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				To the enduring memories of those lost in the tragedies narrated in this book, and to their families, comrades, and friends.
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			PREFACE

			This book began as a magazine article, “The Final Flight of Extortion 17,” about the circumstances leading to the downing of Extortion 17 (pronounced “one-seven,” not “seventeen”) in eastern Afghanistan’s Tangi Valley in the dark early-morning hours of August 6, 2011. Published in the March–April 2015 issue of Air & Space magazine, the article generated a wealth of positive feedback from a number of those intimately involved with the Extortion 17 story. After it appeared, some of those closest to the story reached out to me, including pilots and crew in Extortion Company, the unit to which Extortion 17 belonged, as well as close friends and family members of those aboard. Among dozens of others, Justin “Buddy” Lee, commander of Extortion Company, contacted me and provided invaluable details about the incident, background stories, and introductions to a number of people with more information about the incident in the Tangi Valley.

			Because of the input of these mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, fellow soldiers, and pilots and crew who had flown with Extortion 17, I realized that there was much more to this incident than I had imagined. The full story of Extortion 17 stretches far beyond the few minutes of that early-morning mission, long before the pilots and crew launched their fateful flight and long after their tragic downing. The true Extortion 17 story is a nexus of diverse yet interrelated narratives about individuals and events bound by both the mission and the tragedy. Ultimately, this book is intended to show the what, the where, the why, the how, and, most important, the who of the mission, the downing, the subsequent action against the enemy, and the enduring legacies of those involved.

			The book also focuses on those at the heart of the story—the pilots and crew of Extortion 17—through the memories of their fellow soldiers, family members, and friends. It also reveals, as only the accounts of eyewitnesses can, the world of Army aviation and of humanity in one of its most extreme states: war.
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			Late on the moonless night of August 5, 2011, two U.S. Army CH-47D Chinook helicopters, empty of all passengers, cut through the pitch-black sky at more than 100 mph above the rolling high desert of eastern Afghanistan. The pilot on the stick of each aircraft lowered the thrust control with his left hand and rocked the cyclic back slightly with his right. The helicopters flared nose-high in unison as they slowed before landing. Using familiar terrain features projected onto his eyes from his night-vision goggles (NVGs), Chief Warrant Officer 4 (CW4) David “Dave” Carter, the pilot on the controls of the lead ship, Chalk 1, guided his Chinook toward the airfield of their home base, Forward Operating Base Shank. “Coming over the wire,” transmitted CW2 Bryan Nichols, seated next to Carter as pilot-in-command, over Chalk 1’s internal communication system (ICS) to the flight crew. Specialist Spencer Duncan, the left-door gunner, and Sergeant Alexander “Alex” Bennett, manning the right-door gun, each flipped the fire selector of his M240B machine gun from the stamped F (fire) to S (safe) and removed the belted 7.62mm ammunition from the weapon’s feed tray. Sergeant Patrick “Pat” Hamburger, flight engineer (FE), sitting near the Chinook’s loading ramp at the rear of the helicopter, safed his M4 carbine by removing the weapon’s magazine and clearing the 5.56mm round loaded in its chamber with a quick rearward slide and release of its charging handle, making a ker-chunk sound.

			“Left gun, safe and clear.”

			“Right gun, safe and clear.”

			“Ramp, safe and clear.”
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						An Extortion CH-47D Chinook flying over Maidan Wardak Province, Afghanistan, silhouetted by the rising sun, 2011. Credit 1

					

				

			

			Each crew member transmitted in quick succession as Bryan deactivated the helicopter’s automatic defensive countermeasures system. Chalk 1 screamed over the razor wire–topped earthen barrier encircling the outpost, followed seconds later by Chalk 2. Both touched down at the base’s forward arming and refueling point, or FARP.

