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Leo Phillips sat in his office pondering the decision his board wanted from him. As the regional manager of Flinders Port Holdings, it was his decision as to who became the new manager of the Port Lincoln Port Authority. After a rigorous selection process, there were just four final contenders. Leo studied the list. The board needed his answer by the morning.

He still could not understand why the last manager would suddenly up and leave. He was well-liked by all the stevedores and his last report gave Leo the impression that he was happy in the role. There was no major trouble to speak of, no underlying problems that he knew of, and the place was turning a healthy profit. His departure caught everyone by surprise.

By this stage, Leo had made up his mind that the man at the top of the list would become the next manager. He knew him from the old days when he was just a stevedore himself. His main dilemma presently was trying to find plausible excuses as to why the other three should miss out.

He had spent hours pondering this and had not realised that the time had just ticked past 8 p.m. He was alone in his office. In fact, he was alone in the whole building. As he reconciled with himself that he could reasonably explain why the one on top of the list should get the job and why the others should not, he heard a sound from outside his office.

Suddenly, the door burst open and in walked a voluptuous young lady. She wore a neck-to-knee leather coat, a sequined mini skirt with a plunging neckline and knee-high leather boots. Her jet-black hair sported streaks of deep blue that flowed down over her shoulders. She wore large purple tinted sunglasses which covered most of her dark olive face.

As she approached Leo’s desk, poor Leo stared at her in shock. She stopped at the desk, leaned over to make sure poor Leo got an eyeful of her rather ample breasts, and put both hands on the table.

“You are Leo Phillips, aren’t you?” The woman asked.

“Y ... yes, what do you want?” Leo struggled to respond.

“You are about to select the next manager of the Port Lincoln Port Authority,” she said.

“T .. that’s right, but how do you know that? And just who are you?” Leo still had a nervous tone to his voice. He couldn’t process what was happening.

“Well, I have your candidate right here,” the woman continued, ignoring Leo’s questions.

She reached into her bag (only then did Leo realise that she was carrying a large shoulder bag) and pulled out a sheet of paper. She gave it to Leo who read it quickly.

“This is a resume for an Edon Tabaku. He seems to have been a port manager at a place called Durres. Where is that?” Leo asked.

“It is in Albania,” the woman replied. “But that is not important. What is important is that you select him for the management position.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Leo said more firmly. “I’ve already selected the person from the list of official candidates. This Edon person is not even on the list!”

“Oh, Leo, you will be recommending our Mr Tabaku for the role,” the woman became insistent. She leaned in even closer to Leo.

“You can’t come in here and demand that an unknown foreigner take on such an important position. I think you had better leave,” Leo said as he stood up.

Leo started moving towards the unknown woman, but she quickly took out a gun from her bag. Pointing it at Leo quickly told him that she meant business. Leo sat down again.

“Oh, I could leave, but there are a few facts I need to point out to you before you make your final decision,” the woman said.

“Like what?” Leo asked.

“Well, for starters, I take it that this building still has its security cameras operating right now,” the woman said.

“Yes,” Leo suddenly sensed what she was talking about.

“How are you going to explain to your wife that someone like me comes to visit you after hours in your office? Oh, and speaking of your wife, does she know about you and, what was her name? Oh yes, Charlotte Watson, your personal assistant, I believe,” the woman said.

“Nothing is going on between Charlotte and me. You can’t prove anything. Besides, the security cameras include a camera in here,” Leo said pointing to a camera on the far wall.

“Oh, really?” the woman replied.

She then pulled out a set of photos and spread them out on Leo’s desk. As Leo picked up each one he saw himself in a compromising position with Charlotte. Some of them were quite pornographic. Leo threw them back onto the desk.

“These are all fake!” He exclaimed.

“Yes, they are,” the woman replied. “But no one besides us knows that. How long do you think you will last when the board sees these?”

“You can’t threaten me!” Leo demanded.

“Oh, can’t I,” the woman replied pulling out her smartphone.

She opened a live video feed and showed it to Leo. He stared at the live feed in disbelief. He saw his two children sitting on an unfamiliar couch looking decidedly scared.

