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Jagged Alliance Saga 1

Casualty of war

By Dirk Benway

19:41, Day 1

Drassen Mine

The coward inside Dana Benway screamed at her to stay down and wait until the danger had passed. Seconds later an explosion rocked the ground and flayed the building she was using as cover with chunks of turf and shrapnel. The realist in her countered her coward’s protesting wails and made her dash forward. There was a low-roofed dwelling about ten metres away, made largely from wood and corrugated iron. She took a running leap onto the garbage can in front of it and vaulted up onto the roof, holding her FA-MAS by the carrying handle.

The situation was this. Four mercenaries-for-hire parachuted into an obscure country — called Arulco, for anybody that might be interested — and as per instructions, made contact with a band of rebels hiding in an abandoned town. It was assumed to be a town, on the basis that all the debris lying around probably came from housing.


The rebels, though poorly equipped and poorly trained, turned out to be poorly fed also so a food arrangement was needed. This required the liberation of Drassen, a small township to the east. There they would find a priest named Father Walker. The rebels were quite content to hide in their bunker instead of help, though they did spare Ira, who turned out to be useful only as a tour-guide and medic.


The Drassen garrison reacted unexpectedly to the mercenary attack. They shot at civilians and mercenaries alike and mortared the crap out of their own town. It wasn’t very professional, but kind of effective in a “kill them all and let God sort them out” kind of way. The way things were going, God would be sorting out a lot of corrugated iron housing, outdoor furniture, civilians and some native flora and fauna.


Nevertheless, the mercenaries had overrun the defences and pushed the army to the southern edge of the town. It was obvious that they were not accustomed to fighting trained soldiers. All that remained was that well dug-in mortar position.

Dana used her elevated position to get stock of her surroundings. There was no pattern to the town’s layout; no streets and no distinct residential areas. Though there were quite a few craters left over from the last peasant uprising. The whole place had a temporary feel to it — as if the townspeople decided that since you can’t predict where a mortar shell will land, anywhere was just as good for housing as anywhere else.


There were some landmarks to work with however. About fifty metres ahead and to the right was a church, while beyond that was the entrance to a mine. Some buildings were larger than most, Dana assumed them to be shops or otherwise non-residential.


She slid off the roof and ran for the next bit of cover — one of the larger buildings. She kicked in the wooden door and entered, weapon tucked into her shoulder and pointing forwards. Dana found herself in the public toilets. They were poorly lit and smelled really bad.


She exited the building and immediately saw an enemy soldier just metres away. He was running towards her with his G3 held across his body, and it cost him his life. Dana struck him down with a three-round burst, checked her left and right, and advanced again. Dana was breathing heavy now, sucking in huge lungfulls of air as she ran. She couldn’t slacken the pace now, they had to eliminate the mortar before it did some serious damage.


She found that it was mostly open ground in front of her. What looked like a general store seemed a long way away. She elected to hang a left and use the residential buildings to cover her approach to the mortar, though she still didn’t know exactly where it was. She dived and slid the last few feet. She was breathing so heavily and her heart was beating so loud that she couldn’t tell whether or not she was drawing fire or not, so she chose not to take the chance.


After a quick check of her surroundings Dana found herself at the east edge of the town and pretty much alone. Now seemed as good a time as any for some liquid replenishment so she plucked a canteen from her beltkit and took a swig.


Grunty, who was covering Dana, dived behind the same building and was shouting ‘Rhombus, rhombus!’, the recognition codeword so that he wouldn’t get shot. He staggered around the corner and crashed down next to Dana. She offered him the canteen which he gulped dry in seconds.

Igor leaned out from behind the church and began stitching up a field of tall grass beyond the town and in front of a wall of rock. Further to the left, obscured by a small building, was the mine entrance.


Advancing along the other side of the church was Monica “Buns” Sondergaard, her HK53 raised and ready. The nickname annoyed her and she was convinced it had chauvinist origins. She reached the end of the church and dropped to one knee, waiting. Hopefully, Igor would be running around the back of the church to join her. She felt the jolt of another mortar shell exploding nearby.


Some of the remaining soldiers had fled to this field and were taking shots at anything that moved. Somewhere behind them was a mortar that was firing more or less on random. This was where the army’s last stand would take place.