			“Knighthawk X-ray, we’re Zulu,” Chalk 2’s pilot-in-command transmitted, “Zulu” indicating to the base’s air traffic controllers that the flight of two, known as a two-ship, had safely returned. Their journey, requiring the utmost skill, confidence, and teamwork, had ended successfully and without incident after their flight into the den of a hardened and determined enemy that sought to destroy American helicopters at every opportunity.
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			Minutes earlier, the two Chinooks, call signs Extortion 16 and Extortion 17, had been speeding into one of the war’s most important and dangerous focal points, the Tangi Valley of eastern Afghanistan’s Maidan Wardak Province. Only 40 miles south-southwest of Kabul, the nation’s capital, the Tangi, due to its location and layout, had been of key strategic significance for a number of terrorist and insurgent groups since Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) had started in October 2001, in the wake of the 9/11 strikes. It was an indispensable corridor for the movement of fighters, weapons, and contraband, including the opium sold to fund the enemy’s violence. Here a collection of insurgents and terrorists with ties to the Pakistan-based Taliban and the Haqqani Network lashed out with sniper attacks, mortar and rocket assaults, coordinated ambushes, and improvised explosive device (IED) strikes day and night against U.S., coalition, and Afghan government forces, as well as innocent civilians, to wield dominance over this vital swath of terrain. American units, in turn, relentlessly struck at the myriad enemy factions to deny them claim of and passage through the Tangi, unleashing carefully planned and executed operations such as the one launched on the night of August 5. In this raid, Extortion 16 and 17 played a role so critical that it could never have been undertaken without their involvement.

			Moments after lifting into the sky above their base at the outset of the operation, the two Chinooks had roared through the darkness in tight formation at less than 100 feet above the barren peaks that form the southern wall of the Tangi, carrying a ground assault force of several dozen Special Operations Forces (SOF) personnel. The pilots of Extortion 16 and 17 slowed their aircraft as they streaked over the edge of a flat corridor of spindly trees and coarsely manicured fields and orchards, part of a river-quenched verdant ribbon snaking along the floor of the valley. Seconds before they touched down, the passengers unbuckled their restraints and checked their radios, weapons, and the multitude of other combat implements they carried, readying themselves to storm into the night toward an enemy of only partially known disposition. The full weight of the operation at that point rested on the shoulders of the pilots and crew of the two helicopters, who needed to ensure the speedy yet safe passage of the assault force and preserve their vital element of surprise.

			Critical to the security of the Chinooks’ flight, and the efficacy of the mission overall, were the personnel in a four-engine AC-130 Spectre gunship armed with a 105mm artillery piece and a number of other powerful guns orbiting thousands of feet above the Tangi and scanning for enemy threats while aiding the helicopters’ navigation on the final leg of their ingress. At a far lower altitude, yet still above that of Extortion 16 and 17, two Army AH-64 Apache attack helicopters, each bristling with ballistic rockets, laser-guided missiles, and a powerful chain gun loaded with high-explosive rounds, carved broad circles around the Chinooks’ landing zone (LZ), a flat patch on the corner of an empty field at the valley’s midpoint. Like those in the higher-flying gunship, the helicopter pilots used powerful infrared sensors to scan every nook and crevice for signs of danger, ready to eliminate identified threats within seconds.

			As the two Chinooks closed in on the most critical moment of their flight, the pilots listened for direction from the attack helicopters to either proceed to the LZ or abort, an assessment based on a number of human and environmental risk factors. Word that Extortion 16 and 17 could touch down came precisely at the planned moment.

			Both pilots locked their shoulder harnesses in place, a measure meant not just for their own safety but to ensure the survival of the others onboard the helicopters should an enemy bullet strike and kill either of them. Dave edged the cyclic back, flaring the ship while keeping it aimed directly at the LZ, the target glimmering in shades of green through his NVGs. Bryan scanned the helicopter’s array of gauges and monitored the radios, paying close attention to transmissions from the three gunships keeping the Chinooks updated on LZ conditions, including wind, dust, and environmental and human obstructions and dangers—even an errant head of livestock. As they sped closer, Spencer and Alex focused on every canal, trail, tree, stone, and mud wall in a weapons-tight posture, their gazes aimed down the barrels of their machine guns and their trigger fingers ready to unleash focused bursts of fire at a rate of more than a dozen rounds per second. They knew that even a single enemy bullet could send them all plummeting to earth. In fact, just a few weeks earlier, another CH-47 belonging to their unit had gone down as it approached an LZ in a different part of eastern Afghanistan during a nighttime insertion (“insert”) of troops.

