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        In Modeen: Rules of Engagement, Modeen and team find themselves defending honour and truth after being subpoenaed to provide statements to a military inquiry into allegations of war crimes. Did Ben and his Special Forces squad blatantly breach the ADF’s Rules of Engagement while on deployment, or is something more sinister afoot?

      

        

      
        In Modeen: Flashpoint, following the sinking of an LNG tanker in the Philippine Sea north of Papua New Guinea, Australia’s LNG plants are identified as being at risk. Modeen and team are deployed on site to gather intel, identify the saboteurs, determine what - or who - is their next target, and discover just how far they will go….

      

      

      

      
        
        In Modeen: Strikeforce, two US A10 Hogs and a British Apache helicopter are shot down in Afghanistan during a bold Taliban raid, and the pilots captured. With the Brits particularly anxious to re-acquire their pilots alive, an impressive strikeforce of British SAS and US Night Stalkers is deployed to rescue the captives.

      

        

      
        An impressive force indeed, but will it be enough?
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        Honour and truth are worth defending…

      

        

      
        Modeen and other members of her old squad find themselves subpoenaed to provide statements to a military inquiry into allegations of war crimes. After details of those allegations are leaked, JustFacts Media trains its sights on the ‘tallest poppy’, Victoria Cross recipient Ben Logan.

        Did Ben and his Special Forces squad blatantly breach the ADF’s Rules of Engagement while on deployment?

        Could this be simply a witch-hunt by the media, orchestrated to discredit the Australian war hero?

        Or is something more sinister at work?
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      The clock was ticking. There was little time to collect intel and assess and clear targets, especially in an apartment complex full of operatives and civilians.

      Jo Modeen stood savouring the surge of adrenalin – realised how much she’d missed it – and eyed the two-storey building in front of her. Stepping up to the entrance, she removed her MP5’s mag and cleared the chamber, before unclipping the rifle from the lanyard around her neck and dropping it to the floor. While a good choice for close-quarters combat against multiple targets, in a confined situation like this the assault weapon would be more of a hindrance.

      ‘Walt’, on the other hand, was the perfect weapon. From beneath her vest she pulled the Walther P10C pistol fitted with a suppressor and custom clip containing an extra fifteen rounds. Pulling back and releasing the slide, she clicked off the safety and held the pistol in front of her as she stepped through the doorway. She kept her footfalls light and checked left to right as she made for the office.

      The door was ajar.

      She kept to the side as she pushed it open. A quick scan revealed the room was empty, as were the filing cabinet and wall safe. Papers and broken furniture were strewn across the desk and floor.

      Ransacked.

      Whatever had happened here, was over.

      She made her way silently along the corridor to the first apartment doorway and tried the handle.

      It turned easily.

      Sliding to the other side of the doorjamb, she pushed the door open and then entered the apartment on a forty-five.

      A bald man in shorts and a sweat-stained singlet sat in front of a TV watching the news with the volume turned down. Rolls of fat covered in grey-black tufts of hair stuck out of the singlet’s neckline and armholes, and when he turned toward her she saw his yellow-brown teeth clamped around a lit stogie.

      As she slipped past, she tapped him on the shoulder with her pistol’s silencer and snarled, ‘Get out.’ Hearing the chair squeaking as he rose, she made for the kitchen. It led into the laundry and the adjoining bathroom.

      The other apartments should be similar in layout.

      From the bathroom, another door led to the main bedroom, from which a third led back into the lounge. When she stepped back into that room, she saw the bald guy had indeed left his spot in front of the TV.

      But he hadn’t gone far.

      He stood with his back to her, staring into the kitchen, clearly not expecting her to come back through the bedroom.

      Glimpsing the Glock 19 in his hand she called, ‘Hey!’ and when he spun around, gun raised, she shot him in the head. The pistol slipped from his hand to clatter to the floor. As he slumped beside it, she moved on to the adjacent apartment across the hall.

      Empty.

      No occupants, just standard furniture in the bedroom, kitchen and bathroom.

      She finished her sweep. No intel, nothing of interest.

      Clear.

      The next apartment’s door was locked. It wasn’t a deadlock, just a standard handle with a key lock. She stepped back and then lunged forward, using her foot like a battering ram to stomp the door open. Flattening herself against the outer wall, she risked a turkey peek around the doorjamb and saw a woman standing at an ironing board, hands pressed against her mouth, staring at the doorway with wide, shocked eyes.

      Modeen once more entered on a forty-five, indicating with quick jerks of her pistol’s muzzle for the occupant to get out. She watched the woman give a frightened gasp and rush to the door and out into the corridor. As the sound of running footsteps retreated into the distance, Modeen made her way to the kitchen, after first standing the hot iron upright and switching it off at the wall.

      The kitchen was clear so she went through to the laundry. She glimpsed a strip of light at the base of the bedroom door and saw a shadow flick across it. Padding back into the lounge, she burst into the bedroom from the opposite side, pistol raised. Her eyes caught movement and she dropped to the floor, firing at the armed operative before he could get off a round. As he fell to the carpet, she checked the room and then moved on.

      The last door on the ground floor was also locked. She kicked it in and was about to enter when a woman came screaming down the nearby internal stairs, evening gown rustling as she negotiated the steps in towering high heels, the overhead lights glinting off the pearls at her throat and dangling from her ears. Modeen kept Walt trained on the woman as she passed, before turning to the apartment again.

      Then the commotion behind her stopped.

      Spinning around, she dropped to one knee and unleashed another round. The smartly dressed woman didn’t have time to clear the handgun from her evening purse before she crumpled to the floor in a cloud of crimson taffeta and tulle.

      Modeen lowered her pistol, rose, and entered the apartment.

      It was empty and stripped bare.

      Clear.

      She headed to the internal stairwell and began the climb to the top floor, keeping her back to the wall and her gaze moving the whole time, checking up and down. When she noticed a dislodged corner on one of the risers toward the top of the flight of stairs, she leaped lightly over it and onto the landing. Pausing there, she kept tight against the wall just before the corridor and took a small circular mirror from her vest. Using the mirror to look down the hallway, she saw a guard stationed outside the only door on that floor.

      The man’s suit bulged over a broad chest against which he held an MP5, the barrel pointing away from her. While she watched, he stopped chewing to open his mouth in a wide yawn. When he rubbed a hand over his eyes and down to his darkly stubbled chin, she could see the ripple of well-developed muscles beneath the sleeve of his suit coat.

      This is no fur-backed lounge lizard. Though if he’s drowsy his reaction time will be slower. And he’ll have to swing the rifle around to get a shot off….

