
First Date

“Gráinne?”
Gráinne flinched at the suddent noise, hands instinctively flying to her ears in spite of the fact 

that it was a whisper. She lowered them just as quickly as she saw Deirdre standing in the doorway, 
shaking her head with a smile on her face. Why was she happy?

“Head in the clouds again? You’ve already forgotten, haven’t you.”
“What have I forgotten?” Gráinne asked, frowning as much as she knew how to. Her head 

wasn’t in the clouds – it was attached to her shoulders! How could you even get clouds 
underground, anyway?

“We’re supposed to meet the O’Rourkes! Let me check your dress.”
Long practice at guessing people’s unspoken instructions – aided by Deirdre’s repeated 

explanations at what she meant – prompted Gráinne to stand up and spread her arms, automatically 
musing out loud that Deirdre really couldn’t do that if she remained sitting. Her sister looked at it 
from a few angles, before nodding and voicing her approval.

“What should I talk about?” Gráinne asked, picking up her favourite scarf and winding it 
around her neck and left shoulder. Deirdre hesitated.

“Well, for starters, not everybody cares about machinery or this elctricy – electricity. You tend
to ramble on about it, and most people will be too polite to tell you if they’re not interested.”

“So...should I ask him if he likes dogs?”
“Yes...that’s probably a good starting point. But whatever you do, do not comment on Aidan’s 

appearance!”
Gráinne frowned again. “Why would I do that?”
Deirde rolled her eyes, a sign that Gráinne had done or said something stupid. “Haven’t you 

heard that the O’Rourkes adopted all of their children? None of their children resemble them. I am 
reliably told that Aidan does not like people doing that.”

Gráinne still didn’t understand why she would even mention it, unless it was something 
specific she could use to tell them apart. How anyone managed to do that was something she would 
never understand.

The main hall held exactly thirty-four people, and was noisier than she expected, even with 
the tapestries on the wall to dampen the sound of conversation and the band that echoed off the 
walls. She found herself wishing that she had brought earmuffs as she followed Deirdre out to a 
balcony overlooking the cavern. Fortunately, her scarf was long enough to grip in her left hand and 
stroke with her thumb.

On the far side of the balcony wall, the cavern stretched in either direction, about a hundred 
feet high at it’s deepest, over two hundred wide and nearly five hundred long. Terraces lined either 
wall, interspersed with an array of pulsating signs that claimed to offer anything and everything: 
cigars, liquor, and a cabaret jostled with signs for tonics and books. More importantly, there was a 
sign for tools down the far end. Perhaps-

“Ah, Gráinne, Deirde! Allow me to introduce the Earl and Lady O’Rourke,” Father 
announced ponderously, interrupting her reverie. He waved towards the very tall, broad-shouldered 
gentleman and the leaner woman that stood behind him. The Earl had a lush red beard and matching
hair; his wife had tied her black hair into a bun that left the grey streak on one side clearly visible. 
Her blue eyes appeared to be squinting, which Gráinne assumed to be the result of the glowing light
show from the billboard plants.

“H-hello.” Gráinne smiled as much as she knew how to. Deirdre and Mother had taught her 
years ago, describing it as ‘a brief upturning of the lips. You don’t even need to show any teeth. But 
keep it brief; too long, and they see you as a threat’. It still fell odd.



“A pleasure to meet you, Miss!” the Earl roared, startling her. His arms were folded across his
chest, barely hiding the revolver holstered under his left armpit. A fat, beetle-shaped signet ring on 
his right hand winked as he unfolded his arms. Lady O’Rourke smiled and asked if she had met 
Aidan or Michael yet.

She waved her left hand, which held a long, thin cigarette, towards two younger gentlemen 
who stood slightly to one side. It looked as though Aidan was the slightly older one to the left with 
the gun holstered on his right thigh, at least if she had correctly interpreted the way the older woman
had pointed. If so, she could tell them part relatively easily. Aidan’s skin was very dark – almost 
pitch-black, in contrast to his gleaming fangs – with black hair and grey eyes. Michael had much 
lighter skin, brown hair and brown eyes. Apart from that, nothing particularly stood out.

“Madam.”
“Miss Gráinne.” Aidan, if that was him, was far more soft-spoken. Two words were probably 

not enough to tell if that was normal for him.
“Hello.”
For a brief moment, she ran through what she knew about the O’Rourkes, which was almost 

nothing. They were from Letterfrack, which was somewhere on the coast to the northwest. They 
were smugglers – a trade that Father desperately needed the help of to move cave silk. Aidan 
apparently didn’t like people commenting on his appearance – and that thread of thought popped 
out of her head Father asked if Aidan was a soldier.

“I am,” the older, darker-skinned son replied with a faint smile. So, he was Aidan.
“I thought you were smugglers?” Gráinne blurted out. Even as she said it, she realised she 

was something she shouldn’t have said.
“Gráinne!” Mother snapped. Oh, she was going to get it later!
“Not quite,” the Earl chuckled. He didn’t seem angry. Gráinne looked back at him, suddenly 

feeling confused. “Quite a lot of merchants pass through Letterfrack or are based there. We provide 
them with supplies and shelter.”

“If they choose to trade outside the cordon...well, that’s their decision,” the Countess added 
with a smile as she began to glide out. “We’ll leave you to get to know each other.”

“Did I-” Gráinne began, left hand clutching her scarf more tightly. She’d made a fool of 
herself again!

