
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Crimson Industry

        

        
        
          The Blood Machine World, Volume 2

        

        
        
          James Dargan

        

        
          Published by Danny Boy Books, 2025.

        

    


The Crimson Industry: The Blood Machine World Book 2

Copyright © 2025 by James Dargan

Published by Danny Boy Books

[image: A logo for a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Book cover designed by Majes Nagrad

––––––––

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

without the express written permission of the publisher

except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.



  	
	    
	      Also by James Dargan

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Bayside City Book

          
        
          
	          Dead Soprano

          
        
          
	          Purple Haze

          
        
          
	          Red Magic

          
        
          
	          Honey Bee

          
        
          
	          Killer Toast

          
        
          
	          Tiger Dawn

          
        
          
	          Bullet City

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Napoleon Clancy Book

          
        
          
	          Lenin's Ghost

          
        
          
	          Napoleon Clancy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Neo-Noir Crime Thriller

          
        
          
	          Pig Killer

          
        
          
	          Gun Smoke

          
        
          
	          Butcher Boy

          
        
          
	          Fat Cat

          
        
          
	          Fat Cat & Gun Smoke: Two Neo-Noir Crime Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Fender Bender

          
        
          
	          Sputnik Baby

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Val Buchanan Investigation

          
        
          
	          The Steel City Affair

          
        
          
	          The Dynamite Ledger

          
        
          
	          The Bread and Roses File

          
        
          
	          Blood on the High Plains

          
        
          
	          Death on the Rails

          
        
          
	          The Chicago Club Murders

          
        
          
	          The Waterfront Pact

          
        
          
	          The Black Tom Saboteurs

          
        
          
	          The Circle

          
        
          
	          The Last Escort

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dead World Post-Apocalyptic Cycle

          
        
          
	          The Samurai of Rust

          
        
          
	          Dark Frequency

          
        
          
	          The Filth King

          
        
          
	          Zombie Siege at the Lone Star Saloon

          
        
          
	          Ash Road

          
        
          
	          The Last Reel

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Napoleon Clancy Books

          
        
          
	          Spaghetti Junction

          
        
          
	          Cuyahoga Blues

          
        
          
	          Dublin Murder Mystery

          
        
          
	          Spanish Poodle

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Blood Machine World

          
        
          
	          The Blood Contract

          
        
          
	          The Crimson Industry

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          God and the Lonely Emperor

          
        
          
	          In the Dole-Drums

          
        
          
	          Portrait of Love Lost and Found in Ukrainian Cornfield

          
        
          
	          The Miracle at O'Hare's Pub

          
        
          
	          Mister Blue Sky

          
        
          
	          Out of the Cage

          
        
          
	          Master Sisyphus and the Saveloy Men

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Montpelier Hill

          
        
          
	          Transatlantic, The Ballad of Thomas Fox

          
        
          
	          Zombiana Europa, A Zombie Apocalypse Survival Story

          
        
          
	          Red Corner

          
        
          
	          Papyrus Comic Hobo

          
        
          
	          Irish Puns & Jokes

          
        
          
	          Almost the Best Pun and Joke Book Ever

          
        
          
	          Carnival Dracula

          
        
          
	          Mushroom

          
        
          
	          Old Man Blues

          
        
          
	          Mojo

          
        
          
	          Shanghailand

          
        
          
	          Panda, Chinese Pulp Fiction

          
        
          
	          The Desert Dago

          
        
          
	          The Red Masks of Montevideo

          
        
          
	          Black Ghost

          
        
          
	          Dog Station

          
        
          
	          The Blue Trabant

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at James Dargan’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Clinical Trials
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The lab had the hush of a chapel after the prayers were done. White tile, glass walls, filtered light that made everyone look a little unreal. Hemovore Biotech called it the Future Wing. Selene Roche thought of it as a box of ghosts.

She stood by the observation glass with her hands clasped behind her back. Beyond it, a man waited in a restraint chair under a halo of surgical lamps. His name tag read VALE — SUBJECT 07. He blinked at the lights as if they were stars.

“Vitals steady,” Patel said. He was all gum-chewing confidence, one foot tapping against the base of the console.

