

    
        
          Empire of Ash and Blood

        

        
        
          The Timurid Trilogy, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Anwer Sher

        

        
          Published by Anwer Sher, 2026.

        

    


EMPIRE OF ASH AND BLOOD 

BY ANWER SHER 

COPYRIGHT@AQSHER 2026

Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Disclosure

Prologue

The Surrender

The First Command

The City Before Dawn

The Captive Prince

THE ARRIVAL OF THE SUPPLICANTS

THE ENCOUNTER

THE CROSSING

THE ZENANA EVENING’’

THE EMPEROR'S ARRIVAL

THE NORTHERN JOURNEY’’

The Council of War

The Southern Threat

The Battle of Khanwa

The Poisoned Cup

The New Emperor

The River of Tears

The Road to Exile

The Desert Birth

The Court of Shah Tahmasp

The Return Begins



  	
  	
			Dedication

			
		
    To my mother, Amita Sher—author, teacher, and my first guide into the world of history and imagination.
It was to you, in the year 2000, that I made a quiet promise—to complete this work of historical fiction. In many ways, this book fulfills that promise. It also reflects the countless hours we spent in conversation, exploring the past, shaping ideas, and bringing history to life. Your own work, especially your evocative storytelling on Begum Samru, inspired not only the form of this novel but also the courage to attempt it.
To my father, Brigadier Abdul Qayum Sher (HJ), whose steadfast encouragement and belief in perseverance carried me through the moments of doubt. This work owes much to your quiet strength.
To my sisters, Ferida and Ferhana, for their constant interest, support, and faith throughout this journey.
To my sons, Aadil and Ali, for whom the past must always remain alive, meaningful and worth remembering.
Finally, to Lisa Lenney, for her patience, love, and unwavering presence throughout this long and demanding journey

      

    



  	
        
            
            Empires are not inherited they are crafted.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Disclosure 

[image: ]


This manuscript was written entirely by the authors. Artificial Intelligence tools were used solely for editorial support, including the refinement of language, clarity, and consistency. No part of the narrative, ideas, or original content was generated by the AI.

Dedication

To my mother, Amita Sher—author, teacher, and my first guide into the world of history and imagination. 

It was to you, in the year 2000, that I made a quiet promise—to complete this work of historical fiction. In many ways, this book fulfills that promise. It also reflects the countless hours we spent in conversation, exploring the past, shaping ideas, and bringing history to life. Your own work, especially your evocative storytelling on Begum Samru, inspired not only the form of this novel but also the courage to attempt it.

To my father, Brigadier Abdul Qayum Sher (HJ), whose steadfast encouragement and belief in perseverance carried me through the moments of doubt. This work owes much to your quiet strength.

To my sisters, Ferida and Ferhana, for their constant interest, support, and faith throughout this journey.

To my sons, Aadil and Ali, for whom the past must always remain alive, meaningful and worth remembering.

Finally, to Lisa Lenney, for her patience, love, and unwavering presence throughout this long and demanding journey

Anwer Sher

April 2026

To my beloved mother, Amita Sher.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The Mughal Empire ruled over Afghanistan and India for just over two centuries, a fascinating period of history woven into the fabric of India in a compelling manner that holds us spellbound by its grandeur and stories. The Mughals brought Persian to India, along with artisans and craftsmen of the highest calibre. The beauty of the Taj Mahal, the Shalimar Gardens, and the many forts and gardens that adorn India to this day epitomize their legacy. 

The story of the Mughal emperors is indeed fascinating. Outsiders who could have been plagued by the curse of many conquerors before, who could not mold themselves into the fabric of India and India too could not completely accept them. The foundations of this empire were laid not only through the conquests of Babur, the first emperor, but also through the artful integration and reforms by his followers. The three Mughal Emperors who perhaps contributed the most to this legacy were Humayun, his son Akbar and Akbar’s grandson Shah Jahan (best known for building the Taj Mahal). 

The story that follows is that of Humayun’s life and is a part of a trilogy of the three greatest Mughal Emperors. This story binds us to the characters and the drama that unfolded around these great men. Each with their flaws, each with their adroit desire to succeed, and yet with an innate quest for survival, these men defined history in no uncertain terms.
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The Surrender
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The Afghan chieftain knelt in the dust before Babur, but his eyes did not lower to the ground. Perhaps, they were 18 years old. Farid Khan's turban had come undone in the negotiation, and his black hair fell across a forehead still flushed from the ride down from Rohtas Fort. The young man smelled of horse sweat and the almond oil he used to keep his chain mail from rusting—a detail Humayun noticed because he was close enough to smell his own fear, sour beneath the silk of his tunic.

"You speak of blood," Babur said. He dismounted to accept the surrender, a calculated gesture. He now stood with his hand resting on Farid Khan's shoulder, as a father might steady a stumbling son. "Yet you refused to spill yours, or your two hundred men's blood, against my army. Is blood so cheap to Afghans that you discard it rather than spend it?"

"Blood that does not recognise its own is already spilt, Badshah." Farid Khan's voice carried the accent of the eastern mountains; each word was deliberate. "My father was a horse trader in Bihar. His blood bought nothing for me. Your blood,"—he looked up at Babur's face—"bought you Samarkand three times, and lost it three times. What does blood recognise, except the edge that spills it?"

Humayun felt the generals around his father shift in their seats. Kooch Beg's hand moved toward his sword hilt, a gesture Humayun had learned to read. But Babur laughed—a short, surprised sound that echoed against the fort's stone walls.

"You will go to Bihar," Babur said. "To claim what your blood denies you. And you will tell the Lodi Sultan that I come for what Timur left unfinished." He paused. "What presses so urgently in Bihar? Surely these are matters of the heart."

Farid Khan rose. He was taller than Babur and Humayun. When he stepped forward, the guards closed ranks, but Babur waved them back to their places. The Afghan youth placed his lips on Babur's forehead—the kiss of a son to a father—and Humayun saw his father's face transform. Not the performance of kingship, but something private, quickly hidden.

"Blood, Badshah," Farid Khan said, stepping back. "It is always blood. But I thank you for asking after my heart."

