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Prologue: The Fever of the Fields

The end of the world didn't arrive with a bang or a flash of light. It arrived with the smell of scorched hair and the sound of a billion flies.

They called it the Blight, but the scientists in the early days had a more clinical name: Prion-Variant 88. It was a neurological wildfire that swept through every pasture, every coop, and every sty on the planet. One day, a steak was a luxury; the next, it was a delivery system for a protein-folding disease that turned the human brain into a wet sponge in forty-eight hours.

The first cull was a tragedy. The second was a statistic. By the third, the fires were so large they could be seen from orbit—massive, black-smoke pillars rising from the Midwest and the Argentinian plains as the last of the livestock were pushed into the pits.

Cinder-Gorge was built in the ash of that transition. 

Humanity discovered that while the animal kingdom had been rendered toxic, the human genome remained a stable, if controversial, substrate. The Cinder-Gorge Nursery was not born out of malice, but out of the cold, hard math of a species that refused to stop chewing. 

In the beginning, they tried to maintain the forms. They grew limbs in vats, trying to mimic the cuts of the old world. But the geometry of a human body was inefficient for mass-production. The "Heads" and the "Yield-Clusters" were the logical evolution—grotesque, multi-limbed mounds of bio-engineered muscle that didn't need eyes, or names, or souls. They only needed to grow.

Marcus Thorne was a child of the ash. He never saw a cow. He never tasted a bird. To him, the world was a series of red-lit corridors and the wet, rhythmic thrum of the vats. He learned that life was a resource, and beauty was a defect.

He learned the way of the bone-knife. He learned the architecture of the meat. 

And in the silence of the subterranean nurseries, he waited for a miracle that the world had long ago forgotten how to recognize.
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Chapter One: The Sculptor's Hand
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The nursery was a cathedral of wet noise.

In the subterranean depths of Cinder-Gorge, the air didn't move; it stagnated, a thick, yellow soup of ammonia, steam, and the cloying, iron-sweet scent of open vascular systems. Above, the city of Cinder-Gorge hummed with the desperation of ten million starving mouths, but down here, life was exuberant, grotesque, and profitable. 

Marcus Thorne stood on the rusted steel catwalk of Sector 4, his bone-knife held low at his side. The blade was carved from the femur of a high-yield specimen, polished to a glass-like finish and serrated along the spine for gripping through tallow. Below him, the "Heads" grew in vast, weeping clusters. 

They were not people, though they were made of people. They were mounds of bio-engineered muscle, four tons of quivering protein and yellow fat that pulsed with a slow, tectonic rhythm. They had no eyes to see their cages, no mouths to scream at the knives, and no brains to wonder why they existed. They were simply Yield-Clusters, the only answer a poisoned world had left for hunger.

"Prune the flank on Cluster Nine, Thorne," the intercom crackled. Overseer Vance’s voice was a metallic rasp, stripped of its human timbre by the industrial speakers. "The fat-cap is thickening beyond the threshold. We’re losing three percent of the lean-mass to lipid-seepage. Trim it for the Executive Tier."

Marcus didn't answer. He didn't have to. He descended the ladder, his heavy rubber boots squelching in the grey slurry that coated the floor—a mix of spilled nutrient broth, shed skin cells, and the chemical run-off from the overhead misters. 

He approached Cluster Nine. It was a particularly aggressive growth, a ten-foot-tall pillar of marbled meat that looked like a stack of raw, oversized hams fused together. It groaned as it shifted, a wet, internal sound of shifting organs and stretching fascia. 

Marcus stepped into the shadow of the meat. He reached out and pressed a gloved thumb into the flank. The tissue was warm, vibrating with the frantic, artificial metabolism of the Nursery. He found the seam of the fat-cap—a thick, buttery layer of yellow tallow that protected the prime muscle beneath.

With the practiced ease of a man who had spent twenty years in the red, he drove the bone-knife home.

The sound was a soft, rubbery pop as the blade parted the skin. A thin stream of synthetic plasma, dyed a bright, clinical red, sprayed across Marcus’s apron. He didn't flinch. He worked the knife in long, rhythmic strokes, peeling back the fat in heavy, translucent sheets. 

