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Prologue

TEXAS

Sadie Burke hadn’t meant to scream. He could tell that just by looking at the startled expression on the girl’s face as she’d hit the sand. She had been playing on the second level of a jungle gym, laughing at something one of her sisters had said, when she’d slipped.

Texas Contos had been watching from the shade of a nearby tree when it happened, his legs spread over each side of a branch and his toes brushing the tips of the grass. He had learned that when the Burke sisters visited, it was safer to watch from a distance as a mass of red hair and freckles descended on his beloved playground equipment. He was an only child and he usually navigated that kingdom alone, talking to imaginary friends and diving down the slide without a single one of the seven Burke siblings to get in his way.

When they showed up, he preferred to watch. If he wasn’t in the mix, the girls would fight each other. If he dared step into the invisible arena they occupied, suddenly they would turn on him – the lone boy – and present a united front as they tormented him. The Burke sisters made the kids at school look delicate as they punched, scratched, yelled, and pinched any moving target. He wasn’t sure if it was because they were fiery in nature, because they were banshees, because they were sisters, or a combination of the three. As far as Texas knew, this was just how females behaved. So he preferred to stay quiet, stay away, and stay still.

‘Their vision is based on movement,’ he had been whispering to himself, pretending he was Doctor Alan Grant from his favourite book and movie, Jurassic Park. He had been hoping one of the Burke sisters might play with him as Ellie Sattler, but he was too afraid to ask. They more closely resembled the velociraptors: deadly; vicious; working together as a team. It was a surprise to him that Sadie fell at all, her hand clutching the air, trying to grab the pole as she slipped backwards. He expected any one of the siblings to see what was happening and catch her at the last minute: especially the middle one, Sorcha, who never seemed far from Sadie’s side. Yet none of them noticed until it was too late.

The youngest of the Burke sisters screamed as she fell, the sound starting off as something normal before the pitch and volume increased exponentially. He slammed his hands over his ears in order to block out her cry, but it was as if it penetrated flesh. Texas slipped off the tree as he watched her land with a thud on the orange sand at the base of the jungle gym, her scream finally cutting out. It took him a moment to understand what had happened. His ears were ringing and his vision was blurry as he stumbled, collapsing to his knees on the grass. It felt like everything disappeared momentarily, as white cut through his mind and replaced the scene in his backyard. When it faded, he knew something was terribly wrong. It was like a bizarre game of statues: all of the Burke sisters were frozen still in the positions they had been just seconds before Sadie fell. They didn’t move, just stared at their youngest in shocked horror. As Tex’s eyes poured over them, not missing a detail, he noticed the only one who didn’t look completely surprised was Sorcha. Rather, she looked frightened.

There was a shout behind him and he twisted around to watch as the adults spilled from the house, diving off the veranda and landing in the backyard at pace. What happened to the windows? Tex idly thought, noting the sliding door to his house – in fact, every glass surface – was now a gaping hole. The glass that had previously been there was shattered, instead laying on the ground in tiny, reflective shards. As full control of his senses began to return, he noted the neighbour’s dogs barking in the distance and, beyond that, car alarms ringing like high-pitched sirens. His two uncles rushed towards him, David getting there first as he pulled Tex to his feet. Gavino was asking him if he was ‘okay’, repeating the question over and over again.

Yet Tex couldn’t answer: his eyes were fixed on his father, Andres, as he walked slowly towards Sadie Burke. She sat up, a pained grimace on her face as she dusted the sand from her chest and looked at the commotion around her. She was confused, he could see it, but his father looked strangely exhilarated. He was hovering closest to the girl, just a few metres back, watching her with newfound interest.

Tex knew that expression. He’d seen his father’s eyes light up with it countless times when he had been taken out into the field with him, his parent recognising a threat no one else could see: it was fear. Sadie’s own mother was hanging at the back of the group, her thin hands gripping the wooden railing of the veranda for support. If you squinted, you could maybe see Máire Burke’s resemblance to her daughters. But the reality was she looked more like a faded photograph version of her offspring, who moved through life in full colour. Her previously vibrant red hair was now streaked with white, making her look closer to the folklore banshees from which she hailed.

Maybe that’s what made Tex do it; he truly couldn’t be sure. As he watched another type of resigned grief pass over Máire Burke, her body going weak as her sister Aoife rushed forward to support her, twelve-year-old Texas Contos did something he knew that he absolutely, positively should not do. Pivoting in his uncle’s arms, he warned her.

‘RUN!’ he yelled.

His father whirled around, shock replaced by anger as he realised who the words had come from. David’s grip tightened on his nephew’s arms, shaking him slightly as he scolded him.

‘Be quiet, boy!’ he hissed.

‘Texas . . .’ Uncle Gavino said, his tone more sympathetic. That didn’t deter him one bit.

‘RUN, SADIE!’ he repeated, not understanding why they were all still standing around.

His second warning seemed to do the trick, with the Burke sisters springing into action, like gargoyles that had just awoken from slumber. The two eldest – Shannon and Nora – had been ‘too cool’ to actively play with the others and had instead been sitting on the slide, legs draped across it as they gossiped. They leapt from the playground and landed in front of his father, effectively blocking the man’s view of Sadie. They were not large women, but neither was his dad as the man tried to rush past them. He was reminded of dinosaurs once again as he watched the two sisters scratch and kick and spit at his dad, the man having a) never fought women and b) never fought women like that. The four other sisters descended on Sadie in a flurry of movement, the nine-year-old disappearing beneath them entirely.

Tex was desperate to join them, but he didn’t strain against his uncle’s grip: he already knew he was in trouble for the warning cry. He felt his fingers twitch with the need to grab the young girl’s hand and pull her towards all the best hiding spots. After all, this was his backyard. He saw Ina, Keavy and Catriona sprint off towards the cluster of mango trees that ran along the fence line. Everyone’s eyes followed the girls and his father shouted at some of the other supernatural folk to go after them. Gavino did, leaving just David with Tex as the young boy watched Sorcha and Sadie slip away in the other direction. He said nothing, hoping that if they were quick enough they could wiggle under the small gap next to the frangipani tree and make it out on to the street.

