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The first thing I notice about America is how loud it is.

Car horns, chatter, laughter—life without ceremony. In Ellmere, even the air feels polite. Here, it’s reckless, unapologetic, and I think... I might like it.

Back home, I live in a palace where silence means reverence. Here, silence feels suspicious, like something’s gone wrong. I step out of the taxi, suitcase in hand, and a gust of city wind nearly steals my cap. Someone on a skateboard zips past, shouting an apology that sounds more like a laugh. I watch him disappear down the street and think, so this is freedom.

The university housing office smells like coffee and detergent—chaotic, human. The woman behind the counter looks at my paperwork and says, “Luke, right? Welcome to Boston.” Just Luke. Not Your Highness. Not Prince Lukas of Ellmere.

It’s strange hearing my name without the weight of a title attached.

I like it.

When I open the door to my dorm room, the first thing I see is a girl sitting cross-legged on one of the beds, scrolling on her phone. She looks up, offering me a polite smile. The second thing I see—or more accurately, the thing that completely derails my sense of composure—is the guy on the floor.

He’s kneeling over a mess of wires and tools, trying to fix a lamp that looks like it’s lost the will to live. His hair is an effortless disaster; the kind people pay stylists to recreate. His T-shirt clings to his back, shoulders broad, skin tan from actual sunlight instead of yacht vacations.

He looks up at me, pushing his glasses up his nose, and grins.

“Hey, man. You must be Luke. I’m Noah.”

I blink. I’m fairly sure he’s still talking, but for a moment, my brain forgets how English works.

He stands, wiping his hands on his jeans before reaching out to shake mine. His grip is firm, warm, unpretentious. It’s such a normal thing, but it throws me completely off balance. No one back home ever looks me in the eye like this. No one shakes my hand like an equal.

“Uh, yeah,” I manage. “Luke.”

“Cool. And this is my girlfriend, Tessa.” He gestures to the girl on the bed, who waves at me with a small smile.

“Hi,” she says.

“Nice to meet you,” I reply automatically, setting my suitcase down by the desk that will apparently be mine.

She leans into him, resting her head on his shoulder as he sits beside her. They laugh quietly over something on her phone, the easy intimacy of it filling the space like music. I look away quickly, pretending to check my email, though my phone’s still in airplane mode.

It’s not jealousy. Not really. I’ve just... never felt that kind of ease with anyone. My relationships have always been chosen for me—approved, arranged, diplomatic. Smiles for the cameras. Hugs that feel like handshakes.

And yet, there’s something about the way Noah touches her hand, casual and unthinking, that stirs something unfamiliar in me.

I shake it off. I’m straight. Of course I’m straight. There’s a fiancée waiting for me in Ellmere—a noblewoman named Celia, perfectly kind, perfectly dull, perfectly chosen by my parents to one day sit beside me on the throne. That’s how it’s always been.

But as Noah laughs, his voice deep and bright, I catch myself studying him—the slope of his jaw, the way his eyes crinkle at the corners, the way he seems utterly unguarded. I’ve never met anyone like him.

It’s nothing. Just surprise, maybe admiration. That’s all.

Still, when he turns to me and says, “You hungry? We were about to grab food—wanna come?”

I nod before I can stop myself.

I don’t even know what I’m saying yes to—pizza, probably—but I know it’s something more.

Something beginning.

Noah grabs his wallet from the desk. “There’s this place across the street—best pizza you’ll ever have in your life. Greasy, cheap, perfect for new-student poverty.”

Tessa laughs and stands, smoothing her hair. “Actually, babe, I told Cassie I’d meet her and the girls for lunch.” She kisses him quickly on the cheek, the kind of familiar kiss that shouldn’t register for me at all—but somehow does. “Rain check?”

“Yeah, no worries.” He smiles at her, easy, genuine.

She turns to me with a friendly wave. “Nice to meet you, Luke. Good luck surviving the first-week chaos.”

“Thanks,” I say, but she’s already halfway out the door, her perfume lingering in the air for a moment before fading entirely.

And suddenly it’s just the two of us.

Noah shrugs into a light jacket, slinging his keys around his finger. “So, pizza?”

“Sure,” I reply, following him out. My voice sounds steadier than I feel.

The hallway smells like a mix of popcorn and detergent—comforting, lived-in. We fall into step together, and for the first time in a long time, no one rushes ahead of me, no one waits for permission. We’re just two students heading to lunch.

Outside, the campus hums with late-summer life. Someone’s playing guitar near the quad; a frisbee arcs lazily through the air. The sunlight hits Noah’s hair, turning it gold at the edges. I’m not sure why I notice that.