It was mindless work, the kind that allowed his thoughts to drift into the dark corners of his own hunger. He knew the flavor of this meat—bland, metallic, and vaguely chemical. It was survival, but it wasn't a meal. It was the difference between breathing and living.

He finished the prune and signaled the reclamation team to haul away the trimmings. As he waited for the next assignment, he noticed a glitch in the HUD of his respirator. Vat 4, a high-yield tank tucked into the corner of the sector, was flashing a secondary alert.

PH IMBALANCE. UNIDENTIFIED MORPHOLOGY DETECTED.

Marcus frowned. Usually, a morphology alert meant a tumorous growth had clogged the drainage valves—a "gristle-knot" that had to be carved out and incinerated. 

He walked toward Vat 4. The amber-colored nutrient-slurry inside was bubbling too fast, the surface covered in a thick, frothy foam. He plunged his arm into the vat, his fingers searching for the obstruction.

His hand closed around something that shouldn't have been there. 

It wasn't the rubbery, uneven texture of a Head. It was smooth. Firm. It felt like polished stone under water. 

Marcus reached deeper, his heart suddenly hammering against his ribs. He gripped the mass and pulled. 

Out of the amber sludge rose a face.

Marcus froze, his breath hitching in his mask. He looked up at the observation booth, fifty feet above. The tinted glass was dark, the Overseer likely distracted by the yield-reports from the brisket-sectors. He knew the sensor cycles; the cameras in Sector 4 had a six-second blind spot every minute during the data-sync.

He looked back at the thing in his arms.

It was a miracle of accidental geometry. Porcelain skin, a straight nose, and a jawline that belonged in a museum, not a slaughterhouse. This wasn't a Yield-Cluster. It was a "Throwback." 

In twenty years at the plant, Marcus had seen only three. Usually, they were partials—a recognizable hand, a patch of symmetrical torso. This was complete. A female. Her eyes were closed, her long, pale lashes matted with the amber slurry. Her body was a perfect, singular form, devoid of the multi-limbed chaos of the Heads. 

She was unconscious, her lungs filled with the oxygenated fluid of the tank, but she was alive. Her pulse was a faint, frantic drumming against Marcus’s palm.

To the industry, she was a defect. A low-yield anomaly that took up too many nutrients for too little protein. The protocol was clear: she was to be logged as "Genetic Waste" and sent to the macerator.

Marcus looked at the curve of her shoulder, the way the light caught the fine, silvery down on her skin. He didn't see a person. He didn't see a victim. 

He saw a delicacy. He saw the only piece of "Special Meat" he would ever find that hadn't been corrupted by the industrial rot of the Nursery. 

The six-second sync began. The red light on the nearest camera blinked out.

Marcus didn't think. He didn't weigh the risk of being rendered into slurry for "grazing." He grabbed a heavy-duty waste bin, lined it with discarded plastic shrouds, and slid the girl inside. 

He covered her with twenty pounds of "Low-Yield Gristle"—the grey, stringy offal he had just pruned from Cluster Nine. 

The camera light turned solid red.

"Vat 4 is clear, Overseer," Marcus said into his lapel-mic, his voice steady despite the roar of adrenaline in his ears. "Just a clogged filter and some unstable gristle. I’m logging it as waste and clearing the floor."

"Copy that, Thorne," Vance replied. "Move to Sector 5. We have a rupture in the tallow-lines."

Marcus wheeled the bin toward the loading dock. The weight of the girl was a secret, heavy heat against his shins. He passed a line of other Sculptors, their faces hidden behind respirators, their aprons stained with the same red dye. None of them looked at him. In the Nursery, you didn't look at what your neighbor was hauling. You looked at the quota.

He reached his transit-pod in the employee garage. The air out here was only slightly better—soot and sulfur, the breath of a dying city. He lifted the plastic-wrapped bundle from the bin and slid it into the storage compartment beneath the seat.

He drove through the Gut, the district where the workers lived in concrete monoliths that smelled of damp electrical insulation and boiled cabbage. He didn't see the crumbling buildings or the shadows of the hungry huddling in the doorways. 

