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Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction and may contain strong or debatable language, violent and mature scenes which are creatively placed in the book to support the storyline of the book. All character/s, storyline/s, dialogue/s, plot/s, event/s, incident/s and scene/s of the book are entirely imaginary and a work of fiction and do not necessarily reflect, or represent, the views and opinions held by the author or the publisher.

The author does not intend to endorse, promote, encourage or support any actions or acts made by the characters in the story as these are fictionalized content of the book. Resemblance of any character/s in this book to any person (living or dead), place/s, linguistic group/s, political party/ies, community/ies, or sect/s is purely coincidental/unintentional and neither the author, nor the publisher, shall be held responsible for such resemblance.

Readers’ discretion and potential guidance is strongly advised in case the content of the book is considered outrageous, alarming, or disturbing by certain segments of its sensitive readers.
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Mir Samandar Khan Ahmadzai (r.1697–1714) – Nephew of the preceding Khan (Mir Mehrab Khan I, r.1695–1697). He was the son of Mir Mehrab’s brother Mir Qambar. Upon Mehrab’s death in battle (1697), Samandar was nominated as Khan (later receiving the Mughal title “Amir-ul-Umara” from Aurangzeb). Samandar ruled until 1714 and was then succeeded by Mehrab’s son Mir Ahmad II.


	
Mir Ahmad II Khan Ahmadzai (r.1714–1716) – Eldest son of Mir Mehrab Khan I (and thus elder brother to Mir Abdullah below). He was chosen as Khan after Mir Samandar’s death in 1714. Ahmad II proved an ineffective ruler and in 1716 was deposed in favor of his younger brother (Mir Abdullah).


	
Mir Abdullah Khan Ahmadzai (r.1716–1731) – Younger son of Mir Mehrab Khan I (brother of Mir Ahmad II). He took power in 1716 (after deposing Ahmad II) and expanded Kalat’s frontiers. Mir Abdullah had two consorts, first was from a Mingal (a Brahui tribe) with whom he had his eldest son, Muhabbat Khan. His second consort was Bibi Maryam Iltazai: She was his chief consort and belonged to the Iltazai tribe. With her he had two sons, elder one was Iltaz Khan (also known as Altaz Khan or Haji Muhammad Khan)and younger one, Mir Muhammad Nasir Khan I Ahmadzai. Under Mir Abdullah Khan, the state expanded from Upper Sindh and Qandhar to Persia till the port of Bandar Abbas. Mir Abdullah Khan Ahmadzai, died in 1731 during the Battle of Kachhi. This battle was fought between the Khanate of Kalat, led by Mir Abdullah, and the Kalhora dynasty of Sindh, under Mian Noor Mohammad Kalhoro. The conflict arose over territorial disputes in the Kachhi region. Mir Abdullah was killed in the battle near Sanni, close to Jandrihar in present-day Balochistan, Pakistan.


	
Mir Muhabbat Khan Ahmadzai (r.1731–1733 /1736-1749) – Eldest son of Mir Abdullah Khan. He was confirmed as Khan upon his father’s death in 1731. Muhabbat ruled until 1749.Muhabbat was born to a Mingal mother, Mir Abdullah’s first wife who belonged to Mingal (a Brahui tribe).Muhabbat Khan is described as “notorious among his followers for ill-temper and ‘ayesh’ (debauchery), and for treating the chiefs of other districts harshly.


	
Mir Iltaz Khan Ahmadzai (Altaz Khan)(r.1733–1736) -Mir Iltaz’s reign was very brief. He was made Mir replacing Mir Muhabbat Khan by the tribal council (jirga). But due to Persian Emperor Nader Shah Afshar’s intervention, Mir Muhabbat was reinstated as the Khan in the year 1736, who’s rule lasted till 1749. 


