

[image: Image]






Rainer’s War


by


Gary Sullivan


[image: Logo]


Strategic Book Publishing and Rights Co.









Copyright © 2013


All rights reserved—Gary Sullivan


No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the permission, in writing, from the publisher.


Strategic Book Publishing and Rights Co.


12620 FM 1960, Suite A4-507


Houston, TX 77065


www.sbpra.com


ISBN: 978-1-62857-162-2


Design: Dedicated Book Services, (www.netdbs.com)









Acknowledgments


First and foremost I want to thank all of our veterans no matter when they served. I especially want to thank the Iraq war veterans for their courage in defending our country. Nothing in this book should be construed as criticism towards our soldiers. The intent is quite the opposite.


Whenever you undertake a project in life regardless of its nature, scope or intimidation factor you must have a support system. This has been especially true for me not only in the writing of this book, but in my life in general. I have had a support system second to no other. To my wife Valerie, it is not possible for me to love anyone as much as I LOVE YOU. I should tell you that more often. You have been there, in good times and in bad, from our teenage years to now. It doesn’t matter whether I am deserving of your love and support or not, you always give it unconditionally. I only hope that I live up to such a gift. You refused to let me be intimidated by what life has thrown at me including the magnitude of this undertaking. This book would not have been possible without you. Thank you.


I have three wonderful children. Timothy, Kevin and Katelyn, have far exceeded my expectations, hopes and dreams as a father. This is in no small part to their mother’s nurturing and love. They are, not only outstanding citizens of goodwill, but a huge part of my support system. My relationship with my children has gone from one of my parenting and teaching them to one of almost a complete reversal. Their encouragement of my undertaking of this book, as well as the guidance and advice during the process, was invaluable. For all of your support, guidance and encouragement, not only during the process of writing this book, but in life in general I thank you. The wisdom that my children have shared with me has been more helpful to me and I can say. I want to thank you and expressly tell you that I LOVE YOU all, because I don’t say it enough.


I would be remiss not to mention my new daughter-in-law Beth. Not only am I blessed to have this kind person join our family, but her journalistic education and background proved invaluable to the book. I love and thank you. I also want to thank my daughter’s fiancé Joel who is a fulltime Army veteran that from age 18 to age 29 served in Afghanistan, two tours in Iraq and Katrina. His military knowledge was invaluable. Thank you.


Other veterans were kind enough to participate in the process of my writing of this book. I would like to thank Tyler Jones, Michael Clancy, Michael Walsh, and my brother Paul Sullivan. Not only do they have impressive resumes (Special Forces, Airborn Rangers, Military Police to name a few of their accomplishments) their input contributed greatly to this book. Thank you.


Even though he has not been with us for many years I drew upon the strength and guidance I received from my father Thomas F. Sullivan Jr. He still remains a great influence in my life. I thank you and I MISS AND LOVE YOU. I am fortunate enough to have my mother, all my siblings and their families still with me. To a person I want to thank them for all of their encouragement in the undertaking of writing this book. All of them were genuinely happy for me as well as supportive of me in this process.


I also want to thank my in-laws who were all supportive of this project. I will also say they proved to be great proofreaders and editors especially Kathleen edited the book more than me. Thank you.


My father used to say “be good to family because at the end of the day they’ll be with you through thick and thin. With regard to friends you find out who they are very quickly. If you’re lucky you’ll be able to count them on one entire hand.” He was right. Friends are hard to come by and it hurts each time you learn this lesson. I have found that my father’s words are very true. I am lucky to say that I have loyal friends who have remained with me and were very supportive and encouraging during this project. Many days I wanted to quit, but with the loyalty, help and support of these friends I found the strength to keep going.


I want to thank SBRPA Publishing for their professionalism and guidance of this novice author. They were there every step of the way with their guidance, experience and in some cases, constructive criticism. Thank you to all from SBRPA who helped this book happen.


Between my family and my friends I think it’s safe to say my father would tell me I was a rich man! I agree!









Authors Note


Although the book, Rainer’s War is fiction there are many facts in it that are true. I have no idea why we invaded Iraq maybe you do. This fictional book is one of the million scenarios that could have brought us to war. The story centers around a seasoned soldier who ends up being deployed to Iraq from his previous deployment in South America. When he arrives he is puzzled by the reasons that we are there and troubled by the young men and women well-being maimed and killed. He sets his sights on finding the real reasons for the invasion of Iraq. He is amazed by what he finds.