			Pat scanned for hazards out the rear of the helicopter as he stood ready to coordinate the offloading of the assault force, whose members could sense, by the pitch of the aircraft, its rumbling vibrations, and the acute clacking sounds of its rotors, that they would touch down in seconds. The FE glanced toward the passengers in the dark Chinook, his NVGs projecting two dimly glowing green dots, then outside at the trailing Chinook and the land streaking below, and then back to the interior. He gestured to indicate to the members of the assault force that they would soon be on the ground to unleash their phase of the operation.

			Standing at the Chinook’s right, or number-two, side, Pat clasped a black-knobbed lever labeled RAMP CONTROL as Dave pitched the Chinook to about 10 degrees nose-up by pulling the cyclic slightly farther back. As Alex and Spencer scanned for any emerging enemy who might seek a lucky shot during this, the most dangerous moment of their flight, Dave rotated the Chinook toward a level attitude as the aircraft slowed to zero airspeed and the rear landing-gear wheels kissed the crumbly ground, settling a few inches into the dirt. Less than a second later, the nose wheels touched down and the Chinook nudged a half foot forward as a ring of light dust enveloped the helicopter. “Down and safe,” Bryan quickly and smoothly transmitted to the gunships orbiting above. The members of the assault force rose in unison and faced the rear of the aircraft, which bobbed gently up and down as the engines idled under Dave’s control. “Down and safe,” the pilot-in-command of Chalk 2 radioed immediately after Bryan’s transmission.

			“Ramp’s coming level,” Pat said over the ICS as he rocked the hydraulic control toward the rear of the Chinook and the loading ramp rotated to the ground, locking with a pop. The FE jumped into the night with the assault force directly on his heels. Moving out of the ground team’s way toward the side of the helicopter, Pat passed under the hot, pungent exhaust plume roiling out of the Chinook’s right engine and stood under the rear rotor system, its wavering, high-pitched whine and thwack-thwack-thwack deafening as the passengers sprinted in two lines directly away from the rear of the CH-47. “Pax clear,” he transmitted as the last members of the assault force hit the ground. He bounded back inside the helicopter and rocked the ramp controller toward the front of the Chinook, saying, “Ramp’s coming up.”

			“Crew, passengers, mission equipment.” Bryan transmitted to the crewmen over the ICS the list of critical items to check before relaunching. Dave calmly scanned the helicopter’s gauges and searched outside for possible enemy movement. He, like the others in both helicopters, was no doubt intensely aware that they sat atop a dangerously vulnerable patch of ground where spending a fraction of a second too long could invite tragedy. A patient, careful enemy, luckily positioned at or near the secret LZ and well aware of the propaganda value of a helicopter shoot-down, could have remained hidden throughout the landing phase and insert. And with the over-watching gunships’ attention now split between guarding the assault force and the two Chinooks, all onboard needed to maintain vigilance for militants alerted by the din of engines and spinning rotors.

			“Left gun ready,” Spencer responded after hearing Bryan’s call. The gunner scanned down the length of his machine gun, sweeping it back and forth across his field of view.

			“Right gun ready,” Alex said.

			“Ramp ready,” Pat transmitted, safely inside the helicopter with the ramp locked in flight position.

			“Clear up left,” said Spencer.

			“Clear up right,” Alex said, completing the checklist.

			The idling engines wound into a scream as Dave pulled pitch at the right-door gunner’s cue, the helicopter’s rotors biting into the air and sending another ring of dust into the sky. As the escort ships above tracked the assault force members’ move to their post-insert rally point with their night-vision sensors, the two Chinooks vibrated and rocked side to side for a fraction of a second and then heaved upward. The combined power of each ship’s two turboshaft engines pressed the pilots into their seats and the standing crew firmly into the soles of their boots. The CH-47s roared into the night sky with a steep nose-down attitude, accelerating as they rose above the valley floor.