“Now, if you want to see your children alive tomorrow, Leo, you will jump onto your laptop there and type up your recommendation to the board right now. Your next port manager will be Edon Tabaku,” the woman explained.

“You leave my kids alone, you harlot,” Leo screamed.

“Gladly,” the woman replied. “Start typing.”

Leo realised that the woman had him over a barrel. Reluctantly, he typed up an email recommending Edon Tabaku as the next port manager. He included all the details mentioned on the sheet in front of him. After the woman inspected it, she pressed send.

“Very good, Leo,” the woman added. “My superiors will be most pleased.”

“What about my kids?” Leo screamed.

“Oh, did I not tell you?” the woman replied. “That video was fake as well. Now that you have helped us so much, I think you deserve a reward.”

The woman moved around to where Leo was. She sat on his lap wrapping her arm around his neck. Poor Leo knew what she was about to do and could only think of the security camera in the office. What will his wife think if she ever sees this?

The woman leaned in to kiss Leo on the lips, but she stopped a few millimetres from his face and smiled.

“Goodbye, Leo,” the woman said.

Suddenly, she brought her gun up under Leo’s chin and fired. She then stood up quickly as Leo’s dead body collapsed onto the desk. Spreading out the incriminating photos across his desk, the woman then typed up a heart-wrenching suicide note on the laptop.

After carefully placing the gun in Leo’s dead hand, the woman casually left. Just as she opened the door, she looked up and smiled for the camera.
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“Report,” Lincoln Cain said softly into the microphone on his wrist. 

He stood motionless while each bodyguard under his control reported that everything was normal in his earpiece. Looking over the large crowd that had gathered in front of the stage in the centre of Martin Place in Sydney, he too could see that they were calmly listening to the politician on the stage. He stood with his back to the stage while the Minister for the Environment gave a speech about the environmental features of the new building behind him.

Lincoln had heard all this rhetoric before and had come to the conclusion that politicians liked the sound of their own voices more than doing anything useful for the public. However, this allowed him to concentrate on the crowd ensuring that no one did anything untoward.

Lincoln Cain was a former special agent with the Australian Security Taskforce (AST). A veteran of three campaigns in Afghanistan, he stood 188 cm and despite his age of 52, he still maintained his muscular physique. His short wavy blond hair now showed streaks of grey through it, but his dark piercing eyes and broad chin gave him quite a formidable appearance.

The Australian Security Taskforce (AST) had been the frontline defence when it came to espionage and terrorist threats. But two years ago, the long-time head of the AST, Jayden Moyle retired. The oversight committee for Australian security took the opportunity to merge it with the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO). 

Perhaps, merge is too strong a term. ASIO came in, picked the eyes out of the AST, and disbanded the rest. Lincoln saw this as a sign that he could now move to a more stable job. He quit as an AST agent and moved into the private sector. However, his skills soon found him working for the Australian government again as a security officer.

Lincoln did not mind the new role as it was the first time that he could work hours resembling a typical nine-to-five job. He could return home each evening and had Sundays off. As an agent, he was always on the move, and he was often away from home for months at a time. Now with fixed hours, he could spend more time with his family.

He still lived at his retreat in the Blue Mountains with the love of his life, Madeline Jackson, Maddy to her friends. She was no ordinary woman, though. Lincoln first met her whilst on a mission in Melbourne. She was an explosives expert attached to the Victoria Police. Once they successfully completed their mission, they clearly had feelings for each other, despite Lincoln’s reticence for women with bright blue hair. 

By this stage, Maddy had fallen hopelessly in love with the big man and transferred to the Sydney Police Bomb Disposal Unit to be with him. She also gained a position lecturing part-time at Sydney University in bomb disposal techniques. Maddy eventually retired from the Police Force after the birth of their daughter, Michelle. 

Lincoln had named her after his first love, Michelle who had tragically died whilst overseas on assignment. Whenever he looks at his daughter, it reminds him of her. He never wants to forget her.