The book is written to honor the soldiers who bravely go, without question or complaint, where we send them and when we tell them to go. But the book is written to question those that make these decisions on where and when to send our soldiers to combat. For example only Congress can declare war, but in Iraq and resolution 1408 turned up that power over to the president. This went against every reason that Congress has the power and not the president. For one person to have the power to commit us to war is too great. It is my hope to provoke thought so that we can learn from this war and what led to it. With all of that aside it is also my hope that you find the book entertaining. Thank you.









Chapter 1


With his second tour in Iraq almost complete and one special ops assignment in the swamps of South America under his belt, Sergeant Chuck Rainer was preparing to go out on what could be his last patrol—the last patrol of a deployment he never understood. He thought about the invasion often—especially when he lost one of his guys. Okay—9/11, Twin Towers, thousands of innocent Americans dead, Osama bin Laden plans it, takes safe haven in Afghanistan. Afghanistan. Now that deployment made sense to him. That’s where he and his squad should be. That’s where they all should be. But Iraq? To him it just did not add up, but he felt alone in that. Where were the questions on the Iraq invasion, and more importantly where were the answers?


He had five days in the queue. He’d miss his guys. There’s nothing quite like the brotherhood and loyalty of soldiers that results from war. “Check ammo! Check all equipment, including night goggles, H20—and for fuck sake don’t forget rations, in case we’re stuck out there all night again. And make sure everyone’s radios, earpieces, and mouthpieces are in working order. I don’t want to be yelling back and forth to each other, like we had to last time,” he barked. At twenty-eight, Rainer was older than most of his squad. His men respected him. On more than one occasion, his experience and bravery had saved their asses. He had uncanny instincts in battle.


Rainer was an intimidating physical specimen. An imposing figure at six-three, his hair was dirty blonde and a bit longer than the military liked. He had a square jaw, broad shoulders, and legs and arms that any athlete would be proud of. His physique mostly came natural to him, although he was disciplined in his physical conditioning. Growing up in Live-Free-or-Die New Hampshire, and as a GI, he’d become an expert in all weaponry.


His specialties ranged from automatic weapons to small firearms, explosives, and especially hand-to-hand combat. His men had seen him demonstrate all of these skills. They had no doubt no one could take Rainer down, especially in hand-to-hand. They’d seen him take on as many as three men at one time and not suffer so much as a scratch. They’d never seen anybody fight with such reckless abandon. He fought like he had nothing to lose. And, well—he really didn’t.


He had no one back home, and it had been that way for a long time. He was the sole survivor of a hiking accident that killed his parents and his thirteen-year-old twin brother, James. Passed from foster home to foster home, he ran away from most—with good reason. He’d been physically abused, and in some cases tortured by drunken foster parents who were only in it for the money.


Fortunately for him, he had a personality that wouldn’t take abuse. He was independent, and instinctively fought back. As a result, he could take a beating, which was part of what made him so tough today. He quit school, took and passed his GED, and joined the marines the day he turned eighteen. He was a born leader, although the experience of countless foster homes were a big part of the man he was today. He drank too much, was a notorious womanizer, and had an explosive temper, but he never let any of this interfere with his duty. Rainer trusted no one. He loved no one because he had no one—that is, until his squad. The loyalty, sacrifice, and dedication of his men taught him to trust again.


“Romeo! Make sure you check those vehicles before we take off.”


“Will do, Sarge.”


“Were you able to secure the appropriate armor for the Humvees?”


“Sorry, Sarge. The shit doesn’t arrive until tomorrow.” Romeo Martinez was born and bred in the mean streets of Philadelphia, where he learned to secure things by any means necessary. He was a natural scrounge.


“Better late than never,” Rainer said. “I’ll see you in the briefing tent with Captain Flynn. And Romeo? Nice job!”


Romeo gave a thankful nod. “Thanks, Sarge.” It was nice to be appreciated, but Rainer was amazed by Romeo’s ability to acquire supplies when no one else could. The armor was a perfect example. It was a tough commodity to come by at this point. Acquiring any material was a disaster in Iraq. Somebody at the top either didn’t know what they were doing, or they were hoarding it—or they were saving money on it for themselves. Rainer may not have known why, but the reasons really didn’t matter to him because the result was the same—people were dying. They were fighting with one hand tied behind their backs.


Captain Jonathan Flynn was a typical small military academy type—an Annapolis attitude without the Annapolis training. Most Annapolis commanders would run things much more professionally, and they’d have the respect of their people. This tour was nothing but a stepping stone to a higher rank for Flynn, and the squad sensed it. He was in what they called “uniform shape”—he looked good in uniform, but there was no substance. Thank God for Rainer.


