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Back on his home planet Floor, Rene has settled into a cosy topside job as a barista, serving tea and cake to hone his social skills. Hoping for some quiet time to finalise his decision to become a travelling agent of the Circle, Rene finds himself entangled in the glitzy world of celebrity hoverball players in an unexpectedly personal way.

Kidnappings, crushed career dreams, evil spirits, and rituals gone confoundingly awry will require all his cunning to figure out. Fascinating mysteries aren’t just found among the stars; sometimes, they are right on your doorstep – both the mysteries and the stars, in this case. With a bit of luck and courage, he might even find the love of his life...

Written by award-winning authors Beryll and Osiris Brackhaus, Hoverballerino is a vibrant adventure romance novel about friendship, love and charting your own path. It is the third book in the ‘Dr Laurent’ series.
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​​Chapter 1 – Late Shift at the Tea Cup
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“Rene? Rene?!”

Eventually, his mother's yell from the kitchen managed to reach him despite the fascinating audiobook he was listening to. The Annotated History of the Venerable Culture of Tea on Qufu was in equal parts a bone-dry list of technicalities and a genuinely riveting caper story.

Unavailable in print anywhere except on Qufu, its original author had been a native Qufu scholar and philosopher who had written down his thesis on traditional scrolls. Some enterprising – and for the standards of planet Qufu, highly criminal – tea enthusiast had sent an agent to the ducal library where the scrolls were kept and had read the scrolls out aloud in the dead of night, stored the audio on a data crystal disguised as a jewel on a ring, and smuggled it off planet. Why he hadn't simply made photos of the scrolls was a mystery to Rene, but unfortunately that information hadn't been part of the blurb on the audiobook. For a change, this was one of the rare finds he hadn't dug up in the vast archives of the Circle, but in the online campus library of the History Faculty of his university, here on Floor.

The audio quality wasn't great, as the narrator's voice was often going down to a whisper – probably whenever a guard had passed nearby – but the content was utterly fascinating. There was so much more to tea on Qufu than being a mere beverage. They had so many strict, social rules governing every detail around tea. Which class was allowed to drink which tea, when, and why. It was enthralling.

“Rene?!”

Should he pretend that he hadn't heard his mother? But that would likely lead to her showing up in his room. Defeated, he took out his earphones.

“Yes, mom?!”

“Can you come to the kitchen? I don't want to shout!”

With a suffering sigh, he extracted himself from the comfortable nest of blankets he had built on his bed. A great benefit of studying at home was that grooming and getting fully dressed were optional, and that snacks were within easy reach. The downside was that his siblings did not work at home, and because he didn't currently have an official Circle study project, and was doing additional training to become a full-time agent, any errands his mother needed run fell to him. Like now.

Padding into the kitchen on bare feet, he found her up to her elbows in a huge bucket of some sort of purple-greenish goo. The whole room was saturated with the intense smell of fake peach.

“Mom?” he asked from the doorway, hesitant to come any closer.

She looked at him, at the goo, and back at him. “It's not dangerous,” she reassured him. “Just a batch of concentrated fertiliser I'm experimenting with.”

“Shouldn't you be doing that in your lab?”

“If I were in the lab, I wouldn't be able to regularly turn the konchi drums we are having for lunch,” she explained, gesturing at the oven with her left foot, where two large trays of konchi legs were slowly gaining colour. “Now, be a dear and grab a hairband from the bathroom and tie my hair back before I lose my mind.”

Her long, brown locks kept slipping forward into the goo bucket, several strands already sticky with fertiliser.

“Of course, I'll be right back.”

Finding a hairband proved harder than expected, so he ended up using the big hairclip his younger sister used when she needed to securely pin up her mane. It was the better tool for the situation, anyway.

“Much obliged,” his mother thanked him with a smile.

The aroma of browning konchi drums was slowly overpowering the fake peach stench, and it made Rene's stomach rumble. He took a step in the direction of the fridge, but a stern glance from his mother stopped him.

“Lunch will be ready in half an hour.”

Downsides of living with your parents. But she was right, of course, so he nodded and headed back to his room. There wasn't much point in starting a new chapter. After lunch, he would be heading topside and the trek would give him plenty of time to listen to his History of Tea. Instead, he used the opportunity and hopped under the shower. After all, he ought to be somewhat presentable for work later.

The debrief of his trial missions on Shiraz and Gui Lin had only confirmed what he had feared – there were a lot of things he needed to learn before becoming a proper agent of the Circle of Thales. The most glaring gap was the fact that he had basically no way to mentally shield himself. So he was now training with the one resident telepaths of the Circle, learning to spot intrusive effects and blocking them. This new layer of protection would hopefully be sufficient until he learned how to mask his aura to hide that he was a psion.

He had also been assigned a trainer for some combat training – or rather, in how to dodge and get out of combat situations as quickly as possible. It was fun, but also something he would need a lot of time to become good at.

Lastly, he needed to get better at random social interactions with strangers. He wasn't very good at any sort of such personal interplay. Even for a Circle child, he had grown up isolated, due to his psionic talents. Until he had learned to somewhat control them, he had been prone to take on himself every minor hurt he encountered in the people around him, so his mother had limited his chances to do so as much as possible. Meeting new people and making friends was mostly guesswork, and reading various guides had proved too dry without actual practice. So, he had found himself a job topside, with plenty of customer contact and a necessity for small talk.

He was working at the 'Tea Cup' for about a month now, and while there had been some tense moments in the beginning, when he had gotten scared, he now enjoyed it most of the time. Of course, there were rude customers or days when things went wrong, but overall, he was starting to feel like he could handle himself. That he was genuinely interested in tea helped a lot.

Today would be a special occasion, though. The shift this evening would be the first time he would be in charge of the cafe, working with a newly hired girl named Tiffany, showing her the ropes. It was exciting and a little bit scary and he wanted to make a good first impression. So a shower and a fresh pair of denims and t-shirt were a must. He would stick with his trusty cardigan. His mother had patched up the most worn spots when he had returned to Floor, so it was as good as new again. His sisters joked that at some point it would consist of nothing but patches, but his father provided back up. His cardigan was older than Rene, after all.

