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PROLOGUE


This book might start with ‹ONCE UPON A TIME›, but fairy tales usually end with a happy ending. The initial situation was so magical. The Kingdoms of Rabenberg and Förden were in close proximity to one another. The two rulers were friends; their heirs promised each other. On the one hand, there was the Crown Prince of Rabenberg, Erik, a blonde 18-year-old from the north. On the other side was the Crown Princess of Förden, Viktoria, who was darkhaired and also 18 years old. Both loved each other, were happy, and wanted to get married at some point. Erik was daring, and Viktoria was good for him. The drama began when Viktoria's 17-year-old brother showed up and brought disorder to an orderly life.




1. TWO ROYAL CHILDREN


Erik was still sound asleep that morning when his servant Sebastian came to wake him. He knocked on Erik's door, but nothing happened. Sebastian's knocking became more energetic, but again, nothing. Sebastian entered Erik's room and found him fast asleep.


In a firm voice, he said, »Your Highness, you must get up! The Queen wishes to see you.«


Still half asleep, Erik murmured from under his covers: »It's okay, Sebastian; I'll be right there.«


Sebastian left. Erik peeked out from under his covers and grimaced; it was too bright. Last night, he drank way too much and got into fights too. He could hardly remember the argument in the discotheque. His mother, the Queen of Rabenberg, certainly wanted to talk to him about it. It did not help. When the Queen called, he too had to line up. Erik got up, dressed quickly, and freshened up for a moment.


The way to his mother's office seemed infinitely far to Erik today. When he got there, he paused and knocked on the door.


Queen Ursula said it barely audibly. »Come in!« She was having another of her bad days. She suffered from an inherited disease that was hushed up in the Kingdom. Even though her children didn't know anything about it, Ursula wanted to protect her in this way.


Erik entered. »Good morning, mother«, he murmured. »You wanted to speak to me?«


The Queen sat at her desk and only looked up when her son entered. She got up and said, »Sit down, son!«


Erik obeyed his mother and sat down on the couch.


Queen Ursula took a seat in one of the royal blue armchairs and continued: »As you know, on Monday your sister will be going to school in Rudberg, like you. I want you to take care of her. Just until she settles in there. For you, it is the last year; then you will marry Viktoria and succeed me to the throne.«


You could tell from Erik's face that he wasn't pleased to babysit his sister.


»Yes, mother, you know I will do that.«


»Exactly, son, I'm not going to lecture you about last night either. You can get ready now. We'll meet the journalists in an hour.«


»Why do journalists come? Do I have to be there?«


Erik noticed how it annoyed his mother to keep answering the same questions.


»Just as they were there with you when you went to Rudberg, they are there now because of Maria. You are the Crown Prince, so I expect you to be on time!«


Tormented, Erik said, »Yes mother, I'll be on time.«


»And put on a smile! It's about your sister, after all.«


»I'll do, mother.«


On the way to his room, Erik wondered how long he had left. He had to get ready and have breakfast immediately. He did not want it. But he didn't know if there would be enough time because he couldn't find his shirt. He looked everywhere, but it was as if little elves had hidden the shirt.


Annoyed with himself, he called out loudly, »Sebastian, where's my shirt?«


He was standing helplessly in his bedroom when Sebastian came.


He recognized the situation immediately. »Your Highness, it was dirty and covered in blood. I'll put out a fresh one for you; go and freshen up.« Sebastian had known his master since he was a 10-year-old boy, and he knew exactly how to take care of him.


Erik left, and Sebastian did what he usually did. He had to carry everything behind him. When Erik was done in the bathroom, he only had 20 minutes left. The pristine white shirt was already on his bed. The journalists and the TV team were probably already in the reception room. Breakfast had to be cancelled now. - Although Erik was hungry.


»Your Highness, I have laid everything down.«


»Thanks, Sebastian, I saw it.« Erik was finally able to get dressed and go straight out. As he walked down the Great Gallery, he pondered what to say. He turned the corner and saw that the royal bodyguards were already standing in front of the reception hall. Erik ran to the front of the hall, and then one of the guards opened the door so he could enter.


The Marshal of the Court announced the arrival of the Crown Prince: »My gentlemen, his Royal Highness, Crown Prince Erik of Rabenberg!«


As Erik walked through the reception room, some journalists wanted to take the opportunity to ask him some questions about him and Viktoria, but Erik didn't answer. On the sofa, he bowed to the Queen and sat down with his parents next to his sister.


The Queen had the first word: »Gentlemen, I suggest that we first answer the questions and then we do the TV interview.«


A reporter on the line said curtly. »You're welcome, Your Highness!«


»Your Highness, Josepha Anderson of the Rabenberger Newspaper, and my question go to Crown Prince Erik. Crown Prince, when will Crown Princess Viktoria be married?«


He looked up, thought for a moment, and then said, somewhat bored: »We're planning to get married next year.« Erik was clearly annoyed by the repeated questions about Viktoria.


