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  It should have been the one of the best moments of his career. Instead four men died a violent death beneath the waves.




  Lieutenant Commander Ian Riches was at the final stage of one of the most punishing selection processes in the force: the submarine command – or ‘Perisher’ – course. Four

  weeks of exercises at sea were the culmination; a trial by fire designed to push candidates past their breaking point. At stake was the ultimate honour: the right to command a submarine.




  Riches was about to take control of the 85-metre-long Trafalgar-class submarine for his next test. Two of the six candidates had already been failed and removed from the boat, but he was

  confident. Success was so close he could smell it.




  The nuclear submarine was already running silent, pursued by a Naval frigate somewhere above her. Her corridors were filled with intense, hushed activity as the vessel slipped through the deep.

  Riches threaded through the passageways, the sound of his footfalls ringing loud in his ears as it echoed among dense pipework that lined both walls and ceiling. This was one of the most advanced

  weapons in the world, the front line of defence for Her Majesty’s Government, and Riches knew every valve, gauge and dial.




  He ducked through the forward hatch and into the Weapons Stowage Compartment that doubled as accommodation for the candidates. Four Tigerfish torpedoes were against one bulkhead, his bunk

  against the other. Grabbing his charts from beside the mattress he headed for the Control Room and checked his watch: 2 a.m.




  The darkened control deck was calm when he stepped off the top rung of the ladder and informed the Duty Captain, one of his fellow candidates, that he’d been told to take over early. The

  departing officer looked relieved. His run of exercises had gone well, but laying mines while evading a warship in confined conditions was like playing an intense, high-stakes game of chess while

  blindfolded. He was ready for a break.




  As the helmsman brought the submarine around in a long, sweeping turn to starboard to get into position for the next exercise, the Duty Captain began briefing Riches on the vessel’s

  status. The report ran in a structured sequence. Mechanical condition came first. Then their position, surrounding seabed terrain, threats and current operations would all be described, after which

  Riches would be in the hot seat.




  In a darkened room just a few metres away, the sonar controller sat listening to the eerie noises of the deep. In other circumstances he could rely on active

  ‘pings’, a sonic flashlight that would illuminate everything around the submarine. But the frigate still lurked somewhere above; an opponent that would detect them if someone dropped a

  spanner, let alone if the submarine sent out a sound pulse. Instead the sonar controller had to rely solely on the other sounds that were echoing around the undersea trench through which they were

  moving to tell him what lay close.




  The pulsing green display in front of him gave a visual indication of which bearing the sounds were coming from, but distances remained hard to gauge.




  The controller counted the engine sounds of various fishing vessels above. One, two, three targets. Then, to the north, a fourth sound, which he logged as Contact 05. It was a loud signature,

  slightly ragged. He’d keep an eye on it.




  By 02.10 the submarine had straightened her course and was now heading to the northwest.




  The sonar controller was watching Contact 05 ever more closely. It didn’t look right. Suddenly the contact split into two and part of it began moving across his screen.




  ‘Contact zero-five bearing 306 degrees, moving slowly right . . .’ he said, his voice broadcasting across the Net, the open system of speakers that connects the Control Room with the

  darkened and acoustically shielded Sound Room.




  The Duty Captain immediately broke off from the handover sequence and turned away to listen to his officers. ‘Port fifteen,’ he said, ordering an immediate course alteration.




  ‘Contact zero-five bearing 330 degrees, moving fast right,’ came the voice on the Net, more insistent now. The sonar target that had been on a constant bearing was suddenly passing

  fast. They were far too close.




  ‘Port thirty,’ he said.




  A tense silence followed, broken by the Operations Officer reporting that the contact had been avoided, at a minimum distance of 200 metres away.




  ‘Ease to ten, steer 260,’ he said with evident relief, and turned back to Riches. ‘Right, where were we?’




  The two officers restarted the handover, but 30 seconds later a loud impact slammed through the submarine. Everybody braced, heads whipping forward to starboard where the noise had come from.

  The scene seemed to freeze for a long second. Then the crew’s training kicked in, with each man running through checks and demanding status reports.




