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The summer evening in the Blue Mountains was mild, with the sun setting behind the gum trees and colouring the sky in peach and lavender. Lincoln Cain stood at the mirror, trying to fix his tie, and let out a frustrated sigh as he resisted the urge to take it off. He never liked dressing up, and tonight the formal clothes felt especially uncomfortable. But Maddy had insisted, this was his retirement dinner, a moment that marked the end of his long and accomplished career.

For the past twenty years, Lincoln Cain worked in government security, spending the last decade leading the team responsible for safeguarding visiting dignitaries. To his colleagues, he was an indispensable member of the group, and his retirement dinner was a well-deserved tribute to his years of service. Yet the two decades prior—when he served as an agent with the Australian Security Taskforce (AST)—were even more remarkable, though only Maddy and a select few knew of his extraordinary exploits during that time.

As the AST’s top agent, Lincoln was on the front lines of national security, repeatedly protecting Australia from disasters and terrorist threats both at home and abroad. Despite his courage and expertise, his achievements would remain unrecognised, a reality inherent to the world of espionage. So, while most would celebrate his contributions to the government security team, only Lincoln, Maddy, and their daughter Michelle, could truly honour his distinguished service with the AST.

In the background, the dull sound of the TV filled the house as Maddy fussed over last-minute details. She popped her head around the corner, her eyes sparkling with pride and a familiar warmth. “You ready, Linc? We need to go soon,” she called, a gentle smile dancing on her lips.

Lincoln shrugged, a flicker of self-consciousness in his posture. “Almost. It feels strange, honestly. Like I’m standing on the edge of something I can’t see. It’s more than just a dinner, isn’t it? It’s saying goodbye to everything I’ve known for decades.”

Maddy walked over, smoothing the collar of his shirt and giving his tie an approving pat. “You deserve a big send-off. You’ve given your all, Linc. It’s time you let everyone celebrate that. Even though most of the people tonight have no idea of your time with the AST. That’s what we will celebrate.”

She pressed a cufflink into place, her touch both practical and affectionate. “Remember when you worked for the AST? You always hated wearing a tie,” she teased, her laughter lightening the air.

Lincoln smiled, a wistful look in his eyes. "I remember. I'll never forgive you for making me wear one, but for this special night, I won't grumble. Just no more ties after this!"

She chuckled, reaching up to brush a stray hair from his forehead.

"You still clean up nicely. You'll be the best-looking man at the dinner tonight."

As the clock neared 6:30 pm, Maddy stepped back to admire her work. Lincoln looked every inch the dignified retiree, but she saw more than that – she saw the man she'd built a life with, who'd faced every challenge and celebrated every triumph by her side. Despite his grey hair, he remained an imposing figure, still possessing his muscular build.

"Nervous?" she asked softly, her hand finding his. He squeezed it gently.

"A little, but mostly grateful. Grateful for you, for the years you've stood by me. And for whatever comes next. Is Michelle ready?"

"I'll check."

Michelle emerged into the lounge before Maddy reached her room. Now twenty, she was a young woman radiating effortless grace, her shoulder-length dark hair with purple streaks framing her face. Dressed in an elegant evening gown, she exuded beauty and confidence, making Maddy incredibly proud.

Lincoln’s eyes widened, as if he was seeing his daughter as a grown woman for the first time.

"Wow, kiddo, you look beautiful. You're all grown up. Where's that little girl I used to bounce on my knee?"

Michelle laughed. "Dad, you did that when I was four! Come on, you’ve seen me dressed up before. Besides, this is your night. The final step towards old age. After tonight, I can officially call you an old fogey!"

"Don't be cheeky," Lincoln smiled. "I can still beat you over a hundred metres."

"We'll test that tomorrow," Michelle replied.

"Come on, you two, time to go." Maddy was already opening the door.

Outside the restaurant, they were met with cheers from the guests. Maddy and Michelle each took one of Lincoln’s arms.

Maddy looked up at him. "Come on, Linc. Time to enjoy your night. Let them spoil you for a change."