It was right in the middle of Australian summer, dusk only just starting to take effect as it ticked past 7 p.m. If the sisters were lucky, night would cloak them. Their gathering was small, just the Burke family and a few others who worked within the supernatural government known as the Treize, like his father and uncles.

None of them were particularly adept at tracking given they worked for a sub-group called the Askari, who were more like secretaries and office workers just with a higher fatality rate. There wasn’t an immortal among them and Tex wondered if that would count for something as he listened to the cries of Sadie’s mother mixing with those of her sisters. His father returned from the fence line, dragging several of the Burke girls with him by the collars of their shirts and dresses. The man looked agitated and he flashed Tex a deathly stare. The boy knew that once this was over he would cop a beating.

You will not be forgiven, the look said. I will remember this.

His father was right, of course. He had done the wrong thing and he would deserve whatever punishment would be dealt.

As he sat there on the lawn, guarded by an uncle and plucking bindis from the grass as dusk turned to night, Tex let himself feel a morsel of hope. It had been more than an hour now, creeping closer to two, and his father had just returned to the backyard for the second time empty-handed. The meat they had barbecued for dinner had long gone cold, with flies buzzing around the discarded meal and a sunken pavlova sitting untouched in the middle of the table. The scent of mosquito spray mixed with Citronella candles burned into Tex’s mind as he was dragged into the house, then dumped in his bedroom and the door locked behind him. He’d looked into the sad eyes of the Burke women as he passed them in the lounge, all of the sisters and Máire and Aoife and her two daughters clustered together as if bound with invisible restraints. He knew a look of defeat when he saw it. The rage he’d seen them display earlier as they fought for their youngest sister was not the norm. Banshees were weak. Banshees were obedient. Banshees were a dying breed. Fighting back was not the banshee way.

With his ear pressed to the door, Tex continued to eavesdrop as more Askari came and went. He was only able to distinguish the voices of his immediate family, not recognising those that belonged to women called in to assist as his father expanded the search into neighbouring suburbs. It was nearly midnight and the adrenaline was beginning to wear off, with a swirling anxiety deep within his stomach the replacement. The full reality of what Texas had done was starting to sink in. There had never been any question of what he would end up doing when he was old enough to have a career: he would be an Askari, just like his father and just like his uncles and just like the other men in his family before him. Despite not yet being a teenager, he had already started the intense training. Where most boys his age would have toys or video game consoles lining the shelves, Tex’s room was filled with texts on supernatural law and governmental structures. Where there should have been superhero posters, there were charts detailing the complex hierarchy of paranormal beings. When other kids had play dates or joined sports teams, he was enlisted in an extra class on conflict management techniques.

It wasn’t enough for a Contos man to be an Askari: he had to be the best Askari. It was an honour, a life calling, and – as his father always told him – if they just worked hard enough they could ‘proceed upwards’. He wasn’t sure what ‘upwards’ was yet, but he was certain of the fact he had embarrassed his father very publicly that afternoon. Even worse, he had done so in front of other supernatural beings and gone against everything he had been trained to do. He felt the material of his shirt stick to his skin as he thought about it, beads of sweat springing up as Tex realised one beating wasn’t going to be enough. There would be a greater punishment in store, he just wasn’t certain what it would be.

His heartbeat raced as he recognised the footfalls of his father coming down the hall, the short yet purposeful strides of Andres Contos unmistakable. He was coming for him. Tex took several steps away from the door, waiting for it to be flung open and his father’s stocky frame illuminated in the dead space. He imagined his hand reaching for the doorknob, Tex willing himself not to cry, when suddenly there was a rhythmic ringing through the house. His father swore under his breath, marching away from the bedroom and further down the hall towards one of the phones that hung on the wall. Tex dared to rush back, pressing his ear to the wood as he listened.

‘Hello?’ he barked. ‘Took you fucking long enough. No, not yet: that’s what my message was about. I need you to get the werewolves.’

Tex scuttled backwards, not even worried about the sound the floorboards made underneath him. The werewolves. If he thought things had gone badly that evening, they were only about to get worse.

The alchemist arrived not long before dawn, the woman’s face only partially visible beneath a hooded cloak. The only thing that told Tex she was human were elegant hands that escaped the sleeves, each finger marked with symbols he didn’t understand. His Uncle David had come to retrieve him shortly ‘before the ceremony’, which made the young boy’s blood run cold. He couldn’t stop shivering despite the sweltering heat, even though it was four in the morning. This was the right thing, though. His family knew what needed to be done. He was pulled into a line alongside David and Gavino, with other members of the Askari positioned further down the queue. They were easily identifiable to folks within the paranormal community by the symbol tattooed at their wrist: a split line followed by three circles at the tip. It was a long-forgotten alchemist symbol for wood, meaning that’s what they were: the strong foundation holding up the rest of the house by gathering information, monitoring supernaturals, collecting ground truth and doing what had to be done.

His fingers ran over the skin at his own wrist, which was bare for now. When he was old enough and had passed the necessary tests, that’s where he would be marked. Even now, he would use a black texta pen to draw a wobbly version of the symbol on his skin, desperate to show his dedication to the ruling supernatural government. Casting a sneaky look at his father who stood at the head of the line, observing the alchemist work, Tex knew he couldn’t afford to disappoint him again. And he wouldn’t. He’d be as strong of a foundation as every Contos man before him.