      Kicking off the wall, she sprang into the corridor and raced toward him, leading with Walt. His head snapped sideways, eyes widening as she advanced on him. Seeing the barrel of his MP5 swing toward her, she squeezed off a round. The guard fell against the wall, which gave an ominous crack under his weight, and then he sagged to the floor.

      Stepping over his inert, bear-like body, she turned the door handle and pushed it open but didn’t enter, instead pressing her back against the outer wall.

      She waited.

      When a waist-high Glock inched its way out into the corridor, Modeen grabbed the wrist of the man holding it and yanked him from the room. Spinning into his arm, she threw him over her shoulder into the middle of the corridor. Still gripping his pistol hand she pointed Walt at his head, and when he continued to struggle, she squeezed the trigger.

      Hearing advancing footsteps, she rolled away to flatten against the wall again. Two similarly dressed men sprang into the corridor and propped, eyeing their prone comrades. As though sensing another presence they whipped around. Before they could engage, Modeen let loose another two rounds. Both fell, one of them across the apartment’s doorway. She dragged him out of the way and risked another turkey peek inside.

      One large room. No kitchen, laundry, bathroom or partitions at all, just a desk at the far end with a painting of Elvis on the wall behind it.

      Modeen approached the desk, once more checking left, right, behind and in front.

      There was nothing on or in the desk.

      She glanced around the room. The Elvis painting, hung at head height, was the only other item in it. After once more checking her surroundings, she leaned closer to run her eyes around the painting’s frame.

      There.

      A pressure switch.

      She instinctively felt around her pockets, despite being aware she hadn’t prepared for this particular contingency, and then checked the desk drawers again. They offered nothing she could use to tape over the switch.

      Leaning back against the desk, she pondered her options and then a thought occurred to her. Hurrying out to the bodies lying in the corridor, she went straight to where the bear-like guard lay with his legs splayed out and his upper body slumped against the wall.

      She squatted beside him and checked his mouth.

      Bingo.

      He had been chewing gum.

      After digging the still-warm, saliva-coated glob from his mouth, she hurried back into the room, flattening the gum in her fingers as she went.

      Once in front of the painting again, she put a steadying hand on the frame. Removing the knife from her calf scabbard, she slipped the blade between the frame and the pressure switch to keep it from triggering. With her free hand she lifted the picture off the wall, placed it carefully on the desk behind her, and then applied the gum to the switch as she slowly removed the blade.

      All good.

      Turning, she lifted the painting and flipped it over.

      A yellow envelope was taped to the backing.

      She peered at it and then felt around it with her fingertips. The envelope was good quality, its paper thick and strong. It didn’t give much away….

      After carefully removing the envelope, she held it in one hand, feeling its weight, before tucking it into the side pocket of her cargo pants. She glanced at her watch, thought for a moment, and then hurried to the window. On the ground below, an elderly man holding a clipboard and stopwatch stood in front of the one-storey building adjacent.

      Seeing the double-insulated power cable running from the roof of the apartment complex down to the adjacent building at an acute angle gave Modeen an idea. Slipping the MP5 lanyard from around her neck, she opened the window and sat on the ledge. After passing the lanyard around the cable, she used it as a flying fox and slid to the ground.

      She dropped lightly to the pavement near the man and sauntered up to him. Saying, ‘Tag, you’re it,’ she slipped the envelope onto his clipboard.

      The man clicked the stopwatch and glanced at her over his thick-rimmed glasses. ‘Quick, creative, accurate. All head shots, no wasted ammo, no civilian casualties, and you avoided the trip wire under the stairs. Smooth as ever, Jo.’ He gave an amused grunt. ‘And stoppin’ to switch off the iron … nice touch.’

      Modeen’s lips twitched. ‘Wouldn’t want innocent civilians to burn in their beds.’ She removed the laser tags from her combat helmet and vest and handed them to him.

      ‘Ta.’ His eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘There I was thinkin’ I wouldn’t see you again, now you’re a married woman ’n all.’

      ‘Married, Jeff, not dead.’ She laughed and leaned forward to drop a kiss on his wrinkled cheek. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t want to forego the pleasure of seeing you again.’

      He gave a pleased huff. ‘Pleasure’s all mine.’ Flicking through some pages on the clipboard, he said thoughtfully, ‘I see NatSec’s once more footin’ the bill for this. You still with them, or freelancin’?’

      Modeen tipped her head to the side. ‘Let’s just say … I have friends who want me to keep my skills current. And I’m okay with that.’
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      Troy Wolverton stood in the arrivals area of Gladstone Airport, arms crossed over his broad chest, his expression unreadable as he stared out at the tarmac. As usual, he was easy to spot amid the milling crowd, who tended to give the big, tough-looking bloke a wide birth. A few kept glancing at him as though expecting him to suddenly erupt, only to see his rugged face split into a broad smile when a tall, good-looking blonde carrying an overnight bag strode through the arrivals gate.

      Feeling fresh after the short, one hour fight north from Brisbane, Modeen skipped up to him and was wrapped in a bear-like hug and lifted easily off the ground. Still grinning, he set her back down and they headed toward the terminal doors, one brawny arm holding her close by his side.

      Bending his head he drawled, ‘We’ll grab a coffee on the way, for the trip home.’

      She smiled and nodded, glad their final destination was only a little over an hour south by road. It would be good to get home to their small acreage at Agnes Water. Quiet and private, it was the perfect place to drop off the radar and wind-down….
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      Modeen’s radar twitched.

      Something was amiss. Wolf was stomping up the stairs as though about to go into battle. She grew still, lowered her cup, and waited.

      Bursting into the room with a growled, ‘You won’t believe this crap!’ he dropped the newspaper on the table in front of her and stabbed the front page with a finger. ‘Check out the headline.’

      
        
        War hero and Victoria Cross recipient Ben Logan to face military enquiry into alleged war crimes.

      

      

      Her lips tightened. She shook her head and picked up her phone. Taking it off flight mode she waited as it pinged with incoming messages. Sifting through the list, she tapped the screen, scanned a message, and murmured, ‘We’ve been summoned by the ADF to give statements to the enquiry.’

      ‘Well that’s just great.’ Wolf scowled. ‘When?’

      ‘Monday fortnight.’

      He shook his head and pointed at the paper again. ‘You might want to check out page three. JustFacts Media is also spreading bullshit about Ben’s private life. Something about him having an affair.’

      ‘What?’

      Seeing her appalled expression, he put a large, warm hand on her shoulder. ‘You know the media, they’ll say or do anything to sensationalise a story. Ben’d know that too.’

