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This book is dedicated to the thirteen U.S. service members who made the ultimate sacrifice in Kabul, Afghanistan, on August 26, 2021.

Your sacrifice will never be forgotten, nor will your story.






At 5:36:52 p.m. on August 26, 2021, an ISIS-K suicide bomber killed eleven U.S. Marines, a U.S. Navy corpsman, and a U.S. Army special operations soldier, and approximately one hundred and seventy Afghans at Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul, Afghanistan. This served as a dark coda to the United States’ two decades of war in Afghanistan and shut the door on the Herculean public-private efforts undertaken by a loose confederation of American, Afghan, and allied men and women to rescue as many of their Afghan partners as they could after the fall of Kabul.

This is the story of Task Force Pineapple.








AFGHANISTAN TIMELINE


	
DEC. 24, 1979  Soviet Union invades Afghanistan

	
FEB. 15, 1989  Soviet Union withdraws from Afghanistan

	
1989 to 1992  Afghan Civil War

	
MAY 1, 1997  Taliban seize Kabul

	
SEP. 11, 2001  America attacked by Al Qaeda in New York and Washington, D.C.

	
OCT. 7, 2001  U.S. air campaign begins against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan

	
OCT. 19, 2001  First Special Forces detachment deployed in Afghanistan

	
NOV. 13, 2001  Taliban flee Kabul

	
DEC. 2, 2001  U.N. authorizes the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) to help maintain security in Afghanistan

	
DEC. 20, 2001  Hamid Karzai selected as interim president

	
OCT. 9, 2004  Hamid Karzai elected president in free elections

	
AUG. 2010  President Barack Obama sends additional 33,000 U.S. soldiers to Afghanistan, with the total of international troops reaching 150,000

	
MAY 2010  Village Stability Operations begin

	
MAY 1, 2011  Osama bin Ladan is killed in Abbottabad, Pakistan

	
MAR. 1, 2013  Village Stability Winding Down

	
SEP. 29, 2014  Ashraf Ghani sworn in as president of Afghanistan

	
DEC. 28, 2014  End of U.S combat mission and transition to Afghan-led war

	
AUG. 21, 2017  Trump surge brings the number of American troops back to 14,000

	
FEB. 29, 2020  U.S. signs peace agreement with Taliban, committing the U.S. to a drawdown of troops and conditional full withdrawal by May 1, 2021

	
JAN. 15, 2021  U.S. reduces troop level to 2,500 as per the Doha Agreement

	
APR. 14 2021  President Joe Biden orders the complete withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan by September 11, 2021 (later revised to August 31, 2021)

	
JUL. 1, 2021  U.S. closes Bagram Airbase

	
AUG. 6, 2021  First provincial capitals fall to the Taliban

	
AUG. 15, 2021  Taliban recapture Kabul

	
AUG. 26, 2021  Suicide bomber at Hamid Karzai International Airport

	
AUG. 31, 2021  Last U.S. plane takes off from HKIA








CHARACTER LIST Major Characters in All Caps



	
AZIZYAR  Pineapple passenger. Command Sergeant Major in Afghan Special Forces. Guided by Matt.

	
BASHIR  Pineapple passenger. Afghan Special Forces operative who had to leave behind his wife and six children when he escaped Kabul. His sixth child was born while he was still in HKIA. Guided by James with the Hat.

	
BASIRA  Pineapple passenger. One of the first female NCOs in the Afghan army. Guided by Matt.

	
Browning, Julie  Pineapple shepherd. A former USAID senior adviser in Afghanistan, she manifested Nezam onto a charter flight.

	
Charles  Former Green Beret now working in U.S. inter-agency. Original member of Team Nezam.

	
Currie, Kelley Eckels  Ambassador-at-large for global women’s issues during the Trump administration; helped shepherd Hasina Safi.

	
DAN  Pineapple shepherd. Dan O’Shea is a retired Navy SEAL.

	
DOC GUNDY  Aidan Gunderson (82nd Airborne Division, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 2nd Battalion, C Company) combat medic deployed to Kabul on August 15, 2021, to assist with the embassy evacuation.

	
Donahue, Chris  Army major general and commander, 82nd Airborne Division during its mission to secure HKIA.

	
FAIZI  Pineapple passenger. Afghan Special Forces operator. Guided by Zac.

	
Gant, Jim  Retired Special Forces major. Known as “Lawrence of Afghanistan,” he was one of the most visible faces of Village Stability Operations.

	
HAFI  Pineapple passenger. Member of the Afghan NMRG, which worked closely with U.S. Special Forces. His handlebar mustache earned him the nickname “Mustache.” Guided by Payton.

	
Hardman, Matt  Commander in charge of the residual American forces securing the Green Zone and at Hamid Karzai International Airport.

	
HASINA SAFI  Pineapple passenger. Former Afghan Minister of Women’s Affairs. Guided by Kelley Currie.

	
Iqbal  Pineapple passenger. Salaam’s brother-in-law.

	
ISH  Pineapple shepherd. Jim Gant’s interpreter and closest Afghan friend.

	
JAMES WITH THE HAT  Pineapple shepherd. Retired Special Forces officer who helped train the NMRG.

	
JESSE  Pineapple conductor. First Sergeant Jesse Kennedy (82nd Airborne Division, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 2nd Battalion, C Company) deployed to Kabul on August 15, 2021, to assist with the embassy evacuation.

	
JOHN  Pineapple conductor, also known as “Captain Red Sunglasses.” Captain John Folta, commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 2nd Battalion, C Company, deployed to Kabul on August 15, 2021, to assist with the embassy evacuation.

