Ti mwoke up thirsty. Thirsty as hell. As dehydrated as he'd
ever been in his life. For a second, while contenplating how
thirsty he was, a garden spigot canme to mnd. He didn’t know why
he’d think of that rather than a tall glass of beer or a nice
| emonade, so he ignored the thought.

He sat up with a groan, wondering at the other physical
di sconfort he felt, which was a severe headache. This felt |like a
hangover. How nuch did he drink |ast night?

The funny thing was, he couldn’t renenber drinking anything
| ast night. Nor were there any enpty bottles or cans next to the
bed. He also didn't feel hung over per se. Qher than an
unbelievable thirst and the entire right side of his head which
pounded like a rotting tooth he had no other synptons. No, that
wasn’'t exactly right. The left side of his head also hurt, but
his right side hurt ten tinmes worse so that overwhel med any ot her

pai n.
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Clarissa wasn’t in her usual spot next to himon the bed.
Not surprising, she was an early riser.

He heard the doorbell ring again. As Timheard it, he realized
that the first ringing was what had waken him C arissa wuld get
it if she was here. Otherwi se he wasn’'t answering it. \Woever it
was woul d have to cone back, the way he felt right now

He tried the water faucet in the bathroom even before using
the toilet. Nothing canme out. "Damm it, not again!" This was
happeni ng too nuch lately, he was going to have to call and
conplain to the landlord. It was 2023 for crissakes, they couldn’t
keep the water pipes working? It was outrageous.

Timused the toilet and stopped hinself fromflushing just
in time. Who knew how | ong the water was going to be out?

Al in all, this was shaping up to be a really crappy day.

Clarissa was in the living room wearing only panties. She
was beautiful, even to the biased eye of a husband of twenty-five
years. Her breasts were still perky, her luxurious |ong bl onde
hair gleaned in the soft light. Her face twisted into a smle
when she | ooked up and saw himin the doorway. H's wife set aside
the knitting she’d been working on and stood. She held her arns
out in the universal want-a-hug gesture.

Timobliged her. "I hope you weren't going to answer the
door dressed like that."

Cl ari ssa squeezed hi mand pecked his neck. "OF course not!
|’mnot going to answer it, either. It’'s those awful nosy nei ghbors

of ours. They probably want to borrow sonething."”
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Timrel eased her and started for the door. This was not the
norni ng for people to be bothering him Especially those | echerous
sponges. They probably got as nuch out of |ooking at O arissa as
they did fromgetting sonething for nothing.

"I don’t think anyone’s going to answer." Someone said from
behi nd the front door.

For some reason the voice scared Tim He halted, his annoyance
forgotten. It was a fem nine voice, and the tone was
conversational, so why did it frighten himso? He didn’t know.

Cl arissa canme up behind himand put her arns around his wai st.

She kissed his neck, and this tinme her tongue snaked out to |ick
the sensitive skin there. "Never mnd them" she purred. "I’'m
standi ng here al nost naked and you care nore about the nei ghbors?"

He turned and ki ssed her deeply. Wien he found hinmsel f sucking
on her tongue, though, it occurred to himhow powerful his thirst
was. He broke the enbrace. "Just |let ne get sonething to drink.
|’ mdying here." He couldn’t believe how thirsty he was. He usually
only got this way when he was deep into a wood scul pture.

She smled sweetly and gestured as if to say ‘hurry up.’

Sonet hing occurred to himas he headed for the fridge. "Honey,
the water is out again. But apparently not until you had your
shower this norning, you | ook and feel clean as a whistle!"

"I guess | lucked out. | hate going wthout mnmy norning
shower." Clarissa replied playfully. She was al ways perfectly
grooned and gorgeous. He couldn’t renmenber the last tinme he saw a
hair out of place on her.

"l just hope you can stand to be around ne." He returned.

There wasn’t much in the refrigerator. He selected the m |k but
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it had turned. He spit out his swallow and repl aced the bottle.
There was soda left. It wasn’t good to drink themin the norning,
but he was thirsty enough to quaff nud puddle water. He had to
have sonet hing. He opened the bottle of soda and downed a third
of it in one gulp. The pleasure and relief was nearly orgasm c.
Not hi ng had ever felt so good going down his throat. The heat
must have been up too high | ast night because he had been
incredibly thirsty.

He drank the rest standing there in front of the fridge and
tossed the drained bottle in the trash. Sated for now, he rejoined
his wife and let her led himto bed.

At some point during their frantic, passionate |ove making,
Timrealized that the neighbors were walking in his backyard. "This
yard hasn’t been | ooked after in weeks, fromthe |ooks," one of
them sai d. Fuck them Timthought to hinself. He’d been sick, and
the lawn was his task. He really didn’'t care what any nei ghbors
t hought, but the opinions of nosy trespassi ng nei ghbors had even
| ess i npact.

Clarissa didn't seemto notice themat all, so Timignored
them and focused on pleasing his wife and her endless ability to
pl ease him

They lay together afterward, linbs intertwi ned. "That was

awesone." Timbreathed. He'd forgotten all about the neighbors.

Clarissa trailed soft fingertips across his chest. "I"mgl ad
you liked it. I know that | did."

