
Of Snakes and Birds

Darragh Timoney would tell anyone who’d listen that the best way to find leads for his 
weekly column, Tales from the Western Front, was to sit in a pub of an evening. One could uncover 
all manner of interesting threads from the varied walks of life – fishermen, shopkeepers, off-duty 
soldiers – that one met in Galway’s pubs. The fact that he liked his stout was a mere bonus.

He was sitting down the far end of the King’s Head with a pint of the black stuff, notepad and 
pencil in the gap between the pillar and his right hand. He hadn’t heard anything particularly 
newsworthy yet, but that might just be his roots in Ballybrit talking; apparently, the rich folks up in 
Dublin and Belfast and over the sea loved hearing anything from the edge of the disaster zone. It 
didn’t matter what – just as long as they felt that the cost of the Wall was worth it.

“Hey, Andy,” somebody said from behind him. He discreetly flicked his eyes up to the mirror 
above the bar and saw a stocky man in a cheap suit approaching somebody about six feet away. To 
Darragh’s practiced eye, the upright stance, the way he wore the suit and the length of his dirty 
blonde hair all told him that the man was an off-duty solider.

The other one – clearly a labourer of some kind – grinned and ordered another pint of stout. 
While they waited for it to settle, they chatted about nothing of interest to Darragh. He was about to 
order another pint when Andy asked the other man how the Army was treating him. 

“Still in Galway. So much for seeing the world; the only parts I’ve seen are up to Oughterard 
and Inverin.”

Darragh picked up his ears. Somebody on the front lines? This was a lucky night.
“Uachtar- wait, that’s in the dead zone?”
“Well, not quite there, but close. That’s where the monsters start appearing.”
“The monsters? You-you’ve seen Fomorians?”
“No, thank God! Only bloody terror birds and snakes so far.”
“Jaysus...when’d that happen?”
A pause ensued as the soldier took a sip, possibly reconsidering his words.
“Well...it was about three weeks ago. We were heading back to Galway after a supply run to 

Camp Teremaire up near Oughterard, and bringing back a couple of Prussians who’d been visiting. 
Some sort of exchange trip is what I heard,” he added, waving a hand. Darragh quickly took a note 
of this, already visualising the potential international intrigue angle. What were those dastardly 
Picklehaubeners doing out here?

“About twenty, thirty minutes after the left the camp, I was actually bored. Just another milk 
run, even in the death car – the one that sits in front of the cab – and then I saw our Dragoon 
outriders riding flat out towards us.”

“Why is that the ‘death car’?” Andy’s voice betokened his discomfit.
“Because it doesn’t have any armour worth a damn – just a row of sandbags around the 

Vickers. Only reason it’s there is in case somebody mines the damn track. Anyway, a moment later, 
the damn birds pop out behind them. They must have been about 9, 10 foot tall...dunno what they’d 
weigh, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they were 300 pounds.”

“Jaysus…how close were they?”
“About three hundred yards. Easy range for the Vickers, but the Dragoons were in the way.”
Darragh held his breath. He’d heard of the rivalry between the services and between different 

regiments – heck, he’d even covered the brawls that occasionally erupted – but he hoped they 
hadn’t resorted to friendly fire. As though on that note, the solider chuckled sardonically and 
continued, “Father Jones used to say that the Lord works in mysterious ways. Well, sending snakes 
to attack the birds counts in my book.”

“Snakes?”
“Snake people, or serpentoids or whatever their fancy name is. I didn’t see what hit it, but one

of the birds toppled over with an ungodly shriek. The other one skidded to a halt, squawking and 
looking around. Big mistake, that.” Another pause for a drink.



“Why?” his friend demanded.
“Because it made itself an easier target. Something hit it again, but it didn’t fall over. Next 

thing, the snakes pour out of the treeline and swarm it. Must have been at least ten, twelve of them, 
but at that range, they blurred together.”

Another local silence fell as the soldier took another drink. Darragh suppressed a shudder at 
the thought of those seven-foot-long serpentoids swarming him. Just seeing that dead one three 
years ago was enough.

