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AUTHOR’S NOTE

If Shakespeare had stumbled upon the story of Ben Roberts-Smith, he might well have considered it worthy of a play. He likely would have dismissed any claim it was true. But what you are about to read is a work of non-fiction. In mid 2017, I embarked on an investigation that would change many lives. Exposing the involvement of Australia’s most famous and revered soldier in the nation’s worst war crimes scandal has been the most difficult undertaking of my twenty-year career. I still shake my head in wonder at the rollercoaster ride this story has taken me on. Much of it I, too, wouldn’t believe if I hadn’t lived it.

This book aims to tell the Roberts-Smith story from my own perspective, as well as capturing the thoughts, conversations, feelings and actions of other key characters: SAS witnesses, Afghan victims and villagers, politicians, lawyers, investigators and Roberts-Smith’s friends, foes and lovers. And, of course, Ben Roberts-Smith VC, MG.

But this book is not only about Australia’s most infamous war crimes scandal, and the soldier at the centre of it. It is about Australia’s media, its justice system and its defence force, and how history can be hijacked by vested interests. It is about how power and money can threaten truth and justice, and how Australia’s hunger for military myth created a monster. It is also about how the pen can be mightier than those elite and powerful Australians who have never stopped backing Roberts-Smith, even when it seemed clear he wasn’t the man he claimed to be.

Telling my own story was relatively easy. It was and remains burnt into my brain.

I have recreated the conversations, thoughts, feelings and actions of others, including SAS soldiers and Roberts-Smith, as faithfully as possible from multiple credible sources.

Roberts-Smith’s decision to sue Chris Masters and me provided a wealth of material. Most of the key SAS characters in the book are trial witnesses whose stories I have recreated from trial transcripts and other court documents. Entire chapters are sourced from the witness box, as SAS soldiers recounted, blow by blow, their dealings with Roberts-Smith and their recollections of key missions, conversations and incidents.

I have supplemented this with extensive briefings from confidential sources, including SAS insiders or other informants.

The extensive report by another character in the book, war crimes investigator Justice Paul Brereton, helped me tell some of the story as it relates to the judge, as did other public source documents authored by him or about him or his father. So too did briefings from sources who had direct dealings with Justice Brereton, including in Afghanistan.

Some of the characters I interviewed at length or on multiple occasions, including defence force consultant Samantha Crompvoets, SAS medic Dusty Miller, SAS captain turned politician Andrew Hastie and the Afghan family members of one of Roberts-Smith’s victims. I conducted many other interviews with sources I can never name to protect their safety or livelihoods.

Roberts-Smith was grilled on the stand for days, and I have used this testimony, along with his speeches and media interviews, to write about him. I also had access to more than two dozen sources who have dealt with him at various periods of his life, including his days as a young infantry soldier, as an SAS patrol team member and commander in Afghanistan, as a media executive and as a friend, family man, comrade or confidant. Some of the conversations I have recreated are based on actual covert audio recordings made of Roberts-Smith. These, too, have been provided to me by confidential sources.

Further notes about sourcing for each chapter are in an endnotes section.

I have no doubt Ben Roberts-Smith will deny much, if not all, of my account of his descent from famous to infamous but Federal Court Justice Anthony Besanko has made it clear Roberts-Smith cannot be believed. The judge concluded he is a liar, bully and war criminal.

The timing of some of the events I have described has been truncated or may be out of sequence, but is otherwise told faithfully. For instance, my dealings with Dusty Miller occurred over a far greater period than reflected in the book. I have had hundreds of conversations with my lawyers, but only very few are described.

I have also only written about certain key moments in the defamation trial. One could write an entire book just on the court case, but this story is a far broader telling of events that happened well before the trial was underway.

To protect legal privilege or the identity of some sources, some of the contents of certain conversations or events as they pertain to legal or source dealings have been altered. However, nothing deviates from the essential truth of the journey I lived and breathed for more than five years.

Some Australians will ask, justifiably, why I have written this book given Roberts-Smith may yet face a criminal trial. If Roberts-Smith is criminally charged, then it will be for a jury to weigh the evidence put before it in deciding whether he is guilty to the criminal standard of beyond reasonable doubt.

This book is not about whether Roberts-Smith will or should be convicted of any crimes. Only a jury of his peers can decide that.

Yet it should also be said that my decision to tell this story is partly based on the fact that it was Roberts-Smith who forced so much of it into the public domain by suing me. It was he who chose to put a vast amount of detail about his own activities before a civil court for a judge, and the nation, to hear.

Having done this with the intention of using our nation’s defamation laws to suppress the truth, and having been declared by a judge (to the civil standard of ‘balance of probabilities’) to have engaged in the very war crimes and cover-ups I accused him of in my original reporting and again in my trial defence, it could hardly be said that I should now fall silent.

Ben Roberts-Smith tried to defeat the truth. This book tells the story of how the truth triumphed.

–Nick McKenzie




National security laws and court suppression orders require that certain people be given a number or a pseudonym. They include members and support staff of the SAS. Some names in the text have been changed in line with court orders or for national security reasons, or for security concerns. The following names attributed to a ‘Person number’ are not real names.


Jason Andrews – Person 4

Neil Browning – Person 5

Tim Douglass – Person 35

Vincent Jelovic – Person 11

Amanda Jones – Person 17

Boyd Keary – Person 7

John Langmore – Person 41

Brian McMurray – Person 18

Keith Nueling – Person 31

Nick Simkin – Person 6

Jimmy Stanton – Person 16

Dean Tilley – Person 14

William Tindell – Person 1



I do not have authorisation to waive legal privilege. In order to protect legal privilege, the contents of certain conversations or events as they pertain to legal dealings have been changed. I have also altered the content of some conversations to protect my confidential sources.
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PROLOGUE

DARWAN, AFGHANISTAN

11 September 2012

The rising Afghan sun had yet to warm the chill of the morning air as the heavily armed men raced towards the helicopters at the Tarin Kowt military base runway. In the distance rose the foreboding mountains of southern Afghanistan, silent and monolithic sentinels of a country famed for swallowing up the men and morale of invading armies.

If the soldiers boarding the helicopters held any misgivings about their own role in Afghanistan that morning, they betrayed no sign of them. Most wore an expression of steely intent, along with the markings of Australia’s most elite and secretive fighting force, the Special Air Service (SAS) Regiment. But an SAS translator later observed something else about a few of the soldiers: ‘Their blood was up.’