“Attention!” ordered Lieutenant James Gordon as Captain Flynn entered the briefing tent. Gordon was another greenhorn, and his primary mission was to kiss Flynn’s butt. Gordon, however, was not in “uniform shape.” He struggled to keep his uniform tucked in and his gig line straight. Rainer just smirked, thinking, No wonder they call him Bluto, after John Belushi’s Animal House character. With red hair and freckles, short and pudgy best described him.


“As you were,” Flynn commanded. “Gentlemen, thus far all of our patrols and missions have been important, but tonight is our most important yet, maybe the most important of the war.” He’d made the same speech on almost every patrol he assigned the squad. He tried to glorify everything he commanded. He did it for glory’s sake, and of course, for recognition from above.


The captain turned to the map and used his pointer to direct their attention to a neighborhood in the northern corner of Baghdad—a compact section Rainer knew all too well because he’d lost men there. Captain Flynn continued: “Tonight we go after Abdul Madieu Akmed, one of the most sought after insurgents in Iraq—and gentlemen, we need him alive. We believe he’s being harbored in a residence there, along with several of his followers.”


Rainer knew the name. He knew how well protected this scumbag would be, and he knew this was going to be a very dangerous mission. He looked around the room at his men. Most of them were kids, and he couldn’t help but wonder if could he bring them all back alive.


“Unfortunately, Lieutenant Gordon and I won’t be coming along on patrol tonight. We have an important briefing at HQ in the morning and need to prepare. I have full confidence in Sgt. Rainer to lead the mission, and I will brief him privately,” said Captain Flynn. “Dismissed!” Surprise, surprise, thought Rainer—another glory mission without the captain or lieutenant. Unless it’s a success—then they’ll be waiting at the base for the photo op.


The route the captain had mapped out for Rainer was known for its ambush opportunities, IEDs, and snipers—and Flynn’s attack plan was flawed. This was why Rainer picked his own route and devised his own plan. After all, it was the squad’s asses on the line, not the captain’s. And so it wasn’t surprising that they reached their objective without event, as Rainer expected. Now came the hard part: trusting the Intel and convincing the squad it was all worthwhile.


Once near the target, Rainer gave his instructions. “Rico, Petey, and Jamal—take positions in the alley. It’s about a hundred feet east of the building. Sampson, Marino, and Bear—take a position behind that wall about seventy-five feet to the west of the building. Now remember all of you—no one comes out of the back of the target building, or any building, and flanks us. Watch the target, but watch your flank.” Rainer had seen it too many times before. Insurgents are cowards, only fighting face-to-face when forced to—but he was an expert at making them fight face-to-face. He ordered the eight remaining members of the squad to stay with him in the center. They were going to go right into the gut of the target building. They were all new guys, and Rainer wanted them with him so he could keep a close eye on them.


The sun was down, but the ground was still warm. With darkness, they’d have an edge with the night goggles Romeo had acquired. Rainer knew he needed every advantage he could get, and the goggles gave them a leg up. The teams to the east and west were ready. He gave the signal.


Rainer and his team crept low and quietly toward the target. So far, so good. Then without warning, his worst fears were realized. There was a short burst of gunfire to the east, and then an explosion to the west—an RPG? “Take cover,” he ordered. He had to keep his cool. He knew Rico, Petey, and Jamal could handle the gunfire even if the insurgents were ready for them. He had to check if Sampson, Marino, and the Bear survived the explosion. He reacted quickly.


He got to the wall and saw immediately that Marino was badly wounded. The Bear had taken a position beside a nearby building, which gave him an angle at the insurgent position. While the Bear kept the insurgent busy by switching his weapon to fully automatic, Sampson tended to Marino. “We’ve got to get him out of here, Sarge. He’s hurt real bad.”


While Sampson stayed with Marino, Rainer took up position with the Bear and asked what his situation was. “RPG came from the second window on the right, and the first window has at least one AK.” Rainer ordered the Bear to stay put and cover Sampson and Marino.


Rainer radioed for the new medic to get to Marino. “Give me some cover fire for the medic!”


“I’m on the way, Sarge.”


Meanwhile, the gunfire in the east became intense. “Rico? You guys okay there?” he radioed.


“Got it covered for now, Sarge.” With the team on the east holding their own, Rainer quickly slid along the building to get closer to the two insurgents to the west. He needed a distraction to cross the twenty feet of street to their building. Just then more gunfire erupted from the middle of the target. Rainer, ever the mother hen, radioed his team.


“They’re shooting at us from the target, Sarge.”


“You got cover?”


“Yeah, but we’re pinned.”


“Hold your positions until you hear from me.”


“Not a fucking problem, Sergeant!”