Together, they entered the room, greeting friends and colleagues. But Lincoln couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding about his future, painted with uncertainty – but as always, Maddy was by his side, keeping him calm.

The evening progressed with endless congratulations from his work colleagues and a rather mundane speech about his achievements with the security team from his boss, the current head of the Government Security.

Following the speech, Lincoln winced, a sudden pang of memory brought on by past experiences with the AST. Despite this, he delivered a speech, praising his team's efforts and sharing stories from his time working alongside his security detail. After the applause, he felt a touch of sadness, wishing he could share his AST adventures with the crowd. He reminded himself that his AST missions were classified, bound by the Official Secrets Act.

Maddy kissed his cheek, whispering, “I know you wanted to mention your AST work in the speech. Don’t worry, Linc, one day you can write a book about it, about how you saved Australia. It could be a great hobby!”

Lincoln kissed her back. “I know what you're doing. You just want me out of your hair. Michelle's leaving soon, and it'll be just you and me. Don’t worry, I’ll find something to occupy myself.”

As Lincoln stood, mingling with his colleagues, he noticed someone in the corner. She was alone, but her face seemed familiar. Memories of his spy days resurfaced. Could it be her?

He approached her directly, and as he got closer, recognition struck! She was the AST secretary to his former boss, Jadyen Moyle (may he rest in peace). The woman he'd enjoyed so much banter with, the one he'd always admired for her efficiency and warmth. She must be in her eighties now, but here she was, in the flesh - Pamela Harris!
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As Lincoln approached, Pam stood up. For an eighty-year-old, she was quite spry. With a smile on her face, she said, “Geez, they let anyone into this place these days.”

Lincoln grinned at her familiar teasing. With warmth in his voice, he replied to her affectionate insult, just as he always did. “So, I see.” They hugged, and Lincoln felt comforted by the routine.

“I’ve missed you, Pam,” Lincoln said as he helped her sit down. “I feel honoured that you came tonight.”

“I wouldn’t miss it. I want to make sure you really do retire. You should put your feet up now. Especially since your daughter has grown into such a fine young lady.” Pam pointed to Michelle sitting next to her mother.

Lincoln answered as he looked at his daughter.

“Yes, she has been a handful, but I wouldn’t change a thing watching her grow up. In fact, she’s the main reason I decided to retire.”

“Oh, how so?”

“She’s just secured a cadetship with ASIO and will be heading to Canberra next week. With Michelle moving out, we’re officially about to become empty nesters!”

“ASIO! After everything that happened when they dismantled the AST, I’m surprised you’d let your daughter anywhere near them.”

“That was the old ASIO. The people responsible for those decisions are long gone. Honestly, I don’t know what the agency is like these days. But Michelle is determined to join them, and who am I to stand in her way?”

Pam gave a knowing smile. “She must get that determination from you. If I recall, you used to train her when she was young. It’s no wonder she’s following in your footsteps.”

“You’re probably right. Like any parent, I passed on what I knew to my only daughter. I couldn’t teach her to knit or dance ballet, so instead I taught her to shoot, perform unarmed combat, build her fitness and strength, and survive in the bush.”

"It doesn’t surprise me that you passed on your skills as an agent. Yes, she'll make a great spy someday."

Lincoln smiled, understanding Pam's point. A flicker of pride and surprise washed over him; he realised he'd unknowingly guided her to follow in his footsteps.

Turning to Pam, he said warmly, "Though I can't take all the credit. Maddy had a big impact on her, too. She taught her about explosives. You know, she was making her own pipe bombs at nine. While other kids were on social media, my little darling was blowing up things in the woods behind our house. That girl could disarm a bomb by fifteen, thanks to Maddy."

"How is Maddy these days?" Pam asked, the name jogging her memory.

"She's fine, same old Maddy. You know, she's been lecturing part-time on bomb disposal techniques for years. But she recently quit that job, saying she wants to spend her remaining days with me, just the two of us. I'm not sure if that's what she really wants, or if she wants to keep an eye on me."

"That's a shame for the Police Force. She's probably Australia's top expert when it comes to defusing bombs. But it's nice that she wants to be with you, though I don't know why."

