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      The steely platform hovered more than four thousand meters above the swampy ground. One of the hover coils stuttered, giving the platform an unnerving shake.

      Matti-Jay Menthony stood at the platform's edge, peering down.

      The platform was ten meters across. It was shaped like a deep dinner dish. Maybe something halfway between a flat plate and dessert bowl. A rim around the outside had a solid, transparent railing.

      In the middle of the platform stood a dome cabin with all the controls. Wide windows glowed with soft light from inside.

      Efficient antigravity coils held the platform aloft. The air was cool and even through her breathing mask she could smell the crisp scent of the ozone the coils generated.

      Charlie and Kendra were in the cabin, hiding away from the cold and thin air. It wasn't good to leave those two alone. They'd been getting along a little too well lately. Kind of leaving Matti-Jay as a third wheel.

      What was that expression? Third wheel on a bicycle? Well, bicycles weren't that common anymore. Not out here among the stars, exploring the galaxy in their reliable vessel Blue Defender.

      Anyway, surely the third wheel on a bicycle just made a tricycle? And didn't that make for something reliable and solid too? Try standing a bicycle up and walking away. Stupid thing would probably just fall on your toe.

      At least Naumae was with them. The older local scientist who had gladly accepted their offer to help. She was at least sixty, but she moved with a spry step and had a knowing twinkle in her eye. She was studying the whole ecosystem of the river deltas and swamps. Quite unlike anything else on the planet.

      Matti-Jay took a deep breath from the oxygen the mask delivered.

      Here on Algoria Three, a planet with an orbit at the distant edge of comfort, the air was thicker than most inhabited planets. But still, four thousand meters above the surface would thin out any atmosphere. It wasn't thin enough to need the bulk of a full environment suit, but the supplementary breathing mask was necessary.

      From the height she could see the curvature of the planet. Nighttime approaching from east, and swirling clouds rolling over the vast dark oceans.

      Directly below lay a sprawling island, shaped like a jellyfish. It was fat and mountainous at one end, and low and jumbled at the other, like a jellyfish's tangled tentacles.

      It was all river delta. The sea was shallow and calm in the area, allowing for the strange formation.

      The platform hummed. Matti-Jay shivered.

      They'd only arrived on Algoria Three a couple of days ago. Most people lived on the far side of the planet, on the main continent. Only about two hundred thousand people. Ao, rather than human, though close enough that it didn't matter.

      Only a year and a half since Matti-Jay and the others had become marooned after their Earth vessel, the Donner, had been destroyed. And in that time, they'd discovered that the galaxy was far more populated than they could have ever imagined.

      Earth was just a tiny, remote, backwater really.

      Learning the ways of Ao society was complicated.

      Especially here and now. With Blue Defender parked in Jabrowe, the biggest city on Algoria Three, filled with gorgeous glass spires and wonderful bridges, they were helping Naumae and the other local scientists who were exploring the swamps of Mdunue--the jellyfish island. And the platform provided the perfect vantage to gather good imagery and scientific data.

      A clank and a quiet hoot came from behind Matti-Jay. She didn't turn to look, just kept staring at the wonderful view.

      "Charlie and Kendra say you should come inside," Dub said.

      Dub was one of the two robot members of the Blue Defender's crew. She stood twenty centimeters taller than Matti-Jay, with a body that was, currently, shaped a little like a horse's. Four legs, a fat neck and a football shaped head.

      Perhaps like a centaur with low arms. She had manipulator arms, mounted at her shoulders, fitted with a variety of claws, clasps and wheels.

      "Is that what they say, huh?" Matti-Jay said.

      Below, from one side of the island, she saw a glint of light. Perhaps reflecting from the panels on the roof of the science station.

      "They say it is cold out."

      "Fresh," Matti-Jay said. "It's fresh. I'm wearing warm clothes."