Timfelt better than he had, but his head was still poundi ng.
And he still felt thirsty, though it was nowhere nearly as
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voracious as it had been when he woke this norning. He smled at
his wife, and amazingly realized that her caresses were arousing
hi m agai n.

Suddenl y, out of nowhere, soneone said, "I'’mtelling you, |
heard soneone in there."

Timsat up and screaned toward the back wall that was the
only thing between himand whoever was in his backyard. "I have
an idea! HOW ABOUT YOU FUCKERS GET OFF MY GODDAVNED PROPERTY!!!™"
A stunned silence followed. Carissa glared at him seem ng
uncharacteristically upset. "Tim | don’'t want you pissing off
our neighbors! I'"mthe one who has to stay here all day when you
go off to work." She | eaped out of bed and rushed into the |iving
room

Ti m t hought he heard the nei ghbors say sonething el se, but
he ignored them and crawl ed out of bed and followed his w fe. She
was curled up in their easy chair, shaking.

He stopped in front of her. "I’msorry."

"You don’t know how scary they can be. Leave them al one,
Tim Please."

“I' wll, I promse."

There was a knocking on the sliding glass door leading to
t he backyard. He could see two shadows through the curtains. He
heard one of themcall his nane. He ignored them and knelt next
to Clarissa to enbrace her. She kissed himand by the tine their
enbrace grew hot and all was forgiven, the knocking on the back
door had st opped.

After they made | ove again, Timwent into the bathroom and

checked the water again. No dice. He was about to | eave when he
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caught a glinpse of hinself in the bathroommrror. Both sides of
his head were caked with dried blood, especially the right side
whi ch was covered al nost conpletely.

And then it was gone. Just like that. Timrubbed his eyes,
then felt his face and head. Not hing. No wounds, and no bl ood.
But he’'d seen it!

Frowning, Timleft the bathroom and passed through the bedroom
wi t hout sl ow ng.

"What's wrong?" Clarissa called out. "Cone back to bed.™

He ignored her and kept going down the hallway. Cndi’s
bedr oom door was closed. As it had been for the past ten years.
He opened it and turned on the |light. Except for a light l|ayer of
dust, it was exactly how it had been when C ndi died. Apparently
it was time for Clarissa to clean it again, but the dust was not
nore than a couple weeks worth. He | ooked fondly at the |arge
teddy bear curled up on her bed. It |ooked frail and lonely |ying
there by itself.

Hs wife was in the doorway. "Wat are you doi ng?" She
demanded.

"l was just mssing her."

"CGet out of there."

Timeyed her. "I have an idea, how about you stop telling ne
what to do?"

Cl ari ssa crossed her hands over her bare breasts and stared
at himin stony silence.

He surveyed the silent, abandoned room "I couldn’'t save
her," he npaned.

"Why do you want to drag all this up again?"
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Ti m si ghed, ignoring her question. "I should have killed
Roger Morris for this. | promsed nyself that if | didn't save
her I was going to make himpay. Even if | did save her | was
going to see himin prison, but if | didn't, I was going to kil
him"

"You did the right thing by changing your mnd." Carissa
I nsi st ed.

"What the hell was he thinking, giving it to her? She was
only 141"

"Tim cone back to bed. Forget about all this."

Ti mrubbed his head. "Ten years and it still hurts so badly.
| wasn’t paying attention to her. | didn’'t say nore than three
words to her at a tinme for weeks before she did it. She practically
begged ne for attention and | ignored her. Especially after you
went into the hospital and she needed ne the nost."

"I't’s done, Tim What’s done is behind us."

"I always hated Imersions. | despised anyone who did it."

Clarissa was | ooking inpatient. "But you proved your |ove
for her by doing it to try and save her. So you redeened yourself.
Now it's tinme to put it behind you."

"She was your daughter too! Didn’t you |love her?"

"Yes, Tim | did. But it’s been ten years and you're stil
alive. So you're ny priority. So conme back to bed with nme and | et
me help you forget about all this.”

Ti m rubbed his aching head while he stared at her. "Sonething
is wong with you, Carissa. Having you started taking sonethi ng?"
It would be easy for her to have a habit. His job kept himaway

so nuch.
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"Yes." She replied playfully. "I’ma hopel ess Ti m addi ct and
| need sone nore. Right now, baby."

The thirst was starting to get the better of himagain, and
his head was as painful as ever, but added to those two physi cal
di sconforts was a very real fear of his wwfe. Hs mnd raced as
he tried to find a way to ask his next question. There was
obvi ously sonething wong wth her. She was either taking drugs
or drinking, or maybe she was on one of those wi re devices that
tapped into the nervous system and gave you instant, intense
pl easure. He was gone so nuch she could be doing any of those
t hi ngs and he’ d never know

-except. Except, how nuch had he been gone the past couple
weeks? He' d been sick, right? In fact, he’'d been hone a lot |ately.
In fact, when was the last tinme he renenbered actually | eaving
t he house and going to work?

Timtried to swall ow and found he couldn’t. H's throat felt
I i ke sandpaper. Hi's nouth was drier than hospital cornbread. Added
to those other questions he could ask when was the last tinme he
remenbered his awful thirst being totally quenched?