As he would be spending the night topside at the tiny apartment he now had in Cherry Hills, once dressed, he ended up raiding the fridge after all to stuff his satchel with some fresh fruit to eat in the morning. The aroma of baking konchi drums was wafting out into the hallway and was so strong inside the kitchen that it made Rene's mouth water. His mother had finished kneading her goo and the bucket sat in a corner of the kitchen, now with a tight lid. The smell of fake peach was still noticeable, but faded more and more while they set the table. For dinner, the whole family would gather, but lunch usually only brought home Rene's younger sister, his older sister’s kids, and a gaggle of other Circle kids who used the Laurent household as a convenient feeding ground between their morning and afternoon classes.

As if on cue, the front door of the apartment burst open, spilling chattering children into the hallway. Rene dodged the flood into the kitchen by stepping aside into the bathroom, but was still almost bowled over by two boys around six who were in a race to reach the toilet first. They managed to apologise profusely, bicker between themselves and usher him out of the bathroom simultaneously.

“Wroof,” Foo greeted him, trotting through the door last. Despite being nothing but a magical construct of inky blue brushstrokes in the air, he diligently pushed the door closed with his snout before coming over to Rene to demand cuddles. And Rene was more than willing to oblige, burying both of his hands in the dog's sketched mane to scratch where he liked it best.

As he had hoped, Foo was adjusting very well to life at the Circle base, which wasn't a surprise. Foo had been created to guard an enclosed estate and specifically children, and here at the base, he got to do exactly that. The Circle scholars who were studying the books Rene had brought back from Gui Lin were also working with Foo in regular sessions. They had noted a gradual increase in his powers, with their favourite theory being that Foo had been almost depleted of energy when found, due to his extended dormant phase, but was now being recharged by the attention and adoration he received from everyone.

While Foo's official assignment was to help at the crèche, he seemed to consider the Laurent family flat his home. Every evening, he returned there to fall asleep on the rug in the middle of the living room. Slowly, he would fade back into his book, which the scholars were taking care of in their library. And every morning, Foo re-materialised in the Laurent kitchen for cuddles from Rene's mother, which was great. After all, Rene was working hard on making his mother Foo's main human. He knew he would be leaving eventually, and he didn't want Foo to feel deserted.

Even though admittedly, taking Foo with him on his travels would have been awesome as he would have been the perfect protector. However, having a giant magic foo dog made of blue ink lines that floated in the air wasn't an option. There was a lot of genuinely weird stuff in the Empire, but Rene was supposed to be inconspicuous, not to draw every shred of attention he possibly could. If there was a way encoded in Foo's magic to disguise him as a normal dog, they hadn't found it yet.

And considering that he was about to go adventuring across the Empire in the foreseeable future, Rene found the time to cuddle Foo whenever he wanted to, like now. Foo flopped to his side, blocking the whole hallway, to have his belly scratched, which Rene did with gusto.

“Best dog ever.”

Foo agreed with a little woof.

“Lunch is ready!” Rene's mother called from the kitchen, which was followed by the sounds of children scrambling over each other to get a seat at the table as quickly as possible.

“I better go or there won't be anything left for me,” Rene told Foo, who gave a mournful sigh. At least Foo didn't try to bearhug him, like he sometimes did when he really didn't want to let Rene go.

Rene found himself a spot at the crowded table while his mother transferred the trays of sizzling konchi drums to the table. With the usual lack of decorum, the kids fell on the food. Having grown up in this environment, Rene didn't hesitate and helped himself to a generous portion as quickly as he could. The feeding frenzy lasted until the last shred of meat had been devoured. Afterwards, the kids dutifully helped with clearing the table.

“Are you going topside any time soon, uncle Rene?” Clara, the younger of his two nieces asked, following him outside the kitchen.

“Yes, I'm going up today.” Seeing her hopeful expression, he had an idea of what she would say next.

“Can you bring back some of that bubblegum again? The green one?” Clara asked, making her most adorable puppy eyes.

While the Circle's children had every conceivable bit of data available to them, physical items from outside the base were rare. They had better food than anyone topside – grown in the Circle's hydroponic farms – plus toys and clothes, manufactured mechanically or lovingly handcrafted. But utterly artificial, useless stuff like bubblegum was a special treat.

Luckily, it wasn't a hardship to get some, as it was one of the few packaged items the 'Tea Cup' sold.

“I guess I could do that,” Rene said, much to his niece's delight. “But remember not to tell your mom or dad.”

“Of course.”

His sister and her husband didn't like the idea of Clara wanting things from topside. Like most Circle members, they considered the world outside the base too dangerous for their children to ever come into contact with. The idea that Clara might one day want to go up there, like Rene did, terrified them, especially his brother-in-law, whose field of expertise was law so he was well versed in all the bad things that happened on Floor and the wider Empire. While their fears were justified, Rene thought that Clara would grow up to make her own decisions eventually, and that the more they tried to keep her away from the great, wide world, the more Clara would want to see it. A long discussion of the subject at the family dinner table had highlighted pros and cons, but had not led to a clearly correct position. For now, Rene provided bubblegum secretly.

Clara dashed back to the kitchen to do her share of helping, while Rene returned to his room to grab his stuff for his trek topside. Foo was lying in front of his bed, dozing. When he spotted Rene, he very deliberately rolled on his back and on top of Rene's boots to signal that another belly rub would be necessary before he would allow him to leave. Chuckling at the innocent expression on Foo's face, he obliged until the kids were done in the kitchen and getting ready to leave for their afternoon lessons. Foo huffed with indignation, but dutifully got back onto his paws and trotted out into the hallway to resume his guard dog duties.

By the time Rene had put on his boots and cardigan, had checked whether his phone was fully charged, and checked his bag one last time, the apartment was quiet again, the kid-shaped storm having passed. He met his mother in the hallway. She was putting on her rubber boots and had the bucket sitting next to her, getting ready to head to her orchards.

“Do you need anything from topside, Mum?”

On his return from his first trip off-world, his mother had had a long list of things she needed, but by now, he had filled all her orders.

“No, we're good.” She smiled at him. “Do you have enough to eat?”

“I have. And I can also eat at the 'Tea Cup'.”

“Cake is not proper food.”