	
JOHNNY UTAH  Pineapple shepherd. Active-duty intelligence NCO. He fought with Nezam in Afghanistan.

	
J.P.  Former Green Beret J.P. Feldmayer is a State Department political officer. He deployed to the U.S. diplomatic mission in Kabul.

	
JUNE  Pineapple shepherd. A senior USAID official married to an active-duty Special Forces operator deployed in the Middle East. Original member of Team Nezam.

	
Karell, Art  Pineapple shepherd. A former Marine officer.

	
KAZEM  Former interpreter and National Directorate of Security paramilitary commander. Guided by Will.

	
Khalid  Former Afghan interpreter for U.S. Special Forces.

	
Latif  Pineapple passenger. Afghan Special Forces operator.

	
LIV  Pineapple shepherd. Aide to Representative Mike Waltz (R-FL). Original member of Team Nezam.

	
MATT  Pineapple shepherd. Retired Special Forces colonel and former Black Hawk pilot.

	
Meek, James Gordon  ABC investigative reporter; friend to Johnny Utah and Nezam.

	
Miles, Kathleen  Pineapple shepherd. Enabler for visa applications and former intelligence officer.

	
Miller, Austin  An Army four-star general and Delta Force legend. He would eventually rise to become the longest-serving commander of U.S. forces in Afghanistan.

	
MULLAH MIKE  Active-duty Special Forces battalion commander who was Nezam’s commander in Afghanistan. Original member of Team Nezam.

	
NEZAM  The Pineapple. Nezamuddin Nezami was an Afghan commando and Afghan Army Special Forces. He was the catalyst of the Pineapple Express. Guided by Scott and Team Nezam.

	
Nutsch, Mark  The Green Beret captain who famously led the first assault on the Taliban alongside warlord Marshal Dostum after 9/11, as they swept into northern Afghanistan with Operational Detachment Alpha 595 on horseback.

	
PASHTOON  Pineapple passenger. Command Sergeant Major in Afghan National Army. Guided by Matt

	
PAYTON  Pineapple shepherd. Active-duty Special Forces officer who led the last team deployed to Kandahar.

	
QAIS  Pineapple passenger. An American citizen and former foreign service national investigator at the U.S. embassy in Kabul.

	
Rahimi, Mohammad  Pineapple passenger. A former interpreter for U.S. Special Forces in Afghanistan. Guided by Zac.

	
RAZAQ  Pineapple passenger. A longtime Afghan interpreter for U.S. Special Forces. Guided by Steve.

	
Redman, Jay  Pineapple shepherd. A retired Navy SEAL, he was gravely wounded in combat and became a motivational speaker and author.

	
SALAAM  Pineapple passenger. Afghan Special Forces operator. Guided by Zac.

	
STEVE  Pineapple shepherd. He is a former Army officer who worked on the Village Stability Operations with Scott Mann.

	
Tanner, Jussi  Special Envoy for Finland who landed at HKIA on August 15, 2021, to arrange the evacuation of Finnish nationals.

	
WILL  Pineapple shepherd. A former Green Beret, Will Lyles lost both of his legs in Afghanistan.

	
Windmueller, Kirk  Pineapple shepherd. A retired Special Forces officer who had been part of Village Stability Operations.

	
Wookey, Ian  Major in the Canadian Air Force assigned as a Chinook pilot to the 82nd Airborne Division. In charge of air operations at HKIA during the evacuation.

	
ZAC  Pineapple shepherd. A former Green Beret, Zac Lois teaches 8th grade social studies in New York. He hatched the idea of Operation Harriet, which became the tactical backbone for the Pineapple Express.








PROLOGUE

KABUL—AUGUST 19, 2021

Nezam stacked a few bricks and squirted lighter fluid on some wood chips. He clicked open a Zippo and lit the pile. Flames jumped up in a small fire.

Morning light was just beginning to spread over the neighborhood; the power had been off all night. At one point, he had sat in his uncle’s car in the dark, his powered-down iPhone plugged into the charger. The sporadic choppa of Kalashnikov rifles had subsided. The silence was eerie.

His phone was still off as he huddled by the fire. One at a time, he fed sheets of paper into the flames. With all the cooking fires in the neighborhood, the smoke wouldn’t draw attention. The papers were colorfully adorned with commando crests, Afghan and American flags, skulls pierced with daggers, scorpions, helicopters, rifles. They praised Nezam in English or Dari. They were signed by commanders—no last names. SF Dave. Captain Rob. There was the Defense Language Institute English course. Commando Kandak Certificates of Achievement. Letters of recommendation from a 75th Ranger Regiment battalion commander.

It was Nezam’s life that was going up in flames. It was everything the Afghan National Army recruiter in Takhar had told him he was too small to be. It was everything that made him stand tall against his corrupt uncle back home. It was what the fat mess hall sergeant had tried to lock him away from becoming.

In a way, however, maybe they’d been right. They were just looking at it the wrong way. It wasn’t Nezam who couldn’t do it—it was Afghanistan.

The papers burned. But they were only symbols.

He was still an elite special operator.

Besides, he had copies. He’d uploaded the documents to a cloud account belonging to several of his U.S. friends, just in case.

But then Nezam pulled out his graduation certificate from the Q Course at Fort Bragg. And the orders authorizing him to wear the blue and gold “long tab” emblazoned with SPECIAL FORCES.

I can’t do it, he thought.