Fifteen minutes later, the choppers settled on the outskirts of Darwan, a farming village adjacent to the Helmand River and consisting of mud and stone compounds. From the sky, Darwan looked like an ancient civilisation, but as the soldiers swept through the village, the fusion of modern and rustic was apparent. Some of the men who lived here rode motorbikes and wore watches. Mobile phones peeked out of the pockets of the colourful tunics they wore over Afghan robes.

Ali Jan didn’t own a phone or a watch. The farmer and father of seven had arrived in Darwan by donkey the night before, bunking down at the village mill owner’s home. Ali had come to Darwan to collect flour, firewood and shoes for one of his children.

At Ali’s own home, a mud hut on a ridge three hours away, his wife, Bibi, cooked on a small open fire. Ali’s life turned not with the tick of a clock but with the seasons, the impoverished cycle of many Afghan farmers. Ali had told Bibi to expect him back by around midday, when he’d planned to eat with her and their children, but the arrival of the helicopters delayed his return. Ali instead decided to bunker down at a relative’s mud-walled compound until the soldiers had departed.

As with the seasons and weather that governed Ali’s life, avoiding men with guns had become an entrenched feature of his existence. As a child, he’d seen the American-armed Mujahidin drive out the Russians. The intermittent violence that flared in his country had not stopped; it was replaced by some of his own countrymen: warlords, bandits and Taliban schooled in the madaris over the border in Pakistan. At first, at least, the arrival of armed men to Darwan on 11 September was nothing to be too alarmed about.

As an SAS soldier pointed out much later, well after teams of federal police agents, military investigators and investigative journalists started making inquiries about that day, Ali’s trip to Darwan should have been as insignificant as any dad popping out to buy some bread and milk. His was a longer journey, but just as unremarkable.

This was why Bibi initially wasn’t worried when Ali didn’t come home at the time he’d said he would. Lunch could be served cold and there were kids and animals to tend to. She could wait. And it’s why she couldn’t at first quite comprehend what had happened to her husband when she was told of his fate by Darwan villagers.

The descriptions came through in nightmarish fragments from different eyewitnesses, an unfolding horror story Bibi couldn’t believe and then, later, could never forget. The villagers told her that Ali had somehow earned the ire of the biggest soldier in a patrol team, perhaps by denying the accusations hurled at him after the soldiers had entered the compound where Ali had been sipping warm tea with his nephew. Or maybe it was Ali’s decision to smile that had sparked the rage of the large soldier. Perhaps the soldier had interpreted insolence and contempt in what was Ali’s anxious and bewildered facial expression.

Whatever the reason, sometime after that, the Australian soldier described by locals as strikingly tall and wet from the chest down, had positioned Ali at the edge of a small cliff a few metres from his relative’s compound. By this point, Ali’s hands were manacled behind his back with plastic cable ties.

The soldier had taken a few steps backward. And then he had lunged at Ali. Bibi couldn’t repeat what happened next to anyone without fighting off emotion.

Ali’s widow wasn’t alone. A member of the small SAS patrol team that had encountered her husband would suffer a similar, visceral reaction when retelling his own version of events to comrades. He could also never forget.

This Australian soldier was, like some of the villagers who had spoken to Bibi, also an eyewitness to events at the cliff’s edge. His account matched the detail provided by the locals. Like them, he had seen Ali spinning over the precipice, ten metres or more down. And he’d seen Ali strike rocks, face first, teeth broken in an explosion of blood and pain.

One difference between this soldier’s story and that of the villagers was that while he didn’t know the name of the handcuffed Afghan, he could identify the tall, hulking figure who had kicked the prisoner. In fact, he considered the large soldier – the cliff kicker – like a brother.

He knew other things about him, too. He knew him to be Australia’s most famous war hero, the most decorated soldier in the military and a man regarded by prime ministers, historians and generals as an ideal candidate to become the noble face of modern Australia at war. The big man, whom the villagers of Darwan would come to curse, was increasingly seen in his home country as the contemporary embodiment of the Anzac legend born on the beaches of Gallipoli during the Great War that, a century before, helped define a young Australia’s identity.

This SAS eyewitness knew something else about his comrade. He knew the famed fighter had become accustomed to keeping dark secrets and making sure men like him stayed quiet. He knew he would be expected to cover up what had happened on the cliff edge, and in the dry creek bed below it. And he knew that if he didn’t fall into line, his brother soldier would ensure there was hell to pay.




PART 1




CHAPTER 1

A NEVER-ENDING STORM

Federal Court, New South Wales, June 2021

I felt a hand grip my shoulder and a voice whisper into my ear as I sat in the Federal Court room.

‘Nick. Come with me now. Something bad has happened.’

The whisperer was Dean Levitan, a thirty-year-old media lawyer who, through a combination of timing and circumstance, had come to lead the small legal team representing myself and journalist Chris Masters in what the press had dubbed the defamation trial of the century: Ben Roberts-Smith vs Fairfax Media Publications, owner of my employer newspapers The Age of Melbourne and the Sydney Morning Herald.

I turned my head, and Levitan indicated that I should follow him out of the courtroom. His face looked pale and, as I noticed this, a surge of panic felt like it was twisting up my stomach. At that very moment, Ben Roberts-Smith was in the witness box, his deep and authoritative voice rebuffing question after question from our counsel that even I had to acknowledge was in a manner both impressive and believable. He’d already testified for days, with barely a trace of exhaustion or concern.

‘I’m looking forward to finally setting the record straight,’ he’d told a reporter before he’d first entered the witness stand. Each morning, as he’d walked into court past a throng of journalists, he radiated confidence, his suit impeccably pressed, his chin held high.

When I had caught Roberts-Smith’s eye, he would coolly hold my gaze. If I cocked my eyebrow, he would do the same. This had made me wonder if Roberts-Smith was enjoying the contest unfolding in courtroom 18D and if it would destroy his reputation – or mine.

As I rose to follow Levitan out of the court, every fibre in my body was telling me that it would be the latter. If Levitan was saying that something bad had happened, it meant we were in deep trouble.

When I’d first met Dean Levitan in 2018, I’d pushed back at the suggestion from his legal firm, MinterEllison, that this 27-year-old lawyer should play a key role in a case that was not only threatening to swallow up my career but my mental health. He seemed far too junior, too inexperienced. As short as a jockey, he had a boyish face with glasses that were part hipster, part Harry Potter.

‘He’s very, very good,’ Levitan’s boss had told me. ‘Give him a chance.’

Three years on, I was glad I had. He was ferociously intelligent and intensely serious. Even more, Levitan had given up his life for the Roberts-Smith case, becoming as invested in it as Chris Masters and I were. As I watched him grow, not just as a lawyer but as a human, a dynamic had emerged between us that I had not anticipated.