“Temperature?” Roche asked.

“Ninety-nine point four. Rising slow.”

She nodded. “Proceed.”

The injector rig hissed. A red thread slid down clear tubing, a single vein drawn across glass and metal. The color never failed to unnerve her—too alive for this place.

Vale’s fingers jerked once, then flattened against the straps. His chest rose faster. The monitors bloomed green lines that looked almost happy about it.

“Serum’s in,” Patel said.

Roche checked the log scrolling on the wall screen. Origin code H-07. She frowned. The code should have been C-series—consensual donor plasma, verified and sterilized. H-series belonged to premium reserves, property of the Accord.

“Patel, where did you source this batch?” Roche asked.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Central depot. We’re short on C-series, remember?”

“That doesn’t authorize substitution.”

He shrugged. “Dr. Meyers cleared it. Said it was chemically equivalent.”

She didn’t remember any clearance, and Meyers hadn’t shown his face all morning. The chain of command at Hemovore was a maze of signatures, all written in disappearing ink.

Vale groaned softly. The sound came from somewhere deep, like a man dreaming of drowning.

“Watch the pulse,” Roche said.

The line on the monitor began to climb. Then another one dipped, spiking red alerts. Patel leaned forward. “Could be calibration—”

Vale convulsed. The straps rattled. One tube tore loose, spraying a fine mist across the lamp.

“Kill the feed,” Roche said.

Patel fumbled for the cutoff. Too late. The man arched in the chair, eyes rolled white, a high moan building until it snapped into silence. The monitors flattened.

No one moved. The hum of the vents swallowed everything.

“Time of death, ten-oh-six,” Roche said quietly.

Patel let the gum fall from his mouth. “Jesus. That’s the fourth this week.”

“Log it,” Roche said.

He hesitated. “Under what classification?”

She looked at Vale—mouth open, crimson running from his nose like paint. “Adverse reaction.”

Patel typed it in, fingers shaking. The cursor blinked at the end of the line like it knew better.

They sealed the body in a white polymer shroud. Roche signed the digital form while a pair of interns wheeled the gurney out. The door sighed closed behind them.

Patel scrubbed at his hands with sanitizer. “If the board hears about this, they’ll shut us down.”

“They won’t hear about it,” Roche said.

“You sure? Systems auto-report fatalities.”

“Not if I delay the sync.”

He looked at her. “That’s... illegal.”

“So is killing four volunteers in a week.”

Patel didn’t argue. He went back to wiping equipment that didn’t need wiping.

Roche brought up the dosage log again. Variant Seven, concentration 0.1 mL, donor line H-07. The tag carried another number beneath it— a long string ending in P-DNR-CLASS ONE. She cross-checked the registry. The file opened behind security layers she wasn’t supposed to breach.

The donor wasn’t a name. It was a location: Sector 19 – Dormitory Complex E.

She stared at it, heartbeat ticking in her throat. Sector 19 was a plasma farm. The ones no one talked about. The ones the Accord ran.

“Patel,” Roche said. “Get Meyers up here. Now.”

“He’s off-campus. Board meeting.”

“Then page Compliance.”

Patel hesitated. “That’ll bring Hallow’s people.”

“Good.”

He exhaled through his nose. “You’re serious.”

“I want an audit.”

He smirked nervously. “Audits don’t fix corpses.”

Roche turned from the console. “They fix everything else.”

She stepped out into the corridor. The light there had no color, only temperature—something between hospital and morgue. A junior researcher passed with a clipboard and didn’t make eye contact. The walls were lined with corporate mantras in brushed steel letters: Integrity Through Innovation. Tomorrow Needs You. They glittered like knives.

In the lounge she poured herself coffee. It smelled burnt. Patel joined her a minute later, still pale.

“You ever wonder where the premium donors come from?” he asked.

Roche said nothing.

“I heard rumors,” he went on. “Prisoners, maybe. Or synthetic plasma grown from stem lines.”

“Rumors don’t concern me,” she said.

“They do when they start killing people.”

She looked at him. “Keep your mouth shut, Patel. For now.”

He lifted his cup in a mock toast. “For now.”