	
Mir Muhammad Nasir Khan I Ahmadzai (r.1749–1794) – Younger son of Mir Abdullah Khan (stepbrother of Mir Muhabbat Khan). He succeeded his brother in 1749. Nasir Khan I (the famous “Nasir Khan Noori”) then ruled until 1794, greatly consolidating and expanding the Khanate. He is greatly revered as the architect of the unified Balochistan as is known today.


	Each succession above was hereditary within the Ahmadzai family: Samandar was Mehrab’s nephew, Ahmed II and Abdullah were Mehrab’s sons, and Muhabbat, Iltaz and Nasir were Abdullah’s sons. In each case the new Khan was either appointed by the previous ruler (at death in battle or abdication) or by the tribal nobility, often with outside confirmation (e.g. Nader Shah Afshar’s endorsement of Mir Muhabbat Khan).



[image: MIR NASIR KHAN I.png]





Mir Muhammad Nasir Khan I Ahmadzai (r.1749–1794)

(Noori, Ghazi, Wali and The Great)
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Prologue
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‘Eagle of the Mountains’

The battle was short, fierce and decisive. The dust had not yet settled on the harsh desert plain dotted with gum caper, fruit-bearing pipas and the occasional ghost-like karir that grew in its unforgiving ruggedness, and was marked by caravan convoys crisscrossing the rugged countryside, even treacherous mountain ridges, in normal times.

Mir Ahmad Khan II Ahmadzai lay in a pool of blood. The slow setting sun had turned its fierce glance on the mangled flesh of his body torn apart by his nephew, Mir Abdullah Khan’s unrelenting sword crimsoned with revenge.

Mir Ahmad Khan’s horse, Shehzada, that had stood 15 hands high at the withers and braved many wars with Mir Ahmad Khan in the saddle, was still groaning from its death throes, its slow, laboured breathing a sign of fast-fading life. Mir Abdullah’s spear had pierced through the ridge between its shoulder blades.

The victor stood on the sands, legs wide apart, every muscle and sinew in his body taut and standing out in a conqueror’s pose. His voice had a strange and ferocious ring—no trace in it of Achilles’s tears over Hector’s body in Troy—as he said, “I am the new Ghazi (victorious warrior)! I will lead the Khanate of Kalat—the Brahui Confederacy—to newer heights!”

*   *   *
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Present-day Balochistan is a vast portion of rocky, unforgiving Pakistan-controlled western tract of land bounded by Afghanistan higher up north and by Iran to its immediate west. It remains united in a shared history of many bloody wars and insurgencies, often marked by courage, resilience, and even treachery.

But, in the times that Mir Abdullah Khan lived and thrived, more than three centuries ago, Balochistan had no permanent borders. In the early-1600s, the Baloch homeland was a loosely knit tapestry of rival Baloch and Brahui groups who fought over power and influence. These fiercely independent tribal territorial chieftains swore by ancient codes of honour and ruled not from palaces, but, literally, with an iron hand—their sword—from desert tents and councils.

The Brahui Khan of Kalat, in the 16th Century AD, had consolidated control of a large area, including Makran, but this did not mean that smaller local chiefs caused him any less worry within the Khanate of Kalat, founded by Mir Altaz Sani Khan Qambrani.

The Dombkis, Bugtis, Marris, Jakranis, Rinds, Lasharis, Mengals and others—controlled different regions, ranging from the coastal areas of Makran to the arid plateaus of Sarawan. The first four, mainly, held sway over the hilly regions.

The constant feud made Balochistan vulnerable to its enemies. The powerful Safavid Dynasty of Persia to its west that controlled a vast ‘gunpowder Empire’—including Iran, Azerbaijan, Armenia, parts of the Caucasus, Iraq and Turkey, Afghanistan, and Central Asia—was forever eyeing its strategic coastlines and mineral wealth.

The Mughals in the east looked upon the region as a buffer and an opportunity to stretch their influence beyond Sindh into wild, unconquered frontiers. And the Afghan warlords to their north were perennially putting Baloch defences to the test. The Arabian Sea, on the other hand, was a sea route wide open to advances by both wealth-seeking traders and invaders.

