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			NOTE ON SPELLINGS

			The towns and villages of Kunar and Nuristan have names that come from many languages: from Pashto, from Dari, and from Nuristani and Pashai languages that have no written form and in some cases are extinct. English transliterations vary. The name [image: ] can be transliterated as “Pech” or “Pich,” while [image: ], pronounced “Want,” has often been distorted into the two-syllable “Wanat” through a game of telephone involving Russian and American military map transliterations.

			

			—

			I HAVE TRIED to adopt spellings that are as close as possible to the way residents of the places pronounce the names without being unfamiliar to American veterans who served there, while preserving alternate spellings in quotations from Americans and from U.S. military documents. For places that have multiple names, I have used the name most familiar to the U.S. military (usually the Pashto one).
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			PROLOGUE

			2010

			The soldiers living in the concrete maze of Combat Outpost (COP) Michigan treated the Taliban fire that poured in from the mountains as though it were weather: bursts of machine-gun bullets were akin to drizzle, volleys of rocket-propelled grenades more like heavy rain.

			I was sitting in the little base’s recreational computer room, one of about twenty plywood buildings scattered around COP Michigan’s gravel-covered grounds, when the thump of an explosion sounded from somewhere else on the fortified compound. The chatter of incoming and outgoing machine guns quickly joined the din, followed by the blasts of the outpost’s mortars firing their own explosive shells up into the cloud-draped gray-and-green hills. “It might not be worth going out into that,” a tall, blond soldier using one of the computers remarked to a friend sitting next to him. By the time a jet dropped a bomb on one of the insurgent firing positions, the attack had already subsided and infantrymen were sitting outside again in their one dedicated outdoor space, a little wooden deck outfitted with picnic tables, homemade Adirondack chairs, a pull-up bar, and a shroud of green plastic camouflage netting meant to shield the enclave from the view of Taliban spotters whose vantage points above otherwise offered a clear view of every inch of the valley-floor base. “That was a good one,” one of the young soldiers on the deck said regretfully when the ground shook slightly and we watched the plume of smoke from the air strike rise from behind a tree-dotted ridge. He was sorry he’d forgotten to get his video camera out to record it for posterity and Facebook.1

			
			The troops at COP Michigan during the summer of 2010 wore the black Screaming Eagle patch of the 101st Airborne Division on the shoulders of their camouflage fatigues. The seven hundred soldiers of their battalion, the division’s 1-327 Infantry, nicknamed the Bulldogs, were two months into a deployment to four outposts in the valley formed by the fast-moving Pech River. Flying up the Pech in the passenger cabin of a Black Hawk helicopter in late July on my way to visit the Bulldog battalion, I’d gotten a bird’s-eye look at the terrain surrounding it in Kunar Province, a hundred miles northeast of Kabul: wave after wave of peaks and ridges, rising another five or ten thousand feet from valley floors that were already three thousand feet above sea level. The valleys looked like the veins on a leaf: big ones like the Kunar River valley, which ran north to south through the province, were joined by tributaries like the Pech, which in turn were fed by the smaller tributaries that ran down side valleys so steep and narrow that some were more like canyons. Keep going up the Pech, and you would eventually leave Kunar and wind up in the next province to the north, Nuristan, a place famous in Afghanistan for having converted to Islam from an animist religion barely a century before.

			Sharp spurs jutted out into the valley, forcing the river’s course to curve around them and marking its junctions with small side valleys; viewed from a height, the spurs looked like the teeth in the open jaws of a crocodile. COP Michigan sat where one of these tributaries joined the Pech: on the opposite side of the flood-swollen river, two rocky teeth flanked the mouth of the Korengal valley, made famous by other journalists as the “valley of death” for the high toll that the fighting there had taken on a series of American units going back to a disastrous special operations mission in 2005. From 2006 until the spring of 2010, U.S. troops had maintained a cluster of bases inside the Korengal, outposts similar to Michigan but more compact; another unit had shuttered these bases just a few weeks before the Bulldog battalion deployed. The troops at Michigan knew just bits and pieces about what was going on inside the Korengal now. Local Taliban leaders had moved into the abandoned bases, intelligence reports said, although aerial footage from Predator drones and other surveillance aircraft didn’t show any obvious signs of militant training camps or other alarming activity. Snippets of intercepted insurgent walkie-talkie chatter in Arabic—a foreign language in the country—suggested that back there somewhere, working with the local Taliban, were operatives of al-Qaida. It was the terrorist organization’s presence as the guest of local militants that had drawn the American military into Afghanistan in the first place in 2001, into Kunar in 2002, into the Pech in 2003, and then into its tributaries.

			
			What mattered to the troops at Michigan, though, was that the Korengal was where the fire was coming from during attacks on their base—especially the munitions that really made you think twice before stepping outside, such as shells from bazooka-like recoilless rifles and the finger-sized bullets of heavy machine guns. In his office inside the concrete-ringed plywood headquarters building, or operations center, the unexcitable company commander in charge of the outpost, Captain Dakota Steedsman, gave me a rundown of what his soldiers had experienced so far during their two months in the Pech. On his second day at Michigan, he recounted, a heavy machine gun, firing with surprising accuracy from a ridge two-thirds of a mile inside the Korengal, had pinned his men down and wounded a sergeant inside the base’s little chow hall. Other soldiers had been wounded since, and one had died, a mechanic killed when a rocket-propelled grenade, or RPG, exploded in the tent where he was working. I should expect to see three or four attacks on the outpost each day during my stay, Steedsman told me, lasting anywhere between five and forty-five minutes, and I should be careful about going outside during them.

			At 7:35 p.m., the third attack that day kicked off. Machine-gun rounds and RPGs snapped in from behind Ranger Rock, a big boulder overlooking the base just inside the Korengal, kicking up gravel and ricocheting off concrete blast barriers. Soldiers fired back with their own machine guns from the turrets of big, boxy armored trucks parked at intervals inside the perimeter walls. I tagged along with First Sergeant George Ehlschide—the senior man among the enlisted troops the company commander, Steedsman, and his lieutenants oversaw—as he stepped out of the operations center and ran through the labyrinth of concrete and dirt-filled barriers over to the mortar pit.

			
			“First Sergeant, you’re not running around out here, are you?” one mortarman asked. The first sergeant grunted. The mortarman turned to me, the visiting reporter. “You came at a good time,” he joked. He and a few other soldiers were dropping rounds into three mortar tubes, sending green-painted explosive shells arcing toward grid coordinates they’d long since memorized, and then ducking into a concrete shelter when the incoming fire got too close.