      Modeen turned to the article. After a quick scan, she chewed her lip and said thoughtfully, ‘Still, all this must be tough on his family.’
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      The Kawasaki GTR 1400 purred as it cruised along the Cahill expressway, over the Sydney harbour bridge, and into the heart of the central business district. Being o-eight forty-five on a Monday morning, the city buzzed with peak-hour bustle. The big bike wove effortlessly through the heavy traffic as Modeen turned right onto the Bridge Street exit and then leaned the bike sharply left into Philips Street. She pulled up in front of the Supreme Court Building in Queens Square. With the motor still running, she pivoted her body and stepped off the bike, balancing on one leg as her passenger slid forward to take the controls. After removing her helmet, Modeen raked fingers through her short-cropped, platinum-blonde hair and then bent to unlock one of the panniers.

      Wolf watched her secure her helmet inside. ‘Pick you up here at fifteen hundred.’

      ‘If I get out earlier, I’ll give you a call.’ Straightening, she grabbed the lapel of his leather jacket and pulled him in to plant a kiss on the front of his helmet.

      When she drew back, he kicked the bike into gear. Through the clear visor she could see his dark eyes smiling at her as he dipped his head and pulled away from the kerb.

      Still grinning, she watched him roar off to merge with the traffic, and then turned to make her way across the footpath to the courthouse. After climbing the stairs, she passed through a metal detector and security on the ground floor and then took the elevator to level thirteen. There, she was met by a man in dress uniform, who extended a hand in greeting.

      ‘Major General Wesley Rogers.’ He had a stately bearing and looked to be in his early sixties.

      ‘Josephine Modeen.’

      Rogers’ handshake was firm and dry. ‘Thank you for being punctual.’ Something about the way he spoke, his wire-rimmed glasses and pale, smooth hands, suggested an administrative rather than field or combat-based military career.

      Modeen eyed his uniform insignia. The crown with crossed sword and baton above the word Australia confirmed his rank, and she quelled the impulse to stand to attention. While a salute was mandatory under military protocol, she was no longer in the armed forces, so a handshake was appropriate in the circumstances. In the short bar of ribbons on his chest she recognised two as having something to do with the Order of Australia, while another signified an Australian Defence medal, awarded to all military personnel after four years of service, whether they’d seen active duty or not. The last ribbon, of navy stripes on gold, was one she hadn’t seen before. She committed it to memory, intending to look it up later.

      As she was taking him in, Rogers did the same, curious to see what the first female to have been accepted into the elite SASR might be like. Having pictured a woman covered in tattoos, chewing gum, and projecting a more masculine persona than some of her male counterparts, he was taken aback by Modeen’s appearance. For one thing, the photo in his dossier didn’t do her justice. This woman was stunning, with a composed, self-confident manner and intelligent air. The same height as him, she looked fit, dressed in a black, slim-fitting leather jacket over a white T-shirt and blue jeans. The slender hand shaking his had a firm grip.

      He dipped his head at her. ‘This way,’ and led her into a small, vacant courtroom. While it had obviously been recently renovated, the room had retained its historic wood features while being fitted with state-of-the-art audio-visual equipment and recording devices.

      When Rogers bowed to the coat of arms on the wall at the head of the chamber, Modeen followed suit. Seeing him indicate a seat at the court recorder’s table below the Magistrate’s bench, she removed her jacket and hung it over the back of the chair. He waited for her to be seated before settling himself in a chair opposite.

      With a tug to straighten his jacket, he said crisply, ‘Thank you for making yourself available for this interview. You are Josephine Dakota Modeen, previously lance corporal in the SASR serving under Corporal Ben Logan, is that correct?’

      ‘Yes, that is correct.’ Modeen leaned back in her chair and eyed him levelly.

      ‘Incidents that occurred while your Special Forces unit was operationally deployed in Afghanistan, during the period two thousand and six to two thousand and twelve, are the focus of these investigations. I am at liberty to advise that you are not here because you are personally under investigation, only that you are required to provide a statement regarding your unit’s activities during that time.’

      ‘I understand.’ Modeen leaned forward in her chair and stared hard at him. ‘And I’m sure you’ll understand where I’m coming from when I tell you I consider this to be a witch-hunt.’

      His eyes widened and the light glinted off the lenses of his glasses as he stared back at her.

      ‘I’ve seen the news,’ she went on. ‘JustFacts Media is scoping for a “scoop”, and in true tall-poppy-syndrome style, they’ve decided to focus their BS on a national hero like Victoria Cross recipient Ben Logan.’

      ‘Well, I—’

      She went on as though he hadn’t spoken. ‘We were soldiers, trained, armed and deployed by the Australian Defence Force. They gave us orders and expected us to follow them to the letter. If we hadn’t, we would’ve had to face a military tribunal, and rightly so. What I don’t understand is how loyal soldiers like Ben Logan can be put on trial for following those orders.’ She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘I also don’t understand how the media got wind of these supposedly confidential – and unproven – allegations. Were they intentionally leaked? And who made the allegations in the first place?’

      ‘Josephine, th—’

      ‘Jo. Only my parents call me Josephine.’

      ‘Jo … right.’ Rogers cleared his throat. ‘The question of who made the allegations and how they were leaked – if that is indeed what happened – is outside the scope of this meeting. I’m only here to get your version of events, not to speculate on or discuss the details of the allegations. That said, the results of this enquiry will be outlined in a final investigation report, which may or may not be released to the public in full or part thereof.’

      He adjusted his glasses, and when she said nothing further, rubbed his hands together. ‘Now, shall we get started?’ At her nod, he reached for the nearby console and pressed the RECORD button. After checking the paperwork in front of him, he once more cleared his throat to announce, ‘This is a voice recorded statement by Josephine Dakota Modeen, previously lance corporal with the SASR. This interview is being conducted by inquiry officer Major General Wesley Rogers in courtroom three on level thirteen of the Supreme Court building, one-eighty-four Philips Street, Sydney, New South Wales. The time now is o-nine-fifteen, on the eighth of August, two thousand and sixteen.’

      He took a breath and continued. ‘My name is Wesley Rogers. I am now showing the interviewee my ADF ID.’ He held out the card dangling at the end of the dark blue lanyard around his neck. ‘I have been appointed as inquiry officer by the Chief of the Defence Force, Chief Lieutenant General Angus Champion, under Section Seventy-A of the Defence Inquiry Regulations, nineteen eighty-five. This inquiry is being undertaken on behalf of the Inspector General of the Australian Defence Force.’

      He addressed Modeen directly. ‘As you were a member of the Defence Force at the time of the incidents under investigation, Ms Modeen, I must inform you that under Section Seventy-four of that regulation, it is an offence for you to refuse to answer a question I ask that is relevant to this inquiry. I must also advise you that under Section Eighty-eight of the Defence Act 1903, it is an offence to provide false or misleading evidence, and that the voice recording and/or transcript of this interview may be used in legal proceedings should this matter go before a court of law. Do you understand what I have just told you?