But the most formidable enemies were often internal as conflicts between tribes were a constant thorn in their flesh. They clashed bitterly over control of grazing land and of water sources. Often, festering vendettas led to fierce blood-letting. Any peace negotiated was fragile—only a temporary cessation of age-old enmity. Ambitious forays across newer fronts were often marred by betrayals and only the strongest chieftain could hope to consolidate even a small portion of the land he had set out to conquer.

*   *   *
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Kalat, a natural fortress, in the central highlands of Balochistan, snuggled among high-altitude valleys and narrow passes that made it virtually impregnable to attackers. Whoever controlled Kalat could extend power in all directions. And so, it became the nerve-centre of a future unified Balochistan.

The Khanate of Kalat, by the early-1700s, had already begun to emerge as a centre of power in Balochistan’s fractious feuds, although its leadership was fluid and in a constant state of flux. After Mir Samandar Khan died in 1714, power passed on to his nephew, Mir Ahmad Khan II, a man who was as merciless as he was tyrannical.

Mir Ahmad Khan’s reign was met with growing dissent from the tribal chieftains. His methods were viewed as authoritarian—even ruthless. And slowly, but surely, the insidious seeds of rebellion began to germinate in the minds of the noble and warrior classes alike.

One name resonated, in hushed whispers, through the corridors of power—Mir Abdullah!

*   *   *
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The younger son of dreaded warrior Mir Mehrab Khan I, Mir Abdullah, drew fear and respect from all for his courage on the battlefield and charisma away from it. Although still young, his reputation ran ahead of him for his daring in battle and astuteness in politics. He was not yet a Khan, but, nevertheless, carried himself like one. Among the tribes, there was a growing sense that he was the man to follow.

In 1716, Mir Abdullah launched a dramatic coup on Kalat. As his troops pulled up beside him, reining in their horses, he paused astride the saddle of his own, faithful Zafir, gazing up at the Palace of Kalat. Mir Abdullah felt a sense of pain and regret as he thought of what he must do to the portals of this majestic structure.

The sprawling palace, spread over 4.35 million square feet, was hemmed in by rugged mountains and apple orchards. The building’s awe-inspiring design was spurred by the Khan of Kalat’s memories of the spar deck of the ship that had carried him across the ocean on his first Hajj pilgrimage and stood as a reminder of that historic pilgrimage.

In a well-coordinated wild-cat strike, Mir Abdullah overran the palace, then ruled by his own kin, Mir Ahmad Khan II. The brutal clash that followed saw brothers pitted against brothers, and cousins fighting each other.

It was not uncommon in Balochistan at the time that an act of fratricide would have condemned a lesser man. But, even as Mir Ahmad lay dead at his feet, Mir Abdullah emerged as the undisputed leader of Kalat. At Mir Abdullah’s glittering coronation as the twelfth in a long line of Khans, many tribal elders had convened in a rare show of unity.

Cries of “Shaheen-e-Kohsaar” (Eagle of the Mountains) rent the air as these chieftains declared their allegiance to Abdullah. Shaheen (the eagle) symbolized the soaring spirit of an eagle—and denoted ‘independence’, ‘strength’ and an ‘aspiration for freedom’. It was a title that he would proudly carry through life; and one that would follow him in legend.

*   *   *
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Mir Abdullah Khan Ahmadzai’s meteoric rise propelled him to formidable heights and he became one of the mightiest rulers that had ever reigned over the Baloch people. But grandiosity was never his watchword! He did not indulge in stately court appearances as he was seldom in Kalat, but spent most of his time in relentless military campaigns chasing an unshakable vision. He stayed steadfast to his single-minded pursuit of—what lesser mortals would not dare dream of—a united Balochistan under a single banner.