Lincoln knew she was joking. Pam laughed. “Say, what are you going to do in your retirement?”

“Maybe you can tell me, you’ve had a lot of practice being retired.” It was Lincoln’s turn to laugh.

"Well, I'm in a retirement home now. Not exactly thrilling, to be honest. It’s full of old people, not my scene at all, but I keep myself busy enough. I can still solve a cryptic crossword in under an hour."

"You were always brilliant at those. The old chief wouldn't have lasted as long as he did without your skills. You could always locate anyone anywhere for him."

The mention of their old chief, Jayden Moyle, silenced them both. They each took a moment to remember their departed friend. Lincoln picked up a glass of champagne from the table and finally spoke.

"A toast... to Jayden Moyle, the best chief we ever had."

Pam picked up a glass. They raised their glasses and took a sip. Pam felt she had to say something.

"Don't be too sad about Jayden. He had a distinguished career as chief of the AST and a full, enjoyable retirement. He loved his fishing. Maybe you could take a page out of his book?"

"What do you mean?"

"The most important thing to have in retirement is a hobby. Anything – like fishing, golf, or even joining a men's shed. You need a reason to get up each morning, something to occupy your time. Something that gives you pleasure. That's the secret to a fulfilling retirement."

"I understand. Honestly, I think fishing is a waste of time, I can't hit a golf ball to save my life, and the idea of whittling wooden toys in a shed makes me want to... Well, you get the picture. But I see your point. I need to find something worthwhile to do. No rush, though. Maddy and I might travel for a few years."

"It took me a while to find a hobby I enjoyed. I volunteer at the local library. I've never had so much fun organising books and reading whatever I want; it's almost like being back at my old job. But I must admit, some days I miss helping those on missions. I'm probably too old to be of any real use in that field anymore, but it's nice to dream. You know, with your skills, you could do some part-time training. I'm sure the police or the military could use your expertise on the shooting range. Maybe even teach them some basic hand-to-hand combat."

Lincoln chuckled. "My shooting skills aren't what they used to be. My eyes aren't as sharp as they were. And as for unarmed combat, I gave that up last year when Mick put me on my back. That little girl has some serious fighting skills. But I'll think about it."

Pam looked at him with a wistful expression. "Well, Lincoln, I should be going. I'm not the party girl I once was. It's way past my bedtime, and I'm not getting any younger."

Lincoln leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

"It was wonderful to see you again, Pam. We must keep in touch. Oh, here's an idea. We could start our own spy agency for old fogeys! Search for things that people have forgotten where they left them.”

“Same old Lincoln!” Pam hugged Lincoln and slowly made her way outside, but not before stopping to have a brief chat with Maddy and Michelle.

As she disappeared from the room, Lincoln lamented about his future. Just what was he going to do with the rest of his life, now that the only thing he lived for was no longer a part of his life?
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The day of Michelle’s departure dawned with a heaviness that pressed on Lincoln and Maddy’s hearts. As Michelle strode along the train platform, her backpack slung over one shoulder and her travel case trailing behind, her steps were brisk, but her eyes shimmered with a mixture of excitement and uncertainty. Every footfall echoed with the promise of a new beginning—and the ache of leaving home.

At the carriage, Lincoln and Maddy enveloped their daughter in a fierce embrace, clinging to her as if they could somehow slow time. Pride and sorrow mingled in their eyes; they whispered words of encouragement, but their voices trembled with the pain of letting go. When Michelle finally boarded, she turned for one last look—her face a portrait of hope and apprehension. Her parents remained on the platform, arms wrapped around each other, waving with smiles that barely masked the tears threatening to fall. As the train pulled away, carrying Michelle toward her future, Lincoln and Maddy stood rooted in place, feeling the emptiness settle in the space she left behind.

Michelle was about to spend the next six weeks on a tough training course at ASIO’s headquarters in the Ben Chifley Building in Canberra. After that, she would move to a branch office for a three-year apprenticeship.

