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​Life seemed simple in the summer of 1974, and the world seemed big, and I stood on a surfboard with an accelerator pistol, pursuing a nuclear submarine which was about to slide into the Pacific Ocean off the coast of Sydney.

Two of our killers had flipped to other side – selling out for money, or whatever else they had been offered by the KGB.

Agent O’Ryan had worked as a casualty officer in Vietnam, counting enemy bodies and body parts, and overseeing their disposal. He had started smoking opium and whacking up dope over there, becoming a liability for TAURUS and everybody else. It wasn’t hard to guess what the Russians had offered him.

Agent Lambert had kept an eye on the universities and journalists at home. He had the small hard grey eyes of a bigot – of a man who had lost his religion and his conscience, but not his prejudice or moral hatred.

I had watched the two defectors climbing out of an orange Volvo with a third man who could only have been employed by a university. His hair was white, his glasses were thick, and his jacket was brown with patches on the elbows – harmless, I would have thought. What was he doing, betraying Australia like this?

The three men had entered a McDonald’s restaurant near a beach in south Sydney. After a minute I walked in, looking bored, ordered a Coke, and sat down with a newspaper. A yawn would have been too much – I refrained.

The three men were now sitting at a table with a woman who had apparently never eaten a McDonald’s cheeseburger before. She took a tentative bite and frowned. 

“What do you think?” O’Ryan said to her hopefully.

“Disgraceful!” the woman replied in English, with a Bulgarian accent. “Worse than our communist food.” But somehow she took another bite.

“We could have chosen somewhere more tasteful to dine,” the older man complained, as though he thought he and the woman were out on a date. I found out later that his name was Tim Cleland and that he was an archaeologist noted for his unorthodox theories about alchemy and druids and lost civilisations.

O’Ryan unwrapped his second Big Mac and shoved it into his face, cramming in chips and washing it all down with Coke as though there was no tomorrow - as though it would be his last meal in the free world.

I could almost feel the way the woman was looking at his neck, watching it all go down. To Agent O’Ryan it was just a delicious meat sandwich sweetened with tomato sauce and pickles. To her it was a symbol of America and capitalism, and everything she had been taught to hate since she was a girl.

If she had been a happy and normal girl, it was not for long. I could only guess what they had done to her behind the iron curtain, but then, I could only guess what they had done to me, on this side. They had deleted me in 1971, and who knew how many times before that?

“Are you finished?” the woman said to O’Ryan. “Let’s go.”   

Lambert, O’Ryan, the woman and the archaeologist went down to the beach and took off their shoes and socks, then the rest of their outer clothes. The two defectors had thought about this earlier and they both wore beach shorts under their other clothes. Cleland wore long-johns which would have made him look ridiculous if anybody had noticed him. The woman wore a red bikini which fit her nicely. She was the one people noticed. The three men and the woman approached a sunburned Italian who was hiring out motorised jet skis near the water. They didn’t haggle about the price. The old Italian might have sensed that something unusual was going on, but he took the woman’s cash and tried to offer her safety instructions and advice about the tides.

“There’s a good fishing spot out there past the rocks,” he revealed, trying to be helpful. “You never know what you might catch for dinner.”

I put my newspaper into an overflowing rubbish bin and ventured discreetly down to the beach. I saw Cleland’s glasses steaming up while he followed the good-looking woman into the surf. O’Ryan and Lambert had noticed how good she looked, too. Every man, woman, and child on the beach was also staring at her - even a baby.

“Magnificent!” Cleland permitted himself to say softly.

She turned around, looking annoyed. “Pardon?”

“The summer weather,” Cleland said. “Hardly a cloud in the sky.”

Before she fired up her jet-ski, the woman looked back toward the people on the sand and saw me. She had expected to be followed. 

I dropped the act. There was no point now.

She ignited her jet ski and started out into the surf. The three men followed her into the briny foam. 

“We are being followed,” the woman warned her three admirers. “Watch where you are going.”

“We are,” Cleland responded, yelling over the sound of two-stroke engines. “We are following you.”

I hurried over to Agent Dichlorvos - a small man in a wetsuit. He had my surfboard ready. I took it without a word and kicked off my thongs, flipping one into the water. I activated the board with my foot and its powerful engine came roaring to life. The surfboard surged into the water below me. Under my loose-fitting shirt, I wore a holster containing my water-proof sidearm. 

The woman and the three men curved out of sight behind the cliffs. If I had wanted to kill them, they would have been dead already. 

I gained on them slowly. The woman kept turning around anxiously. My face remained stony and resolute.

There may have been people on the cliffs that day who saw a gigantic submarine rise from the water about two kilometres out to sea off the coast of Sydney. It was about a hundred meters long, with a round aquiline bridge, and it was so dark grey that it would have looked black on an overcast day. The woman and the three men headed toward it. 

I knew the woman was dangerous. There was something about the way she had used her hands ... ambidextrous, I realised. Like me.

The woman was the first to reach the submarine. She left her jet-ski and began climbing a ladder, shouting something urgent to her comrades on the bridge. 

“Try to wound him! Don’t kill him!” she shouted. She wanted to know who I was. 

O’Ryan and Lambert joined her on the ladder, then the old man in his heavy wet long-johns.