Clarissa had himby the hand. "Darling, cone with ne to bed."

Timall owed her to | ead himback to the bedroom For a second,
as he passed through the living room he snelled sonething horrid.
And then it was gone as quickly as the mrror hallucination had
been gone. Tim stopped and | ooked around the living room trying
to identify what could have caused that horrible snell.

The doorbell rang again, distracting him

"What the hell do they want? | think it’s time | had a talk

with those bastards!™
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Clarissa refused to et go of his hand. "Tim You prom sed
me! Just yesterday you prom sed ne that you wouldn’t bother them"”

Timtried to swallow again. H's thirst was getting
excruci ating. "Yesterday?" Wth a start he realized that he was
wearing jeans he hadn’t been wearing before, and her panties were
a different color. They'd gotten out of the bed naked. Had they
just pulled on different clothes at sonme point?

He craned his neck around her and peered into the bedroom
There was no sign of the clothes they' d been wearing before. Not
on the floor or on the bed. For a second he thought he saw the
scul pture he’ d been working on when C ndi died. But that was
i npossi ble. Then the inpression was gone and that corner of the
roomwas gone. Timwas thankful because the thought of the
scul pture still being there was horrifying.

A different appalling thought occurred to Tim He seized
Clarissa s shoulders. "Darling. Sweetheart. Tell ne sonething."

Hi s nmenacing tone didn’t seemto frighten her, as he w shed.
"What ?" She asked insolently.

"Do you renenber when | went in after G ndi?"

"Of course | renenber." She snapped. "Cone back to bed and
stop asking stupid questions.”

"Do you renenbered that you prom sed to get ne out after
three days, no matter what? No matter what you had to do?"

Cl ari ssa nodded nutely.

"I loathed the thought of going in. I knew that | mght be
trapped like CGndi, and that is sonething | fear nore than

anything. But |I loved her and it was ny fault because you were in
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t he hospital when it happened and it was ny responsibility. So |
went in."

"I know," she spat.

"l hear sonething again. Have they called back yet?"

The nosy nei ghbors were back at the front door again. Tim
i gnored them

"What did you prom se ne?"

"That | would get you out, no matter what. No matter what |
had to do." Hs wife's expression was hateful.

"What else did | say?" Tim appeal ed.

Clarissa’'s nmouth twisted, any trace of her great beauty was
gone. "You said you'd kill me if | didn't get you out."

Ti m had been carving an especially intricate wood scul pture.
He was going to get half a mlIlion dollars for this one. Even
with inflation as it was these days, that was still a | ot of noney.
It was a crucial job for his career. If he conpleted this one
he’d be able to quit working for the furniture conpany and go
into business for hinself. He'd be able to stay honme with C arissa
and Cindi a |lot nore.

This was a crucial job, and this kind of creation was what
he | oved doing the nost. He spent countless hours doing it and
paying attention to nothing else until hunger or thirst or other
bi ol ogi cal needs forced himto put down his knife and rejoin the
rest of the world. Only then did he think to check on G ndi. She
was 14, after all, and she could take care of herself. Carissa

was in the hospital, recovering froma vicious bout of flu.
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For two days Ti m worked al nost nonstop on his scul pture,
actually grateful that his wife was sick and out of the way so
that no one could interfere with his concentration. At one point
he renmenbered giving C ndi sonme noney so she could go to a party
or sonething. He vaguely renenbered her nentioning her friend
Roger Morris.

What finally shook himfromthe zone he was in was the
realization that G ndi had been gone a long tinme. He had finally
put aside his carving knife to use the bathroom and sl ake his
thirst after a ten hour work session. Sonmewhere in the back of
his mnd he realized how qui et the house was. He checked his
daughter’s room It was enpty, as was the rest of the house.

It took an hour and calls to every one of her friends that
he knew, but he finally dug out the truth. She’'d gone to an
| mersion party |ast night. Soneone knew Roger Morris and told
Timthe address. Pausing only to dress and get his carving knife,
Ti mrushed over there.

The party was w ndi ng down when Tim arrived. Mst people
coul d handl e I mersion. For nost people the physical needs
eventually intruded on the fantasy and they forced their mnds to
return to reality. The usual trip into Inrersion for normal people
was between 6 to 10 hours. By then, having to go to the bathroom
hunger, thirst, and other biological needs created enough pressure
to force themto admt they were in a fantasy world and that it
was time to | eave.

But people with addictive personalities, or those who had
trouble dealing with reality, were very likely to becone trapped

and never be able to leave. This is why use of | mrersion technol ogy
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carried a mandatory 20 year sentence. Even know edge of soneone
using it without inmmediately reporting it to the proper authorities
carried 10 years. People had becone trapped inside their heads

wi t hout hope for the remai nder of their short |ives. But |nmmersion
was so enjoyable for those who could handle it that only the
stiffest and nost harsh penalties would keep people from
experinmenting with it.

Under ground | mrersi on parties becanme popular with teenagers
and young adults. Not everyone would go in at the sane tinme. Sone
woul d stay in reality and care for the ones under. Wth proper
care, the tinme in Imrersion could be doubled safely. The inplants
could be linked as well, allowi ng parties-goers to share the sane
fant asy.

