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It came out of his skin, ripping and tearing. Claws gripped the flayed skin, a black head the shape of a panther with a long snout and a jutted jaw, slid from the opening, surveying its surrounds. It lunged forward, forcing its thick muscular body forward, struggling, wriggling its way through, and ripping the man’s torso apart in the process. There was no pain. He watched the creature strode to and fro, claws clicked on the vinyl covered floor. Malevolent eyes, green and deep stared at the man. Its lip curled up exposing a row of jagged teeth, tips gleamed in the fluorescent lights. Water dripped off its slick coat creating a puddle on the floor. 

The lights flickered. The creature was invisible in the darkness. With each flash of light, it had moved closer like stop-motion photography. Suddenly it was on the bed, growling, hungry and eyeing his destroyed chest. It eyed his exposed heart. 

“Wake up,” came a female voice with a very stern tone. “Warwick, wake up.” 

The creature eyed the woman, licked its lips, and poised on the bed. 

“Don’t make me restrain you.” 

Warwick’s eyes snapped open, momentarily startling the woman. 

“That’s better,” she said, absentmindedly brushing down her nurse apron. She grabbed his wrist and looked at her watch. “You must calm down,” she scolded. “All the machines went into alarm mode.” 

“Leave now, it’s watching you.” His voice was a harsh whisper full of urgency and concern. 

“Mister James, there’s nothing there.” The nurse stared at her watch. She shook her head. “I’m going to have to give you something. Your pulse is racing.” 

The creature growled. Raising a paw, its claws snapped out like tiny curved daggers. It swung at the nurse, aiming at the face. The nurse was unaffected. The claws passed through her as if she were a ghost and nothing more. Frustrated a roar ripped from its throat. 

Warwick laughed. The seal was cracked but not broken. All was good for now, but he knew he needed to enhance the seal, strengthen it. He smiled at the nurse. He knew how the game was played. “I think I’m fine now,” he said. “It was just a dream that seemed so real.” 

The nurse filled a hypodermic syringe. 

“Seriously I don’t need that.”

The nurse tapped air out of the syringe. 

“Betty, please.” 

“It’s for your own good.” She turned to face him. “Just settle down, now.” 

Warwick tried to move but the creature had pinned his arms at his sides. Its snout was inches from his nose, its hind legs on his thighs. “She injects me, you die.” He started into the creatures deep green eyes. He flinched at the sting of the needle. “Goodbye,” he said to the creature as it faded and its weight lifted. Looking down at his chest moments before the drug took him, he smiled. Everything was as it should be. He had 72 more hours before the creature tried to return. He worried that it was not enough time to strengthen the seal. All he could do was hope it was. 

***
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EIGHT FOLDING CHAIRS were laid out in a semi-circle, all facing one chair and the person sitting in it. Dr. Chandler was reading through his notes before the others arrived. Apparently, Warwick had an ‘episode’ two nights back and needed sedation. That was a shame. He thought they had come so far in the previous month. It had taken longer than usual but he had managed to get the poor guy to open up in private at first, then at group. One day, Dr. Chandler hoped Warwick would explain the need to cut himself. He guessed one of the chairs should be moved before the other patients entered for Group Therapy. 

The door opened before he had a chance to move. 

He got up from his seat as Jerry and Dean entered. Both wore their usual hospital attire, although everyone was encouraged to wear what they wanted to this session. They were deep in conversation with each other. Dr. Chandler knew it would turn to an argument soon if he didn’t get them off topic. He listened as he pretended to go to the window. Aliens. They were talking about aliens again. He knew this argument well. As soon as Dean mentioned his theory that humans were created by aliens to be slaves, it was his time to step in between them. He hoped Dean wouldn’t go down that path today.  

It looked nice outside. The sun was high in the sky and the clouds were nowhere to be seen. Patients and staff milled about outside. It was still cold judging by the coats and scarves everyone wore. Outside looked wonderful, but he was stuck in this room. Drab grey paint covered concrete walls, no hint of personality anywhere in this common room, little warmth radiated from the oil heater bolted to the wall, and a large white clock above the door had a loud clicking sound. He checked his watch against the wall clock, only two patients had shown up so far and it was start time. Where were the others? Jerry and Dean had stopped talking. That was good no fights today. 

About to call his assistant, Tina entered. She wore fishnet stockings, a very mini, mini skirt and a halter top. Her red hair was wet and hung in strands. 

“Hello Tina, glad you could make it.” 

She sneered more than smiled, but it was a response and Dr. Chandler would take what he could get. 