Three years of trial preparation had taught me that I was a natural catastrophiser. During the months and months of pre-trial research, my deep inclination to high anxiety and perfectionism had morphed into an overbearing attention to detail and unsurpassed ability to believe that every positive legal development would be enveloped by disaster.

This was probably part genetic. I’d always been an intense investigative journalist, running on a mixture of adrenalin, insecurity, passion and ideals. I was also the son of a Polish Jewish migrant whose extended family had been killed in Nazi gas chambers, and whose resting state was one of worry, a characteristic my siblings and I had inherited in rich quantity.

My working environment also fuelled the fire. My career had been a rollercoaster of exhilarating highs and debilitating lows. I’d broken stories of which I was intensely proud and that I deeply believed had helped, in tiny but tangible ways, to make our society a fairer and more just place.

But this work had also led to regular lawsuits, death threats and witch-hunts for my confidential sources. A businessman suspected by the mafia to have helped me expose the alleged bribery of politicians by Italian organised crime bosses had been murdered, prompting homicide detectives to advise that I move house. An anti-corruption official, concerned that their meeting with me had been subject to surveillance, had sent me a bunch of flowers with a greeting card that simply said: ‘You are being watched by three sets of eyes. Take precautions.’

To protect those in government and defence agencies who spoke to me, I had taken to driving to distant phone boxes to make calls. Encrypted communication apps had eased this burden, but not the weight of paranoia that I was, or my sources were, being watched by those who wished for certain information to be suppressed.

My decision to investigate Ben Roberts-Smith and rumoured allegations of war crimes had sent this anxiety into overdrive. When I told my former newspaper editor that Chris Masters and I were coming close to corroborating allegations of battlefield misconduct that we believed the public deserved to know about, he’d responded: ‘Do you really want to shoot Bambi?’

As I’d pressed on with my inquiries, Roberts-Smith and his team of high-powered lawyers had urged the federal police and the Department of Defence to investigate how it was that I was seemingly finding out so much about highly classified SAS missions in Afghanistan.

The decision to carefully publish stories, that at first didn’t even name Roberts-Smith, had led to Masters and me being pilloried by politicians and radio shock jocks. We’d both received threats of violence from veterans who didn’t know Roberts-Smith but believed our reporting amounted to a treasonous attack on the Anzac legend itself.

We had countered publicly that the concern about alleged war crimes wasn’t the product of our twisted imaginations, but of hundreds of conversations with defence force insiders, including men who had served on the ground with the SAS in Afghanistan. A public relations company hired to protect Roberts-Smith had drowned out this response, briefing reporters from conservative outlets all too willing to attack us.

My anxiety had reached fever-pitch with the commencement of the trial and the realisation that our defence against the lawsuit launched by Roberts-Smith might be going south, and fast. No one outside our team of lawyers, barristers and newspaper editors knew it, but, in my mind at least, our trial preparation had been marked with setback after catastrophic setback. Key SAS witnesses had refused to cooperate. The defence department and military investigators had fought to keep critical documents secret. Our brilliant senior counsel, Sandy Dawson SC, had been diagnosed with brain cancer on the eve of the trial, prompting a mad scramble to find a replacement. There had been wins, too. We had found new and vital witnesses and documents and, on paper at least, our barristers had charted a course to victory as long as cooperating witnesses performed well and those still yet to commit showed up. But if they didn’t, we were done for.

I had reacted to our growing list of problems with despondency, despair and endless exasperated calls to Levitan, during which I would urge new legal strategies, suggest ways to engage with hostile witnesses and demand to know why certain things hadn’t been done quickly enough. He would respond with a calm assurance belying his age. He refused to panic, even when the news was unambiguously bad. He’d politely shut down my loopier legal suggestions and embraced the few that held promise. I’d come to appreciate Levitan in a profound way. This junior lawyer, ten years younger than me, had become a calming influence in a never-ending storm.

But at this moment Dean Levitan didn’t look calm; he looked as panicked as I felt.

The news was grim. Our key witness, the man upon whom the fate of a large part of the trial would likely rise or fall, would not be coming to testify. Without this witness, we would have no chance of proving the war crime allegation at the centre of the case. The risk now looming was that Australians would in time be left with a singular, inescapable conclusion: Ben Roberts-Smith had been stitched up by the media, a war hero unjustly tarnished.

‘We’re fucked,’ I told Levitan. ‘We are totally fucked.’

The young lawyer didn’t reply and I followed him out of the room and back into the court, making sure I didn’t catch the eyes of Ben Roberts-Smith’s parents or legal team. If they were watching me, they would surely see that something was terribly wrong. I sat back in my seat as everything in the courtroom – the lawyers, the barristers, the government officials – turned into a blur, a sea of eyes that needed avoiding.

Was I having a panic attack? I could feel sweat running down my back. I tried to write in my notebook but couldn’t think of any words to put down. All I could hear was Roberts-Smith’s voice, calmly dismissing each question from our counsel.

I forced myself to look at him, but immediately looked down before his gaze could meet mine. Ben Roberts-Smith sounded like a man sure that he was winning. I couldn’t let him know I thought he was right.




CHAPTER 2

WHISKEY 108

Kakarak, Afghanistan, Easter Sunday 2009

Was today the day he was going to die?

Crack-thump.

Dean Tilley breathed in sharply as a bullet thudded into the ground a few metres away.

Crack-thump.

Another round came closer and his body tensed up even further.

The SAS scout had woken up as the Afghan dawn had broken a few hours earlier, splashed his face with cold water and begun preparing for an uneventful trip back to base. His SAS troop of a few dozen men had spent the night before Easter Sunday on a dry, rocky outcrop overlooking Kakarak, a typical Afghan village made up of mud-walled compounds ringed by large fields of verdant crops.

Crack-thump. Another round whizzed by.

The insurgents firing at the SAS knew what they were doing, thought Tilley. They were clearly battle-hardened, bold and well-armed.

As the Australians readied to confront them, Tilley perched on the edge of the outcrop in sniper position, scanning the crops and compounds for men who appeared and disappeared like startled ghosts. Coalition aircraft circled the sky like predatory birds looking for prey.

The SAS had been ordered to raid a likely insurgent stronghold they had named compound Whiskey 108, but one of the birds would drop their payload on this target first, a massive bomb obliterating part of the mud-walled structure in a cloud of dust, fire and smoke.

It wasn’t until the light began to fade that Tilley and his fellow SAS soldiers advanced towards the damaged Taliban hideout. By then, the weather had closed in and the sky was a patchwork of greys, growing darker as the air grew thicker with drizzle.