»Your Highnesses, Erwin Streich from NCC. My question goes to Princess Maria. Princess, are you looking forward to your new school?«


She answered with enthusiasm: »Yes, of course, everyone in our family went to school there.« Maria grinned as she said this; she was really looking forward to it.


»Your Majesties, Josepha, again from the Rabenberger Tagblatt. My question goes to Her Majesty the Queen. Your Majesty, how do you feel now that your daughter and therefore your youngest child are going to Rudberg?«


»I feel good, and I am proud of all my children.»


»Thank you, Highness!«


Actually, all journalists were through with their questions. But a new, still-young journalist dared to ask something that was actually taboo.


»Your Highness, I'm Patrick Joledei from the Fördener Newspaper. My question is addressed to the Crown Prince. What happened last night, and why did you break another man's nose?«


The Queen looked sharply at the journalist and took the answer for her son. »The police are investigating this matter right now. The crown Prince was merely implicated in this.«


The answer was too shallow for the journalist; he wanted more information. But the Queen raised her hand angrily and told Mr. Joledei to be silent. Joledei handed this over, felt vindicated, and quickly wrote an SMS to his home newspaper. The Queen would not like this report.


After a few more irrelevant questions, the Queen ended the question-and-answer session and dismissed the journalists. The TV crew stayed, and the royal family got a little freshening up. During the break, the Queen chatted with her son. She demanded that he comment on the fight last night.


A few minutes later, the four were back on the sofa, and the TV crew was filming. Erik had to answer most of the questions.


Mrs. Orlando, the editor began, »Your Highness, thank you in advance for your honesty and for your valuable time. Crown Prince Erik, let's make it short: What happened last night? Would you like to describe the matter from your point of view?«


Erik was a bit annoyed, as the Kingdom had known for a long time that he often got into fights. He cleared his throat and, after a moment's thought, said in a firm voice, »I'm completely innocent. The young man thought he had to protect his girlfriend from me. She was drunk and wanted to be kissed by a Prince. Not that I wanted to, but misunderstandings ensued, and I ended up with a broken nose and some blood. I also hereby officially apologize to the young man and to my family.«


»Thank you, Highness, for your honesty. Princess Maria, isn't it strange to suddenly leave home and be without the usual protection? I'd be a bit scared.«


The young Princess had to grin for a moment, then she replied to the editor: »I'm not afraid; I've been given the opportunity and can continue my education. That is more than many other young women are allowed.«


»Well said, Highness, I wish you every success on Rudberg.«


»Thank you, Mrs. Orlando.«


»Your Majesty and Prince Edwin, both of you must be very proud. Three, er… two children from your family go to the prestigious Rudberg.« Mrs. Orlando had made a grave mistake. She just hoped he wouldn't be noticed.


Queen Ursula began. »Of course, we are proud of each of our children.«


The Prince Consort just nodded; he never said much. If he had something to say, there had to be a good reason for it.


In the end, Erik made a promise to his sister: »Maria, I would be very happy if you came to Rudberg. Everyone will welcome you with open arms, and I will always be there for you.«


Maria took her brother's hand and said proudly: »Erik, I'm really looking forward to spending time with you and Viktoria on Rudberg.«


The Queen ended the interview and thanked the editor, Ms. Orlando.


»Your Highness, the full interview will air tomorrow before the main news.«


»I'm curious, goodbye.«


With a curtsey, Mrs. Orlando left and was visibly happy that her mistake hadn't been noticed.


»Erik, Maria, you have been very persuasive. Thank you, and keep your promises!«


The monarch linked her arm with her husband. She wanted some rest. She hasn’t been well for a few days. The court Doctor had promised to check on her. She suffered from an inherited enzyme disorder but refused to take the prescribed medication due to disturbing side effects. This intolerable state led to irrational outbursts and paranoia towards her family and should have been treated urgently, but the court physician was powerless against Her Majesty's refusal and was, of course, bound by confidentiality.


Erik was just glad that this eternal questioning was finally over. He went to eat something. He was starving and didn't want to wait longer. It was the last day of the autumn holidays when he really wanted to bang it out again. His mother, the Queen, reprimanded him for this but always forgave her second son. For today, however, he resolved to be orderly. A violet would not make a good impression on Viktoria. He would see her again tomorrow.


Erik was about to go visit his sister when his cell phone rang.


»Yes, hello, who's speaking?« asked Erik.


It was Prince Vincent, Erik's cousin. He wanted to pick him up in the evening to take him to Rudberg.


