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Chef Marina Chen had exactly six hours until cooking became illegal. Her restaurant, Terra, would serve its final organic meal at midnight, when the Food Replication Mandate took effect. After that, all nutrition would come from molecular assemblers, perfectly calibrated for optimal health and environmental impact.

The dining room was already full – had been since opening at five. Her last service had sold out within minutes of being announced. Now, at 6 PM, she stood in her kitchen, running her hands over ingredients that would soon be classified as contraband: fresh basil with dirt still clinging to its roots, tomatoes warm from her rooftop greenhouse, a wheel of cheese aged in her basement for exactly two years, three months, and five days.

"Chef." Her sous chef, David, stood at attention, waiting for orders. Around him, the kitchen staff hovered, all of them aware that these were their final hours practicing their craft. "Should we begin?"

Marina touched the ancient knife roll her grandmother had passed down to her. "Not yet." She closed her eyes, breathed in the mingled aromas of her kitchen. "I want to remember this exactly."

The government had given them a choice: either install the new Culinary Replication Systems or close permanently. Most restaurants had complied immediately, seduced by the promise of perfect consistency and zero waste. Some had shut down in protest. Marina had fought until the final appeal was rejected last week, arguing that food was more than mere sustenance.

She'd lost, of course. In 2157, arguing for inefficiency was like arguing against gravity.

Opening her eyes, Marina surveyed her kingdom one last time. "Tonight," she announced to her staff, "we're not cooking dinner. We're cooking memory."

The menu was already planned: seven courses, each telling part of humanity's relationship with food. Not just flavors, but history.

First course: A single slice of sourdough bread, made from starter that Marina's great-grandmother had carried with her from Earth to the first Mars colonies. The culture was older than space travel, containing yeasts that had evolved alongside humans for millennia.

"David, begin the bread service," she commanded. "Remember – let it cool for exactly seven minutes. I want them to feel the steam when they tear it open, but not burn their fingers. This may be the last time anyone experiences that small pleasure."

As her team moved into their practiced dance, Marina turned to her next task. At the butcher block, she began breaking down the last organically raised chicken she would ever touch. Her hands knew the anatomy without thought – where muscle separated from bone, how to find the joints, the precise angle needed to remove the wishbone intact.

"Chef," her saucier called out, "the reduction is ready."

Marina dipped a spoon into the sauce, a recipe she'd learned from her mother. The flavor bloomed on her tongue: wine, herbs, decades of refined technique. The molecular assemblers could replicate the chemical composition perfectly, but they couldn't replicate the story. They couldn't tell you about the Sunday afternoons spent learning to make this sauce, the mistakes and triumphs, the way her mother had adjusted seasoning by smell rather than measurement.

Through the kitchen windows, she could see her customers arriving. Many were regulars, people who had celebrated birthdays and anniversaries at her tables. They weren't just coming for dinner; they were coming to mourn.

A young couple sat at table seven – she recognized them from their wedding reception last spring. At table three, an elderly man who came every Tuesday for her grandmother's fish soup recipe. By the window, a food writer who had once described Terra as "the last bastion of authentic cooking in an increasingly synthetic world."

The bread was ready. Marina watched as servers carried it out, observed the ritual of breaking bread together one final time. Through the kitchen doors, she heard the murmur of appreciation, saw hands reaching, sharing, connecting.

"Second course," she called out. "Let's make it count."

Hours passed in a blur of motion and sensation. Each dish was a statement, a memory, a piece of what they were about to lose. The fish soup, aromatic with herbs and imperfection. A pasta course where the noodles weren't quite uniform, beautifully flawed like handwriting. The chicken, crispy-skinned and succulent, served family-style to encourage sharing.

At 11:45 PM, Marina began plating the final dessert: a simple apple tart. The apples had been picked that morning from the last organic orchard in the province. The butter in the pastry had come from a small dairy that would be shut down at midnight. As she arranged the slices in a spiral, she thought about how this might be the last time anyone would experience the subtle variations in texture between the center and edge of a real baked apple.

Time slipped away. At 11:57, she left her kitchen and walked into the dining room. The customers fell silent as she appeared – many of them had tears in their eyes.

"Three minutes," she announced. "In three minutes, the assemblers will activate. They'll produce perfect nutrition. Meals that will be exactly the same, every time, anywhere in the solar system." She paused, looking at the faces around her. "But they cannot replicate this moment. They cannot replicate us, here, together, sharing something real."

She raised her glass. "To imperfection. To variation. To the memory of hands in soil, of waiting for bread to rise, of learning recipes passed down through generations. To all the meals that brought us together, and to this last one we share."

At midnight, the restaurant's newly installed assembler hummed to life, ready to begin its era of perfect, soulless reproduction. But Marina wasn't there to see it. She was in her kitchen, touching her grandmother's knives one last time, breathing in the lingering scents of herbs and memory, and writing down recipes that would now exist only as history.

The last organic meal was over. But the hunger for something real, she knew, would remain.
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