Tilley’s six-man patrol team was responsible for finding the stealthiest path to lead the other small teams of SAS fighters towards the hidden enemy. As the scout of his patrol team, Tilley would be the first man forward, the tip of the spear. It was a job the pugnacious soldier with a broad, boyish face relished. He was built like a classic old-school SAS operator: six foot and with a physical presence that belied his lithe build and mischievous grin.

Tilley strode forward in the direction of the insurgent hideout, his mind willing his body towards an enemy he’d assessed as not only formidable but willing to die for their cause. He felt a pang of fatalism, a sensation he’d felt on previous missions but which he’d usually been able to quickly counter by telling himself: Not today. But this feeling was different. It was sharper, more vivid.

Today, Tilley found himself thinking, may well be the day.

Before he could further analyse this black thought, he glimpsed an aqueduct splitting the earth between him and the target compounds ahead. Now, he focused only on gaining enough speed to make it across the lengths of rotting wood the locals had placed over the water and mud below. He leapt, one foot racing after the other, until he felt the relief of hard ground.

Glimpsing behind, he watched patrol team members follow his path and bolt across the makeshift bridge, then trained his eyes forward and strode into a poppyfield. The poppies stood tall and strong. A few metres in, Tilley realised they were also wet, a sea of upright red-tongued snakes surrounding him and soaking his uniform.

Blocking out any discomfort, he moved on to a mud-walled alleyway system next to the poppyfield until he heard a sound and froze. It was the creak of a door.

Was this the moment?

Tilley was already on one knee, rifle raised towards the opening door, his finger ready to squeeze. His eyes were focused ahead, but he sensed his comrades behind him halting, a backwards baton relay of danger and unease. The door opened wider and an Afghan walked out. Even though every cell in Tilley’s body was trained on the Afghan, the man didn’t notice the Australian soldier or the gun pointed at him.

Tilley counted the seconds – ten, twenty, thirty – as the Afghan walked away from him and into the poppyfield, oblivious to the shadow of death stalking him. Only then did Tilley relax his trigger finger, draw breath, stand up and stride onwards.

The poppyfield, sodden ground and drizzle mirrored the conditions in the jungle reconnaissance training Tilley had undergone years before. This was a textbook SAS operating environment for the camouflaged line of advancing soldiers, thought Tilley, as he dipped into the aqueduct. This thought didn’t last either, as the sound of two shots fired from the rifle of one of his patrol team members rang out.

Tilley felt another rush of adrenalin and, with his view obscured by the aqueduct walls, he raced up the mud embankment to find his patrol team commander training his weapon in the direction of a clump of dense, twisted trees. Before Tilley could settle his breathing, machine-gun fire exploded near him and he plunged forward into the mud and grass, waiting for the pain. But there was no heat, no blood, so he popped his head up and looked behind him.

‘Okay … that is our gun,’ he said to himself as he got back to his feet and continued closing in on the suspected enemy stronghold. A few feet out, he dropped again to his knee and scanned the compound walls for any openings that might allow a glimpse inside.

It was then that he noticed the very top of a man’s head. It was bobbing above the wall towards a large gap that would soon bring its owner into complete view. He appeared to be carrying something. If the man exited and turned towards Tilley, he would see the Australians and possibly engage them. If he moved the opposite way, Tilley could avoid taking his life.

‘Don’t fucking turn our way,’ Tilley whispered to himself, heart racing.

‘Don’t …’

It was too late. His finger squeezed the trigger and the man fell. Tilley felt his heart pounding as he waited for the body to move, but it lay still. (Later, a communication device was found on the Afghan, indicating he was Taliban.)

Tilley calmed himself, taking up a cordon position outside Whiskey 108 as his SAS comrades moved in, guns raised. He watched them silently advancing, and wondered what was waiting for them inside. Minutes ticked by as Tilley scanned the compound perimeter, looking for any sign that could signal an attack from insurgents hiding in the surrounding fields. There was only stillness.

As the sky grew darker, Tilley’s attention was drawn to three Australian soldiers. The trio were part of the assault teams that had entered Whiskey 108. For some reason, they had walked a few feet outside one of the compound walls.

As Tilley turned to observe them more clearly, he saw a dark mass being thrown towards the ground by the largest of the three Australians. As the shape hit the ground, it made a sound. It was a man exhaling, as if he’d been badly winded.

That noise was followed quickly by another, much, much louder sound. Tilley recognised it instantly. It was the burst of an Australian F89 Minimi machine gun. Before the man could rise, the soldier who had tossed him into the mud had fired into his body. Now it was Tilley who felt winded.

‘What the hell?’ he said to himself.

The man had been tossed by the large Australian soldier like a garbage bag, only to have his body ripped apart by bullets. The soldier who had fired was wearing distinctive camouflage paint, and was unmistakeably large, strong enough to handle a machine gun with one hand.

But it was too dark for Tilley to make out his face. He turned to another soldier within earshot.

‘What the hell?’ he hissed.

He walked over to the man who had been machine-gunned. Lying on his back was an unarmed Afghan with a short, dark beard, flowing robes, and a white prosthetic leg. The man’s bloody, empty face confirmed to Tilley what he already knew. The man was dead.

‘What the hell?’

The question would stay with Tilley for weeks, and then months, and then years.

As time went by, new snippets of information emerged at SAS headquarters, including a claim the dead man with the plastic leg was actually an armed insurgent who’d been shot as he’d brazenly raced towards an SAS soldier.

The fact that this story was being peddled as truth served only to underline the question he’d asked when the Minimi first erupted.

‘What the hell?’




CHAPTER 3

TO LONDON TO MEET THE QUEEN

November 2011

Queen Elizabeth was dressed in a bright blue dress, pearls worn elegantly on her neck and ears. A photographer captured the moment as she looked up at the giant Australian soldier standing before her.

Thanks to the Queen’s guest of honour, everything in the palace room appeared shrunken, including the monarch. During her reign, the Queen had seen many knights, officers and brave men of battle, but Ben Roberts-Smith was likely the tallest and widest. Standing 202 centimetres and weighing more than 100 kilograms, photos show the 33-year-old’s hands clasped in front of his immaculately pressed military dress uniform, his back straight, neck arched slightly forward. His face was lean and handsome, his dark brown hair neatly cut and styled.

His jacket buckles had been polished into a glistening gold, his dress shoes shined to resemble two black mirrors. Even with the few extra centimetres the monarch gained care of her grey permed hair, she didn’t quite reach Roberts-Smith’s shoulders. Yet it was the 85-year-old royal who commanded the room in Buckingham Palace, not the war hero.