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘State your full name please?’

      ‘Josephine Dakota Modeen.’

      ‘Are you known by any other names?’

      ‘I’m also called Jo, JD, or Modeen. I’m now married but have kept my maiden name.’

      Rogers rifled through his paperwork. ‘Troy Wolverton is your husband?’

      ‘That’s correct. I believe you will be taking a statement from him tomorrow.’

      Silence fell as Rogers sat chewing his bottom lip. Finally, he said curtly, ‘You are not to share your version of events with your husband, or any other members of your unit for that matter. Collaboration of any kind is unacceptable.’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘Good.’ He gave a sharp nod. ‘Now, while you were on deployment in the Uruzgan province, Afghanistan, were you aware of any unlawful killings that occurred during that time?’

      She frowned at him. ‘You’re kidding, right? “Unlawful killings” were happening all around us! Al-Qaeda, Taliban and the latest Jihadist group, ISIS, are all guilty of them. Some Australian and Allied troops were even burned alive, beheaded, and their bodies dragged through the streets.’

      Rogers gave a frustrated sigh and waved at her to stop. ‘Let me re-phrase the question. While you were on deployment in the Uruzgan province, Afghanistan, were you aware of any unlawful killings or mistreatment of Afghan nationals, by Australian or allied military forces?’
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      ‘No. As far as I’m aware, all members of our patrol unit conducted themselves within the guidelines of the ADF’s Rules of Engagement, and in accordance with the Geneva Convention.’

      When Rogers merely grunted, Modeen said sharply, ‘What people not directly involved in the Afghanistan conflict don’t understand is that this hasn’t been a conventional war where enemies are easily identifiable by their uniforms. They don’t wear badges saying “I’m in the Taliban”, or “Al-Qaeda Forever”. They’re extremists. They hide amid the civilian population and have no reservations about strapping explosive devices to themselves or their own women and children. Nor do they give a second thought to killing innocent bystanders.’

      Rogers nodded his acknowledgement. ‘So, just to confirm, you do not recall any unlawful killings or mistreatments of Afghan nationals at the time in question.’

      She folded her arms across her chest. ‘That is correct.’

      ‘Now we’ve established that, can you tell me what happened on the twelfth of May, two thousand and seven, when your unit, under Corporal Ben Logan, engaged a small group of Afghans.’

      ‘May twelve, two thousand and seven. I won’t ever forget that date.’ She uncrossed her arms to rub her left shoulder, and stretched the neckline of her white t-shirt to the side to reveal a small scar. ‘That’s the day I got this.’

      ‘For the benefit of the recording, Ms Modeen is indicating a scar on her left shoulder from a…,’ and he raised his eyebrows at her, ‘…bullet wound.’

      At her abrupt nod, he continued. ‘Ms Modeen, could you also please state the full names and/or aliases of your unit members.’

      ‘Sure. Ben Logan, our patrol unit leader, Troy “Wolf” Wolverton, Luke “Spooky” Jackson, Eric “Gator” Crockman, and Barry “Bugs” Pritchard. And me, of course.’

      ‘Thank you. Please proceed with your account of events.’

      Modeen took a breath. ‘May twelve. We were on the way back from Mankay, in the mountains to the west of the Kabul-to-Kandahar highway. Operations Command had received intel that Taliban leaders were hiding out there. Our mission was to neutralise them, but the intel led us on a wild goose chase.

      ‘We found no hostiles, no evidence they’d even been there, so we bugged out. We kept to the higher ground and made our way back to the highway by following the ravine, which intersects it at Sheikhabad, about sixty-five clicks south of Kabul.

      ‘It was a good thirty K trek in fairly rough terrain. We decided to take a breather below the bridge on the Kabul-to-Kandahar highway, where an Australian contingent from the Reconstruction Taskforce Engineers was helping rebuild the bridge. It was mid-morning and we were about to take out our rations when Taliban fighters attacked the engineers above us, using rocket-propelled grenades and small arms fire.

      ‘Ben gave Wolf the nod – he was our sniper – and he grabbed the Barrett and scrambled up to the highest point above the ravine, taking Bugs with him as spotter. Ben, Spooky, Gator and I went straight up the side of the batter to provide assistance. We could see black smoke billowing from one of the engineers’ support vehicles.

      ‘Five out of the seven taskforce soldiers who’d taken cover under it were now running for the nearest rocky outcrop to the eastern side of the road. We laid down suppressing fire with our M14 EBR tactical rifles until the troops were behind cover.

      ‘Then we saw an insurgent armed with an RPG-7 pop up from behind a rock, a hundred and fifty metres to the left of the main group. I believe Wolf took him out, but not before he fired the weapon and the second vehicle exploded in a fireball. The taskforce soldiers were now under heavy crossfire as a third group of insurgents had taken up a flanking position to the east.

      ‘Because of his location and the terrain, Wolf wasn’t able to engage that group, so Ben ordered us to keep the main militia to the north busy while he broke cover to draw fire away from the taskforce soldiers. He sprinted across their ranks, drawing heavy fire, to take up position on a north-eastern vector. This enabled us to advance on the militia to the north. That’s where I first saw a Taliban insurgent I would come to know as Vinnie.’

      ‘Did you say Vinnie?’

      ‘Yeah. When they realised we might get the drop on them, he and three of his mates threw down their weapons and ran away, wailing, with their hands in the air as if in surrender. We let them go in accordance with the rules of engagement, but covered them until they were out of sight as a precaution. When we rendezvoused with Ben, we found he had single-handedly neutralised five of the twelve insurgents during the skirmish.’

      Rogers kept his head bent, taking notes.

      Modeen took another breath and continued. ‘After Bugs called for a Black Hawk to evacuate the injured taskforce soldiers, Spooky began tracking Vinnie and his mates. Ben figured they might lead us to a Taliban outpost and the leaders we’d been sent to neutralise. We pursued them north through Sheikhabad and on to Maidan Shahr, the capital of the mostly Pashtun Maidan Wardak Province.

      ‘At one point the tracks left the highway, then swung back again. That’s where Spooky located a freshly-laid IED. Gator was our powder monkey, so he stayed behind to disarm the device, while we continued the pursuit.

      ‘We followed the tracks to a small settlement above a dry water course on the outskirts of Maidan Shahr, and Spooky slipped down to recon the village. It was around mid-afternoon when Gator joined us. He was hobbling on a sprained ankle, said he’d lost his footing on some loose ground.

      ‘Spooky returned a short time later to report he’d identified two of the Taliban leaders on our hit list, one being master bomb-maker Mohammad Abdul Qadir. Ben didn’t want Gator’s ankle to slow us down while we engaged the insurgents, so he ordered him to take the Barrett and cover us from the ridge above the village, with Bugs as spotter.’