Rainer took out a grenade, pulled the pin, and threw it in the first window on the right. He’d learned the art as a kid, throwing rocks through windows of abandoned mills in Manchester. When he heard the explosion, he knew the AK was taken care of and scurried across the street.


He entered the building. The stairs were right in front of him. He saw and heard no one. There was one big room upstairs. He thought that the percussion might have stunned anyone who remained. With that thought he bolted up the stairs, dove to the floor, and took aim at the second window. Not one but two insurgents were sitting under the window, fumbling with an rocket propelled grenade RPG. They were dazed, and Rainer caught them by surprise. Pop, pop—one to the head and one to the other’s heart. No sense in wasting ammo. Rainer was a marksman.


Rainer radioed Rico. “How’re you guys doing?”


“Not so good, Sarge. They’re shooting from everywhere.”


“Hold tight—I’m on the way.” Rainer had confidence in Rico and Jamal. Rainer, Rico, Sampson, the Bear, and Marino were together since their first tour, and he and Sampson went as far back as South America. Jamal was in his first tour, but he was a natural. With his team pinned directly in front of the target building, Rainer felt his best bet was to circle around and behind it. “Sampson? How’s Marino holding out?”


“Medic says it doesn’t look good.”


“We gotta get him to a doc, Sarge, but quick.”


“Can you get to the Humvee radio?”


“With some cover.”


“Bear?”


“Got it covered, Sarge.”


Rainer ordered Sampson to call for a medevac. “Tell ’em the LZ is hot.” He then circled the target building. Just his luck—no windows and only one door. Only one way to attack the rear of the building, and that was two grenades through the door. So much for taking Abdul what’s-his-name alive. If he’s in there, he’s dead.


Rainer wasted no time. Full speed, pins pulled, he put the two square in the bucket. Then he shouted “Fire in the hole” and dove for cover. After the dust settled, he cautiously crawled through the open door. He heard some moaning, but saw no movement. His first assessment—five dead, one badly wounded. That turned out to be accurate, as usual.


Rainer informed his team that the target building was clear and instructed them to head to the east alley to support Rico. “Rico, my team is on the way.”


“Music to my ears, Sarge.”


Then he radioed Bear. “You and Sampson get Marino to a safe zone and meet the medevac.”


“Will do, but we’re coming right back!”


“No shit,” said Rainer. “See you then.”


With Marino being taken care of, Rainer’s thoughts went to the insurgents in the alley. “Rico?”


“Yeah, Sarge?”


“I’m coming around from the back.”


“Got ya, Sarge. Like we haven’t seen this before.”


“Just keep ’em busy.”


“Will do.”


Rainer cautiously made his way toward the alley. From his vantage point, he could see three insurgent firing positions. One had at least two insurgents. They were well protected from where Rico and his team were, but he had a clear view—and better yet, a clear shot. At least two of them were in his sights. The third would have to be taken out with a grenade. He had a decision to make. If he shot first, he’d give away his position. If he threw the grenade first, the other two would take cover, and he wouldn’t have a shot. Easy decision! Take out the two singles, then throw the grenade at the third position that had the two insurgents.


“Rico—I want everyone to hold their fire so these guys expose themselves to fire. On my say.”


“Okay, Sarge—ready when you are.”


“Okay—hold fire!” In the sudden silence, the two insurgents sprang up to fire—and then, pop, pop. Two head shots—two down, and two to go. But Rainer was now in a predicament. “Rico?”


“Sarge?”


“Their remaining position has me pinned. I need you guys to open up on them and get them off me.” With the flurry of gunfire coming from the combined patrols, the last two insurgents took cover. Rainer immediately pulled the pin, took two steps closer, and tossed the grenade in the open window.


“Sarge, was that the curveball or the fastball?” Rico called.


“It was a screwball. Okay—we’re done here. Rico, you and Jamal split everyone up in twos and check all the buildings and the rest of the area. Make sure we check the target building to see if the one that’s still alive is our guy Akmed Fuck Face, or whatever his name is. If it’s not, oh well. Captain Coward should have come himself if he wanted him alive.”


“Will do, Sarge.”


Jamal and Rico reported back to Rainer that there were only five bodies in the target building. There was no sixth body, wounded or otherwise. Rainer went over there and checked the five against the picture of Abdul Madieu Akmed. He wasn’t there. The question was, was he ever? With everything cleared and Abdul Madieu Akmed missing, the squad collected the dead for the cleanup crew, saddled up their Humvees, and headed to the medevac safe area. Bear was the first to approach Rainer, and Rainer could tell by the look on the Bear’s face. “Marino?”