  ‘Log speed increasing,’ shouted the Ship Control Officer. ‘Fifteen knots. Twenty knots. Thirty knots.’ His voice was almost defensive. He had not ordered an increase in

  speed from the engine room, and engine RPM was constant, yet the speed indicated on his display was shooting up.




  ‘Stop main engine!’ ordered both the Duty Captain and the Ship Control Officer simultaneously.




  But it was too late. An awful screeching noise began to reverberate through the submarine. Disaster had struck.
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  Thirteen years later, aboard the Russian Federation Navy’s mini-submersible AS-28, 200 metres down off Russia’s northeastern coast, 23-year-old Captain

  Lieutenant Vyacheslav Milachevsky took his hands from the controls and flexed his fingers. He’d been holding on too tight. This was only his seventh dive in the craft and his eyes were

  narrowed with concentration as they flicked between the three portholes.




  The forward compartment was dark, save for the pulsing green light of the sonar that swept over damp metal equipment and the faces of the men squeezed in around it. The submersible was built for

  four, but today there were seven men on board.




  They’d been down for five hours, close to the limit of the craft’s six-hour endurance. There was no insulation, and the curved titanium hull was only a few degrees above freezing.

  There was no heating, other than the warmth radiating from the electric motors.




  Milachevsky steeled himself with the thought that they would soon be able to step out into the warm sunlight, to stretch, smoke a cigarette and relieve themselves. There was no way he could know

  of the danger that lurked in the darkness ahead.




  The dark waters off Russia’s Pacific border had been the stage for many a silent, deadly, Cold War drama. Beyond the fuming volcanoes of the Kamchatka Peninsula, only

  thousands of miles of open ocean lay between Russia and its foes of old, the United States. As a result, the continental shelf was studded with top-secret military installations.




  The Priz-class mini-submersible AS-28 was currently operating near one of the enormous hydrophone arrays that had been deployed off a remote stretch of the peninsula to listen for the

  whisper of enemy submarines. Enormous steel cylinders filled with air supported a series of underwater microphones that captured the sounds of the deep and transmitted them to listening stations

  ashore. Anchored to the seabed and floating in mid-water, these chambers needed regular maintenance to keep them in position, while the hydrophones themselves needed to be cleaned and the cables

  connecting them to shore inspected.




  This was all routine work, but that wasn’t what the 44-foot AS-28 was designed for. She was a rescue submersible. The flexible skirt that fitted to her bulky, downward-facing hatch

  to enable her to dock with stricken submarines had been removed, but her bulbous rear pressure chamber was still there, able to hold 20 rescued sailors at pressure, but doing no favours for her

  speed and manoeuvrability.




  Manipulators extended from her bow like the forearms of a praying mantis. Designed to be able to clear debris from an escape hatch, they also allowed her to moonlight as a maintenance vehicle.

  It was working with these manipulators that Captain Lieutenant Milachevsky excelled: he prided himself on his precision with their claws. When he’d first practised – with AS-28

  on deck and the ship still in port – he’d smashed many of the bottles he’d been trying to pick up. But now he felt like he could thread a needle with the big titanium claws if

  Mother Russia required it of him.




  Milachevsky’s eyes flicked between the porthole in front of him and those to either side. Down here the water was clear, allowing the submersible’s lights to shine almost ten metres

  into the darkness to his left. Ordinarily he’d be flying using the sonar, the submariner’s sixth sense that let him see far into the blackness. But right now he was navigating by sight

  alone. Through the starboard porthole he could see a vast wall of steel gliding past. The cylinder had acquired a dense camouflage of barnacles since its installation, but nothing could disguise

  its vast bulk on the sonar readout that pulsed by his left knee. It was as though half of the screen was malfunctioning – it had turned solid green.




  He shook off the creeping fatigue and pushed his shoulders back. His father had once sat in the same seat as he did now, also as the pilot of this submersible. Small, manoeuvrable and with the

  distinctive red-and-white striped hull of the Navy’s rescue fleet, the AS-28 had a place deep in the young pilot’s heart. As a boy he’d watched his father step on board,

  and as a teenager had carved models of her during his long absences. Now he was at the helm.