      ‘Why didn’t he just order Wolverton to take Crockman as his spotter? You said Wolverton was the unit’s sniper.’

      ‘Just because we had designated roles didn’t mean that was all we ever did. Each squad member stepped up as needed. Wolf’s not only an outstanding sniper, he’s also a first-rate door-kicker, and very handy when it comes to close-quarters combat. It was likely we’d be storming a building, so it made sense to have Wolf along. Besides, Gator was an above average marksman and had the necessary steady hands, being a powder monkey. He wasn’t in the same sniper class as Wolf, of course, and neither was Bugs. Don’t get me wrong, Bugs is a good shot too but an even better spotter. One of the best in the business, in fact.’

      ‘For the benefit of those listening to this recording who are unaware of a spotter’s role, could you please elaborate?’

      Modeen eyed him dubiously.

      Or for your benefit, Major General Rogers?

      She took a breath. ‘Spotting requires a particular skill set. In layman’s terms, a sniper relies on his spotter like a golfer does on his caddy, but spotters not only judge distance, wind, and other atmospheric conditions, they’re also armed with assault weapons and keep a vigil in case of close-quarter attacks. After a sniper fires, the spotter tries to follow the bullet’s vapour trail to determine where it lands. If it’s a miss, the spotter can call out corrections on the fly. All this allows a sniper to concentrate on what he does best, taking the shot and hitting the target.’

      ‘Thank you. Please continue with your account.’

      Modeen gathered her thoughts before going on. ‘As we came off the side of the ridge and had a good view of the lay of the land, Spooky indicated the target building. It had an expansive rear courtyard and was surrounded by a five-foot mud brick wall with dense foliage to provide useful cover. We made our way down and grouped behind the wall. Ben indicated for me to take position behind a derelict vehicle in the back left quadrant of the courtyard, to provide cover while he, Wolf, and Spooky stormed the building.

      ‘I moved down the wall parallel to the vehicle, climbed over the wall and took up position. On my signal, the guys jumped the wall and raced across the courtyard. Ben kicked in the back door and all three disappeared inside. After a few seconds I heard two short bursts from an AK47, and then the EBRs let loose.’

      Rogers raised a halting hand. ‘You could tell the different weapons just by the sounds? Are they that distinctive?’

      Modeen eyed the slender fingers, smooth palms and manicured nails on his raised hand.

      A career pencil-pusher….

      There was an edge to her voice when she answered, ‘When you’re getting shot at in the field, you learn the differences very quickly, especially when you need to know if it’s enemy or friendly fire. While both the Russian AK47 and the American mark fourteen Enhanced Battle Rifle use the same seven-point-six-two cartridge, the AK47s have a distinctive rat-a-tat-tat sound. M14s have a deeper and, to my ears, a more refined note.’

      ‘I see. Please continue.’

      ‘The next thing I saw was Vinnie rushing out the back holding an AK47, closely followed by five other militia. I broke cover, trained my M14 on them, and ordered them to stop and drop their weapons. Vinnie and one of the other Afghans instantly obeyed. Vinnie fell on his knees and pressed his hands together as if in prayer, begging me to let them go. But when I moved closer, he made a grab for the barrel of my rifle.’

      Rogers stopped writing, pen hovering above his notepad, to gaze at her.

      ‘In the next few seconds a lot of things happened quickly. I slammed Vinnie in the temple with the butt of the weapon. The closest Afghan to me pulled a kukri – a curved knife – from beneath his robe and came at me with it raised above his head. I held my rifle up horizontal to intercept the blow, as the other Afghans behind him raced in, yelling and waving their kukris. I brought my rifle down across the first attacker’s nose and stomped him in the chest, sending him backward into the advancing group.’

      She paused, remembering. ‘When the guy to my left picked up one of the AK47s and raised the weapon, intending to fire, I neutralised him. Then two of the other Afghans rushed me, grabbing my rifle side-on. I pushed back while letting it go, making them stumble, and pulled out the Walther PPQ I always carry in my vest. I used it to shoot the Afghan who was holding my rifle and the guy next to him, who had his Kukri raised. I then side-stepped another attack, shooting the aggressor in the temple. As he fell, I heard a crack and felt a searing pain in my right shoulder. I looked up to see the remaining insurgent had armed himself with the other AK47. As I staggered backward he advanced to finish me off. Thankfully Gator took him out before he could get to me.’

      She fingered the puckered scar thoughtfully. ‘With my shoulder out of action, I could only watch as Vinnie jumped the fence and ran off down the back lane. Inside, Ben, Wolf, and Spooky had neutralised four of the militia, but Mohammad Abdul Qadir and the other man on the list had made a break for it out the front entrance. Qadir didn’t get far, his prosthetic leg and the RPG he was carrying slowed him down. Before they could reach the other side of the road, Gator took them both out from his position on the ridge.’

      ‘Ahh … yes. Just a second.’ Rogers sifted through his paperwork and moved an A4 sheet to the top of the pile. ‘Can you tell me what happened to the prosthetic leg?’

      Modeen eyed him levelly. ‘It was taken back to base, as proof of ID.’

      ‘The media claims to have a photo of a prosthetic leg framed and mounted as a trophy.’ Rogers’ expression grew pained. ‘They also claim it was used as a celebratory … um … drinking vessel.’

      ‘They can claim all they like, they weren’t there, we were. And you’ll get the same answer from any of us. We did not make a trophy out of that damn thing.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Look, it’s well documented that Qadir blew off his own leg, while trying to perfect the IEDs he used against Allied troops. We decided it was easier to use the prosthetic leg to ID him rather then cut off one of his thumbs for prints. As far as I know, the prosthesis was examined and then archived in Camp Russell. What happened to it after that, I can’t tell you, apart from saying Qadir won’t be wanting it back.’

      Rogers didn’t bother to hide his discomfort at this remark. ‘Getting back to this “Vinnie”,’ he rapped, ‘why didn’t you shoot him and the other armed insurgent the moment they emerged?’

      ‘I should have, but he and a few of the others struck me as baby-faced boys, only sixteen or maybe seventeen years old, so I guess … I just wanted to give them a chance.’ She sighed. ‘As it turned out I had good cause to regret that decision. For one thing, it gave me this scar,’ and she rubbed her shoulder again, ‘and for another, that wasn’t the last time I ran into Vinnie.’

      ‘I see.’ After taking a few moments to consult his notes, Rogers looked up again. ‘Just one more question before we move on. I’m curious to know how you communicated with the Afghans. Do most of them speak English?’