Roberts-Smith’s wife, Emma, standing in an adjoining waiting room, knew why, for she was feeling exactly the same as her husband at the prospect of meeting the Queen. Ben Roberts-Smith, son of a Supreme Court judge, and Emma, a Queensland girl born with few of the privileges of her husband, were both nervous. ‘Shitting ourselves,’ was how Emma had described it to a friend. The monarch seemed to sense it.

Back in the meeting room, the Queen dropped her handbag on a double-seated couch and motioned for Roberts-Smith to sit down. Rather than sitting opposite him, she sat right next to him, a gesture that seemed designed to relax her guest.

The two had already met a few weeks before, at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting in Perth, and the Queen chatted warmly of this earlier encounter. She then moved to more serious business: the Afghan mission for which Roberts-Smith was awarded the Victoria Cross, the heroism decoration created by her great-great grandmother Queen Victoria in 1856, and the most prestigious military medal in the Commonwealth.

A palace adviser had already refreshed the Queen on the details of the SAS mission at Tizak, in the Kandahar Province of southern Afghanistan, a June 2010 operation in which Australian SAS soldiers searching for a Taliban commander had been pinned down by a machine-gun nest. Roberts-Smith’s Victoria Cross citation described an ‘extreme devotion to duty’ paired with ‘a total disregard for his own safety’ as he ‘stormed the enemy position killing the … machine gunners’.

Shortly after the guns fell silent at Tizak, the shoes Roberts-Smith had worn during the battle were photographed. They told their own story. The size 15 Brooks Beast sneakers were splattered with blood, evoking the image of a man racing towards danger, risking all.

As he addressed the Queen, Roberts-Smith spoke quietly but eloquently, hitting the notes his wife knew he’d practised before. Appearing humble, he paid tribute to his SAS comrades and described the privilege and sacrifice of serving.

Eleven months before, during an earlier investiture ceremony in Australia, Roberts-Smith had also been modest and talked up his fellow SAS soldiers. ‘I am so very proud to have taken part in the action with my mates,’ he had said. ‘This award also belongs to them.’

He used the same words with both the Queen at the palace and with the British and Australian press waiting outside. ‘It obviously was a great opportunity for me to tell her about what everyone else in my patrol did that day,’ Roberts-Smith told the reporters about his private audience with the Queen. ‘I got to explain to her a bit of what everyone did as opposed to just myself.’

Emma watched him as he spoke. She would later tell confidantes that she instantly recognised the show her husband was putting on. It was part of something she’d described as ‘the brand’ – her husband’s attempts to commercialise his status as a war hero, creating and enhancing the image of a man to be both loved and respected.

The notion of ‘Brand BRS’ was hidden from all but a very few. New friends and casual observers interacted with a man who, on paper at least, appeared not only to have it all, but to have taken life’s rewards in his stride with class and composure. There was no obvious hint of insecurity or uncertainty about Roberts-Smith’s public persona. And why would there be? His medal rack was heaving. In addition to his Victoria Cross and other distinctions, he also had a Medal for Gallantry in connection to a 2006 mission.

By the time Roberts-Smith arrived at Buckingham Palace, he was the father of twin baby girls and married to a beautiful, vivacious woman who had given up her career to support his ambitions. He strolled the palace grounds as one of the most decorated Afghan veterans in the Commonwealth, early steps in a journey that all but guaranteed fame and fortune back home.

Many Australians revere their military heroes and a national identity forged by the Anzac legend of the sacrifice of its underdog soldiers in World War I and the idea that ‘nations and men are made in war’. Others prefer a more nuanced approach, recognising much of history has been contested, shaped by those with the power to do the telling and re-telling. Hence Brand BRS.

The man calmly answering the press pack’s questions was nothing like the Roberts-Smith that 23-year-old Emma had met at an army ball in Sydney when he was a 19-year-old junior infantry soldier. Back then, Emma had encountered a chubby, self-conscious and shy young man with few close friends. At the ball, Emma’s friends joked he was following her around like a puppy, something he’d do again and again in the coming weeks as he tried to convince her that he was worth a go. Her friends called it ‘love bombing’. And it worked. Emma fell for the young soldier.

After she began dating him, he opened up about his life. His father, Len, was a senior Western Australian judge and high-ranking military figure who stood at the top of the Perth establishment and who had enrolled his sons, Ben and Sam, in the Western Australian capital’s top schools. He told Emma that his father was a stern patriarch who had wanted him to become an officer rather than a soldier. The elite schools he attended should have been a springboard into officer training college, but Roberts-Smith didn’t find this to be an easy path. He had struggled academically, leaving one Perth college after a friend was busted with pot and achieving average grades at another, Perth’s exclusive Hale School.

In the schoolyard, Roberts-Smith developed a reputation for standing over those who were smaller than him, which by his later high school years left an entire student cohort to intimidate. Those on the receiving end tell of an outsider who appeared to use his size to feel in control.

Emma would learn that, for Roberts-Smith, joining the army was all he’d really ever wanted to do, all he’d ever imagined himself doing. His was a decidedly uncomplicated, old-fashioned dream. And the army not only welcomed his size and demeanour, but offered structure and purpose.

It helped that the 3rd Royal Australian Regiment (3RAR), the infantry battalion Roberts-Smith was assigned to after basic training in 1996, was a place where bullying was rife. The eighteen-year-old thrived in this environment.

Other soldiers recount how Roberts-Smith’s specialty was bastardising new recruits. Twenty-five years later, a former infantry recruit would tell journalists of being king-hit by Roberts-Smith on his first night at the 3RAR base at Holsworthy Barracks, as part of a twisted initiation regime.

The alleged incident contributed to the young soldier leaving the army, his dream shattered. But Roberts-Smith’s journey was just beginning.

***

After deploying to East Timor in 1999 with 3RAR, Roberts-Smith set his sights on something bigger. His Timor postings had been formative, but he ached for action.

More than anything else, the decision to attempt to join the Special Air Service Regiment was Roberts-Smith’s most significant sliding doors moment. It meant training for the gruelling selection course designed to weed out weaker, regular army soldiers from those with the mental and physical prowess to perform ‘special operations like reconnaissance, strike operations, counter-terrorism and training indigenous forces’, all in enemy-controlled territory and war zones.

If he hadn’t been selected, Roberts-Smith might have lived the ordinary life he’d told confidants his teachers thought him destined for. Of the 150 men who would seek selection, fewer than thirty would finish, and only fifteen would be chosen by a panel of mostly grizzled SAS veterans. Roberts-Smith wanted more than anything to be in that fifteen.