This was the kind of party Timcrashed. There were at | east
twenty teenagers sprawl ed on mattresses all over the otherw se
bare living room Mst of them were naked. A couple of themwere
awkwar dly wal king here and there, their eyes rolled back in their
heads |i ke drugged zonmbies. But nost of themsat or lay in bizarre
positions. One frail |ooking boy of about 18 was cupping the air
wi th skinny hands and punping his hips furiously. As Ti mwatched
fromthe doorway the boy ejaculated, crying out in a weak voi ce.

H s skin | ooked feverish.

This and other things that were going on told Timthis was a
Porn I nmrersion party. Sone of theminvolved rol e playing ganes,
either fantasy, science fiction, or nystery. Sone of theminvol ved
adventures |ike clinbing nountains or exploring jungles. He had

ever heard of ones about gl adiator style conbat. But a | arge nunber
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of them were uni magi native sexual fantasies. These bastards had
w red his daughter into sone sick orgy.

One of the attendants noticed Ti mand approached him "Wat’'s
happeni ng?" He noticed the broken front door and his friendly
expression turned wary. "Are you the police?" H's toned inplied
t hat sonmeone had been bribed to keep this party from bei ng bust ed.

Timrenoved his Iong carving knife and snarled, "I have an
i dea. How about you tell ne where ny daughter Cindi is before
open your stomach?"

The boy, who didn’t |ook old enough to be shaving yet,
whitened. "Um she’'s in the next room" He seened frozen with a
fatal dilenmma and he grew increasingly ashen.

Ti m sensed that boy was debating whether to confide sonething.
He seened terrified of what woul d happen if Timtook the news
hard. "What is it? If you tell me now, | promse | won't hurt
you. "

"Un we sorta can’t bring her out of it."

Before Timrealized it, he had the boy jacked up against the
wall with the knife to his throat.

"What's goi ng on?"

Timrenmenbered his prom se and rel eased the boy. The person
who’ d spoke was standing a few feet away, between a copul ating
couple and a girl wldly gesturing as if she were dancing while
| ying dowmn. The man was conpletely bald, but his head was covered
with several elaborate colored tattoos. One was of a spider |ocked
in nortal conbat wth a scorpion, the other involved a buxom
redhead and a skeleton. Timdidn't | ook close enough to see if

t hey were doing what he thought they were.
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"I’"m Roger Morris. This is ny party. Can | help you?"

Ti m fought his overwhelmng rage. "You will take me to G ndi
Carpenter. You wll renove the inplants fromher head. If she's
okay 1’ Il think about stopping nyself fromkilling you."

Roger nodded thoughtfully, not |ooking scared in the
slightest. "Cone with ne."

Cindi was the only one in the next room A blanket was on
the floor, as if kicked there by a thrashing leg. C ndi was nude
and slowy running her fingers up and down her sweat soaked body.
Her face was twisted into what m ght have been ecstasy. The skin
on both sides of her head was reddened fromthe inplant injections.
They were small and could be inplanted in seconds. |If sonmeone
could get out of Immersion on their own, it wasn’'t necessary to
have them renoved between trips. There was sone danger of slipping
into I mersion wthout being aware of it, though, so a | ot of
peopl e had them renoved as a precaution.

Timtook the blanket and draped it over his daughter. "Her
cl othes. And get whatever you need to renove the inplants. Now. "

Roger pointed to the floor to the left of the couch. "There
are her clothes. Good luck trying to get themon her, she’s
resisted every attenpt. As for renmoving the inplants, there is a
great chance she could be brain damaged if we do it before she
cones back."

Ti m brandi shed the knife. "Your attitude is a trifle cavalier
for someone who is about to die."

"You need ny help to save your daughter." Roger pointed out
calmy. "Only a fool threatens sonmeone when they don’t have to."

"What do you nean?" Tim asked, uncertain.
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"Do you honestly believe | want a kid to die on ny watch? |
coul d never get anyone to take another bribe if people start dying
on nme. | run a safe, clean operation here. She passed our field
test. Anyone who fails that gets shown the door. Unfortunately
there is a 1%error in field tests. Every now and then sonmeone
who shouldn’t do it slips through.™

Thi s made sense. Roger made a | ot of nobney on this scam He
woul dn’t jeopardize that. He wanted Ci ndi back as much as Tim
did. Timput away the knife. "Ckay. I'’mnot normally a violent
man, but this is nmy fault. If | had paid atten-."

Roger silenced himw th one raised hand. "Say no nore. |
under st and. "

"So what can we do?"

"All we can do is ride it out. Hopefully the need to use the
bat hroom or the disconfort of doing it where she is, or starvation
or thirst will force her to energe. She m ght just has a higher
than normal ability to ignore such disconforts. The pleasure is a
strong lure.”

"And if that isn't the problenf"

"Then we have no choice but to rip out the inplants and hope
it doesn’'t damage her. Sonetines it doesn't."”

Timdidn't like that. But there was still hope. He sat heavily
on the floor next to the couch and waited for his daughter to
energe on her own.