			As he had done thousands of times before, Dave moved the sticks so precisely, coordinating thrust, cyclic, and other controls with a touch honed by decades of practice, that the Chinook rocketed smoothly away from the potentially deadly LZ as fast as the 8,500 combined horsepower of its engines could muster along its finely controlled flight trajectory. During the first seconds after liftoff, Bryan and Dave scanned the landscape streaking below them through their goggles while shooting naked-eye glances down at the helicopter’s dimly lit gauges, checking for enemy fighters on the ground while simultaneously monitoring the conditions of the CH-47’s systems. Their mission was among the most difficult of military helicopter operations: moonless, pitch-black night flying through high-altitude mountainous terrain. Flights in such conditions during daylight hours pose incredible challenges, but zero-illumination flying in any environment, most aviators believe, is far more difficult than flights during the day, due in great measure to fundamental limitations of night-vision equipment, notably their constricted field of view. Despite the challenges and threats, however, the collective skills of the two crews had ensured the safe, speedy delivery of the assault force and the Chinooks’ subsequent quick exit. Seconds after liftoff, only a fading bump-bump-bump resonated through the LZ. The entire insert, from the start of landing until relaunch, had spanned less than a minute.

			As the Chinooks sped away, the ground assault force checked their gear, preparing to advance toward their objective: a complex of mud-walled buildings where intelligence had revealed that a powerful regional Taliban leader would be holding a meeting to further his control over the area. The warlord, who held direct ties to the Pakistan-based “shadow governor” of the Tangi Valley, had recently filled a power void opened when American forces killed his predecessor a few weeks prior in a raid similar to the one undertaken by Extortion 16 and 17. The members of the assault force knew the leader and his fighters to be capable, battle-hardened, and incredibly determined. The team would rely on a tightly interwoven and synergized tapestry of skill, technology, and experience to encircle the Taliban commander and his fighters with overwhelming force and then strike. The mission’s speed and efficacy were possible because the pilots and crew of Extortion 16 and 17 had stealthily positioned them at their carefully chosen location.

			Members of the 47-man assault force began their movement after a few minutes of final preparations, quickly and quietly jumping canals, jogging around trees and bushes, and transiting fields to approach the Tangi’s main road corridor on the valley floor’s northern periphery. Each of them was simultaneously aware of the others and of the manmade and natural aspects of their surroundings, making each movement, breath, and glance with deliberate purpose.

			They faced a multitude of threats with each moment and footstep. Civilians in the area of the LZ, under pressure from or sympathetic to the enemy, might have tipped off the Taliban upon hearing the whine of the Chinooks’ engines and the thuds of their spinning rotor blades, and the alerted fighters might have begun moving toward the force from any number of directions. Armed enemy fighters might have lived in a village near the LZ and set an ambush after the clamor of the insert had awakened them. The assault force might encounter an IED that could shred limbs, kill its members, and disastrously end the mission that they had just begun. They also faced environmental perils, including potentially bone-snapping divots, ditches, and logs unseen on the ground, as well as natural threats such as flash floods.

			The assault force members leaned on their years of training in every aspect of their roles in the mission, and each member had far more experience than the average warfighter. This was also true of the pilots and crew of Extortion 16 and 17, who like other personnel in their unit had flown both conventional and special operations forces on missions in Afghanistan. The strike itself, like others in the Tangi Valley, required personnel of the highest caliber. Due to the importance of the region and its fierce enemy activity, senior strategic war planners had placed responsibility for missions against insurgents and terrorists of the critical area into the hands of the American military’s most specialized counterterrorism forces, those of the Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC (pronounced “jay-sock”). JSOC includes a number of individual units composed of the most experienced warfighters in the U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM). These include the Naval Special Warfare Command’s Development Group, or DEVGRU, popularly known as SEAL Team 6 (SEAL is an acronym for sea, air, and land). It also includes those who formed the core of the strike force delivered by Extortion 16 and 17 that night, the Army’s 75th Ranger Regiment.