He’d taken ‘leave and spent three solid, solitary months training’. He considered this preparation regime the hardest he’d ever done in his life, but he wasn’t going to fail. His aim was to fashion himself into the perfect soldier: exceptionally fit and strong, calm in combat, and able to endure extreme hunger, fatigue and psychological duress.

He knew the SAS selectors would be watching for any sign of weakness, any indication of whether he would break when it mattered most. When he hadn’t eaten for three days and had only a smidgen of sleep in twenty-four hours, would he be the soldier who would pull his weight or let someone else carry the can?

And yet, Roberts-Smith wasn’t surprised when, in 2003, he was told he’d made it.

Put simply, he’d earned it. His new military home, at Campbell Barracks in Perth, was regarded as a place for the exceptional, a fact that observers in the SAS felt appealed greatly to Roberts-Smith. His new comrades were quick to perceive in the recruit an arrogance not evident in other junior soldiers. It was as if joining the nation’s most lionised military regiment wasn’t so much a challenge overcome but an overdue restoration to his rightful place. They detected his simmering resentment towards life forces that had previously conspired to deny him his rightful place among the rarefied few. Finally, the military had worked out what he had always known.

Ben Roberts-Smith was special.

Those wary of the cocky corporal figured it didn’t help that Roberts-Smith was assigned to the water troop. The men of the SAS specialised as either water operators, who gained expertise in amphibious missions; free-fallers, who would attack from the sky; or the vehicle-mounted troop. The ‘wateries’ were renowned for being the most self-assured and aggressive men in the regiment.

Some of these same observers glimpsed something Roberts-Smith couldn’t or didn’t want to see. It was the shadow of the high school student who never quite fitted in but didn’t know why, an unspoken animus he seemed to harbour towards his early failures and unrealised potential.

Despite his best efforts, Roberts-Smith remained a divisive figure within the regiment and, outside of a small clique of mates, was increasingly considered a bully with a brittle ego, a big man somehow inflicted with ‘little man syndrome’. He was one of the lads, downing beers and comparing tattoos at the boozer, but adopted his private school airs in the company of senior officers. It seemed that the real Roberts-Smith was always just out of sight. Few really knew what he stood for, beyond his own advancement. His most notable deployments to Afghanistan, those in which he’d won his major decorations, had, among many of his comrades, evoked eye rolling rather than back slapping.

Some soldiers spoke openly about the claim that his role in the 2006 battle with the Taliban for which Roberts-Smith had won his Medal for Gallantry had been aggrandised or exaggerated. Members of Roberts-Smith’s own patrol team there that day confided in other soldiers that they were deeply uncomfortable about how he had conducted himself, not just on the mission but in the weeks afterwards, when the bully of old had resurfaced. The smallest member of Roberts-Smith’s patrol team had seemed on the verge of tears when recounting how Roberts-Smith had threatened to shoot him in the back of his head after the pair had fallen out.

After Roberts-Smith had been awarded his Victoria Cross, but before his name had been publicly released, an article in the Sydney Morning Herald reported on concerns that the unnamed war hero was in fact a controversial figure in the regiment. Some argued that jealousy fuelled the negative chatter, however, the SAS’s other recent Victoria Cross recipient, Mark Donaldson, had attracted none of the same ire.

All this was the backdrop to Roberts-Smith’s polished Buckingham Palace performance. Given his name was now public, the meeting with Her Majesty would begin to shape the outside view of Ben Roberts-Smith. Any rumours that there was a more complicated story than that of the tall, gracious hero, beloved by his comrades and who had charmed the Queen, were yet to spread beyond the soldiers who had been there during battle.

But it wasn’t just the bullying allegations that were swirling. There were secrets Roberts-Smith was keeping that even Emma wasn’t privy to. One comment he’d sometimes make would cause her to wonder aloud to friends about what her husband wasn’t telling her.

‘You know I’m going to be famous,’ he had told her. ‘Or if not famous, I’m going to be infamous.’




CHAPTER 4

PREMEDITATION

Lancelin Training Facility, March 2012

‘What’s the John Dory?’ The troop sergeant with a fondness for rhyming slang climbed to the top of a shipping container to query a mate about the training scenario about to play out below. Sergeant Boyd Keary was told it was a prisoner-handling exercise. ‘Good as gold,’ he said as he took up his position.

Eleven years into the Afghanistan conflict, mission rehearsal training could often seem as arduous as the mission itself. For five months a squadron would practise: live fire, helicopter insertion, dog-handling, detention management, drill after drill, at the massive Cultana complex in South Australia, set up as a mini-Afghanistan, and at Lancelin, the heavy weapons facility north of Perth.

For Australia and the coalition partners ensnared in the war in Afghanistan, detention management had become a hot-button issue. Rough handling of anyone detained and locking up Afghans for no proven reason was hardly the way to win hearts and minds, and procedures were now in place to ensure humane treatment and collection of evidence to decide if a prisoner was an innocent farmer or a committed Taliban warrior.

Those procedures were meant to be practised on days such as this.

A few metres below Keary, Corporal Ben Roberts-Smith was bedding in his new hand-picked patrol team, the soldiers who would accompany him to Afghanistan on rotation number 18. Keary had completed SAS selection in 2001, two years ahead of Ben Roberts-Smith, but the pair were far from close.

To anyone who would ask, Roberts-Smith said that Keary, who was about to chalk up his eleventh deployment to Afghanistan, was jealous of his success. The young corporal despised the older soldier’s quiet confidence and self-resolve. Keary had never wanted to be popular, caring more for soldiering than socialising, a focus that many blokes on the base respected him for.

In contrast, Roberts-Smith appeared eager to be admired, which made some of his fellow soldiers wary. Keary had Roberts-Smith pegged as a vicious bully after he’d joined Keary’s sabre squadron in 2010 and they’d deployed to Afghanistan together. Before that, he’d heard the whispers that Roberts-Smith threatened smaller soldiers and was a big-noting and blustering presence. But they were only rumours until Keary saw the way he used his size and strength on a mission in the Deh Rafshan area of Oruzgan.

There, Keary and an SAS colleague had been trying to handcuff an unarmed Afghan in a compound when Roberts-Smith unexpectedly strode in. The Afghan wasn’t threatening Keary or his comrade. Rather, the man was in the foetal position, terrified and whimpering. Keary was giving the Afghan a moment to calm down, when Roberts-Smith launched into him, punching the Afghan three or four times in the side of the head with fists covered in Kevlar gloves. He’d then kneed the man twice in the guts.