By noon the body was gone, paperwork filed, chamber sterilized. From the outside nothing had happened. The system was good at erasing itself. Roche spent the afternoon rewriting data streams—changing donor tags, cleaning error codes. She told herself it was temporary, just until she knew the truth.

At five she walked the perimeter of the lab wing. Through one glass wall she saw new subjects waiting in holding cells, sitting under soft white light like specimens displayed for sale. One waved at the camera. She pretended not to see him.

Her wristband buzzed. A message from Corporate Security: Trial logs received. Excellent work, Doctor. Continue variant series. Results promising.

She closed the message without replying.

The intercom clicked. “Dr. Roche to Conference Room C.”

She went.

The room smelled of ozone and polish. Meyers was there, suit perfect, smile measured. “Rough morning,” he said.

“You authorized H-series plasma,” Roche said.

He kept smiling. “Supply chain issues. Central made the substitution.”

“Without consent.”

“Consent is a flexible term,” he said. “We’re curing mortality, Selene. Minor shortcuts are part of progress.”

“Vale’s dead.”

“Statistically irrelevant.”

She felt her stomach twist. “You should see his face before you say that.”

“I’ve seen worse. The Accord expects results.”

Roche leaned across the table. “They’ll get a report—with data errors, donor misclassification, four deaths in seven days. You think they’ll be pleased?”

Meyers’ smile thinned. “Careful. You sound like a whistleblower.”

She held his gaze. “Maybe I am.”

He stood. “Then you’d better understand the cost of conscience.”

He left her with the hum of air vents and the smell of burned coffee on her sleeve.

Evening came early in the Future Wing. The lights dimmed to simulate dusk, though the city outside burned neon twenty-four hours a day. Roche returned to the trial chamber. The floor had been polished to a mirror. The chair stood empty, straps coiled like sleeping snakes.

She knelt where Vale had died. A thin stain had escaped the cleanup crew—just enough to see if you were looking.

She was looking.

The red trace ran toward the drain and stopped at the tile’s edge, a fingerprint of failure. She touched it with her glove. Still tacky.

Her wristband buzzed again. Patel’s voice came through, shaky. “Dr. Roche, you need to see this.”

“Where?” she asked.

“Archive Three. Now.”

She went quickly. The corridor lights flickered once, long enough for her reflection to stutter in the glass. For an instant she thought she saw another face beside hers—male, pale, eyes faintly red. When the lights steadied, she was alone.

In Archive Three, Patel waited beside an open terminal. “I pulled the shipment manifest from this morning,” he said. “You were right. The H-series came from off-grid storage. Guess who signed it.”

He turned the screen. The authorization code belonged to Director Hallow.

Roche felt her mouth go dry. “That’s impossible. He was Compliance Bureau, not production.”

“Maybe he was both.”

The screen flickered. Another file appeared—encrypted video feed, timestamped twenty minutes before the trial. A storage bay, cold lights, workers unloading crimson canisters. One of them opened slightly under pressure, and something inside moved. A hand—small, human, twitching once before falling still.

Patel looked away. “Tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

Roche couldn’t speak.

The file closed itself. ACCESS REVOKED.

She stepped back. “Who else saw this?” Roche asked.

“No one. I yanked it before the purge cycle.”

“Good. Delete your copy.”

Patel stared at her. “Delete it? You kidding?”

“They’ll trace the terminal. Delete it and walk away.”

He shook his head. “You’re in deeper than you think.”

“Do it,” Roche said.

He hesitated, then keyed the command. The file vanished.

They stood in the blue glow of the monitor, silent. The hum of the servers sounded like breathing.

“What now?” Patel asked.

Roche looked at the door. “Now we pretend nothing happened. Tomorrow we run Variant Eight.”

Patel laughed once, brittle. “And if someone dies again?”

“They will,” Roche said.

He stared at her. “You sound like you’ve given up.”

She almost smiled. “Just catching up.”

When he was gone, she stayed by the console, watching the cursor blink. She opened a new file and began to type a private log—something outside corporate servers.

Day sixty-one. Subject mortality unsustainable. Donor classification falsified. Authorization traced to Compliance. Evidence unstable.