			Despite their years of combat and their expertise, however, the members of the Ranger-led ground team, like the pilots and crewmembers of Extortion 16 and 17, were involved in an operation influenced by a factor that they could never avoid or defeat: sheer chance. Once they arrived at their destination, they could face any or a combination of numerous fluid scenarios. The Taliban leader might have long absconded into the night, leaving his fighters to ambush them from multiple positions at close range with heavy machine gun fire, rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), and mortars. They might find the warlord surrounded by all of his fighters in a single room, at which point the enemy might surrender en masse or resist to the death, killing any number of Americans in the process. The warlord’s fighters might have dispersed throughout the complex of buildings, and one might be waiting in a vehicle packed with high explosives, ready to launch a suicide bombing followed by a coordinated ambush by others in his cadre. The Americans knew much about the enemy target and his cell but could never know with certainty how the mission would unfold once they arrived at their objective.

			Regardless of their lack of a combat crystal ball, however, the assault force did have a wealth of battlefield wisdom about the spectrum of enemy scenarios they might face that was continuously updated by a little-known, highly secretive matrix of related sources. The two attack helicopters and the higher-orbiting gunship did not fly alone above the Tangi Valley that night. Some of the U.S. military’s most important but least-known aviation assets also plied the skies in support of the operation, collecting intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) data as well as maintaining critical communication links. Virtually unknown even to most members of the military, these ISR platforms are so secretive that one used that night does not even have a publicly disclosed name. The aircraft kept watch on the enemy leader and his men, providing a constant feed to the assault force as well to mission commanders at various operational command posts in the rear. The operation could never have been developed or executed without these aircraft, data from which had helped the Americans build knowledge about the enemy target in the days prior to the insert.

			After the Chinooks returned to base, ground crew topped off the tanks with JP-8 jet engine fuel. Then the pilots lifted each helicopter a few dozen feet above the ground and air-taxied to their parking pads a couple of hundred yards to the south, set the Chinooks down, and shut off their two main turboshaft engines. There they waited at readiness condition 2, or REDCON 2, with each helicopter’s auxiliary power unit (APU) running to keep critical systems, notably their array of radios, operating. If they needed to speed more JSOC personnel to the insert point to bolster the assault force, they could relight the main engines and race back within three minutes. Most likely, however, they would return in the next three to four hours, depending on how the ground operation evolved 14 air miles due west, to extract the Ranger-led team and any captured enemy and materials at the completion of the operation.

			As they waited, the pilots and crew of both Chinooks closely monitored a number of networks (“nets”) on their radios, including those used by the ground force and those of the gunships and ISR aircraft, to determine the nature of their next flight. They would soon stand again at the tip of the operational spear, working at the forefront of not only the mission at hand but also the continually developing U.S. war in Afghanistan.
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			By midnight that evening, 3,590 days—nearly 10 years—had passed since the initial invasion of Afghanistan by U.S. and coalition partner forces at the opening of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). The war, which would become the longest in U.S. history, varied in character throughout its evolution, with the military continuously improving its potency and ensuring the safety of its members by gleaning knowledge from both its successes and its tragedies. Less than a month after the al-Qaeda attacks of September 11, 2001, special operations teams such the one Extortion 16 and 17 delivered to the Tangi Valley began to smash the Taliban’s Afghanistan infrastructure. The war then progressed from a strictly direct-action, counterterror mission set to one of wide-ranging nation-building and counterinsurgency, a key priority being the security of the Afghan people. The ultimate goal of the developing campaign became to build a prosperous, self-sufficient country that would never again host forces hostile to the United States or its allies.