Igor arrived moments later, he too was breathing hard. When the mortar rounds started coming down, Dana decided that it had to be taken out ASAP. So everybody was running around like idiots, trying to clear the way with minimum delay.


‘Now what?’ asked Buns to a panting Igor.


‘We cannot assault,’ said Igor, shaking his head. ‘We must draw enemies out.’


Buns nodded enthusiastically, happy at not having to charge into a hail of NATO 7.62 rounds. A mortar round hit the roof of the church and blew out sections of the wall. The two were showered in falling masonry.


‘We cannot stay here either,’ shouted Buns, through ringing ears.


Igor dropped his AK-74 and took two grenades off his beltkit. ‘Be ready for runners,’ he said and lobbed them over the wall and into the field. Buns edged up to the corner and leaned out just far enough aim. As the grenades came down there was shouting and gunfire.


The grass was swaying in the breeze and Buns spotted some irregularity in the rhythmic motion. She loosed off a series of short, controlled bursts on automatic. Igor stood over her and did the same thing — only with longer bursts.


It was Igor who emptied his clip first. He exchanged it and waited for Buns to do the same.


‘Go now, I will cover you,’ he said, and opened up again with even longer bursts.


Buns bolted, staying as low as possible and dived into the growth. She leopard-crawled through the grass for a few metres and raised herself to one knee, her weapon hurriedly scanning back and forth before dropping again and continuing the crawl.


She stopped dead the moment Igor’s suppression fire ceased and listened for movement ahead. There was nothing. Either they’d been taken down or they were still lying in wait. Buns knew she had to start moving, she’d either be killed or she wouldn’t be. With that thought echoing through her mind, she resumed her slow crawl. It was fairly exhausting work trying to crawl quietly while concentrating on every sound that might not be hers. It was also very disorientating, and she dared not poke her head up for a look around, lest Igor remove it, mistaking her for an enemy.


Suddenly, Igor’s Kalashnikov opened up behind her. Buns reflexively hugged the ground.


‘Contact front! 100 metres!’ Igor yelled between bursts.


Buns rose above the level of the grass and added to the firepower. She could see what he was shooting at. Soldiers were poking out from behind the building in front of the mine. Buns got a bit overexcited, and she pulled the trigger a number of times on an empty chamber before she realised the weapon was empty. She ducked, reloaded and straightened up again in time to see one of the soldiers spin and drop though neither she nor Igor was shooting when he went down.

Dana rammed home the fresh clip and brought her FA-MAS up again, letting loose burst after burst. Grunty opted for aimed single shots instead and saw a cloud of pink mist erupt from the head of one of the mortar crew.


Igor and Buns had them pinned behind the miner’s hut while Dana and Grunty had skirted the outside of town and flanked their position. The mortar crew had the mortar prepped, undoubtedly to land on Igor and Buns, and were just about to fire it when Dana and Grunty opened fire. The last soldier went to ground, plugged in the chest by Dana’s FA-MAS.


Dana pressed the ‘transmit’ button on her headset. ‘Drassen is secure. Drassen is secure. We’ll start a perimeter patrol and pick up Ira at the end of it.’


‘If we have contact?’ asked Igor.


‘Observe it,’ answered Dana. ‘If it poses a threat, take it on yourself or call for backup. Your call.’


‘Acknowledge,’ said Igor after a moment’s pause.


Dana loved these things, little two-way headsets that were similar in appearance to those worn by McDonald’s staff. They were unsophisticated, which meant that they were simple, reliable and nearly anybody could use them. They were a necessity when working with small groups where cohesive teamwork and flexibility meant everything.

Neither precautionary patrol turned up any enemy activity. They picked up Ira and escorted her into Drassen. Now they all got their first view of post-war Drassen.


The mortar had done a particularly good job of knocking down buildings, cratering the ground and killing civilians. There were some horrific injuries and the air was filled with wailing, from both physical and emotional pain. This town was the first real casualty of the war.


The mercenaries were getting more than a few accusing stares. It may not have been your mortar but you brought this on us regardless.


‘We’re lucky, you know,’ said Ira. ‘Submission is a way of life here. Just take your licks and get on with your life. That’s why nobody else will join the rebels now. The people respect them, but they won’t support them. That’s why they’re not driving us out of town. They’ll stare, they’ll blame us over dinner tonight, if they still have a home left, and that’s about it.’