Michelle is now attending school. This was one of the reasons Lincoln chose his new role. He can now spend more time with Michelle and is a large part of her life. Maddy still lectures at the university part time and the two share a happy life, just like any normal Australian family.

Lincoln continued to stand motionless with his hands clasped in front of him. He surveyed the crowd closely. He stared at each person for a few seconds to see if anyone looked suspicious or were moving in a threatening manner. 

Time for another security check. Talking into his wrist microphone, he waited for each one to respond. Suddenly one of them spoke with a heightened alarm in his voice.

“Suspect at two o’clock, fifteen metres, man, red baseball cap, leather jacket, moving towards the front,” the voice said. “He’s reaching into his jacket!”

Lincoln sprang into action as soon as he saw the suspect. He ran at full tilt towards the suspect, knocking over anyone who stood in his way. In his youth, Lincoln had been quite a rugby player, and this was just like chasing the person with the ball. As he neared the man, who was still moving forward and had a hand inside his jacket, Lincoln lowered his body. 

With one final lunge, Lincoln crashed into the man and the pair flew through the air. Lincoln landed on top of the fellow, crushing a few of the man’s ribs much to the shock of the crowd around them. While he still sat astride the fellow, Lincoln pulled back the man’s jacket to reveal a spray can inside his jacket pocket. Lincoln casually lifted his arm and spoke into his wrist.

“Target subdued,” he said. “You can stand down. There is no danger to the minister. It’s just a spray can.”

“You don’t understand!” The man started to yell at Lincoln. “He’s ignored forest logging for years. I was simply going to mark him for destruction just like they mark old-growth trees in the forest. He needs to take notice!”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Lincoln said quietly. “But this isn’t the way to do it. As much as I hate it, I must protect the minister from any potential harm, even from the likes of you.”

A few moments later, two of Lincoln’s guards arrived and took the man away. Lincoln brushed himself off. One of the downsides of this job was the expectation that he wear a black suit. They required him to keep it clean and tidy. So, Lincoln brushed his suit frantically trying to remove all the dirt he could find. Another requirement that annoyed him was that he must wear dark sunglasses at all times which made his cleaning job that much harder. There were days he longed to be back as an AST agent wearing jeans and a sports jacket or anything he chose.

When the speech was over, the Minister came up to Lincoln to thank him for his service. Lincoln gave him the customary fake smile and shook his hand without saying a word. As he walked away, Lincoln kept thinking that in a few months, that fellow would be out on his ear and another self-centred egotist would take his place.

But while he had nothing but disdain for politicians, he had a level of satisfaction in this job. He found it so much more relaxing than working as an agent. No more gun fights, even though he still carried his trusty Walther P22 pistol. The government requires its security agents to carry a weapon and regularly practice using it. Since starting this job, Lincoln has yet to even take it out of its holster. Apart from the odd scuffle like the one he just had, his role each day consisted of planning the security details for official engagements and standing near the dignitary in question looking menacing but indiscreet. For Lincoln, this was a soda compared to what he used to do.

That night, Lincoln arrived back home around six o’clock. After playing with Michelle for a while, he eventually caught up with Maddy. She kissed him passionately as she always did when he arrived home. Lincoln felt such contentment each time he took Maddy in his arms.

“Oh, Link, a letter arrived for you today,” Maddy said. “It’s on the table. Some government lackey delivered it in person.”

Lincoln picked up the letter and saw the official ASIO stamp on the outside. He had a bad feeling about this.

“What!” Lincoln exclaimed as he read the letter inside.

“What is it, Link,” Maddy asked.

“The government has reactivated my agent status! ASIO want to see me immediately,” Lincoln replied. “They can’t do this to me!”

“So, what are you going to do?” Maddy asked.

“I’m going to ignore it,” Lincoln said. “I don’t work for them anymore!”

He then threw the letter in the bin.
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The next morning, Lincoln phoned the office. Part of his role is to contact the office before leaving, to confirm his destination. Today, he already knew they required him at Government House to protect several dignitaries attending a function there. 

After hanging up, Lincoln suddenly looked like he just received some terrible news.

“Now what, Link? You look like someone just told you your cat had died,” Maddy said as she put her arms around him. 