He folded up this and a few other original American documents, tucked them deep in his shirt, and poured water over the embers. Black smoke wafted skyward. Looking up, he noticed an old mujahideen staring at him from beyond a row of hedges twenty-five feet away. One of the neighborhood guys he played chess with. Did he see me burning papers? Does he know who I am?

Nezam smiled and placed his right hand over his heart, the common greeting among Afghans, waiting for a reaction. The mujahideen slowly lifted his palm to his own chest, a silent salaam, and shuffled out of sight.

The old warrior had given his blessing.

A few moments later, Nezam powered on his phone. A flood of messages popped up, ones that had been sent hours earlier.

One caught his eye.


MULLAH MIKE

Brother, it’s time to go.








PART ONE NEZAM
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SHEBERGHAN, AFGHANISTAN—MAY 22, 2021


+93 78 420 9188

We know your location. We will find you and you will be dead.



Nezam’s stomach clenched as he read and reread the ribbon of Dari. The text came from the same number that had called a few minutes earlier, the call he’d refused to answer. He squinted, studying the number. Country code: 93. Afghanistan. The prefix: 78. A mobile number from Etisalat, an Emirati service provider. But the sender wasn’t Emirati.

He was Taliban. Nezam was certain.

Nezam sighed, scratching the knot of black hair on the top of his head. His background as one of Afghanistan’s best-trained, most elite special operators gave him status. It also made him a known target of the Taliban. And now that the Taliban was resurgent, that meant something.

Nezam had been getting messages like these intermittently since 2017, when he returned from a two-year Special Forces course at Fort Bragg in North Carolina. As often as he received these threats, he never got used to them. They were one of the reasons he’d retired from the Afghan Special Forces. He had no problem fighting, or putting up with the deprivations of deployment—no issue with action—but he hated the messages. They were banal but terrifying and a reminder of a friend who had been assassinated by the Taliban. He never could figure out how to ignore them.

So now he worked for an American company—Five Star Global—as the security director at the Bayat power plant in Sheberghan, roughly eighty miles west of Mazar-e-Sharif and half as far as that to the Turkmenistan border to the north. It was one of the most secure corners of the country. The brand-new gas-fired plant was Afghanistan’s first in over forty years, and would one day generate two hundred megawatts of power, enough for millions of Afghans. It was a jewel of new Afghanistan, and Nezam led a twelve-man team of contractors whose job was to protect it.

Sheberghan had been relatively tranquil since America’s war began in the same province two decades earlier. After ten years of almost continuous combat against the Taliban, Nezam was able to finally stand down from all the killing that had given him night terrors. That was the other reason he hung up his uniform. The money from the power plant was good. There was relative peace in the area. There was an airport close by, and from there he would fly to India or Uzbekistan to run marathons. Freed of Army dictates, Nezam let his hair sprout into a bushy thatch. He grew a haphazard beard that he tugged on reflexively whenever lost in thought. He had settled into a quiet life at his outpost.

Many such outposts had proliferated across Afghanistan after U.S. and NATO forces drove the Taliban out in 2001. Hesco barriers—large chicken-wire barrels as tall as a man and filled with rubble, gravel, or soil—were stacked all around in fortifications. A fence topped with barbed wire formed a perimeter, with floodlights and a guard tower, the desolate landscape stretching off in all directions.

While life had been relatively quiet for a while, in the months before that ominous text message, the local roads had become riskier. Taliban probed the lightly armed Afghan partner police force checkpoints near the station. Nezam had even heard that soldiers in the Afghan National Army were deserting left and right. He, his men, and the power plant itself were more vulnerable because Nezam himself was now a named target.

If the man who had texted him was telling the truth, then Nezam was in danger for sure.

Each night, Nezam contacted local Afghan commanders to make sure the checkpoints were secure. He stayed awake late into the night to watch the video feeds from CCTV cameras mounted around the power plant, many of them peering outward at the barren expanse, power lines stretching into the inky night.

Nezam watched. The stillness meant nothing. The Taliban knew where he was. He was not Taliban, and he never would be. He had fought with the Americans. He was a killer of Taliban. He was their enemy, and they were his.

He turned from the larger TV screens to peer again at the smaller screen of his phone. He deleted the text message and blocked the number, as if that would do anything to safeguard him. He turned back to the images from the security cameras.

Darkness had fallen. He could still make out several of the small Afghan police checkpoints on the roads and nearby hilltops. Nezam knew that if the police would only stand and fight, they could win. He had pushed local commanders to be aggressive, but he was far from certain they would fight. There had been so much fighting, and the Americans were leaving.

He hung his head, in resignation as much as in shame. There was only one chance for him to survive.

He would have to run.
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AFGHANISTAN

Nezamuddin Nezami, Nezam to his friends, was born into chaos.

He came into the world in 1988 in Taloqan village in Takhar province, a mountainous region north of Kabul. This ethnically Uzbek province had been a hotbed of mujahideen opposition to the Soviet invasion. The occupation was drawing to a close when Nezam was born, but that didn’t stop the Soviets from ambushing a group of Afghan fighters near the Uzbek border and slaying his father.

Shortly after his mother was widowed, the roar of MiG fighter jets echoed through the valley. The villagers of Taloqan had only seconds to find shelter before the bombs rained down on their homes. Shock waves rocked the village, leveling houses and flinging debris, animals, and humans through the air.

It was only after the family reached cover that they realized no one had grabbed the baby. In the chaos, everyone assumed that someone else had snatched him from his cradle. With the jets streaking overhead, four-month-old Nezam lay alone in their dirt home.