			Some of the radio chatter had an urgent tone. Up above Michigan, fifteen or sixteen ill-trained soldiers from the U.S.-backed Afghan National Army (ANA) manned an observation post, or OP, perched on the finger of rock that jutted directly across the Korengal’s mouth. During the day, two Afghan flags were visible flying over the post. Now its defenders were frantically contacting the operations center on the radio, saying, through an interpreter, that the incoming fire was too much for them. “Roger, I copy, possible overrun of the OP,” the senior mortarman said into his radio, suggesting insurgents might be about to capture the Afghan troops’ precarious position. I’d never heard anything like that before during my “embeds” with American and British infantry units at outposts around Afghanistan and Iraq. “Guys, stand your shit right by the door, you understand? Full gear.” Ehlschide, the first sergeant, cursed and ran back to the operations center; I followed him.

			The Afghan troops at the observation post were taking heavy fire, but they weren’t actually being overrun. Back inside the operations center, a fire-support specialist was on the radio with the crews of two howitzers—huge guns that lobbed ninety-six-pound shells in a high arc—at a bigger base four miles distant, feeding them coordinates of positions inside the Korengal that insurgents were shooting from: “First grid, four two sierra x-ray delta seven seven eight zero six six five zero. Second grid, x-ray delta seven…” As the howitzer shells started exploding, scattering jagged steel fragments and chunks of the incendiary chemical white phosphorous a mile and a half away up in the mountains, both the incoming and the outgoing fire started to slacken. A soldier manning a radio asked the room how many RPGs the enemy had fired since the attack began. “Fuck, your guess is as good as mine, but it’s been ten or more,” the captain answered. A fighter pilot arrived high overhead and checked in on the radio with his call sign, Viper 18. An Air Force targeting specialist sitting in the operations center with the soldiers sent him the coordinates of another Taliban position, and then there was a boom and a shudder of the earth as a thousand pounds of high explosive sprayed another thousand pounds of steel around its target somewhere on the wooded slopes above the Korengal.

			
			The evening’s attack was over—probably not because the air strike had killed any insurgents, but because they knew from long experience exactly how long it took American aircraft to arrive overhead and had packed up their weapons and scuttled off before the bomb dropped.

			

			—

			FOR THE SOLDIERS I was visiting, it had been just another night at COP Michigan; after two months in the valley, this kind of fighting was what they were accustomed to. For me, the war in the Pech was something different and surprising.

			I was twenty-two years old, about the same age as many of the troops I was reporting on, and had been making trips to Iraq and Afghanistan as a freelance journalist for three years. The terrain here was so beautiful and rugged that it hardly seemed real, a sharp contrast to the dry hills, battered cities, and muggy farmlands I’d encountered elsewhere—a reaction many soldiers shared when arriving in Kunar or Nuristan after past deployments to Iraq or other parts of Afghanistan. And instead of a war of hidden bombs exploding from beneath the road, the field, the trail, or the floor, it was a war of firefights and firepower, where young infantrymen not only routinely fired their rifles and machine guns at the enemy but called in huge numbers of mortar shells (the Bulldog battalion had expended just over seven thousand so far on the deployment), howitzer shells (just over two thousand), rockets and missiles from attack helicopters, and satellite-guided bombs from jets (fifty-two so far when I arrived). I’d never seen anything like it, and no matter how inured to it they became, most soldiers who fought there would never see anything like it again in other valleys, provinces, or countries on later tours. “You get there, and the Pech delivered in every way. You really felt like you were doing what you signed up for,” one veteran of the Pech would tell me later, echoing a sentiment I found to be common among sergeants and lieutenants who fought there.2 “I call it ‘Kunar syndrome.’ For those of us who joined the infantry, that place is exactly what we envisioned,” agreed another.3

			
			The slightly larger base that housed the Bulldog battalion’s headquarters was four miles beyond Michigan, farther up the Pech. Forward Operating Base (FOB) Blessing was the westernmost in the string of four outposts in the valley, and it was named after the first American soldier to die there, a sergeant named Jay Blessing who had been killed by a roadside bomb nearly seven years earlier while deployed with an elite Army special operations unit, the 75th Ranger Regiment. His name and those of dozens of other dead soldiers, along with a few Marines and Navy SEALs, were etched onto four marble plaques adorning a decorative blue parapet that overlooked the valley. Clouds drifted just above the villages on the slopes, and the flags of Afghanistan, the United States, and the U.S. Army waved above. Almost a hundred American troops had died in the Pech and its tributaries like the Korengal and Waygal by late July 2010, including four so far from the Bulldog battalion. At the memorial ceremonies, somber young soldiers would file into the plywood chapel downhill from the courtyard while a set of speakers played a mournful cello track from Black Hawk Down, the movie about the 1993 battle of Mogadishu that soldiers my age in Afghanistan and Iraq could often recite whole scenes from.

			Farther downhill, on the flat part of the base closest to the Pech River, two howitzers boomed away day and night; if they weren’t firing in support of COP Michigan, they were firing in support of the Bulldog battalion’s other Pech outposts—COP Able Main and COP Honaker-Miracle, eight and eleven miles away—or sometimes at the hills just above FOB Blessing. The whole place had a strange, edge-of-the-map feeling to it, made stranger by the little frogs or toads that jumped around by my feet as I typed up notes from the day’s patrols and interviews and the big monitor lizards that could be found sunning themselves on the rocks during breaks between rainstorms.

			
			Even more surprising to me, though, was the way the senior American officer in the Pech, the Bulldog battalion’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Ryan, talked about the mission there when I sat down with him in his office in the battalion operations center, a single-story concrete building across a courtyard from the memorial plaques. Forty-one years old but with less gray in his high-and-tight haircut than some of his company commanders, Ryan was a West Point graduate from Pearl River, New York, and he had been in and out of Afghanistan and Iraq since the first months after September 11, 2001, as an officer in the night-raiding Rangers.

			I had become accustomed to commanders in Afghanistan and Iraq promoting the counterinsurgency operations their units were conducting, even hyping them—rattling off numbers to indicate progress, making rosy predictions about the situations they would hand off to their successors. Joe Ryan didn’t do that. It was the summer of President Barack Obama’s Afghan surge, and with nearly a hundred thousand U.S. troops in the country, all the other battalions I’d visited over the past couple of months had been expanding, building new outposts in new districts. But Ryan talked about retracting. “Sometimes just your presence causes destabilization. We see that on our patrols here,” he said. “Here, the time is done for coalition forces to keep spreading out into more places.”

			Since the Korengal pullout in April, he acknowledged—a move that likewise stood in contrast to the surge’s aggressive approach elsewhere in the country—attacks on COP Michigan had increased, exactly as some opponents of the withdrawal in the military chain of command had warned they would. Michigan, in fact, was enduring more daily attacks than any other American outpost in eastern Afghanistan. That didn’t mean that leaving had been the wrong call, though, Ryan argued. “We could’ve stayed there for five more years, banging our heads against the wall,” he said of the abandoned outposts in the Pech’s Korengal and Waygal side valleys, listing some of the defunct bases’ names: Bella, Restrepo, the Ranch House.