S—_—

"You never got nme out, did you? I'mstill trapped in
| mersion, aren’t 1?" Timgrow ed.

Clarrisa backed up a step. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"
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"YOU SAID YOU D GET ME QUT AFTER THREE DAYS! YOU DIDN T, DI D
You?"

"Honey, cal mdown."”

Timreached for the lanp next to his couch and hurled it

across the room It shattered against the wall next to the sliding

glass door. "This isn't real, is it? I’mstill inside! |I’m never
getting out!"
"It’s really sounding ugly in there. | say to hell wth

wai ting any |l onger. Call him back."

"AND YOU TWO OUT THERE CAN GO TO HELL TOO " Ti m shouted at
the sliding glass door.

Clarissa was livid. "I told you not to talk to them Wat is
wong with you?" She fought to control her frantic breathing.

"Are you denying I'mstill I mersed?” Ti m denmanded.

"Of course. It’s been ten years! You' d have died |ong ago."

She had himthere. Still, he was confused. "Wen was the
last time |’ve been out of this house?"

"You got groceries yesterday, silly. And before you got sick
you went to work every day."

That rem nded himof his overwhelmng thirst. He had to drink
sonmet hing. Now. "Then there’'s sonething for me to drink! Ri ght?
If | got groceries, there’'s sonething for nme to drink!" He made
his way to the kitchen. The water still didn't work. He would
rant about that but he was too thirsty for any nore shouti ng.
There was no soda left, in fact the only thing left was the bottle

of spoiled mlk. "If I went to the store, where are the drinks?"
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He checked the freezer. There wasn't even one cube of ice left.
He vaguely renmenbered sucking them one by one sonetinme in the
past. Had that been | ast year? The year before? How | ong had the
wat er been off?

He glared at Clarissa. "There isn’'t any drinks left! |I’'m
dying of thirst here! | haven’t been to the store.”

She | ooked cross. "So you're not going to cone back to bed
wth me?"

Real i zation struck Tim "This was a Porn |Imrersion! No wonder
you're insatiable. That’s why nost of what | renmenber is us having
sex. You' re just carrying out the intention of the |Imersion!"

"You're not making any sense, Tim" Carissa cried.

"Don’t give ne that. You' re not real. None of this is real
All that is real is ny insane, unquenchable thirst. And that is
how this works. Once it gets strong enough that allows ne to break
free. I’'malnost free of you. All nmy life |I’mbeen able to ignore
bi ol ogi cal needs for the sake of what was nore inportant to ne,
usually nmy work. So | was trapped in here a |ot |onger than nost
peopl e woul d be. But even | have ny limts, and that has al nost
been reached."

Clarissa | ooked at himas if he were a child. "Ten years?
You really believe you ve been in here for ten years?"

"If Carissa couldn’t get nme out, even though | demanded
that she do so by any neans necessary after three days, she would
be caring for ne. So | could last a long tine."

"But ten years? Get real."
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"Maybe time is different in here. It probably hasn’t been
nearly that long, you just want nme to think it was so | would
accept this reality. 1'll bet it’s only been a week or two."

Cl ari ssa shook her head. "You're foiled by your own | ogic.

If this other Clarissa is taking care of you, why would you be so
thirsty? Wuldn’t she be giving you water?"

Tim | ooked longingly at the mlk in the fridge. "You' re using
that out of context. If |I've been in here a long tinme then
obviously | survived because she took care of nme. But ny point is
that I don't think I have been in here a long tine and ny thirst
proves that. She knows the only way for ne to escape is though
physi cal disconfort." He unconsciously rubbed the right side of
hi s head.

Hs wife threw up his hands. "You're forgetting one inportant
thing. You said you d kill me if | didn’t get you out of that
| mersion. So why would | not get you out and instead take care
of you?"

Timtried the water tap again. A single drop squeezed out.
He stuck his tongue out but no nore drops followed. "I’ m not
arguing with you anynore. I'mstill init. I knowit."

"Tim Conme back to bed now W coul d be having passionat e,
pl easurabl e sex instead of this silly conversation.”

"It’s about tine you called us back! W’ ve been waiting here
for hours!”

That came fromthe front door. Timignored it. "That’s over
with. It’s not real. | have an idea. How about you find ne

sonmet hing to fucking drink? Make yoursel f useful for once.”
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Clarissa | ooked furious. "No, | have an idea for YQU, bucko.
How about you get in bed with ne or I'll talk to you about that
scul pture you destroyed. Your life's work."

Ti m noved his nmouth but no sound cane out. He suddenly felt
terrified beyond all reason.

"I't’s been two days since she went in." Roger said.

Timwoke with a start. He’'d been dozing with his head agai nst
the couch. He’d been here for hours. At sonme point, after he fel
asl eep, G ndi kicked off the blanket. She was thrashi ng about
wi | dly, nmoaning wth abandon.

"Jesus Christ, we have to do sonething!"

Roger seened genuinely sorry. "At this point | think it’s
time to consider renoving the inplants. It’s the only way."