  What’s more, crouched beside him was Gennady Vasiliyevich Bolonin. Bolonin was not a military man, but Milachevsky was proud to be piloting with him on board: he was the deputy chief

  designer at the esteemed Lazurit Design Bureau, and had been one of the principal members of the design team behind AS-28.




  The fact that there were seven men on board made no difference to Milachevsky – it just meant an audience to appreciate his skills. The weight gain was negligible in the water, and the

  fact that their 120-hour emergency endurance would be almost halved made no difference – they were progressing well, and their mission should be over within the hour.




  Standing on the bridge of the 427-foot-long, 7,960-tonne salvage submersible support ship Georgy Kozmin, 2nd Rank Captain Viktor Novikov scowled and lowered his

  binoculars. Despite the clear August air he couldn’t make out the fishing boat’s name through the rust that spread over the transom like lichen on old rock. He swore and stormed inside

  to hail the unknown boat on the VHF radio, but got no response. He might have guessed. There was no way of knowing if they were ignoring their radio or if it was broken. He could have sent one of

  the ship’s boats to find out what they were doing, but it was a risk. If she broke down and needed rescuing, he’d have nothing left with which to recover the submersible. He shook his

  head, as if to rid himself of the irritation. There was nothing he could do even if he had been able to identify the boat. There was no way to tell if she had been trawling in this area or not.

  He’d caught others before, had them hauled before the Ministry and reprimanded. They knew it was illegal to fish in this top-secret area but still they came. The giant metal structures hidden

  beneath the surface created a haven for marine life and, for the fishermen, the quantity and size of the fish they caught there was evidently just too tempting.




  Novikov turned and squinted into the sun, his practised eye scanning over the rusting deck. It had taken him twenty years of serving the Great Russian Navy to be given this command, but

  now he’d made it he almost wished he hadn’t. Here he was in August, when all other self-respecting Russians were at their holiday homes, their dachas, and he had been pushed into

  servicing the array. The Kozmin was originally a timber-carrier refitted as a submarine rescue ship. Neither she nor the equipment she had on board were suitable for work as an underwater

  repair and maintenance vessel. Her mini-submersibles were built to save sailors from stricken nuclear boats, not for running maintenance duty on enormous underwater hydrophones. But it was the same

  old story everywhere in the Navy, throughout the Russian military: the infrastructure behind the nation’s threatening and impressive profile was disintegrating.




  He knew he should count himself lucky. Most of the surface fleet had not seen any money since 1991 thanks to the Navy’s focus on nuclear-powered, ballistic-missile-carrying submarines, a

  policy that meant at least a trickle came through to the rescue fleet. That did nothing to ease his tension. The feeling was down to the Kozmin’s barren stern deck.

  AS-28’s sister submersible was 70 kilometres away, sitting on a dockside on wooden stocks, waiting for repairs. Ordinarily, launching one without the other ready to rescue her

  contravened all the training he’d undertaken at the Naval academy. Even AS-28 should not have been launched, strictly speaking, given the maintenance that was due on her. And she

  shouldn’t have been sent to do the kind of work he’d been asked to undertake. To cap it all, it was August and everyone was on holiday, including some of his best men. They got paid so

  little, the least he could do was let them take their precious August holiday.
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  Queuing at the bakery on the ground floor of a featureless concrete apartment block in the south of Petropavlovsk, Tatiana Lepetyukha finally reached the counter to find the

  woman in front of her had bought the last loaf. It would be two hours before a new batch would be ready. Tatiana pursed her lips and sniffed sharply. Nothing had been going right so far today.




  It was never going to be a pleasant day. Her husband, Valery Lepetyukha, had been sent down in a Priz submersible for the first time in years despite his ill-health. She’d hoped these days

  – and the nervous feelings that always accompanied them – were over. As the wife of a Captain 1st Rank in the Russian Navy, she should be spared indignities like queuing for bread that

  ran out when she got to the counter, or having a car that refused to start. But there was something else, too, nagging her, that she couldn’t put her finger on. The sun had been bright as she

  made her way to church to say her morning prayers, and there hadn’t been a breath of wind on the streets. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was just too calm, too much of a contrast with the normal

  north-eastern weather.




