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      “Today, we’re joined by Dr. Claire Sanchez, the founder and CEO of AlgeaForge—a revolutionary cattle feed that is set to disrupt the beef sector. Dr. Sanchez is seeking $50 million for 25% equity. Dr. Sanchez, welcome. The floor is yours.”

      Claire’s hand trembles over the touchpad for a second before tapping the ‘unmute’ button. “G—good morning, everyone. Thanks for inviting me to today’s investor call.” Claire stares into the camera, forcing her most convincing smile. A mosaic of faces stares back at her from her laptop screen. Some look friendly, some look skeptical, others look like they are busy replying to emails on another browser tab.

      A bead of sweat rolls down her left temple. She’s got the air conditioning on full blast, but still, it’s so damn hot. She steals a quick look at her face in the corner of her screen. The filter obscures the sweat and evens out her blotchy complexion. A sofa covered in a mess of blankets, pillows, and week-old fast-food packages is just outside of her camera’s view.

      Claire adjusts her chair and takes a deep breath. “Red meat forms a major part of the world population’s diet. Yet it’s undeniable that red meat production carries a heavy environmental cost, and, well, we can’t expect everyone to go vegan, right?” Claire lets out a practiced chuckle, but the wall of faces in front of her remains indifferent.

      The chuckle turns into a cough. “Ahem. Two years ago, I embarked on a mission. I wanted to find an answer to the following question: How can we increase beef production while lowering its environmental impact? Well, today, after countless all-nighters in my lab here outside Lexington, Nebraska, I stand in front of you with a groundbreaking solution. I call it AlgeaForge—a bio-engineered algae that is nutritionally dense and more palatable to cattle than traditional algae feeds.”

      “In addition.” Claire wipes away a slick patch of hair from her forehead. “AlgeaForge is a…it’s a game changer for environmentally sustainable beef production. It improves the gut bacteria of cattle and…and it reduces their methane waste. It, it also grows remarkably well in wastewater, thus sig—significantly reducing the amount of wa—water needed to cultivate it.”

      Claire perches herself forward in her chair. Her blouse clings to her back, soaked through and plastered to her skin like wet tissue paper. “But, that’s not…it doesn’t stop there. Charolais steers that are exclusively fed AlgeaForge…they reach maturity in 273 days. That is—that’s, three months faster than other intensive cattle feeds.”

      Crash! Something fell downstairs in the meat processing factory below. In between the shouting of factory workers, Claire hears cows bellow and bawl. The faces on the screen don’t seem to hear any of it.

      “I—I’m offering fifty million for twenty—no, twenty-five percent share in AlgeaForge.” Claire scratches at the nape of her neck, tracing a trail of sweat with the tips of her fingers. “The money will be used to get final regulatory ap—approval, uhm, expand our operations, and, ah, fund ongoing R&D.” With a shaky hand, Claire reaches for her water bottle. As she tips the opening to her lips, only two drops roll onto her tongue.

      “Fantastic!” The coordinator chimes in. “Any questions for Dr. Sanchez?” There’s an awkward silence as the faces on the screen seem to avoid eye contact.

      Bzzt. A notification of a new email pops into view on Claire’s phone. Only the top part of the notification is visible. It’s from the lab in town. The subject line reads: “URGENT: Test positive for…”

      “Dr. Sanchez?”

      Claire jerks her head up. Her office starts to spin. She grabs hold of the edge of her desk to avoid being pulled into the whirlpool.

      “Dr. Sanchez, can you hear us?” the coordinator asks. He looks concerned.

      “Y—Yes, I can,” Claire says with a fake smile, her eyes half-closed. Her reflection in the bottom corner of her screen looks a little more flustered and ruddier than before.

      “Jason Banks from Covenant Capital wants to know if you have any contracts with cattle farmers?”

      All the faces on the screen turn towards her. They’re all starting to look alike. Their vacant expressions have been replaced by leering smirks.

      What are they looking at?

      “No. Not, yet.” Claire scratches her forearm under the table—a thick layer of greasy sweat
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