To achieve this end, he had his work cut out! More than govern Kalat, he would have to convince—or else subdue—every single rival chieftain, and build an army capable of repelling the Persians in the west and Mughals in the east. And so began a new chapter in Balochistan’s history—one of ambitious, bloody wars, sealed by the blood of kings.

Mir Abdullah Khan had now launched into a seemingly never-ending and arduous campaign of expansion. His troops on wild, but tamed, horses in their newly grown, thick winter coats threw up clods of frost-covered earth, stamping through the narrow passes between the peaks of Moro, Dilband and Harboi in the hills of Sarawan’s mountainous terrain.

They blazed trails of dust in summer along the scorched coastline of Makran as Mir Abdullah Khan led his warriors through one winning campaign after another, forcing militant tribes to kneel under the banner of Kalat.

His rule was one of brutality—and, yes, of brilliance! It was the only dual-pronged scepter that spoke louder than words in a land as untamed, as unpredictable, as Balochistan.
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Chapter 1
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Triple-Tent Trick

The moon hung low, casting an eerie light on the countryside around. No breeze whispered through the desolate moorland. Not a blade of grass stirred in the somnolence of the night. A strange stillness had fallen and all was silent except for the neighing of a horse now and then...as silent as any army camp pitched in the wilderness can be.

It was around the time that a Sindhi nobleman had lost a fortress to the Khan’s forces near Lasbela. In a dramatic turn of events, mercenaries loyal to this nobleman led a daring midnight assault.

The stockade was well fortified, with huge timber logs set in a wide, circular perimeter around the tents where the soldiers—more importantly, Mir Abdullah Khan Ahmadzai—were resting. He had taken over the reins of the Khanate of Kalat a few years ago after killing his elder brother, Mir Ahmad Khan II, in a bloody coup.

The logs placed as boundary fortifications for the present Khan’s encampment were sharpened to a pointed tip at their upper ends and acted as a defense against any intrusion. And outside the wooden barricade, more than a score of armed guards patrolled in precision, ever vigilant against unseen enemies.

But this silence was deceptive. A group of assassins had even now managed to slip into the camp through a break in the ranks of the guards, a couple of whom had gone off duty, waiting for two more to fill in their places. This small lapse could lead to a huge loss.

And so, the night-invaders managed to slip past the sentries guarding the outer fortifications. They poisoned the guards’ horses, and made for the central tent.

The furtive group moved cautiously, making its way unseen towards one of a cluster of three tents in which the Khan was thought to be sleeping. There was no way of knowing which one of them housed Mir Abdullah Khan even though they, too, had their ‘moles’ within the Khan’s set-up.

What made things even more confusing for the intruders was that all the three tents looked exactly alike and no one—not even the Khan’s most trusted guards—knew which one he would sleep in that night. This had, of late, become routine for Mir Abdullah Khan on all nights.

The power the Khan acquired through a string of battles won, by now, had given birth to paranoia. Assassins were a constant threat and Mir Abdullah Khan had devised this ingenuous system of night-time security. It was so elaborate a plan that it would be remembered in awe even generations later.

In every war encampment, three identical tents were erected for the Khan—each opulently furnished, well-guarded and—what most people did not know—connected by well-concealed tunnels. Every evening, as dusk fell on the encampment, Mir Abdullah Khan’s war camp transformed into a citadel of secrecy.

The ‘tent triad’ ritual was effective. One was for decoys, one for council, and one for sleep—although no one ever knew each night which tent would be host to what purpose. An intricate maze of underground tunnels that prisoners had dug, and covered with stone slabs, connected the tents. Only a few of the Khan’s most trusted guards, led by Commander Raheem, knew the exact layout.

With blades drawn, and hearts pounding, the night raiders stormed what they thought was the Khan’s recess chamber. What greeted them, instead, were lifeless, wooden mannequins harmlessly placed under silken covers. They stared into a near-empty tent, with its interior lit only by the half-moonlight that streaked in through the narrow entrance to the enclosure!

