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Margot Chen’s alarm vibrated her pillow before it chimed, a gentle pressure nudging her up from the depths of dreamless sleep. She rolled onto her back, blinking at the overhead panel as it ratcheted up from starless to peachy-pink, mimicking sunrise on the half-forgotten Earth. She always allowed herself three minutes before getting up, a daily negotiation between her body and the ticking clock, yet she never hit the snooze button. Her grandmother’s voice, filtered through memory and three generations of bakers, insisted that dough didn’t rise for the late.

The air in her apartment tasted faintly of ozone and old cinnamon, the latter a perpetual souvenir from her work. Margot swung her legs over the edge of the bed and gave her toes a pep talk. “Okay, feet, let’s make the universe a little softer today.” She padded to the bathroom, feeling the soft vibration through the floor as the ring’s day cycle kicked in, feeding light and warmth to the commercial sector.

In the mirror, she found the usual: round cheeks with a permanent flush, stubborn cowlick in her straight brown hair, and two smudges beneath green eyes that even station-grade concealer couldn’t erase. Margot smiled at her reflection. “It’s gonna be a good one, honey,” she told herself, then rinsed her face with a palmful of citrus-scented water and started braiding her hair. She wove it quick and tight, locking the flyaways in place with a silicon tie. On went the soft-fabric undershirt, the sturdy station-issue pants, and the flour-dusted apron that read “Chen Family Bakery, Since 2187” in hand-stitched navy thread. She’d embroidered it herself, one of the few tasks that relaxed her after a sixteen-hour day.

At the narrow kitchen counter, she paused. The food printer chirped, eager to spit out her usual coffee and protein square, but Margot disabled it and ground beans the old way, in a battered press her grandmother smuggled up to the station. The grounds were precious, a bribe from a captain who liked her scones, and every cup felt like a small mutiny against the yeasty bitterness of printed blends. She poured herself a mug, huffed the steam, and let the warmth chase away the last of her sleep.
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Chapier 1: Margot's First Contact
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