The MiG payloads were barely empty as his mother, Hajerah, sprinted back to the ruined house and began to claw through the wreckage, screaming out Nezam’s name. Other villagers came to help, pulling aside twisted metal and remnants of the roof. They heard nothing from under the rubble. They finally wrestled aside heavy wooden beams that had fallen over his crib. Then they heard a baby’s giggle. Hajerah picked up Nezam, hugged him, and inspected him. There wasn’t a scratch on him.

After the Soviet withdrawal, the country plunged into civil war. The Taliban battled the ethnic Hazaras, Tajiks, and Uzbeks for control. By the late 1990s, the Taliban controlled most of the country. In his village, Nezam steered clear of the Taliban, who would beat children and women in the streets with sticks and rubber hoses.

One day, the family’s tiny black-and-white television showed a plane plunging into the side of an impossibly tall building in the United States. Then a second plane, into a second building. Twin towers. He’d never heard of them before. And then came a massive column of smoke and ash as the buildings collapsed.

Not long after this, U.S. and NATO military forces began flooding into his country. To young Nezam, they were conquering heroes, like Sylvester Stallone fighting the Soviets alongside Afghans in Rambo III—a wildly popular movie among some Afghans.

The country had new occupiers, but they were nothing like the Soviets. His countrymen learned English and took computer classes. Mass executions and public amputations ended. Girls returned to school. Music spilled from shops and car windows, and men shaved off the long beards the Taliban required.

But if things were improving for his country, they weren’t for Nezam. His mother loved him, but his stepfather often beat him. He ran away. One uncle refused to let him in his house. Another tried to hang Nezam from a beam in his barn in order to steal a small parcel of farmland, part of Nezam’s inheritance, but Nezam escaped. He had no home. As one of his aunts told him kindly one day, “You are a backpack man. You carry your home with you.”

Nezam eventually landed on his feet in Taloqan when he came into a small inheritance bequeathed to him by the estate of his dead father. With some money in his pocket, Nezam went to school and bought clothes for his slight five-foot frame. He opened a street booth, selling cosmetics and ladies’ fashion accessories—an unthinkable trade under the Taliban. A tae kwon do teacher took a liking to Nezam and gave him a key to the dojo, where Nezam slept at night and trained during the day. Every morning, he used a hot plate to boil an egg and warm his milk. And then he would go for a jog, growing his endurance and speed. Though he was small, he was fast and nimble. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t running from someone, he was just running.

When he turned seventeen, Nezam joined the Afghan National Army (ANA). It was the family business, as two of his uncles were intelligence officers and one had even been a general. He was so short and thin that he had to convince the skeptical recruiting officer by wearing a pair of women’s high-heeled shoes in order to add two inches and meet the height requirement—not a particularly manly ploy, but a clever one. It worked.

For the most part, he was bored by life in the ANA, and he became an incorrigible prankster. The only things he enjoyed were the extra push-ups and laps around the yard meted out as “punishment.” Nezam wanted to fight the Taliban, but the morale of his fellow soldiers was terrible. Their combat proficiency was even worse. Inept Afghan officers and noncommissioned officers were reluctant to fight, preferring the safety of garrison life. They’d rather have enlisted men like Nezam perform menial tasks for them, as if they were now the warlords.

One day, the base’s loudspeakers announced the arrival of a contingent of Afghan commandos and American Green Berets. It was 2008 and the U.S. was increasing its forces in Afghanistan. Nezam was on a cleaning detail in the mess hall when he heard that the Green Berets were looking for Afghan recruits for the commandos. Now, that! That would not be boring.

Nezam continued mopping the floor until he heard boots crunching on gravel. He peeked out a window. American soldiers with mirrored sunglasses and baseball caps sauntered past in camouflage and body armor. Nezam turned to one of his squad mates. “Man, whatever that is, I want to go!”

“Good luck,” his squad mate said. “No way the sergeant is letting you out of here.” He nodded toward the fat and abusive sergeant guarding the door. “He’d sooner sit on you.”

Nezam didn’t care. He put down his mop and walked up to the obese sergeant. “I gotta piss.”

“Fuck off. You can piss when you’re done cleaning.”

“No, man,” Nezam said, bouncing up and down and pointing in the direction of the toilets outside. “I really need to piss.”

The sergeant rolled his eyes and opened the door. “Make it quick.”

Nezam leaped down the mess hall steps and took off with his high-pitched hyena giggle, sprinting toward the base classroom, where the Green Berets had assembled. The fat sergeant was angry that he’d been fooled, but he couldn’t keep up.

Nezam ducked inside. Several dozen soldiers sat in rows. Afghan commandos and U.S. Green Berets stood in a line along one wall, while a U.S. officer spoke. “Most of you are here for the wrong reasons. You may think this all looks cool, but there is a good chance you will die violently. This is a dangerous mission. If you don’t want to die, leave now.”

The room began to empty as intimidated Afghan soldiers filed out. Nezam didn’t budge. Now’s my chance, he thought.

And he was right. Despite the odds, Nezam qualified for commando training. He never looked back. He was a born operator. His whole life had been hardship. He came ready-made for the life of an elite fighter. And he advanced quickly. He soon landed with a select group of Green Berets and Afghan special operators known as the Afghan Special Forces who, fashioned after U.S. Special Forces, would shed their uniforms and grow beards. He adopted their motto: De Oppresso Liber. Free the oppressed. Their new mission was dubbed Village Stability Operations (VSO), engineered by a handful of Green Berets including a Lieutenant Colonel named Scott Mann. Nezam and his U.S. counterparts would fan out across the country in teams to the most remote villages as vanguards working with tribes and village elders for the fledgling Afghan government.