Considering the quality of cake served at the 'Tea Cup', he was inclined to disagree. The cafe belonged to Professor Eleanor Touring, mostly known for her ground-breaking thesis and work at the Physics Faculty of the university. She was a former student of Lady Beverly of Malicorn and some said almost as brilliant as her alien teacher. She was semi-retired, only rarely giving lectures anymore. Her ownership of the cafe was much less widely known and the fact that she baked all the cakes sold there was only known to her employees. She said baking was her way of relaxing her brain and did it with the same precision and attention to detail as she did her scientific work. She had mostly opened the cafe to have a place to get rid of all the excess cake. That it had turned into the spot on campus to also get all kinds of excellent tea, however, was due to the first students working there having a severe dislike of coffee. Most of the employees were students, with him being the only fully accredited doctor. Though it wasn't too unusual for a Doctor of History to need some time to find a proper job on Floor, so no one wondered about it.

“I promise I'll also grab some pizza.” After his late shift at the 'Tea Cup', he would have a few hours to kill before he would be tired enough to go to sleep, so taking a pizza back to his tiny apartment in Cherry Hills would be a good idea.

Judging by her expression, fast-food pizza was worse than cake in nutritional value, but she didn't bother to argue. Instead, she pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “Have fun and be careful.”

“Always.”

The trek topside wasn't any different than any other time. He had been doing it for years now, and he knew every twist and turn, every trap and trick by heart, knew when he had to pay attention and switch off his audiobook and when he could trudge along, lost in the narration of why the use of ginger roots in the brewing of tea was strictly forbidden to fishermen and brick makers.

He arrived underneath Cherry Hills early enough to make a quick stop at the Beetle Shack and grab a box of pop bugs before taking the tube train from Cherry Hills to History Campus. The train was as crowded as ever, and like always, he wistfully thought back to the action-packed few days with Brother Riccardo. In the company of the heavily armoured and armed Belligra priest, there had always been breathing space. That had been almost a year ago, now.

From the History Campus station it was only a short walk to the 'Tea Cup'. It was a rare clear day and while it wasn't sunny due to the smog, it was pleasantly warm enough between the university buildings that there were plenty of students sitting outside on any available surface, reading, eating snacks or chatting.

Rene had seen a bit of the different kinds of neighbourhoods on Floor, and to him the sprawling university campus was the most genuinely friendly one. There was plenty of cut-throat competition, backstabbing and infighting between faculties, students, and teachers, for sure. But he significantly preferred it to the fake happiness of a corporate drone residential district, or the fatalistic apathy of a tower block like Cherry Hills. People on campus were lively, driven and mostly capable of thinking for themselves.

The 'Tea Cup' was located at one of the small yards which dotted the campus. It was wedged between a large second-hand textbook store and a computer repair shop – all three essential services to the student community. Its two neighbours didn't need much space outside, so it had three tables under large umbrellas out front. Inside, there were four more small tables with chairs and one large table with a long bench running along the left side of the room. The back of the room was dominated by the glass counter, which held the various cakes of the day. A door behind the counter led to the small kitchen and storage room.

The interior design had started out as sleek and easy to clean, but over the years, it had become a little cosier, with cushions appearing on the wire chairs and the bench, and some little pots with artificial flowers on the tables. The walls were decorated with framed posters of landscapes from various other planets, such as an island surrounded by bright blue ocean from Rayatea and a stark, snowy mountain range from Swansgard. Compared to the cafes on, say, Shiraz, it was a barren concrete cubicle, but by Floorian standards, it was outright homy.

It was now late afternoon and all the tables were occupied by students munching on cake and nursing mugs of tea. Rene headed inside.

A tall, thin N'Ptalini male called M'hala was working the current shift together with a female human student named Tina. They both waved to him in greeting. He was a little early, so he didn't worry about the new girl not being there yet. He went to the kitchen to hang up his cardigan and satchel and brew a mug of tea for himself.

“Can you please put on a fresh pot of the camomile?” asked M'hala, who was manning the counter, while Tina was gathering up the dishes from a table outside. “And better keep them coming all evening too. There seems to be a cold going around, customers keep ordering camomile by the bucket.”

“Shouldn't we be recommending thyme?”

“Should we?” M'hala's tone made it clear he had no idea what either of the herbs did or didn't do.

“Camomile is soothing, anti-inflammatory and especially helpful for stomach cramps,” Rene explained. “Thyme is anti-bacterial, helps against some viruses, and alleviates coughs, colds and sore throat. It doesn't taste as nice as camomile, but it would definitely help more with a cold.”

“Whatever you say, doctor,” M'hala answered with a chuckle.

They all liked to tease him with his title. Not overly original, but all in good humour.

He filled up one of the large water kettles and set it to boil, before he set up a pot of camomile and thyme each. One of the reasons that had drawn him to the 'Tea Cup' was that they had jars with actual dried herbs to make the tea, not just bottles of aroma concentrate. He felt a pang of melancholy, remembering the herbs growing wild behind Jack's house in Tregoli. His memories of the nights he had spent with Jack were what he used to hold the pain at bay, like a well-worn, safety blanket he curled up with every night to fall asleep. In this case, he was lucky that his memories never wore thin and stayed crisp and fresh forever.

Maybe he should try to add to them. Jack's words rang in his mind, to find himself a boyfriend who would appreciate him. Easier said than done. Who would be interested in a weird, bony nerd like him? He was slowly getting the hang of 'making friends', but flirting was a mystery to him. He hadn't noticed that Jack had been flirting with him until it had been pointed out to him by a village teenager.

With a little sigh, he put on one of the 'Tea Cup' aprons, appropriately displaying a steaming tea cup on the front, and poured the boiling water into the two pots and his own mug of ChuHang, a delicate black tea from Shibuya.

He helped Tina put the dishes in the dishwasher and when she went outside to wipe down the tables, he joined M'hala at the counter to do the shift change inventory update.

The 'Tea Cup' was set up to function with a minimum of staff. Customers ordered their food and drinks at the counter, paid and picked them up right there, so one employee stayed at the counter while the other brewed the tea to order and gathered used dishes after customers had left. At shift change, they had to get an update on the cake inventory and enter the shift's earnings into the system. The latter being barely any work, with most customers paying by cashstick anyways.

Today, the muffin stand looked like it had been raided by a pack of hungry predators, but there was plenty of cake left, with two extra in the kitchen fridge. Plus, the cookie jars had been completely refilled only yesterday, so there was no danger they would run out of food. With Professor Touring's cake output, she probably didn't sleep much more than Rene.