He only thought about the larder. He thought about the moss-covered walls and the way the heat-lamps would look on her skin. 

He had spent his life shaping meat for others to eat. For the first time, he was going to keep the best cut for himself.
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Chapter Two: The Larder's Preparation
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The transit-pod rattled as it crossed the rusted expansion joints of the Sector 4 bridge. Marcus kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the storage latch beneath his seat. Every vibration of the chassis felt like a threat, a potential jar that might wake the thing—the girl—hidden in the dark.

He reached his apartment block, a slab of windowless concrete that seemed to groan under the weight of the smog. He didn't use the main lift; he took the service stairs, the heavy plastic bundle slung over his shoulder. The "Low-Yield Gristle" he’d used as cover was beginning to weep, a cold, grey fluid soaking into the back of his work shirt. He didn't care. The smell of the Nursery followed him everywhere anyway.

Inside his apartment, the air was different. 

The rest of Cinder-Gorge smelled of sulfur and wet ash, but Marcus’s home smelled of earth. He had spent years smuggling small clumps of nursery-moss home in the linings of his boots, bit by bit, until he had enough to line the walls of his windowless pantry. 

He locked the three heavy deadbolts and moved directly to the back of the kitchen. He pushed aside a rusted refrigerator that hummed with a violent, metal-on-metal rattle. Behind it was a door that didn't appear on the building's blueprints. 

The larder was a space six feet wide and eight feet long. The walls were thick with the stolen moss—a lush, vibrating carpet of deep emerald green that pulsed with a faint, internal heat. The moss was a bio-filter; it breathed in the carbon dioxide and exhaled a thick, humid oxygen that tasted like wet soil. 

Marcus laid the girl on the central table. The table was a slab of industrial-grade polyethylene, sloped slightly toward a central drain he had plumbed into the building’s grey-water line. 

He cut through the plastic shroud, the material hissing as it parted. 

"Grace," he whispered. 

The name felt strange on his tongue, a relic of a language that didn't belong in Cinder-Gorge. In the Nursery, things had designations—Cluster Nine, Vat 4, Yield-Unit. But this girl, with her symmetrical limbs and the soft, rhythmic rise and fall of her chest, demanded a name.

In the harsh, yellowish light of the larder’s heat-lamps, she looked impossible. He began to mist her with a spray bottle, the fine saline settling on her pale limbs. He moved his hands over her thighs, his fingers tracing the blue lines of the veins beneath the cream-colored skin. 

He felt a stir of lust—a sharp, prickling heat in his blood. She was beautiful in a way that felt like a physical assault. But as he looked at her arm, he didn't see a limb to be held; he saw a shank. He saw the fat-cap on the shoulder and imagined the way it would render down into a clear, golden oil. 

The lust was there, but the gluttony was louder. It was a roar in his ears.

He moved to the corner of the room, where a second-hand dialysis machine hummed. He had modified it to bypass the renal filters, turning it into a nutrient-delivery system. He grabbed a bag of Nutrient-Broth Type 7—the "Gold Standard"—that he’d pilfered from the nursery’s premium stores. It was thick, amber, and smelled faintly of burnt sugar.

He found the femoral artery in her right thigh. His fingers were clinical, detached, even as they brushed the soft down of her inner leg. He inserted the shunt.

As the amber fluid began to pulse through the clear plastic tubing and into her body, Grace reacted. Her back arched slightly, a primitive, neurological reflex to the sudden influx of calories. Her mouth opened, a small, dark O that exhaled a breath of sweet, humid air.

"That's it," Marcus murmured, his voice thick. "Grow for me."

He picked up a basin of warm water and a soft cloth. This was the part of the ritual he had practiced in his mind for months, ever since he’d first started building the larder. He began to wash her. 

He started at her forehead, wiping away the last of the nursery-slurry. He moved down to her neck, her collarbones, the soft swell of her breasts. He was meticulous, cleaning the space between her fingers, the arches of her feet. He was a man cleaning a diamond, or a butcher preparing a carcass for a royal feast.

He looked at her face. Her eyelids were still closed, but the pupils were moving beneath the skin. She was dreaming—if a Throwback could dream. Perhaps she was dreaming of the vat, of the warm, amber dark where she had been formed.