Not long after his graduation and before his first VSO deployment, Nezam bumped into the recruiter who had allowed him to enlist while Nezam wore high heels. “Man, you’re a commando!” the recruiter said in disbelief. He then wrapped Nezam in a bear hug. Like the girls in school, the music in the streets, and the businesses in the bazaars, Nezam was the future.
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AFGHANISTAN

In May 2010, Nezam shouldered his pack and pushed into the rotor wash of a waiting Chinook with his new Afghan Special Forces detachment. They were joined by several Americans, including Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann, a six-foot-two, mostly soft-spoken man with a light North Carolina drawl, for the short flight to Khakrez in northern Kandahar, the site of their new Village Stability Operations (VSO) platform.

Ever since Scott was the guest speaker at Nezam’s Afghan Special Forces graduation, the two had been friendly. Scott had earned his Green Beret in 1996. Not that Nezam would know any different, but Scott was more of an old-school Special Forces guy. As a principal architect of the army’s VSO, he was less a proponent of Green Berets as kitted-up door-kickers in Oakleys who bragged about shooting motherfuckers in the face, and more about embedding the members in Afghan villages, taking on local customs, and wearing local garb. Living alongside the tribal leaders was simply the best way to find allies in defeating the Taliban.

Scott had been in his fair share of scrapes with the enemy. But his special gift was as a problem solver: mobilizing people and assets to get his beloved Green Berets on to hard-to-reach targets and back to safety when things went to shit. At this point, he’d spent half his military career trying to determine what victory looked like in Afghanistan. The VSO were finally giving the Special Forces a glimpse of that reality. Building relationships was at the heart of it, and spending as much time visiting these outlying areas as possible. SF teams trusted Scott to get them resources they needed from headquarters. Nezam trusted him, too. In fact, Scott had intervened back at Kandahar Airfield when he learned Nezam’s team was having issues getting a helicopter transport, by assisting with the coordination and flying with them out to their new VSO site.

When the chopper landed, Nezam, Scott, and the Afghan operators tramped outside into the swirling dust. They were greeted by the site’s captain, who wore cargo pants, a T-shirt, and night vision goggles. A rifle in his left hand, he clapped Scott on the back in welcome. He gathered everyone up and led the new arrivals to the hootch. Once inside, the captain went around and introduced himself to the new Afghan arrivals.

“Call me Mike.”

If Nezam was born for special operations, “Mullah Mike,” as he was affectionately called by teammates and local Afghans, was born for Village Stability Operations. A southern Georgia farm boy with a somnolent voice, he’d been acutely aware of prejudice. Rebelling against the conservative cultural norms around him in high school, he grew his hair long, pierced his nose, and sang in a band to overcome his paralyzing stage fright.

He also developed a near-obsession for working with people who had known oppression. In college, he spent his summers picking melons with migrant farmworkers from Central America; and though he was white, he’d joined an historically Black fraternity at the University of Georgia, where he eventually became chapter president. He learned Arabic, studied the Qu’ran, and married a Muslim woman from Tunisia.

Mike joined the Army during college, deployed to combat, and became a Green Beret officer. He found his calling in the tribal engagement program that included Green Beret legend Major Jim Gant, aka Lawrence of Afghanistan (by his boosters), aka Colonel Kurtz (by his detractors). Mike’s first assignment at an isolated site in the Khakrez District was so inaccessible that food had to be air-dropped, and the men assigned to the site routinely lost twenty pounds within the first month.

As the VSO program took root throughout southern Afghanistan, Scott had taken a special interest in Khakrez. The young captain exuded the timeless Green Beret principles of working by and with indigenous people. He got the nickname “Mullah Mike” after several local farmers witnessed him publicly challenging several Taliban leaders on their distorted use of Islam to intimidate locals. More impressively, he was doing this challenging work in the most spartan of conditions, far from any kind of U.S. support. Scott was determined to help any way he could. The two had developed a close bond fueled by a persistent goal to persuade the intimidated villagers of Khakrez to stand up on their own against the Taliban.

Nezam soon learned that there were only fifteen Americans in this new VSO village, so Mike looked forward to the arrival of Pashtun-speaking Afghans to fill out their ranks. When the Chinook landed, the new operators doubled the size of the unit. Nezam—who went by “Space Monkey,” on account of his agility and willingness to scamper onto rooftops to fix radios or faulty wiring—didn’t disappoint. Once on the ground in Khakrez, Nezam volunteered for every patrol and combat operation in the violence-wracked province. But he had more than just combat prowess. Nezam was Special Forces through and through. He quickly built rapport with local farmers and shopkeepers, which endeared him to the villagers and infuriated local Talibs. Presence patrols to engage locals during the day were followed by surgical strike missions to root out Taliban during the night.

On one such mission, Nezam took a round through the mouth, blowing out a cheek and shattering several teeth, but not before warning the American Green Berets behind him of the waiting ambush. While he was on a stretcher waiting to be evacuated, his face covered in blood, he pleaded with Mike, “Please don’t let the fucking Afghans fix my teeth.” Somehow, he was still able to talk. “Can you get me a U.S. dentist? If you do I’ll be right back to the fight.” Mullah Mike found him an American dentist.

Upon his return, Nezam and his team transferred to the western Kandahar province, in the Maiwand District, where he met another colorful American special operations soldier, Johnny Utah. A broad and muscular Hawaiian whose forearm was inked with rows of red poppies symbolic of Afghanistan’s battlegrounds, Utah was an intelligence specialist with years of combat experience. He’d initially been skeptical of Afghan special operators like Nezam, mainly due to his experience with regular ANA forces in Helmand. Those “soldiers” were constantly stoned and fled every firefight.