			As the United States and coalition countries poured billions into Afghanistan throughout the 2000s to drill clean water wells, construct schools, build roads and power distribution infrastructure, engender growth in agriculture, telecommunications, and other sectors of the nascent economy, and train its security forces, the “neo-Taliban” rose in Pakistan out of the ashes of the old guard. The fledgling Afghan government, with U.S. and coalition support, struggled to nurture national growth as diverse interests—many wholly or in part backed by the resurgent Taliban and other groups—unleashed coordinated violence against the Afghan government and U.S. and allied forces. Virtually all Afghans sought a peaceful, prosperous existence, but the destructive conflict fomented and executed by outside destabilizing forces—essentially a shadow invasion—tried to bend the nation’s positive trajectory into one that could end in ruin.
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						Overview of Afghanistan, depicting terrain, location of major cities, bordering nations, the Hindu Kush range, and Noshaq, Afghanistan’s highest mountain. Credit 2

					

				

			

			By the summer of 2011, a critical time in the nation’s ongoing growth and with U.S. and coalition forces’ departure on the horizon, regions key to the Taliban were roiling with increasingly frequent violence. These outbursts stymied counterinsurgency and nation-building progress, campaigns typically conducted by conventional Army and Marine Corps units. Dismantling the terrorist networks required “cutting the head off the snake”: undertaking direct-action, “hard-hit,” capture-or-kill counterterror raids against regional Taliban leaders. These operations were primarily conducted by personnel in highly specialized units, including the Rangers of the JSOC operation 14 miles west of the waiting pilots and crewmen of Extortion 16 and 17.

			To bolster the prospects of success and mitigate pitfalls, special operations raids require aviation support that can transport troops to and extract them from locations often measuring just a few dozen yards in length and even less in width within a time window that is sometimes measured in seconds. These “infil” and “exfil” (infiltration and exfiltration) missions, almost always undertaken at night, must be closely integrated with other aviation assets, including fixed-wing and helicopter ground-attack aircraft and an array of ISR platforms operating in a “stack” above them, each asset type flying within a tightly controlled altitude range. In short, supporting raids like that of Extortion 16 and 17 requires both equipment maintained to the highest standards and crews with skill, confidence, precision, and courage—all working raid after raid and period-of-darkness (from dusk one day till dawn the next) after period-of-darkness for months on end.

			In the early 1980s, after the dawn of modern U.S. special operations, the U.S. Department of Defense established a rotary-wing aviation unit to meet these demands: the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (Airborne), or 160th SOAR(A), the personnel of which gave themselves the moniker “Night Stalkers.” Nearly always operating in the dark, and trained specifically for the spectrum of special operations ground unit requirements, the 160th flies a fleet of attack and assault support helicopters. While the 160th played important roles in a number of operations in the years soon after their inception, including Operation Urgent Fury in Grenada and Operation Just Cause in Panama, the Night Stalkers’ operational tempo had never reached a high or sustained rate for more than a few months at a time before al-Qaeda declared war on the United States on September 11, 2001.

			Due to the asymmetrical nature of battling loosely coordinated, disaggregated bands of Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters in Afghanistan, the Defense Department designated the Special Operations Forces as the “supported” combatant type, with conventional forces subordinate to SOF, a first in the history of the nation’s major military campaigns. In this command construct, Army Special Forces and Rangers, Navy SEALs, and a host of other special operations primary and support personnel took the lead in the war effort, with conventional forces as a supporting echelon. The 160th, however, simply did not have the numbers of aircraft and personnel required to assist the myriad raids that SOF units conducted throughout Afghanistan. The March 20, 2003, invasion of Iraq, a campaign in which senior U.S. military leadership relied heavily on SOF, further taxed the Night Stalkers. For operations in which aviation support was critical to mission success, SOF planners needed to find means other than the 160th for infil and exfil.

			With SOF the designated lead in the early stages of OEF, and with conventional forces also operating in the same geographic area with a different mission, friction surfaced between the two force types. The command structure enhanced the efficacy of U.S. SOF teams’ removal of the Taliban early in OEF, but as the war progressed to a personnel-heavy counterinsurgency effort, commanders butted heads. Problems typically arose when special operations direct-action raids were conducted in areas of operations where conventional forces had been making counterinsurgency progress.

