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Introduction: The Feathered Road to Disaster

History has always loved a good army.

It loves the rhythmic, earth-shaking thud of marching feet, the 

blinding snap of bright silk banners catching the wind, the heavy, 

metallic tang of bronze armor baking in the sun, the enormous, 

grey bulk of war elephants, the deep, reverberating boom of war 

drums that make the ground tremble beneath your boots, and 

generals who point dramatically toward the dusty horizon while 

explaining exactly how victory will inevitably happen.

History also loves unusual weapons.



Across the centuries, ambitious commanders have dreamed up 

giant machines, sweeping cavalry charges, scythed chariots, 

whistling flaming arrows, towering siege engines smelling of fresh-

cut pine and hot pitch, and weapons so complicated that someone 

usually needs a second manual just to explain how the first one 

works.

And then there was Bongapur.

Bongapur had a weapon that seemed wonderfully simple.

Birds.

Not ordinary birds, either. Ababul.

They were fast. They were numerous. They could fly over stone 

walls, cross raging rivers, approach from the blinding glare of the 

sun, and attack places that ordinary, heavy-footed soldiers could 

not easily reach. They did not require massive stables of 

temperamental horses, greased chariot wheels, heavy iron armor, 

or enormous quantities of expensive grain.

All they needed was a little training.

And some small stones.

The military planners of Bongapur were delighted.

The generals imagined thousands of birds sweeping across the sky 

like a living, breathing storm of black and brown feathers. They 

imagined enemy soldiers looking upward in sheer terror, shielding 

their eyes from the sun. They imagined massive war elephants 

fleeing from an invisible, untouchable enemy that could attack from 

every conceivable direction.



They even gave the operation an impressive name.

That was usually a good sign.

Or so they thought.

But nobody asked enough questions.

How much damage could a bird actually cause with a tiny, smooth 

river stone?

How accurately could thousands of panicking, squawking birds be 

controlled in the chaos of battle?

How long could they desperately beat their wings before muscle 

exhaustion became a fatal problem?

What would happen if the enemy simply refused to panic?

What would happen if the giant elephants just stood there?

And, perhaps most importantly, what would happen when the first 

brilliant plan stopped working?

On the other side of the sun-baked battlefield stood Gajapur.

Gajapur had elephants.

Large ones.

Very large ones.

The kind of colossal, wrinkled, grey beasts that could look at a 

military plan involving thousands of angry little birds and respond 

with the emotional equivalent of a slow, heavy yawn.

And so the stage was set.



Above the battlefield: thousands of frantic wings beating against the

humid air.

Below the battlefield: thousands of kilograms of heavily armored, 

deeply indifferent elephant.

Between them: falling stones, shouting, sweating soldiers, 

desperate military orders, enormous blind confidence, and a 

strategy that looked considerably better on smooth parchment than 

it did in the chaotic, glaring sky.

The coming battle would test more than human courage.

It would test avian biology.

It would test gravitational physics.

It would test physical endurance, supply logistics, battlefield 

communication, and the ancient, unforgiving military principle that 

an enemy is completely allowed to behave differently from what you

expected.

Most of all, it would test whether a spectacular idea could survive 

violent contact with reality.

Because designing a clever, unusual weapon is one thing.

Knowing exactly what to do when the clever weapon fundamentally 

fails to work is another entirely.

Sometimes a battle is lost because a weapon is completely 

ineffective.

Sometimes because an army becomes physically and mentally 

exhausted.



Sometimes because nobody has planned for what happens when 

the first glorious strategy shatters.

And sometimes the difference between a brilliant tactical innovation 

and a spectacular, humiliating blunder is something so 

overwhelmingly ordinary that nobody even thinks to mention it.

So let the heavy leather drums sound.

Let the swarms of birds rise into the glaring light.

Let the massive grey elephants advance, their heavy feet crushing 

the dry grass.

Let the generals point dramatically at the empty sky.

The battle is about to begin.

And somewhere in the sweltering tents of Bongapur, a sweating 

military planner is about to deeply, painfully discover that having a 

clever idea is not the same thing as having a plan.

Chapter 1: The Feathered Arsenal

The kingdom of Bongapur had always considered itself a nation of 

sophisticated, highly intellectual military ideas. Its generals actively 

disliked ordinary weapons because ordinary weapons required 

ordinary, tedious maintenance. Heavy iron swords rusted in the 

damp, salt-tinged air of the monsoon season. Long wooden spears 

snapped with a sharp, echoing crack during basic infantry drills. 

Stables of warhorses demanded endless mountains of sweet-

smelling fodder and constant grooming. Chariots required greased 

wooden wheels that, according to the perpetually stressed royal 

treasurer, had an alarming, expensive tendency to become violently



detached precisely when the cavalry was trying to look intimidating 

during royal parades.

King Bhadra, a man who preferred the fragrant comfort of his 

shaded palace to the dust of a military camp, therefore wanted a 

weapon that was inexpensive, self-propelled, difficult for the enemy 

to confiscate, and, preferably, capable of effortlessly flying over the 

highest stone walls.

His minister of unusual affairs, a narrow-faced, perpetually sweating

man named Ghashiram, delivered the ultimate solution one 

incredibly humid, suffocating morning.

“Birds,” he announced, his voice echoing slightly against the smooth

marble pillars.

The grand council chamber became instantly, profoundly silent. The

heavy, sweet scent of burning sandalwood incense seemed to hang 

suspended in the still, hot air. In the corner, the brightly colored 

royal parrots, housed in a towering, gilded brass cage, chirped a 

bright, piercing note that bounced off the high, painted ceiling. A 

single, irritating black fly buzzed lazily through the thick air and 

landed squarely on the king's sweating nose.

King Bhadra slapped himself with a loud, wet smack.