But Utah learned that Nezam and his unit were different. Nezam was up for every fight. In one of their first of over two hundred combat patrols together, they came under heavy enemy fire from the front. As they took fire, more shots suddenly rang out from behind. Without speaking, Nezam sprang up and disappeared.

“Why the fuck did you let him do that?” an American captain yelled at Utah.

“What the fuck are you talking about? He ran before I could even turn around,” Utah snapped back. Moments later, Nezam returned, smiling, and took up his position alongside Utah. He had killed everyone behind them.

The slim Afghan commando and the bulked-up American soldier became close friends. But in time, Utah—just like Scott, just like Mike—had to say goodbye, as he was sent stateside. Nezam was reposted with no break from the action. A pattern was emerging. American special operators came and went, but Nezam stayed in the fight. Always.

About six years after Nezam joined the Afghan army, he was sent to Kunduz, in northern Afghanistan. It was 2014, and the relationship between the American and Afghan militaries was changing. Increasingly, Afghans were going into battle without American Special Forces at their side, and the rules of engagement for airstrikes had narrowed: Afghans could no longer assume that American airpower would protect them.

The enemy was also changing. ISIS-K, the Afghan branch of the Islamic State, had gained a foothold in the country. Even more brutal and ruthless than the Taliban, ISIS-K operated differently than the Taliban, and Afghan Special Forces did not always know which enemy they were fighting.

One nighttime mission in Kunduz exemplified this. Nezam, as part of a team of eighty operators, was dispatched to strike an ISIS-K village compound. They began clearing buildings and destroying equipment under cover of night. Nezam knew they were in a trap. He implored his leaders to get the mission done and exfiltrate, but they procrastinated. And when the sun came up, hundreds of ISIS-K fighters materialized, surrounding the Afghan operators, firing in volleys from nearby buildings.

It was a shitshow—a blizzard of bullets and dust, the wind whipping sand off the dunes and village rooftops. The operators and the ISIS-K fighters were so close that they could hear each other’s voices during lulls in the shooting. Had it not been for the deep sand Nezam and his team had burrowed into, they would never have survived.

The firefight continued as the ISIS-K fighters kept Nezam’s unit pinned. At one point, sand clogged the unit’s machine gun and Nezam jumped up in the middle of the fight to piss on the gun and unjam it. But as the day dragged on, there seemed to be no way out. Operators around Nezam took selfies to send to loved ones, believing their final moments had come.

Nezam wouldn’t have it. He kept encouraging his team to fight, sprinting from position to position, distributing ammunition. Three times, bullets thumped into his chest armor, rocketing him to the ground, but he jumped up each time to continue. U.S. operators watched from drone cameras overhead as the hours went by, forbidden by their superiors from engaging. After twenty-four hours, Afghan helicopters finally swooped in to scoop up the men and fly them to safety. Out of eighty Afghan Special Forces, only a single man was killed.

This was Nezam’s life. A boy from a broken home who was now a professional soldier. He believed in Afghanistan, but all he knew was war.
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Nezam got a break from the relentless bloodshed when he was selected to attend the U.S. Special Forces Qualification Course—or Q Course—at Fort Bragg. He arrived there in spring 2016. The course was rigorous, but compared to seven years of continuous combat, it was a holiday. No one was shooting at him, and he wasn’t going to die on a ruck march, which he breezed through anyway since he was such a fitness nut.

While Nezam attended the Q Course, a now-retired Scott was at Fort Bragg, too, teaching aspiring Green Beret officers about the rapport-building lessons of VSO that warriors like Nezam and Mullah Mike had implemented. Over lunch, Scott and Nezam told stories and caught up on old times and friends long past. Scott marveled at Nezam’s command of English now, and how he had continued to mature from the nineteen-year-old newbie SF non-commissioned officer in Khakrez. Scott also sensed an immense amount of pain and trauma just below the surface, similar to what he had seen in his American brethren returning from the war in Afghanistan. Nezam was on the edge, and Scott knew it. As they said their goodbyes in the parking lot, Scott was suddenly grateful that Nezam would have a year of training in the Q Course; while it had broken a lot of American soldiers in the past, for Nezam it was a life-saving hiatus from combat.

While he was in the United States, Johnny Utah took Nezam under his wing, taking him to the Carolina shore for surfing lessons and going on road trips to Washington, D.C., where Utah introduced Nezam to his friend, the journalist James Gordon Meek, a massive man who stood six-foot-seven. He and Nezam took an instant liking to each other.

Nezam graduated from the Q Course in late 2016 and returned to Afghanistan with his coveted “long tab,” the curved blue and gold shoulder patch reading SPECIAL FORCES that signified he had graduated from the rigorous training.

Nezam was now considered to be a foreign member of the U.S. Army 1st Special Forces Regiment, and while he was taciturn about this, some of his friends were less cautious. They made the mistake of congratulating him on Facebook. This earned him the attention he would eventually come to dread.

The first call came when Nezam was in Kabul in 2017. He picked up on the first ring.

“Who’s this?” he asked.

“Nezam,” a man said slowly. “Come home to Takhar. I know you were in the U.S. and accomplished a lot. Come back, we need you.”

Nezam hung up. He texted the phone number to a friend in Afghan intelligence, and he told Nezam the number belonged to the “shadow governor” of Takhar—the region’s top Taliban leader.

Nezam never returned to his birthplace. He deleted his Facebook page and stayed off social media. But the calls kept coming. One caller left a voicemail. “I am with our friend Najib,” the caller said, referring to one of Nezam’s childhood friends. “Najib is Taliban now. You are needed here, brother.”