  As a sailor’s wife she’d come to trust omens and portents. The sea was in her family’s blood, going back as far as anyone could remember. The past three generations of men had

  been in the Navy, and she’d learnt to listen to what her heart was telling her. And right now something deep down in her body was worrying her. It wasn’t that she didn’t have

  faith in her husband: she had complete confidence in him. She also trusted in the Navy that her family had served for so long, or so she told herself. But though she believed wholeheartedly in the

  Russian Navy’s intentions, she could not entirely ignore the breakdowns and Valery’s private complaints. He and the crews were working hard, but there was no money to repair any of the

  things that needed repairing. Given the risks they ran while working, it didn’t seem right. Strong though her patriotism was, her love for her husband was greater.




  She was used to the long absences, and normally thought nothing of a two-month period apart. After all, when he had been a lieutenant, he was away for between nine and 12 months at a stretch.

  She’d learnt to lock away her emotions. But for some reason this time – although Valery had only been away for a week – thoughts of him kept bubbling up to the surface.




  Fifty kilometres to the west of Petropavlovsk town, on the wide plains reaching out beneath the Yakki volcanoes, Yelena Milachevskaya’s1 thoughts were also probing beneath the Pacific, thinking of her man. While she was always brimful of pride for Slava, the pilot of AS-28, today she was worried. She was

  watching her twin girls play in the short, stubby grass, but the sun was making her tired eyes hurt as it glinted off the gold frames of her oval glasses. She’d woken in the early hours of

  the morning with a start. Staring into the darkness she’d tried to banish the swirling image that had bled from her dream, but every time she blinked it was there. She recognised the hand

  that seemed to float in front of her as her own, but its colours were unnaturally bright, and on her finger was a strange, ugly wedding ring. She’d woken herself up screaming, ‘Take it

  away! That’s not my ring!’




  The afternoon sun was warm on Yelena’s pale skin, but her soul felt cold. Everybody knew that the women in her family could predict the death of their husbands, and there could be no

  clearer portent than seeing another ring on her finger. She had felt panic rising inside her.




  The Naval operator had calmed her down when he eventually answered the phone that morning. He’d become like a friend, thanks to Yelena’s frequent calls. She liked to be kept updated,

  for even at the best of times she was very nervous of losing her Slava. Good men were very hard to find, she often said, especially in Petropavlovsk. While Yelena held the line the operator tried

  the Georgy Kozmin. He came back two minutes later to say that there was no reply. That was no reason for worry though, he said. The ship must simply be out of range. After all, the sea was

  flat calm, and no trouble had been reported.




  But what about the strange wedding ring on her finger? Just because it was calm on the surface didn’t mean that everything was fine. Yelena knew that better than most. Despite the bright

  day, the beautiful view and the laughter of the girls, her insides were starting to churn. She started thinking of all the times Slava had come home complaining about things going wrong with his

  submersible, the time that the electrics caught fire inside, burning up their precious oxygen. Or when a porthole burst and the freezing sea flooded in. The machine was in urgent need of an

  overhaul, having not been repaired for so many years. Slava was supposed to be accompanying it to Nizhny Novgorod at the end of August to help with the repairs. But that would be too late, she

  knew. Something terrible was going to happen. Her Slava was going to die. How was she going to break the news to the girls, his beloved twins?
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  With their work on the first face of the 100-metre-long hydrophone completed, Slava Milachevsky began to turn AS-28 starboard into the current. The enormous structure

  disappeared into the black water, but he could feel its awesome size behind him, as though his mind had become sonar-enabled. He didn’t even need to glance at the compass or the green sonar

  display to know that he’d judged the submersible’s slip through the current well. When the wall of steel appeared in the porthole to his right he saw that the array was indeed lined up

  perfectly to the starboard once more, ready for their inspection of the other side. He didn’t smile, but nodded to himself solemnly. Man and machine were working as one.




  Around him the crew were all at their stations, monitoring the submersible’s systems. Through the hatch behind him, the three Warrant Officers were in the second compartment keeping an eye

  on the engine and the electrical systems. All seemed well: AS-28’s motors were whirring, pushing the craft along at a steady two knots.