»Ah, Vincent, yes, I'll be back at the palace around six o'clock. Yes, I'll come alone. Maria won't come to Rudberg until tomorrow. Good, see you at six thirty then.«


His sister was sitting in the drawing room, reading a book about Rudberg. Erik entered the salon and saw his sister absorbed in the book. Delighted, he exclaimed: »Oh, little sister, you're finding out about Rudberg!«


»Yes, brother, just as you did before me. Will I be welcomed there like you?«


»Why not! You come from the royal family.«


»But I'm just the Princess next to you, and you're the Crown Prince.«


Maria didn't know how much Erik wished he wasn't the crown Prince so that he could finally live out his secret desire.


»I know, little sister, you have a hard time. I'm going to Rudberg in the evening. You're coming tomorrow.«


»Exactly! Will you see me there then?«


»Of course, little sister! All new ones will be received tomorrow. Apparently, some new ones are coming.«


»Then I'm not the only one.«


»I'll go then; see you later.«


»Yes, see you later, and don't drink so much!«


»No, I only drink table water or cola!«


Erik walked down the great processional staircase in front of the palace and waited below. He was picked up by Nicki and Hubert.


The two were close friends of the royal family. With the two of them, he could be who he was.


»So, Erik, where are we going?«


»Maybe go somewhere to eat, Nicki. I'm so hungry again.«


Hubert considered and then said »There's a little restaurant there, and it's newly opened; it must be nice there.«


»Okay, Hubert, let's go to this little restaurant.«


They only had to drive 20 minutes to get there.


»Will you go ahead and see if the press is there?«


»I do!«


Nicki went and checked, but there were only a few guests there today. She waved to the two, noting that no press was present.


»Nice here!« Erik said as he looked around.


»Yes, and I've spoken to the innkeeper; we're not disturbed here.«


The innkeeper came and greeted his prominent guest: »Your Highness, it is an honor to welcome you here.«


»Hello, please call me Erik. I'm whole here today, Private.«


»What can I bring for the gentlemen?«


»A glass of Cola for me, a Hugo for the lady, and a bottle of water for the crown Prince.«


»Come right away; I'll bring the card in a moment.«


»No hurry, we have time!«


»Tell me, Erik, how did Ursula react to your last night?«


»Oh, she didn't say anything; she gave a press conference for that. So, she took revenge on me, and I still have to look after Maria in Rudberg.«


»Well, you were lucky there!«


Erik had to laugh; the last evening had been too funny. Unfortunately, the nice evening had ended with a tangible argument, which Erik had won. What had really happened that evening was, as always, hushed up.


»The drinks are coming!», said Nicki.


The innkeeper brought the drinks and menus.


»I'll be right back! A few guests have recognized you and want to come to you.«


»I'd rather not!« Erik waved him off.


The innkeeper nodded understandingly. »I'll send them away and close for today. Then you won't be disturbed.«


»That's kind of you, and thank you.«


The crown Prince and his companions had a good time and then left because Erik still had to pack.


»Thank you for closing your restaurant, especially for us. I'd like to recommend you.«


»You're welcome, Highness, and thank you for the generous tip.«


The three drove back to the castle. Hubert stopped at a side entrance. Erik wanted to get into his room undisturbed. He's been getting countless WhatsApp messages the whole time. Some were from Viktoria, and a few were from classmates who were happy to finally be able to go to Rudberg again. However, there were also some from someone nobody was allowed to know about.


Erik sneaked into his room and laid down on his bed. At last, he had time to read all the communications. He was happy that someone had written to him. Unfortunately, he wouldn't be able to see him again because he had to go to Rudberg. He wrote back to Viktoria, saying he was looking forward to seeing her tomorrow and that he loved her. He just sent his classmates a few smileys.


Only an hour until Vincent came; Erik still had to pack. Luckily, his school uniforms had already been cleaned at Rudberg. Pack your personal laundry and a few other little things. Besides answering a few messages, the departure was already approaching. Erik had his suitcases brought downstairs, said goodbye to his parents, and told Maria he was looking forward to tomorrow. Already he's got a message from Vincent; he's waiting downstairs.


»I have to go; Vincent is already waiting.«


»Say greetings! Be decent and remember what I told you, my son.«


»I'll do it, mother; I love you.«


Arriving at Vincent's car, he got in and greeted his cousin.


»Hi, Vincent, I'm supposed to say hello from my mother. We can finally go back to Rudberg.«


»Hi Erik, thanks. How are you, cousin? How is love?«


»It's all okay! And I'm great, too.«


»We'll be in Rudberg in two hours.«


During the drive, Erik received a number of messages, and Vincent became curious.