There was a small gap among the line of his people, just large enough for two figures to walk down, and on the other side were the Burkes. The mother was leaning hard against the shoulder of her sister, whose arm was slinked around her as a measure of support. The rest of the girls were assembled by age: the two cousins Bridie and Colleen first, then Sadie’s sisters Shannon, Nora, Ina, Keavy and Catriona. Later in life, his survival would depend on being able to read people more dangerous than he was. And he could read what was on the women’s faces as if a spotlight was shining on them: sadness, grief, and resignation. There was something else among Sadie’s sisters though, clear in the hard line of their lips as they pressed them together and waited. It was anger, he realised, an emotion the older women seemed to have let go of like an untethered balloon on a windy day.

His eyes flicked towards the veranda where some internal instinct told him someone was coming even though there hadn’t been a noise. The hairs on his arms prickled, as if sensing danger. He didn’t quite believe it at first, even though he had heard his dad utter the words ‘the werewolves’. They were here and they did not look happy about it, several members of the local pack moving silently through the night like the predators they were. The lights inside his house were off, plunging everyone else into a darkness that was only broken by the altar of candles constructed by the alchemist and her assistant. Some of the Askari were holding candles in their hands that flickered as the werewolves moved by them, not bothering with their own illumination since they could see perfectly in the dark. They unnerved him and Tex couldn’t help but gawk as they formed a second line behind the banshees.

The message wasn’t lost on him and from the way his uncles stiffened, he guessed it wasn’t lost on them either. We’re here because we have no other choice, their glowing, yellow eyes said. And we stand with our supernatural sisters, their positioning confirmed, quite literally as they formed a united front at the rear of the grieving women. It didn’t matter that banshees as a species had no fight: the werewolves had plenty of it to go around. The rift between their community was stark, with werewolves and banshees on one side, Askari on the other. The gap between them might have been physically small, yet Tex wasn’t stupid. He doubted there was anything that could bridge it, even obedience. There were a series of grunts and pants, with Sorcha appearing at the back of the group as she struggled against the two female werewolves who were dragging her towards the crowd.

She twisted in their grip, legs off the ground as she kicked wildly through the air and attempted to bite one of her captors. Tex sucked in a breath, worried about what the werewolf would do: they were not known for their even tempers. Instead, the woman looked down at her affectionately, as if she was tickled by the fact a teenager had tried to bite her, a werewolf! Both women readjusted their grips, taking Sorcha to the front of the line next to her mother where she would have the best vantage point. Tex wasn’t aware of the specifics of what was about to happen, but as he watched his father give the women a stiff nod, he knew immediately that it was Andres Contos’ idea.

Sadie was next, silent as the new head of the Kapoor werewolf pack led her down the line of bodies and towards the alchemist waiting patiently beneath her hood. All of the houses in the surrounding area were occupied by Askari and Treize officials just like the Contos family, so Sorcha’s continued sobs and muttering of Sadie’s name was of little significance. They were heard, certainly, but not by people who would do anything to help her: everyone knew their place, including Tex. He had embarrassed his family once. He wouldn’t do it again. For her part, Sadie was quiet. Tears streaked down her cheeks and she was shaking, but it was the only clue as to how she was really feeling. Of course they hadn’t gotten away, Tex thought. No one could track them better than werewolves and once they’d got involved, it had only been a matter of time before they were caught and brought back to the residence.

Just like the pack he ruled, alpha werewolf Ben Kapoor did not look happy. He was as young as half of the Burke sisters, but he appeared older as his hands guided the nine-year-old girl past her family and to the altar.

‘Is that—’

‘Yes,’ his Uncle David said, answering his brother Gavino’s question before it was even properly verbalised.

‘He’s young,’ he whispered.

‘Nineteen.’

‘Too young to lead a pack.’

‘What choice does he have? His sister was the previous alpha and now that she’s locked up in Vankila . . .’

‘Bloody Outskirt Pack bullshit,’ the man cursed, shaking his head. ‘They’re lucky the Treize even left them standing, given how close they were to the Ihi clan.’

A low, deep growl cut through the hush of the assembled parties and the uncles fell silent immediately. A normal human being wouldn’t have been able to make out David and Gavino’s conversation, but with their superior sense of hearing the werewolves had heard it all. Texas could almost smell his family’s fear as the lone growl was met with a chorus of others, the werewolves of the Kapoor pack gently reminding the Contos brothers and every other Askari present that although they couldn’t do anything about it, they had heard what was said, and they would remember it.

‘Hello there, Sadie,’ Andres Contos said, drawing Tex’s attention back to the front of the line. Even though he wasn’t a tall man, his father had crouched down so he was at a similar height to the young girl.

‘Please,’ Sorcha murmured through sobs, having stopped struggling against the female werewolves and resorted to begging now instead.

His father continued on, as if he didn’t hear her at all. ‘I understand you must be scared, but I promise you this is the best course of action for everyone.’

There was a significant pause before Sadie’s small voice could be heard.

‘Why?’ she squeaked.

‘A banshee wail is a dangerous thing, sweetie. It’s deadly. Now I know you’ve been having death visions for a long time, haven’t you?’

Tex saw the ginger hair of her head bob up and down as she nodded.

‘Right, so that’s your one ability. No banshee is allowed to have more than that and especially not a wail. It’s a powerful and dangerous thing: you saw all the damage you did from just a little fall and you didn’t even mean to. Can you recite The Covenant for me, Sadie?’

‘Please don’t do this,’ Sorcha continued to cry, her voice barely above a whisper. One of the werewolves ran a soothing hand down the girl’s arm to try and calm her.

Sadie’s head jerked, as if she was about to turn around when Andres reached out and gripped her chin between his fingers so that she was forced to stare at him.

‘The Covenant,’ his father stated. ‘Repeat it for me, Sadie. I’m trying to save your life.’

‘Per the Treize’s order of seventeen ninety-one,’ the girl started. ‘No banshee is to leave the penal colony of Terra Australis, upon penalty of death. No banshee is to change their surname, lest they forget the shame of what generations before them have done. No banshee can hide or carry more than one predicative ability, upon penalty of death. No banshee is to forewarn others about their impending doom, upon penalty of death. No banshee may intervene with fate’s plan, upon penalty of death.’

