, Tang was often tipped as a successor to President Tao. Jamie Song was on the other end of the pendulum’s swing.




  Three of China’s most powerful men walked along the shore of the lake known as the Central Sea in Zhongnanhai, the walled compound in which the Chinese leadership lived and worked. The air

  was filled with spring blossom swirling like snowflakes, although it had been a cold night and tiny wafer-thin patches of ice clustered in the corners, showing that winter had only just passed.




  Tao nodded, but Song blanched.




  ‘Our policy in Tibet, more than anywhere else, will impact on our global position,’ Song argued. ‘Since the 1989 Tiananmen incident and the Dragon Strike event, we have

  skilfully become a role model for the developing world.’




  ‘Tibet is an internal matter,’ said Tang bluntly. ‘The incursion by India has given us an opportunity to act. We should not lose it.’










  Foreign and Commonwealth Office, London




  Local time: 0800 Thursday 3 May 2007




  ‘Do we know where Togden is?’ asked Christopher Baker.




  ‘We don’t, Foreign Secretary,’ said Sir Malcolm Parton, the Permanent Under-Secretary and the civil servant in charge of the Foreign Office. ‘If he’s alive,

  he’s probably hiding out with ten or twenty of the guerrillas, trying to make their way to India or Nepal.’




  ‘With the Chinese army in hot pursuit, we assume,’ said John Stopping, the Chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee. ‘Even if he turns up in Nepal, his final destination

  will be India.’




  ‘And if he doesn’t make it?’ said Baker. ‘If the Chinese get him?’




  ‘That would be a more settled outcome,’ said Sir Malcolm, exchanging glances with Stopping.




  ‘If he gets to India?’ pressed Baker.




  ‘The Indians might give him asylum with the usual conditions that he doesn’t engage in political activities,’ Sir Malcolm explained. ‘They might feel he’s too hot

  to handle and pass him on to a third country. Wherever he is he will become a focal point for violent resistance against Chinese rule in Tibet.’




  ‘And how’s China going to react to India’s inadvertent incursion?’




  ‘President Tao will milk it for everything he can,’ said Stopping. ‘But quiet diplomacy through the Security Council should keep it in check.’




  The Foreign Secretary stood up, looking at his watch, indicating that the meeting was over. His mind was far away from China, a country which he didn’t like and didn’t understand,

  and which didn’t fall in the British or European hemisphere of world affairs. The press were still running with a story about his numerous infidelities, no doubt leaked by his soon-to-be

  ex-wife. The House of Commons Foreign Affairs select committee was homing in on a bribery scandal in Malaysia, about which he had known nothing. Apparently, the papers on it had been sent to him at

  the bottom of his red box one weekend six months earlier.




  His Under-Secretary had made a valiant attempt to defend him, so, when Sir Malcolm called asking for an urgent early-morning meeting, he reluctantly agreed. The presence of John Stopping,

  Chairman of the JIC and soon to be appointed Ambassador to Beijing, indicated that something both secret and significant was afoot. The JIC was not directly involved in policy-making, and Sir

  Malcolm had not made it clear why he had insisted on bringing Stopping along. The most obvious colleague would have been the Director for Asia–Pacific.




  But right now he was running late for a breakfast meeting at Downing Street with the Prime Minister and the new German Chancellor. ‘Draw up some options, will you, Malcolm,’ he said,

  putting on his jacket. ‘Apart from that my instinct is to keep our mouths shut. It seems that Britain’s most pressing concern is if Lama Togden turns up alive and says he wants to live

  in Clapham.’










  The White House, Washington, DC




  Local time: 0300 Thursday 3 May 2007


  GMT: 0800 Thursday 3 May 2007




  ‘I think you need to wake the President on this one.’ Reece Overhalt, the American Ambassador, was speaking to the White House Chief of Staff, Charles

  Nugent, from the secure communications room in the Embassy in Beijing. Nugent was propped up in bed, eyeing his clock and trying to sound polite.




  ‘I don’t see it, Reece,’ said Nugent. ‘You say it’s an Indian cock-up. If we woke the President every time a Third World government screwed something up the man

  would be a walking zombie.’




  ‘China could lose it,’ Overhalt insisted, ‘become uncontrollable.’




  ‘Well, let them lose it in the morning – Eastern Standard Time.’










  Briefing




  Dharamsala




  In 1959, after the Dalai Lama fled Tibet, the Indian government allocated the town of Dharamsala, nestled in the mountains of northern India, for him to use as his headquarters.

  The Dalai Lama lived there in a modern compound, while buildings off the steep little streets housed the institutions of the Tibetan government-in-exile. One of those buildings was the Tibetan

  Parliament.










  Chandigarh, India




  Local time: 0300 Friday 4 May 2007


  GMT: 2130 Thursday 3 May 2007




  The call from his controller interrupted his light sleep. Chandigarh was never quiet, with the blaring of a horn or the crunching of gears on the busy road outside his

  room. It was only a week since he had been rotated, the beginning of his second tour of duty in Chandigarh, the city chosen many years ago from which to launch an attack on Dharamsala. His

  operational name was Tashi and he was a graduate from the People’s Liberation Army Foreign Affairs College in Nanjing. Unlike most educational institutions specializing in international

  issues, the Foreign Affairs College avoided employing foreign teachers, to try to ensure that its graduates were not recognized when they were sent overseas.