“She’s not good with people,” Deirdre interrupted. If Gráinne knew her established behaviour,
she’d probably quietly expand on this as soon as she thought Gráinne was far enough away to not 
hear.

“Well, it is the family business,” Aidan replied, chuckling as he leaned on the balcony edge. It
still didn’t make her feel better. “Though only because the League doesn’t like anyone trading 
outside the Homelands. I don’t regard that and being a soldier as mutually exclusive.”

“Oh?” Deirde raised her eyebrows. “Why is that, if I may be so bold?”
“My job is to patrol keep the surface roads relatively clear of threats between Letterfrack and 

Cleggan or Creggan.”
“What kind of threats?” 
“Anything that could attack a caravan. So, birds, bandits, banshees and the Brotherhood. And 

maybe hostile snakes,” he added.
“There are snakes that aren’t hostile?” Deirdre asked with a smile that clashed with her tone. 

It sounded...scornful. And the way she’d clenched her fist told Gráinne that something didn’t make 
her happy – oh, of course. She was frightened of Fir Nathair.

“We met a few on the way here! Bit strange, though...I could have sworn they all served the 
banshees,” Michael replied, glancing at his older brother. Aidan tilted his head to one side slightly, 
apparently considering this, and shrugged.

“From what I’ve seen, they serve as freelancers. Word from out towards Kylemore is that 
they’ve started working as caravan guards. To be honest, I prefer them to terror birds.”

“Terror birds? Do you mean pootis birds?” Gráinne asked. She’d heard there were multiple 
kinds of birds on the surface.



“Nasty things. Fifteen feet tall and pure evil,” Michael began with an off-putting grin. He 
hadn’t corrected her, so perhaps her term was correct.

“Michael.” Aidan gave his brother a disapproving look. “They don’t get any taller than nine or
ten.”

“I’m sure that makes a difference,” Deirdre replied in a strange tone. It took Gráinne a 
moment to realise that she was being sarcastic. Did it really make a difference? She was about to 
ask that, when Deirdre suddenly whimpered whipped her head around to her left. The two 
gentlemen looked over as well; Aidan quicker than his brother.

Gráinne jumped, covering her ears and squeezing her eyes shut as a painfully loud shriek 
echoed from across the way. Was that a banshee? Did they live nearby? She opened her eyes again, 
and found herself staring down at one particular terrace on the opposite side of the cavern, where a 
tunnel intersected with the cavern through a row of carved pillars. It sounded as though-

Framed in the mouth of the tunnel was a banshee. Tall, thin and with a faint blue glow coming
from his or her hair and skin, it skidded to a halt, eyes darting around. From where she stood, she 
couldn’t really make out any detail in their clothing, other than it was pale white. One hand held a 
sword. The few people out on the terrace dove for cover or pulled themselves inside doors.

“What’s it running from?” Michael asked, flattening himself against the wall with Deirdre 
behind him. That was a good question, one that was promptly answered as a pack of eight Fir 
Nathair slithered out behind it, spreading out to block off the terrace. They were a mix of orange, 
black and white stripes, with black pouches on their backs. A larger one in the centre of the pack 
sported a wide-brimmed hat and moved upright, cradling a crossbow or pistol in one claw. The 
other claw gestured at the banshee, eliciting another, more desperate shriek as the rest of them 
reared up and unslung their crossbows.

“Deirdre? What’s going on?” Mother interrupted from behind them. Gráinne opened her 
mouth to start explaining, but before she could, the snakes apparently opened fire. The banshee 
spun off to the right in an gruesome, uncontrolled manner that would have suggested it had been hit 
by something larger than a crossbow bolt. After hitting the pillar, it somehow got stuck around the 
edge and hung there, flailing spastically in mid-air.

Gráinne closed her eyes, not wanting to see any more. She could almost feel herself being hit 
by the bolts and smacking into the pillar. There was no way that should have happened!

“Gráinne, Deirdre, come inside.” Mother’s voice didn’t quite sound like her “you’re in 
trouble” tone, but Gráinne did recognise the “do not argue” tone. Mother continued in a lower tone 
as she began to pull Gráinne away, “Good grief! Snakes attacking rogue elves, not twenty feet from 
us! Soon we’ll be murdered in our beds!”

That puzzled Gráinne enough to open her eyes as they re-entered the main hall and moved 
straight towards the drinks. It had been further away than that. Why did she have to exaggerate?

“I presume that something happened?” Countess O’Rourke asked, languidly drawing on her 
cigarette. Mother clutched her glass more tightly and launched into a less-than-accurate retelling of 
what had happened. The Countess raised an eyebrow, but made no interruptions.

“Are you alright?” Aidan’s voice broke in. Somehow, he’d followed them in without her 
noticing. His brother was nowhere to be seen, or at least Gráinne didn’t notice him as she stroked 
her scarf again. She didn’t know how to answer this, and Deirdre seemed too engrossed in the 
fanciful retelling to offer an explanation or – somehow – figure out what Gráinne’s feelings were.

“Why were they attacking the banshee? What had she done?”
Aidan shrugged. “I can’t say for certain, but I believe it was either a contract, or a more 

personal reason. It doesn’t look like they’re after anyone else; as soon as they confirmed that it’s 
dead, they left.” Gráinne decided that she didn’t want to know how they had confirmed that the 
banshee was dead. Perhaps a change of topic would help?

“Do you like dogs?”
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