“Didn’t make it, Sarge.”


“Fucking war!” exclaimed. “For what—money? Oil? Greed? WMDs that don’t exist? Ego? What the fuck? Let’s head back. Mount up!”


Rainer had mapped out a different route for the return to the base because it was usually safer. “Never travel the same road twice if you can help it” was his motto. Halfway back to base, all seemed clear when out of the blue the front Humvee hit an IED. It flipped on its roof and gunfire erupted from both sides of the street. It was complete chaos, utter destruction. “Rico? Bear? Jamal? Do you read me? Humvee One—come in, dammit!”


“Chuck? Chuck? Chuck! Wake up! Chuck!” Valery raised her voice.


Rainer was bathed in sweat. He didn’t know where he was. Last he remembered he was in a shitstorm in Iraq. Rico, Jamal, and Bear were down, their Humvee blown to smithereens because it had no armor.


“Congressman, Wake up! You’ll be late! You don’t want to miss your swearing-in.”


He recognized Valery’s voice. He was coming out of it now. He’d had another bad dream about the war. It was why he ran for Congress. That war was still going on. He didn’t want any more young Americans—kids, mostly—killed needlessly. He’d seen too much of that. He’d lost too many of them. It needed to stop. We needed these young men and women to live, so they could help restore America to the economic and industrial power it used to be.


When Rainer opened his eyes, it was like the first time he saw her, as it always was. Valery was his right hand, both personally and professionally. She was so beautiful, with the most incredible smile, lush auburn hair, and legs that refused to quit. She was, in a word, gorgeous—and yet those weren’t the features he most admired. She was smart—way smarter than him. It was Valery who’d gotten him elected. It was her coaching, diligence, confidence and tenacity that pushed him to victory. It had been over a year since Congressman Rainer was on active duty, and it was now going to be Valery, not his squad, who would watch his back.


Today he’d be sworn in as a member. Today he would start his journey to find out what the hell happened with that war and why it still wasn’t over. He wanted to sit on the Armed Services Committee, and he was going to push hard for it. He had not yet heard what his assignment would be. He was scheduled to meet with the speaker tomorrow, and he hoped he could convince him to give him the assignment he craved.


It was the committee that would hopefully allow him to find out what was really behind the war—how and why it started, and how to end it. That was what he ran on. That was why the people of his district elected him. New Hampshire had one of the highest percentages of volunteers for the war—and, by extension, one of the highest casualty rates.


New Hampshire was for survivors—farm country, hunting, fishing, mountain climbing country. If you were from New Hampshire, you were a hard worker and used to roughing it. For many, serving in the military was easy by comparison. The state had a proud tradition of service. The state’s motto was “Live Free or Die,” and they meant it. It was known as “The Granite State,” and the people liked to think they were as hard as the state stone.


Even though it was cold, it was a beautiful day in Washington, DC, and he was looking forward to the spring cherry blossoms Valery had told him about. She was a DC veteran, having worked there on and off for years. She knew exactly what to expect—and she knew exactly what Congressman Charles Rainer was facing. She’d prepared him as best she could, but the rest was going to be on-the-job training. She had confidence that he could do it. After all, he got through the brutal New Hampshire election with flying colors.


Rainer ran as an Independent in a very unpredictable state, and in a climate that favored Republican. The House of Representatives and the White House were both occupied and controlled by Republicans. With those odds stacked against him, Rainer had won, despite the Tea Party. Valery was proud of him.









Chapter 2


After the swearing-in, the reception was a free-for-all of the who’s who in politics. There was truth to the cliché that DC really was Hollywood for ugly people. “Uncomfortable” couldn’t describe how Rainer felt. He certainly felt out of place. He’d rather be mingling with leeches in the swamps of South America than the ones in DC. At least in South America he knew what the leeches wanted—blood. In DC they wanted a different kind of blood. Either way you can have the life sucked out of you before you even realize it at this reception.


Valery took one look at him and knew he’d be running for the door soon. But first she had to introduce him to Congressman Gerard Terence Butler, from Georgia—and chairman of the Armed Services Committee. The line waiting to speak with the chairman—or to kiss his ass—was long and distinguished. This didn’t bother Valery. She stumbled in front of the chairman, and he almost had to catch her. “Are you all right, little darling?”


“Yes, Mr. chairman. Thank you for saving me the embarrassment of that fall.”


“The pleasure was all mine. May ask your name?”


“Valery Wells, Mr. Chairman, and I wonder if I might I have a minute of your time?”


“These days not many beautiful women request a minute of my time. What can I do for you?”