‘These rules are in place for a reason,’ Andres Contos said, taking a step backwards as he stood up and addressed the gathered parties. ‘They have kept your people alive since you were first banished from Ireland centuries ago. They keep you safe. They keep us all safe.’

Even at his full height, his father was still a head shorter than Ben Kapoor, Tex noted. And he knew the boy was still growing into a man.

‘Now, I suspect you didn’t know about your wail, did you?’ His tone shifted to one that mirrored understanding. Sadie shook her head quickly and mumbled a hasty ‘no’ in response.

‘You didn’t know you had two abilities. Since your gift to foresee the last few minutes of someone’s life came first, I have to take away your second gift.’

‘Take away?’ Sadie questioned, the girl casting a worried look over her shoulder at her family. Her eyes ran down the line of women before flicking over to him, Tex feeling the pressure of her gaze as she stared at him with a mix of confusion and fear.

‘It’s either that or Vankila for you, Sadie,’ his father said, as if giving her a choice Tex knew didn’t exist. ‘Do you know what it would be like for a little girl in a big, supernatural prison like that? Surrounded by the biggest and scariest monsters our kind has to offer?’

Tex watched the fingers of Ben Kapoor as they dangled at his side, his eyes widening as they morphed from human to elongated werewolf claws and back again like it was nothing. Something about the gesture felt like the supernatural equivalent of clenching and unclenching a fist.

‘It’s okay,’ Sadie whispered. ‘You can take it. It . . . it hurts people. I don’t want to hurt people.’

‘Thank you, sweetie. You’re a very brave little girl and the banshee wail is not something you should be burdened with.’

His father moved further away, standing at the head of the line of Askari so that for the first time Tex got a better look at the altar the alchemist had constructed. It scared him, everything he saw there. He didn’t truly understand the difference between witches and alchemists except that one had a powerful, natural gift while the other had a learned ability steeped in science and symbolism. The woman had her back to them, leaning over a dish that was heated with an open flame. Symbols that would haunt his nightmares for years to come were marked into the ceramics, with hot wax bubbling over layers of the altar and mixing with granules of something that seemed to singe his nostrils as he breathed it in. When the alchemist turned around, she was holding an arched dagger that looked comically small to him.

Her cloak billowed over the tips of the grass as she walked towards Sadie, hands now hidden under two thick gloves that cradled the handle of the weapon. At first he didn’t understand why. Yet as the alchemist passed his father and the illumination from the candle he was holding, Tex understood. The blade was dripping with liquid silver, a burning sound coming from the grass as droplets landed on it. The woman moved the blade to one hand, gripping the handle as her other extended and a finger gently touched a place on Sadie’s forehead just between her two eyes. The girl looked almost hypnotised by the alchemist’s movements, not watching as the handle was moved into position closer to her shoulder and Ben Kapoor’s grip tightened ever so slightly.

He couldn’t recognise the specific words she was speaking, but Tex knew enough Latin to know that’s what the woman was muttering. The pace was quick and her tone feverish as she built an invisible rhythm. There was another alchemist standing nearby, having not earned the right to be fully covered so his face was exposed to the group. Tex wanted to focus on his anxious expression instead, rather than what was about to happen, as the man gripped a cloth of red silk in his hand and waited. In a movement so swift he thought he’d missed it at first, the female alchemist’s hand dashed forward in a sweeping gesture from left to right. A hand was clamped over Sorcha’s mouth to stop her from screaming as Sadie lurched forwards, blood spraying from her throat in a gruesome shower that landed on the altar like raindrops. The werewolf caught the girl as her knees gave out, holding her up by the armpits as the alchemist leaned forward to examine her handiwork.

She repeated a final phrase that Tex was too shocked to comprehend, his breathing rapid as he realised his friend’s throat had just been slit in front of him. It’s the only way, he thought to himself, glancing up at the faces of his uncles on either side of him. Their expressions were confident, assured, and it helped quell the unease he felt swirling in his stomach. It had been centuries since a banshee wail had been heard by mortal ears and it was too dangerous not to be contained. This was the only way to spare her.

The alchemist reached behind her for a bowl of powder, removing her gloves before using her long nails to collect a portion of it and tossing it towards Sadie Burke like it was confetti. With a flick of her wrist, the assistant with the silk came forward and, per the woman’s instructions, pressed it to the girl’s throat like a bandage. She had passed out fully and Tex thought he might too, his uncle propping him up as his windpipe constricted and he gulped air greedily. Like she weighed nothing at all, the alpha of the Kapoor pack lifted the child into his arms and cradled her there as the two alchemists inspected her. The woman turned to Andres Contos, who was leaning forward to see if the ritual was complete.

‘It is done,’ the alchemist said, speaking English for the first time. Her tone was clipped and almost singsong, something so specific Tex was sure he would never forget it.

‘She’ll live?’ he heard Máire Burke say, but he was unable to take his eyes off the alchemist. The woman nodded, before her dark eyes turned back to stare at his father.

‘Do not ask me to do this again.’

She seemed to float from his backyard, her cloak mixing with the night sky as she disappeared into the house. Her assistant was left behind to pack up the altar, cases clinking and bottles bumping against each other as he worked quickly. A Paranormal Practitioner was on hand and they nervously crept forward to examine the child. There was an audible exhale among the gathered Askari, his father even breaking into a smile as a colleague patted him on the shoulder.

‘Job well done, matey,’ one of them said.

‘Expertly handled, Andres,’ added another.

They had done a good thing, everyone agreed. They had spared Sadie’s life with their quick thinking. Tex listened to them talk about how their superiors would be impressed, they were all so impressed, and now no one would be at risk. All the while, a werewolf continued to cradle the bleeding body of nine-year-old Sadie Burke. She didn’t know it yet, but her entire life had just been changed because she had the misfortune to fall off a jungle gym.