In the wake of her absence, Lincoln and Maddy tried to fill the silence—catching up with old friends, seeing shows, wandering Sydney like tourists. But beneath the surface, the house felt hollow. Maddy found solace in her art, a long-held passion that now blossomed in the quiet. Lincoln, however, grew restless. He tried several senior activities but either found them too tame for his liking or downright boring. The activities meant for seniors felt empty, the days stretched long and unfulfilling. Without Michelle’s laughter echoing through the rooms, he felt adrift, searching for purpose, and finding only the ache of missing his daughter.

To keep him occupied, Maddy insisted he take on several house repair jobs and tend to their garden, what little there was of it. However, he possessed neither practical handyman skills nor a green thumb. Maddy grew a little concerned. She wanted her man to feel a sense of accomplishment in his retirement.

So, it was quite a significant event when Michelle called from Canberra. Lincoln was always the first to answer the phone and had many questions for her. When he was her age, he had completed a cadetship with the AST and was eager to discuss her experiences.

Michelle always sounded enthusiastic. She met new people, learned new skills, and embraced it all. Lincoln and Maddy had mentored her well, and she excelled in most of her endeavours. The only aspect of her training she disliked was the online modules. They stressed that modern espionage largely revolved around digital operations. Infiltrating personal accounts, spreading disinformation during crucial periods, and the classic method of deploying viruses to disrupt major networks now constituted the bulk of their work.

Despite this, Michelle wasn't keen on it. Spending the entire day at a desk wasn't what she had envisioned. Lincoln attempted to reassure her that it was merely a component of her training. Once she secured full employment, she would have the flexibility to concentrate on the areas of the job that interested her most. Naturally, Lincoln had no current knowledge of ASIO's modern operations. He simply mentioned it to help Michelle feel more comfortable.

On a brighter note, she excitedly spoke about her two new friends, who were also trainee cadets. Peta Harrison, the same age as Michelle, had darker hair and a fuller figure. She had moved from Sydney after earning a criminology degree from the Sydney Institute.

Davi Kathura, also from Sydney, had originally immigrated from India. She had dark skin, long black hair, and a narrow face, typical of her heritage. Like Peta, she holds a criminology diploma, though hers was from Penrith College. As the only recruits from Sydney, the three quickly bonded.

Like Michelle, Peta and Davi disliked all the computer work they were required to do. Michelle relayed her father’s assurance that it was a necessary part of their training, and they likely wouldn't need to use a computer again once they became full-fledged agents.

When Michelle called her parents, she deliberately omitted the more unpleasant aspects of her training. One class, in particular, stood out: the unarmed combat sessions. Their instructor, a former special forces female soldier—tough, powerfully built, and clearly enjoying her authority—seemed to take pleasure in tossing the new recruits to the mat, one after another. She stated it was to demonstrate defensive techniques, but Michelle could tell she was just showing off.

When Michelle was selected as the next "volunteer" for a knife-disarm demonstration, she drew upon the lessons her father had taught her. As the instructor lunged, Michelle reacted instinctively, flipping the instructor over her shoulder and sending her crashing to the floor. The room erupted in applause; for the first time, the recruits felt they’d gotten a little payback against their overbearing teacher.

The instructor, however, was far from amused. She didn’t even ask where Michelle had learned such a move. Given that Michelle was smaller than her instructor, the feat made her instantly popular among her peers. Yet it also marked her as a rebel in the instructor’s eyes. From then on, Michelle was frequently singled out for demonstrations. Still, she rose to every challenge, proving herself not only a skilled fighter but also an expert marksman.

Lincoln and Maddy only discovered Michelle’s remarkable exploits when they invited her and her friends, Peta and Davi, to stay for the weekend. Upon hearing about Michelle’s achievements, Lincoln didn’t react like most parents might. Having known her rebellious streak since childhood, he simply advised her friends to keep an eye on the instructors—implying it was the teachers who should be cautious.