“What happened then? Did they come closer?”
“We pulled away after that, so I didn’t see anything. I didn’t hear any shooting either – guess 

the Rupert took the new orders to not just shoot anything that moves seriously,” the soldier snorted. 
“Well, nothing happened until we got to Camp Fontaine, and then we just sat around waiting to 
make our report.”

“So, did anyone else see anything when the...when the birds attacked.”
“Sure. One of the Dragoons mentioned that a pair of the snakes had moved closer and 

watched us leave rather than joining in the dogpile. He got the impression that they were just 
standing guard while the rest of them finished off the bird, and that they just weren’t interested in 
us. That the snakes were specifically hunting the birds, and not us or the Dragoons.”

“I thought everything out there was hostile.” Andy clearly didn’t believe him.
“Just what I thought. So I ask him why, and he eventually replies that they were cutting off the

beak, but leaving the body untouched. He then adds that he’s fought snakes before, and that 
they’re...well, he gave the impression that they’re just doing a job. Like...like they’re soldiers too.”

Holding in his disbelief was a massive problem for Darragh right now. To cover it and his 
eavesdropping, he waved at the barman for another pint. He nearly missed the murmured question 
Andy posed; something about ‘sympathisers’? That could mean one of two things – Fenians or 
Fomorians, neither of which were especially popular around Galway. The former were a joke – what
sort of eejit would seriously think that forcing the Brits to leave Ireland was a good idea with the 
latter holed up in Connemara? There was a damned solid reason why-

“Wouldn’t surprise me, but I’d expect better from the Dragoons. They’d know better than us 
what the orcs are like.”

The rest of the conversation turned to more pleasant but less interesting matters. Darragh had 
covered a page with shorthand notes. International intrigue in the quarantine zone; the troops having
to make do with shoddy, unsafe equipment; possible Fomorian sympathisers in the ranks – quite a 
few angles to work for this Friday’s column.

He decided that was enough for the night. 
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Readers of this column may be aware of the numerous hazards faced by our troops in the West
Connacht Disaster Zone. The Fomorians are undoubtedly the first that comes to mind, but they are
by no means the only threats. From one pseudonymous member of the Royal Irish Railway Division
comes the tale of a recent near miss with terror birds and serpentoids.

The soldier in question indicated that he was in an open, unarmoured car at the front of a supply
train, whose apparent purpose is to suffer the effects of any explosives that have been placed upon
the  track,  and  preserve  the  locomotive.  Leaving  aside  the  questionable  effects  on  one’s  life
expectancy, it provided the trooper with a front-row view of a patrol of the Connacht Dragoons
retreating from a pair of terror birds. Most unfortunately, the Dragoons were in the way of the
train’s cannons, preventing the soldiers aboard train from bringing their heavy ordinance to bear.

Terror birds, as one may be aware, are over eight foot tall – closer to ten feet, in some cases – and
possessed of a vicious temperament that, in combination with a razor sharp beak, would lead one to
expect this story to end in a most tragic manner. However, it appears that a pack of serpentoids,
numbering no less than ten, had been lurking in the nearby treeline and decided that these birds
were an interesting target. The foul serpents launched themselves upon the birds, dispatching both
in less than a minute, before removing trophies from the bodies.

The proximity of such hazards must surely weigh on the soldiers’ minds. A trooper of the Dragoons
who had been present was later heard to refer to these foul serpentoids as though they were fellow
soldiers. While he was undoubtedly relieved to have survived such a close encounter, this naturally
raises the question of whether there are Fomorian sympathisers in the ranks. It is well-known in
certain circles that there have been investigations into such possible occurrences, though the results
are, oddly, not a matter of public record. 

A Prussian Connection?

The office of the governor and military officials have refused to comment on the recent presence of
Prussian soldiers in the region. In light of the recent military buildup along the border of Imperial
Germany and Austro-Hungary, is it wise to permit members of an unaligned and unallied military to
access the disaster  zone? One which has been reported to  be exploring the use of submersible
vessels as a means of countering naval patrols?
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