“Mr. chairman,” she said as Chuck eased up behind her, “permit me to introduce you to Congressman Charles Rainer, the newly elected representative from New Hampshire.”


Rainer cleared his throat. “Mr. chairman, I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s certainly an honor to meet you. I’ve heard great things about you and the work your committee does. If you have some time, I’d like to speak with you and discuss the possibility of being assigned to your committee.”


“Young lady . . . your name again?”


“My apologies, Mr. chairman—Valery Wells. I work with Congressman Rainer.”


“Well, Congressman Rainer—you’re a lucky man. Why don’t you have Ms. Wells here contact my office and set up a meeting?”


“Thank you, Sir—I look forward to it.”


“Young lady, I hope you’ll be attending too. Our boy has some catching up to do, if you know what I mean,” Butler said with a wink. As Valery nodded, Rainer assured him she’d be there, and as they walked away he marveled at how she’d gotten them to the front of the line. He complimented her on her tactics and once again reminded himself of how lucky he was.


With that done, Valery figured she wouldn’t get any more out of Rainer the rest of the day. As they headed for the door, they were stopped by a handsome young man who was obviously another freshman. “Excuse me—I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Federico Sanchez, newly elected from New Mexico.”


Rainer was already overloaded by new names. “Nice to meet you, Congressman Sanchez.”


“Please—call me Federico.”


“I’m Charles Rainer, freshman from New Hampshire. Call me Chuck. And this is Valery Wells.”


Federico had a slight build. He couldn’t have been more than five-seven or eight, but he looked solid, like he worked out regularly. He apologized for stopping them, saying he couldn’t resist meeting the only other regular-looking people in the room. “You’re on your way out?” he asked.


“We were,” Rainer quickly confirmed.


“Mind if I join you?”


“Not at all,” Rainer said. Maybe he’d found another comrade in his new mission, or maybe Washington was such a cesspool that he was hungry for the kind of brotherhood that a nice guy like Federico might bring to the table.


Once out the door, Valery invited Federico to join them at the Hey Adams Hotel for a drink, and Rainer encouraged him to join them. Federico was alone tonight, and he happily agreed. Unfortunately, they had to take separate cabs, and Valery took the opportunity to explain once again that if he wanted to accomplish his goals he had to learn to play this game. Rainer understood, but right now all he could think about was his first beer. He was grateful Valery was there tonight and, alone in the taxi, he wasn’t afraid to tell her.


Rainer finally had the beer he’d been thinking about all day, and Federico showed he was a beer man when he ordered a Corona. Valery was content with her Cosmo, and when they toasted, Federico held up his beer and said, “My ancestral home has a reputation for exporting drugs and cheap labor, but we do brew a few good beers. Cheers!”


Rainer held up his Bud. “Cheers!”


Valery lifted up her Cosmo. “And to my Cosmo, which I’ve spilled. Cheers!” She knew she’d have to start the conversation. “So Federico, I followed your campaign while I was running Chuck’s. That was a close one!”


“Well, Valery,” he said. “I was going win a close one or lose big. Congressman McDermott had been here a long time, and he wasn’t going down without a fight. It was the Latino vote that won it for me in the end. It was as bad as combat in Iraq.”


That caught Rainer’s attention. “You served?”


“Did two tours and called it a day.”


“Who were you with?”


“Third Battalion, Fifth Marines—Dark Horse Search and Destroy! Hooah!”


Rainer was surprised. “Dark Horse? I heard about you guys. Went where no one else would. Got more than your share of casualties too.”


Federico shook his head sadly and said, “That’s us. How about you? You got “grunt” written all over you, Rainer.”


“Marines Special Ops. Got some time in South America and two tours in Iraq. Hooah!”


Federico said, “South America, eh? That’s some pretty covert shit!”


“Pretty? No! Shit? Yeah!”


They talked longer than Rainer had intended, but he didn’t mind. He liked Federico. He was definitely one of the good guys. As they talked, Rainer couldn’t help thinking about Rico and the guys he’d served with from the start in Iraq. He missed Rico—and Jamal, Bear, and Marino. God, he missed them! He wondered if Federico ever crossed paths with Rico in New Mexico.


Rico Lopez was born in Albuquerque. the fourth of nine children of Benny and Maria Lopez. He had five brothers, three older, and three sisters. His father worked as a landscaper and his mother worked as a housekeeper in a local hotel. Their wages were modest, and their lifestyle less so. Their three–bedroom rental in a poor section of Albuquerque was a tight squeeze for eleven—and Rico knew he would head for the marines as soon as he graduated high school, like his brothers before him. He had several reasons, but mostly he wanted to fight for his country to prove he was an American. Like his comrade from New Hampshire, it was the only way he knew to further himself.