			Ryan wasn’t convinced that he or his troops, or any other Americans, understood enough about what was going on within the complex coalition of insurgent factions in the Pech to definitively conclude that any particular change in the guerrillas’ behavior was the result of U.S. actions. During the same period that attacks against Michigan had risen, for example, the frequency of rocket and mortar strikes against FOB Blessing had decreased, and he didn’t know why (although the soldiers in his staff’s intelligence section had theories). “We often don’t know, and won’t know, why things happen,” he said. “There’s just a lot we will never know, no matter how good our intelligence collection is.”

			
			There was another thing Ryan didn’t claim to know for sure: just what he and his men were doing in the Pech. “Why are we here?” he asked me. “Are we building a nation? Are we chasing terrorists? I read the same news as you do, and it doesn’t always seem very clear.”

			

			—

			WHAT WAS OBVIOUS in the Pech in the summer of 2010 was that U.S. forces and the Taliban had fought each other to a stalemate. For counterinsurgents as for insurgents, the cooperation of the people was everything, and in the Pech the people were sick and tired of both sides. Local children in the village outside Michigan, who tended to stare frostily at American patrols as they walked through town or flash them the middle finger, were so hardened to the violence that during gunfights they would often stroll through the cross fire, picking up expended brass shell casings so that they could sell them in the market.

			Some of the patrols that I accompanied from FOB Blessing headed north, a short ways into a side valley called the Waygal. The officer in charge of these missions was one of the Bulldog battalion’s fourteen platoon leaders, a lieutenant two years out of West Point named Alex Pruden, with whom I would stay in touch after leaving the Pech. Years later, Pruden would share a memory with me of the moment when the situation he and his thirty-odd soldiers were in crystallized for him. It had been the day of Afghanistan’s parliamentary elections, a month after my visit, and the lieutenant was back at Blessing decompressing from a day of thrilling, nerve-racking firefights when his mind wandered to the science-fiction epic Avatar, which had hit theaters as the Bulldog battalion was getting ready to deploy. In the movie, human invaders with the mannerisms and high-and-tight haircuts of American military personnel are stationed at high-tech outposts on a stunningly gorgeous alien world called Pandora; they venture out into the lush jungle only in lumbering vehicles to exploit its natural resources. The analogy was imperfect but obvious. Pruden knew that unlike the marauding East India Company–like corporation in the movie, the U.S. military had come to the Pech with good intentions and that the valley had not been some idyllic Eden before Americans arrived. But it still felt as if he and the rest of the Bulldog battalion were the movie’s space mercenaries and the Pech was Pandora.4

			
			What was not obvious was how things had gotten this way and what really had brought U.S. forces into the area back in the early years of the war. In a conflict where units rotated every six or twelve months and passed down only small parts of their experience to their successors, the origins of American involvement in the Pech were murky, as were many events along the way. Why were the Pech bases even there? Ask a soldier at Michigan how long the outpost had been in existence, and you would get a shrug. It had been there when the Bulldog battalion deployed, and when the battalion before that deployed, and the battalion before that; as far as almost any of the troops living there were concerned, it had always been there. As for why the base had been established in the first place, who knew, and what did it matter? Life at the embattled outposts was what it was, and their garrisons were just trying to get through it, to the end of their year, not wondering about the decisions their predecessors had made or the ways in which American goals in the valley had morphed over the years.

			After that first visit to the Pech, I would sift through thousands of pages of military documents and interview dozens and then hundreds of Americans and Afghans in an effort to piece together what had led up to the violent stalemate I saw there in the summer of 2010.

			Parts of the story had already been told, vividly. Because the Pech was a hot spot of violence for American forces—“a place that is the hardest of the hard,” as one of the four-star generals who oversaw the whole U.S. military enterprise in Afghanistan put it to me5—journalists had been gravitating toward it for several years, seeking stories about young Americans braving intense combat in mind-bogglingly severe terrain. It was the right place to find them. A pair of firefights on the same mountain above the Korengal in 2005 and 2007, a little over two years apart, would both yield Medals of Honor, and a paratroop company that spent fifteen months in the Waygal in 2007 and 2008 would earn two more of these rare valor awards, the highest the military could offer. The articles, news segments, and documentaries of one visiting reporter after another would make the Pech and the similarly austere regions abutting it in Kunar and Nuristan the public face of the war in Afghanistan just as the American public’s attention was turning back to that war in 2008 and 2009 as the Bush administration’s Iraq surge subsided.* These, along with the memoirs of veterans and the military’s internal investigations into particularly deadly incidents, provided near-real-time records of some key events, helping to offset the fallibility of human memory that makes it difficult to reconstruct combat operations only from later interviews with participants.

			
			The vast majority of American troops who fought in the Pech did their best, with the best of intentions, under the harshest of conditions. Afghans who worked alongside them played a vital role in illuminating how, nevertheless, one commander after another failed to accomplish what they set out to, and the subtle differences they saw play out as unit after unit rotated through, each talking the same talk of counterinsurgency but not always walking the same walk. “Each American unit had the same policy—to help people, build schools, train the ANA, fight the enemy,” was how the long-serving interpreter who accompanied Joe Ryan everywhere he went in the Pech put it, “but really each commander had their own different policy.”6 District officials and village elders described what happened before, after, and in between periods of American activity, and talked about insurgent leaders they knew with a familiarity that U.S. intelligence personnel couldn’t. They also shared their perspective on the accidental killings of civilians by artillery and air strikes that were a tragically persistent feature of U.S. involvement and a key factor in creating the hardened attitudes that Ryan and his men saw out on patrol in villages that had been much friendlier and more willing to forgive mistakes a few years earlier. “Do not censor the pain and suffering of the people of Kunar and the Pech,” one old man from a village a few miles west of Blessing urged me when I interviewed him and a group of his relatives in Kabul.7

			
			Even at the height of news coverage of the war, when embedded reporters were regular visitors, much was happening in and around the Pech valley that neither they nor the infantry units they were covering could see, under cover of darkness and top secret classification. This was the part of the story—one separate from the everyday fighting yet inextricably linked with it—that proved both the most difficult to uncover and the most essential to understanding how events had played out: the role of American special operations troops and intelligence operatives.