  Captain 1st rank Valery Lepetyukha was sitting directly behind Milachevsky, his eyes ringed by dark circles. He surveyed the men, his thick, grey-flecked moustache twitching. He was experienced

  on the Priz class of submersible, but it had been a while since he’d been on board. Strictly speaking, he shouldn’t be there: he’d lost one of his kidneys and a third of a lung to

  the surgeon’s knife, and was supposed to be restricted to pushing papers at headquarters. The usual captain was away on leave – it was August, after all.




  Gennady Bolonin was in the seat in front of him, watching the array glide past in the external floodlights. The civilian engineer was there to help with the work they were doing on the

  hydrophone array, as well as making some checks ahead of the bathyscaphe’s upcoming refit.




  Aware of Bolonin’s importance and his expertise with the machine, Milachevsky was making an extra effort to pilot it smoothly. He responded instantly as the steering started pulling to

  starboard. He started feeding in left rudder, but still the submersible veered towards the array.




  Captain Lepetyukha felt himself start to pitch forward softly, as though he was on a train that had started to slow.




  ‘All stop! Full reverse engines!’ he ordered, his voice shattering the quiet, echoing hum of the submersible’s motors.




  Milachevsky immediately pushed the thrust levers into the reverse position, but his whole body began to tense. Why had he not stopped as soon as he’d felt the restriction? Why did he just

  try to keep going straight? He cursed under his breath, eyes darting over the portholes, sonar display, warning panel and the periscope. That’s when he saw it.




  Slicing down through the black water ahead were several lines, draped over the side of the array and cutting across their path like a tripwire. His chest tightened. Whatever they were –

  ropes, cables or nets – they were bad news. He was only halfway through the thought when there was a terrible, grinding crash. AS-28 had been dragged into the huge steel float, her

  starboard side scraping to a halt across its barnacle encrusted surface.




  Adrenaline had quickened Milachevsky’s breathing, and he had to swallow before turning to make a report to the Captain. Lepetyukha listened, then stared at him calmly through rheumy eyes

  as if assessing the strength of his character.




  It was Captain Lepetyukha’s turn to peer through the periscope’s binocular-shaped cowling. He had worked in submersibles for 30 years, and nothing came as too much of a surprise to

  him any more. The solution to all problems was a calculated approach and an absence of panic. In most underwater emergencies, the best option was to head straight back to the surface, and a less

  experienced captain might have decided to do so, hoping that the rope would slide over the hull and fall away beneath them. But Lepetyukha knew that just a small snag on a hatch fitting could trap

  them and there would be no telling where they were caught. The cable he could see in the glass was evidently not the one holding them in place. It was also so covered in weeds and other marine

  growth that it was not even possible to tell if it was made of wire or rope.




  Lepetyukha rotated the scope around to the port, peering into the dark water, looking for other obstructions. If they’d snagged a fishing net, there was no telling how much more of it

  could be around.




  It wouldn’t be the first time the Pacific Fleet had suffered trouble with fishing gear. In the late 1990s, a new experimental submarine detection system called Dnestr-B had been installed

  in the area. The system had been producing good results when suddenly, in 1997, it went blind. When the Navy went to go and have a look what had happened, they could not find the 120-metre-long,

  15-metre-high float from the array. It had disappeared. Nothing more was heard of it for three years until, in 2000, the world’s news agencies began reporting that a huge, unidentified object

  had been spotted near Japanese shores. Somehow it had broken loose, very possibly having been snagged by a fishing net and dragged off its mooring.




  If a fisherman tangled and lost a net on the hydrophone array there was no way he was going to report it as he was required to do. He would just cut the lines and let the evidence sink to the

  seabed. Captain Lepetyukha had become snagged before, but with patience and cunning – traits integral to the Russian Navy – it had always been possible to work free.




  The drifting snow of particles in the water faded as the periscope panned sternwards and away from the bow floodlight, before becoming utterly black behind them. Lepetyukha’s moustache

  twitched. He could see nothing: the stern light was not working. It was on the long list of repairs awaiting AS-28 next month.