During the final week of training, Michelle and her friends enjoyed newfound popularity among the recruits, much to the instructors’ annoyance. The only way the instructors could retaliate was through the computer training sessions, where they subjected the trio to the toughest scenarios. Although the girls initially dreaded these challenges, the plan ultimately backfired. By the end, Michelle had mastered everything from hacking into secure networks to accessing bank accounts. While these skills would serve her well as an ASIO agent, Michelle’s true ambition was to work in the field, following in her father’s footsteps, capturing international criminals.

As her training concluded, Michelle’s future remained uncertain, with the next phase of her journey about to begin.
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The next stage of Michelle’s journey was a three-year apprenticeship at a field office in a major city. When their supervisor realised all three girls were from Sydney, he assigned them to the Sydney office. The three girls rented an apartment in the city.

Lincoln’s heart sank when he learned where Michelle had been posted. The Sydney office was the same one that had absorbed the AST years earlier, after a Canberra bureaucrat merged the two organisations to cut costs. The memory of that takeover still stung—he remembered the bitterness of watching his life’s work dismantled, the camaraderie of the AST scattered by bureaucratic indifference. Lincoln had walked away rather than serve under those who didn’t understand the value of what they’d destroyed.

Only Pamela Farris had stayed, forced by circumstance, and she became Lincoln’s only window into the world he’d left behind. Even now, Lincoln felt a pang of regret and anger, wishing things could have been different for Michelle.

Despite his misgivings, Lincoln tried to be supportive. He saw the hope in Michelle’s eyes, her determination to make a difference, and he wanted to believe that her experience would be better than his own. Michelle, for her part, clung to optimism, eager to prove herself and finally do the meaningful investigative work she’d always dreamed of.

But reality was harsher than either of them expected. From the outset, the supervisor made it clear he had no interest in mentoring three inexperienced apprentices. There was no fieldwork—just endless, monotonous computer tasks. Day after day, Michelle and her friends sat behind screens, following orders to track down obscure bits of information, their talents and ambitions stifled by the drudgery.

The reality of the job crushed Michelle’s hopes, each day draining her spirit a little more. The work was nothing like she had imagined—tedious, thankless, and suffocating. Powerless to change her circumstances, Michelle felt her enthusiasm wither, replaced by a deepening sense of frustration. The relentless grind at the office left her not just exhausted, but hollow, and the distance from her parents grew with every passing week. Even though she was back in Sydney, the city felt colder, the promise of family time slipping further from reach.

She and her friends clung to each other in their cramped apartment, but the walls seemed to close in, and the laughter they once shared was now rare and fleeting. Only on the rare weekends when they escaped to Lincoln and Maddy’s Blue Mountains retreat did they feel the weight lift—a brief, precious respite from the monotony and disappointment that had settled over their lives. In those moments, surrounded by the warmth of family and friends, Michelle could almost remember why she had chosen this path in the first place.

For Lincoln, watching his daughter struggle was frustrating. Pride in her courage mingled with helplessness and a fierce longing to shield her from the pain he knew all too well. It broke his heart to know that all he could do was stand by, hoping she would find her way through the darkness.

“It isn’t what I expected, Dad,” Michelle lamented to her parents. “Peta, Davi, and I are essentially glorified secretaries. We spend all day on computers, searching for information that seems utterly irrelevant. I’m convinced our supervisor is just trying to make our lives difficult.”

“She’s right, Mr. Cain,” Davi chimed in. “Doug, our supervisor, had us track down the addresses of twenty Russians the other day. No context given – no idea if they were spies or known hackers, just find their addresses and send them to him. It’s unfair he keeps us in the dark like this.”

“And what’s worse,” Peta added. “He treats us like we’re completely clueless. He clearly resents us being here. He even called us ‘monkeys’ when we first started, which was incredibly insulting.”

“How old is this Doug?” Maddy inquired.

“I’m not sure, maybe late 40s,” Michelle offered. “I know he’s married with no kids, and I can only imagine what his poor wife endures. I didn’t appreciate the ‘monkey’ comment either. But there’s no one we can complain to. He calls me Mickey, and I didn’t understand when he asked where Mike was. I guess I thought it was some sort of hazing ritual.”

Maddy chuckled. “I’m sorry, girls, but you’re too young to know. When
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