“Birds?” he asked, his voice dripping with aristocratic skepticism.

“Ababul birds, Majesty,” Ghashiram said proudly, wiping a bead of 

sweat from his brow with a silk handkerchief. “Thousands and 

thousands of them.”

The king leaned forward on his velvet-cushioned throne. The grand 

chamber smelled deeply of that rich sandalwood, the dry, dusty 

scent of old parchment scrolls, and the distinct, savory aroma of 



fried onion snacks that the portly ministers secretly consumed 

during long, tedious military briefings. Outside the high arched 

windows, thick, heavy monsoon clouds were piling over the ornate 

palace roofs like enormous, suffocating grey blankets, threatening 

to unleash a torrential downpour.

“And what, exactly, do these specific Ababul birds do?” the king 

demanded.

“They fly, Majesty.”

“So do the pigeons in the courtyard.”

“They fly in tight, disciplined formation.”

“So do the pigeons when the palace cooks frighten them with a 

broom.”

“They can carry small stones in their claws and beaks.”

The king sat back, the golden embroidery on his heavy silk robes 

catching the dim, filtered light. This was the precise moment at 

which the kingdom's military history abruptly changed direction.

“Stones?”

“Yes, Majesty. Stones.”

“How many stones?”

“Enough stones, Sire.”

“How heavy are these stones?”

“Small, Majesty. Quite small.”



The king frowned, his thick brow furrowing. This was clearly not the 

precise, mathematically sound answer of a serious military scientist.

Unfortunately for Bongapur, it was the only answer provided by the 

only military scientist currently available. Ghashiram had spent 

seven grueling years studying the erratic flight patterns of birds, the

varying weights of river rocks, and the highly regrettable, 

completely unpredictable aerodynamic behavior of falling coconuts. 

He had ultimately concluded that Ababul birds could consistently 

carry small stones, and therefore the glorious kingdom might be 

able to devastate an enemy army without spending a single copper 

coin on conventional, heavy ammunition.

The Royal Ababul Corps was officially born before the palace gongs 

sounded for a lunch of spiced lamb and saffron rice.

Across the sun-drenched kingdom, professional bird catchers were 

hastily dispatched with woven flax nets, tall bamboo ladders, and 

deep wicker baskets filled to the brim with sweet-smelling, golden 

millet. Thousands of Ababul birds were quickly trapped, their 

panicked chirping filling the dusty village squares. They were 

gradually accustomed to the heavy scent of human handlers, the 

loud, booming voices of soldiers, and were fed on a strict, ringing 

schedule. Military instructors standing in sweltering, dusty 

courtyards furiously experimented with waving brightly colored silk 

flags and blowing piercing brass whistles, hoping the birds would 

visually and aurally associate these specific signals with the sudden 

release of delicious food and the dropping of their stony payloads.

The rigorous training programme was considered a massive success

when the swirling flocks could reliably fly toward a large circle 

painted in white chalk, pick up smooth, sun-warmed river pebbles, 

and release them on command—although nobody in the command 



structure loudly claimed the targeting system was particularly 

precise.

Their official, highly classified battle doctrine was dangerously 

simple. Fly high into the blinding sun. Drop the hard stone. Fly 

quickly away. Repeat the process until the terrified enemy wept and

surrendered.

To celebrate, the king ordered a massive military parade.

Thousands of Ababul birds suddenly filled the bright blue sky above 

the sprawling capital. Their small, rapidly beating wings shimmered 

dynamically in the harsh afternoon sunlight, creating a 

mesmerizing, rippling wave of dark feathers against the bright 

clouds. Their frantic, high-pitched calls rippled across the vast, 

stone-paved palace courtyard in a furious, deafening chorus that 

completely drowned out the royal trumpeters.

The assembled crowds, packed tightly against the stone barricades, 

cheered wildly, throwing crushed flower petals into the hot air. The 

sweating infantrymen clattered their spears against their bronze 

shields and cheered. The king, seated beneath a massive, gold-

fringed canopy to protect his delicate skin from the sun, cheered the

loudest.

The birds, who had certainly not been consulted about any of this 

military pageantry, simply dropped their ceremonial pebbles, flew 

quickly away from the noise, and landed safely on the cool, shaded 

terracotta tiles of the palace roof.

Ghashiram, watching them settle, considered this a highly advanced

tactical retreat formation. “Magnificent,” he whispered, his eyes 

gleaming with unwarranted pride.



Unfortunately for the brilliant minister, Bongapur had a massive, 

grey, heavily wrinkled problem.

Across the dusty eastern frontier stood the bitter rival kingdom of 

Gajapur, whose entire, legendary military tradition was based 

entirely on elephants. Gajapur possessed enormous, ill-tempered 

war elephants outfitted with spiked iron head-plates, heavily 

reinforced bronze tusk-rings, thick, layered leather body coverings 

that smelled of rancid animal fat and dust, and an almost offensive, 

deeply ingrained sense of physical superiority.

Their chief commander, the broad-shouldered, heavily scarred 

General Mahagaj, received the breathless news of Bongapur's 

revolutionary new aerial weapon while sitting in his sprawling 

command tent, calmly eating a lunch of spiced lentils and warm 

flatbread.

“Birds?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling like distant thunder, 

wiping a smear of lentil stew from his thick, greying beard.

“Yes, General. Thousands of them,” the sweating scout panted, still 

smelling of the hard horse ride.

“With stones?”

“Yes, General. Small stones.”

Mahagaj slowly turned his massive head and looked through the 

tent flap at his personal war elephant, resting in the sun. The 

elephant, lazily chewing on a massive stalk of green sugar cane, 

slowly turned its huge head and looked blankly back at Mahagaj.

Mahagaj looked back at the trembling messenger. “Tell me, scout. 

Have you ever been hit by a bird?”