Evening rush was coming up, with the new girl nowhere in sight. Now that wouldn't be a good start for her to be late on her first evening. But eventually she arrived with a couple of minutes to spare. Rene hadn't met her before, but her name had evoked a cheerful, girly person, and she didn't disappoint. Short and fit, she arrived on a bicycle, wearing a green miniskirt with purple stockings, a matching purple sports bra under a short leather jacket and heavy biker boots. Her hair was dyed pink and cut into an asymmetrical bob. Luckily, the 'Tea Cup' didn't come with any restrictions on what the employees were allowed to wear, otherwise Rene likely wouldn't have been hired either.

She bounced into the cafe with a cheerful, “Hi, I'm Tiffi. Who's my boss?”

Good question. It took him a solid second to realise the answer.

“I guess that would be me, for tonight.” Rene offered his hand and introduced himself, “I'm Rene.”

“Cool.” She shook his hand with a pleasantly firm grip. “I've worked in a pizza joint before, but the fact I couldn't get the smell out of my clothes drove my girlfriend crazy so I'm hoping this will work out better.”

“If she likes the smell of tea, I'm sure it will,” M'hala said with a grin, showing off his sharp teeth. “Rene, take your time showing her everything, I can stay at the counter until you are ready to take over.”

“Thanks, man.”

He took Tiffi to the kitchen, showed her where she could hang her jacket and backpack and outfitted her with an apron. He showed her where all the tea making supplies were stored, including the large canisters of water. Tap water on campus wasn't as bad as in many other places on Floor, and technically, it was even potable, but Professor Touring insisted it gave the tea all sorts of bad flavours. So she bought drinking water in bulk for cheap from some company who owed her an unnamed favour. Together with Tiffi they picked up dishes from another table and Rene explained the routines and how the dishwasher worked.

The 'Tea Cup' was slowly filling up with evening customers. All the tables were occupied and there was a line at the counter of people ordering tea-to-go. Tina had already left, but M'hala was stoically managing the onslaught, including those customers complaining about their favourite muffins being sold out.

“I'll park you at the counter for the evening rush,” Rene told Tiffi, “I'll take care of making the tea and clearing tables. Once things quiet down, we can start initiating you into the mysteries of proper tea brewing.”

“Sounds fine by me.”

The price list for the various teas was programmed into the register, but the cakes had to be typed in individually. Since the assortment changed daily, they were all listed on a big chalkboard hung on the wall behind the counter.

Tiffi turned out to be a pleasant partner. She was slow at first, but meticulous and completely unfazed by fidgeting students. During the evening rush, tea-to-go was the most ordered item and they all wanted either the standard black tea, the vile, neon-coloured, artificially-flavoured bubble teas or – as M'hala had warned – camomile. After Rene explained the difference to her, Tiffi patiently pointed out to each of the sniffling students that thyme was the better pick and they sold several litres of both.

It took nearly three hours for the rush to die down, but eventually Tiffi handed the last customer in line their cup of tea. Only two tables remained occupied, one inside, with a professor grading papers, a mug of tea forgotten by her elbow. Outside, a couple, completely lost in each other's eyes, was holding hands and sharing a piece of cake.

“I didn't know there were that many people into tea,” Tiffi remarked when Rene showed up at her side.

“That was pretty much a normal evening. But congrats, you handled yourself expertly.”

He offered her a mug of tea he had especially prepared to celebrate her success. It was Mokawa, a green tea from Kismet. The Ndewane homeworld was known for its unique vegetation and numerous herbs with medicinal uses. This tea was strong, refreshing and very mildly euphoric. He clinked his own mug against hers and took a small sip, savouring the aroma.

She sniffed hers cautiously. Her face relaxed into an expression of surprised bliss. “Oh, I didn't know tea could smell this nice, either.” She sipped and sighed happily.

“Tea, especially herbal tea, can have all sorts of effects, both medicinal and recreational. There is a whole science behind it, but most people never get past black tea for breakfast to wake up.”

“Is that what you are studying?” Tiffi asked, leaning against the counter.

“I already have my doctorate. Doctor of History, that is. Tea lore is a hobby of mine. It is one of the few food items that has accompanied humanity on their travels throughout the galaxy, and they have found ways to turn the most exotic plants into tea while at the same time carrying their favourite plants from Terra and introducing them wherever they went. Nowadays, you can find camomile or peppermint growing wild on almost every planet of the Empire.” Tiffi didn't look particularly interested, so Rene checked himself before he could descend into a full-blown datadump. “So what are you studying?” he put to use what he had learned about proper conversations in the last month.

“Business administration. I'm in my third year. Hoping to finish with another two semesters. I'm not on any corp grant, so I need to get done as quickly as possible so I can start earning money.”

Grants from the big corporations on Floor were the way most students financed their studies. Once they finished, they had to work for the corp to pay off the loan. Most of the time, it took them so many years that by the end, they were sufficiently indoctrinated to stay with the corp for the rest of their lives, raising their kids in the crèches generously provided by the corp, who could pick the brightest to give new grants to. It was an excellent system, as long as you didn't want to leave.

Independent students had a harder time getting by, but once their studies were done, they had much more freedom in picking what they wanted to do with their lives. Business administration was a safe bet for finding a well-paying job either on Floor or off-planet. Tiffi looked pretty well-off for an Independent. Many of them had to resort to living in tower blocks like Cherry Hills to get by.

“Doesn't look like you are starving, though,” Rene fished for more information.

“I am living with my girlfriend, and she earns enough to feed two more girlfriends. She's a business lawyer.”

The only business lawyer he had ever met had been Miss Foster, who had worked out the deal with him and Riccardo on behalf of BiOurExperience, and she had been a shark in human skin. No idea how someone like that would fit with a person as colourful and bubbly as Tiffi. Though he wasn't exactly a relationship expert, and didn't comment.

But his doubts must have shown on his face. Tiffi chuckled and said, “Marjory is actually a decent human being when she is not working. I'm her safety net so she doesn't turn completely evil.”

Now that sounded a lot more plausible.

“So, wise master, will you impart your secret knowledge about the ancient art of tea brewing to me now?”

There were no new customers in sight, so it seemed safe to leave the counter unmanned for a moment. “Sure, come on to the kitchen. Basically, the most important bit is that you never let the tea infuse for as long as it says on the tin unless the customer specifically asks for very strong tea. Especially with the black teas. Otherwise, you'll get a brew fit for cleaning floors, but not for human consumption.”

