Synthetic Blood�By David J. Core


Chapter One


Why Would An Android Laugh?


Emanuel Adams walked out into the cool midnight air on the Saturday in the late summer of 1989, and he hocked up a phlegm ball. He spat it hurling on the sooty pavement where it rolled like a gob of mercury, collecting a shell of the settlement of fly-ash which covered the streets of Weirton Steel Corporation.





	Emmanuel, better known as “Hap” or “Manny” to his friends, had known a lot of pollution in his brief thirty-two years. So the chill that settled in the valley that Saturday did little to subdue his wheeze.





	He had grown up in this pan-handle town located snugly between Wheeling and Pittsburgh, PA. He had become accustomed to its football mentality and its obscure prejudices. He would have liked to leave, but everybody would have liked to leave. Still in all, it was a good place to raise a family; virtually devoid of any major crime. (Unless you counted government corruption as a major crime). And there were things for the kids to do, and he had his distractions.





	In fact, he was on his way to just such a distraction as he located his dirt-crusted Reliant in the company lot.





	Manny had been coming to this club every Saturday for months, but still he had his id at the ready. He knew the bouncer wouldn’t recognize him, because this bouncer would be new. They were always new. He couldn’t remember having ever seen the same bouncer twice. But all of the faces would become familiar once he got past the muscle at the door. That was the pattern.





	He would start with a boiler-maker at the Cyclone club, then across the street for a beer at the Mid-town and he would close the triangle with a coke at the new club Alibis. At each club, he’d tip the best dancer, then he’d go home and sleep, while his wife and kids went to church.





	He sat quickly at the bar. There was an empty stool, and he hated sitting alone at a table in a strip bar. At the bar you looked like a sociable everyman. Alone at a table you looked like a lonely pervert. Like that new guy at the table by the poker machine; the one in the denim jacket with the Maltese cross pinned to it.





	Carley was dancing that night. She was one of Manny’s favorite exotics. She’d made a point of learning his name, and she always asked about his family. She even knew that he had three sons. She came down from the stage and strolled up to the bar as the record was changing on the juke-box.





	She gave Manny a hug, and her bare breasts pressed against his jacket. Manny had seen them before though, so he looked into her face. He couldn’t believe she was thirty-five. She didn’t look it.





	As they talked, the next record began, and Manny tucked a folded dollar into her G-string. She kissed him lightly on the cheek and danced to the next patron at the next stool with the next dollar. Manny looked at her legs, and he thought of how they resembled the nearly perfect mechanical legs in the video for ZZ Tops Roughboys He would have to request that song in her next set, he decided.





	Then his stream of consciousness wandered for a moment. He began to recall an instance with his wife. Corey had danced for him once when ZZ Top was singing Legs on the radio. Maybe he would request Legs instead. It seemed somehow adulterous, and he enjoyed that feeling considering the relative innocence.





	Then, as if to appease the conflict between reality and imagination, he brought his fantasy public. He turned to the patron beside him, the one with the wallet newly lightened by the weight of one dollar, and said, “She’s got great legs. My wife’s got legs like those. I wonder if her tits are real.”





	The man smiled coyly. “If you mean the dancer’s tits, I don’t know,” he said. “But if you mean your wife’s tits. Yeah, I’m pretty sure they were real.”





	Manny furrowed his brow, then in an instant, he caught on. He smiled broadly and ordered a round for the new friend he’d made. And then he noticed the Maltese cross.





	This was the lonely pervert from the table. When had he moved to the bar? Manny was curious about this stranger and about his jewelry. The cross, with its forked appendages, bothered him. It looked like a Masonic symbol. Manny disliked Masons. They were too fraternal, too exclusionist.





	Or, he thought, it could be a Nazi cross. Or even a Satanic symbol. Anything, he thought to himself, but a Mason, and he laughed.





	At that moment, a commotion erupted at the television end of the bar. It seemed that Hulk Hogan had made a bad judgment call in an attack on André the Giant, and several of Manny’s compeers thought the referee should have tendered a resignation.





	Manny furrowed his brow again. He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t get it,” he said. “It’s so obvious that it’s a put-on, but still people get mad at the referee. I remember once, there was one of those cage matches on, and I even got caught up in it. This one guy was bleeding, and the other guy kept coming, and I wondered why somebody didn’t stop it. I mean, I knew the blood was fake and the fight was fixed, but even in make-believe it should be fair.”





	The man in the denim jacket turned his stool to face Manny, and for the first time, Manny noticed how small he was, and that he was wearing a tie. He’s no Mason, Manny thought. A Mason would never wear a necktie with denim.





	“The blood is always make-believe,” the little man said. “Even on the news. The blood is make-believe. That’s what TV is for. It confuses real and unreal. It dilutes reality with fantasy until emotion is the only reality we have left. But emotions are transient and intangible and completely unreliable. They’re too easily manipulated. That’s the whole premise behind nationalism. Manipulate emotions to manipulate loyalties.





	“That’s how they get you, and entertainment primes the pump.” Definitely not a Nazi, Manny realized. And too detached to be a Satanist. “Can I ask a question?” Manny asked, and then before he got an answer, “What’s that cross supposed to be?”





	The cross-bearer creased his face in a smile. “This?” he said pointing. “This was my grandfather’s. It’s a pin from the VFW I just wear it ornamentally. I’ve never been in a real war. My name’s Jack. Jack DuPomme, but my friends call me Snake.”