That night, Humayun could not sleep in the tent he shared with his younger brother Kamran. He listened to his brother's breathing, the rustle of the night guards outside, and thought, ‘My father has never asked after my heart. He asked after my sword arm. He asked me about my horsemanship. He once asked me if I could recite the opening sura without error. But he has never asked what presses upon me.’

Three months later, in Herat, he received his answer. He wonders whether Farid Khan’s blood claim in Bihar had succeeded or whether the young Afghan lay dead in some field, his heart's matter unresolved.

The Neem trees dropped their thin shadows across the limestone like fingers pointing toward the door where Babur waited. Humayun walked between them, and where their shadows touched his shoulders, he felt cold. The sweat on his face—still there from sword practice—cooled abruptly, and he shivered in his burgundy coga.

Ten thousand men. The number had no weight in their mouth. He had seen ten thousand men only once, at the review outside Kabul, and they had been a sea of helmets and horse tails, indistinguishable from grains of sand. Now, they would distinguish him. They would watch for his hand to signal an advance or retreat. They would listen for his voice to rise or break as he spoke.

Babur stood at the entrance of the residence, speaking with three Timurid nobles whose names Humayun knew but whose faces he could not recall. His father's cogha (overcoat) was studded with carnelians along the collar—Humayun counted them automatically, seven stones, the same number as the verses of the Fātiḥah. The dagger at his waist caught the afternoon light: rubies, emeralds, and white bone. It was a weapon too beautiful to use, carried by a man who had killed at thirteen with a plain blade.

Humayun bowed. The movement felt mechanical, like a puppet's gesture. He kept his eyes on his father's boots—red leather, Persian work, the toes scuffed from stirrups.

"Humayun." His father's voice carried the weight used for proclamations. "We have decided to give you command of a tuman."

The words fell into the space between them. Humayun heard his own breathing, which was too loud. He heard a bird in the neem trees, crying harshly. He thought, ‘I am 16. I have killed two men—one in practice, his skull crushed by a mace blow that was supposed to pull short; one in the skirmish outside Ghazni, an Uzbek whose throat I cut while he was trying to rise from where his horse had fallen. I do not remember their faces anymore. I will remember ten thousand faces. I will drown in faces.’

"As their general," Babur continued, "your actions will mean life or death. They will seek their courage from your conduct." He paused. Humayun watched the scuffed toe of his father's boot press into the dust, then lifted. "If you show cowardice, they will die, he said. Do not return to me if you flee from battle. I would rather welcome death than a coward son."

Death or cowardice. The choice his father offered had no third option. Humayun thought of Farid Khan, who had chosen to surrender and was called bold. However, Farid Khan was Afghan and outside the Timurid blood-oath. Humayun's hand found his sword hilt—the calluses there, still new, still tender—and he gripped it until he felt the pattern of the wire wrapping bite into his palm.

"Lord of Kings," he said, and his voice emerged soft, as it always did, the voice of his mother rather than his father. He forced it to be louder, feeling the strain in his throat. "I swear by the Timurid blood that runs in my veins—I shall do all to make you proud."

He looked up. Babur's eyes were fixed on him with an intensity that made the courtiers stammer. Humayun held the gaze, though his stomach clenched and he felt the sweat begin again along his hairline. ‘See me’, he thought, with an urgency that surprised him. ‘See that I am here. That I am not a coward, yet. That I do not know what I am, but I am here.’

Babur nodded. The nod was dismissal, but also—Humayun searched for it—something else: satisfaction? Recognition? He would spend years trying to read that nod, trying to determine whether his father had seen him at all or only the blood in his veins, the face that resembled his own at sixteen.

* * *
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The log Humayun chose had been shaped by axes for seating, and the bark stripped away to reveal pale wood darkening with age and many hands. When he sat, he felt the residual warmth of whoever had occupied it before—the guards who had scattered at their approach. He placed his palms flat on the wood and grounded himself in its texture.

Kooch Beg Turkoman spoke first, his oath booming across the small clearing. Humayun watched the man's right hand, the broad scar across the knuckles, press against the general's chest. The scar was white and old, and the skin was shiny and tight. ‘A slashing sword’, Humayun thought. Or perhaps a rope burn or a fall from a horse. I will never ask. A general does not ask his commanders how they were injured. He only trusts that they were wounded and survived the ordeal.

He smiled, nodded, and accepted the proposal. Gultash Beg and Gul Nazir Tughay followed, their oaths quieter and rehearsed. Humayun knew their reputations—Gul Nazir's sixty horsemen against four hundred Uzbeks, the hit-and-run perfected to an art of survival. He watched Gul Nazir's hands as he spoke: they moved constantly, sketching arrows in the air, the slide along a horse's flank, the shot from beneath the belly. A man who spoke through his hands because words were insufficient for what he knew.

Then Bairam Khan.

He was twenty-two, only six years older than Humayun, yet he knelt with the gravity of an older man. His oath included the line—"to all in your line of blood"—that the others had omitted, and when he touched Humayun's knee, his hand was steady. Humayun felt the pressure through the silk of his shalwar, warm, brief, and more intimate than the oath required.

"I shall also guard you with my own life," Bairam Khan said, and his eyes did not leave Humayun's face.

Why? Humayun wanted to ask. You owe my father your promotion and command. Why did you extend to me what was not asked? But he nodded, as he had nodded to the others, and Bairam Khan rose to take his place with the generals, two years of command and a thousand sleeping Uzbeks behind him.

A tactical discussion then began. Gul Nazir spoke of matchlocks—range versus speed, the six arrows in sixty heartbeats against the single shot and lengthy reload. Humayun listened, but part of him remained with Bairam Khan's hand on his knee, the unexpected weight of that gesture. ‘Guard me, ’ he thought. ‘From what? The enemy, or myself?’

When Bairam Khan described his three-wave tactic, his voice changed slightly. The formality dropped away, replaced by something eager and almost boyish. "Six volleys from a good range," he said, and his hands moved like Gul Nazir's, sketching trajectories. "Terror, my lord. The softening of determination."

‘You believe in terror,’ Humayun exclaims. ‘Not as Badshah Babur believes in it—as a tool of kings, a necessary weight—but as an artist believes in his medium.’ He has thought of the faces of the men who will receive these volleys. He has imagined their fear, and it does not sicken him.’