      ‘They mostly either speak Pashto or Dari, but it’s hard to tell who speaks what over there. We came across some farmer-types we were sure would only speak the local language, only to have them talk to us in cultured English. In most cases though, it’s better to assume the natives don’t understand English, so the ADF made sure we were taught the basics. For instance in Pashto, wadarega means “stop”, waderega yaa dee wulim means “stop or I will shoot”, and wasla dee paramzaka kegda means “put your weapons down”. And there’s also the absorption factor – the more time you spend in a foreign country, the more you pick up the lingo.’

      Rogers gave a grunt of agreement. ‘Thanks. Now, moving on.’ He shuffled and stacked his pile of papers and then fixed her with an interrogative gaze. ‘Were you, or anyone you know, ever bullied by Corporal Logan?’
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      ‘Define bullied.’

      Rogers’ forehead puckered. ‘You know … being brow beaten, forced to do something you don’t want to, unsolicited physical contact, having insults shouted at you, being humiliated in front of your peers, that sort of thing.’ At Modeen’s bark of laughter, the crease in his forehead deepened. ‘I’m serious.’

      ‘Yeah? Well in that case, every non-commissioned officer is guilty of “bullying”, except that it’s just part of their ADF training.’

      Rogers sniffed. ‘Go on.’

      ‘To prepare them in accordance with the ADF’s induction process, all new recruits go through the same basic training. It’s a right of passage that weeds out the wanna-bes from the serious soldiers. Your head is shaved, you’re deprived of sleep and privacy, you eat, sleep, and shi—… um … shine your shoes … whenever the ADF tells you to. You’re trained to only ask how high when ordered to jump. Everything is designed to evoke control and conformity. The Army needs to know its troops can operate and take orders under extreme conditions, so it strives to instil in them the values of respect for authority, teamwork, and courage. And from a soldier’s point of view, we need to know we can rely on the soldiers next to us. Our lives may be in their hands more than once.’

      Modeen’s eyes took on a faraway look. ‘Sure it’s confronting, having a corporal or sergeant in your grille and pushing you to the limit, especially one the size of Ben Logan. But it pays off. When you’ve been deployed and are under fire there’s no calling time out, no deciding this was a bad idea, think I’ll go home. You fall apart out there, you’re never coming home … not alive at least.

      ‘Basic training is strenuous enough for soldiers in the regular army, trying out for the Special Forces takes things to a whole new level. And sure, there are things I would’ve preferred not to do, but in the end the training kept me alive and got me through the tough times.’

      ‘Can’t have been easy, being the first woman accepted into the SASR.’

      ‘It was a challenge, that’s for sure, and pushed me to the limit both mentally and physically. The guys in my squad were fine about it, but prior to being deployed I copped some flak from the regular boys, mostly those who hadn’t made the cut. Of them, only one actually got physical with me.’

      ‘How did you handle that?’

      ‘Told him if he touched me again, I’d break his arm.’

      ‘Did he stop?’

      ‘No.’ She gave a wry huff.

      ‘So…?’

      ‘I broke his arm.’

      ‘You say that like it was nothing, but you intentionally injured a fellow soldier. Why didn’t you just report him?’

      ‘Didn’t get the chance. It all happened pretty quickly. He tried to manhandle me, I intercepted his hand with a wristlock, twisted his arm downward, then leaned on the outside of his elbow with my knee. It’s a simple manoeuvre, but effective. The usual outcome is a fall to the ground and a tap-out, but this guy tried to carry on fighting … until we heard his humerus snap. All the fight went out of him when his arm went limp.’

      ‘You’ve been trained in martial arts?’

      ‘The Army provides self-defence training, and I picked up some extra skills along the way. Surprising how often they come in handy….’ She stared into space, a smile playing on her lips.

      ‘Was the incident reported?’

      She returned to the present and shook her head.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I guess the soldier in question was too embarrassed to report it. You know, the whole “got your ass kicked by a woman” thing. And I thought he’d learned his lesson, so I left it at that.’

      Rogers eyed her sceptically. ‘Were there any witnesses to this altercation?’

      ‘Only about fifty soldiers. It happened in the wet mess at Campbell Barracks in Swanbourne, back in November two thousand and five.’

      ‘Did you at least mention the incident to Logan, as your CO?’

      Another headshake.

      ‘Why not? Did you think he wouldn’t support you?’

      ‘No, I knew he would support me. When I was accepted into his unit, Ben told me if I had any trouble with the troops to let him know. In this instance I felt it was nothing I couldn’t handle on my own.’

      Rogers referred to his notes, and then raised his head to gaze at her from over his glasses. ‘So you’ve never seen Corporal Logan hurt or intentionally mistreat anyone?’

      She gave a quick, impatient exhalation. ‘Look, I get the feeling you’re fishing for a particular event. Let’s not waste each other’s time. Give me a specific date, time or place and I’ll tell you what I know, okay?’

      ‘Very well.’ He cleared his throat. ‘This incident allegedly occurred around the same time as your altercation in the wet mess, only it happened on the rifle range and involved a new recruit.’

      ‘Are you referring to one of the recruits receiving a broken leg?’

      Rogers nodded and then remembered the recording. ‘Correct.’

      ‘That wasn’t Ben’s fault.’

      ‘Tell me what happened.’

      ‘The other four guys and I had just passed the twenty-one day SASR selection process, and we were exhausted. Wolf went on leave while Gator, Spooky, Bugs and I stayed on at the barracks. We wanted to get to know our new NCO, Ben, better. At the time he’d just returned from a year in East Timor, I think, or maybe it was Fiji … anyway, we all decided to go out onto the rifle range to discharge a few rounds, you know, to wind down and get to know each other.

      ‘A group of green recruits was shooting down the short range next to us. The nearest recruit, a skinny young bloke, was struggling with the bolt of an F1 machine gun, muttering about it being jammed. When he jumped up and turned, pointing the gun over the other recruits, Ben leapt on him and forced him to the ground. After he got up and yanked the weapon from the recruit with one hand, Ben grabbed a handful of the kid’s battle jacket with the other. He lifted him off the ground, yelled, “Keep your weapon pointing down the range at all times, soldier!” and shook him like a rag doll to make sure he got the message. That’s when it became obvious that the kid’s leg was broken in the scuffle.’

      ‘What did Logan do?’

      ‘Called for a medic, laid the guy on the ground, quickly set the break and used his bayonet and belt as a splint. After the recruit’s sergeant ran up and gave him a quick lecture, he was carted to the on-site medical facility for treatment. He was okay about it afterwards, even asked Ben to sign his cast.’

      ‘I take it you don’t believe this was a case of excessive force.’

      ‘That’s right, I don’t. It was an accident. Ben’s a big man, over six foot four, well-muscled and heavy, but if the kid had landed better he would’ve just had the wind knocked out of him. If Ben wanted to break his leg, he could’ve just snapped it with his bare hands.’