  Milachevsky had not reported passing any other obstructions, and continuing ahead was a known risk. All eyes turned to the Captain. The Captain’s eyes turned to Gennady Bolonin. It was a

  telling moment. As the senior officer all orders must come through Captain Lepetyukha, but of the two men it was the civilian who knew the craft better, and had spent more time underwater within

  it.




  In this case, however, there was not much doubt as to what the next move should be.




  ‘We must reverse around the cable,’ the Captain ordered.




  Milachevsky slowly engaged the motors in reverse. With no light astern, he kept the periscope forward, watching the rope slide off the bow. A few more feet and it would be clear. Then their

  creeping retreat began to slow. The pitch of the motors deepened. Both he and the captain involuntarily spun round to look towards the hatch to the second compartment, only to hear the solid clunk

  of a large electrical relay tripping, and the sound of the main motor whirring to a halt.




  In the second compartment, Warrant Officers Sergei Belozerov and Anatoly Popov sat in stunned silence. At the first impact with the array, Popov’s heart had missed a

  beat, but he’d soon calmed. He’d been trapped before, and after an hour or so they’d been able to work themselves free, and complete their task as normal. But this time the

  motor’s automatic cut-out had activated. That could only mean that something had caught around the propeller, wrapping itself so tight that the main motor was on the edge of burning itself

  out, and so had shut down. This was new. With no way of manoeuvring it was now impossible for them to remove the net.
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  It was still dark outside, but the streetlights stabbed across the bare bedroom through chinks in the ill-cut curtains. Commander Riches had woken up for no good reason, but his

  legs were tangled in the duvet as though he’d been fighting it. If he’d been dreaming, he couldn’t remember what about.




  He lay awake for a while, trying to get back to sleep. It felt as though the dull, subsonic throb of the motorway in the distance was taunting him, each low swoosh of a truck mocking what his

  life had become. Perhaps in his dream he’d been back in a submarine, the sonar sweeping across an undersea landscape, probing for contacts.




  He closed his eyes and tried to distance himself from the reality: a Services house tucked into the armpit of the M4/M5 motorway junction with no more excitement than a desk and a computer

  screen to look forward to when his nine-to-five day began.




  That disastrous night back in 1990, on his Perisher command course, his submarine had also snared a net – but it was not him or his crew who had suffered. Three fishing vessels had been

  trawling in the area near them at the time. Although the fishermen knew there could be submarines below, it was up to the Navy crews to steer clear. That night the Hunter-Killer submarine was

  running silent, relying on passive sonar and able to gauge accurately only the direction from which a sound was coming, not the distance. At a crucial moment the noise of two fishing vessels had

  melded into one. Only when the submarine was far too close did the signals diverge. Seconds later, they were crashing through a trawl-net. Chains and cables wrapped themselves around the

  forward sonar dome, shearing off one of the two hull-mounted speed-sensors and causing its readings to go haywire (perhaps the cause of the loud bang heard through the vessel), but the 4,500 tonne

  submarine was barely slowed by the obstruction. On the surface it was a different story.




  A 16-metre wooden fishing boat was mid-turn when suddenly the lines to her trawl-net wrenched the craft sideways with brutal force. Within seconds she was flipped upside down and dragged along

  the surface, her propeller thrashing the air faster and faster as her engine raced. No-one knows exactly how long the terrible, churning chaos lasted, but it was probably only a matter of seconds.

  The force rapidly overcame the vessel, and she was sucked beneath the surface. Three of her crew were still on board. The body of the fourth – the watchman – was only found when it

  appeared in a fisherman’s trawl nearly five months later.




  Following the immediate response to the tragedy, the fallout began. A breakdown in the structure and standard of watch-keeping on the submarine was blamed, and the careers of both the student

  Duty Captain and the Course Commander suddenly hung in the balance. Riches had been minutes from taking over as Duty Captain, at which point the blame would have landed on his shoulders as

  well.




  It was a lucky escape. Riches went on to pass the course, and spent the next three years as First Lieutenant (second-in-command) of HMS Resolution’s Starboard Crew (ballistic

  missile submarines have two crews to man the vessel around the clock), awaiting his first submarine command. But fate struck first. He was out on a training run when his left arm started

  tingling. He ignored it, and the feeling went away soon after he’d got his breath back. But on his next run the tingling was back, and a week later he reluctantly turned himself in to the

  doctor.