»Are you flirting? You are so radiant!«


»I? No! Just an acquaintance wishing me luck for the exams.« Erik looked tense.


»Okay, I thought so. You're staring at your phone so spellbound.«


»No, everything is fine!«


Vincent didn't know about Erik's secret either, and Erik made every effort to keep it a secret.


In the distance, you could already see the small town of Rudberg.


»We'll be there soon; are you looking forward to it?«


»Naturally! Finally seeing Viktoria and the others again.«


»Yes, the last year will definitely be great, even if we're all separated afterwards.«


»I think so too, but we in the Brotherhood will always be in touch!«


»Some nobles are coming tomorrow. If they are loyal to the royal family, we will accept them into our brotherhood.«


»We can do that, but I don't think there will be many male students.«


»Look! You can already see the lights of the Rudburg. That would be a nice property for me.«


»You can ask my mother to let you do it.«


»Do not think so. The school must pay a fortune in rent.«


Vincent turned into the entrance to the Rudburg and drove up the long, narrow forest path to the castle. There he parked his car, and they both picked up their luggage. There were no servants at the Rudburg; here, the young nobles had to do everything themselves.


Vincent and Erik had their rooms on the same floor. Erik had a larger room. He was the crown Prince, and Vincent was just a Prince.


Finally arrived and was alone in his room! Erik threw his bag and suitcase in the corner, undressed, and got into his bed. He didn't want to be a Prince or Nobleman there. He just wanted to be loved the way he would like to be loved. He watched Grindr profiles on his smartphone for a long time and soon got tired. It was already time to sleep.


------


There were no classes on the first day in Rudberg. Everyone had to get their bearings first. Most of the students didn't arrive until today. The foxes also arrived at Rudberg. Those were the new ones. Erik met Vincent and some classmates at breakfast. At 11:00 am, there will be a grand reception for the new students; one will even receive his sister separately.


»When will your sister get here?«


»At 10:30 a.m.! The journalists are all here. Did they make such a rumble about me too?«


»Naturally! A much bigger one, but with Olaf it was a riot.«


As soon as Vincent mentioned Olaf, he got a dirty look from Erik. The topic of Olaf was also hushed up at the Rudburg.


»Look, Erik, who's coming!« Hubertus pointed in the direction of the door. Viktoria, his fiancee, came rushing.


Erik rolled his eyes. Already, he had to disguise himself. He quickly called out, 'Viktoria, dear. It's nice that you're already here.


»How is your family?«


After a long kiss, she said: »Darling, I finally see you again. Everything is fine at home; my family would like to visit you soon and discuss the wedding.«


From here, Erik's acting skills were in demand. Because this was a subject he didn't necessarily prefer. »Yes, I know, my mother told me. Do you like coffee?«


»Just an espresso! My brother will arrive soon. I need strong nerves.«


»Why your brother?«, asked Erik, puzzled. »I didn't know you had a brother!«


»Yes, I have!«, said Viktoria, biting her nails nervously. Then she went on: »His name is Louis, and he's seventeen years old. Louis lived in England for a long time and went to boarding school there. Now he comes here and wants to graduate.«


»Nice! I'm curious. Then, in addition to two from Rabenberg, there are also two from Förden here.«


Viktoria looked at Erik irritably and said annoyed: »I'll go; I have to prepare something for Louis.«


»I have to go too; my sister will be coming soon.«


»That's right! Of course, I'll be by your side. I'm looking forward to Maria.«


Erik kissed his girlfriend and left. On the way, he wondered why his fiancee hadn't told him about Louis before. What was behind it? He wondered if Louis had a profile on Facebook. He quickly took out his cell phone and typed in the name of Prince Louis of Förden, and lo and behold, he had a profile. The young Prince looked all right—a little tight-lipped, but that'll be fine.


While we were still running, Ms. Sörens, the headmistress, announced: »The choir should please be on the grand staircase in five minutes.«


Maria, Erik thought.


He immediately went to get dressed and then hurried to the grand staircase. The young Princess was already expected there.


A little out of breath, Erik said: »Fortunately, not too late!«


The Headmistress looked at him, shook his hand, and said. »Your Highness, it's good to have you back with us, and now your sister is coming too.«


»Yes, Headmistress Sörens, it's beautiful, and my family is proud of it.«


»Very diplomatic, my young Prince.«


Erik had to laugh. At the same moment, the fanfares sounded. The royal family's limousine pulled into the driveway and approached quickly. Of course, the Crown Princess of Förden wasn't there; where was she? The students and the photographers stood to one side. Everyone cheered for the young Princess. Erik stood at his marker, where the second sedan stopped. One of the bodyguards opened the door and helped the young Princess get out.