Timcouldn’t get the thought of brain damage out of his m nd.
"Don’t do anything yet. Gve ne a chance to wake up and think."
Roger agreed, and Ti m headed for the bathroom A |lot of the people
who had been in the living roomwere gone now. Only about five
remai ned. A sixth, a woman who | ooked a little older than the
rest, was wapped in a blanket and sitting up. She | ooked weary
but extrenely happy. As he glanced at her on the way past she was
finishing a pint of water. "Thanks," she was saying, "I can't
believe how thirsty | got. |I was ready to drink out of the toilet!"
The person assisting her, the sanme kid Timhad threatened upon
entering hours ago, |aughed know ngly with her.

Ti mused the bathroom then held his hands under the tap. He
was a bit thirsty hinself, but he didn't want to ask for anything

fromthese bastards. They didn’t seemas evil as he had thought

( CONTI NUED)



Thirsty/ Dexter Goad/ 20.

at first, but he still thought they were vanpires conducting an
illegal and dangerous operation for profit. He would still see
Roger in prison after C ndi was safe. He drank several handfuls,
dried his hands, and found Roger.

"What about soneone going in and linking with G ndi and
telling her to cone out?"

The I mersion seller shook his head. "W tried that. She
rejected everyone we sent in. | even tried nyself. Al she wants
to do is have sex and dance. |If someone starts tal king, she rejects
them and out they cone.”

"What about ne? She wouldn’t | ook at nme that way, |’ m her
father."

"That’'s true. If anyone has a shot, it’'s you or your w fe.
But you have to pass a screening first."

Ti m shrugged and went al ong. The screening involved staring
in a binocul ar apparatus for several mnutes. He saw fl ashes of
lights, sonme color dilation, and thought he heard a weird noi se a
couple tinmes. Gther than that, it was nonotonous.

Roger studied his palntop conputer for another mnute after
he told Timthe test was over. Finally the other man sighed. "I’ m
sorry, but you've failed utterly. You' re a serious risk to becone
trapped. |1’'ve never seen soneone W th dissociative tendencies as
hi gh as yours w thout actually having a dissociative disorder.
You're a poster child for precisely the kind of person who should
never try |Inmersion.”

He was scaring Tim Especially since he knew that no matter
what, he had to go in and rescue his daughter. There was no

alternative. He'd risk his own brain being danaged from havi ng
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the inplants ripped out of his head before he’'d risk that happening
to his daughter.

"That’'s enough. | get the idea. | have to do it anyway. It’s
my fault this happened to her, so | can’'t ask ny wife to go in
and risk it. | have to be the one. No matter the personal risk to
myself, | have to go in, so | don’'t need to hear anynore."

Roger folded his hands in his lap. It was a stubborn, resolute
gesture. "I’mnot going to be responsible for you getting trapped.
|’ mnot going to help you be I mersed."”

"Yes, you will." Timstated with deadly finality.

Several attendants closed in behind Tim Roger nodded to
them slightly before returning his attention to G ndi’s father.
"And what if | refuse?"

"Then one of us is comng out of this house in a body bag.
Better yet, maybe I’'Il just cut you up into little pieces and
stuff you down the drain."

Roger waved away his backup. "There’'s sonmething wong with
you. You have so much barely repressed anger. That nakes you bei ng
| mersed even nore dangerous. |I’mgoing to ask you one nore tine
to reconsider."

"I can't leave Cndi like this,” Timreplied, ignoring the
war ni ngs for the last tine.

"Fine. But you're not doing it here. | wash ny hands of you
and your daughter. 1’1l inplant you, then you take her out of
here and never cone back."

Timagreed inpatiently.

Ten m nutes | ater Roger personally used the inplant gun and

Timhad two inplants, one on each side of his head, above and
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behind his tenples. "This control activates the inplants. DO NOT
use it until you’ve finished driving and are sonewhere safe.
Qbviously a public place woul d be bad, unless you want to spend
the next 20 years in prison. | suggest having someone nonitor
you, but that’s up to you. | would suggest telling whoever nonitors
you to not feed or water you. The only chance soneone |i ke you
has is to be forced to realize you're not in reality the hard
way. It mght take you to be near death to finally realize it,
but you have no chance ot herw se."

"How do | link up with G ndi?"

"I’ve set your inplants to automatically link with hers. You

don’t have to do anythi ng except be near her and activate your

i nplants.”

Ti m accepted the control. "Thank you. |I’m sorry about
t hreatening you before. I’mnot usually like this. | just blane
nmysel f..."

Roger shrugged. "You're a fool. Only a fool threatens soneone
they need help from But |I'’mnot a sensitive person, you didn't
hurt ny feelings."

"I appreciate your help.” Timreplied sinply, ignoring the
insults. He bent, picked up his bl anketed daughter, and took her
away fromthis madhouse.

Roger wat ched the man | eave.

"You know he’s going to the police if he gets her back." The
redhead attendant observed. "And if he doesn’t get her back he’s

com ng back for you."
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Roger grinned. "He's not com ng back. You saw his readings.
| didn’t even bother giving himone of our special inplants. |
didn't have to."

"You don’t think he' |l cone out?"

"As | said before, he has the highest dissociative readings
|’ ve ever seen for soneone who didn’'t actually have a dissociative
di sorder. He's going in deep, boys," Roger replied, anmused. "He’'s
going deep into the rabbit hole, and he’s never going to hit the
bottom "

Clarissa was hone by the tinme Timgot back. She went into
hysterics, screaned that this was all his fault, then eventually
cal med enough for Timto tell her what he planned to do about it.