Gruff voices sounded just outside...a few short, staccato orders barked out. Within moments, the camp exploded into chaos. Horns blew. Fires erupted. A few seconds later, they found themselves at the wickedly gleaming tips of spears and swords wielded by more than a dozen camp guards. They had walked into one of the decoy tents, and were now trapped!

And the tent-busters, whom Raheem’s soldiers had cornered, were dragged away to face the Khan. Mir Abdullah Khan was sitting upright in another tent, his face and thawb-less body wet with perspiration. His eyes held an evil glint even as he tenderly felt the razor edge of his curved scimitar with his fingers.

Swift, ruthless justice followed.

“Speak,” he said as his voice rasped in his own ears, “or, you’ll speak without tongues.”

They spoke...every word they could tell him! But that did not save them! Their screams and anguished cries for mercy rang out clear over the silence of the moors, choked into barely audible moans and faded off into the distant wilds. Mir Abdullah Khan stared into the flames of the camp fire with a chilling detachment.

His officers watched in silence as, one by one, the would-be assassins met their gory end. No one dared question the severity of the punishment. In war, showing mercy was a sign of weakness. And Mir Abdullah Khan was no weak man!

*   *   *
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Of the fifteen years that Mir Abdullah Khan ruled over the Khanate, he spent barely five within the stone walls of the capital of Kalat. For the rest, he was on horseback, leading his men into newer territory where no flag of unity had ever flown, his conquests bold and unrelenting.

Bandar Abbas was established as a port and renamed in 1623 after Shah Abbās I captured the Portuguese city of Hormuz—along the Persian Gulf and a vital port city in present-day Iran. It had fallen to his armies after a string of clashes along the coast that spread over months.

Lasbela had long been governed by reluctant allies. But the Khan subjugated, and integrated, the territory more firmly into the growing Khanate. Further east, he pushed into Sindh, taking control of Kuch, and sparring with the rulers of Thatta.

Every new military conquest brought both triumph and danger. They earned him admiration and enemies in equal measure. Ambitious chiefs, vassals of Persia, and rival commanders in Sindh and Afghanistan—all viewed him as a threat.

But, even in the heat of constant campaigning, his mind never strayed from his vision of a greater, unified Balochistan. Huddling over detailed maps of the region in the light of a crackling fire within the warm canvas folds of his tent—his throne room on the move—he and his chief minister, Yusuf, would trace the expanding borders of Kalat with battle-calloused fingers, measuring progress in leagues and scars.

On one such evening, his minister urged him to return home, to rest, and to let the court see their Khan once more. But Mir Abdullah Khan refused.

“Kalat must grow stronger yet.” The Khan said. “Only when we are mighty enough to draw in all the tribes as kin—not subjects—will my idea of Baloch unity cease to be a dream and become a legacy for our progeny.”

*   *   *

[image: ]


It was during this period of unrelenting campaigns that news arrived from the volatile northern frontier. A month-long standoff with the rebellious Marri tribe, positioned perilously along the borders of Kalat, had finally reached a resolution. The tribe, long resistant to Kalat’s authority, had sent word that they were ready to bow before the Khan, but on one condition: Mir Abdullah, himself, must grace the ceremony of allegiance.

Mir Abdullah Khan, confident of his strength and, perhaps, eager to personally seal a symbolic victory, arrived with a small, handpicked escort of 1,000 troops. But little did he, or his ministers, guess that an ambush, veiled in the guise of laying down of arms, awaited them.

More than 3,000 renegades of the mutinous tribe turned on Mir Abdullah Khan and his troops. In the fierce battle that took place, the Khan and his commanders managed not only to inflict heavy damage on the opposing forces, but his men also succeeded in removing the Khan to safety.

But, amid the noise and the dust, the sharp edge of an enemy sword had, somehow, grazed the Khan’s back. Although the wound was not deep, it was enough to slow him, making every movement painful.