			Brigadier General Norman L. Cooling, U.S. Marine Corps, referencing his time as battalion commander (as a lieutenant colonel) of 3rd Battalion, 3rd Marine Regiment, which deployed to eastern Afghanistan in 2004 to conduct a counterinsurgency campaign, observed, “SOF’s mission was principally counterterrorism oriented at removing insurgent and terrorist leadership, and they were still operating under the paradigm that they had precedence over conventional forces because they had the strategic and operational level mandate. In the meantime, conventional forces commanders, who were conducting counterinsurgency operations to establish governmental structures and services and win public confidence, would wake up in the morning to find whole tribal populations infuriated with them because of SOF raids the night before that killed their members.”

			Cooling and his staff, however, saw the prospect of synergy through cooperation with SOF units. Working with them and utilizing their assets for joint operations enabled his battalion to continue their counterinsurgency progress while SOF commanders continued to take down targets by coordinating efforts and sharing intelligence and knowledge. By 2011, Cooling noted, cooperation between conventional forces and SOF had improved tremendously, a conclusion that he based on his observations and experiences during a subsequent deployment to Afghanistan. SOF and conventional-force missions and assets need not be mutually exclusive. To the contrary, by 2011, units of each type did not only combine capabilities for specific missions, as with Cooling’s battalion, but also carefully integrated each other’s assets for their own operations. By 2011, SOF had both gained trust in conventional aviation assets of all types in Afghanistan and Iraq and had seen that conventional aviation could regularly support them to their highest standards. Some SOF units actually requested to work almost exclusively with specific conventional aviation units.

			As OEF progressed, the tactics, techniques, and procedures of U.S. and coalition forces evolved and improved to adapt to the enemy’s fluidity. Many regions used by insurgents and terrorists remained volatile, however, despite U.S. military efforts and their ever-enhanced capabilities—notably the Tangi Valley. In 2011, insurgent and terrorist activity hit a crescendo in this cleft of rugged mountains, forcing the abandonment, that spring, of a small U.S. base, Combat Outpost Tangi, that was used by conventional Army units. With the high U.S. operating pace in the Tangi, FOB Shank—the base where Extortion 16 and 17 waited—ranked among the most important and hence most frequently attacked of the coalition’s facilities in 2011. Named in memory of Army Staff Sergeant Michael A. Shank, whom the Taliban had killed with an IED in the area in 2006, the compound sat just 10 miles from the eastern opening of the Tangi and 50 miles west of the border with Pakistan, just south of the village of Padkhvab-e Shanen in the Pul-e-Alam district of Logar Province.

			A number of units called Shank home for their deployments, including the Rangers of the assault force delivered by Extortion 16 and 17 and others from JSOC, who lived and operated out of a walled compound within the FOB. A number of other units that worked with and supported JSOC missions were based there as well, including Extortion Company, the unit to which CW4 Dave Carter, CW2 Bryan Nichols, Sergeants Pat Hamburger and Alex Bennett, and Specialist Spencer Duncan belonged. The Chinook helicopter unit, composed of roughly a dozen CH-47s and dozens of men (and, for a brief period of time, two women) who flew, maintained, and loved the aircraft, were not part of the 160th SOAR but rather consisted of personnel from a variety of conventional Reserve, National Guard, and active-duty battalions, including the Army Reserve’s 7th Battalion of the 158th Aviation Regiment and the National Guard’s 2nd Battalion of the 135th Aviation Regiment. The trend of conventional forces working with SOF units continued strongly out of FOB Shank in the summer of 2011.

			As the men of Extortion 16 and 17 waited at Shank and the clock ticked toward midnight, the Ranger-led assault force moved swiftly toward its target, meeting no enemy or other menaces during the first part of the push. Inside Chalk 2—Extortion 16—pilots CW3 Jeremy Collins and CW4 Rick Arnold, FEs Sergeant John Etuale and Staff Sergeant Brandon Robinson, and door gunner Sergeant John Brooks listened to the ground team’s progress, as did the five men in Extortion 17. Then, minutes into the operation, the helicopter gunships transmitted word of the first in a series of developments that would dramatically change the nature of the operation. While the pilots and crew of both helicopters stood ready to race back to the Tangi with reinforcements or to extract the ground assault force, the five men of Extortion 17 would soon find that the full weight of the next phase of the operation fell entirely on their shoulders.