"I need you to watch over ne." He told her not to give him
food or drink. She could keep himconfortable, and clean. But her
nost inportant job would cone if he failed. "If | don’'t cone out
of it after three days, | need you to get nme out by any neans
necessary." He broke into a sweat, contenplating the horror of
being trapped inside his mnd. "I nmean it, Carissa. This is the
nost inportant thing you'll ever do in your life. You HAVE to get
nme out."

H s wife nodded fearfully.

"Hopefully I'Il be out before then, with Gndi. And if
fail, then I'Il take her to the hospital and I'll serve whatever
time | get for this. I'll leave you out of it. But they' |l |ock

her up too after they get her out, so |l want to try this first."
"I wish there were sone other way," C arissa cried.

"There’s not. Now, what are you going to do after three days?"
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“I"l'l get you out."

"How?" Ti m demanded.

"However | have to."

He raised his carving knife. "Even if you have to dig the
i npl ants out of ny head?"

Cl ari ssa hesitated.

"CLARI SSA! | CAN NOT STAY TRAPPED I N THERE! YOU HAVE TO GET

ME QUT!"

She was crying now. "Ckay. I-I1"Il doit."

"I mean it Carissa.” Timwarned. "Get ne out, however you
have to, or | swear to God I'll kill you."

She whitened and started to back away fromhim towards the
door .

Timseized an arm "I’msorry. That cane out wong. | just
want to inpress upon you have strongly |I feel about this. The
t hought of being trapped in a false reality scares the hell out
of me. I'"monly doing this because it is ny fault that C ndi got
into this ness. | love her and |’mgoing to get her out. But I
need your help." He released her. It was all up to her now |If
she tried to | eave he wouldn’t stop her. Better that she abandon
hi m now than after he was Imersed. If she | eft now, he’d just
have to call the police and take his nedicine. As G ndi would
take her nmedicine if they nanaged to get her back at a federal
hospital. There was no way Ti mwould go under alone. So it was up
to his wfe now

Clarissa held her position.

"If you can’'t go through with this, leave not. | won't stop

you. 1’1l be forced to call the police, but 1’'lIl |eave you out of
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it, as | said. But whatever you decide now, you have to stick
with it. There is no turning back if you agree to help ne."

Clarissa still didn't nove. "I'll stay." She sounded so tiny
and so frightened that Timalnost called it off anyway. Then he
decided to ignore his reservations and her fear and focus on what
was i nportant, hel ping G ndi.

Ten mnutes |later he was stretched out on their bed with the
control in his hand. "Three days."

Clarissa sniffled and nodded. "Three days. | prom se."

Tim s eyes wandered to the scul pture across the room It was
the best thing he’d ever done, and now it m ght never be finished.
It depicted a running woman just crossing a finish line. The |ine
was breaking around her, and her face was filled wth exhausted
el ation. He'd spent countless hours working on it, and it greatly
exceeded anything he’d ever attenpted before. He was going to get
a lot of nmoney for this if he finished it. He would give it al
up to have paid nore attention to his daughter

Tims eyes returned to his wife. "By any neans necessary,"
he warned. Then he pressed the button, activating the inplants.

The world went dark, and then he was sonepl ace el se.

The doorbell was ringing. That was foll owed by an insistent
poundi ng on the door.

"I used to think I knew what thirst was.” Timtold C arissa
conversationally as he drank the rotting mlk that was all had
been left in the fridge. "I renmenber one tinme when | was grow ng
up, ny older brother |ocked ne out of our house right before

bedtinme. | was afraid I'd get a spanking if | knocked and woke
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our parents, so | sat on the porch all night. | got so thirsty
that | eventually got on nmy knees in the filth next to the house
and shoved ny face against the water spigot on the house in the
backyard." Timtook another swg fromthe mlk bottle. It was
thick with chunks and it was quite possibly the worst taste he’ d
ever experienced. But it slaked a little of his maddening thirst.
"The water pressure on that spigot was such that | had to
practically swallow the nozzle to get any water. Ten 0’ cl ock that
night 1’d never have dreaned of doing it. By mdnight | didn't
m nd the thought of kneeling in the filthy noss nmud under the
spigot. Around one or two, when swallowing felt like |I was rubbing
sandpaper against ny throat, | found nyself sitting next to the
spigot, looking longingly at it. By three a.m | sucked that rusty
nozzle into ny nouth and woul dn’t have cared if everyone in the
nei ghbor hood had been watching ne and | aughing. It felt so good
goi ng down. Later, when | was back inside and it was mny brother
getting the spanking, and I was enjoying a tall glass of chocol ate
mlk, | started to feel ashanmed of what |’d done. But at the tine,
at the tine Clarissa, | didn't give a fat flying fuck who saw ne
or what anyone thought of it, because | was nore thirsty than
ever believed anyone could get." Timfinished the mlk, smacked
his lips in satisfaction, and tossed the bottle aside. "As | said,
| USED to think I knew what thirsty was. But even that |ovely
experience couldn’t hold a candle to how thirsty I amright now "

“"Come to bed, Tim" Carissa demanded.