A stunned Keary had barked at Roberts-Smith: ‘Woah, woah, woah, what are you doing? We’re looking after this. Get out of here.’

The Afghan’s face began to swell and turn purple. Keary watched Roberts-Smith leave without uttering a word.

His respect for Roberts-Smith plummeted after this incident, but it was his lack of care and attention to the junior soldiers in his patrol team that had begun occupying Keary’s thoughts in early 2012. Rotation 18 was to be Roberts-Smith’s first tour as a patrol commander, and members of his patrol team were new to the regiment; one had no Afghanistan experience.

In Keary’s mind, Roberts-Smith should have been training his soldiers, but instead he was attending to his Victoria Cross duties. His patrol team were often training without the man who would lead them on the ground. This wasn’t how things should be done.

Keary had heard enough disquiet about the 2006 Medal for Gallantry action from others in the SAS to harbour serious doubts about the war stories built around Ben Roberts-Smith.

Both men had fought at the famous battle of Tizak in 2010, the fight that had seen the Victoria Cross bestowed on Roberts-Smith. Both Keary and Roberts-Smith fought bravely, at close quarters. Both had killed their enemy. The fact that Roberts-Smith and his team came away with the medals would later be seen by some as a root cause of envy that in turn fuelled untrue stories about Roberts-Smith. Others would say there was no jealousy, only anger at a false narrative surrounding an undeserving hero.

But, in the lead-up to rotation 18, for now at least, differences between the pair were at simmer rather than boiling point. Keary and Roberts-Smith were still getting on, if only just.

The year before, Keary had joined Roberts-Smith on a speaking tour to different military facilities to recount the Tizak battle to groups of soldiers.

Roberts-Smith had asked Keary to accompany him, and he’d done so begrudgingly, recognising that if they were to again fight together, they would need to put up with each other. So on this day at the Lancelin training facility, Keary was not expecting drama. But then, from his elevated vantage point on the shipping container, his attention was suddenly drawn to a command issued by Roberts-Smith.

‘Fucking kill him,’ he heard Roberts-Smith order.

Keary, alarmed, looked towards Roberts-Smith’s patrol team.

They were assembled in a courtyard designed to replicate a typical Afghan compound. An SAS soldier, role-playing as a prisoner, was on his knees facing a wall. Roberts-Smith and several of his subordinates stood in a semi-circle around him, armed with M4 assault rifles.

The order to kill the pretend prisoner was directed towards the most junior soldier in Roberts-Smith’s patrol team and it was momentarily stunning, not just to Keary but also to the rookie. Keary saw the soldier hesitate, confused. The manacled SAS soldier playing the ‘prisoner’ twitched.

‘Shoot him,’ Roberts-Smith repeated.

Perplexed, but beginning to catch on, the young trooper pretended to carry out the order.

‘Bang, bang,’ he said.

Even from a distance, Keary sensed the fake prisoner’s relief as Roberts-Smith placed his hand on the rookie soldier’s shoulder.

‘Are you good with that? Because that’s how it’s going to be when we get over there,’ Roberts-Smith told the young trooper.

To no one in particular, Sergeant Keary fumed.

‘Geez, he’s a fucking idiot.’

After climbing down from the container, Keary went looking for Corporal Ben Roberts-Smith VC, MG. As Troop Sergeant, he had oversight of the patrol commanders. Keary was not one to stand in awe of the uber alphas in Roberts-Smith’s water troop.

At a nearby carpark, he caught up with Roberts-Smith. ‘Hey, RS, you got a second?’ Roberts-Smith appeared annoyed to be stopped. They came face to face.

‘What was that shit all about?’

‘What shit?’

‘You know what shit I’m talking about. Pull your head in. Grow up and wake up to yourself.’

Roberts-Smith turned and walked towards his car.

As he did, Keary heard him mutter something under his breath.

The only words he caught were: ‘fucking war’.




CHAPTER 5

A WOLF IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING

Village of Darwan, Southern Afghanistan, September 2012

Even before the mission on 11 September 2012 had begun, the soldiers of the SAS appeared more animated than usual. There was a palpable intensity, a human-generated electricity, in the air. The men in Boyd Keary’s patrol team felt it; so did some of those in Ben Roberts-Smith’s four-man team.

They were hunting a killer, but not just any killer. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. A fortnight earlier, an Afghan partner force soldier who was meant to be willing to die alongside his Western allies, had turned his weapon onto Australian soldiers as they played cards at patrol base Wahib, north of Tarin Kowt.

The base was ringed by barbed wire and sandbagged concrete walls, designed to make it one of the few places a coalition soldier could drop their guard within the badlands of the country’s south. The enemy, however, was lurking within.

Sergeant Hekmatullah was a Taliban operative in disguise, the ultimate symbol of the problem facing Australian soldiers, be they SAS or regular army. In Afghanistan, differentiating between friend and foe, farmer and jihadi, was often impossible. After eating, training, fighting and shitting alongside his Australian compatriots, Hekmatullah drew his M16 and fired more than thirty rounds from close range at Australian troops, killing three of them: Lance Corporal Stjepan Milosevic, forty; Sapper James Martin, twenty-one; and Private Robert Poate, twenty-three.

Hekmatullah had then escaped the base and rendezvoused with the Taliban, who spirited him into the Afghan wilderness. He was now Australia’s enemy number one.

Yet, in the days after he fled, Hekmatullah had remained beyond the reach of the eavesdropping satellites and drones the Australian military had mustered to help find their quarry. Pressure on the Australian Defence Force was building.

In Canberra, the sombre-faced Australian Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, and the Chief of the Defence Force, David Hurley, had vowed justice would be done.

The SAS soldiers needed no inspiration from political or military top brass. Hekmatullah’s blood-soaked betrayal was motivation enough.

***

Mohammed Hanifa Fatih was on his knees praying softly when he heard a deep vibrating noise in the air growing louder and louder. Looking up, he spotted military helicopters heading towards his village.

The sight spelled trouble. He had begun his morning in the village of Darwan with no more apprehension than the day before. The almond trees and corn crops were well watered and healthy, and his uncle, Ali Jan, had arrived the previous evening from his home in the nearby village of Baag and spent the night at the home of the local mill owner. Hanifa planned to accompany Ali to the mountains with donkeys to gather firewood after morning prayers.

Like Hanifa, Ali was lean and deeply tanned from a life spent in the elements. Both men were fathers who eked out a meagre existence from farming and foraging, and who regarded the Taliban as suspiciously as Western soldiers. For Afghanistan’s dirt-poor farmers, nothing good had ever come of men with guns.