“This isn't the moment to mention that Marjory infuses her morning black tea to the point where it is almost solid, is it?” Tiffi asked with a grin.

Rene answered with a suffering groan. “You may tell her she is a barbarian.”

“So I tell her all the time. She also eats dry cereal.”

“I see why she needs someone living with her to keep her from turning evil. Now, these are the pots with the tea we sell the most of. As you can see, they are all labelled, so there isn't much you can do wrong here. Just make sure you don't put the pot back onto the tea warmer when you empty it or it can crack from the heat. If someone orders more exotic tea, we make those on a by-the-mug basis. And this,” Rene opened the large cupboard at the back with a dramatic gesture, “is our tea storage.”

The shelves were crammed with tins, jars and glasses, all meticulously labelled. They were also carefully sorted, but at first glance it looked like the jumbled hoard a dragon ought to be sitting on top of.

“Wow. How do you find anything in there?”

He carefully explained the system behind which tea was kept where. Tiffi proved an avid listener and quick learner. He guided her through the process of setting up a fresh pot of camomile and had her make a mug of a more exotic red tea without a hitch.

“This is a lot more complex than my job at the pizza parlour,” she commented with genuine satisfaction. “There, I had to shove the right kind of frozen pizza into the machine, dump it on a plate when it dinged, and serve it.” She smiled at Rene. “I think I'm going to like it here. How are the rules about snagging food?”

“If you work the late shift like now, you can take any leftover muffins and cream cakes for free, as they don't keep well until the next day. Other cakes and cookies you have to pay for, but you get a 20% discount. Any tea you brew for yourself here is free, but you can't take any home with you.”

“That's very fair. Generous, even.”

Rene nodded. Professor Touring was well aware how independent students struggled, so she paid fair wages and didn't mind the staff eating her cakes, unlike some other feeding spots on campus. In return, she expected politeness towards the customers, punctuality and that no one bother her with details.

Returning to the front of the cafe, they found the happy couple where they had left them, but the professor had packed up and left. Tiffi got to collect the three tea mugs she had emptied in the course of her stay and wipe down the table.

“Is it okay if I do my homework while we wait for customers?” she asked when she returned.

“Sure.” Whenever he had downtime at the 'Tea Cup', he popped one of his earphones in and listened to his audiobooks.

Tiffi sat down at one of the tables with a large print book, notepad and text markers in various colours and got to work.

A few more students wandered in, ordering tea-to-go and picking up the last few muffins. Rene cut himself a slice from the carrot cake and dutifully paid for it while learning why, on Qufu, only the third son of a noble was suitable for brewing the sacred teas used in the seasonal ceremonies and how shameful it was not to have a third son and how it could bring great misfortune.

Now it made much more sense why his new acquaintance Kenji was so interested in tea. They had met right here at the 'Tea Cup' on a slow evening similar to this one, and Rene had piqued Kenji's interest when he had correctly served the ChuHang tea Kenji had ordered. He had asked whether Rene also knew how to properly prepare tea from Qufu and whether he might do so in a private setting. Rene had said yes, even though he didn't. Finding that information and devouring it had seemed like a nice challenge and was now proving to be exactly that. Rene would be meeting him tomorrow afternoon at Kenji's flat, which was the main reason he would be staying topside tonight.

Finding the information on Qufu tea wasn't the only thing Rene had done regarding Kenji, though. He had also asked his cousin Miles to see what he could discover about the slender young man who looked very much like a typical Tô-Genji Kyothari with his neat, straight clothes and serious expression. It had taken some digging, but no secret was safe from Miles. Kenji was actually Prince Kenji Kyothari, fourth son of Count Hanjon Kyothari of Qufu. So if anything ever happened to one of his elder brothers, he would be in charge of the tea ceremonies, while right now, he was forbidden from learning anything about them. People from Qufu didn't leave their home planet, even nobles, and considered the rest of the Empire an uncultured morass endangering their enlightened status. How Kenji had managed to obtain permission to study Art History on Floor, of all places, was a mystery even Miles hadn't been able to solve.

This turned it into a great training exercise to find out from Kenji himself. After all, Rene was supposed to be able to get information from all sorts of people once he started working as a proper agent. First, he would have to get Kenji to admit that he was a noble. He wasn't too sure about how to accomplish this, as Qufu tea ceremonies were conducted in silence. But hopefully, he would get a chance to chat with Kenji before or after. It was exactly this kind of unpredictable situation he needed to train, and he was genuinely looking forward to it.

The couple outside eventually left as well, and Rene picked up their dishes, cleaned the table and started the half-full dishwasher.

Having nothing better to do, he used the abundance of tea pots in the kitchen to set up the procession of vessels necessary for a minor Qufu tea ceremony. He did a trial run on how to pour the water from pot to pot while infusing it with different blends of tea for very precise amounts of time. It was a lot of fuss and produced a lot of used dishes for a mug of tea which didn't taste noticeably better than a normally brewed one, but it sure did look very impressive.

It was getting late and Rene started seriously considering closing the cafe early, when the door banged open and a whole group of people spilled in, flooding the place with laughter and chatter. Five of them were disconcertingly beautiful young women in a great variety of high-fashion clothing, all of which had been chosen to best present their physical assets.

The last was a man who towered over all of them by a head. With wide shoulders, but slim hips, he managed to look like a walking fortress – which was only fitting. It was Frederick Moravia, one of the two bulwark players of Floor's planetary hoverball team, the 'Floorsweepers', which made him a genuine celebrity. The very one he and Riccardo had watched play in that exhibition match against the Lorelei Lumberjanes the day before the Belligra had left. Up close, Frederick looked even bigger than expected, even without his armour and wearing instead casual slacks and a long-sleeved t-shirt.

“See? I told you they would have real cake!” one of the girls exclaimed, gesturing dramatically at the counter.

Tiffi gathered up her books and executed a strategic retreat into the kitchen at an amazing speed, while the arrivals tried to sort themselves out, all crowding the counter. Minus the hoverball star, who stayed at the back of his flock of girls, looking simultaneously amused, bored and a bit embarrassed.

It didn't take Rene long to extract from the excited chatter that it was Janet's – the blondest of the girls – birthday and that they had celebrated by going to the cinema and having dinner at a fancy restaurant which had deeply disappointed them by not serving any cake. So an emergency cake solution needed to be found and here they were and wow did that cake look good.