10 YEARS LATER


Chapter 1

SADIE

Sadie Burke was doing her best to eavesdrop on a conversation, but it was difficult when she was supposed to be dedicating all of her energy to cleaning a woman’s bodily fluids out of the carpet. From the corner of her eye, she watched as the subject of her attention paced in the kitchen, his shoes clicking over the tiles. She was on her hands and knees in the living room, scrubbing feverishly. The bottom half of her face was obscured by a white, respiratory mask that meant she was able to breathe while she worked without inhaling any of the toxic chemicals in her cleaning products.

Her hazel eyes peered out from under the line of her fringe, which was long enough she could feel it every time she blinked. She didn’t care, she liked it that way, feeling like it was some kind of protective visor. A sponge hit her back, before bouncing off and landing on the floor in the middle of the fluids she was in the process of cleaning up. She sat on her heels, spinning around angrily to face her eldest sister.

‘Eyes on the job,’ Shannon said. She threw a pointed stare at Denton Boys, just to let Sadie know that she hadn’t missed exactly where her sister’s focus had been targeted. He was in his early forties and ordinary in every way, except for the fact he worked for the local supernatural government as an Askari. For the past few years, he had been the officer assigned to liaise between the Burke sisters and whatever supernatural crime scene needed cleaning up. He was never rude to them, never overly friendly either, but there was something about Denton’s demeanour today that had drawn Sadie’s attention. Her older sister had clearly mistaken it for attraction, thinking she had been caught perving on the clock. Even though she was wearing thick, plastic gloves, Sadie’s fingers moved rapidly through the air as she used the Australian sign language alphabet – Auslan – to communicate her frustration.

‘We’re on a tight budget,’ she signed. ‘We’re not going to be able to reuse that sponge now.’

‘And we’re not going to make our quoted timeline if you keep gawking,’ her sister snapped. ‘We need to be out of here by six o’clock.’

Annoyed, she got to her feet while her hands continued to move. ‘We’ll make the damn timeline.’

‘Bitch,’ Shannon muttered as Sadie walked past.

‘Mole,’ she signed, in response.

She heard her sister’s appreciative snicker as her white booties marched over the shag pile carpet and into the other room where her siblings Catriona and Keavy were working. They had been born just eleven months apart, her auntie dubbing them ‘Irish twins’ with a knowing smirk. For all intents and purposes, they acted pretty much like twins: always working together; hanging together; scheming together. They even went on double dates, which Sadie found entirely gross. Catriona looked up just as she entered what had once been a bedroom, most of the furniture now moved out so the sisters could give the space the forensic clean it truly needed.

‘Look, Sades,’ Catriona said, her face cracking into a smile as she pulled down her mask. ‘I found a finger!’

She held up a dismembered digit, a ring still visible on the greying flesh as her sister waggled it through the air.

‘ET phone hoooome,’ she croaked, Keavy giggling in response as Sadie rolled her eyes.

Two cousins had once lived in this house, with the girlfriend they shared. Sadie could only imagine what had caused her to ‘snap’ – as she often heard the cops call it – hacking both of the men to death in the most gruesome of fashions. She had chosen a much less violent end for herself, taking several sleeping pills and washing them down with a bottle of cough syrup before dying in the living room. It had been several days before anyone found them, despite the fact that Sadie had seen the cousins’ final moments play out in a horrifying vision. Yet this trio had been off the radar, with outdated and incorrect government records and no identifying landmarks in the scene for her to pinpoint exactly where the murder was taking place.

So she had passed on what she recalled to Ina, one of her other sisters, who maintained the family’s books and monitored emergency channels for jobs that may slip through their net. There had been nothing for nearly a week, until Ina picked up a report on the police scanner that junior officers were being sent out to perform a welfare check on Cypher Ikkoye and his cousin Lino James after strange smells had been coming from their home. There had been enough indicators in the job callout that Ina had recognised it as the crime Sadie had seen in her vision.

The sisters had assembled as quickly as they could, five of them piling into the Burke Forensic Cleaning Services van and arriving at the scene just minutes after the officers had. Their knack for being in the wrong place at the right time had long baffled the local police. There was no reasonable explanation as to why they seemed to know exactly where they needed to be and when, but the Burke sisters were a familiar sight at most crime scenes in Sydney – not just the supernatural ones. They would be there, the door to their van open as they sat around and waited until a detective gave them a wave that meant they were needed.

Forensic cleaning wasn’t a lucrative business, but there were few jobs as perfectly suited to the predicative abilities of a banshee family than this. Besides, Sadie’s sisters had all tried to pursue regular careers at one point or another. It was hard to blend in a workplace and stay under the radar when you might foretell someone’s death at a moment’s notice. Those who knew exactly when a colleague’s father was going to die so rarely received an ‘employee of the month’ certificate. Like their mothers and aunties before them, they’d given up on professional dreams and stuck with what they knew: death. At least at that, the Burke sisters were succeeding out of sheer force of will. And maybe a little supernatural help.

‘What’s that look on your face?’ Keavy asked.

‘What look?’ Sadie signed. ‘You can’t even see most of my face.’

‘You do have that look though,’ Catriona agreed.

Keavy nodded. ‘That look as if we’re going to go over our scheduled clean.’

‘The body was there too long,’ Sadie signed to them both, annoyed they had read her so well. ‘It has eroded through. We’re going to have to pull up the carpet.’

‘Faaaaark,’ Catriona moaned, climbing to her feet. ‘Here, Keavy, take my lucky finger will you.’

‘Ew, gross.’

Sadie spun around, almost colliding directly with Denton who was watching her from a nearby doorway. She hadn’t even heard him hang up the phone, his heated conversation with someone down the line clearly having ended minutes ago.

‘How’s it going in here?’ he asked, his gaze shifting from her to her sisters as he waited for an answer.

‘The carpet has to go,’ Catriona said, interpreting Sadie’s message as she signed at her. ‘Both in the bedroom and the living room.’