  Tashi was a Tibetan, who had spent a year at Johns Hopkins University in the States. He was a member of the Chinese Communist Party and an employee of the Second Department of the General Staff

  Department, responsible for training agents in intelligence-gathering abroad. Largely unknown, however, was its added role in carrying out covert military operations on foreign soil.




  Tashi was a sleeper agent. His controller used just two Hindi words to alert him to the mission. Tashi exercised for fifteen minutes, showered in cold water, which spluttered and dribbled. He

  lathered his scalp, then stepped out of the shower to shave it in front of the mirror, watching the contours of his skull as clumps of hair fell into the basin.




  The orange and maroon saffron robe was folded in his bag, and he shook it out, watching the dust fly out around the room. He wrapped it round him, checking the pockets he had sewn on inside. A

  driver was waiting when he walked outside his building, and he followed him to a red Maruti jeep. If they talked Tashi had been told to address the driver as Sattar, but they travelled in

  silence.




  At Una, the road forked into little more than two country tracks, and Sattar had to ask the way. Tashi wound down his window to let in the fresh morning air. As they climbed the mountain, the

  countryside became emblazoned with orange and blue spring flowers, sometimes beautiful, sometimes wrecked by the poverty of the villages. After the first bridge across the Dehra River, when the

  pine trees began, Tashi slipped the grenades into the pockets of his robe, two on each side.




  After Lower Dharamsala, which was still a predominantly Indian town, Sattar took the longer but better route to Upper Dharamsala or MacLeod Ganj, driving round by the Gorkha Army Cantonment at

  Forsyth Ganj. As they climbed and wound round the mountain the view became more and more spectacular, stretching right down the Kangra Valley on one side and up to the mountains, heavily covered in

  snow, on the other. The Gorkha battalion was fighting in Kashmir and only a skeleton staff looked after the building. But Tashi wanted to see it for himself, to check how quickly professional

  troops would arrive after the operation. The sentry boxes were mostly deserted and rusted padlocks hung on many of the gates. The windows of the officers’ mess were even boarded up.




  Kashmir was sucking in the Indian troops. There were almost three-quarters of a million men there now and still the war went on, funded and fuelled by Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and a dozen

  other Islamic countries wanting to cause trouble. Tashi wondered why India had allowed the Tibetans to open up a second front in China. It just seemed crazy to him. He checked his watch. The

  journey had taken just over five hours. In half an hour his job would be over. They left the cantonment area and passed the church of St John’s in the Wilderness, where Lord Elgin, the Earl

  of Kincardine, was buried. The road was busy, half-blocked with three-wheelers and monks walking slowly in clusters.




  Sattar drew up just before the bus stop. European backpackers, in loose, grubby clothing, some with Tibetan beads hanging off them, unloaded their luggage. The stench of the streets was

  dreadful, with open drains and rubbish piled up everywhere. No one seemed to be cleaning it up. Filthy water ran through rivulets in the road and gathered in potholes. A sign said Welcome to the

  Little Lhasa in India. If this is what Lhasa would be like under Tibetan rule, thank heavens the Chinese have it, thought Tashi.




  It was just after 0915. Question Time in the Parliament-in-exile started at 0930. They called it Question Time to satisfy the Western democracies, but it was nothing more than a recitation about

  waging war against China. Tashi would wait five minutes and then go in. Sattar manoeuvred through the squalid little town and headed down Nawrojee Road towards Lower Dharamsala.




  He stopped just outside the compound which housed the small Parliament building. Tashi got out of the car. The pockets held the weight of the grenades well and he felt for the pistol with his

  right hand. He pulled the robe around him against the morning mountain wind, waiting while Sattar turned the car, then he walked briskly, his head lowered to avoid eye contact with other monks.




  He walked under the arch of the compound, looking right towards the offices of the Tibetan security, which he didn’t consider a threat – the .38 would see them off if they suspected

  him. He kept his pace as he took the two steps leading to the Parliament building, ignoring the office marked Dept of Religious Affairs on the right. Directly in front of him were wooden

  pigeonholes, each stuffed full of memos and newsletters.




  He went to the left, taking his bearings from the faded sepia pictures of Mahatma Gandhi and the Dalai Lama.




  His left hand moved to a grenade and his right opened the double doors inwards. A wooden screen blocked his view and he stopped. There were no voices behind him. No one chasing or suspecting

  him. There was no hurry. Hardly a face turned to look at him. A naked light bulb hung from the ceiling over a centre desk where clerks took notes. The room couldn’t have been more than 550

  square metres, and there were two rows of seats on each side, each with shared microphones which could deflect the grenade throw. A deputy on the right was speaking, leaning across the microphone,

  and the room was a mixture of saffron robes, business suits and women in striped Tibetan aprons. The red light of a cheap Panasonic camera showed that it was recording the proceedings.




  Tashi moved to the left, so that he had a clear line to the Speaker. He drew the pistol, taking the safety catch off and used his left hand to clear the robe. He fired at the Speaker’s

  head, hitting him twice, and as the first scream of panic reverberated around the chamber he threw a grenade towards the last bench by the window. A second grenade he rolled on the floor straight

  down to the Speaker’s chair and the third he tossed to his right, the pins coming out smoothly just like they had when he practised, and he kept the fourth as he backed out of the door.
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