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Ambassador Mireille Durand stood at the window of her office, seventh floor of the Palais des Nations, and looked at Lake Geneva going flat and miserable under a lid of weather. The jets at the far airport stitched the low ceiling and vanished like needles into cloth. She held a mug the color of strawberries because decent coffee was gone and everything tasted like rainwater if you boiled it right. A television on mute ran a ribbon of bad news along the bottom of a summit broadcast. Translators with headsets waited for people to lie to them in seven languages.

Her desk was a field hospital. Papers piled in bands like limbs under sheets. She touched one and the column numbers smeared a little, ink cheap as hope. She had slept in a chair with a scarf over her eyes and woke with creases on her face she had not earned and would never lose.

Christopher Lancaster knocked and didn’t wait for permission because he was twenty-eight and permission belonged to a world that had food. He held a red folder not yet grubby, hair combed like he meant to make honesty fashionable. His tie had a stain he hadn’t seen. He didn’t wear it for style. He wore it because the old rules said to look like you knew what you were doing.

“Report,” Durand said.

“Food rioting in Cusco, Sofia, Milwaukee,” Lancaster said. “Volunteer lines broken. Two deaths, probably more, numbers rolling. Kazakhstan confirms rinderpest variant, swine fever in the Baltics, avian influenza in Guangdong. The models are converging.”

“On famine,” Durand said.

“On systems failure,” Lancaster said.

Durand watched a tug drag a barge on the lake. A small act with the energy of a eulogy. “Sit,” she said.

Lancaster sat and tucked the red folder between his knees like a saved place at a table.

“The President of the Assembly wants a phrase,” Durand said. “Something that says we are addressing an emergency without inviting panic.”

“‘Emergency Bio-Sustainability Summit,’” Lancaster said. “We already drafted the letter.”

“We drafted it,” Durand said. “But will they come.”

“They will come,” Lancaster said. “They have to. It’s this or watch the cities melt.”

He meant it. He always did. Durand liked that about him and feared it. Idealism broke at the joints when you put weight on it. She knew because she’d seen it snap.

The television cut to a clip of refrigerated trucks idling outside a hospital in New Orleans. The hospital had no power for the refrigerators. The trucks had no diesel. The anchor spoke, mouth neat, eyes wet. The crawl said: CONSORTIUM OFFERS “SYNTHETIC PROTEIN SOLUTIONS.” Beneath it: DONOR NETWORKS EXPANDING.

“Who are they?” Durand asked.

“Consolidated Bioworks, Sato Pharma, Hemodynamics,” Lancaster said. “A front called Yield Systems. Most of the same people. Lobbyists moving through the Permanent Missions like they already have badges. One of them asked me how I was sleeping.”

“How did you answer?” Durand asked.

“‘Very well,’” Lancaster said. “Which is a lie. But I wanted him to know I wasn’t asking for help.”

Durand set the mug down. The rust stain on the rim looked like a small continent with familiar borders. “What’s the rumor,” she said.

Lancaster looked down at the folder like it contained a simpler arithmetic. “The rumor is there are donors,” Lancaster said. “The rumor is donors don’t need payment.”

“Volunteers,” Durand said.

“The rumor is they don’t eat,” Lancaster said. “Or they eat differently.”

Durand said nothing, which in the building meant yes, continue, I’m not interrupting because I’m trying to find a word we lost last year.

“They’re calling them hemovores,” Lancaster said. “In the papers that leak. In corridors where people like to hear themselves say hard things softly.”

“And what is a hemovore?” Durand said.

“A person, they said,” Lancaster said. “A person who tolerates hypoxia and shows elevated erythropoiesis. A person who can give more plasma than a normal donor and recover fast. A person who can live on iron for a while.”

“For a while,” Durand said.

“They said the metabolism shifts,” Lancaster said. “They said it’s like the body finds a different door to the same room.”

“They,” Durand said.

“Researchers in New York. Geneva. A clinic in Tangier that isn’t a clinic. A lab in upstate with a fence and no signage. A company that calls itself a foundation,” Lancaster said.

Durand walked to the map on the wall. Pins had multiplied until they made their own weather. She took a pin from a drawer and set it in the Atlantic where nothing lived but ships that left and never reached. “Bring me names,” Durand said. “Not acronyms. Not foundations. Names.”

Lancaster nodded and didn’t write it down. He wrote down everything else, but not that. He wanted to be the kind of aide who already knew.