  The doctor strapped him into a heart monitor, but as soon as Riches saw his face he knew he was in trouble. He should have known: his father had been living with angina, and his grand father had

  died of a heart attack. Now they were going to have to operate on him. Somehow he’d blocked out the possibility that he too would be affected, thinking that by keeping fit he’d escape

  his genetic destiny.




  There was a glimmer of hope, however. The cardiac specialist who treated him said airline pilots were able to get back in the cockpit if they proved themselves fit enough. But when he was

  transferred back to base, the Naval doctor there refused to consider it. Although a thoracic consultant not a cardiac specialist, he declared that Riches would never serve at sea again.




  The newly qualified officer fought it, and won the chance to prove himself fit a year down the line. He trained hard, ran the London marathon, and by the time his medical exam came around he was

  declared fully fit. But the mud stuck. The Navy’s promotion boards are an ancient ritual that are guided by a report from the candidate’s Commanding Officer, and his had mentioned a

  serious illness. The implication was clear: there was no way that he should be left in command of a nuclear submarine. Although he’d jumped every hurdle and qualified for command, he finally

  resigned himself to the fact that his dream was over.




  The next few years saw him working in a number of different shore jobs, trying to work out which way he should go next. He had become a ‘shiny-arsed inboard bastard’, as they put it

  in the Navy. He wouldn’t get to command a submarine, and he was certain he’d never make the rank of Commander. Then, out of the blue, a promotion signal came through with his name on

  it. He’d be Commander – in rank at least – after all. When he was summoned to see his ‘Appointer’ two months later, he was presented the list of jobs for which he was

  being considered. It wasn’t long. There was one position: Submarine Escape and Rescue Equipment Manager at Abbey Wood on the outskirts of Bristol, starting in December 2003.




  It was some consolation, but he knew he was now destined to roam the back-alleys of the Ministry of Defence for the rest of his Naval career. He kn ew he’d always be a submariner and would

  still wear the dolphins with pride, but he’d never be back at sea in a submarine in an operational role, doing what he did best.
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  Captain Lepetyukha’s first thought was to keep everyone calm. There were some young, inexperienced sailors on board, and there was no sense in panicking them. They may

  have just reversed into a piece of free-floating net, or the process of entanglement may have torn it free, after all. But there was a good chance that whatever had tangled the propeller was

  connected to the array. Unfortunately, without a stern light there was no way they could check. He decided not to make a report to the Georgy Kozmin just yet. In the Russian Navy, all else

  being equal, it was better to do what you could by yourself first before passing on bad news.




  He ordered Milachevsky to make a thorough scan around the submersible while he had a muttered conversation with Bolonin over how best to proceed. When the lieutenant finished his inspection he

  reported the first rope was still there on the bow, and there now seemed to be another snagged beside one of the dome bolts. Though the young pilot was doing his best to disguise it, there was a

  hint of fear in his voice.




  ‘We will use our positioning thrusters to move laterally,’ Lepetyukha barked. If the cables were not snagged too tightly on the array, moving in a different direction might set them

  free.




  The higher-pitched whine of the smaller positioning thrusters, mounted on both the stern and the bow, slowly filled the spherical steel chambers of AS-28. The craft began to ease away

  from the array, the cables scraping their barnacles against the hull. They’d managed to get a couple of metres’ clearance when their momentum started to slow.




  ‘Maximum power!’ ordered Lepetyukha, but to no avail. The motors began to strain, and AS-28 was no longer moving. ‘All stop,’ he snapped. As the sound of the

  motors died away, the swirling starfield of floodlit particles in the porthole began to shift to the left, then the hull jolted with a hollow metallic boom. AS-28 had been drawn back against

  the array in the net’s lethal embrace.




  Only one direction was left open to him, the same direction that each crew member’s mind was starting to reach towards. The surface. Blowing the ballast tanks would make the submersible

  lighter, launching it upwards. The time had now come to inform the Georgy Kozmin on the surface. The captain picked up the underwater telephone and gave a short, factual report outlining

  their position and measures attempted so far. Trying to send voice as high-frequency sound through the water made for frequent distortion, but with the Kozmin only 200 metres above them the

  apparatus was working fairly well. After giving his status report, Captain Lepetyukha stated that he was about to blow the ballast tanks in an effort to float free of the entanglement, and would

  make a new report once he’d carried out the manoeuvre.