"You're safe here," Marcus said, leaning over her. He could smell the warmth of her skin now—a milky, floral scent that was starting to overpower the smell of the moss. "No macerators. No Overseers. Just the green and the light."

He reached for his bone-scalpel, which sat on a sterile tray by the induction burner. He didn't intend to cut her today. Not yet. He had to let the Type 7 settle, had to let the muscles firm up and the fat-cap stabilize. 

But he couldn't help himself. He pressed the flat of the blade against her calf, feeling the resistance of the muscle. He imagined the first incision. He imagined the way the meat would curl under the heat of the pan.

He leaned down and pressed his lips to her forehead. Her skin was hot, vibrant with the artificial life he was pumping into her.

"Tomorrow," he whispered. 

He turned the dial on the heat-lamps, bathing the room in a deep, golden glow. He stepped out of the larder, pushed the refrigerator back into place, and sat at his kitchen table in the dark. 

He could still feel the vibration of her pulse in his fingertips. He looked at his hands—the hands of a Senior Sculptor. For the first time in his life, they weren't shaking.
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Chapter Three: The First Incision


[image: ]


The hum of the dialysis machine was the only heartbeat in the room. 

Marcus sat on a low, three-legged stool, his knees nearly touching the edge of the polyethylene table. The larder was sweltering, the humidity held at a constant eighty percent to keep the nursery-moss from drying into brittle, grey husks. Sweat tracked through the stubble on his jaw, dripping onto his plastic apron with a series of rhythmic, tiny ticks.

He looked at Grace’s left calf. 

Under the clinical yellow of the heat-lamps, the skin had taken on a luminous quality. The Nutrient-Broth Type 7 had done its work; the muscle beneath the surface was firm, the contours of the gastrocnemius well-defined and ripe. There was no industrial marbling here, no yellow clumps of tallow-rot. It was pure, lean, and vibrant.

“You have to understand,” Marcus whispered, his voice a dry rasp in the thick air. “The quality is determined by the absence of trauma. If the heart stops, the flavor dies. We have to be quiet. We have to be perfect.”

Grace didn't answer. Her eyes were partially open, the grey irises fixed on a patch of emerald moss on the ceiling, but there was no recognition in them. She was a vessel of biology, a blank slate of flesh being written upon by the amber fluid pulsing through the tubes.

Marcus picked up the bird-wing bone-scalpel. He had spent an hour sharpening it on a whetstone made of compacted volcanic ash until the edge could split a hair. Beside it sat a canister of Bio-Mesh and a small, silver tray.

He reached out and touched her leg. Her skin was hot—nearly a hundred degrees—the result of the hyper-metabolism triggered by the broth. He applied a thin layer of localized anesthetic gel, rubbing it in with slow, circular motions. He felt the twitch of a nerve deep in her leg, a primal reflex that made his own stomach tighten with a sickening, delicious anticipation.

He waited for the gel to take hold. Then, he braced her ankle with his left hand.

The first cut was a vertical line, three inches long.

The bone-scalpel didn't encounter resistance. It glided through the dermis like a hot wire through wax. Marcus watched with a detached, professional intensity as the wound yawned open. There was very little blood—the Type 7 contained coagulants to prevent waste—just a thin, bright crimson line that beaded along the edge of the porcelain skin.

He used a pair of silver-tipped forceps to pull back the skin, pinning it to the side to reveal the glistening, plum-colored muscle beneath. It was beautiful. The fibers were tight and organized, vibrating with a faint, residual energy.

“A medallion,” he murmured. “Just a taste.”

He worked the scalpel in a circular motion, carving a piece of muscle roughly the size of a silver dollar. He was careful to avoid the major vascular bundles, staying within the belly of the muscle. As the blade severed the final connective ligament, Grace’s foot gave a sudden, violent jerk.

Her mouth opened. A soft, wet gasp escaped her throat—not a scream, but the sound of a body surprised by its own diminishment. 

Marcus pulled the medallion free. It was heavy for its size, a dense knot of life. He placed it on the silver tray and immediately reached for the Bio-Mesh canister.