	“Mine call me Hap,” Manny said, “but my name is Manny Adams.” The two men shook hands; a ritual that Manny relished and which Snake seemed to tolerate. Snake invited Manny to a table, and Manny stood before Snake had even begun. As a table for one was perverse, a table for two was a party. The girls generally loved dancing for a party. It meant more tips.





	But tonight was somehow different. As they began to cross the table, Carley registered protest. “Hey, Manny. Where’re ya goin’?” she asked. She reached out from the stage and held Manny fast by the arm.





	“We’re movin’ to a table.” Manny had to tug his arm away. Carley followed him across the dance floor.





	“I’m going to do that trick with the quarters. Stay at the bar. You can see it better from the bar.” This was true. The quarter trick was more fun to watch from the bar. The mirror behind the bar reflected the mirror from the stage back into the mirror behind the bar for a tunnel effect of multiple images. From this vantage you could see a nearly infinite number of left breasts passing quarters to a nearly infinite number of right breasts and back again.





	But Carley knew that Manny had seen this trick at least a dozen times. She had something else in mind, and Manny was suspicious. But she didn’t press the point, so maybe she was just taunting a receptive audience. At any rate, she let Manny pass, and he joined Snake at the table by the poker machine.





	The bartender came over to the table and asked if anybody needed anything to drink. Manny ordered a couple of brewskies, and it struck him only afterward that he could never remember the bartender approaching a table before. He—Manny thought—must really need the tips.





	Snake reached in his pocket and pulled out a folded photocopy. As he un-doubled the page, Manny saw a copy of an old Life in Hell cartoon. Manny loved Matt Groening, and he was excited to see that someone besides him knew of Groening’s work outside The Simpsons.





	Snake offered the page to Manny. It was a sixteen panel offering entitled Kids Want to Know. Each panel featured a different “child" asking a different question. Among such queries as “Do slugs dream?”, “If cats thought they could get away with it, would they murder us all in our sleep?” and “What does human flesh taste like?” Snake had highlighted a particular frame. “What if everyone in the world is a robot except me?”





	Snake watched as Manny glommed over the cartoon. He waited until Manny looked up. “Have you ever had that thought?” he asked.





	“You mean about everyone else being a robot? I don’t know. Maybe. Probably. Why?”





	“You have had that thought. Haven’t you?”





	“I was a kid,” Manny protested. “Kids ask dopey questions. That’s the point of the cartoon. ‘Do dog movie stars know they’re famous?’ I mean come on.” Manny said using another question from the strip as an example.





	“Don’t you think the way things have been in the world lately are a little bizarre?” Snake asked. “The environment goes to hell, and we’re told to worry, but nobody stops it. Nuclear weapons and the raw materials for nuclear weapons disappear, and we just make more to replace them. Students are murdered in Beijing, and we sell their government Coke!”





	“Why are you rambling?” Manny asked. The connection had completely missed him. “That’s what Amnesty International and Greenpeace are for. We can’t all be activists. Nothing would ever get done.”





	“What wouldn’t get done?” Snake asked. “The pollutants wouldn’t get spilled, the weapons wouldn’t get built, the dissenters wouldn’t get killed? Face it, we’re jaded. We just want to be comfortable. Screw the future. Screw the world.”





	“What does this have to do with your Bongo Rabbit cartoon?” Manny insisted.





	Snake leaned in. His eyes grew wild under his heavy eyebrows. “If there is a conspiracy, it has to have a purpose!” he whispered. 





	“Conspiracy?” Manny thought. “Who said anything about a conspiracy? Maybe this guy is a Nazi.”





	“Imagine for a minute that the world is being run by robots. You are the only human on earth,” Snake offered. “They must have a purpose. That purpose must be to study you. Obviously, they want to see how you deal with everyday life. Do you protest? Do you acquiesce? Do you consider? Do you disregard? Observing you is the reason they exist.”





	Manny decided to play the game. “And just why do they care how I react? What purpose does that serve?”





	“That’s a fair question,” Snake admitted leaning back in his chair. He pointed to Carley as she leaned over and peered at them between her knees. Her breasts fell forward and Manny could see the scars where her implants were made. “If she’s a machine,” Snake suggested, “her purpose might be to test your loyalty. If your boss is a machine, he might be testing your tolerance or your drive.”





	“Those things could be true if they’re just people too,” Manny protested.





	“True,” Snake admitted. “but on a larger scale, why are the banks allowed to get away with what they do, and the lawyers and the military?”





	“You lost me,” Manny said. “Why would a society of robots want to practice, say, insider trading?”





	“Because if you let them,” Snake said, “they will have a basis of understanding human behavior. It’s a test, and you are the control. The next step would be to take what worked best in jading you, and put it to work on the real human race.” 





	Manny sat back. He said nothing for a beat. “It’s a premise,” he admitted. “But one subject is not a control group.”





	“Of course not,” Snake agreed. “In order for the test to be realistic, I would have to be human also.”





	“So you’re suggesting that you and I are alone in a world of robots?”





	“Maybe a few others. And they wouldn’t be robots. They’d have to be cyborgs, or at least androids.”





	“And we wouldn’t know who was who?” Manny submitted.





	“Exactly!”





	“Kind of like in Terminator.”





	“Well, yes.”





	“So everything screwy the government pulls is just another test to gauge our reaction?”





	“Absolutely.”





	“Well,” Manny joked. “That sure would explain Dan Quayle.” Manny smiled broadly and reached over to slap Snake on the back, but Snake had looked at the cartoon and was busy folding it up.





	“Exactly,” Snake said, and he stood before Manny could touch him. “Come with me.”





	





	





	