Erik winked at her and said. »Don't worry, enjoy!«


The choir began to sing the Rabenberg royal anthem. The photographers snapped wildly. Each of them wanted the best photo. The Princess was nervous and had very cold hands. Headmistress Sörens came and greeted Maria warmly.


Mrs. Sörens curtsied and said happily: »Welcome, Your Highness. It is a great honor for us to welcome you.«


Maria replied, somewhat embarrassed: »Thank you, dear Headmistress.«


Together, they listened to the chorus and the speech that followed in her honor. The press wanted to take a few more photos of Erik and Maria together.


To do this, they had to answer a number of questions. Her bodyguards were always in the vicinity. Ever since the incident, no one in Rabenberg has ever forgotten.


Erik then took his sister to her room in the girls' wing of the school.


»Did you know that Viktoria has a brother?«


»Naturally! Prince Louis: I'm friends with him on Facebook. He lives in England; he's sweet seventeen, and they say he's a bit crazy.«


»Why crazy?« Erik wanted to know.


»I don't know, but why do you ask?«


»He's coming to our school today, too, and he's going to graduate here.«


»Really? I'm going crazy. What a cream cake!«


»Maria, you know Mother doesn't like it when we talk like that.«


»Yes / Yes! Why do you think I wanted to leave there?«


»I can understand you, little sister. Just watch what you say. The press is sneaky!«


Viktoria came from behind and straightened her hair. She wanted to greet Maria.


»Don't tell her what I said about Louis.«


»No, Maria, don't worry. Viktoria, didn't you want to be with me earlier?«


»Maria, how nice that you are here. If you need anything, let me know. I'm sorry, Erik, but I had to do something.«


»I will, Viktoria; I'm glad to be here.«


Viktoria wanted to be nice, so she offered Maria to help her.


»Come! I'll take you to your room and help you put things away.«


»I can go then. See you later, and don't forget your brother!«


»No! He's always late anyway.«


Erik kissed Viktoria and left. Viktoria took one of the suitcases and went to her room with Maria.


Well, I'm curious who this Louis is, thought Erik on the way to the grand staircase.


The young Prince had to arrive soon, and Erik was allowed to greet him together with Viktoria. The fanfare was ready, but Viktoria wasn't there yet.


»Where is the crown Princess?«, the Headmistress wanted to know.


»She wanted to help my sister. When does Prince Louis get here?«


»Already in ten minutes, hopefully that should be enough.«


»Yes, sure! I'll send her a message via WhatsApp.«


He wrote: »Viki, the Headmistress wants you to be here with us within 10 minutes. Erik.«


But Viktoria didn't think about it. She preferred to stay with Maria. What could happen to her? Nothing!




HANDSHAKE
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2. A HANDSHAKE THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING


Erik still hoped that Viktoria would show up on time. Otherwise, he would have to greet Louis alone. The 10 minutes passed quickly. The car with Prince Louis turned in; Viktoria was not there. It didn't help that: Erik had to greet the Prince alone. He ran to his position and awaited the Kingdom of Förden's limousine. She stopped right in front of the Crown Prince, and the passenger opened the back door so Louis could get out.


Erik found himself blushing and getting a hot head when he saw Louis. His sister wasn't wrong about the cream cake. But he cleared his throat and covered his nervousness.


»Welcome to Rudberg Castle. I'm Erik of Rabenberg, your sister Viktoria's fiancee.«


»Hi, Crown Prince, yes, I know you.« Louis offered his hand to Erik, who took it. Erik's hand got damp and cold when Louis grinned at him. What was Louis thinking? The photographers took countless photos of the two. Erik thoroughly enjoyed the show; Viktoria was unlucky, and the Prince made it easy for him from the start.


»Hey, Crown Prince, you have a lot of bodyguards.«


Erik had to grin. He casually said to Louis, »I didn't realize Viktoria had a brother!«


»I can understand that Viki doesn't say anything about me! I brought only mischief to our family. But we had seen each other once when we were children!«


»Oh? I do not think so! I don't remember.«


Erik felt a connection to Louis; he liked him very much. The press was crazy about the young Prince of Förden because they hadn't been able to report anything about him for a long time.


»But Viki is unlucky that she doesn't come with us on the photos.«


»She'd throw the photos away anyway. She hates me, and I hate her. Still, for a sensation, she would even take a picture with me.«


One of the reporters was curious and cheekily asked Prince Louis, »Your Highness, why isn't your sister the Crown Princess here? She is at Burg Rudberg, but not with you.«


Louis said succinctly: »Ask my sister. Surely she has something more important to do.« Louis knew only too well that this statement would be in the newspaper tomorrow. But he didn't care.


The reporter asked no more. He had what he wanted and would exploit it shamelessly.