			In effect, throughout Afghanistan, while troops like those at Michigan and Blessing were fighting a daytime war, special operations forces like Army Rangers and Navy SEALs were fighting a nighttime one, hunting Taliban leaders and those rare al-Qaida terrorists who sometimes worked with them. It was these counterterrorism troops, I would learn, who had led the way into the Pech and almost all of its tributaries, undertaking missions—and often leaving messes—that the regular infantry soldiers who arrived later were told little or nothing about. The one person in the Bulldog battalion who understood this part of the history of American involvement was its commander, Joe Ryan. That was because, during his time in the Rangers, he had been part of it, and would be part of it again as special operations units continued their mission from the air, with drones, when the price of combat operations on the ground had become too high.

			Ryan had hinted at this backstory during my summer 2010 visit, acknowledging that he had been present during the long-ago operation that had cost a Ranger sergeant his life and left behind a base with his name. “We drove through this valley in Hilux pickup trucks,” Ryan told me during one conversation at Blessing, sounding almost surprised at the memory and its contrast with the armored behemoths the Bulldog battalion drove everywhere. “When I came here in 2003, when Jay Blessing was still alive, this place was established to provide support to forward elements in Nuristan”—Rangers who had ventured farther and higher into the wild province north of the Pech than almost any other American troops ever would.

			
			Just what he and other special operations troops had been doing there, he didn’t say, and at the time I didn’t ask, not grasping how intertwined the stories of the daytime and nighttime wars of the infantry and the counterterrorism operatives were, that one half of the war couldn’t be understood without the other. It was in this interplay between the visible and the hidden wars that the answers to my questions about what had led to the dramatic deadlock of 2010 lay.

			Before it snowballed into the daily duel of bombs, rockets, and artillery that I saw at COP Michigan at the height of things, I would come to learn, America’s war in the Pech had begun the same way it would end—with a manhunt.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*  For a time, the word “Korengal” became almost a stand-in for Afghanistan in popular media, referred to in video games and television shows like House of Cards when an Afghan place-name was required.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PART I

			 

			INTO THE MOUNTAINS

			2002–2005

			
				Our response involves far more than instant retaliation and isolated strikes. Americans should not expect one battle, but a lengthy campaign unlike any other we have ever seen. It may include dramatic strikes, visible on TV, and covert operations, secret even in success.

				—George W. Bush, September 20, 2001
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			CHAPTER 1

			 

			AMERICA COMES TO KUNAR

			2002–2003

			
				IN SEARCH OF THE SHEIKH

				American troops set up their first base in Kunar Province as the snow melted in the mountains in early 2002, the spring after the September 11 attacks and the ensuing autumn air war. They came trying to pick up a trail that had gone cold the previous December at the battle of Tora Bora, in another Afghan mountain range fifty miles to Kunar’s south—the trail of Osama bin Laden.

				I interviewed more than two hundred American veterans of Kunar before I found someone who knew firsthand how, why, and when U.S. troops entered the mountainous, nineteen-hundred-square-mile province and established the first of what would become a network of over a dozen remote outposts there. Tom Greer was a wiry former member of the Army’s premier counterterrorist unit, Delta Force. In the spring of 2002, after leading the Delta team that came tantalizingly close to bin Laden at Tora Bora, he had been a major overseeing three small reconnaissance teams that paired some of the most highly trained commandos in the U.S. military with CIA officers and specialists in electronic eavesdropping. Wearing beards and local clothes and driving around in the Toyota Hilux pickup trucks that are ubiquitous in Afghanistan, the operators of these Advanced Force Operations teams were fanning out across the country’s east, picking sites for little encampments. No one meant for these sites to become permanent, as most of them eventually did; they were just meant to be lily pads, places to set up radio relay points and get a good night’s sleep in between reconnaissance forays into the mountains in Hiluxes or on all-terrain vehicles.1
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				The team that Tom Greer sent bouncing up Kunar’s rocky, gravel-surfaced main road in a couple of pickup trucks sometime in the spring of 2002 was “SEAL heavy,” he told me more than a decade later—made up mostly of operators from Delta Force’s Navy equivalent, SEAL Team 6.2 The SEALs and other personnel who accompanied them were entering a province of some 500,000 people “and an equal number of goats,” as the author of a U.S. diplomatic cable a few years later would joke, where ribbons of green between the brown mountains housed fields of corn and wheat and groves of walnut trees, whose fruit the province is famous for.3 Kunar was a conservative, rural place, where women were seldom seen outside except when working in the fields by their villages. The qualities that made it different from other eastern conservative, rural provinces—its historically complex relationship with the central government, the role of the timber trade in its economy, the Saudi-inspired brand of Islam that had become popular there during the war against the Soviets—were not obvious to special operators just starting to get the feel of the country many of them would come back to over and over again.

				A couple of Delta Force operators had already visited Kunar during the fall air campaign, working in conjunction with the CIA, but they hadn’t stayed.4 This time the reconnaissance team stopped when it reached a dusty, rectangular compound a mile south of Asadabad, the provincial seat where the Pech River empties into the larger Kunar River, the province’s spine. A site where there was already a fort of sorts was ideal, so that was where the SEALs made camp. Greer went up to visit the team once it was settled in. A Delta Force operator on a different recon team had recently named another new outpost Camelot. The SEALs had the honor of picking a nickname for the Asadabad camp, and they chose a less high-minded one: Puchi Ghar, because they were under the mistaken impression that puchi ghar meant “dog-shit mountain” in Pashto, and that was the vibe they got from the place.5 (In fact, the phrase meant something like “crass mountain” and sounded nonsensical to Afghan ears.)

				
				The compound didn’t look like much, it was true—some broken-down mud-brick walls and buildings centered on a courtyard about five hundred feet long and five hundred feet wide, separated from the wide Kunar River by a road and some stands of trees. Locals called the compound Topchi Base because topchi was the Pashto word for “artillery,” and the Soviets had based howitzers there.6 More recently, Taliban fighters had used the site as a barracks, although their government had held little sway in Kunar outside Asadabad. No one imagined at the time that U.S. troops and CIA officers would occupy this base—eventually renamed Forward Operating Base Asadabad and then FOB Wright, after a Green Beret killed nearby in 2005, but often just called A-Bad—for twelve and a half years and continue to visit it even after that.