“It seems those ASIO people have already rescinded my bodyguard status,” Lincoln said. “As far the office knows, I have been seconded to ASIO! They mentioned something about ASIO knowing I would be somewhat reluctant to comply. So, they are sending someone to ensure I follow the directive. They will arrive within the hour to escort me to their headquarters.”

“They know you pretty well, then,” Maddy replied.

“Yes, but you know what this means,” Lincoln said.

“Unfortunately, I do,” Maddy replied. ‘You might be away for some time. You had better pack some things. And don’t forget to take your iPad so we can keep in contact. Do you want me to break the news to Michelle?”

“No, I’ll do that,” Lincoln said.

By the time Lincoln finished an awkward chat with Michelle and a long hug, there was a knock on the door. They knew who it was. Lincoln gave Maddy a long, passionate kiss goodbye.

While Lincoln collected his things, Maddy opened the door. When she saw a man in a dark suit standing in front of a black shiny car, she shouted to Lincoln.

“Link, your guard is here! See if you can get time off for good behaviour!”

After another goodbye kiss, Lincoln left with the man in the car. An hour and a half later, they reached the CBD of Sydney. Driving into an underground carpark in a building that Lincoln did not recognise, Lincoln’s escort tapped his keycard on a plate and the steel gate let the car in. After parking the car, they walked over to a lift, where the man put his keycard on another plate inside. Instead of the lift rising, it descended a level to open up into a large open office space.

If Lincoln had not known, this could be a typical office space for any business. The area contained several desks and cubicles with people sitting behind computers at each. The man escorted Lincoln down the centre of it to a door at the far end. Opening the door, he motioned for Lincoln to enter while he remained standing outside it.

As Lincoln entered, he suddenly stopped as he immediately recognised the woman behind the desk inside.

“When they kidnapped me, I didn’t realise I would be attending a reunion of the old spinsters club as well,” Lincoln said with a smile on his face. “How did they let you in here?”

The woman looked up and smiled as well.

“I knew they were desperate for agents but reactivating an old fossil such as yourself, now I know we are really in trouble,” she replied.

The woman was Pamela Farris. She had been Chief Moyle’s personal secretary for years and was an old friend of Lincoln’s. She still wore her hair in a bun and the same thick-rimmed glasses. Lincoln thought she must be in her sixties by now. Why didn’t she retire with Chief Moyle?

Pamela rose from her chair. She rounded her desk and gave Lincoln a generous hug. Lincoln and Pam had always traded barbs whenever they met. Lincoln had missed those days.

“I’ve missed you,” Pamela said. “It’s so good to have you back.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Pam,” Lincoln replied. “But why the hell are you still working? And for these morons, no less.”

“To be honest,” Pamela replied. “I really didn’t have anything to retire to. So, when they offered me this job, I thought why not? But it’s not a patch on the old AST. You wouldn’t believe some of the halfwits that work here. Oops, can’t say too much out loud, the walls have ears. At any rate, the director is waiting for you inside.”

“What’s this about?” Lincoln asked. “Why would they hijack me? Surely they have enough agents to handle any emergency.” Pamela almost laughed.

“All I can say is that the mission is a big one and it has to be you,” Pamela replied. “The director will explain it all, but Link, as a friend, please help us. You are our only hope.”

“Still with the Star Wars quotes, Pam,” Lincoln said. “All right, I’ll listen to this peanut, but I reserve the right to walk away.”

Opening the door behind Pamela, Lincoln entered another office. A short man with wavy brown hair sat and thick glasses behind a desk busily typing something into his computer. He looked up at Lincoln, stood, and smiled. Offering Lincoln a seat, he then spoke.

“The famous Lincoln Cain,” he said. “I thought I would never see you in the flesh. I’m Assistant Director Skinner. I’m so pleased you responded to our invitation.”

Lincoln tried to hide his amusement. He recalled a TV show from the nineties called the X-Files which had a main character also called Assistant Director Skinner. But that character was a large muscular bald fellow with thin glasses. This fellow could not be more opposite.