This thought should have disturbed him. Instead, he felt relieved. Here was a man who understood violence completely, who could therefore be trusted to execute it while Humayun learned what he himself understood of it.

"The quartermaster," Gul Nazir was saying, "argues we do not have enough matchlocks for the infantry."

"It will be arranged," Humayun said, surprised by the certainty in his own voice. Where did that come from? "Kooch Beg—training begins with first light."

He rose. The generals rose with him and bowed. As they walked back toward the limestone building, Humayun slowed his pace until Bairam Khan walked beside him and the others were ahead.

"Your oath," Humayun said quietly enough that the others would not hear. "The extension to my bloodline. Why?"

Bairam Khan's step faltered, barely. "My lord?"

"You might have served my father with that loyalty. You might serve my brothers if I fall. Why bind yourself so absolutely?"

They walked in silence for a few moments. Then Bairam Khan said, "Because I have seen what happens to lines of blood that are not guarded, my lord. I have seen Timurids’skulls used for wine cups. I would not see it again."

He spoke of Shah Ismail's trophy, Humayun knew—Shaibani Khan's skull, gold-rimmed, circulating at Persian feasts. But there was something else in his voice, some personal shadow Humayun could not identify.

"And if my line proves unworthy of guarding?"

Bairam Khan looked at him then, directly, with the same fixed gaze he had used in his oath. "Then, I will guard it nonetheless, my lord. This is the nature of an oath. It does not wait for worthiness."

They reached the entrance. The other generals requested permission to withdraw, and Humayun granted it, watching them leave. Bairam Khan hesitated, and Humayun said, "Tonight. After Isha. We will speak more."

* * *
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The courtyard had cooled, but the stones retained the day's heat, radiating upward through the thin carpet where Humayun sat. Above, the stars emerged —Venus first, bright and solitary, then the scattered diamonds of the Persian sky. Humayun knew their names in three languages: the Arabic of his tutors, the Chagatai of his father's court, and the Persian of poetry. He had never learned to navigate them. A prince does not navigate; he is conducted by others.

The servant—Humayun had noted him earlier, the sunburned skin, the gazelle-alertness—brought the silver carafe. The birds and flowers chase each other around its belly, eternally in flight, eternally blooming. Humayun had seen similar work in Samarkand before they lost it again. Before they lost everything, again and again, and called each loss a prelude to victory.

"Will you join me in some wine?" he asked Bairam Khan.

The young general's face changed. Humayun watched carefully: the flush that rose from the collar of his tunic, the tightening of his jaw, the deliberate control of his eyes. ‘He will lie’, Humayun thought. ‘I have asked him to choose between courtesy and conviction, and he will choose courtesy because I am his prince.’ I have made him a coward in order to be polite.’

"My Lord," Bairam Khan said, "before sunrise we train hard tomorrow, and I do not wish my senses to be dulled."

The lie hung between them like a sword. Humayun considered accepting it, as one accepts a gift that does not fit. Then he said, "You are devout."

It was not a question. Bairam Khan's flush deepened, spread across his cheekbones. "I am, my lord."

"And wine is forbidden."

"Yes, my lord."

"Yet you feared to say so."

Bairam Khan was silent. The servant, still kneeling with the carafe, did not look at either of them. Humayun took the cup from the tray—heavy, solid, and the silver cool against his fingers—and filled it. The wine was dark, almost purple in starlight. He could smell it now, the sweetness masking something sharper, fermentation, and time.

"I have made you uncomfortable," Humayun said, "to avoid being uncomfortable myself. This is not a good command for the user. A general should not force his officers to choose between truth and courtesy." He drank, and the wine was too sweet and cloying, nothing like the clean bitterness he had expected. "You may speak the truth to me, Bairam Khan. I am not my father. I do not execute men for refusing wine."

He did not mean to say that. The words emerged with the wine, unguarded. He saw Bairam Khan's eyes widen, saw him process the reference—Mohammed Dervish, the courtier executed at thirteen, the story every Timurid child knew—and then carefully unprocessed it, returning his face to neutrality.

"Thank you, my lord," Bairam Khan said. "I would not judge any man's use of wine. Only my own."

" What is your judgment? Of your own use?"

"I am—" Bairam Khan stopped speaking. He looked at the stars, at the courtyard walls, anywhere but Humayun's face. "I am afraid of what I might become without restraint, my Lord. The matchlock, the cavalry, and the tactics we discussed are ways of directing violence outward. Wine directs it inward. Alternatively, it completely removes the direction. I have seen men who were soldiers become animals. I do not wish to be a beast."

Humayun drank again. The sweetness was less offensive now, or he was becoming accustomed to it. He thought of his father, who drank wine and was killed when he was thirteen. who drank wine and ordered the pyramid of heads in Kabul. Who drank wine and wept sometimes, late at night, for the Samarkand.

"My father wants us to move to Kabul," he said. "His half-brother, Absalom, rebels. We are to lead the assault."

Bairam Khan's attention sharpened, and the personal retreating before the military. "When?"

"Seven days. He wants to see your matchlock tactic first." Humayun smiled, felt the wine in the smile, loose and uncontrolled. "He is watching you, Bairam Khan. If you fail, you will answer to him more than to me. I have made you my shield, you see—my experiment. If the tactic fails, I will say that you persuaded me. If it succeeds, I will claim the vision."

He had meant it as self-mockery, a prince's confession of weakness. However, Bairam Khan's face closed, and the warmth of their exchange was chilling. "I will not fail, my Lord. Not for your sake, nor for mine, nor for the Badshah's. For the ten thousand who will follow us."

"Yes," Humayun replied. "The ten thousand. I had forgotten them for a moment. Thank you for remembering."

He drank again, deeply, and waved Bairam Khan away. The general rose, bowed, and departed with a straight-backed walk. Humayun sat alone with the carafe, the stars, and the growing certainty that he had mishandled something precious—that in offering honesty, he had revealed only his own inadequacy, and in receiving it, he had punished the giver.

The wine finished, and he did not call for more. He sat until the stones cooled beneath him, until Venus set, and until the first grey of false dawn appeared in the east. He thought, ‘Tomorrow I will command. Tomorrow, I will perform the role my father has written for me. But tonight, I am a boy who cannot sleep, drinking wine that is too sweet, in a city we will soon leave, for a victory that will not last.’