‘Really? Huh, I didn’t think this job looked that bad . . . all things considered.’

The last job he had called the Burke sisters to had been a showdown between goblins and shifters in a share house. This crime scene was like comparing a Monet to a Pollock. Denton had been forced to run outside at one point, vomiting into the garden bed on his hands and knees. It seemed Sadie wasn’t the only one who remembered that display of squeamishness.

‘Body fluids are like acid,’ Keavy told him, getting unnecessarily descriptive as she continued to scrub. ‘Especially when they’ve been left long enough: they’ll eat through anything. None of us are comfortable saying this is a job well done if those carpets are still in the house. Also, finger.’

She tossed it to him, Denton catching it with a grimace. His face went greenish almost immediately as he realised what he was holding.

‘Ah!’

He rushed from the room, muttering excuses about needing to ‘bag the evidence’ and taking the finger with him.

‘Need a hand?’ Catriona called, the two sisters chuckling with amusement. Sadie thought she heard the front door bang open and the sound of retching follow shortly after. Denton didn’t come back inside, her sisters having achieved their mission of getting rid of him one well-placed gory detail at a time. There was little else left to do besides finish the job. It took a few more hours, but with their combined efforts the Burke sisters were soon assembled around an industrial skip that had most of the house’s furniture and carpet now dumped inside of it. The outside air was cool on their faces, a relief to all of them as they took off their masks and rested them on their heads.

‘Someone should go tell the vomitron we’re done,’ Shannon said, turning to her younger siblings. Nora had her hands firmly crossed across her chest. She had been twenty-one and Ina eighteen when Andres Contos had orchestrated the slitting of Sadie’s throat when she’d been just nine. He’d had her vocal cords severed, rendering her unable to speak and therefore unable to use the banshee wail the Treize seemed to fear so much. That event had defined much of their life afterwards, changing all of the Burke family in different ways. For Nora and Ina, that meant their own cone of silence. If the Askari had taken their sister’s voice, then they had taken theirs too: neither women had spoken to any Treize official ever again. As banshees, they had very little power they could practically flex. Yet that was the way two of her sisters chose to use theirs. Keavy and Catriona were more of the perpetually annoy and torment variety, Shannon was the most mature and maintained civility, while Sorcha . . . Sadie couldn’t even think about her without feeling a pang of sadness.

‘I’ll go,’ she signed.

‘How?’ Keavy snapped, reading her gestures. ‘None of them know Auslan, Sadie. He’s not going to understand what you’re saying.’

‘He can read lips,’ she replied. ‘Just like you can.’

‘But—’

‘Fine,’ Shannon answered, cutting Keavy off and ending a potential argument before it had a chance to begin. ‘Sadie, go tell him. The rest of us, let’s get this shit packed up. Skip collection is in half an hour.’

Sadie marched around the side of the house, slipping through the backyard fence so she didn’t have to enter the interior again. Dealing with the smell of detergent every day started to drive you a little mad and it didn’t matter how much of her favourite Marc Jacobs perfume she used, Daisy could never seem to drown out the smell of industrial cleaning products. He had his back to her and at first she thought Denton was on the phone again, the tension in his voice matching that of his earlier calls. But as she approached him, she saw who he was talking to. And she froze. The man had been about to reply, yet he cut himself off when he realised they had company.

‘Hello, Sadie.’

Gavino Contos. He was one of the more senior Askari in Sydney, maybe all of Australia. He was also the uncle of her childhood friend, Texas, and the brother of Andres, the man who had maimed her forever. The latter had been promoted after the incident, his actions enough to warrant a permanent place overseas among supernatural counsellors the Custodians, who could choose immortality as a gift if they so desired it. He had. Texas had been shipped off almost immediately after; one of Sadie’s last memories of him was a yelled warning as he’d told her to run. She’d heard hushed conversations among her sisters about exactly where he’d been sent to, but a strict Askari training school in Romania had been the general consensus.

His uncles, Gavino and David, had remained in Sydney and it wasn’t unusual to view them from a distance every now and again if they were overseeing a major crime scene. This, however, wasn’t that. This wasn’t even a supernatural scene, with Denton’s presence at the job purely because the Burkes had shown up and someone had to be monitoring them at all times. And yet, Gavino was there. Just being in the same physical proximity as him was enough to bring back horrible memories. Even if she could have, she would have said nothing. As it was, she could manage little more than a curt nod by way of greeting. Denton looked flustered by her sudden arrival, Sadie unable to shake the feeling that she had caught them in the middle of something.

‘You done?’ Denton asked abruptly.

She nodded again.

‘Good, good.’

‘I have to get to the airport,’ Gavino told the man, shaking his hand as a form of farewell. ‘We can discuss the details later.’

‘Definitely, yes, of course.’

He paused as he was about to turn away, looking back at her with interest. ‘It was good to see you, Sadie. You look well.’

She had to resist the compulsion to add to Denton’s growing pile of puke on the front lawn as she watched him march to his car nearby. The Askari observed him as well and Sadie knew that he shared her discomfort, albeit for very different reasons. She cast him a sideways glance, her sharp eyes not missing anything as she assessed the clammy pallor of his skin and the constant twitch of his eyebrows. Something was up. And she didn’t like it one bit.

It was a little after 7 p.m. when the Burke siblings finally returned home, Nora letting the others out of the vehicle while she drove the van around the back. Like all of the houses in the suburb of Inner West Sydney where they lived, there was an alley running at the rear of their residential street with garages opening up at the back of each property. Their mother was sitting in her usual position on the second-storey balcony, a shawl over her lap despite the heat. She slowly rocked backwards and forwards in her chair, the chatter of talkback radio just audible as Sadie glanced up and threw her a wave. Máire never waved back: she barely responded to any of her daughters any more, not even the grandchildren Shannon and Ina had given her over the last four years. From the outside, it looked like a degenerative brain disease despite it coming on a little early. Her mother wasn’t yet sixty, having just celebrated her fifty-eighth birthday in October.