      She had a full-body thermal underlining, from toes to her wrists and neck, thick trousers that melded to her boots, a warm shirt and a fur-lined jacket with a hood. Sometimes the light wind caught the fur and made it tickle around her eyes.

      Dub came to stand beside her. Dub leant her head out over the railing and looked out at the island.

      "I believe we should land," Dub said. "This contraption is not reliable."

      Matti-Jay smiled at Dub's use of the word contraption. It was an apt description. The platform was old and buggy, but, as with anywhere, the scientists struggled for money. They made do with the equipment they could get.

      And they were glad to have the High Ambassador Pro Tempore of Earth here to help. It would raise their profile with their funders.

      Even if the title still embarrassed Matti-Jay a bit. She was just a teenager who happened to have survived the wreck of the Donner.

      But some Ao had bestowed the title upon her, upgraded the Blue Defender and sent her and the others out to explore and investigate.

      Investigating was what they were doing right now.

      "This contraption is doing just fine," Matti-Jay said.

      "It is shaking and possibly losing power. We may crash."

      "You're overreacting."

      The platform had so many safety features that even if the antigravity coils failed, it could glide to a landing, or parachute down or even, if it came to that, use engines to slow its descent.

      "That is my role," Dub said. "Reacting and overreacting." She turned her head to look at Matti-Jay. Dub had so many lenses and antennae on her head that sometimes it was hard to know where to look. To make eye-contact.

      "I know," Matti-Jay said. "You look out for..." she trailed off, noticing a speck moving through the air.

      "I look out for what?" Dub said.

      "For us. What's that?" Matti-Jay pointed.

      The speck was growing in size. Approaching them.

      "I believe that is the other platform." Dub said.

      The station had a second antigravity platform, but that one was in the workshop for repairs. Regular maintenance. It shouldn't be in the air.

      "What's it doing out here?" Matti-Jay said. "Maybe they're just testing its systems."

      It was moving pretty fast though. And coming toward them.

      "Emergency," Dub said. "It is on a collision course with us."
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      Their platform exploited a similar technology to the original Voith coils mounted in Blue Defender. A little bit of tricky physics that fooled gravity into believing that the coil should be repelled instead of attracted.

      When one of the instructors, Collette, had described it to Matti-Jay, during the training before the Donner had left Earth, she had likened it to magnets.

      North pole to north pole, magnets will repel, but they still have weight. She had demonstrated with some ring magnets stacked one atop the other, with a pencil stuck in modeling clay in the middle. The upper magnets floated above the lower ones, prevented from slipping away by the pencil, and prevented from flying off into the sky by gravity.

      A balance, Collette had said, between magnetic repulsion and gravitational attraction.

      The antigravity coils weren't magnetic, they actually interacted with gravitons, so the whole thing was more complex.

      But it meant that they could float above the planet using barely any power.

      It also meant, with physically manipulating the coils, the platform could climb and descend, and hover at a pre-determined altitude.

      And, if the pilot chose, it could ascend or descend very quickly. Not like a rocket or a jet, but still, very fast.

      Which was how the other platform was coming at them. Very, very fast.

      Matti-Jay watched for a moment. The speck was visibly growing. It left a smear through the atmosphere. Like an aircraft contrail. Suddenly depressurized air dropping below vapor point.

      "Matti-Jay," Dub said. "You should return the platform cabin. You should put on your harness. You should pilot the platform to a landing."

      "You're right. How fast is it coming at us?"

      "My ranging extrapolation suggests one hundred and fifty kilometers per hour, plus or minus five kilome--"

      "All right."

      They were at four thousand meters. In the cold, thin air. At that speed, the other platform would take little more than a minute to reach them.

      And it was already well on the way.

      "Now," Dub said.

      "Matti-Jay!" Charlie shouted from the platform cabin's door. "Get in here. We've got company."

      Matti-Jay took a last look at the approaching platform.

      Coming real fast.

      She turned and ran for the cabin.
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