Louis endured the photos but stopped answering questions. Erik was always by his side, and Louis liked it.


Erik decided without further ado that Louis should not live with the new people as planned. »You will not live with the foxes. A Prince like you has no business there.«


»Where then? With you?«, he demanded cheekily. Was this already the first signal between them?


Erik's face reddened again, and he said it quickly. »No! I have my own room.«


Louis had to laugh; he liked seeing Erik's face blush. »Of course, as Crown Prince of Rabenberg.«


»I'd be happy to show you to your room, and tomorrow we'll have a little party at our mansion.«


»What, with you? So far away!« Louis was confused; it was a welcome party for him so far from boarding school.


»No! We have a hiding place where only the high nobility is allowed to go. That's where the party is; we call it the 'mansion'.«


»Excellent! Party sounds cool.«


Erik and Louis arrived on the first floor, where Louis' room was. It was right above his. Was that what Erik wanted?


»So, here's your room! Walk in!«


Louis shook Erik's hand and then said. »See you later, thank you.«


Erik didn't want to let go of this hand, but he had to be careful. Yes, he was enjoying it, but after a little while, Louis said jokingly, »You can let go of my hand now.«


Both started laughing. Viktoria just came around the corner and saw the two laughing in the room. What displeased her greatly was that she knew that her wayward brother loved his own sex more than the female.


»There you are, brother!« She said it, exasperated and almost disgusted.


»Aha, the future Queen is coming too. Well, sister, wasn't it worth it to you that you received me? Like your fiancé did?«


»Of course, Louis! Please forgive me; I couldn't do it.«


Erik felt that he was just out of place. »Ok, I have to prepare something for class. See you later, both of you.«


Erik left without kissing Viktoria, which he always did. Now the tone changed between the two Förden offspring.


»Your hair is disheveled. Were you in the hay? You must have someone else besides Erik.«


»Don't fool around here, Louis; there's nothing.« Quickly, she straightened her hair, which usually sat perfectly.


»The photographers actually wanted to take photos with the two of us and not with Erik and me. Now it will be said that Prince Louis was received by the Crown Prince of Rabenberg instead of his sister, the Crown Princess of Förden.«


Viktoria's face burned with hate. »Not that they write that the Prince of Förden is hitting on the Crown Prince of Rabenberg. Why did our mom and dad let you graduate here? You were so well looked in England. Go back!«


»Not that I'm really hitting on your Erik anymore! Then you would surely lose.«


»You're a troll!« Viktoria yelled at her brother.


With a »Fuck off, sis!«, he slammed his door, and Viktoria angrily went back to her room to call her father. The stable boy was still lying in bed there, waiting for everyone to eat. As she entered the room, she yelled at him to get out. The stable boy left. He knew only too well what Viktoria could be like. Recently, she hit him in the face with her riding crop. When he was gone, she called her father.


»Father! How could you and mother allow Louis to come here to Rudberg? We can't be together; we hate each other. Yes, father, I understand. I will—yes, I'll get in touch.«


Viktoria was still unnerved, but she had to accept it. Her father, the King of Förden, demanded it of her and even promised to speak to Louis.


------


Erik was already looking forward to the party. He had already announced Louis' coming to Vincent. Vincent would accept him into the Brotherhood if he swore eternal allegiance to the royal family.


Louis was lying on his bed thinking about England when he received a friend request on Facebook. Erik had sent them to him. Louis was amazed. Apparently, Erik liked him. He immediately confirmed the request and wrote him a few words. It was a quote from Hermann Hesse:


"To be able to fall asleep when one is tired and to let go of a burden one has carried for a long time is a precious, wonderful thing."


Erik didn't understand what Louis meant by that. He decided to ask for his cell phone number. Already in the second message, he got it. He immediately saved it on his cell phone and wrote to him via WhatsApp. They texted back and forth for a long time, and both were the happiest boys in the universe at that moment.


Erik: »Hi, it's better via WhatsApp!« — Louis: »Hi, yes! It's nice that we write together. I'm very happy right now!« — Erik: »Why? I'm happy too; it's so nice to write to you.« — Louis: »You're very nice. Viki didn't deserve you.« — Erik: »Yes, I often think that too. (Smile)« — Louis: »Cool!«


At some point, Erik wrote a final note to Louis, asking him what this quote from Hesse meant: »What does this quote from Hesse actually mean?«


Louis: »You'll find out soon, I'm sure. I still have to unpack. Lunch is coming soon.« - Erik: »I see! I like it; it says a lot.«


Erik wrote no more. He didn't understand. But he would ask Louis personally about it.