At nine the delegations began to arrive. Jackets with the cut of men who had starved other continents politely for decades. Women with faces like carved walnut and hands soft from the habit of being listened to. Language staff spread in a fan from the dais like angels assigned to a lost city. The hall smelled of printers and wool and the faint, sour breath of hunger.

Outside the fence the lines had started before dawn. Banners for causes that didn’t matter anymore, repurposed as blankets. The municipal police held shields without conviction. People shouted in three tongues at once, saying the same thing: we are hungry and this building is where food is supposed to be.

Durand walked the corridor between the flags. Ivory Coast leaned, Brazil stood bright, the blue of the UN flag had faded to laundry. Lancaster kept pace, long stride eager, carrying a tablet that had to be recharged twice a day in a building with brownouts. He had found a socket behind a radiator on the sixth floor and guarded it like a spring.

They stopped outside Conference Room VI. The brass plaque had fingerprints like ghosts. “We’ll open with the Secretary-General,” Durand said. “Then metrics. Then pathways.”

“Then demands,” Lancaster said.

“Then fantasy,” Durand said.

They went in. Lights buzzed like insects. The microphones had been cleaned so many times they smelled of bleach. Nameplates waited. When a delegate sat the nameplate looked like a small verdict.

The Secretary-General spoke with a hoarse calm that said he had moved past sleep into a different compromise. He thanked everyone for their speed. He said the words Emergency and Humanity and Interim. He said we will not let hunger become policy.

Durand believed his voice and not the words. The room made its own weather. It was the weather of men who would not eat until they had eaten others’ time.

They showed charts. Red lines up where they should be down. Black bars where there should be blue. A scientist from Copenhagen explained the collapse of grazing as if it had apologized to him and he had accepted. A minister from India said his country could not afford to be ethical at scale. A delegate from the United States looked at his phone and said nothing, which was a policy.

Then Cale arrived. He had no country and three badges. He wore a suit the color of a polished storm. The hair was perfect in a way that required additional hands. He smiled like he was listening.

The ushers moved to stop him, then remembered they were supposed to forget him. He slid into a chair at the back without making a sound and looked at Durand as if they were old friends and he had chosen a table across the room to ask for her forgiveness.

Durand knew him by rumor. Junior Cale. Consolidated Bioworks now Yield Systems now whatever the market liked. He made laws sound like kindness in documents. He enjoyed air that other people’s lungs had paid for.

After the panel on protein collapse he raised a finger and didn’t ask. He spoke anyway.

“Madame Ambassador,” Cale said. “If I might. We appreciate the gravity here. Our partners have a path to what we’re calling synthetic protein solutions. No slaughter. No pasture. No dependence on supply chains we can no longer trust. A civilized answer.”

Durand didn’t ask who we meant. “Define synthetic,” Durand said.

“A recombination pathway,” Cale said. “We derive human-compatible complexes that meet caloric thresholds without the traditional inputs. We repurpose what is already biologically available.”

“Human?” Durand asked.

“Compatible,” Cale said. He smiled again. “In the political sense as well.”

The room shifted. A translator took off his headset because he wanted to hear the man’s mouth directly.

“Are there donors?”

“There are networks,” Cale said. “Voluntary. Compensated. Ethical. Managed with dignity. We think of it as stewardship.”

“Stewardship,” Durand said.

Cale looked to where the cameras couldn’t see. “Civilization is stewardship,” Cale said. “We forgot for a while. We are remembering.”

The Ghanaian delegate put a hand flat on the table. “What you describe,” they said, “is supply with a new name.”

“A taxonomy update,” Cale said. “Yes.”

Lancaster leaned to Durand and kept his voice low. “He said donors,” Lancaster said.

“I heard,” Durand said.

“Then it’s true,” Lancaster said.

“What is true?” Durand asked.

“That there’s another metabolism,” Lancaster said. “That there are people who can give and keep giving.”

“Until they can’t,” Durand said.

“Madame Ambassador,” Cale said, as if they’d invited him into the whisper. “We are offering stability. Enforcement in partnership. It is a time for coalitions between public duty and private capacity.”

Durand looked past him at the faces at the table. Half of them were doing the math already. The other half were pretending they weren’t. “Submit your proposal in writing,” Durand said.

“It would be my pleasure,” Cale said.

“It will be my displeasure,” Durand said. “Do it anyway.”

He inclined his head. “Yield is mercy,” Cale said.

“Yield is surrender,” Durand said.

“Not if you control the terms,” Cale said.
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