He talks as we walk, his voice warm and animated. “Where’s Ellmere again? I tried looking it up after I saw your name on the roommate list. Thought it sounded... medieval.”

“Between Austria and Switzerland,” I say carefully. “Very small. Hardly anyone’s heard of it.”

“Cool. You’ve got that... accent that makes everything sound classy. Must drive people crazy.”

I laugh. “It mostly confuses them.”

He grins. “Well, I’ll take confused over boring any day.”

The pizza place is crowded but welcoming—linoleum floors, old movie posters, the smell of oregano and melted cheese. We find a table by the window. I’ve eaten at banquets with crystal glasses and gold-rimmed plates, but somehow this place feels more real than any of it.

“So, what’s your deal, Luke of Ellmere?” Noah says, sliding a plate toward me. “Why Boston?”

I stall for a second, inventing a version of my life that fits the room. “My parents thought it would be good for me. Experience the world. Learn independence.”

“Classic parent line.” He bites into a slice, cheese stretching between his fingers. “Mine said the same thing when they dropped me off freshman year—except the independence part just meant I had to do my own laundry.”

I smile. “I’m learning that lesson too.”

He looks at me for a long moment, then laughs. “You don’t strike me as the type who’s ever washed a sock in his life.”

“Maybe not,” I admit. “But I’m adaptable.”

“Adaptable, huh? We’ll see.” He leans back, folding his arms behind his head. “So what do you study?”

“Political science,” I say automatically—technically true, though it sounds less like an academic choice and more like a birthright.

“Figures.” He nods approvingly. “You’ve got that world-leader vibe. Confident. Polite. A little mysterious.”

My throat goes dry. “Mysterious?”

He laughs. “Yeah. Like there’s a whole story under the surface you’re not telling anyone.”

He’s not wrong, and the thought unsettles me. I take another bite of pizza just to avoid answering.

We talk about classes, the weather, the absurd price of textbooks. He makes everything sound effortless. When I mention I’ve never had American pizza before, he looks at me like I’ve confessed a crime.

“Okay, that’s tragic. You’ve been missing out your entire life.”

“It’s... surprisingly good,” I admit after another bite.

“‘Surprisingly good’? Dude, this is sacred.” He laughs again, and the sound lodges somewhere deep in my chest.

I shouldn’t notice how his lips curve when he smiles. Or how his forearms rest casually on the table, the light catching the veins beneath his skin. I shouldn’t, but I do.

Back home, attraction was a simple, rehearsed thing—dates with noblewomen, rehearsed charm, compliments traded like currency. But this—this is confusing. Immediate. Unplanned.

He catches me looking once, and I glance away, pretending to study the menu. My face warms, and I’m grateful for the noise around us.

When we finish eating, he wipes his hands on a napkin and grins. “All right, Luke-from-Ellmere. You survived your first American meal. Not bad for your first day.”

I smile back, hoping he can’t see through me. “Not bad at all.”

As we head back toward the dorms, I catch our reflection in a storefront window—two ordinary guys walking side by side. No royal guards. No cameras. No expectations. Just Noah, with his easy laugh, and me, pretending I don’t notice the way my heart skips every time he smiles.

***
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It turns out college life is less like the movies and more like organized chaos. Every hallway smells faintly of microwaved noodles and ambition. Doors slam at all hours. Someone’s always playing guitar badly. It’s strange, exhausting—and for the first time in my life, I don’t mind any of it.

Noah and I fall into an easy rhythm, or at least he does. He wakes up late, always rushing, hair sticking up in ten directions, muttering something about “studio deadlines” as he grabs his backpack. I’m used to schedules mapped by assistants, every minute accounted for. Here, time is fluid. Messy. Human.

He drags me everywhere. “You’ve gotta see the commons,” “We’re getting burritos tonight,” “My friend’s band is playing—it’s terrible, you’ll love it.” I let him. It’s easier than explaining that I’ve spent my entire life surrounded by guards who’d rather die than let me cross a street alone.

Every time he introduces me, I tense, waiting for someone to recognize my face from the occasional tabloid photo. But no one does. I’m just Luke, the exchange student from a place that sounds made up.

It should feel lonely, but it doesn’t.

One evening, we’re sprawled on the dorm floor, papers and textbooks scattered like debris after an academic explosion. He’s sketching for his architecture class, lines quick and confident. I’m pretending to read, but really, I’m watching the way he moves—the concentration in his brow, the way he taps his pencil against his lip when he’s thinking.