He sprayed the foam into the crater in her leg. The mesh hissed, a chemical reaction that smelled faintly of ozone and burnt hair. It expanded to fill the void, turning from a white froth into a translucent, rubbery seal that bonded instantly with her tissue. Within seconds, the bleeding stopped. The wound was closed, protected by a synthetic scab that would allow the muscle to regenerate within forty-eight hours.

Marcus stood up, his legs shaking. He didn't look at Grace’s face. He couldn't. Not yet.

He walked to the corner of the larder where a small induction burner sat on a metal crate. He placed a cast-iron skillet on the element and waited until the air above it began to shimmer.

He didn't use oil. He didn't use seasoning. He wanted the raw, unadulterated truth of her.

He dropped the medallion into the pan.

The hiss was aggressive, a sharp, spitting sound that filled the small room. Immediately, the scent hit him. It wasn't like the heavy, cloying smell of the Nursery’s Yield-Clusters. This was different. It was sweet, like roasting nuts, with a deep, floral undertone that made the back of Marcus’s throat ache.

He watched as the meat seared, the edges curling inward, the surface turning a perfect, caramelized brown. He flipped it once, the center remaining a soft, vibrant pink.

He took a breath, the steam coating his lungs. He felt a surge of something that felt dangerously like love, though he knew it was only the highest form of hunger.

He picked up the meat with his bare fingers, ignoring the sting of the heat. He placed it in his mouth.

The texture was a revelation. It didn't require chewing; it seemed to dissolve on his tongue, a succulent, buttery snap that released a flood of complex flavors. It was rich, iron-sweet, and possessed a vitality that made his own pulse roar in his ears. It was the taste of a world that had died a hundred years ago—pure, clean, and utterly forbidden.

He swallowed. The heat of the meat traveled down his throat, settling in his chest like a glowing coal. 

He looked back at the table. Grace was still there, her chest rising and falling in that slow, mechanical rhythm. The Bio-Mesh on her leg was already starting to turn clear as her body absorbed the nutrients, beginning the work of rebuilding what he had taken.

Marcus wiped a smear of grease from his lip. He felt a sudden, sharp clarity. The Nursery, Overseer Vance, the starving millions of Cinder-Gorge—they were all ghosts. This room, the moss, and the girl were the only things that were real.

He walked back to the table and leaned over her. He could smell the sandalwood oil and the salt on her skin, mixed now with the faint, lingering scent of the seared meat.

“You’re perfect,” he whispered.

Grace’s hand, resting limp on the polyethylene, suddenly twitched. Her fingers curled, her nails scratching the plastic surface with a small, dry sound.

Marcus froze. He watched her eyes. They didn't move, but for the first time, he saw a flicker of something behind the grey—a spark of awareness that shouldn't have been there. 

He had taken a piece of her, and in return, the meat was starting to wake up.
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Chapter Four: Clinical Observations
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The shift at Cinder-Gorge Nursery felt like a slow death. 

Marcus stood on the bone-slick floor of Sector 4, his back aching from twelve hours of pruning the "rib-racks" on Cluster Eleven. The air was particularly foul today—a ventilation failure in the lower levels had allowed the scent of decomposing tallow to rise, mixing with the sharp, acidic bite of the cleaning sprays. 

“Thorne, your station is leaking,” Vance’s voice crackled over the intercom. It was the third time the Overseer had barked at him since the shift began. “Vat 4 is showing a residual protein spike in the drainage line. Did you clear that morphology or not?”

Marcus wiped a smear of grey slime from his visor. He felt the weight of the secret in his chest, a cold stone that threatened to sink him. “I cleared it, Overseer. The lines are probably just fouled with secondary gristle. I’ll run a caustic flush before I clock out.”

“See that you do. And Thorne? The waste-log for yesterday is ten kilos light. I don’t like missing weight. It suggests either incompetence or... appetite. Don’t make me send an auditor to your flat.”

The threat was clinical, delivered with the same flat tone Vance used for quarterly yield-projections, but it made the hair on Marcus’s neck prickle. He didn't look up at the observation booth. He simply nodded and went back to work, his bone-knife carving deep, efficient grooves into the mindless meat of Cluster Eleven. 

To
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