The girl who had suggested the 'Tea Cup' – a redhead named Fiona – attempted to cash in on her brilliant idea by taking control of the situation, but was quickly silenced by the birthday girl herself who ordered her entourage to sit down at the large table with the bench. She waited until Frederick had sat down as well, barely fitting onto the narrow seating, before draping herself all over him. So he was the trophy boyfriend?

With everyone more or less settled, Janet turned her attention to Rene and waved him over with an imperious gesture. He briefly considered politely informing her that they needed to order their food and drinks at the counter and pick them up themselves. He decided against it. It would have seemed spiteful considering there were no other customers in the cafe and it was her birthday. Yes, she was behaving like a bitch so far, but it wouldn't cost him anything to be nice anyway.

He headed over to the table, putting on a welcoming smile. “What can I do for you folks?”

“It's her birthday,” Fiona made another attention grab, “and we...”

“We want cake,” Janet interrupted her, making a point of slinging her arm around Frederick's neck possessively. Definitely a trophy. A trophy who didn't look very docile or happy at the treatment, but luckily Janet wasn't noticing. “And champagne. We can have champagne, can't we, darling?” She turned to Frederick who quickly fixed a smile to his face. So the trophy was expected to pay as well.

“I'm afraid we only serve tea, miss,” Rene interjected.

Janet made a face and her flock of girls quickly echoed disappointment with unhappy exclamations.

“Not even wine?” Fiona tried again.

“Only tea,” Rene repeated patiently.

“It is called the 'Tea Cup',” Frederick added, trying to sound just as patient but Rene noticed a certain amount of glee at the misfortune.

“Well, I do want cake,” Janet set the priorities straight, “so we will have tea.” She was about to pick up the menu when she spotted the large advertisement sign the bubble tea company had insisted they put up. “Bubble tea, perfect. We're having blue and green. We'll sort it out when you bring it. As for the cake, I want the creamy one with the red berries. For everyone.”

At least that was an order easily filled. “Certainly, miss. Coming right up.”

A quick glance into the kitchen showed him that Tiffi was pouring the tea. The bubble tea came in big canisters from which it was poured into the mugs and heated in the microwave. In truth it wasn't tea at all, more a hot energy drink, but it sold well and people kept asking for it, so it was on the menu even though everyone who worked at the 'Tea Cup' despised it with a passion.

He set about cutting six slices of the creamy cake with berries, making them extra generous. These were likely their last guests tonight and whatever was left over, tomorrow's morning shift would have to throw away anyway since it wouldn't be nice enough to sell anymore. Tiffi helped him serve the cake and tea and then they both retreated to the kitchen to watch the group from a safe distance.

“That's Frederick Moravia, isn't it?” Tiffi whispered excitedly.

“Pretty sure it is.”

“He looks mighty fine.”

Rene hadn't studied him from that perspective, but he had to agree with her. For a man his size, he was very well proportioned. Putting a picture of him next to the definition of 'sexy, youthful athlete' would have been fitting. Dark blonde hair cropped short and a bit of stubble on a strong jaw made him look just the right amount of manly. Rene cautiously extended his senses to cop a feel of his body, expecting to find a mix of drugs and overstressed muscles and bones. Much to his surprise, he found a deep, warm glow of health which instantly made him want to get closer to bathe in that aura.

“Mighty fine, indeed,” he agreed, sounding more husky than he had expected.

Tiffi noticed and smirked at him, but didn't comment.

They watched as the girls daintily ate their cake and much less daintily guzzled the bubble tea. Rene noted approvingly that Frederick ate the cake but didn't touch the tea. The girls were chatting and giggling, comparing notes on the movie they had seen before moving on to the topic of work. They were all working as models, but they were also students, sponsored by the agency they were working for and studying appropriate subjects like fashion, visual arts and design.

Frederick only participated in the conversation when Janet insisted he say something. At some point, she moved off him as it simply wasn't very comfortable on the cramped bench. He waited until she was distracted and made a surprisingly stealthy escape for a man his size, walking over to the counter.

Rene stepped out of the kitchen to see what he wanted. Up close, the man's aura was even more enticing. His body was functioning at peak health, strong, vibrant without a hint of misuse or injury. For someone who played in the bulwark position, that was astounding. His job was literally to get beaten up.

“Hi,” Frederick greeted him with an open smile, “I wanted to say sorry. I know I don't deserve any special treatment, but the girls...”

“Why would you deserve any special treatment?”

“Because...“ Frederick blinked at him in surprise. “You don't know who I am, do you?”

The idea that he would get treated differently because he was a famous hoverball player hadn't crossed Rene's mind, but it made sense of course. It probably was what he was used to. Floorians took their hoverball very seriously. It had to be extremely rare for him not to be recognised. The mere idea of being famous and recognised made Rene shudder inside. Staying unnoticed was his best protection. It made him wonder whether Frederick liked it. His expression was almost hopeful, like he didn't want Rene to know.

“You're that hoverball player, aren't you?” he opted for half-ignorance.

Frederick nodded with a widened smile. “Yeah, something like that. Anyway ... I was wondering if I could have a proper mug of tea? As late as it is, something mild would be nice.”

“Sure. I have a pot of camomile in the back, if you like herbal?”

“That sounds very nice. I'll have a mug, please.”

Heading back to the kitchen, he noted that Frederick stayed at the counter, clearly waiting to pick up his order himself. Rene poured him a mug of camomile.

“Do you want honey with it?” he asked, handing Frederick the mug.

“No, thanks.” He glanced over to the girls, who hadn't noticed his absence yet. “But I can pay for all of it while I'm here.” He pulled out a cashstick and transferred the amount Rene typed into the machine plus a generous tip.

“Thanks,” Rene said. “Enjoy your tea.”

Frederick lingered a moment longer at the counter, definitely reluctant to go back to the girls. It would have been kind to make some sort of conversation, but on such short notice, Rene had no idea what to say. 'What's your favourite Lotus Knight?' didn't seem like a good small talk opener in this instance. It didn't help that his talents demanded he come out from behind the counter and seek skin contact with Frederick. Why did he hang out with the girls when he didn't like them? Maybe because it was expected for a famous hoverball player to be seen with models?