			Of different ages, from different parts of the United States, and with different family backgrounds, the crewmen were all prepared to fight and were bound by common threads of devotion to the nation and its defense. Their willingness to sacrifice for one another and for those they supported on the ground reflected the history, core, and culture of Army aviation. On the left-side door gun was Spencer, the youngest of the five, who had overcome adversity even before he had seen the lights of the delivery room, and at a young age forged his life’s central mission: to aid and defend others, particularly those less fortunate than himself. Raised in a community where his friends, family, and neighbors held patriotism and duty among their highest values, Spencer gravitated toward Army aviation, specifically to the Chinook because of the aircraft’s speed, capaciousness, and history in theaters including the Vietnam War and Operation Desert Storm.

			The right-side door gunner, Alex, had reached this moment at Shank through his prior combat experience and his love of Army aviation and the CH-47. He had enjoyed a profound mentorship with Extortion Company’s senior noncommissioned officer, Sergeant First Class Kirk Kuykendall. Kirk, whose family had welcomed Alex as one of their own, leaned on his personal experience (dating back to the 1991 Gulf War) to educate and train Alex in all the basics as well as the subtleties and idiosyncrasies of the Chinook, fostering a level of expertise that prepared the gunner to support the most difficult, demanding, and dangerous operations conducted by the U.S. military.

			Pat, the other FE onboard Extortion 17, had begun his journey to FOB Shank starting with some of his earliest childhood experiences, particularly Fourth of July celebrations at the home of a neighbor, a National Guardsman. A gifted mechanic with a selfless outlook on the world, Pat fit naturally into Army aviation in general and Extortion Company in particular, eager to learn, aid others, and participate in even the most challenging missions.

			Bryan, Extortion 17’s pilot-in-command, had grown up building and flying model airplanes and painting and working on cars and motorcycles. Inspired by his love for flying and encouraged to move into the world of Army aviation by his wife, Mary, Bryan had proved one of the best in his class at flight school. He further excelled during subsequent flight exercises, including his pre-Afghan deployment training at one of the most important facilities for pilots headed to OEF, the High Altitude Army National Guard Aviation Training Site (HAATS) in the mountains of Colorado. Although a young pilot, Bryan quickly gained a seasoned level of experience during his tour in Afghanistan, which had included cockpit time during a near-fatal downing of a CH-47 Chinook just weeks earlier. The pilot on the sticks during that incident, Extortion Company Commander Justin “Buddy” Lee, had saved everyone onboard, including Kirk, through lightning-fast actions as their Chinook, approaching an LZ high in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan, suddenly plummeted tail-first toward the ground. The incident shook all involved but boosted Bryan’s wisdom and confidence and fostered what would quickly become a close friendship with Buddy.

			In the right seat of the cockpit that night was Dave, the eldest member of Extortion 17. One of the most experienced pilots in rotary-wing military aviation, he had flown with Buddy just the night before when Buddy led the insert of troops on a raid as complex and dangerous as that of the night of August 6. A legend in the world of the Chinook, Dave, a devoted husband and the father of a son and a daughter, had amassed more than 4,000 hours of flight time in a career spanning decades. Self-compelled to fly from his youngest years, Dave had deployed to Iraq, where he and his unit supported complex and dangerous JSOC missions. He had already served as a HAATS instructor, and he’d saved the lives of everyone onboard a CH-47D he piloted in one of the most incredible moments of helicopter flying in aviation history, wresting back control of a severely damaged Chinook at over 13,000 feet in the Colorado Rockies during a rescue mission gone terribly wrong.

			As mission planners at Shank pored over maps and aerial imagery of the target complex and the surrounding Tangi Valley and listened to and read updates on the evolving situation from both ground and air participants, trying to determine the next step in the operation, the five men of Extortion 17 readied themselves for any eventuality. Their flight helmets still on and their NVGs flipped up, they listened for word on
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