A couple of sailors began firing submachine guns at me, which was annoying. Another one joined them with a high-powered rifle. Bullets whizzed and sloshed into the water all around me. I took out my accelerator pistol and fired three shots, hitting one of the sailors in the eye and another with a whack in the neck.

I blew off one of Lambert’s kneecaps, let the air out of my motorised surfboard and disappeared quickly below a wave.

The Russians kept shooting. They knew that if I had been hit, I would have floated back to the surface along with my surfboard and a lot of blood. I heard Lambert screaming in another world while bullets punched and swished through the water around me. I held onto my powerful surfboard with both hands, and it took me deeper underwater, away from the bullets and toward the huge menacing black shape like an evil mechanical whale.

The bullets were way off now. I knew I could last about ten minutes underwater if I relaxed and stayed calm using the meditation techniques I had learned as part of my training at a Tibetan monastery.

To my surprise, the good-looking woman in the red bikini jumped into the water far above me, forming a streamlined shape and propelling herself straight down with the skill of a dolphin or an otter, but she was unarmed, and she did not have a motorised surfboard to take her down deep below the belly of the whale, and she could not follow me far.

I thought about killing her. I knew I should have done. She was intelligent and she would remember my face. But I had never killed a woman, as far as I knew, so I let her go. She returned to the shimmering surface far above me, angry at herself.

When I was under the submarine, I took off my wristwatch and detached the strap and most of the casing to reveal something resembling a barnacle. It was a homing device, emitting a faint signal every two hours, which could be tracked by an American satellite. The homing device had a magnet on one side, which held it fast to the steel hull. I put it in place among barnacles that looked almost identical to it.

My motorised surfboard had similar magnets inside its fibreglass casing, which allowed me to attach it to the submarine’s hull about twenty meters from the homing device. I pointed the surfboard like an arrow to one side and activated a powerful laser which would cut through the steel of the outer hull. 

Hopefully that would be enough to deceive the Bulgarian woman and the Russians. Given time, the surfboard would move along the submarine’s hull, cutting it open like a futuristic can opener before exploding. Unfortunately, Soviet submarines had two hulls and a lot of compartments so the damage would be superficial but hopefully convincing.

I was running out of oxygen, and my lungs felt as though they would burst, but I had to control my ascent speed. If I returned to the surface too quickly I would suffer decompression sickness. I still had a long way to swim and I might still be shot at or pursued.

I was. Four Soviet frogmen emerged from the torpedo tubes with their rebreathers and underwater assault rifles, but I had been waiting for that to happen. One of the men had enough time to fire a bullet into the water above my shoulder before I brained him. I fired three more shots with my waterproof accelerator pistol, wincing uncomfortably at the clouds of blood and the brief confusion of death.

The four corpses would remain underwater for a long time, weighted down with equipment and pouring out blood. The Russians would not stop for their comrades, but the sharks and the turtles and the saltwater crocodiles would. 

Again, I remembered the meditation techniques I had learned in Tibet. I let the knots in my mind untangle and come undone. Nothing was important now, especially me.

I let the submarine travel away with the quiet power of its nuclear engine while I rose slowly to the surface and risked putting my face above the water to take a deep, grateful breath. I had completed my mission, but I did not understand it. If I had, I would not have thought life was so simple, or the universe so small that a human being could understand it. 
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Captain Gromyko was one of several men watching Agent Dobrev dry her thick chocolate-coloured hair in the submarine’s gloomy control room. Captain Gromyko had not seen a woman in a long time, and a beautiful woman in a longer time still. He did his best to remain impassive while she moved the towel back and forth.

“Congratulations, comrade,” Gromyko said in Russian, daring to put a paternal hand lightly on her shoulder. She still wore her red bikini and her shoulder was bare. “You have done well, Miss Dobreva. May I offer you a hot meal in the officers’ galley?”

“It’s Dobrev,” she corrected him, “and I have already eaten. If you touch me again I will have you shot.”

Captain Gromyko quickly removed the offending hand. An instant earlier, he had hoped to make his men jealous. Now they would be laughing silently at his expense. “Of course – I apologise. I was just being friendly. Is there anything else you need, or want?” He still seemed hopeful.

“I will have a bottle of vodka, two glasses, and a Stechkin machine pistol. Where are the three Australians?”

“One is receiving medical attention for his injured leg. The other two are in a private room, awaiting your audience.”

“Have the man with the injured leg brought in. I will see them all now.”

Captain Gromyko nodded to two of his officers, who left the control room promptly to fulfil Dobrev’s wishes. Gromyko noticed while they departed that one of them was smiling in a way that could have been interpreted as insubordinate. The men who remained in the control room were clearly distracted by the unfamiliar spectacle before them.

“Is there a problem?” Dobrev challenged them.

The men remained silent. Some of them were terrified, and one of them seemed to have fallen into a stupor.

“Not at all,” the Captain answered quickly for his men, growing more annoyed than ever. “I will take you to the defectors now.” He reached out courteously and almost made the mistake of touching her again. Like everybody else in the control room, he wanted desperately to do so. “Please, step this way.”

Where ordinarily Captain Gromyko would have led the way through the submarine’s narrow passageways
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