“You mean you kidnapped me, and I had no choice,” Lincoln replied.

Skinner cleared his throat as if Lincoln had said something embarrassing (which he had).

“How you arrived here is of no concern presently,” Skinner said. “The important thing is that you are here. We really need you right now. Interpol recently alerted us to a major crime syndicate trying to establish itself in our country. They specifically asked for you.”

Suddenly, Lincoln became intrigued.
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“Have you ever heard of a master criminal called Amir Hyseni?” Skinner continued.

“No? Should I have?” Lincoln said.

“Apparently, he knows you,” Skinner said. “They call him the Toskerian Shadow. According to Interpol, he operates in and around the region known as Toskeria. He was on their top ten most wanted list, and they had been chasing him for years.”

“Toskeria. That name rings a bell,” Lincoln said. “It’s a region in Albania, isn’t it? You said, ‘was’ on their top ten most wanted list.”

“After a tip off, they carried out a raid last week and managed to capture him. It was a major coup for Interpol. They have him in custody at a black site in the capital city, Tirana,” Skinner explained.

“That’s nice, but how does this concern me?” Lincoln asked.

However, Lincoln began wrestling with the flood of memories that suddenly overtook his current thoughts. When Skinner mentioned Toskeria, it reminded Lincoln of when he was on assignment over there.

Several years ago, Lincoln was taken hostage while on a mission on the Albanian border. He found himself trapped in a strange prison that he came to know as the Hexagonal Dome. They kept him a prisoner in there along with three other people. There was a fourth, but he died soon after Lincoln arrived.

The other three prisoners turned out to be agents from other countries. Experts in their own right, but none spoke English. This made cooperation extremely difficult. The nightmare of that place was a distant memory until he heard Skinner say ‘Toskeria.’ Lincoln eventually learned that the Hexagonal Dome was situated near Covorode, 30km north of Tepelene in the region of Toskeria.

While in the dome, he and his foreign counterparts endured all manner of advanced weapons. They became guinea pigs as they tested each weapon on them. Whoever ran the place had captured the most skilled agents to see if they could survive these weapons. Each day brought more deadly challenges. Added to that, the sadistic jailers had constructed a fake roof that displayed a video of the sky, a sky showing two moons. Poor Lincoln spent days convinced that he was on a different planet!

The weapons proved too much for two of the agents. Only Lincoln and the Chinese agent, Milyn survived. Unlike most jails, there was no exit door, or window to escape from. Not even a jailer to visit them! It was like living in a self-contained bubble. It took days for Lincoln and Milyn to find a way out. Even then, they spent even more days on the run from their captors. It was only after Milyn reconnected with her team of mercenaries that Lincoln finally managed to return to Australia. The whole affair had left him quite distraught for weeks after. He still becomes edgy in confined places even to this day. 

Lincoln sat in front of Skinner staring into space. He tried to calm himself while the memories of how close he came to his death in that dome kept running through his head.

“What do you think, Cain?” Skinner finally asked. Director Skinner had been explaining the situation while Lincoln’s mind was elsewhere.

‘Of what?” Lincoln replied. “Oh, sorry, when you said Toskeria, I remembered a mission I did there some years ago. It was quite an ordeal. Could you say that again?”

“I said,” Skinner said sounding a little annoyed. “This Amir Hyseni offered Interpol a deal. Even though he was on their top ten list, their main focus are the people who run the Albanian Mafia. They had been trying to disband them for years without any success. Amir claimed that he could turn them over to Interpol, but they would need to offer him a deal. The deal was that when he handed over the leaders of the Mafia, Interpol would grant him immunity from prosecution. Interpol figured that while they had number five on their most wanted list, they could trade him for number one.”

“Why would they believe a criminal like that?” Lincoln asked.

“He gave them some information they had no idea about,” Skinner replied. “He told them that the Albanian Mafia had just expanded into Australia. Interpol contacted us about this. We could only tell them that illegal imports had skyrocketed in the last month, and we had traced the origin back to somewhere in Europe. From the details we gave them, that was enough to convince Interpol that he was telling the truth. Also, they know how powerful he is in the criminal world. So, they accepted the deal. This Toskerian Shadow will now have an immunity deal once he delivers the leaders of the Albanian Mafia to them.”