‘We still have to get their support. We can do that if we give them our support and show them that we can win.’


‘And how do we do that?’ Ira was sceptical to say the least.


‘Well, we’ve wrestled one town away from the Deidranna’s control. Plus, we have medical supplies and they have wounded. Grab Buns and patch up as many as you can.’


Ira and Buns got out the medical kits and setup a makeshift hospital in one of the half-destroyed houses. Dana found the other two mercenaries.


‘Grunty, we’ll search the town for any other medical supplies we can get our hands on. Igor, I need you to fetch our packs. Double-time it.’


Dana and Grunty jogged off into the town while Igor stepped into the forestry surrounding Drassen to retrieve the team’s packs. Their packs contained equipment that was not required during combat. Sleeping bags, camping and cooking equipment, rations, navigation kit, radios, personal items, full medical kits, toolboxes, Claymore mines, maps, notebooks, spare clothes, Dana’s laptop and only connection to AIM (Association of International Mercenaries) and any other shiny bit of kit that the mercenaries may have swiped from somewhere. SOP (standard operating procedure) is to dump the packs at a cache site when preparing for an attack. Running around under the weight of unnecessary equipment will only increase your chances of dying.


Igor, being a strong man, was able to carry them back to the town two at a time. Nevertheless, stomping through 500m of rough terrain with over 100kg of equipment was not a task he relished. By the time he returned with the second load he was a mess. Two 1-litre canteens later he felt a little better, but not much.

Dana was able to enter the church by stepping over a section of wall. Almost the whole roof had collapsed and there wasn’t too much wall left either. The only way you could tell it was a church was by the shards of stained glass lying around it and the cross, normally on the highest point of the roof, that was hanging out over a section of demolished wall. Inside, Dana saw a heavyset man inspecting the damage despondently.


Her foot came down on a shard of glass and broke it. The man spun around and Dana saw that he was not heavyset, but quite fat.


Her military apparel startled him and he ran into a room at the back of the church. She hurried in pursuit and saw him reach into a crate and pull out a shotgun. She lunged for the weapon and twisted it in a way she knew his hands would not like. He yelled in pain and let go. Dana let the weapon fall harmlessly to the ground and prepared to defend against a pair of flailing fists, but they never came. Instead, he backed into the corner, begging god for help.


As he continued babbling, Dana put her hands out in the universal non-threatening pose and told him over and over to relax. He eventually calmed down.


‘Father Walker?’


‘How do you know—’


‘We need your help,’ apparently, she didn’t add out loud.


‘I’m sorry? How could I possibly help you?’


Dana gave the confused priest all the necessary details. The mention of the rebel leader, Miguel Cordona, surprised him. According to Ira, Miguel commanded a great deal of respect from the citizens of Arulco. That such a man needed help from this lowly priest clearly astonished Father Walker.


‘I should have everything arranged by tomorrow,’ he said, feeling more confident now of himself. ‘I have some things stashed away, though I shall have to depend upon the generosity of the people. I’ll also spread the word that your group represents Miguel. That will mean a lot to the people here.’


Dana trudged back through Drassen with mixed emotions. The attack had been a success from a tactical standpoint, but the collateral damage inflicted on the town was huge. She was unable to shake loose the feeling of accountability for this madness. But we’re here to liberate these people, we couldn’t have known this would happen, we didn’t fire the mortar or the stray shots. They all felt like hollow attempts to soothe her conscience and only magnified the guilt she felt.


She passed the body of the soldier she’d dropped after coming out of the toilets. Beyond that lay the corpse of a child, no more than ten years old. A 7.62 round had removed quite a bit of her head. Whether it was done out of malicious intent or the comparative innocence of a stray shot didn’t mean a thing to Dana.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ she said, disgusted. She looked down at her own weapon and let go of it as if it carried the Ebola virus. Then she threw away her Glock 18 and stripped off her beltkit as if trying to cleanse herself.


She marched over to the soldier’s body and began kicking it in a frenzy of loathing and rage.


‘You reap what you sew, you fucking maggot!’ she snarled, close to tears.


Then she staggered over to a building and vomited uncontrollably, her body wracked by spasms from each heave.


When she finally finished, she felt nauseous and physically sick. But in another way, she felt just a little bit better.

THE END
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