Although Rico was small, pound for pound he could go with anyone. He was a district wrestling champion in his weight class, and placed second in New Mexico’s high school state tournament. He wasn’t afraid to mix it up, and quite often did. He had a slight chip on his shoulder that served him well as a scrapper and a wrestler, and Rainer thought it suited him as a marine. Rainer missed Rico and looked for similarities in his new friend.


The longer the night went on, the more of Rico he saw in Federico. In the course of the night, Federico and Rainer discovered they both came to Washington for similar reasons. They’d both traded fatigues and MREs for suits and rubber-chicken fundraisers to find out how the US got into the war, find a way to get out, and figure out how to keep it from happening again.


Congressman Sanchez was born Federico Caesar Sanchez to immigrant workers who migrated from Mexico to the farms of California. When work in California dried up, Federico’s father took the family—three girls and three boys—to Farmington, New Mexico, a town in the northwest corner of the state known as the gateway to the Navajo Nation.


Federico learned at a young age that he had to work hard to succeed. In school he excelled academically and wasn’t into sports. After school he worked as a delivery boy at the hardware store where his father worked. All the family members pooled their income in the interest of survival. Food on the table and a roof over their heads was all the Sanchezes needed.


After high school, Federico joined the military just to earn his way into college when he got out. After two tours in Iraq and sending most of his pay home every month, he enrolled in the local community college after he was discharged, vowing to right the wrongs of the war. It was there that Federico became interested in politics. It was there that he became a leader. He led Latino students in demonstrations for fair and equal treatment. These protests led to meetings with the school chancellor—and at one point even the governor.


It was then that Federico found his true calling. He was going to fight for Latinos’ rights and the rights of soldiers who fought in a war that seemed to have no legitimate purpose. His first campaign was for the local board of selectmen. After being elected, he ran for councilman-at-large in Farmington. It was when he ran for the state legislature and was elected that he decided to set his sights on Congress. In a very tough campaign, he took on the veteran Republican incumbent and won with the help of the Latino vote.


As Rainer, Valery, and Federico were saying their goodnights, Rainer and Federico made a pact to find out what the war was all about. At that moment a heavyset gentleman piped up. “Excuse me—did I see you three at the freshman reception?” When Rainer confirmed that he had. “Do you mind if I join you?”


“Well,” Rainer said, “we were just about to—”


“Course we don’t mind,” Valery chimed in as she put her hand firmly on Rainer’s lap.


“Why thank you, Ma’am!” Wingate drawled. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Geoffrey Jeremiah Wingate, newly elected from the great state of South Carolina. Please call me Geoff.”


The great state of South Carolina, Rainer thought. Puh-leeze! After he introduced himself and Valery and Federico, Wingate asked them what they thought so far. “Too soon to tell,” he said, trying hard to be polite but impatient to leave.


“Sounds like a man waiting for a mission. Does that define you, Congressman Rainer?”


Rainer bit his lip and forced a smile. “Like I said, too soon to tell.” Then he nodded to Valery.


She took the cue and reminded him that they had an early meeting, then reminded Federico of the call he was supposed to make. They said their goodbyes and left, and once outside Rainer and Federico agreed that Wingate had all the ingredients of a blowhard. But Valery said, “Don’t rush to judgment. You might have to team up with Wingate someday to get stuff done.”


Federico nodded politely, but Rainer gave her a “you’re-kidding” look. He expected another lecture from Valery as they climbed in their cab, and he got one. “I told you, Chuck—everyone here’s a potential partner. Like it or not, that’s how things get done around here. It’s like this: you have an umbrella, and you need as many people under it as possible if you—and now Federico—are going to get anywhere. You get that, right?”


“Yeah, I get it, but right now I want to go home and de-stress—and you know what that means.”


“Rainer, I’ll say it again. In DC you keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”


“And which one are you, my pretty?” He gave her a wink and a devilish smile. She smiled back. She was so beautiful, he couldn’t believe she was with him. He cherished every minute of their time together, even when she was lecturing him on the art of politics. The time he spent at war, and the horrible events that took place there, made him appreciate her that much more.









Chapter 3


Early the next morning, Rainer went for a run. He wanted to reestablish his routine, and part of that included finding a challenging route. That was how he cleared his head, where he felt free. No bullshit—just him, the road, and fresh air.


When he got back from his run, he made their favorite breakfast—coffee. After her first cup, Valery went right to work on him. “Here’s your agenda for the day. You have to stick to the schedule, no matter how boring it is. At nine we meet with the staff. All you need to do is introduce yourself and tell them you just expect their best. I’ll take it from there.”