‘This is what it means to be Timurid. This is the inheritance of blood.’

* * *
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He lay on the camel-hair blanket, but sleep did not come. The stars above were the same that had watched Shaibani Khan die, that had watched Timur build towers of skulls, that had watched his own uncle Kooch Beg take his first command. The stars were indifferent to the rain. This was their lesson, which every soldier learned: the stars would watch his death with the same attention they gave his life, which was to say, none.

‘My lord is afraid’, he thought, and the thought was not treasonous because it was compassionate. ‘He is afraid, and he drinks to manage the fear, and he does not know that I recognize this because I am also afraid.’

However, Bairam Khan's fear was different. He had first felt it at eighteen, when he led his two hundred against the thousand sleeping Uzbeks. Not fear of death—death was simple, a moment's pain and then the stars' indifference. Fear of ‘enjoyment’. He had enjoyed the terror in the sleeping camp, the way men scrambled from their blankets into the matchlock fire, the confusion, and the slaughter. He enjoyed it, prayed for forgiveness, and enjoyed the next battle even more.

This is why he refused wine. Wine removed the restraint, and he needed restraint as a matchlock needed a trigger guard. Without it, he would become what he feared most: a man who killed for pleasure, who used the tactics he had invented not for victory but for the aesthetics of violence.

‘He offered me honesty’, Bairam Khan thought, remembering the prince's confession about the shield, the experiment. ‘And I withdrew because I could not match it. My honesty is darker than his, and I am ashamed.

He turned on his side and felt the hard ground through the blanket. They would train the next day. The matchlocks would fire, the horses would gallop, and the tactics would unfold as he had designed them. Humayun would watch, would judge, and perform his princely approval or disappointment.

‘I will guard him’, Bairam Khan thought, returning to his oath. ‘Not because he is worthy—he is young, afraid, untested.’ Not because his blood deserves it—blood has never deserved anything. I will guard him because he is honest in his fear. And honesty is rarer than courage, and more easily killed.’

He closed his eyes. The stars continued their indifferent watches. Somewhere in the city, a dog barked, another answered, and then there was silence. The silence of Herat, which had known so many conquerors, would know so many more.

* * *
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Babur stood on the roof of the nobleman's residence, above the courtyard where his son had received command. The Herat night was cold, and the wind carried the smell of snow from the mountains. Soon, the passes would be closed. Soon, the choice he had postponed would become inevitable.

"My lord." His wife's voice was behind him. Maham Begum, mother of Humayun, was the only woman who would climb to find him rather than send a servant. "You do not sleep."

"I am listening to the wind."

She stood beside him. He did not look at her, but he felt her presence, the warmth of her body against the cold air, and the familiar scent of jasmine oil in her hair. They had been married for 20 years. She had seen him lose Samarkand, Kabul, Herat, and everything else, and reclaim enough to pretend it was a victory.

"The women are afraid," she said timidly.

"They should be."

"You will march in winter. With the children."

Now he looked at her. Her face was shadowed, but he knew its lines, the small scar above her left eyebrow from a fall in a skirmish years ago, and the way her mouth tightened when she was withholding judgment.

"If I leave them here," he said, "and the siege of Kabul prolongs, the Uzbeks will come. You know what they do to Timurid women."

"I know what winter does to children."

He turned back toward the wind. She was right. She was always right, which was why he had not invited her to the council and had not told her of the decision until now. Because her rightness complicates his certainty.

"Humayun commands the vanguard," he said.

"I know."

"He is afraid."

"I know that too."

Babur felt something shift in his chest, like a stone he had placed there long ago. "I was not afraid. At his age. When I killed Mohammed Dervish, I was not afraid."

Maham was silent. Then, "You were thirteen. You fainted afterwards. Your mother told me."

"She should not have told you."

"She told me because she was afraid. For you. For what you would become." Maham moved closer, and her hand found his on the edge of the diwan. "Humayun's fear is not a weakness, Babur. It is imagination. He imagines the consequences. You never did. You acted and dealt with the consequences of your actions. I do not know which of you is stronger. But I know which of you I would trust with my life."

He wanted to pull his hand away and reclaim the solitude of command. Instead, he gripped her fingers, feeling the bones, the rings she wore, the physical reality of her that survived all his losses.

"I asked him," Babur said, "if he would flee. I told him that I would rather he died than fled. Do you know what he answered?"

"He swore by his blood. As he has been taught."

"He swore to make me proud." Babur's voice cracked slightly on the last word. He controlled it. "Not to win. Not to conquer. To make me proud. As if that were the victory."

Maham said nothing. The wind gusted, carrying the smell of snow and the future.

"I will make him proud," Babur said finally. "Or I will make him dead. There is no third door for Timurids."

He released her hand. He would go down now, to the warmth of the residence, to the appearance of sleep. Tomorrow, he would watch his son command thousands of men. Tomorrow, he would begin the march that would take them through the winter mountains to a brother's rebellion, to another Timurid killing Timurid, to the endless cycle of blood that recognized only itself.

But tonight, for a moment longer, he stood on the roof with his wife and listened to the wind and tried to remember what it had felt like to be sixteen, and afraid, and still capable of wanting something other than survival.
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The First Command
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Humayun stepped out of the shelter of his room into the air that bit. The cold had sharpened overnight, and it was the kind of Herat winter morning that made men remember why they feared the mountains. He pulled the sheepskin closer, feeling its weight, the animal smell still lingering in the grease-treated wool. His breath plumed white, and he watched it dissipate before moving—each exhalation a small, visible, and immediate death.

Ten sunsets. His father's deadline was spoken as a verse of judgment. Ten sunsets to transform Bairam Khan's tactic from demonstration into doctrine, to weld cavalry and matchlock into something that could withstand a winter march, a brother's rebellion, the endless Uzbek threat waiting beyond the passes.

The courtyard stones were rimed with frost and slick beneath his boots. His horse—a gray mare named Pari, "Fairy," although she was fifteen years old and scarred across her left flank from an arrow wound taken at Kabul—snorted steam and shifted against the groom's hold. Humayun mounted without assistance, a small assertion of competence, and gathered the reins in hands that still remembered the previous day’s sword practice. The calluses were tender, with new skin over old wounds. He welcomed the ache. It connected him to his body and the physical reality of what he was about to witness.