Louis started to unpack his things. He had three whole suitcases. But he was used to packing and unpacking suitcases. Erik, on the other hand, was annoyed; usually Sebastian did it, not him. Luckily, he only had two suitcases; he had almost cleared one already.


It was 12 oclock, and the bells rang for noon. Erik considered picking up Louis. But he decided against it and went alone into the dining room. He looked around at what was for lunch and grabbed meatballs, gravy, and rice. If you liked it, you got salad and dessert. Overall, the food was always very good, Erik thought. He saw his sister, waved at her, and she waved back at him. She was sitting with a couple of girls who were also new to the school. He didn't see Louis. Where do you think he was? Erik sat down at the table with Vincent, Karl, Hubertus, Thorben, and Leopold. They were all 'his' brothers from the brotherhood in which he was the leader as Crown Prince.


As he sat, he saw Louis enter the room. Erik's heart began to pound violently and almost slipped into his pants. The girls giggled. Louis looked really good. He got something to eat and looked for an empty seat. Since there was a vacancy at Erik's, he waved at Louis. Louis saw him, grinned, and walked over to him.


»Sit down! There's still room here«, Erik asked Louis when he got to his table.


»Thanks, nice of you.«


Vincent was less pleased. Actually, no foxes were allowed to sit at this table. But since Erik expressly wanted it, he couldn't say anything against it. Or had Viktoria already sprayed poison on Louis?


»Guys, may I introduce Louis to you? He is the brother of Viktoria of Förden. Louis, these are Vincent de Bourgogne, Karl of Stainegg, Hubertus of Blänkern-Bergen, Leopold of Saargard, and finally Thorben of Istrien.«


Everyone nodded in satisfaction, and Louis seemed happy. Apparently, he now belonged to a fraternity made up of noble lads.


»Are you settled in?« Vincent asked him.


»Yes! It's not so bad here.«


»Is there a reason?« Vincent asked.


»Yes!« He grins at Erik, and Erik grins at him.


Waking up from his reverie, Erik quickly asked Louis, »Are you looking forward to tonight's party?«


»I'm sure it'll be interesting. There was nothing like that in England.«


»The English are just too stiff.«


»Some of it, Erik, but not all. Are those two outside the door there for you?«


»You mean my bodyguards? Yes, but it's already normal for me.« Erik got a message; he looked at his mobile phone and read it.


»Shall we get some air after dinner?« Louis asked. But Erik did not react as hoped.


»Unfortunately, that's not possible!«, he said while reading the message. »I need to speak to Viktoria. She's a bit difficult at the moment.«


»She's always been difficult and annoying!« Louis laughed.


Erik had to laugh too. Once again, they were of the same mind.


»You're going to be a great brother-in-law and King.«


»Why King?« Louis asked him, puzzled.


»Well, if Viktoria and I get married, she will live with me here in Rabenberg, and then Förden will need a King.«


»Sounds great! When are you getting married?«


Erik started laughing out loud; one looked across. Vincent got curious and wanted to know who was laughing, but Erik didn't tell him why he and Louis were laughing. Vincent didn't like that because he wasn't used to such a reaction from Erik.


After the meal, Erik went to meet Viktoria. He met her down by the lake – the bodyguards always in the background. Viktoria felt uncomfortable. Erik followed up: »Darling, what's wrong with you? Before the holidays, you were happy and laughing. But now you're serious and dumb!«


»I know. It's up to Louis. We can't get along. Father doesn't want to send him back, and I'll go mad if he stays here.«


»Why? He's nice and easy to talk to. I already like him.«


Viktoria's gaze became even more icy when Erik said this to her. »Anyone who doesn't know him always thinks of him that way.« She tapped Erik on the chest and continued: »I know him, and I know that he doesn't begrudge me the throne.«


»But if we marry, you must renounce the throne of Förden, and he will become King.«


»Yes, I know, but he wouldn't have to make it any more difficult for me.«


Erik stroked Viktoria's cheek while saying. »Maybe he doesn't want it, dear.«


Viktoria hugged Erik and gave him a kiss. »Let's go back; I have something to prepare for tomorrow.«


»It's fine, dear.« Erik took Viktoria's hand, and they walked back to the castle together. Viktoria kept looking lovingly into Erik's eyes. She loved his steel blue eyes—a Nordic man.


Later, when Erik was lying on his bed in his room and daydreaming, he received a message from Louis. Louis wanted to know if he would pick him up later. Erik wrote back that he would pick him up around 8:00 p.m. Louis was looking forward to it because he had a lot planned.