				Of the seven thousand troops the United States had on the ground in Afghanistan that spring, when debris was still being cleared from the grounds of the World Trade Center, only a handful were directly involved in the hunt for Osama bin Laden. For the SEAL-led team that established FOB Asadabad, as for the other recon teams working in the east, picking up bin Laden’s scent was priority number one. A top CIA official at Langley had recently stopped sending out a daily memo about progress on the bin Laden hunt, because there wasn’t any, and CIA officers working out of an abandoned hotel in Kabul—their new station—were eager to use the military teams to get back on track.7

				The Asadabad team was “looking for anything related to UBL, chasing his ghost up there,” Greer recalled, using the government acronym for Usama bin Laden, then forty-five. “Any old fart that was rumored to be associated with UBL or an old acquaintance was on the target deck.”8 On May 6, within days of the special operations team’s arrival, the CIA fired the first shot in America’s war in Kunar, using one of its newly armed Predator drones to launch a Hellfire missile just outside a village in the Shigal valley northeast of Asadabad. The agency suspected that a pair of bin Laden’s old Afghan allies from the 1980s, including the notorious warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, were harboring him.9

				
				To avoid tipping their hand, officials in Washington told reporters only that they had been targeting Hekmatyar, not bin Laden. Questioned about the strike during an exchange with reporters, President George W. Bush was cryptic about whom the intelligence agency had been trying to kill in Kunar: “I can assure you, when we go after individuals in the theater of war, it’s because they intend to do some harm to America.”10

				

				—

				WHEN ASKED AT a press conference less than a week after the September 11 attacks whether he wanted bin Laden killed, Bush had answered with the bellicosity of a gunfighter: “I want justice. And there’s an old poster out west as I recall that says, ‘Wanted: Dead or Alive.’ ”11 The president did not mention bin Laden the next month when he announced the beginning of the U.S.-led aerial bombardment of Afghanistan, however. The military air campaign focused not on finding and striking individual al-Qaida leaders but on driving the Taliban regime from power and thereby removing the sanctuary from which al-Qaida had planned its attacks.12

				For the first week or so after the attacks on New York and Washington, the CIA had had a good grasp on where bin Laden was, maybe better than his Taliban hosts did. According to the agency’s station chief in Pakistan at the time, a CIA informant within al-Qaida made contact the Monday after the attacks to describe a town hall meeting the terrorist chief had just held with his followers near Jalalabad, the nearest big city to Kunar’s south, straddling the highway from Kabul to Pakistan.13

				Untouched by the air campaign, bin Laden next surfaced at Tora Bora in the White Mountains south of Jalalabad in early December 2001. There, the U.S. military’s early unwillingness to commit ground troops beyond a handful of special operators to call in air strikes allowed bin Laden to slip away. As part of the meager American force sent to Tora Bora, Greer, the Delta Force major who later sent the SEALs to Kunar, had been there to hear the final, regretful radio broadcast bin Laden made to his followers in mid-December as the bombs fell in the mountains: “O youth of the nation. Crave death and life will be given to you.”14 Then bin Laden was gone, along with his Egyptian deputy, Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri.

				
				The way the U.S. government divvied up counterterrorism duties after the Taliban’s ouster, the hunt for al-Qaida operatives in Pakistan fell to the CIA, whose clandestine activities were more acceptable to Pakistan’s leaders than a uniformed presence.15 The hunt inside Afghanistan would become one of the many responsibilities of Operation Enduring Freedom, as the U.S. military mission in Afghanistan had been named (and would remain named for thirteen years). The hunters would come from Fort Bragg, North Carolina’s Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC—the headquarters responsible for overseeing Delta, Team 6, and other top-tier, top secret military counterterrorism units.

				JSOC mostly trained for quick, in-and-out missions like rescuing hostages or securing loose nuclear weapons (although it had some recent experience hunting war criminals in the Balkans). But as the Fort Bragg command set up a headquarters compound for itself in the rubble of Bagram, the huge Soviet-built airfield thirty miles north of Kabul that would serve as the main hub for U.S. military activity in Afghanistan for the next nineteen years, it was beginning a transformation into a long-term, global counterterrorist decapitation machine, composed of many subordinate task forces with inscrutable numbered code names, dedicated to hacking heads off hydras.16 Other military units that were claiming parts of Bagram’s three-thousand-acre sprawl for their tent cities—helicopter and paratroop units, units responsible for reconstruction or peacekeeping, and units from allied militaries—would come and go, as would the JSOC task force’s component units. But the Bagram headquarters that JSOC was setting up to oversee its operations in Kunar and every other corner of Afghanistan would be there for the long haul—for much longer, it turned out, than it took to find bin Laden.

				

				—

				WHERE THE TERRORIST chief had gone after Tora Bora was the $25 million question. Some senior al-Qaida members had regrouped at Bermel and Shah-e Kot in southeastern Afghanistan, and one possibility was that bin Laden might be among them.17 The CIA’s station chief in Islamabad suspected that bin Laden had fled east from Tora Bora into Khyber, one of the “agencies” of Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas, where Pashtun tribes ran things their own way and the Pakistani government had little control.18 Another theory had him heading south from Tora Bora into a different tribal agency, Kurram, and from there to Waziristan, the region of the tribal areas where Arab militants had the longest history, dating to the early days of the jihad against the Soviets.

				
				The chief of the CIA team at Tora Bora and the agency’s deputy director for collection back at Langley both thought bin Laden had likely gone north, into Kunar.19 None of al-Qaida’s camps or regular safe houses had been located in the province.20 But from Kunar he could have headed east into Pakistan or north into Nuristan, the even higher, hillier Afghan province to which Kunar was the gateway.

				There was no hard intelligence proving that public enemy number one had headed one direction or another, just hints—including a tip that reached the agency suggesting that bin Laden and a small party had made their way into Kunar on horseback, spending their nights above the tree line.21 Tantalizingly, studying aerial surveillance imagery, “We saw signs of people riding on horseback in the Pech valley,” west of Asadabad, a former senior intelligence officer remembered. At CIA headquarters at Langley, intelligence officers compiled the information into a daily written update on the hunt for bin Laden that would make its way to President Bush’s desk. The escape-on-horseback possibility made it in. “That excited the president as well as other readers” of the daily update, the intelligence officer recalled.22

				Analysts at Langley “began to work every inch of the Pech” as well as other Kunari valleys, the officer said, poring over satellite images and signals intercepts for any clue about who the riders had been or where they had ended up. It was entirely possible, after all, that they had been locals and the agency was chasing the wrong lead.

				At least some Arab militants had wound up in Kunar after Tora Bora, though. That was clear from the initial interrogation reports of other Arabs captured fleeing Tora Bora, people who had run in the Saudi bin Laden’s and the Egyptian Zawahiri’s circles and might know where they had gone, or at least where other Arabs had gone, who might in turn know.