"My Lord." The captain of his Ahadees, a Tajik named Qasim, who had served his father since Samarkand, spoke from the saddle beside him. "The generals are on the field half a parasang east. Bairam Khan has assembled the riders."

Half a parasang. Three kilometers. The distance a horse could walk in an hour, but Humayun would not walk that far. He would canter, he would gallop, he would arrive with the cold air stripping the warmth from his face and the blood singing in his ears. He needed this. The movement before the stillness of observation, the performance of command.

"Let us see what magic our friend has conjured," he said, and the phrase felt wrong even as he spoke it—’magic’ suggested deception, illusion, while what Bairam Khan offered was engineering, mathematics, the brutal physics of lead and velocity. However, the generals would expect a prince's lightness and a young man's enthusiasm. He gave them what they expected, touched Pari with his heels, and moved from a trot to a canter without transition.

The Ahadees formed around him automatically, a dozen riders in royal blue that distinguished Babur's household cavalry. Humayun ignored them or tried to. He stood in his stirrups—the Timurid way, learned before he could properly reach the stirrups without assistance—and let the cold air scour his face. The knoll rose before them, bare earth and winter-stunted grass, and he took it at speed, Pari's hooves finding purchase on the frost-hardened slope.

At the summit, he reined. And saw.

Kooch Beg, Gul Nazir, Gultash Beg. Three silhouettes against the grey morning, identical in their purple tunics, their Bukhtar armor catching the first suggestion of light. The brass and steel crests on their shoulders gleamed dully, their ranks made visible. Humayun noted the details of their helmets—the chain mail aventails falling to their thighs, the pointed crowns that made them targets even as they proclaimed their status. ‘We are here’, the helmets announced. ‘Find us if you dare.’

They turned at the sound of his approach and bowed together. The gesture was rehearsed and respectful, but Humayun caught the fractional delay before Kooch-Beh’s head lowered. His uncle, his father's trusted general, was measuring the boy who now commanded him.

"May the Blessings of Allah be on you, my Lord."

"And may Allah bless you all." The response was automatic, the Arabic flowing despite his distraction. He was already looking past them to the plain below, where a hundred horsemen waited in formation.

A hundred. Two hundred matchlocks. Four hundred shots, if Bairam Khan's mathematics held. Against what? Against the memory of Timur's cavalry, arrow-loosed, wheeling, inexhaustible. Against the Uzbek charge that had broken Babur's lines at Sar-i-Pul. Against his own fear, which he could not name to these men, which he could only transform into the excitement that they expected.

"Is Bairam Khan ready?"

"Yes, my Lord." Gul Nazir's voice, the cavalryman who understood speed. "We awaited your Highness's arrival."

"Ask them to commence."

He could not hide his eagerness. It stretched his face into a smile that belonged to a younger self, a boy watching his first battle from the safety of a hilltop. The generals would note it and report it to his father. ‘Humayun smiled. Humayun was eager.’ Let them report. Let his father hear that his son still felt enthusiasm for the machinery of death.

Kooch Beg nodded to the foot soldier with the horn—a Siphai in undyed wool, anonymous, his breath white around the instrument's bell. The note that emerged was long and low, carrying across the plain like the call to prayer or the warning of a funeral.

Bairam Khan sat his bay horse at the formation's head, and Humayun watched him become visible through the morning haze. The young general's left hand held the matchlock high, the barrel catching light, and Humayun traced the weapon's geometry: forty inches of steel and wood, the serpentine mechanism that would hold the burning match, the pan where powder waited to ignite. In the leather sling on the horse's left side was the second matchlock, barrel pointed backward, secured by straps that Bairam Khan had designed himself.

‘Two weapons. The innovation that would define or destroy him. Humayun thought of his father's reaction when the request came for double armament—the quartermaster's protests, the accounting of cost, Babur's final shrug: "Give the boy his toys. We will see if he plays soldier or becomes one."‘

Bairam Khan was speaking to his subordinates, two men whose names Humayun did not yet know—Tughluq Khan and Shabaz Gul, he would learn later, veterans of the Uzbek campaigns, their loyalty purchased with opportunity rather than blood. He saw the gestures, the explanations, the moment when both men nodded and turned to their commands.Then Bairam Khan raised his voice, and the words carried up the knoll with startling clarity

"On my command—commence the attack!"

The first fifty rose as one person. Humayun felt the vibration through Pari's body, through the ground itself, the mass of horses, men, and weapons accelerating from rest to full gallop. The riders shouted—"Allahu Akbar"—but the words blurred into a single cry, indistinguishable from the thunder of the hooves.

He watched the formation of the hold. This was the discipline that Bairam Khan had built, weeks of practice without live fire, the men learning to trust each other more than their own instincts. Each rider rose in his stirrups, his left hand bringing the matchlock forward and his right hand managing the reins and horse. The Timurid way was adapted. The old flexibility is married to new lethality.

At one hundred meters, Tughluq Khan's command—audible even at this distance, trained to carry—and the first volley was fired.

The sound reached Humayun a half-breath after the visual: fifty matchlocks firing in near-unison, the cloud of smoke blooming white against the grey morning, the riders immediately reining to canter, their horses trained to the reduction as much as the men. The second wave—Shabaz Gul's fifty—flowed through the gaps like water through stones, seamless and terrifying in its precision.

Humayun realized that he had stopped breathing.

The second volley erupted before the first wave completed its exchange, and the smoke merged into a single pall that drifted across the plain. Through it, he watched the choreography: the securing of fired weapons to the saddle, the retrieval of loaded replacements, the riders returning to gallop to reclaim the front. Again. Again. Four volleys in four hundred paces, and the plain below the knoll was empty of everything but smoke, the diminishing forms of horses, and the echo of explosions.

‘This’, he thought, ‘is what my father wanted to see.’ This is what will convince him that we are not merely Timur's descendants, but his superiors. That we have learned. That we have changed.’

But another thought followed, unbidden: ‘This is what will convince him that I am worthy.’ Not my blood. Not my birth. My judgment is based on this. My willingness to transform what he built into what he could not imagine.’