“You look like a whore,” Jerry said leaning forward and trying to see down her top. 

She spat in his face.  

Dr. Chandler sighed. It was going to be a difficult session after all. 

“You’ll be sorry when the aliens come back, you’ll be a slave whore.” He sat back in his seat.

“You’d know man-whore.”

Leaning against the wall Dr. Chandler looked at his patients. His phone vibrated. Shit. He had forgotten to take it out before signing in. It was in his pants pocket and he pressed his hand hard against it, doing his best to hide it. 

“You bitch.” 

The phone stopped vibrating. No one seemed to notice. Everyone was involved in their—getting heated—conversation. He had to take control and quickly. “Does anyone know what happened to Warwick?” 

“He had an attack of the crazies.” Dean laughed at his comment. 

“Maybe,” Tina said, “the aliens came to take him away.” 

Jerry’s mouth dropped open. “No way.” 

“Tina,” Dr. Chandler warned. 

She looked his way, squinting against the sunlight. “Well, we don’t know what happened. Do we? Too many bloody secrets in this place.” 

The door opened. They all looked in that direction and saw Warwick shuffle in. He looked a mess, his hospital garbs hung off his thin frame, his face was haggard and unshaven and his hair was uncombed. It looked as if he hadn’t slept in weeks, but Dr. Chandler knew he had been sedated. You wouldn’t guess it by looking at him, he thought as he watched Warwick take a seat next to Tina.

Warwick stared at the wall, his eyes unmoving. Dr. Chandler tried to coax him into the conversations but his patient never spoke. The hour seemed to pass slowly and it was challenging to keep the conversations alive. At the end of the session, Dr. Chandler was relieved when his group rose up and walked out. Gathering up his notes and placing them in his briefcase, he noticed Warwick standing at the door.

“Is there something you need?” he asked.

“Yes,” Warwick said.

Dr. Chandler waited for the rest but none seemed forthcoming. “What is it you need?”

Warwick undid his shirt and slipped it off his thin shoulders. His upper torso was a symphony of scars. Intricate designs covered most of his chest. Long curves arched his breast. A pyramid started at his breastbone and reached to his bellybutton. Near the top of the pyramid was a box. It had an X in the center where a door into the box was located. Surrounding the box were swirls of sliced skin, chunks were missing exposing dried meat. Between the swirls were symbols Dr. Chandler had never seen before.  

“There’s a crack in the design. That’s how it got out.” 

“What got out?”

“The Panther.” 

Warwick pointed at a red spot on his chest. It was the size of a pimple and it broke an image against the door. Dr. Chandler hadn’t noticed it before. He leaned forward and saw a tiny, highly detailed padlock. The red dot was at the apex of the link.

“Jesus Warwick.”

“I need to fix the link for its coming back. I can’t hold it at bay.” He leaned against the closed door. “I need your help, doctor.”

“Do up your shirt, first.”

“Do you see the break in the design?”

“Yes, Warwick, I see it.”

“Can you help me?” He started to button up his hospital shirt.

Dr. Chandler gently took him by the arm and led him to the seats. “Can you explain the scarring?”

“It’s a design.”

“Yes...but why do you do this? Why do you take a razor and put designs on your body?”

Warwick was silent. He looked at the floor, then at the window.

“Warwick,” Dr. Chandler prodded. “Why do you cut yourself?”

Getting off his seat, Warwick walked to the window and looked out. “There are a lot of people down there, enjoying the sun. Some kids as well.” 

Dr. Chandler said nothing. He watched his patient, keeping a note on his body language. He had a GPS alarm issued at the front desk, just in case, but he doubted he would need it. Warwick had never caused trouble before.

“Have you heard of Underwater Panthers?”

“No.”

“Native American Demon. It’s supposed to cause floods and destructions.”

“And this is the panther you mentioned?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t have snaky bits, traces of toadery or bison’s horns, as the literature claims. It rises up from Hell, through the core of the Earth, into the ocean. You’ve heard of fisherman lost at sea...” He let the sentence hang and kept looking outside. “I do it for them, you, and everyone.” 

“Do what?” 

“Cut myself.” He rolled up his sleeve. “First two cuts were for me only. I was very selfish years ago.” Warwick showed his wrist. Two thick scars rode across the veins. “Back then, I didn’t know I had to cut up to get the job done.” 

“Warwick, come, take a seat. Let’s talk about this.” 

His patient didn’t move. “Do you know why I tried to kill myself?”

“Yes,” Dr. Chandler answered. “It’s in
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