Erik was just unpacking his bags when his cell phone rang. It was his mother, the Queen. She wanted to know if he had welcomed his sister well. Erik told her everything was fine; she was included in the group of other students. This reassured his mother, and he was able to continue. He was already looking forward to the evening— finally talking to his brothers about everything again, and nothing would get out. They would play something, mostly dice, and they would also drink. He was especially looking forward to seeing Louis. He would be accepted into the brotherhood today. Erik wrote briefly to Vincent, but he didn't have time. His girlfriend, Christina, was with him, and they wanted to catch up on what they had missed. Of course, Erik didn't want to disturb them. Instead, he asked Louis if he still wanted to go out. It was such fine weather; he could show him the area. Louis, of course, had time.


Erik: »Meet me at the grand staircase in five minutes?« — Louis: »Yes, of course!«


You find out how long five minutes can be when you have to wait on the stairs, like Erik did. The bodyguards always stayed in the background, somehow invisible. When the young Prince came, they had no reason to intervene. Erik greeted him, and they both walked towards the stables together. Erik knew that Louis liked to ride horses, so it made sense to show him the horses first.


As he walked, Erik said to Louis, »I'm glad you had the time.«


»For you always, Crown Prince!«


The two hit it off right away; something magical arose between them.


»Look! These are the stables. Many students have their horses here and also take part in competitions.«


»Who has to clean this up?« Louis asked.


»Stable boys or the students if they screwed up.«


»Sounds tempting.«


»Would you like to muck out the stables?«


Laughing, Louis said. »Who knows!« He punched Erik in the shoulder. They continued towards the outbuildings.


Erik continued: »The fencing school, the boxing club, and the rowing club are housed here.«


»What are you doing? Which sports do you like?«


»I row and fence! If you like, we still have places available.«


»I'm considering it, but I'm more the rider.«


»Like your father! He's also won so many prizes.«


»Yes, yes, but I haven't received many trophies yet. My father is more like Viktoria there.«


»What else would you like to see?«


»The rowboats!«


»Good! Come with me!«


All the rowing boats were in the boathouse. Louis wanted to know how such a boat worked.


»To begin with, you have to learn how to row. It works like this.«


Erik faced Louis and showed him how. But Louis just watched in disbelief.


»Come! Stand behind me and clasp my arms.«


Louis didn't need to be told twice. As he stood behind Erik and clasped his arms, he noticed this strange warmth coursing through him. He stood very close to him, and Erik could feel Louis' breath on the back of his neck. He did the rowing exercises with him, and slowly the young prince learned to row. Louis put his head very close to Erik's neck. He could smell his seductively scented perfume. Erik noticed and took a step forward.


»I'm sorry!« Louis said quickly, taking a step back as well. »I didn't want to get too close to you; I just smelled your perfume. It smells like 'Phantom' by Paco Rabanne.«


»It's okay; nothing happened, Louis. Let's go on.«


»So, is it 'Phantom'?«


»Yes!«


»I love this scent.«


Erik didn't say anything about it. Of course, Erik didn't mind at all; he really enjoyed it. Louis was unsure, but he didn't show it. At the end of the tour, they were back at the grand staircase, and Erik said goodbye to Louis. When Erik was in his room, he inevitably had to think about the rowing situation. It made him nervous, and...yes, it made him tingle. He knew of his inclination, but did it have to be Viktoria's brother?


Just as he had regained his composure, he received a message from Louis: »Sorry about earlier! It was wrong, and it was not my intention to embarrass you.«


Erik didn't answer; he had to think first. He went into the shower because that was the best place for him to think. What a tricky situation! He actually had a head-over-heels crush on Louis. Just what would become of Viktoria? She would take revenge on them. No, he couldn't do that to Louis.


After showering, he unpacked the rest of his laundry and then went to dinner. The evening meal was always cold, but there was a buffet. He took a plate and got tomatoes and peppers, as well as some sausage. The bread was always fresh, baked, and sold in the in-house bakery. On the way to his seat, he saw that Louis was in a different seat. He pretended not to notice him and went straight to his seat. But Viktoria saw the strange behavior between the two and suspected something terrible.


Erik poured himself some tea and ate his meal. Vincent sat next to him and asked what he had. But Erik just said to leave him alone. Vincent was irritated again. He really wasn't used to something like that from Erik.


»Vincent, have you prepared everything? I want Louis to get the full program!«


»Really the full?«


»Yes, I told you so!« Erik said it irritably.


»Okay, I'll get everything ready.« Vincent got up and left the room. Erik continued eating. He saw that Louis was looking over at him the whole time. When Louis had had enough, he texted Erik: »Have you got anything? I apologized, and nothing happened.«


Erik read the message and replied: »Everything is fine. I look forward to seeing you later. Come see me at 7:55 p.m.«


Louis seemed satisfied with the answer. Little did he know that this was the beginning of Erik's program. Vincent, Karl, and Hubertus got the costumes and the masks. Then they waited until the time came.
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