The next day, Mir Abdullah Khan’s commanders made sure it was the last day that any member of the tribe would live to see. No one was spared for their treachery.

As the horses of the renegades were being re-saddled into the Khan’s cavalry, Yusuf said tentatively, hesitating a little even as he spoke, “This can’t go on forever, Sardar! Even iron cracks over time.”

Mir Abdullah Khan took one look at him, squinted his eyes that were ringed with dark shadows of exhaustion. Deep furrows creased his brows.

“That’s why I forge iron every day.”
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Chapter 2
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He Who Will Be

The messenger dug into his stirrups and pulled up just short of the fortifications. His horse was frothing at the mouth. The Khan was camping at Lasbela and the rider had had to travel all of 220 miles from the Palace of Kalat. He had pushed his horse to its limits and it took him only four days to reach this place.

The man was breathless. He knew he was the bearer of good tidings for his Sardar and his eyes shone in anticipation of a handsome reward. The Khan listened intently to the man bowing before him and then stood up. A triumphant smile lit up his war-weary face. Mir Abdullah Khan held the messenger by his shoulders and lifted him up. He embraced him as one would a brother.

“Let there be a feast tonight!” he said in a voice that seemed to echo all round the Kirthar mountain range.

The Khan was now a proud father to his third son!

His first son was Muhabbat Khan, born to his first consort, a noblewoman from the Mengal tribe, a section of the Brahuis of Balochistan. The second son, Iltaz, and now the third, were begotten from his main consort, Bibi Maryam Iltazai, from the Iltazai tribe.

“He shall be called Nasir,” the Khan declared, “and inherit more than just my name. He shall inherit my vision of a unified Balochistan.”

He spoke for hours of the future—first to his soldiers gathered around him with cries of “Hail, Nasir,” and, later, to himself, sitting alone in his tent that night.

It was a future that, in the warm glow of fatherhood, now seemed more possible than ever.

The messenger went back to his tent that night, carrying gifts of gold, garments and grains. The night’s high faded into sleep; wisps of smoke that rose from roasted lamb-on-pit and cedar wood some minutes ago mingled with the cold mountain breeze from Kirthar.

The Khan stood at the encampment gates, his gaze transfixed on the curtain of darkness beyond. Somewhere far away, newborn Nasir had breathed of his first air as third in line for succession...

But out here, beneath the cold stars and the soft murmur of breeze through the junipers in the mountain range, the weight of his kingdom rested squarely on Mir Abdullah Khan’s shoulders.

*   *   *
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Mir Abdullah Khan’s kingdom was born not of inheritance, but of brute force and blood. And it was still a kingdom at war. The map of Balochistan was changing by the year. Under his command, the Khanate of Kalat had extended its reach like a bushfire in the semi-arid rangelands of Tomagh—slow-burning and smoldering, but relentless in its progress.

The Khan’s territory now covered extensive areas—from Bandar Abbas in the west, to the Sindhi frontiers in the east, stretching up to Kutch and bordering the valleys of Kirthar.

In the north, Mir Abdullah Khan’s forces were perpetually up against enemies near Quetta and Zhob, and pushing deeper into the mountainous Afghan corridors. And, in the south, the Khanate’s reach extended all along the coastal routes of Gwadar, Pasni, and the fertile lands of Lasbela.

But these were not mere annexations. Each campaign was a battle of grit, and of wit, often against leaders as proud and ruthless as he.

Some chiefs yielded to the promise of wealth and security under Kalat’s emblem. Others were crushed beneath the advance of his cavalry. Villages burned. Forts fell. Oaths sworn on the Quran by night were broken at the first light of dawn.

It was a time of brutal wars, savage betrayals, and fierce pragmatism!

The Khan stood outside his tent breathing in the crisp morning air; beside him stood Yusuf and a few of his closest advisers.
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