I’ve never looked at a man like this before. I’ve noticed, sure—handsome actors, athletes—but never like this. Never with that flicker of curiosity I can’t quite smother.

“So,” he says, breaking my thoughts. “Ellmere. What’s it like? Besides being small and hard to spell.”

I smile. “Quiet. Very old. There’s a lot of... history.”

“Yeah? Like castles and stuff?”

I nod. “Something like that.”

“Man, that’s wild. My family’s history is a Walmart receipt from 2008.” He laughs.

I grin, though my chest tightens. If you only knew.

Later that night, while he’s asleep, I sit on my bed scrolling through photos of home—stone halls, marble corridors, a childhood defined by rules and posture. My mother’s voice echoes in my head: You are not an ordinary boy, Lukas. You cannot afford to be ordinary.

I glance at Noah, half-buried under his blanket, mouth slightly open, snoring softly. He looks ordinary in the best way possible. Free.

The next morning, I wake to the smell of burnt toast.

“Breakfast of champions,” he says proudly, handing me a plate.

“It’s... smoky.”

“Adds flavor.” He grins. “So, what’s the deal back home? You got someone waiting for you?”

The question hits harder than I expect. “Sort of.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Sort of?”

“There’s an arrangement. Between families.”

He whistles. “Wow. That sounds... medieval.”

I shrug, forcing a laugh. “It’s complicated.”

“Complicated” is an understatement. Back home, Celia and I are the future of Ellmere. Two families joined for stability, tradition, optics. I don’t dislike her—she’s kind, graceful—but when I imagine our wedding, my heart feels like a locked door.

Noah leans against the counter, sipping his coffee. “I don’t know, man. I couldn’t do it. Marry someone just because it’s expected.”

“Maybe you’d think differently if the whole country depended on it,” I say before I can stop myself.

He gives me a look. “That’s... oddly specific.”

I freeze. “Just hypothetical,” I add quickly.

He laughs. “Right. Sure. Because you definitely sound like a guy running a small nation.”

I laugh too, though it feels brittle. “You caught me. Secret prince.”

“Yeah, okay, Your Majesty.” He nudges my shoulder.

It’s a joke, but it lingers longer than it should.

That night, when I lie awake, I think about how easily he touches me—how he doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t calculate. I wonder what it would be like to be that unguarded.

To touch him back.

I roll onto my side, staring at the faint glow of the streetlight through the blinds. I tell myself it’s just confusion, a side effect of freedom. But when I finally drift off, I dream of laughter in the rain, and someone calling my name not as a title—just as a person.

***
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By mid-October, the air in Boston turns sharp enough to sting my cheeks. Back home, autumn is a painting—ceremonial, curated for festivals and parades. Here, it’s messy and alive. Leaves pile against the curbs. Students walk to class wrapped in hoodies that smell like rain. For the first time in years, I’m not being watched by anyone. At least, not by anyone who knows what I really am.

Noah and I have slipped into a rhythm that feels dangerously natural. He talks, I listen. I talk, he laughs. We live like brothers, except I’ve never once thought about a brother the way I sometimes think about him.

Most nights he’s sprawled on the couch, sketchbook open on his knees, headphones crooked over one ear. He hums without realizing it, and I find myself memorizing the tune just so I can hear it later in my head. I tell myself it’s friendship. Curiosity. Nothing more.

One Friday, we end up at a campus party—fluorescent lights, cheap beer, and music that rattles my ribs. It’s the kind of chaos that would make the Ellmere press faint. Noah drags me through the crowd, shouting introductions I barely hear. Everyone likes him instantly; he’s that kind of person. Easy. Warm. Real.

Halfway through the night, I lose him in the crowd. When I finally spot him, he’s laughing with a girl near the makeshift bar, head tilted, eyes bright. Something ugly stirs in me—something I don’t recognize. Jealousy isn’t supposed to exist for someone like me. I’ve had everything, owned everything, but right now I’d give it all away just to be the one making him laugh like that.

He notices me watching and waves me over. “Luke! You good?”

“Fine,” I lie. My voice sounds off, too clipped.

The girl smiles. “He’s got that accent. Where are you from again?”

“Ellmere,” I say.

“Never heard of it,” she replies cheerfully, turning back to Noah. “You should come dancing with us later.”

He shrugs, glancing at me. “Maybe.”

We leave a little after midnight. The cold feels good against my flushed skin. As we walk, our shoulders brush. Once, twice. Neither of us moves away.

Back in the dorm, he kicks off his shoes and collapses onto his bed. “Man, I’m beat.”
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