While Rene pondered the question, Frederick returned to the table and was once more grabbed by Janet, who this time pulled his arm around herself.

Rene retreated to the kitchen again, where Tiffi was eagerly waiting.

“I think he likes you,” she whispered, grinning.

How she was arriving at that conclusion was a mystery to Rene, but she looked like someone with a lot more expertise in the subject than he had.

“He does?”

“Well, he did turn on his camera smile for you,” Tiffi explained. “And he gave you the look.”

“The look?”

Tiffi frowned at him. “Yeah? You know, when he checks you out from head to toe? He definitely liked what he saw.”

Rene hadn't noticed, which was bad. How was he so bad at this?

“I mean, you couldn't have noticed. He is good at doing it stealthily. Did it when your back was turned. But it definitely was 'the look'.”

So not that bad. But why ever would someone like Frederick Moravia be interested in a skinny nerd like him? He was nothing like the beautiful girls he was with. Glancing out at the group, he noticed how Frederick was leaning back, sipping his tea and looking supremely bored. Maybe he was interested exactly because Rene was nothing like those girls? It sounded unrealistic. Like the plot of a cheap romantic comedy. One of those where the handsome hero got the nerdy librarian to take off the glasses, revealing they had been pretty all along. Only Rene wasn't wearing any glasses and he wasn't pretty.

Tiffi furtively glanced around the frame of the doorway and immediately pulled back again. “Ha! He is watching the door, waiting for you to come back out.” She turned to Rene, looking at him expectantly.

“What?”

“Aren't you going out to flirt with him?”

“He is here with his girlfriend.” The last thing Rene wanted was a scene where Janet started screaming and throwing tea mugs. Those things were heavy and hard.

“Well, he started it.”

“Plus, I don't know the first thing about flirting.”

“Hm.” Tiffi studied him critically. “It's not that hard. You can start with a shy smile. Like this.” She demonstrated with an adorable smile and a shy, upward glance.

“That would look ridiculous on me. And why would I want to flirt with him in the first place? Do I want a guy who starts flirting with someone else while he is out celebrating his girlfriend's birthday with her?”

“With a girlfriend like that? It's only human that you would try to rescue him. Or is he not your type? You did agree that he is mighty fine...”

Did he have a type? The only things Riccardo, Jack and Frederick had in common were that all three of them were very healthy and seemed like excellent protectors. And they were good looking. And taller than him. Also male and athletic.

Apparently he did have a type.

“I mean, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Tiffi continued her sales pitch, “He's a freaking hoverball star. That's the kind of catch you don't let get away.”

For her that might be true, but Frederick was a celebrity, and that was a genuine problem. Staying under the radar was what kept Rene safe. He couldn't afford to be put on the front of magazines and have reporters digging into his background.

“Oh no, they are getting up!” Tiffi interrupted his thoughts, “Quickly, do something!” She pushed him out of the kitchen before he could object.

Janet and her flock were heading out, but Frederick was hanging back. His questing glances changed to a smile when Rene stumbled out of the kitchen. “Thanks for the cake. And the tea,” he said.

“You're welcome,” Rene replied automatically. Frederick's smile was infectious and he couldn't help smiling back. Not the coy smile Tiffi had demonstrated. Just a regular smile.

“Are you coming?” Janet called from outside with clear annoyance in her voice.

Frederick rolled his eyes at Rene, gave a tiny shrug and followed her outside. The door closed behind him and Rene slumped behind the counter. Had he dodged a bullet? Or had he missed an important opportunity?

“Meh,” Tiffi quipped in his back, “we lost him.”
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​​Chapter 2 – Qufu Tea Ceremony
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It was only the second night Rene spent at his new flat in Cherry Hills. He ended up sleeping very little and not deeply at all. Every little noise from his neighbours and in the corridor outside made him jerk up. He knew only too well what a dangerous place Cherry Hills was.

People were murdered at any time of the day over petty grievances, because they had something another tenant wanted or simply because they had looked at a gang member the wrong way. The flimsy door between himself and the rest of Cherry Hills didn't make him feel safe enough to fall asleep. He had made sure not to have anything truly valuable at the place. A couple of books, some clean, bottled water, a change of clothing. At least his flat did have running water and the toilet worked. In theory, the shower did too, but he was smart enough not to let that water touch his skin. And no one in their right mind drank that yellowish swill.

However, Cherry Hills was the perfect place to live when one didn't want to attract attention. No one cared what you did in your apartment. It fit with the identity Miles had set up for him – no living family, getting by all by himself. It also made sure that if he did make friends, they wouldn't be likely to want to visit him at home, meaning he didn't have to invest much time into turning the apartment into something resembling more than a place where he occasionally slept.

If he did manage to sleep there, that was.

After only two hours of fitful sleep, he gave up, grumpy and feeling like a crumpled piece of newspaper. But that only lasted until the scent of freshly brewed tea chased the stale odour of long-unused flat away. He settled on the large futon which was currently his only piece of furniture, drank tea from the Lady Myriam collectible mug he had purchased for the flat and ate the fruit he had brought up from home, plus a large piece of chocolate cake he had taken from the 'Tea Cup'.

Skimming the morning news on his phone didn't bring up anything of interest to him. He wasn't sure why he typed 'Frederick Moravia' into the keyword search, it simply happened. There was a deluge of sports news, promo shots of Frederick posing both with his team and solo, and snap shots of him with various pretty girls and boys at official functions or entering or exiting restaurants. Some of his companions only appeared two or three times, while others he had stayed with for several months. Janet from yesterday turned out to be the face of 'Tigergirls Fitness Food' – one of the bigger sponsors of the Floorsweepers.

Had he narrowly avoided disaster last night or missed his chance at finding himself a boyfriend? The former seemed likelier. Frederick didn't seem to be interested in a long term relationship. Though he had probably also missed out on some truly awesome sex, which was a shame.

Maybe he should tackle the problem of creating more memories of intense pleasure by hiring a professional? There were plenty of sex workers available on Floor. From the cheapest meat-bot pleasure drones to astronomically expensive courtesans. Finding someone he was attracted to shouldn't be too hard, now that he had an idea what he was looking for, but it would have to be someone who enjoyed their work. After all, it was the resonance and feedback loop which would make the experience truly memorable. Though it wasn't right to manipulate someone like that without their consent and telling them wasn't an option. But was it really that bad if he did it only once? There would be no risk of his partner getting addicted. No, that was him rationalising to get what he wanted.