She stopped there. The cursor waited for more.

In the reflection on the screen she saw her own eyes rimmed red from strain. For a moment she thought she saw them glow.

She shut the file and walked back to the chamber. The vents whispered overhead. A new subject was already strapped in, sedated, veins prepped. The night team worked fast.

Patel’s replacement looked up from the console. “Ready for infusion, Doctor?”

Roche hesitated. “Proceed.”

The hiss came again. The red thread slid through the tubing, beautiful and obscene.

This subject didn’t move at first. Then a tremor ran through his arm. Roche watched the monitor climb.

“Temperature?” she asked.

“One-oh-one and rising,” the tech said.

The man’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused. “Hurts,” he whispered through the mask.

Roche said, “Hold still.”

He didn’t. His body jerked once, then twice. The monitor screamed. She hit the cutoff.

Silence followed, long and heavy. She felt sweat under her collar.

“Another adverse reaction,” she said softly.

The tech nodded, pale.

Roche turned toward the door. Her reflection followed her across the glass—two figures, not one.

Outside, the corridor lights flickered again. Somewhere below, pumps throbbed, moving gallons of something thick and red through veins of steel.

She paused at the threshold and looked back at the spotless chamber. The floor gleamed, white and endless. Near the base of the chair, where the crew hadn’t yet wiped, a few drops of blood gathered and trembled before sliding apart.

Crimson on white tile.

The price of progress.
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Morgan Venn hadn’t seen sunlight in months. He let it touch him only in reflections — a trick of mirrors, a diluted glow that didn’t bite. The underground motel off East Kiernan smelled of bleach and loneliness. He liked it for that. Things that already stank of death made him feel less alone.

He sat on the bed with a cracked tablet and an empty thermos. The thermos had once held blood. Now it held coffee he couldn’t taste. He watched a looping feed of Hemovore Biotech’s press channel: smiling executives, pristine labs, phrases like “sustainable plasma futures.”

He smiled without teeth.

The knock came at midnight. A courier handed him a sealed envelope and didn’t wait for signature. Inside: a corporate passcard, temporary. Someone at Hemovore had approved visitor access for Morgan Venn — a name no one should have known.

He looked at it for a long time. Then he packed his coat, slid a small injector into the sleeve, and left.

Dr. Selene Roche hadn’t slept since the last trial. Vale’s face followed her through the lab’s mirrored corridors. She’d filed no new deaths, only “transient reactions.” Nobody asked questions. Nobody wanted to.

When Security called about a consultant requesting a brief meeting, she almost said no. Then they said the name.

“Morgan Venn,” the guard repeated. “Says he’s freelance compliance. You signed the visitor clearance.”

“I did?” she asked.

“System shows your authorization.”

She frowned. “Send him to Interview 3.”

The guard nodded.

The room was small, glass-walled, made for intimidation. Venn sat inside, coat folded over his lap, posture patient. Roche studied him from the hall before stepping in.

He looked ordinary at first glance — dark hair going to grey, face that had forgotten how to smile. But his eyes — there was something about the eyes. Not red, not yet. Just tired in a way that went deeper than blood.

“Dr. Roche,” he said. His voice was quiet, even. “Appreciate your time.”

She sat opposite. “Mr. Venn, is it? Compliance?”

“Independent. Used to be Bureau.”

That word stirred something — fear, maybe memory. “Then you knew Director Hallow.”

He paused. “Yes, I knew him.”

The silence after that was long. The air in the room seemed to settle lower.

“You asked to speak about plasma irregularities,” Roche said.

Venn nodded. “Your last shipment — H-series. Premium donors. You already noticed.”

“Who told you that?”

“Let’s say I read the same documents you did.”

“Those are classified.”

“Classification’s an illusion. Everything leaks.”

She studied him. “You don’t work for Hemovore.”

“No. I’m what’s left when people like you finish the paperwork.”

That one landed hard.

“What exactly do you want from me?” Roche asked.

“Answers,” Venn said. “About what they’re putting in the serum. About what it’s doing to people.”

“You mean the subjects?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I mean me,” Venn said. "

Roche felt the hair rise on her arms. “You were exposed?”