To Nezam, these calls amounted to death threats that showed Afghanistan’s direction. The country was spiraling into instability as the U.S. forces turned security over to the ANA. The Taliban was increasingly targeting the best-trained Afghans: pilots, special operators, judges, prosecutors. Murdering Afghans with specialized experience and training, who would be impossible to replace quickly, would sow more intimidation and fear among the people. No one was untouchable. It was the ultimate mindfuck.

The constant threats, the years of combat, and the country’s growing instability took a toll on Nezam. He began experiencing night terrors, waking in the darkness drenched in sweat and trembling. Like his country, he was unraveling.

Nezam’s U.S. counterparts encouraged him to leave the Army and work for a private contractor. As the U.S. presence in Afghanistan dwindled, the demand for contractors grew. Security for Afghan infrastructure was falling to former Afghan Special Operations Forces (AFSOF) working for U.S. security companies. The military industrial complex was alive and well, offering Nezam an opportunity. The pay was five times the meager salary of a Special Forces Sergeant First Class like him. More important, working for a U.S. contractor made him eligible for a special visa program. An escape hatch if everything collapsed.

Unsure of what to do—fight, and likely die; go private, and likely end up fleeing—he spent hours messaging Scott. As before, Scott could sense Nezam was on the verge of losing it and he told Nezam that he needed to break away from the military, for his sanity and the sake of his life. In May 2017, Nezam decided that it was time to leave the Army. He was honorably discharged and recruited by the CIA for a top secret counterterrorism task force with SEAL Team Six. The following year, he became a security contractor for Five Star Global, a North Carolina–based security firm headed by Scott’s former boss, retired Army Major General Edward Reeder Jr.

In early 2020, just before the global outbreak of COVID-19, the U.S. government suddenly announced a “peace” deal with the Taliban. In Washington, D.C., Donald Trump talked up the negotiations between his government and the Taliban: “I really believe the Taliban wants to do something to show that we’re not all wasting time,” he said. “If bad things happen, we’ll go back.” The deal, struck in Doha, Qatar, without the participation of the Afghan government or any coalition allies, set a May 1, 2021, deadline for a U.S. withdrawal. It was completely arbitrary and violated just about every rule of basic negotiation and strategic planning. Trump had initially wanted to order all forces out by the close of 2020 but was talked out of it by his military advisers.

Nezam, like all Afghans, understood that the clock was now ticking. Once the Americans left, it would be open season on anyone who had aided them. He needed to leave immediately.

From his northern perch at the power plant, his sense of dread metastasized. With help of his other American friends, he applied for a Special Immigrant Visa (SIV)—the golden ticket that would get him out for good. Johnny Utah, Scott, and others wrote letters supporting his application. In his own letter, Nezam relayed a recent incident where he’d been pulled over and beaten at a Taliban checkpoint. Out of uniform, he hadn’t been recognizable as ex–Special Forces, and the Taliban couldn’t search his phone because the battery was dead. They released him, bruised but alive.

If they had ID’d him, they would have thrown a hood over him and hauled him off to torture him for days on end, beheaded him, and dumped him in a ditch, where he would return to the sand and wind.

He submitted his SIV application to the State Department on July 4, 2020.

Then he waited.
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Waiting for bureaucracy—especially one halfway around the world—is never fun.

Nezam stayed alive. In September 2020, he learned that his SIV was moving through the State Department. Nezam had endeared himself to a lot of influential people who rotated through Afghanistan, and the chair of the House Foreign Affairs Committee was even in Nezam’s corner, as well as a former Marine now at the National Security Council. People—important people—were fighting for him.

But in Afghanistan, the real fighting continued.

Summer passed into fall, fall into winter, winter into spring, with hardly any news. It was now early spring 2021, mere weeks from the official U.S. withdrawal date. A fact unbeknownst to many noncombatants is that war is often seasonal. Winters in Afghanistan were usually quieter. But now soldiers and insurgents were emerging from their winter strongholds and killing one another again in the mountains and valleys, over the plains and villages.

In March, the Taliban bombed a checkpoint close to the Bayat power plant, killing a police captain and wounding four of his men. Ed Reeder sent a message to Nezam offering his condolences and directing him to “recheck everyone’s equipment to include their long guns. Make sure everyone is well versed on actions against the camp. Keep your eyes and ears on full alert.” Things were getting hot, and Nezam and his men were on high alert. He felt terrible about wanting to abandon his country, the one he’d fought and killed for, but those days were now gone. All he wanted now was to get approval to leave.

On April 14, 2021, Nezam and countless other Afghans in similar positions caught a reprieve. There was a new American president, and on that day Joe Biden announced that the U.S. withdrawal would be pushed back four months, to the peculiarly symbolic date of September 11, 2021. Twenty years to the day after the Twin Towers fell.

This relieved some pressure on Afghanistan and also bought Nezam some time.

The power plant, once quiet, was now a hot spot of Taliban activity. Skirmishes erupted nearby, including an attack just a few miles from the station toward the end of May. Nezam dutifully reported the incidents to his American superiors at Five Star Global Security.

During this time, Nezam’s comrades in the Afghan Special Forces began relaying dire messages over WhatsApp. Regular ANA units, unpaid for months, were handing over their U.S.-supplied equipment to the Taliban, who offered money for each rifle and vehicle, each box of ammunition. Fighting had intensified everywhere: in Kandahar in the south, in Herat to the west, in Kunar in the east. Village elders were approaching local commanders and imploring them to switch sides, just as they had in the days of the warlords and the mujahideen. It was the story of Afghanistan. One day you’re enemies over the barrel of an AK-47, the next day you’re brothers having tea.