More poundi ng on the door. "Tim Carpenter! This is the police!
We have just received authorization to enter your residence by

force unl ess you open the door inmediately!"
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Timignored the neighbors. Sickness overconme himand he
dropped to his knees on the kitchen floor. Before he knewit,
he’d thrown up the spoiled mlk. He gagged and heaved for a | ong
time after the last of it was out of him "Does the not crying
thing count for throwm up mlk?" He gasped. Carissa didn't answer.

The poundi ng had changed. They were trying to break down the
front door now. In a nonent they would renenber the sliding glass
door in the back and it would be easy for themto enter.

"Renmenber the scul pture, TinP" Roger said.

Timl ooked up. H's wife was gone. In her place stood Roger
Morris. He didn't |ook a day older than the last tinme Tim saw
him He certainly didn't |ook ten years ol der.

"That’'s because it’'s only been a couple days, hasn't it? A
week on the outside, huh? I’ m been wandering around the house,
supplying ny own drinks and food, though | haven't felt much |ike
eating. Thirst gets you a long tine before hunger, doesn't it,
Roger? Hunger ain’'t shit conpared to thirst, is it?"

"You just couldn’t go with it conpletely, could you?" Roger
chuckl ed. "So now she’s gone and |I’m here to keep you conpany."

"I don’t understand sonething. | thought if | finally realized
this wasn't reality |I could get back to reality."

Roger nodded. "That’s true."

"Well, if that's true, what the fuck is going on?"

"You haven’t been Immersed for two days now. Your w fe renoved
the inplants two days ago, you can’t be Immersed if your inplants
are gone."

Ti mshot his hands up to his head. He could now feel the

hol es. The right side was worse, she’'d apparently had to dig around
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to find it. She nust have done that one first. The left side was
much cl eaner, a nuch snaller hole that hadn’t bled nuch. "But
but if ny inplants are gone ..."

"You didn't want to |leave, Tim You were only ever hal fway
in touch with reality anyway. Being | mersed sent you over the
edge. You were never com ng back, it didn’t matter if you realized
it or if the inplants were renoved or what happened. There was no
getting you back."

Timignored that. He was too dammed thirsty to listen to any
nore of this shit. He rose and stunbled to the kitchen sink. Stil
no water came fromthe tap. "Looks |like |I have another hot date
with a garden spigot. | can’'t take the thirst anynore."

"What did you do after you thought your wife got you out of
| mrer si on?" Roger pressed.

Ti munl ocked the sliding glass door and pushed it aside. "I
t hanked her for releasing ne and told her | couldn’t get G ndi
out. Cindi died that night, so there was no reason to go to the
police. W went on with our lives for the next ten years. W had
sex a lot and I can’'t renmenber working a single day."

A final blow struck it and the front door expl oded inward.
"Be careful, we don’t know how far gone he is."

"What happened with the scul pture you were working on before?"
Roger asked gl eeful ly.

Timknelt on the ground.

"Quys, he’s in the backyard. W' re approaching with caution.
You two continue to search the house."

"I tried to keep working on it, but ny knife slipped and |

cut ny head. | was so angry | never worked on the scul pture again."”
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"It really stinks in here! Wat the hell happened?”

"What happened to the scul pture?" Roger insisted.

"We found the daughter in her bedroom There is no reading
fromthe inplants, so they're turned off. She nust be out of it.
She’ s just sleeping off the effects.”

"It pissed ne off." Timlowered his head and turned on the
spigot. At first nothing canme out.

"M. Carpenter? M. Carpenter, can you hear nme?"

"I got mad and cut it into little pieces."

"Oh ny God! Ch ny God! Look in the master bedroom”

Water was starting to flow now It tasted foul, especially
foul, but Timwas so thirsty that he actually nopaned with pl easure
as it flowed over his tongue and down his throat.

"M . Carpenter!”

"I was mad." Timtold Roger, who existed only in his m nd.

"I was mad so | cut the scul pture up and shoved it down the drain.
Down the toilets and down the drains. Al of it. Every little
annoying interfering piece of that goddammed scul pture. Down the
drain it went." Timdrank nore of the foul water. It tasted vaguely
famliar. Al nost |ike-

"Bl ood! There’'s bl ood everywhere! Oh ny CGod!"

Timignored the taste and drank some nore. "I don’'t have to
be thirsty anynore."” He giggled. "There's plenty of water here!"

"M . Carpenter, you re going to have to come with us."

"I have an idea," Roger Morris said in Tims mnd. "Wat if
you wanted to avoid returning to reality so nuch that you did
anything you had to do to keep Clarissa from bringing you out?"

"Gab his arns.”
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The foul tasting water was drying up. If he could just get
sonme nore before it ran out. He was so thirsty. Timdidn't even
feel the hands grabbing him lifting himup. He didn’t hear the
police who' d responded to an anonynous tip about illegal | nmersion
use in this house talking to him He heard nothing but Roger’s
| aughter in his mnd, and felt nothing but an overwhel m ng,
unquenchabl e thirst.

THE END