“Something like that,” Venn said.

He unbuttoned his cuff, rolled the sleeve halfway. The veins beneath the skin pulsed dark, not blue, not red — a slow shadow moving.

Roche whispered, “My God.”

“Don’t say that,” Venn said.

“Does it hurt?” Roche asked.

“When I remember it should.”

He buttoned the sleeve again, precise, ritualistic.

“I need to understand it,” Venn said. “The mutation. You’re the only one with access to the data.”

“You came here for treatment?” Roche asked.

“No. I came because I don’t trust doctors,” Venn said.

“Then why trust me?”

He looked at her a moment. “Because you still flinch when they die.”

They moved to her office — safer, quieter, no recording. Roche locked the door and pulled the blinds.

Venn paced like a man measuring walls. “Your trials — they’re using variant seven?”

“Yes,” Roche said

“That’s the same batch the Bureau classified as experimental weaponization three years ago,” Venn said

“You’re lying.”

He turned to her. “Am I?”

She hesitated. “If that’s true, why restart it under civilian clearance?”

“Because someone wants controlled infection. Obedient hybrids. You’ve seen the pattern.”

She said nothing.

Venn’s voice softened. “Tell me about H-series donors.”

“I can’t,” Roche said.

“You already did, by hesitating,” Venn said.

She met his eyes. “I’ve seen enough to know they’re human.”

“Define human.”

The word hung there. Roche rubbed her temples. “What do you think you are, Mr. Venn?”

“I don’t think,” Venn said. “I manage.”

She ran the lab scanner over a drop of his blood. The machine hummed. The sample glowed faintly, a thin red filament coiling inside the tube.

“Cell count stable,” she said. “But metabolism’s off the chart. You shouldn’t be alive.”

“I get that a lot,” Venn said. 

“Do you feed?”

He almost laughed. “You mean do I kill people? No. Synthetic plasma, mostly. Doesn’t last.”

“Side effects?” Roche asked.

“Dreams. Hunger. A voice sometimes.”

“What kind of voice?”

“Mine,” Venn said.

She looked at the screen. “Whatever this is, it’s rewriting your genome in real time.”

“Then write it back.”

“I can’t. Not without the original pathogen.”

“You have it,” Venn said.

“Only fragments,” Roche answered.

“Enough.”

She met his gaze. “Why should I help you?”

“Because if you don’t, they’ll make more of me.”

That quieted her.

They spoke for hours. Roche’s questions became confessions — the dead subjects, the tampered files, the board’s indifference. Venn listened without comment, only small nods.

At one point she asked, “Why tell me now?”

“Because you still believe data can save you,” Venn said.

“And you don’t?”

“I believed once. It bought me a coffin.”

He reached into his coat, slid a flash-chip across the desk. “Everything I could steal before the purge. Donor registries, variant notes, approval chains. Look familiar?”

She plugged it in. Lines of encrypted text filled the screen. She scrolled, stopped at a heading: PROJECT CHRYSALIS.

Her breath caught. “This file’s restricted to the board.”

“Now it’s restricted to you,” Venn said.

She read. Adaptive hemovore synthesis. Phase III successful. Human trials authorized.

Her throat tightened. “You were Phase III.”

Venn nodded once.

“They made you.”

“Everyone makes something,” Venn said. “They just didn’t plan for me to keep thinking.”

Roche sat back. “You could expose this.”

“I did once. No one listened. Truth only matters when it’s profitable.”

She rubbed her eyes. “You’re dying, aren’t you?”

He smiled slightly. “Not fast enough.”

A noise outside — footsteps in the hall, deliberate, synchronized. Roche muted the screen.

“Security,” Roche whispered.

Venn tilted his head, listening. “Three of them. Standard sweep.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

The footsteps paused at the door. A badge beeped, denied. Another beep.

Roche stood. “They can’t know you’re here.”

“Too late,” Venn said.

He moved to the side wall, pressed a hidden latch — every office in the Future Wing had an emergency access panel. He pried it open, revealing maintenance ducts.

“You’ve done this before?” Roche asked.

“Occupational habit,” Venn said.
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