The smoke cleared slowly, revealing the riders milling below, their discipline dissolving into the chaos of the aftermath—men clapping each other's shoulders, horses blowing steam, the two subordinate commanders riding to Bairam Khan for acknowledgment. Success, but not in victory. Training, but not in battle. The difference mattered, and Humayun knew that Bairam Khan, alone among the men below, would already be calculating the imperfections: the fractional delay in the second volley, the slight raggedness of the third exchange, the time that could be compressed further and further.

Bairam Khan rode up the knoll at a pace just short of reckless, reining in with a spray of frost-loosened earth. He began to dismount—formality, deference—and Humayun stopped him with a gesture of invitation.

"You do not need to dismount to greet me."

"My Lord." The bow from the saddle was executed with the grace of a man who had practiced it. Humayun noted the sweat on Bairam Khan's face despite the cold, the barely contained excitement, the eyes that searched his prince's face for judgment.

"I was telling your uncle," Humayun said, pitching his voice to include Kooch Beg, "that this will define the temper of our steel. This will be the difference between our fathers and ourselves."

The words felt theatrical even as he spoke them. He performed for the generals, for his own confidence, and for the history he imagined being written. However, Bairam Khan's response—"The test will be in battle"—grounded him. The young general's dissatisfaction and his immediate turn to imperfection remind Humayun that this is not theater. This was a preparation for killing, and the preparation was incomplete.

"The second volley," Bairam Khan continued, "the exchange time—"

"May I speak?"

Gultash Beg, the oldest, the one who spoke carefully because he had survived by care. Humayun nodded, grateful for the interruption, for the moment to step back from his performance.

"The cavalry will be shocked. The second volley will surprise." Gultash Beg paused and chose. "But shock fades. If the infantry does not arrive while the enemy is still disordered—if they arrive too late, after the cavalry has passed—we lose the advantage. The enemy regroups. The matchlocks become expensive noise."

The image held Humayun: ‘expensive noise.’ The death of men is reduced to accounting for the economics of timing. He thought of Farid Khan, who had spoken of blood not recognizing its own, and wondered if the Afghan had considered the mathematics of warfare and the cold equations of distance and velocity.

"Suggestions?"

Kooch Beg answered, and his voice was the weight of experience, the heaviness of a man who had seen cavalry charges succeed and fail, who had learned that innovation without logistics was merely ambition in costume.

"Mounted infantry. The first wave rides behind the cavalry, dismounts thirty paces from the enemy, and continues on foot. The cavalry secures their horses, retreats with the spare matchlocks."

"The enemy sees three waves," Humayun said, understanding the meaning. "They prepare for cavalry that becomes infantry."

"The risk is the exchange of information. The handover of horses. One moment of confusion—" Kooch Beg spread his hands, the scarred right palm visible, "—and we have chaos instead of attack."

They debated. Humayun listened more than he spoke, conscious of his position as an arbiter rather than an expert. Bairam Khan supported the innovation with the fervor of invention; Gul Nazir worried about the horses' exhaustion; Gultash Beg calculated distances. The sun cleared the rooftops, warming where they sat, and Humayun felt the cold retreat from his face even as it remained in his hands, his feet, the core of him that understood what they were planning to do.

‘Ten sunsets. To teach men to ride, to fire, to exchange horses, to transform from cavalry to infantry without breaking their stride. To hope that the enemy—his uncle's rebels, the Uzbeks, whoever came next—would not learn this lesson first.’

"Accepted," he said finally. "Mounted infantry. Rigorous training, beginning today." He looked at each general in turn, ending with Bairam Khan. "I will observe daily. Not to command the details, but to learn them. When we march on Kabul, I will know what we can ask of these men, and what we cannot."

He turned Pari, kicked her into a canter, and did not look back. The Ahadees closed around him, and he rode through the dust of their passage, breathing the grit, feeling the sun's weak warmth, carrying the sound of matchlock fire in his memory like a new language he was only beginning to speak

He did not return directly to his residence. Instead, he rode to the eastern wall of Herat, where the city gave way to the plain, and dismounted where a section of the old Timurid fortification had crumbled into rubble. The guards followed him at a distance, sensing his need for solitude.

The wall was built by his great-great-grandfather when Timur's empire still held this ground. Humayun touched the stones—limestone, porous, cold—and tried to feel history in them. Timur built towers of skulls. Babur was killed at the age of thirteen. He had authorized a new way of killing, which was efficient and mathematical, and felt excitement rather than shame.

‘Is this progress?’ he asked the stone. ‘Or only refinement?’

The matchlock demonstration played in memory: the smoke, the disciplined violence, Bairam Khan's face transformed by purpose. He now understood, with the physical clarity that came from witnessing rather than imagining, why his father had given him seven sunsets. Not for the tactic to be perfected—perfection was impossible—but for him to be convinced that it was. For him to own the innovation, to stake his authority upon it, so that when they marched on Kabul, he would command not merely by blood but by vision.

‘And if it fails?’

The question came unbidden, and he answered it with his father's voice: ‘Then you are not worthy. Then, your blood was insufficient. Then you become a footnote, and your brothers inherit.’

He thought of Kamran, his younger brother, who had watched Farid Khan's surrender with calculating eyes. Kamran did not hesitate. Kamran does not need seven sunsets to convince himself of anything. The comparison was unfair—Kamran was untested, perhaps as frightened as Humayun himself—but Humayun made it nonetheless, the way men always compare themselves to those who might replace them.

"My Lord." Qasim's voice was respectful and distant. "The Badshah has requested your presence at the midday meal."

Babur. Who would want to hear of the demonstration, who would question, probe, and measure his son's response against some private standard? Humayun mounted Pari, suddenly exhausted, the morning's cold excitement draining into something more familiar: the constant, wearing awareness of being observed, judged, found sufficient or wanting.

He rode back through streets waking to commerce, the ordinary life of Herat proceeding without knowledge of matchlock volleys or mounted infantry or the ten sunsets that would transform these men into weapons. A baker opened his shop, and the smell of fresh bread replaced the memory of gunpowder. A woman draws water from a public fountain, her veil adjusted to show only her eyes, which follow the prince's passage with the curiosity due any spectacle.

‘They do not know’, he thought. ‘They bake bread and draw water while we prepare to transform the war. They will learn when the armies march, when the new tactics spill blood that might otherwise have been spared. But they will not know that it began here, in this cold morning, with a hundred horsemen and a young general who refuses wine.’