      Rogers shook his head. ‘Speaking of green recruits, what can you tell me about blooding?’

      ‘Blooding?’

      ‘It’s when—’

      ‘I know what it is.’ Modeen paused to eye him. ‘A lot of Special Forces soldiers come from the ranks of the regulars. In the majority of cases they’ve experienced armed conflicts, been “blooded” if you like, and have proven their ability to engage the enemy. Some recruits, after joining the regulars, have to be discharged because they have issues engaging the enemy. In a lot of cases, it isn’t their fault. Some of them are good marksmen, but they find shooting at an inanimate target vastly different to firing at a live person who’s shooting back at them. Close-quarters combat is similar in that some people can handle it while others can’t.’

      ‘Are you trying to justify the practice?’

      ‘Of course not. I’m just putting it into perspective. At some point, soldiers have to engage the enemy. If they can’t do that, they’re putting themselves and their squad members at risk.’

      ‘I see.’ Rogers’ eyes narrowed behind his glasses. ‘Tell me, have you ever heard of anyone being forced to execute a prisoner in the interest of “blooding”?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Never?’

      ‘Not in the entire time I was serving. Not only is it against the RoE, shooting a defenceless person or prisoner is a crime. That’s why the army outlawed firing squads and other forms of capital punishment decades ago.’

      Rogers shuffled his papers again, and after a short pause asked, ‘What can you tell me about an incident that occurred in October two thousand and seven, while you were on deployment in Afghanistan?’

      ‘Could you be more specific?’

      His sigh had a frustrated ring to it. ‘I’m referring to an altercation between Corporal Logan and a member of your unit at Camp Russell, Tarin Kowt.’

      Her sigh was resigned. ‘It was my third tour. No one witnessed the actual incident but Spooky told me about it, and I’d seen for myself how edgy Gator was since our last tour. In fact, at one time or another we’d all tried to talk him into seeing one of the councillors on base.’

      ‘What do you mean by “edgy”?’

      ‘Bouts of depression, blow-ups over nothing, just … not himself. We thought he might be suffering from the early stages of PTSD, which was later confirmed … too late, unfortunately.’

      ‘Can you provide an example of his altered behaviour?’

      She took her time answering. ‘Well, one evening in the wet mess he brought a cup of coffee to the table and spilled some of it when he sat down. It was no big deal but he went ballistic. Leapt up, kicked his chair across the room and followed it with the cup, smashing it against the wall before storming off to the barracks. Of course we went to check on him later, and found him acting like nothing had happened.

      ‘We kept a closer eye on him after that and noticed him become more and more unsettled. He seemed discontented, always scoping for a promotion, or a transfer into another unit if he thought that might help him rise through the ranks. Trouble was he was getting a reputation, and his transfer requests were all declined. Still he kept signing up for more tours, making us wonder if there were troubles at home.’

      ‘What happened on the day of the incident?’

      ‘According to Spooky, Gator went to see Ben about something – another transfer request maybe – and he obviously didn’t get the answer he wanted, ’cos he threw a fit and took a swing at Ben. Next thing, Ben comes into the quarters dragging an unconscious Gator by his webbing. Spooky was there cleaning his rifle at the time, and saw Ben lift Gator by the back of his belt and toss him onto his bunk. Gator was six-two and stocky but Ben picked him up like he was a bag of spuds, Spooky reckoned.’

      ‘Did he say anything to Jackson?’

      ‘Only that Gator might have a bit of a headache when he woke up.’

      ‘How did Jackson know Crockman had taken a swing at Corporal Logan?’

      ‘Gator admitted it when he came too.’

      ‘He admitted attempting to strike a senior officer?’

      ‘According to Spooky, yes.’

      ‘He should’ve been put on report.’

      ‘Yeah, he was lucky Ben decided to let it slide.’

      ‘Not so lucky for Logan’s defence. It tends to suggest a lack of adherence to Army protocol, which doesn’t help dispel allegations of misconduct.’

      Modeen didn’t speak for a long moment. ‘I guess Ben didn’t want to make a big deal of it.’

      ‘Under Section Twenty-five of the Defence Force Discipline Act nineteen eighty-two,’ Rogers recited stiffly, ‘assaulting a superior officer is a big deal.’

      ‘Rogers, you and I both know the ADF treats commissioned officers differently to non-commissioned, and tends to overlook “scuffles” between members of the lower ranks. And I think you have to look at this situation in context. The six of us had been through a lot together as a tight-knit Special Forces unit. We got to know each other better than we knew even our own family members. Our success was due to a shared trust and respect. We relied on each other even in the most difficult of circumstances. We trusted the others would have our backs in the field … and everywhere. Gator was a bit high-strung and having a rough time, we knew, but we were all pretty stressed out after our last mission. Osama bin Laden had been wreaking havoc, and the George W Bush administration was putting pressure on everyone to find him.

      ‘Although I didn’t witness Gator’s argument with Ben, I trust Ben’s judgement completely, he’s a good man. He was an outstanding soldier and a courageous and honourable unit leader, and totally deserved the MG and VC he was awarded. That’s why I know the allegations against him are unfounded lies, and this whole inquiry is a sham.’

      Rogers heaved a sigh and shook his head. ‘The ADF receives many complaints, Jo.’ It was the first time he’d used her Christian name in the interview, and his voice had lost its sharp edge. ‘We have to consider all of them, based on merit. In this case the allegations came from a credible source, so we are obliged to investigate them stringently.’

      He tilted his head toward the rear of the chamber, where a table had been set up with an urn, mugs, and what looked like jars of tea bags, coffee and sugar. ‘I am pausing this statement at ten forty-five.’ Leaning forward, he pressed the PAUSE button. ‘Let’s take a break. The ADF has spared no expense, even supplied a few biscuits.’ He gave a crooked smile and rose to his feet.
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      Rogers led them back to the table with some relief after their stilted conversation over coffee and biscuits had him glancing at his watch more than once. He could understand, if not quite forgive, her contempt for these proceedings, given her fierce loyalty to the person under investigation. All the same, he was glad to get down to business again.

      ‘Ready?’ At Modeen’s nod, he leaned forward and tapped the RECORD button. ‘I am now continuing the recorded statement of Josephine Dakota Modeen. The time is eleven fifteen, on the eighth of August, two thousand and sixteen.’ He slid the notepad in front of him and picked up his pen. ‘Ms Modeen, what can you tell me about the twentieth of June, two thousand and seven, when I believe you were on sniper duty at Tarin Kowt?’

      She eyed him.

      Where is this going?

