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I DIDN’T LIKE ANZAC Day in the city. There were too many clean flags. Too many bright faces. Too much noise masquerading as reverence. And too many places to hide. Sydney Central breathed like an animal on a public holiday—steel lungs pulling people in, spitting them out. The concourse carried the smells of coffee, junk food, cheap aftershave, and that faint metallic tang that lived in every big station, no matter how often they scrubbed it.

The announcements floated overhead like prayers said by someone who’d stopped believing years ago. I stood near the edge of the crowd and let it flow around me. Left side forward. Always.

My leg wasn’t there. I’d left it somewhere in southern Iraq. The muscle memory remained sometimes—sometimes it didn’t. Just a ghost, showing itself on occasion in the night when I tried to find sleep. The phantom ache flared when the air pressure shifted. The sharp, private reminder that my body had a ledger—and it never forgot the debt.

I watched the people. I watched the seams between them. That was where the danger lived. My phone didn’t ring. It never rang for work. It woke up in my pocket like a small, nervous creature. One vibration. Two. Then stillness.

A message.

CANTER—SHILO: North concourse. 09:12. Don’t look for me. Walk.

I didn’t answer. I never did when she told me not to. Maggie Gallagher—Shilo—liked control the way some people liked rituals. Tradition mattered more than the outcome. I acknowledged the message and stepped into the stream. 

A family in matching green and gold scarves. Two teenagers with fresh haircuts and dead eyes. A pair of backpackers arguing about which platform took them to Bondi. A veteran with medals pinned too neatly to a blazer that didn’t quite fit.

Every Anzac Day, the city pretended it remembered what sacrifice cost. It sang. It drank. It hugged strangers. It took photos. Meanwhile, predators picked pockets. I drifted toward the north concourse, keeping my pace even. The prosthetic, uncomfortable even after years, responded with its familiar mechanical obedience—good engineering, poor substitute. It didn’t fatigue the way flesh did, but the rest of me compensated. My hip tightened. My lower back complained. The skin at the socket warmed and began its slow protest. Pain was information. I used it accordingly. I’d learned to read it like weather.

At 09:12, I passed a woman in a beige trench coat holding a paper cup. She faced the departures board, eyes up, posture casual. Anyone else would have taken her for a commuter.

But I knew Shilo by the way she held still. She didn’t turn. Her voice reached me as I passed—low and clean, the strong British accent clipped like she was keeping it on a leash. “Canter, walk,” she said.

“Paper Crown is live. We have movement.”

As she said it, my mouth tasted of old copper and memory. “We always had movement on a day like this,” I replied.

“Not this kind.”

I kept my eyes forward. “Define.”

A pause. She was choosing what to give me and what to keep. That was her gift. “Three sleepers,” she said. “Activated inside the rail grid. They aren’t ours.”

“Whose?”

“Christian’s.”

The name landed heavier than it should have. Pete Christian. Butcher Pete. I’d heard whispers of him in places where men didn’t like to speak too loudly—detention interview rooms, liaison briefings, the kind of corridor conversations that ended when you approached. A fixer with a surgeon’s calm and a butcher’s appetite. A man who understood leverage. Not money leverage—human leverage. He didn’t bribe people. He owned them.

“How sure?” I asked.

“Sure enough to get you in here. I don’t activate you on bullshit and innuendo, Canter.”

I let the crowd swallow us. Shilo and I passed the escalators under a blanket of civilian disguise. We passed a busker playing a slow, stumbling version of something that made my teeth itch.

“Target?” I asked Shilo.

“The station. Or something moving through it. We’ve got chatter suggesting a spectacle.”

“Anzac Day spectacle,” I muttered.

“Exactly.”

I felt the phantom foot flex—nothing moving, everything moving, all at once, like a hard cramp. Operation Matchbook flashed behind my eyes: heat shimmer over ruined concrete, the smell of burning plastic, the sensation of sand grinding into everything you thought you could keep clean. Then—a hard white flash. A roar. My body folding in a way it wasn’t designed to fold. Hands on me. Voices shouting. I shoved the memory down. Not now. I wasn’t that man anymore. I was worse.

“What do you need from me?” I asked Shilo.

Shilo’s pace matched mine. We were two strangers drifting in the same direction. “I need you to paint and target Central Station,” she said. “Eyes on. Feet on. Everything you can give this one. People will die today. The question is how many we can save.”

My lips twitched at the irony. I placed a hand, almost involuntarily, on my former limb. “You picked the right bloke.”

“I would’ve given this one to Bosco. Bosco’s not here. You’re the only one left on the grid I can trust.” Maggie looked at me then, like she saw something sitting behind my eyes that she couldn’t put a finger on. Then she came out and said it. “Canter, I do hope that your mind is free of Teresa. I need all of you this time. Am I perfectly clear?”

“Crystal,” I said. Coming from Maggie Gallagher, that was either a warning or a dressing down. Sometimes I didn’t know which. Then I smiled, and I couldn’t help it. Maggie locked eyes with me. “What is it? Spill.” 

“It’s just that I haven’t heard the callsign, Canter, in years. It’s nostalgic, in a way.”

Maggie—Shilo—didn’t change her expression. “For me it’s always Canter. That’s who you are, Nathan. I can authorise another if you wish.” 
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