				
				The first Arab fighters had come to majority-Pashtun Afghanistan in the 1980s to join the insurgency that Afghan mujahidin were waging against the Soviets and the communist Afghan government. Of the more than ten thousand Arabs who came to the region during the jihad,23 only a fraction ever actually fought inside Afghanistan, and most, including bin Laden, returned to their home countries in the early 1990s, hoping to practice there what they had learned in Afghanistan and Pakistan. After being expelled first from Saudi Arabia and then from Sudan, though, bin Laden returned to Afghanistan with the core leadership of al-Qaida in 1996. For the next five years, he and his followers circulated among the various camps and guesthouses in eastern and southern Afghanistan where Arabs belonging to different militant groups trained and mingled—all of them helping the Taliban with their war effort against the Northern Alliance, and some also preparing for jihad against America or repressive regimes in their home countries.24 At the time of the September 11 attacks, by one estimate, there were as many as a thousand Arab militants in Afghanistan, perhaps one-fifth of whom were members of al-Qaida.25 But now the United States and its allies were rounding up every Arab they could find from Kunduz to Kandahar. Wherever those detainees said there were more Arabs, Tom Greer sent one of the JSOC Advanced Force Operations recon teams, and a special operations outpost was born.26

				One Libyan jihadi who wound up in American custody at Bagram and then at Guantánamo Bay Naval Base said that he had fled to Kunar when the bombing started.27 Another early Guantánamo detainee, a Tunisian, told interrogators that when he went to fight at Tora Bora, he sent his family north to safety in Nuristan via Kunar.28 And various other detainees claimed that among the Arabs who had fled to Kunar was a prominent jihadi named Hamza al-Qaiti, a Yemeni veteran of combat in the Balkans.29 It was enough to warrant sending a JSOC team into the province to set up shop and start investigating.

				

				—

				IF BIN LADEN was still in Afghanistan at all, it was hard to think of a place better suited to his needs than Kunar or Nuristan, which mirrored the protective terrain of Tora Bora but on a much grander scale.30 “I love the mountains,” bin Laden had told a journalist in a 1996 interview at Tora Bora. “I really feel secure in the mountains. I really enjoy my life when I’m here.”31 The peaks around Asadabad were beautiful, tough, and deceptive; climb one, and the first thing you saw was higher peaks above, obscured from view from the valley floor, rising toward the snowcapped twelve- and fifteen-thousand-foot summits in the interior of the province, on either side of the Pech. It was a truism of the war in Kunar that no matter how high you went, there was always higher ground. And like Tora Bora, the craggy slopes of Kunar and Nuristan were thickly wooded.

				
				These were key advantages, and U.S. intelligence knew that because bin Laden had traveled in Kunar and Nuristan in the years before September 11, he would be aware of them. Years later, bin Laden would write approvingly of Kunar’s natural defenses from the Abbottabad compound where he eventually holed up. “Whoever can keep a low profile and take the necessary precautions should stay in the area, and those who cannot do so, their first option is to go to Nuristan, Kunar, Ghazni, or Zabul,” he would write in a 2010 letter addressing where al-Qaida operatives could seek shelter from the CIA drone campaign pummeling them in Waziristan. “Kunar is more fortified due to its rougher terrain and the many mountains, rivers, and trees, and it can accommodate hundreds of the brothers without being spotted by the enemy. This will defend the brothers from [U.S.] aircraft.”32

				Bin Laden was right that Kunar’s combination of steep slopes and unusually dense open-canopy forest would impede the American military’s technological edge. Between the conifer forests and the mind-bogglingly steep mountainsides, there were almost no clearings big enough for helicopters to land anywhere near the remote villages that dotted the slopes of Kunar’s canyon-like side valleys. The settlements themselves were frequently built right onto gradients so severe that the houses were stacked together, often on stilts, so that the front door of one building opened onto the roof of the next.

				Above the tree line, in the alpine meadows that capped Kunar’s tallest mountains above ten thousand feet, landing zones were more abundant, but the thin air made flying difficult for any but the most powerful helicopters in the Army inventory, twin-rotor Chinooks as big as school buses that were inviting targets for insurgent rocket-propelled grenades. And while you couldn’t see helicopters until they were right on top of you in the deep blackness of a rural Afghan night, in the narrow valleys of Kunar you could hear them a long way out, the thump of rotors echoing off the valley walls. Flying down some of the narrower valleys felt like flying down a hallway.

				
				It was one of the first things that the Delta reconnaissance commander Greer thought when he visited the SEALs at their new Asadabad firebase that first spring after September 11: Terrible place for helicopters.33

			

			
				“WE BARELY HAD MAPS”

				The problems Kunar’s terrain posed came into focus in the early fall of 2002, when JSOC swung and missed in the most serious attempt the command had made to catch bin Laden since Tora Bora.

				Over the summer, more Americans had arrived at FOB Asadabad. Fresh SEAL Team 6 and Delta Force operators replaced the Advanced Force Operations team, rotating in from Bagram for a few weeks at a time. “We did a lot of armed recons, checking out this valley or that valley in pickup trucks,” remembered the Delta Force troop commander, a young officer with no idea he would tread the exact same ground sixteen years later, as a one-star general visiting a base still in use by Afghan troops and their American advisers.34

				A handful of CIA officers and contractors took over one of the base’s buildings, and a Green Beret team joined them to help the agency set up a unit of armed Afghans called a Counterterrorism Pursuit Team, or CTPT, nicknamed the Mohawks,* the first of many new Afghan security organizations the United States would create, train, and introduce to Kunar with varying degrees of success. The Mohawks acted as the agency’s partners, accompanying CIA officers on missions, and surrogates—usually on the Afghan side of the border but sometimes crossing into Pakistan too.35

				
				The biggest addition, crammed into green tents in the courtyard, was a company of more than a hundred young infantrymen from the 75th Ranger Regiment.36 Rangers were a JSOC task force’s brawn, backing up the much smaller teams of older Team 6 and Delta operators. Six months earlier, CIA officers on the ground at Tora Bora had urgently requested the deployment of Rangers to seal off potential escape routes. It was a common view in the intelligence and special operations communities that the military’s failure to grant the request had allowed bin Laden to slip away.37 No one wanted to make that mistake again. Belatedly on the ground in Afghanistan in force, the Rangers’ job was to bail the small JSOC recon teams out of trouble and, when Delta or Team 6 launched a raid, to set up blocking positions to prevent anyone from getting away.

				For the Rangers, life at FOB Asadabad was quiet and hot. One Ranger platoon leader, lacking an interpreter, talked to local people in Russian.38 When the Rangers ventured north into Asadabad city on patrols, they, like the teenage Soviet draftees who had come before them, marveled at the frowning, red-faced rhesus monkeys sold as pets in the dusty bazaar.39 Some adopted a monitor lizard as a mascot until their commander made them get rid of it.