“Good for him,” Lincoln said. “But I ask again, what has this got to do with me?”

“Amir Hyseni had a few conditions before he would agree to the immunity deal,” Skinner said. “He insisted that he be free to operate as before, and that he would use his own team for backup. But he would only work with one person connected with the law. That person is you.”

“Me?” Lincoln replied. “Why me? I don’t even know the man.”

“We don’t know either,” Skinner said. “But Interpol reached out to us. They are insistent that you join him in Albania. They told us this was the first time in living memory that they had a chance to break up the Albanian Mafia. So I’m afraid, your superiors and my superiors agreed on your behalf. Your flight is in two hours. Good luck, Cain.”

Lincoln left Skinner’s office looking anything but happy. Pamela saw the angry look on his face and tried to calm him down.

“Here are your flight documents, passport and other credentials,” Pamela said. “Sorry, Lincoln, as soon as I heard they had roped you in, I knew you would not be pleased. I wish there was something I could do to prevent this.”

The sound of Pamela’s voice calmed Lincoln down somewhat. Having her in his presence seemed to counter the anger inside him. She represented joyous memories for him. He began to resign himself to following these orders.

“Could you look in on Maddy and Michelle from time to time, “Lincoln said. “I know they would love to see you again. Tell Maddy as much as you know. Official Secrets Act be damned! I’ll try and return as soon as I can.”

“I will. Good luck, Lincoln,” Pamela said.

They both hugged. Lincoln left with the same man who brought him to the building. In a matter of two hours, Lincoln was sitting on a flight to Tirana, Albania, not knowing what his immediate future may hold. But the thoughts of the Hexagonal Dome told him that he was heading back into life-threatening danger.
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Stepping off the plane at Tirana, a contingent of men in suits whisked Lincoln away. They put him in a windowless van and placed a hood over his head.

“The hood is a bit pointless,” Lincoln said jokingly. “I could stick my head out the window while you drove down the street and I still wouldn’t know where I was.”

Twenty minutes later, the van pulled up somewhere. The men escorted Lincoln through a set of narrow corridors and finally sat him down in a chair inside a room. Removing the hood, Lincoln found himself sitting opposite a balding fellow with a round face. He was clean-shaven, wore a blue tailored suit and checked tie which gave him an air of sophistication. He had a trilby hat resting on his lap. He looked a little overweight, but his olive skin told Lincoln that he was European. Behind Lincoln stood two large men, also dressed in suits. As Lincoln adjusted his eyes to the dimly lit room, the man opposite smiled.

“Ah, Mr Cain,” he said with a heavy accent. “Or can I call you Lincoln? Yes, I’ll call you Lincoln. My name is Amir Hyseni, although the gentlemen behind you would probably call me the Toskerian Shadow. I never really liked that name, but it has gotten me into several places that I would otherwise have never gained entry. Please call me Amir! How long has it been? Five years, since I saw you last. Of course, you didn’t see me, but that is neither here nor there. I’m just glad you took up my invitation. This is going to make the mission so much easier.”

Lincoln sat there with his mouth open while this man rambled on. He knew he had never laid eyes on this fellow before. Just how did he know him?

“Well, Amir,” Lincoln said, emphasising his name. “I don’t know who you are, nor have I ever met you. And I didn’t actually come here of my own free will. My superiors more or less ordered me here. So, how do you know me and why am I here?”

“Didn’t they tell you?” Amir replied. “That’s typical of Interpol. They figure they can exercise a level of superiority over their agents by keeping them in the dark. It’s probably why they don’t catch many criminals.”

“They caught you, didn’t they?” Lincoln said.

“True, but that was simply because someone I trusted betrayed me. But on to more pressing matters. I specifically asked you to join my team because I have seen you in action. I don’t know of a more cunning, resourceful, and clever agent than you. For what we are about to embark on, we are going to need all those skills.”

“You’ve seen me in action. Where?” Lincoln asked.
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