The sisters knew what it was, and so did their auntie Aoife. It was a particular type of sickness that took hold of their women. Most banshees reached a tipping point when they had just seen too much, experienced too much death, and too much loss. Sadie could never quite determine exactly when it had happened, when her mother had sunken in to herself. Truthfully, she had always known her that way. Her father, Hobart Bosworth, had been the love of Máire’s life apparently. Sadie had never met him: he had died in a construction accident while her mother was pregnant with her. The tragedy of it all was Máire knew it was going to happen. Yet due to The Covenant which dictated all banshee lives, she had been unable to verbalise this horror or intervene. All the while, her last child Sadie had been growing inside of her, belly swelling as the woman carried both the baby and the knowledge that Hobart would never live to see the face of his seventh daughter.

When they had taken Sadie’s voice as a child, she guessed that had been the final straw, the final ‘too much’. She had fleeting memories of her mother smiling before that. As it was, she hadn’t seen an expression on Máire’s face in nearly a decade. She watched the tendrils of smoke from a cigarette resting in her mother’s ashtray mingle with that of a lit mosquito coil, the two grey strands intertwining in the sky and weaving up off the balcony. Máire’s older sister Aoife was sitting there by her side – as she always was – reading a romance novel. Sadie couldn’t help but wonder which one of her own siblings she would have to do that for one day. Or which one of them would have to do it for her. Her auntie stirred as the girls arrived at the front door, peeking over the railing of the balcony and blowing them a kiss.

‘Darlings,’ she crooned, ‘Bridie and Colleen have cooked dinner; it will be ready in twenty minutes so you have enough time to wash off.’

‘Where are the kids?’ Ina called up.

‘Isn’t that what husbands are for?’ Aoife replied, before settling back in her chair. As far as her auntie was concerned, the only thing men were good for was giving you babies and then taking care of them. In that order.

‘That means they’re at my place,’ Shannon muttered, hitching the handle of her bag further up her shoulder. ‘I’ll head over there first and meet you lot back here.’

‘I’m coming with you,’ Ina agreed, before holding the front door open for the others. ‘See you soon.’

Sadie could smell the marinating meat from the moment she crossed the threshold and her stomach rumbled. She was so hungry that she didn’t doubt whether she had the capability to consume one of her nieces or nephews if they were running around at her feet. Before she could even think about food though, she had to tidy up. The van and the maintenance of it was Nora’s responsibility, but Sadie was in charge of making sure that every cleaning kit was fully stocked and replenished after each job. They could get called out to another at any moment and there were few things worse than being tasked with getting rid of black mould without enough borax to do so.

Besides, the shower pecking order had been established long before she was born. Since Shannon and Ina lived in their own homes just three doors down on the same street, that meant Nora was up first, then Keavy, then Catriona, then Sadie had to scrounge for whatever hot water was left. Heading into summer it didn’t matter so much, as she preferred a cold shower. But in winter it was hell.

The sisters walked through the living room, which was thin and long, like most of the house. It had three storeys – plus an attic – and was one of the first homes built in the area back in the eighteen hundreds. Sadie knew this because it had been in their family since then, with the generations of Burke women before her having lived and loved and died in this same tall, skinny house. It had been added to over the years, yet the core structure was still the same with high ceilings, light switches that were just as likely to give an electric shock as they were to illuminate the room, and floorboards that continuously creaked. Aoife lived directly next door, with her two daughters Bridie and Colleen: all three of them helped keep the forensic cleaning business running. While other banshee families had died off or been bred out, the Burkes were one of the few that had survived because they stuck together. Heck, there were so few of them plenty of supernaturals thought the species had gone extinct.

Keavy and Catriona peeled off, racing up the stairs to dump their stuff and get to the second-storey bathroom first. That was the nicest. The loser would end up downstairs as they took the consolation prize and showered just metres away from the loo. Sadie marched straight for the backyard, where she could already hear the sound of water splashing off metal as Nora hosed the van down. Her cousins were tinkering in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on dinner, and she planted a kiss on each of their cheeks as she passed. Unlike their neighbours, there was no grass in their backyard: it wasn’t big enough to have a proper garden anyway. It was just large enough to fit the van and a small shed, which housed most of their back-up supplies. As a teenager she had helped her sisters pave it, even fitting in a small drain so the water would run off into the alley.

‘Jan’s all yours,’ Nora said, turning off the hose and placing it back on its hook. ‘I checked the water and oil, vacuumed the inside, she’s good.’

She gave her sister a thumbs up as they switched positions, Nora heading back into the house and Sadie towards the shed. She wasn’t sure which of her sisters had named the van ‘Jan’, but it was going on six years now and the name had stuck. Rolling back the door, she worked as quickly as she could, gently shaking each bottle to establish how much liquid was left as she moved through all nine of the cleaning kits. Each one was a different colour, making it easy for her to track. The same equipment was in each, the idea being that it wouldn’t matter which one you used because they all stocked the same tools. Slapping a mosquito as it landed on her arm and attempted to drink her blood, she ran a hand through her hair and jogged back into the house.

‘Dinner in five, Sadie,’ Colleen called, ‘don’t be late.’

She nodded, knowing that it truly wouldn’t matter. Her cousins always insisted on punctuality, but Sadie would be at the back of the line anyway: the oldest got their plates first, with the servings working their way back to the youngest. It was a wonder she wasn’t thin, given how hard she had to fight for food in this rowdy household. Sadie felt like she couldn’t truly exhale until she had the second-storey bathroom door closed at her back. The cool surface of the black and white checkered tiles under her feet like a soothing balm after the thirteen hours they’d spent cleaning up the crime scene. Her muscles hurt, her back ached, her hair was lank and oily after a day of sweating, and she smelled. Stank, actually. There was an uncomfortable twist just below her belly button followed by a cramp that took her breath away.