  Bolonin coughed, and all eyes turned to him. The clock had begun to tick, but the engineer had been in many a tight situation underwater, and knew that what would kill them most easily would be

  rushed decisions. He was all too aware of the lack of backup available. He felt like an ambitious mountaineer who’d been too focused on the summit ahead, and not paid enough attention to how

  they’d get down if something went wrong. Now they were in trouble and there was no one nearby with equipment that could help them.




  Blowing the tanks came with risks beyond simply tightening the bonds that held them to the seabed. If one of the lines – perhaps the one wrapped around the propeller – held fast,

  they could quickly find themselves tilting off balance. Beyond a certain angle the acid would start leaking from the bank of batteries, creating acrid and poisonous chlorine gas that would rapidly

  choke them. Floating up was still the best option open to them, but it must be done with extreme caution. After explaining his concern, Bolonin nodded to the Captain, who gave the order.




  Compressed air started exploding into the two ballast tanks that flanked the AS-28’s hull, pushing the seawater out of a valve at the bottom at a pressure of between 3,500 and 4,500

  pounds per square inch. The surrounding seawater transmitted the sound perfectly, while the curved shape of the hull amplified it until it sounded like an express train passing a platform at full

  speed. Despite its deafening volume, the sound was a comforting one. Submariners have an intimate relationship with their buoyancy, for their craft are perpetually on the edge of sinking. The roar

  was not just the noise of returning to the surface, but also the sound of everyday routine. Even at the dockside, submarines blow out each of their tanks once a day to make sure they are correctly

  trimmed.




  The cables lying over the submersible’s nose began to tighten as she rose. Like the rest of the crew, Milachevsky gripped secure handholds. With no frame of reference except the tiny

  portholes in the bow, all but Bolonin darted their eyes about the cylindrical walls of the inside hull as though looking for clues as to what was about to happen. Then a sudden lurch sent loose

  items crashing to the deck as the stern slipped upwards a few feet but stopped again just as suddenly. Something was holding them – another cable had become wrapped behind the main fin. The

  tilt indicators showed they were already 13 degrees off level. Any more and they risked flipping the craft into a vertical position or on its side, and releasing the battery acid. Like a

  fly’s attempts to escape a spider’s web, the manoeuvring had served only to entrap the submersible more tightly. There was now no way they would be able to escape by themselves.
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  On the surface, Captain Novikov was struggling to find workable options for a rescue. Seven of the sailors under his command were trapped on the seabed, and every minute now was

  precious. Procedures would have him launch the second Priz submersible, AS-29, but it was sitting on the dockside in Petropavlovsk. It had been plundered for spares, and there was no way it

  could be rendered operational any time in the next week, even if all the parts were immediately available and the engineers weren’t on holiday.




  There was another Priz class rescue submersible in Vladi vostok to the south, but despite being part of the same Pacific fleet, there was almost no functional connection between Primorye and

  Kamchatka when it came to the Navy. The distances were too large. It was part of the same problem that had plagued the Russian Navy since its inception – fleets defending the Black Sea, the

  Baltic, the north, and the Pacific were forced to operate in isolation from one another. The nearest functional Russian rescue submersible was four and a half days’ sailing away.




  In another kind of submarine, such a delay might be fine. But the Priz class, being rescue vehicles, were designed for quick runs to the seabed and back. Dives lasting six hours were already

  pushing the envelope. With extra oxygen and carbon-dioxide-removing chemicals the endurance might be stretched, but other factors would rapidly crowd in. The batteries, for one, were notoriously

  weak and would soon start to fade. Then there was the temperature: the hull was not insulated against the cold – on a dive of only a few hours, a thick sweater would do. But over a long

  immersion the cold would become a problem. And then there was the lack of food and water.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
The Royal Navy’s dramatic race to save
the crew of a trapped Russian submarine





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
FRANK POPE