“At ten you have freshman orientation. It’s only supposed to last an hour or so. That should give you plenty of time to get to your noon lunch at the Republican Club with speaker Johnson. Meanwhile I’m trying to set up a meeting with the Armed Services Committee chairman for sometime later this afternoon. I’ll let you know as soon as I confirm. Got all that?”


Rainer nodded, but his mind was on the war. Again he drifted back to the squad. He thought about Marino’s mortal wound, the Bear protecting him while Sampson, waiting for the medic, gave first aid. Paul Marino’s story was a different from Rico’s. He was born and raised in the navy and moved from base to base. He was the oldest of three, with two younger sisters. His father, Henry, was now retired from the navy and in private practice as a dentist. Marino’s mother, Grace, was a stay-at-home mom. Thanks to Henry’s pension and private practice, the Marinos were well off.


Paul spent his high school years in Duluth, Minnesota, where his family settled down after his father’s retirement. For someone who didn’t apply himself, he was an above average student. Because he’d moved around so much, he made friends easily. He learned to use his sense of humor to make friends and meet girls, his two favorite pastimes. The plan for Paul was to go to college and into the business world, so he tried the college route. But after one semester at the University of Minnesota, he decided it wasn’t for him—not then anyway.


Through most of his high school years and his first semester in college, Marino had daydreamed about being a Marine—a dream he’d had since he was a boy. He respected his father’s service and patriotism, but he wanted more. Marines were respected and feared. It was a palpable sense that was hard to miss when he saw them on the Navy bases. He wanted that respect, and he wanted to be feared. It was his destiny. He knew his parents would be upset, but it was his life, and he knew they would eventually understand. Chuck remembered his pride.


“Chuck? Chuck? Are you with me?” said Valery. “I wrote it all down for you.”


Rainer snapped out of it. “Wrote what down?”


“Your schedule. Now get in the shower—we have to leave.” Rainer felt like he was working for Valery instead of vice versa. Who was he kidding? He was working for her!


At the orientation, Rainer sat with the other freshmen in the bowels of the Capitol. They were all given a packet upon their arrival, and someone up front would apparently go over the material. As Rainer thumbed through his packet, he couldn’t believe what he was reading. Congressional base pay was $174,000 basic pay, leadership got $193,000, and the speaker drew $223,000. But there was more—an unbelievable list of benefits and perks that the average American couldn’t even imagine.


Feeling humbled, Rainer noticed Wingate and a few of the other gasbags drooling over the list. That’s why they’re here, he suspected. He doubted most of them had any interest in helping the American people. He didn’t need to sit through this. Feeling nauseous, he left the room in the middle of the presentation, with Federico not far behind. All he could think of was the material they couldn’t get their hands on in Iraq. He remembered Romeo, and how he used his talents to beg, borrow, and steal whatever the squad needed to fight the war. Outside, Rainer and Federico walked in silence, both thinking of the war.


Rainer kept thinking about Jamal, who was always going off on the bigwigs in Washington while the troops couldn’t even get armor plated vehicles—or body armor, for that matter. Jamal was the youngest of his men to be killed. He was the second-oldest child of a single mother, and he’d joined the marines at seventeen with her permission. He was a fine physical specimen and finished boot camp with ease. Given the right break in life, Jamal could’ve been anything. He was smart, witty, and well liked by everyone. He would have been college material, both athletically and academically, had he not quit school to help his mother by getting a job. But the work was menial, and the marines turned out to be the best way to help support his mother and younger brothers and sisters. When he wrote them, he made sure to remind them to help their mother and not give her a hard time. Most importantly, he made them promise to stay in school. Jamal didn’t live to see his eighteenth birthday, and Rainer was angry.


When Rainer showed up for lunch with the speaker, he was shown to a table in the back corner by a rather stuffy guy whose name was also Charles. The table was dark and private, which suited him. “Mr. speaker, Charles Rainer. It’s an honor to meet you, Sir.”


“Enough of the formalities, Congressman Rainer. Please sit down. Now let’s just get this straight from the beginning: you people from up North, especially New England, have always been a pain in my ass, and I expect you’ll be no different. You New Englanders, with your ‘for the people, by the people, live-free-or-die’ crap, you all drive me crazy.” The speaker changed direction and tone without pause. “Nonetheless, my door is always open, and I think you’ll find if you work with me, I’ll work with you. I see here, from your military record, you’re a bit of a war hero. I thank you for your service, Sir, but I’ll tell you directly, Son—we don’t need heroes up here. Do I make myself clear?”
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