      After taking her time to settle more comfortably in her seat, she said, ‘Twelve June, two thousand and seven … we were at Camp Russell, the Australian section of the military base at Tarin Kowt. The base was always on alert for one reason or another. Taliban militia would periodically test our defences and mount devious attacks, and suicide bombers dressed in military uniforms would try to infiltrate the perimeter, or at least get close enough to the troops before detonating their IEDs.

      ‘The base commander was looking for soldiers to take up sniper duty, and Ben volunteered our unit for the next twelve hour rotation the following morning. In our usual democratic manner, we split a deck of cards to decide which two of us would go first. When I only managed to turn up something like a three of diamonds I started getting my gear together. I recall thinking diamonds were not this girl’s best friend.’ She saw Rogers’ lips twitch at that comment.

      ‘If I remember rightly, the draw went something like … Ben a jack, Wolf an ace, Spooky an eight, Bugs a queen, and Gator a two. So it was down to me and Gator. He wasn’t too happy about it but there was no point moaning, we got stuck with the duty fair and square. Besides, we weren’t on mission so there wasn’t much else to do.

      ‘Like most snipers, Wolf was very protective of his gear. He wouldn’t let me take the Barrett, reckoned he’d tweaked the scope and didn’t want anyone messing with it, so I grabbed the Blaser ninety-three tactical instead. He wasn’t overly happy about that either, but at least conceded that he’d sighted it in at six hundred metres. It’s a point three-three-eight Lapua Magnum, and to be honest I prefer it to the Barrett. It has less recoil, is more accurate, and unless you’re hunting tanks, it does the job.’

      She took a breath. ‘Gator and I fronted at the southern turret, which was marginally taller then the surrounding structures, where we relieved two US marines, John Wayne Stinnett, nicknamed “Duke”, and James Lee Grant. Grant was actually born in Coventry, England, he told us, but spent most of his life in the US. He was one tall dude, we reckoned he would’ve been a big help to his mum at the supermarket, getting stuff from off the top shelves.’ She grinned at the memory.

      ‘They’d been on duty through the night so were glad to see us when we tagged them at o-five hundred. They reported all quiet. As Wolf keeps telling me, such is the life of a sniper, endless hours waiting for something to happen. Anyway, I took first duty with the ninety-three while Gator spotted. With the windsock markers positioned at five hundred, one thousand, and fifteen hundred metre intervals around the base, it wasn’t difficult to judge distances and do the calculations for any long shots. I’d just finished setting up the rifle when I got the feeling something wasn’t right. A sudden commotion to our left had us shifting position and craning our necks to see what was going on.

      ‘Duke and Grant had been making their way back to quarters when they noticed three armed Afghan soldiers entering the compound. Dressed in ANA uniforms, they were advancing toward the barracks. When Grant and Duke ordered them to hold their position and drop their weapons, the lead Afghan dropped his AK47 and started to run toward them. Duke let loose with his Barrett, shooting from the hip, and the guy exploded, literally exploded. A fifty cal makes a hell of a mess at any distance, but that soldier obviously had charges strapped to his chest. There were bits of him everywhere.’

      ‘How did Stinnett know the man was wired?’

      ‘After a while you get a sort of second sense about stuff like that. Being a multi-national military base, there are Yanks, Dutch, Slovak, Singaporean, British, Australian, and Afghan soldiers coming and going all the time. It’s hard to keep track of them all, but we made a point of getting to know their faces. In this case, the giveaway was the AK47. The Afghanistan Army does use them, but after nine-eleven the Americans kitted them out with M16 Armalites, and in two thousand and six supplied their Special Forces troops with M4 carbines. The Yanks made a point of ensuring the ANA soldiers on base used those weapons, so the fact the soldiers were unfamiliar and armed with an AK, would’ve struck a chord with Duke and Grant.’

      ‘I see. What happened then?’

      ‘The other two insurgents were running out of the compound so I zeroed-in on them with the Blaser. In between calling out their distance Gator yelled at me to, “Shoot the bastards, they’re Taliban.”’

      ‘And did you?’

      She shook her head. ‘I could see they were unarmed, and I recognised one of them as Vinnie.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I watched them through the scope as they took cover behind a Hesco barrier near the front entrance. I could see a rifle leaning up against the barrier, stashed there earlier no doubt. They were arguing and pointing back toward the barracks, and when Vinnie reached for the rifle I let loose a round.’

      ‘Did you kill him?’

      ‘No, I shot the rifle instead. They both took off.’

      ‘Was that the end of it?’

      Silence.

      Finally, she said, ‘Gator was angry, shouting at me. He tried to grab the Blaser.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I kept telling him they were only kids, and to let them go. But in the end I had to use force. Smacked him across the nose with the side of the rifle. He reeled back and out of my grille.’

      ‘Did he explain his actions?’

      She stared down at her hands. ‘Just said they’d be back and I’d be sorry. Turned out he was right. They didn’t come back that night, but ten days later we saw footage of a Taliban attack on three US soldiers. On the way back from Chora, the Yanks had stopped on the side of the road to shake down two Afghans, Vinnie and his mate. When their Humvee was crippled by an IED, one soldier was fatally wounded and another critically injured. The marine in the back seat was filming when the incident occurred. He suffered only minor injuries and was able to give a first-hand account of events. The footage clearly showed Vinnie’s face, just before he and his mate ran and dived for cover. Seconds later the IED was triggered, blowing the front end of the Humvee to smithereens.’

      Straightening, she gave a heavy sigh. ‘Needless to say, Vinnie became the new “person of interest”, and his photo was posted around the base. Gator never let me forget that I could’ve taken him out weeks before and saved at least one marine’s life.’

      Rogers took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. ‘Under the rules of engagement you did the right thing.’

      ‘Maybe … but if I’d waited two seconds and let Vinnie pick up that rifle, I could’ve neutralised him in accordance with those rules of engagement. And the US soldiers would’ve all made it back to camp alive and unharmed.’

      ‘Don’t beat yourself up over this.’

      She exhaled. ‘I’ve put it behind me. There’s no point second-guessing decisions made in the heat of the moment. My point is, Gator was right and I was wrong.’

      Rogers gazed at her, empathy in his eyes, before donning his glasses again. ‘Can you clarify what you meant when you said the soldiers in the Humvee stopped to shake down the two Afghans.’

      ‘Like I said before, the enemy over there doesn’t play by set rules. Any man, woman or child walking down the street could be an insurgent just waiting for an opportunity to strike. So everyone is stopped and questioned. If they’re found with
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-3-d-mbs3-oct-20.jpg
\ C
\— TXTRNRES

INs  ATHTTTEAT A0 STT70 M0
S NTODAHS T YT
Tongg e NI

\—
'l\v
—
a0







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/m7-roe-ebook-14-jul-19.jpg