Great, she thought, I’m getting my period as well.

Yet as she stepped under the cool water coming from the shower head, not surprised at all by the fact the hot tap had nil to offer, Sadie focused on the positive things. She was exhausted, so she would sleep like the dead tonight. It was Thursday, which meant she had her one day off tomorrow. If she was lucky, they wouldn’t catch a job until late Saturday afternoon so she could sleep in. And downstairs, bickering over what the correct portion of lamb shank was per person, was an entire house full of women who loved her fiercely. In that moment, it was enough.

Dried and dressed in a pair of floral, satin pyjamas, she towelled off her hair as she skipped down the stairs. She was sure to leap over the second last one, as it had partially collapsed years ago and had an uneven divot that could cause you to trip if you weren’t careful. She did it by instinct now and paused just as there was a knock at the door. The sounds of her family were coming from the kitchen, cutlery and utensils clanging together, so she knew most of them were gathered. No Burke would bother knocking, she thought to herself with a smirk as she twisted the handle.

It wasn’t a Burke. Sadie felt the towel slip from her fingers and land in a crumpled pile on the floor as she stared at the party assembled in front of her. Gavino and David Contos were standing there formally, hands grasped in front of them, with a younger man positioned at the centre. Her eyes skimmed every inch of him, from the pale-blue business shirt with two buttons undone to the glimpse of an Askari tattoo just visible on his wrist. His skin was paler than that of his uncles, but his gelled hair was the exact same shade of inky black. Sadie recognised some features – like his big, wonky nose they had teased him about as kids – while others seemed completely foreign to her, namely the broad set of his shoulders. If she thought she had seen a glimmer of excitement in his eyes, it was dashed as her shaking hand went straight to her throat. There was a choker there, one she always wore to hide the scar that swept from one side of her neck to the other. She felt the old injury burn beneath her skin as she heard the words of a boy, only three years older than her, pleading with her to run. He was a man now.

‘Sadie Burke,’ said Texas Contos. ‘It has been a while.’


Chapter 2

TEXAS

He didn’t know what he expected to find when he arrived at the Burke family home almost a decade after his family had irrevocably changed their lives. He’d been to their house to play a few times as a kid, but his memories were clearly rose-tinted as he observed the somewhat rundown exterior of their terrace house. They all looked like this, he reasoned, the narrow streets having bled into each other as his uncles drove him straight to the address. They’d been waiting for him at the airport, proud as punch when he arrived back home on Australian soil as a fully qualified Askari at just twenty-two. Some might have expected his father to be there. Tex didn’t. It had been years since he’d heard from the man outside of a cordial ‘Sincerely, your father’ written in an email.

On the flip side, it seemed the Burkes’ familial connections had grown stronger than ever in his absence. He watched with interest as the many redheads of the family swarmed protectively around the youngest, Sadie, who seemed frozen at the very sight of him. She wasn’t what he was expecting either, even though he knew the family’s file off by heart. Once he’d gotten enough security clearance on his eighteenth birthday, that was the first thing he did: request the Burke documents. In it were up-to-date records on each of the sisters, including Sorcha who had broken The Covenant many years later and attempted to flee Australia. It was strange, catching up with people who had been such a seminal part of his childhood through the medium of case files meticulously maintained by Denton Boys.

Yet seeing them in the flesh was just as strange, his uncles stepping over the threshold of the front door and pushing their way into the house like they belonged there. It wasn’t necessarily how Tex would have done it, but it was better than waiting outside for an invitation that might never come. As a protective unit, they worked quickly. Gone were the days when their friendly, neighbourhood Askari weren’t seen as a threat. Aoife, the auntie, was ordered to take the children from the room: nieces and nephews Tex knew belonged to Shannon and Ina. Several of the other sisters left too: all except Shannon, Sadie, and Keavy. Three on three, he thought, unable to help the tactical math that popped into his head thanks to years upon years of training.

‘We’re sorry to interrupt your Thursday evening,’ David said formally. ‘Especially after such a long day at the deceased’s property.’

‘We don’t usually deal with you,’ Shannon replied, cutting straight to the point. ‘Where’s Denton? He’s our assigned contact.’

‘Denton Boys has been relieved of his post.’

Tex’s eyes had barely strayed from Sadie since he arrived, fascinated by the young woman she had grown into. Her sisters might have been more conspicuous on the surface, but she was the pearl among them: soft, beautiful, and with ginger hair hanging in a wavy bob that framed the painting of her face. Her nose was dotted with freckles and huge eyes blinked back at him, Tex’s gaze lingering on her lips. She couldn’t physically speak, but she didn’t need to. As his uncle and her sister been talking, Sadie’s hands had been moving to communicate her own message.

‘Ask them why,’ she signed, clearly used to the fact none of the local Askari had bothered to learn Australian sign language. She expected her messages to go unnoticed by them, using their ignorance as a way to shield the content of her conversations. Tex, unbeknownst to her, had learned.

‘Getting taken out of the field and assigned to a desk is a demotion,’ she continued, her sisters both reading what she told them with their eyes.

‘Why has he been relieved?’ Shannon said to the room, using their terminology back at them. ‘We just saw him a few hours ago; we weren’t informed of this.’

‘These requests take time, you see,’ David explained. ‘He’s about to have his second child and wanted a more stable situation.’

‘One where he’s less likely to vomit?’ Keavy asked, ignoring the elbow from Shannon.

‘One where he can be more present for his family,’ Tex’s uncle answered.

‘Bullshit,’ Sadie signed, frowning slightly as she noticed Tex watching her.

‘Thankfully, you’re already familiar

















































































































OEBPS/images/title.png
THE

WAILING
WOMAN

MARTA
LEWIS

ppppppp





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
~ When she cries
someone dies

MARIA
LEWIS

Winner of Aurea

WOMAN ?%