Hanifa quickly rolled up his prayer mat and, as three of the helicopters landed nearby and men in fatigues with guns spilled out, he watched his neighbours gathering nervously. They all knew a wrong move during a raid could mean death. Days before, a man had arrived in Darwan bearing pamphlets that promised a reward for information about a bearded Afghan National Army soldier with a name and face Hanifa didn’t recognise: Hekmatullah. Perhaps it was him the choppers were looking for?

Before Hanifa made his own move, Ali appeared, leading a donkey draped with a rug of deep red, with another donkey a few feet ahead of him.

‘Quick … let’s head to the mountains now,’ Hanifa said to his uncle, believing the soldiers would ignore a pair of nomads. Hanifa, Ali and the two donkeys had travelled about 100 metres when a bullet struck the ground near them. Hanifa froze.

‘We must go back.’

The pair turned the donkeys around and, somewhere between a walk and a run, headed towards a guesthouse Hanifa shared with a neighbour, Man Gul. It was one of several mud-and-wood structures comprising the furthest compound on a ridge on which sat a series of other homes and which overlooked a dry creek bed. To move too fast would invite suspicion, but to walk too slowly, more bullets.

As he drew close to the guesthouse, Hanifa yelled at his daughters to help tie up the donkeys. He and Ali were then joined by Man Gul and the trio sat together on a colourful, faded carpet, hands clasped around small, steaming cups. As the heat of the tea warmed Hanifa’s skin, he willed time to pass and for the foreign men with guns to disappear.

As Hanifa waited nervously, so too did the second-in-command of the patrol team led by Ben Roberts-Smith on the other side of the village. Despite being his deputy, Jason Andrews was older than Roberts-Smith, having been in the army for more than two decades. Andrews had joined the SAS several years after his younger colleague and deployed to Afghanistan for the first time in 2009, three years after Roberts-Smith’s first Afghan trip.

Andrews was quieter and more considered than his patrol commander, more naturally inclined to follow rather than lead. He was also kinder, quicker to laugh and more popular. As a result, he was often torn between loyalty to Roberts-Smith and his own desire to cultivate quiet friendships with those in the SAS he knew disliked and distrusted the war hero.

Andrews’ connection with Roberts-Smith extended well beyond his role as his patrol team second-in-command in 2012, or the fact the pair had almost died together in the famous battle of Tizak two years earlier. Andrews had received a Medal for Gallantry for his actions that day, a decoration not as prestigious as Roberts-Smith’s Victoria Cross but significant nevertheless. The pair’s bond was a brotherhood forged not just through their shared valour and war experience, but also with secrets and shame.

As Andrews waited that day in Darwan, surveying the Helmand River and the rocky embankment on the other side, more than three years had passed since the SAS mission on Easter Sunday 2009.

Andrews knew what had really gone down that day, when the Afghan with a prosthetic leg had been machine-gunned near compound Whiskey 108. Andrews didn’t just know it. It was burned into his brain.

Now, on the banks of the Helmand forty-two months and many missions later, Andrews was waiting for Roberts-Smith to reappear. Each passing second was longer than the one before. Minutes earlier, Roberts-Smith had waded across the river, emerging soaking wet as he chased down a ‘squirter’, a suspected insurgent who had raced away from the Australian soldiers and hidden behind some large rocks.

Roberts-Smith had disappeared too. He had no other soldiers to back him up, having ventured across the Helmand alone, a decision some of the soldiers watching believed foolhardy, but others thought brave. The bolter could have been Hekmatullah, and Roberts-Smith obviously thought it a risk worth taking.

As he re-emerged from the boulders, Roberts-Smith lifted up a limp body for his deputy to photograph from his vantage point on the opposite bank. No one witnessed the exact circumstances of the Afghan’s death except Roberts-Smith, but Andrews noted the man was armed with an AK-47 and a radio, the hallmarks of a Taliban fighter. Under the rules of engagement, soldiers were allowed to use lethal force against Afghans who posed a serious risk to Australian lives. In certain circumstances, a man with a radio alone could be lawfully engaged due to the risk he could communicate with insurgents and call in an attack. Because of what the bolter carried, he was a legitimate kill. But he wasn’t Hekmatullah.

The SAS’s target was still a ghost. As a wet Roberts-Smith, Andrews and their two subordinate patrol team members moved westward along a ridge dotted with compounds and which overlooked a dry creek bed, Boyd Keary’s patrol team was corralling scowling, handcuffed Afghans. Since landing in Darwan that morning, the SAS had swept through most of the village, arresting several dozen men. As each man was briefly examined, disappointment grew. Hekmatullah was nowhere to be found.

Andrews and Roberts-Smith’s destination was one of the few areas not yet searched: a compound cluster on the end of the ridge. The pair’s patrol team headed towards it, along with a translator and dog handler.

As his team drew nearer, Andrews thought little about the Afghans they found waiting. He simply clocked some bearded men, including an Afghan near a donkey draped in a red blanket. Their presence was unremarkable, a few more village men to be detained and grilled.

Hanifa’s reaction was different. He was scared. He called his daughters over, hoping the foreigners might go easier on them if children were nearby. To Hanifa, Andrews could not be differentiated from the other fearsome-looking fighters in identical uniforms. But one of the soldiers stood out.

Hanifa’s gaze locked on a huge man who moved with aggression and purpose. Within seconds, Hanifa felt a hand grab his neck and push his head into a mud wall. As pain shot through him, a military dog lunged at his daughter. She raced towards her father, and Hanifa shielded her with his body, protecting her from the men with paint-smeared faces and their snarling animal.

Ali Jan was also surrounded, his jacket and turban ripped off, his hands bound behind his back. Hanifa felt plastic cuffs gripping his wrists as he was pushed towards a nearby compound wall and lined up next to Ali and Man Gul, who was also handcuffed.

Andrews stood a few feet away. As second-in-charge of the patrol team, his focus wasn’t on the detainees but on detecting any threat in the area surrounding the compound. He scanned but saw nothing.

It was becoming clear that if Hekmatullah had been in Darwan, and that was by no means certain, he was long gone. This didn’t stop Roberts-Smith from trying to extract a fresh lead. As patrol commander, his responsibility was on the new detainees. Hanifa watched the giant soldier, wet and covered in river sand, as he barked questions in a foreign language, his anger palpable. Alongside the soldier was his interpreter, a wild-eyed young Afghan with a scrappy mullet haircut, an American accent and dressed in the same Australian military fatigues worn by
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