None of this made the nightly news in Washington, D.C., which Nezam watched from afar. The Biden administration held firm to the view that the government of Ashraf Ghani would stand. As recently as April, Zalmay Khalilzad—a senior Afghan-American diplomat with silver hair wreathing a balding crown and deep bags under his eyes as if perpetually exhausted—had told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, “I do not believe the government is going to collapse or the Taliban is going to take over.” Nezam knew that he was lying. Why, he could only guess. It seemed like everyone in the U.S. and Afghan governments was in full denial.

But no one on the ground in Afghanistan was in denial. And everyone there knew that with the security umbrella folding up, they would soon have to fend for themselves.

Barring a miracle, Afghanistan would fail.

For the first time since childhood, Nezam, the cheerful and lethal warrior, was scared.
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Nezam was reluctant to leave.

For days, Johnny Utah had been receiving reports from intel sources that Afghanistan was going to fall and soon. Utah urged Nezam to resign, get to Kabul, and fly anywhere out of the country. But Nezam didn’t want to anger his boss. His supervisor sent him a text that evacuation was not in the cards. From General Reeder: We have no plans and are giving NO guidance to the commandos to withdraw. The next day, Reeder sent a direct message. Nezami, I need you to be strong like a commando. I need you to lead by example. I need you to keep everyone calm.

A country was worth dying for. But a power plant?

Nezam knew at that moment he was screwed. I am no longer a Commando, he thought. I am a contractor, and I don’t want to die for a power plant.

He had to get out. He requested emergency leave in order to get his new national identification card, and that was granted. The country was falling to the Taliban and the roads weren’t safe, so it would have to be by air. A helicopter to Mazar-e-Sharif was the only option, then a flight to Kabul.

Getting a jump seat on a chopper used to be relatively easy for Nezam, but no more. He messaged everyone he could think of—but there were no helicopter rides. Everyone was either fighting or fleeing or hiding, just like Nezam.

Then, a few days later, Nezam got an encouraging message from one of his friends in the Afghan Special Forces. An elite unit known as the KKA had arrived in Sheberghan and had met with the local warlord. The upshot of their meeting: the KKA was there to push back against the enemy.

Nezam was suddenly buoyed. The KKA was among the most elite of Afghan Special Operations Forces. Their shoulder patch had a scorpion emblazoned with S.F. and the national colors of black, red, and green. Trained by Delta Force and Army Rangers, the KKA were revered as swift, effective, and lethal.

With the KKA active, maybe the roads would again be safe. Maybe Nezam could drive to Mazar-e-Sharif. He called Scott in what was becoming a frequent ritual. “My bag is packed and I am ready. I should be able to leave soon, sir.”

“That’s great news, brother. Keep me posted on the changes.”

“I will, sir.”

Nezam hoped that he could leave then. But a few hours later, he picked up his phone and began to scroll social media.

The KKA had disappeared.

In his heart, he knew they were dead, and a chill went down his spine. Still, he needed physical proof.

Almost immediately he found the videos and pieced together what had happened. The KKA unit, led by a handsome and dashing colonel named Sohrab Azimi, son of a famous general in Kabul, had gone to attack a Taliban position in Faryab. Azimi’s convoy split into two, and about two dozen of them drove right into an ambush in broad daylight. The Taliban’s elite Red Unit pinned them down. Calls for help to local ANA troops went unanswered. No one came. Azimi and his men surrendered, expecting to be treated like all other Afghan soldiers had been to that point. They would hand over their weapons and be told to go home.

Instead, the Taliban slaughtered the men on the spot.

Nezam found a video on the internet and sent it to Scott. They both watched in disgust. Less than a minute long, it panned over a dozen bloodied corpses sprawled across a dusty street lined with shuttered shop stalls. The bodies had been stripped of their kit and even their boots. Two high-cut helmets lay on the ground, helmets that were standard among Afghan special operations forces.

Nezam recognized the first bullet-riddled body in the clip—a long-bearded man with his green scarf still wrapped around his neck.

Colonel Sohrab Azimi.

As if there was any doubt, the KKA slaughter signaled there would be no quarter for the Taliban’s enemies.

It didn’t matter what the politicians said on TV. The Taliban knew they were within reach of winning a twenty-year war, mostly by waiting out their enemy and conducting psychological warfare like the targeted texts that the Taliban sent to Nezam daily.
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TAMPA, FLORIDA—JUNE 16, 2021

In his office, Scott was still trying to shake off what he’d watched of the KKA slaughter. It didn’t appear like the U.S. government was taking the Taliban seriously, or they were ignoring the obvious. He was receiving constant reports from his friends in intelligence and from special operators that the next couple months were going to be hell in Afghanistan; some even knew Nezam and were genuinely concerned for him.

The Taliban weren’t attacking the bases because that would violate Trump’s Doha Agreement, which they knew might prompt the U.S. to get back into the fight. Instead, they would take the provincial capitals, mostly by trickery and intimidation. With the exception of the Afghan special operators, the undermanned and outgunned Afghan troops wouldn’t leave their bases without the dwindling air support. And so the provincial leaders would surrender in the face of any aggression, causing news of Taliban victories in the region to be spread over social media. The military would surrender without a shot fired. Scott had to hand it to them: he doubted the U.S. military could have pulled off a better smoke-and-mirrors psychological warfare trick. It was kind of genius.
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