Chike’s fear trembled on the precipice of panic, though he knew he could not
afford to let that overwhelm him, not in this situation. The forest around him
was rife with the chaos of staccato bursts of automatic gunfire, the cries of
wounded and dying men, and commanding shouts; trying to relay orders amidst
the madness.

It was morning in the forest but it appeared dusky under the forest canopy.
Spears of sunlight pierced down in shafts through scattered holes in the green
canopy formed by the densely interlaced branches and leaves of the mammoth
trees, but revealed little, being diffused by the fog enveloping the forest.

It was a cold morning.

The light which bathed the forest, slicing through the dense fog, emanated from
the fire spewing out of the automatic guns being fired from all angles of the
forest — muzzle flashes. They were everywhere at once, lighting the green forest
with flames.

Chike had never known fear, not once in his twenty-six years of living. At least
not to his awareness. It was strange to him. Yet, in the moment, he knew what it
was. The feeling that tore at his senses was foreign but fathomable. He knew
fear in that moment, and he did not like it.

He remained in his supine position on the forest floor with his head propped up
slightly on the trunk of a fallen tree and hoping the log of wood was somewhat

good enough protection. His AK91 assault rifle lay across his thighs, empty. He
had run out of magazines. Reaching into one of the side holsters of his fatigues,
he pulled out a Smith and Wesson 9mm.

It was still loaded.

A sigh of relief escaped him but it was short lived as that small action reminded
him of the gaping wound on his left leg. Clenching his teeth against the pain, he
removed the bandana around his head and tied it over the wound, tightly. His
movements were hurried, frantic.

It was little consolation that the bullet had gone through and wasn’t lodged in
the wound.

This was not supposed to happen. None of this. He wasn’t meant to be trapped
in this forest and he definitely wasn’t meant to be nursing a bullet wound in the



middle of a battle. Bullets whizzed past his head, searching, and he sunk lower
under the protection of the fallen tree, raising a hand at the same time to block
his face from the splinters that rained down on him.

All around him, men were falling like bowling pins. He could hear, rather than
see this. He shut his eyes and felt a tear escape one of them. It rolled down his
cheek and remained there. He made no attempt to wipe it off despite his feeling
of disgust at his own weakness.

Chike had never been afraid of anything especially not death. Never. Until now.
If anything, he dared death and he lived for moments like the one he was
currently in. Perhaps this was the reason he joined the army — his search for
‘fear’. Ironically, he had found it today, when he least expected to. He had been
in this situation many times before. He actively rushed into these situations, and
yet, he had never found what he had unconsciously been searching for.

For the first time in his short life, Chike had something to live for and this
realization explained the overwhelming feeling of fear that was rapidly
engulfing his mind and body.

He had Rose.

He was brought back to reality by the sound of boots headed to his position
from the opposite side of his log — his battle line. His ears were able to pick on
to the soft but heavy footfalls and lock on to them, in disregard to the general
commotion around.

Someone was sneaking up on him.

His eyes snapped open and he looked around. None of his comrades were
visible to him and he was not about to shout for confirmation. He could hear his
captain yelling orders and his comrades yelling their agreements to keep falling
in the forest.

They were there, he just couldn’t see them. He was not alone. Normally, it held
not much significance to him as he would run into an enemy ambush alone,
fueled by his own battle cries in his head, but in this moment, which he felt sure
was his last, it felt comforting to not feel alone.

Can't believe 1'm being such a bitch.



The voice in his head brought a smile to his face which quickly slid off as he
resumed listening to the sounds approaching his line of defense.

It had to be one of the rebels. He was basically at the frontlines of the ongoing
battle — the first to be engaged by the enemy. So, he was certain that anyone
approaching from the front was not friendly.

Sure enough, the creeper approached the log and Chike sunk a bit lower as he
pretended to be a fallen soldier while watching through slits in his eyes.

Chike watched as the crawler took a stand on the fallen tree and began firing his
rifle ahead, yelling profanities in the native language.

Apparently, the rebel hadn’t noticed Chike below and it would be quite simple
to bring him down with a quick shot. However, Chike found himself admiring
the man’s brazenness — standing on high ground, in defiance to the bullets
flying around him, actively seeking him out.

For some reason, Chike made the decision that the man would not die by a
bullet. Relying on his brute strength, he reached up and over his head, grabbed
the ankles of the rebel and pulled, sweeping the daredevil clean off his feet.

The rebel stumbled and fell, swinging his arms wildly as he tried to maintain
some form of balance and retrieve his falling weapon at the same time. Chike
swiftly rolled over with clenched fists and delivered a punch, full into the man’s
face.

He heard the soft crunch of his nose breaking and using the man’s instant
destabilization to his advantage, Chike quickly wrapped him in a chokehold and
squeezed till he heard the neck snap, and then he let go.

Chike was known by his comrades as The Black Panther. He was dauntless,
daring and without a care to his life or safety. He went into situations other
soldiers were wary of and he did this with an air of carelessness. The title of
Black Panther had started as a joke and somehow it had stuck.

The Black Panther was a reference to the super hero of The Marvel comics fame
and it seemed to resonate with his persona as he was viewed as invincible. The
soldiers believed he had his own juju that served as his super power or armor.
Despite the heat of any situation, Chike always appeared level headed.

Chike’s secret; he had nothing to lose. He was not terrified of death. With no
family or real friends, he did not indulge in any feelings of attachment. He had
held no beliefs which he upheld or had faith in. No one would suffer his demise,



and there was no one he wanted to live for. There was nothing that kept him
grounded. Well, he had his mantra...

And then came Rose.