He reached the residence, handed Pari to a groom, and walked through corridors that seemed narrower than he remembered. The sheepskin coat was too warm now, and he let it fall open, feeling the sweat that had dried on his skin during the ride back–the salt residue of effort.

He paused at the door to his father's presence. Straightened his tunic. He arranged his face into the expression of confident success that the role required.

They entered to perform the next scene in the long theatre of inheritance.

* * *
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Humayun woke before the muezzin's call, in that hour when darkness holds its breath before releasing the day. He lay on his pallet, feeling the cold seep through the stone walls, the wool blankets, and the very marrow of his bones. The ceiling above him was invisible, but he knew its contours—the crack near the northwest corner that resembled a sword blade, the water stain shaped like a horse's head, and the places where plaster had fallen to reveal the brick beneath. He had memorized this ceiling during childhood illnesses, during nights of waiting for his father's return from campaigns, and during the long suspension between loss and recovery that defined the Timurid condition.

‘Ten sunsets. The phrase has become a heartbeat, a pulse of limitation. Ten sunsets to transform a tactic into a doctrine, a demonstration into a capability, a son's judgment into a father's confidence.’

He rose. The floor against his bare feet was ice, and he moved quickly and ritualistically through the motions of preparation. The servant who should have attended him—an Afghan boy named Wazir, no older than twelve—slept curled up in the antechamber, and Humayun did not wake him. He preferred this solitude and the darkness of his own competence. He washed with water that left his skin numb, dressed in layers that would need to be adjusted when the sun rose, and wound his turban with mechanical precision.

A sheepskin coat was waiting by the door. He had inherited it from his father, who had taken it from a chieftain in the Khyber Pass, who had worn it during the first occupation of Kabul. The wool was matted, greasy, impregnated with decades of smoke and sweat, and the particular musk of Timurid campaigns. When Humayun put it on, he became part of this lineage, this chain of wearers who had survived cold mornings and hot battles and the endless calculus of conquest.

He entered the courtyard.

The stars were still visible but fading, retreating before the light that gathered beyond the eastern walls. Venus held longest, bright and solitary, and Humayun paused to find it, as he had since childhood when his mother taught him the names of lights in the darkness. ‘Zohra’, she had called it, the planet of love and war, the morning star that was also the evening star, appearing in both thresholds of the day. ‘It pretends to be two different things, ’ she said, ‘but it is one. Please remember this, Humayun. Things are rarely what they appear at first.’

He crossed the courtyard, his boots finding the familiar path between the sleeping fountain and the neem tree that had shed its leaves in the first frost. The crunch of his footsteps was the only sound, amplified by the cold air and the silence of a city not yet awake. He felt solitude as a physical presence, a companion that would abandon him when the sun rose and the world resumed its claims.

At the stable, Pari recognized his steps. The mare's whicker was low and questioning, and Humayun answered with the click of his tongue, which had been their signal since he was fourteen and she was a skittish three-year-old, newly acquired from a Turkoman trader who had underestimated her intelligence. He found her in the darkness by memory, by the particular warmth of her breath, by the smell of horse and hay, and the liniment that the groom  applied to her ageing joints.

"Today," he whispered into her ear, feeling the velvet twitch against his cheek. "Today we see what the future looks like.

The grooms had left her saddled, anticipating his prince's early departure. Humayun checked the girth, bridle, and stirrups adjusted to his length, finding in these mechanical actions a meditation that calmed the turbulence of his thoughts. When he mounted, Pari shifted beneath him, adjusting to his weight, and they moved together through the gate into the streets of Herat.

II
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The City Before Dawn

[image: ]


Herat woke slowly, reluctantly, as if the cold had frozen the mechanisms of commerce. Humayun rode through streets that were corridors of shadow, with buildings on either side reducing the sky to a ribbon of fading stars. Here and there, light showed through shuttered windows—bakers beginning their fires, scholars preparing for early prayer, and the occasional guard post where sentries huddled around charcoal braziers.

He passed the caravanserai where the silk merchants from Kashgar slept with their bales, the mosque where his father's name was mentioned in the Friday khutba, the fountain where he had once seen a man flogged for theft, the blood mixing with the water in patterns that had haunted his dreams for weeks. Each location was a node in his personal geography, a point of memory that connected to others in ways that only he could trace.

The Ahadees found him at the eastern gate, emerging from their barracks with the coordinated efficiency that distinguished the household cavalry of Babur. Qasim rode at their head, a man of forty whose face had been reconstructed by a Persian surgeon after a mace blow at Qandahar had shattered his cheekbone and left eye-socket. The result was functional but strange; the left side was frozen in a permanent half-snarl that made his smiles threatening and his threats unreadable. Humayun had learned to look at the right eye, the one that moved and expressed what the reconstructed face could not.

"My Lord." Qasim's voice was gravelly, and his vocal cords were damaged by the same blow that had taken his eye. "The generals are positioned. Bairam Khan has assembled the riders on the plain of Chaman-e-Qader, beyond the second knoll."

"How many?"

"One hundred, as requested. Two hundred matchlocks. The quartermaster delivered the last twenty weapons yesterday evening, under protest."

Humayun smiled despite himself. The quartermaster's protests had become a constant in his father's campaigns, a bureaucratic resistance that measured itself against the impatience of commanders. ‘We do not have enough data. The weapons were not ready. The cost is excessive.’ The same objections and the same eventual compliance when Babur's will became explicit.

"And Bairam Khan?"

"On the field since the false dawn, my Lord. He drilled the riders through the movements without live fire. They are..." Qasim paused, his frozen face betraying his hesitation. "They are eager, my Lord. Perhaps too eager."

‘Too eager. This phrase carried weight. Eagerness led to anticipation, anticipation to premature action, and premature action to the collapse of coordinated violence. Humayun had read the military manuals—Sun Tzu in translation, the Persian commentaries on Alexander, and his father's own memoirs with their detailed analyses of failure. He knew that the moment before battle was as dangerous as the battle itself, the nerves stretched to breaking point, and the discipline vulnerable to the slightest disruption.

"We will give them focus," he said, and touched Pari with his feet.