With a sigh, he closed the pictures of Frederick. There was no point in griping about something that was gone.

He had a couple of hours to kill before his meeting with Kenji. He could either stay right where he was or find a more pleasant place to listen to the last two chapters of his audiobook. Shouting in the corridor outside and some loud banging noises made the decision easy. He packed his stuff and left as quickly and quietly as he could without attracting any unwanted attention.

Kenji's address was at one of the high-end student dormitories on the edge of History Campus. That made the enormous library of the History Faculty a good spot to hang out until then. Quiet, full of books and with reasonably edible food and drink in easy reach.

Heading down to the Cherry Hills tube train station, he narrowly dodged a brawl between members of two different gangs. It was a normal occurrence, which was why he never popped in his earphones until he was on the train. At least it wasn't gang members mugging some innocent old lady which would have made him feel bad for not being able to help.

Emerging from the History Campus station, he discovered that the rare pleasant weather of the previous day had passed. An uneven drizzle was coming down so he pulled his hood deeper into his face to protect himself from the slightly acidic rain and hurried to the library without stopping for snacks or drinks. A few other students had picked the library as a sanctuary for their study time, but the upper floors were as deserted as always.

Each faculty at the university had their own jealously guarded library. While the History Faculty wasn't the most prestigious or well-funded or high-profile part of the university, they did have the largest library, which wasn't surprising considering the long and colourful history of humanity and the N'Ptalini. Okay, it was admittedly incomplete and carefully 'curated' in comparison to what the Circle had in their archives. It had felt so strange to listen to lectures where the professor explained at length this or that information had been lost forever, when Rene could read personal eye-witness accounts of the event in the Circle database. Often it weren't even secrets, just data the Circle had without a way to make it public without attracting attention. Smuggling data crystals containing such information into the library and leaving them in some remote, dusty corner was one of Rene's jobs, so they might at some point be 'rediscovered by accident'.

Today, he set up camp in the Kyothari section. After finishing his audiobook, he now probably had a decent grasp on what made a good Qufu tea ceremony. It was 80% drama, 15% historic allusions and 5% actual tea. So the grand gestures in the correct order were the important part. Luckily, they had been described in poetic detail. Kenji would probably spot plenty of mistakes, but being a Qufu Kyothari, he wouldn't expect Rene to get it even remotely right in the first place.

Which begged the question of why he had asked Rene about it at all. His theory that Kenji wanted to learn about these ceremonies to prepare for the event that he ended up graduating to third son seemed less and less likely. By watching his elder brother, he would have more knowledge than Rene could hope to acquire from reading. Maybe he wanted Rene to fail? But to what end? He had appeared shy and polite when they had spoken at the 'Tea Cup'. Maybe he was homesick? But why would anyone be homesick for a place like Qufu? Though when Rene had visited places as beautiful as Shiraz and Gui Lin, he had known that he wouldn't want to live there. Going back to grey, horrible Floor had felt like going home, so maybe Kenji felt the same about Qufu?

The more he thought about it, the more impatient he got to see Kenji. He managed to kill some more time by sketching some of the other students in the library and looking through the slim Qufu section again. This time, he found a large book with ink illustrations depicting rural scenes. It was fascinating how the beautiful landscape contrasted with the deliberately drab lower class buildings, but it didn't grant any more insights into why Kenji was on Floor or why he had asked Rene to make him tea.

He filled the last hour with getting a sandwich, eating it at the cafe across the library and sketching some more students there. He arrived at the dormitory exactly ten minutes before the agreed-upon time. He had to show the concierge in the lobby his credentials to be allowed inside, but as soon as the man noticed his doctor title he turned polite and helpful. Most upper level personnel at the university were a little strange, so Rene fit into the picture nicely. He arrived at the door to Kenji's fifth floor apartment right on time. Which was good – not being punctual was a floggable offence on Qufu.

Kenji had obviously been waiting for him as he opened the door only seconds after Rene had knocked. After hearing so much about the aloof, dignified nobles of Qufu, it was odd to see him wearing comfortable yoga pants and a sweatshirt with the Lotus Knight crest printed on the front. Nervously running his fingers through his straight black hair, he looked as startled as Rene felt.

“Oh, you came.”

“Yes?” Had he missed some vital clue, some reason why he shouldn't have shown up even though he was invited? Or had Kenji cancelled at the last minute and he hadn't gotten the message? “Shouldn't I have?”

“No. No, of course. I wasn't sure whether you... Never mind, do come in.”

Kenji opened the door wider and stepped to the side. For a student apartment, it was very spacious. A hallway with doors to the left and right led to a large, open space which served as a combined study and living room, including a small kitchen alcove. The entire back of it were floor-to-ceiling windows which offered a surprisingly beautiful view of the History Campus. The furnishings were a mix of the plain but high quality stuff which had come with the apartment and a collection of unique pieces – an obviously fake antique Grebenstein style armchair, an equally obviously genuine antique Nabucco floor vase, an artwork made of coloured glass which took up most of the coffee table, woven rugs which Rene was pretty sure were imported from Gui Lin. It looked like Kenji was trying to cram culture from all over the Empire into his home away from home. And he definitely had money to spend.

The bland sofa which had to have come with the apartment was covered with stacks of books, most of them thick illustrated volumes, which his host seemed to notice only now.

“Oh, I'm sorry. I should have...” He looked around for a place to put them and Rene noticed with amusement that there were no obvious gaps in the bookshelf where they could have gone.

“It's fine. I have way too many books too,” he said, putting on what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

Kenji began a formal bow which he immediately aborted. According to Miles, he had begun his studies this semester so he was on Floor for about two months now. That he fell back into strict Kyothari mannerisms was a hint to how deeply they had to be ingrained. “It's hard to resist when there are so many beautiful volumes available at the library,” Kenji explained somewhat apologetically.

Restraint and austerity were rated very highly on Qufu. so this display of shopping frenzy made him a very strange and fascinating specimen. Asking outright wasn't an option, though.

“So. You said you were interested in Qufu tea?” Rene tried to get to the reason Kenji had asked him to come and to steer the conversation in the right direction.

“Yes,” Kenji nodded, looking embarrassed and hopeful at the same time
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