He had been in the infirmary back at the camp when a military truck arrived
with reinforcement of red cross staff and supplies. She had been one of them.
Cupid had ignored the war raging around them, and that foul baby-god had
taken his aim. He did not miss.

Rose had to be the most beautiful woman alive and she was too young to be so
close to the frontlines of battle. Yet, as he got to know her, he grew aware of her
strength, simmering just beneath the surface of her alluring exterior. None of the
soldiers messed with her on account of this, and also for the fact that the Black
Cat had imprinted on her.

Their love did not start as a flame. It was a raging inferno that seemed to erupt
from nowhere and everywhere all at once, and it consumed them for two weeks.
Two weeks before the call had come, giving an order for his battalion to
advance on a rescue mission to the base of one of the rebels’ encampment. The
Intel gathered, revealed that the rebels had deserted the encampment in a hurry,
leaving prisoners behind.

Despite his unanswered questions regarding the mission, Chike was ready when
he was called upon. The route to their mission led through the forest.

Apparently, the Intel was wrong. The rebels had not deserted. It was a trap. His
men were not heavily armed, believing entirely on that Intel. And the rebels...
these rebels... they had much more sophisticated weapons than expected.

The first sight that greeted his battalion as they had moved deeper into the forest
was a row of strung up corpses — the prisoners. He had been hit with a wave of
nausea as realization set in, and then everything quickly descended into hell.

Death rarely came to those who had no fear of him. He spurned those who felt
they had nothing to lose by welcoming him with open arms.
He came to those who had something to lose, something to live for.

This unrhythmic line of poetry had been Chike’s mantra all through his four
years in the army. He felt it was a verse written somewhere in one of the holy
books. He recited it to himself before plunging feet first into danger. What
fuelled his recklessness were these words and the truth he believed in them.



Until two weeks ago when he had betrayed the only thing that he held on to.
This mantra that had been his own “words of affirmation’. He could not now
recite those words any longer.

The tears cascaded freely now and he made no attempt to hide them. For the
first time, he felt no shame in this. They were for Rose. He willed her to know
that he died with thoughts of her. Reaching over the trunk of the tree, he fired
off a few rounds from his Smith & Wesson

Useless.
He knew.

However, another phrase that meant a lot to him, especially as a soldier, was “to
die fighting”, and that meant firing useless bullets at death even as he came for
you.

The fallen rebel beside him had three grenades secured to his belt. Chike took
them all, removed the pins and threw them as far as he could over his sturdy
tree. The screams that followed the explosions assured him of some damage to
the enemy and he nodded softly to himself.

However, he also noted that the rebels were slowly advancing in his direction.
In a few minutes, his battalion would be overrun. He seemed to be the last man
on the frontlines, this side of the fallen tree. He hoped, that with some luck, the
remaining soldiers of his battalion had regrouped.

The rebel’s HK91 assault rifle lay on the forest floor between both men. Chike
considered it for a moment but summarily decided against it. The underlying
feeling that he was not going to need it overpowered his zeal to keep fighting.

You are accepting defeat

The bandana over his wounded leg mocked him, bringing a sardonic smile to
his face. It was ironic. Rose had wanted to shoot his leg to prevent him from
embarking on the mission, and she would have. She had fired the gun but he
had anticipated it by some miracle and was able to save himself. She had lured
him far out of the camp till they were at the beach and the gun had appeared in
her hands from thin air.

Loving Rose was perhaps riskier than battle. She had a fiery temper. He was the
only one capable of subduing her, because she let him. He was proud of that
feat. She loved him. Nevertheless, he was always prepared for anything around



her. He had to be. Especially when he was armed. She was an extremely fast
lady, Rose.

His preparedness had made him quick enough to move away from the bullet she
aimed at him. She blamed her miss on the silencer attached to the nozzle of the
gun even as she fell into his arms sobbing uncontrollably.

She obviously had not been thinking straight, because she failed to consider the
fact that he’d have to explain to his captain where he had obtained a battle
wound.

They made love on the beach. On the picnic mat she had laid out before trying
to shoot him. It was passionate, wild, hungry and beyond anything he could
compare. They did things they would never be able to say at confession. Her
last words to him had been;

“This should not be the last time”

Taking in another deep breath, he fired again. He wouldn’t shoot himself. He
owed that to Rose. However, he did not plan on getting captured by the rebels.
That was, more than likely, a worst fate than death.

He looked at the bandana again. It was Rose’s and it offered some warmth.
Mentally calculating the blood lost from his wound, he began to wonder if he
should have let Rose shoot him herself. She was, in fact, a medical doctor and
he would have been on bed rest, instead of on the floor of a forest. A forest he
was likely to die in.

The god of irony was probably smiling down at him in that moment. This was
to be his last mission. After this, he intended to leave the army. He had decided
that Rose was his life. He had served his country for four years and Rose
coming into his life at that time, signified that it was enough.

He had never questioned his duty as a soldier, but with Rose, he suddenly found
himself wondering why he was killing "rebels’ and waiting in line to eventually
be killed as well,

He chuckled softly. Well, this is actually the last mission.

The grenade that did it, sailed though the foggy air and landed on his side of the
fallen tree. It held his attention for the few seconds it was there, whole. He did
not move. There was time for him to roll away, it was a hand grenade after all,



but he didn’t. Instead, he closed his eyes and whispered a prayer for Rose. He
had no god he prayed to, but he wished her safety and happiness.

The force of the explosion tore into him even as his mangled body was lifted a
few feet into the air.

His world went red in a flash of pain. Then at the edges, darkness began to seep

in, slowly, curling in, consuming the redness. The red was the colour of Rose’s
lips.

He was dead before his body hit the ground.