They rode through the awakening city, past the walls that had withstood sieges and changed hands and witnessed the rise and fall of dynasties that Humayun could name but not fully comprehend. The Timurids, the Safavids, the Uzbeks, the ephemeral kingdoms of Afghan chieftains—each had held Herat, each had lost it, and each had left traces in the architecture, the population, and the very air that smelled now of wood smoke and baking bread and the distant promise of snow.

The eastern plain opened before them as they cleared the last buildings, the land falling away in gentle undulations that had been shaped by centuries of irrigation and war. The knoll that Qasim had mentioned rose ahead, bare of trees, its crest already catching the first direct light, while the plain below remained in shadow. Humayun stood in his stirrups—the Timurid way, the body rising with the horse's motion, the eyes clearing the horizon—and felt the cold air burn his exposed face.

At the summit, he reined. He saw what Bairam Khan had created.

The hundred horsemen were positioned in two blocks of fifty, separated by twenty paces. From this distance, they appeared as a single organism, a creature of horseflesh and steel, waiting for the spark of command. The horses were mostly bay and grey, the colors of practicality, with a few chestnuts that caught the light like scattered embers. Their breath rose in collective clouds, a secondary atmosphere generated by warmth and exertion.

Bairam Khan sat alone on his horse between the two blocks.

Humayun had expected to find him in motion, directing, correcting, and imposing his will through his presence. Instead, the young general was still, his matchlock held vertically like a standard, his attention fixed on some middle distance that existed only in his imagination. Even at this remove, Humayun could read the tension in his posture—the shoulders slightly raised, the spine rigid, the head tilted in an attitude of listening that suggested he was attending to something beyond the audible.

‘He is rehearsing,’ Humayun realized. ‘In his mind, he has already begun. He is watching the volleys, calculating the timing, anticipating the failures that only he can foresee.’

The three senior generals were positioned on the near slope of the knoll, their horses forming a loose semicircle that acknowledged their equality of rank while preserving their individual authority. Kooch Beg dominated the group by sheer physical presence, his Bukhtar armour creaking as he turned to acknowledge Humayun's approach. Gul Nazir and Gultash Beg flanked him, the cavalry specialist and the infantry veteran, the speed and the solidity that had anchored Babur's campaigns for two decades.

They bowed in unison, a gesture rehearsed by years of shared service, and Humayun noted the fractional variations in its execution. Kooch Beg's head lowered slowly, deliberately, asserting that his deference was chosen rather than automatic. Gul Nazir's movement was fluid, continuous with his horse's shifting weight, the bow of a man who never fully stopped moving. Gultash Beg was precise and economical, and his gestures were minimal, as courtesy required.

"May the Blessings of Allah be on you, my Lord."

"And may Allah bless you all." Humayun's response emerged automatically; his attention had already moved past the ritual to the substance below. "Bairam Khan holds them well."

"He holds himself," Kooch Beg said, and there was something in his voice—assessment, perhaps, or the guarded acknowledgment of a rival's competence. "The riders have been in formation since the night watch ended. He has not released them even to water their horses."

Humayun understood. The discipline of waiting was a test, a preparation for the longer waits of the campaign and the hours of tension before the moment of release. Bairam Khan was forging his command through denial, through the accumulation of controlled discomfort that would bind the riders to his will.

"Then let us not delay him further."

Kooch Beg nodded to the Siphai with the horn, a man whose anonymity was itself a credential—he had no distinguishing features, no memorable characteristics, the perfect vessel for a signal that must be neutral, authoritative, devoid of personal interpretation. The voice of the horn was long and low, carrying across the plain with the sombre dignity of a funeral announcement or a call to prayer.

Bairam Khan moved.

This transformation was instantaneous. The still figure becomes motion, and the solitary general becomes the center of coordinated violence. Humayun watched Bairam Khan ride to the head of the first block, his gestures visible but not audible, the communication of command operating below the threshold of words.

Tughluq Khan and Shabaz Gul emerged from the formation, received their instructions, and returned to their positions. The hundred horsemen became two waves, the separation of twenty paces now charged with significance, the interval that would allow passage, replacement, and the continuous renewal of shock.

Bairam Khan raised his voice, and the words reached the knoll with startling clarity, shaped by the cold air, amplified by the silence of the plain:

"On my command—commence the attack!"

The first fifty rose as one person. Humayun felt the impact through Pari's body, through the ground, through the air itself as fifty horses accelerated from rest to full gallop. The sound was not single but layered—the drum of hooves, the creak of leather, the jingle of metal, the human voices merging into a single cry that transcended language: "Allahu Akbar!"

He watched the formation of the hold. This was the miracle that Bairam Khan wrought: the transformation of individual riders into a collective instrument. Each man rose in his stirrups at the same moment, the Timurid flexibility married to new rigor, their bodies forming a wave that moved with the horses rather than against them. The matchlocks came forward, their left hands finding position, their right hands managing reins with the unconscious competence of years.

At one hundred meters, Tughluq Khan's command—carried not by voice alone but by the rising of his weapon, the visible signal that transcended the noise of advance— was given, and the first volley erupted.

The sound reached Humayun in two stages: first the visual, the simultaneous bloom of smoke from fifty barrels, the white pall expanding against the grey morning; then the auditory, the delayed thunder that seemed to come from the earth itself rather than the air. The shock of it traveled through his chest and stomach, the ancient response to sudden noise that preceded thought.

Through the smoke, he watched the choreography as it unfolded. The first wave reining to canter, their horses trained to the reduction as much as the men. The second wave—Shabaz Gul's fifty—flows through the gaps with the inevitability of water finding its level. The first wave secured their fired weapons to the saddle, the practised motion of retrieval, the second matchlock coming to hand even as the horses returned to a gallop.

The second volley merged with the dissipation of the first, the smoke becoming continuous, a river of white that obscured the plain and transformed the riders into shadows, into suggestions, into the idea of violence rather than its execution. Humayun strained to see, to track the sequence that Bairam Khan had described: the third wave, the fourth, the cumulative arithmetic of the shock.

Four volleys. Four hundred paces. The mathematics of Bairam Khan's invention made visible the translation of theory into the physical reality of smoke and sound and the diminishing forms of horses moving through the atmosphere they had created.

Then, silence, relative and stunned. The smoke drifted, revealing
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