				The only luxuries were coffee and a makeshift gym area, which the young infantrymen collaborated with the older SEALs and Green Berets to improve.40 There were downsides, like the dust, which necessitated the constant cleaning and re-cleaning of M4 rifles, and the lack of bathroom facilities, which required stirring barrels full of human waste while they burned. The upsides: being away from Bagram and the chiding superiors there, the thrill of driving Humvees up mountain roads far too narrow for them, and the possibility, however slim, of a firefight. “From a private’s perspective, it was delightful,” said one junior Ranger who was there that summer. “It felt like we were at the far end of the earth, which was everything we wanted—like we were in Indian country and any day some horde might descend on us. It was like, ‘This is what I signed up for.’ ”41

				

				—

				
				THE ALERT FOR the big mission came as the heat and rain of the summer of 2002 were starting to subside and the nights were growing cold. According to one of the CIA’s informants, a group of Arab escapees from Tora Bora was holed up in a mountainside village high in the Shigal valley, ten miles north of Asadabad. The Shigal had been the scene of the CIA’s unsuccessful Predator strike in the spring, and the agency believed that the old mujahidin commander who controlled the valley, Haji Kashmir Khan, was harboring the Arabs there. Kashmir Khan’s foreign guests kept to themselves and bought a lot of bread, the source said; the local people didn’t know much about them and, because the foreigners spoke Arabic rather than Pashto, couldn’t communicate with them.

				It wasn’t much, and a large Ranger force had already done an overnight hike up the Shigal in August and seen nothing unusual.42 But the report was the closest thing in months to a lead on bin Laden or Zawahiri, and it came from a source the CIA deemed reliable. At Fort Bragg, JSOC’s two-star commanding general, whose approval was required for risky operations, gave the “go” order.43

				The gears of the JSOC raiding machine started turning. A constellation of aircraft arrived in the skies above the Shigal: a spy plane to listen for enemy communications; a Predator drone, which beamed grainy infrared video back to JSOC headquarters at Bagram and Fort Bragg; and then a wave of big twin-rotor MH-47 Chinook and smaller MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters, piloted by the elite Night Stalkers of the Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment.

				The “bearded men with green eyes,” as Afghan militants sometimes called American special operators for the glowing dots of their night-vision goggles, slid down thick nylon ropes into their landing zones, a procedure known as fast-roping that was particularly difficult in the mountains.44 The Chinooks deposited more than a hundred Rangers into forest clearings above the target. Black Hawks swooped downhill to drop off several dozen SEAL Team 6 operators “on the X,” or right in the village itself, but missed their mark and were unable to land; instead, another Chinook deposited a backup troop of SEALs on the target building, whose earth-covered roof was thick with the residents’ crops. The heavily equipped frogmen’s thin infrared aiming lasers swept every angle around them, bright green through their goggles but invisible to everyone else.

				
				The Shigal mission was a “dry hole,” in military terminology—a disappointing miss. The SEALs found some guns and medical supplies in a cave nearby, but nothing else. The only shooting that participants in the mission remembered was a few desultory rounds as the helicopters first arrived, as likely fired by frightened locals as by fleeing militants.45

				The unforgiving terrain almost brought the mission to grief as surely as enemy resistance might have, however. As the Rangers hiked down the mountain in the blackness, weighed down with heavy body armor vests that were completely inappropriate for the terrain and altitude, first one of them tumbled off a cliff, then a second, then a third. One broke a femur and had to be medevaced. “It was the most rugged terrain I’ve ever seen,” a Ranger on the mission said. “Absolutely inhospitable.”46

				The Black Hawks that inserted the SEALs could carry only a few operators apiece in the thin mountain air, and even then flying at that altitude was precarious for the single-rotor helicopters. During the first, abortive insertion attempt, one of the aircraft lost power. “You lose lift and there’s no recovering from it at that altitude,” said a Ranger who was watching via Predator drone feed from Bagram as the Black Hawk dropped suddenly and then slammed into the valley floor. For a moment it seemed as if it could be a complete disaster, but, amazingly, the pilot managed to make a “hard landing”—essentially a controlled crash. “It was like the hand of God was involved,” the Ranger watching from Bagram remembered.47 No one aboard was seriously hurt, but the helicopter’s rotor blades were too badly damaged for it to fly. That meant that instead of leaving before daylight, the raid force was stuck there, guarding the wreck until another Chinook could fly up and haul the crippled Black Hawk out.48

				The Night Stalkers who flew the SEALs to their targets were the best pilots in the Army, and their helicopters were outfitted with the latest infrared night-vision and terrain-mapping radar. Few places in Afghanistan or Iraq challenged the pilots and their aircraft the way Kunar and Nuristan did. “When I came over that ridge, even under goggles, even with an [infrared] searchlight on, that terrain was unbelievable,” recalled one of the Night Stalker pilots on the mission. “That area is the absolute worst. Down toward Khost, Gardez, Kandahar, the enemy is your problem, but up in Kunar it was always the terrain.”49

				
				As the Rangers piled into Humvees at the bottom of the mountain later that day for the ride back to FOB Asadabad, boys from a nearby school ran out to meet them, rightly expecting that the American troops would throw them candy, pens, and MREs, their packaged meals ready to eat. One child produced a drawing that he waved close enough for some of the Rangers to see. In crayon, crude but clear, the boy had sketched a big twin-rotor helicopter hauling out a smaller single-rotor bird under its belly.50

				

				—

				THE FALL 2002 Shigal raid was a wake-up call about another problem that would plague American military efforts in Kunar too: intelligence.

				Kashmir Khan, the warlord of the Shigal, had indeed been in the valley at the time, he would acknowledge years later; he had heard the helicopters and run into the forest, he would tell an Afghan journalist.51 Bin Laden was not there, but he had been until a few months earlier, staying as Kashmir Khan’s guest just as the CIA suspected, and so had two of bin Laden’s teenage sons and possibly Ayman al-Zawahiri as well.

				The Shigal had been bin Laden’s first hiding place after Tora Bora, a captured al-Qaida courier would later explain to American interrogators and other militants involved would later confirm to journalists. An Afghan militant commander had picked the al-Qaida Arabs up when they trudged down from the mountains during the December battle and driven them to Asadabad, where Kashmir Khan’s fighters took charge of their security and escorted them up to a house overlooking the valley in a village called Khwarr. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar had joined them there in February, and they had all been in the Shigal until late spring, just as special operators were establishing themselves in the province. The May 6 CIA Predator strike, which very nearly killed Hekmatyar, convinced Kashmir Khan that his guests needed to move on. If Kashmir Khan hadn’t managed to avoid the Rangers’ blocking positions as he fled the sound of the helicopters the night of the raid, he would almost certainly have been able to tell interrogators exactly where bin Laden had gone and when.52

				
				Whatever the margin of error, the risky, complex JSOC raid had missed its mark, and the reason was that the intelligence behind it, while broadly accurate, hadn’t been precise or timely enough. One special operations officer was surprised when he was “read in” on the information that prompted the raid and realized that instead of state-of-the-art signals intercepts or some signature visible to a satellite or high-flying spy plane—let alone a tip-off from inside al-Qaida—it amounted to little more than local rumors an informant had overheard. “I’m glad I got that kind of insight, because I really thought we had better information than that,” he remembered.53

				From an intelligence-collection standpoint, Afghanistan was a nightmare. The strong suit of America’s intelligence community was signals intelligence. Using a globe-spanning network of spy planes, satellites, and listening stations, the National Security Agency (NSA) could suck up everything from walkie-talkie transmissions to cellular and satellite phone calls. But Afghanistan in 2002 had few phones for the NSA to exploit. The ability to track bin Laden through signals intelligence had dried up when he stopped using satellite phones in 1998, according to an NSA report; the more careful Zawahiri had never used the phones in the first place,54 while their ally Hekmatyar’s close call with a Predator strike in May had cured him of an incautious satellite phone habit.55 The military did what it could to stir up signals intelligence in Kunar, but it wasn’t much. Sometimes, for example, attack jets would thunder past a village in the middle of the night, dropping flares, in the hopes that militants hiding out there would wake up thinking a raid was under way and make calls that orbiting spy planes could pinpoint.56

				Absent signals intelligence, the hunt for bin Laden and other senior al-Qaida figures came down to human intelligence—the cultivation and use of informants. There could hardly have been a more difficult place for U.S. intelligence collectors to break into than Kunar and Nuristan. Compounding the problems that intelligence collectors faced all over Afghanistan was the mountainous northeastern region’s diversity of languages. Kunaris were mostly members of Afghanistan’s majority Pashtun ethnic group, but Kunaris spoke Pashto with a distinctive accent and vocabulary that was difficult enough to find interpreters versed in. The higher you went into Kunar-Nuristan’s mountains and the thin valleys that wound between them—the places where high-value targets were most likely to hide—the more likely you were to find villages where Pashto was only a second language.

				
				“Four or five of us would show up with a Pelican case full of cash, but it was really hard to develop local sources in the Pech and its tributary valleys because people spoke local dialects,” remembered Ron Moeller, a CIA paramilitary officer who was working in eastern Afghanistan in 2002 and would deploy there again repeatedly.57 In the 1960s, a Norwegian linguist visiting the Pech valley had counted nine languages in a ten-kilometer radius; some of those had died out by the end of the twentieth century, but a few remained, severely limiting the ability of outsiders to get a grip on what was going on.58

				Even knowing where you were and whom you were talking to was difficult. “In 2002, we barely had maps,” said a Ranger officer. “We basically had Russian maps.”59 He wasn’t exaggerating. The maps of Kunar with the most accurate topography and up-to-date representations of settled areas were 1980s-vintage Soviet ones, the place-names in Russian. What was marked as a village on these maps might be a single dense settlement, or several smaller settlements spread out on a stretch of mountainside, or just a couple of residential compounds. Many settlements were not marked at all, or were marked with outdated or mangled names, or disappeared entirely when new U.S. military maps were transliterated from the Russian ones. The village of Kunyak in the Pech valley, for instance—the scene of a costly and controversial 1985 Soviet defeat—rarely made it onto American maps.60 Other settlements had two or more names, a Pashto name and an older one in a valley-specific native language like Korengali or Gambiri.

				When U.S. troops visited a village, a group of elders would typically appear to break bread with them, wearing the standard baggy two-piece shalwar kameez in white or brown that the Americans called man-jammies. A host would roll a mat on the ground for everyone to crouch around, and then someone would bring out an array of shallow metal dishes: big bowls of rice and chicken or mutton, along with little bowls of chopped tomatoes and onions or apples and oranges. Naan came out in stacks and was used to eat everything else. Tea with sugar or milk would be produced, or sometimes Pepsis or Mountain Dews. An interpreter would help exchange pleasantries and explain that the assembled elders were the village shura, or council.

				
				Just as one had to hike up to false peaks to see the real ones above, there were sometimes layers of misinformation for visitors to work through. If Americans came back to the same village for a second visit, they might meet with an entirely different group of elders and realize that the old men who’d first presented themselves as the village shura had been surrogates, sent to the initial meeting with the strangers to feel them out, and sometimes to obfuscate. One special operations officer remembered hiking west into the mountains from Asadabad with his team and staying the night at a tiny settlement they hadn’t been to before. Reading off his map, the officer asked the elders to confirm the name of their town, which they did. The next day the same villagers corrected themselves. The name on the map wasn’t right at all, they said, providing the real one now that they felt more comfortable with the soldiers.61

				

				—

				ALL THIS MADE one of the core tasks of human intelligence collection, always difficult, much more so: figuring out when one was being deliberately misled by a source.

				Tipsters would try to trick or use American intelligence officers desperate for good information in a land they understood poorly. “We really didn’t understand the layers and layers of local dynamics and relationships at all,” said Moeller, the CIA paramilitary officer.62 In some cases, a source might point a CIA or Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) case officer toward a rival in business or politics or some dispute over land or water, another U.S. government official who was working in Afghanistan in 2002 remembered; in other cases, “people were just making up stories because they knew we’d pay for it,” he said. For $5,000 or even $500—and American intelligence and special operations teams had plenty of cash to hand out to sources—a tipster might go to some lengths to make up a convincing story about someone being associated with al-Qaida or having let an Arab militant sleep in his home.63 He might also sell the same story, or a different version of it, to a CIA case officer at one base and a DIA case officer at another base in another province.64 “We were played all the time, every day, on every issue,” a case officer who did rotations at FOB Asadabad in the early part of the war said.65

				
				Faulty intelligence had led to some of the worst defeats Soviet forces suffered in Kunar: both the May 1985 ambush at Kunyak, into which an infantry company was lured by false tips about a mujahidin cache of CIA-supplied anti-aircraft missiles, and an even bloodier episode a month earlier, when disinformation about a meeting of mujahidin leaders had led thirty spetsnaz commandos into an ambush in the Marawara valley near Asadabad, which only one man survived.66

				In the quiet early days of the American war in Kunar, when a serious insurgency had yet to emerge, the consequences were less deadly, but in the long term no less serious: as elsewhere in Afghanistan, misunderstandings and faulty intelligence could, and did, result in American troops’ squandering goodwill and creating distrust. The case of Haji Ruhullah Wakil, one of the wealthiest men in the Pech valley, which introduced Kunaris to the concept of indefinite detention at Guantánamo Bay, was an early stumbling block.

				I interviewed Ruhullah in 2013 in the comfortable living room of an upscale house in Kabul, over tea and with caged birds chirping nearby. Charismatic and personable
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