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Prologue
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The moon hung low over the kingdom of Liora, silver light spilling across the cobblestones and gilded balconies. In the stillness of night, the palace stood like a sleeping giant, its towers reaching toward the stars, the flag of the royal family fluttering softly in the breeze. Inside, only a few candles flickered, casting shadows that danced like silent witnesses to the palace’s secrets.

Princess Rapunzel walked alone along the gallery, her fingers trailing along the carved railing, her thoughts heavier than the crown that would soon weigh on her head. Brave she had always been, kind she always tried to be, but tonight, uncertainty hummed in the air like the low strings of a restless lute. A queen was more than a figurehead, more than a smile and a wave. A queen needed allies, strategy, and sometimes, a blade at her side.

A sudden movement caught her attention. He was already there. Flynn Rider, her assigned bodyguard, leaned against the doorway of the gallery with an ease that did not match the tension in his eyes. Tall, broad, his dark hair catching the candlelight, Flynn was calm and alert at once, a man who seemed carved from the shadows themselves. He had the presence of someone used to command and danger, someone who would not bend for anyone—not even a princess.

“You shouldn’t be walking alone, Your Highness,” Flynn said, voice quiet, measured, like the careful strike of a sword.

Rapunzel lifted her chin, unafraid. “I can walk where I please. It is my palace, after all.”

Flynn’s eyes flickered toward her, a shadow of something unsaid behind his calm exterior. “Even queens can stumble in their own halls.”

Her lips curved in a half-smile. “And yet, here I am, upright and unhurt.”

He stepped closer, the air between them charged but controlled, like two blades brushing without striking. “Until someone decides otherwise,” he murmured.

Rapunzel’s gaze drifted past him, toward the distant balcony. There, beyond the safety of the palace walls, a figure watched. Lord Malric. His eyes were sharp, too intense, lingering where they should not have. The nobleman’s admiration was no mere courtesy; it was possessive, dangerous in the quiet, subtle way of men who thought beauty alone could demand obedience.

Flynn’s hand twitched near the hilt of his sword. He did not move, not yet—but every muscle was ready, poised to act. Rapunzel sensed the tension as acutely as he did.

“He’s been watching,” she said softly.

“Always,” Flynn replied. His voice was low, almost a growl. “Always thinking he can take what isn’t his.”

Rapunzel’s eyes met his. In the flickering candlelight, she saw more than caution. She saw loyalty, and something deeper—an unspoken promise that he would not let her fall. Even if she could not yet understand why.

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of the gardens below, of roses and stone and the faint tang of danger. Rapunzel’s heart fluttered—not from fear, but from the awareness that her life, her crown, and perhaps her heart were no longer entirely her own. Not while Flynn Rider moved like a shadow beside her, and not while Malric lingered like a storm on the horizon.

For the first time, she understood what the court whispers never said aloud: that a princess’s strength was not in her crown, but in the courage to stand beside the one who would protect her.

And she would need that courage.

The night stretched on, silent except for the soft footsteps of the bodyguard who had already claimed his place at her side. Outside, the moon cast silver over the kingdom, over secrets yet to unfold, over a love that was slow, dangerous, and inevitable.
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The bells of Liora’s grand cathedral rang across the city as the morning sun gilded the rooftops with a golden glow. From her chamber window, Princess Rapunzel could see the streets thronged with people, cheering and waving, eager for the coronation of the young princess who had been groomed her whole life to wear the crown. Today, the entire kingdom would witness her ascend—not merely as royalty, but as a beacon of hope.

Rapunzel stood before the mirror in her chamber, fingers tracing the delicate embroidery of her ceremonial gown. The fabric shimmered like spun light, reflecting her excitement and the flutter of nerves beneath it. Her hair, long and golden as the morning sun, cascaded down her back in carefully woven braids, adorned with silver ribbons. She tugged slightly at the sash around her waist, as if adjusting not just her dress but the weight of responsibility she was about to claim.

A soft knock came at the door.

“Enter,” she called.

Flynn Rider stepped into the room, posture precise, eyes scanning her with a sharp attentiveness that made her chest tighten in an unfamiliar way. He was imposing yet controlled, a quiet storm in a sea of ceremonial chaos. His dark hair was slightly mussed from riding in the dawn, and his uniform was crisp, the insignia of his office gleaming. He carried himself like a man who had faced more danger in a week than most would in a lifetime—and yet here he was, standing in her room, his gaze unwavering.

“Your Highness,” he said, voice low, measured, as if every word cost him restraint. “It is time.”

Rapunzel turned, giving him a faint smile. “I am ready. Are you?”

Flynn’s eyes flicked toward her, a shadow of something unspoken lurking there. “I am always ready,” he replied. His tone was polite, yet beneath it lay the weight of an oath—a promise that he would stand between her and anything that threatened her.

The tension between them was almost tangible, the quiet charge of a spark that could ignite if they drew too close. Rapunzel felt it in the pit of her stomach, a mix of curiosity and something deeper, something she was only beginning to recognize.

The cathedral doors opened, and a hush fell over the assembly as the princess entered. Courtiers bowed, nobles smiled with calculated politeness, and the crowd outside erupted into cheers that carried to the very rafters. Among them, hidden in plain sight, Malric watched.

His eyes lingered on Rapunzel with an intensity that made her stomach twist. There was admiration there, yes, but it was possessive, almost predatory. He did not see the crown as a symbol of duty; he saw only her, and he believed it could belong to him. Every subtle gesture, every careful word from him was calculated to entice, to manipulate. Flynn noticed it immediately.

His hand rested near the hilt of his sword, though no one could see it. He did not move, did not speak, but the tension radiating from him was unmistakable. Rapunzel, standing in her full glory, felt the unspoken shield he offered—and the unspoken warning that she could trust no one but him to guard her.

The ceremony began. Candles flickered, and the choir’s voices lifted, soft and reverent. Rapunzel followed the steps she had practiced countless times, curtsies measured, smiles polite. Every motion required composure, but her mind wandered to the man who shadowed her from just behind. He was always near, never imposing, never touching, yet always present. He was a guardian she could not ignore, a presence that made her heart pound in ways she would not admit even to herself.

At the front, the high priest spoke words of coronation and duty. The crown, heavy and golden, gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows. As it was lifted toward her head, Malric’s eyes never wavered, and Flynn’s dark gaze followed every motion, every subtle threat in the room.

When the crown was finally placed on her head, Rapunzel felt its weight—not just of metal, but of expectation, of responsibility. She glanced at Flynn, and for a brief moment, their eyes locked. His expression softened, the faintest exhale of relief escaping him. He would protect her, she realized, not because of duty alone, but because something within him had already claimed her as his own—though neither dared speak it aloud.

The ceremony concluded, and the princess was led through the castle corridors to meet her people. The crowd outside cheered, waving banners and flowers. Rapunzel lifted her chin, showing grace, showing kindness, yet feeling the fierce thrill of independence she had never experienced fully before. And through it all, Flynn stayed near, shadowing her movements with vigilant care.

At the edge of the crowd, Malric stepped closer, pretending to be polite as he commented on her beauty, the brightness of her hair, the radiance of her smile. “Princess,” he said, voice smooth, honeyed. “The kingdom is fortunate to have such light among its rulers. Surely such beauty should not be wasted behind walls of duty.”

Rapunzel’s gaze narrowed subtly. There was something in his tone, in the way he looked at her, that set her instincts on edge. She felt a flicker of unease, the first prick of danger in the daylight.

Flynn, noticing the slight shift in her posture, stepped imperceptibly closer, the distance between them narrowing by inches. His presence was a shield, silent and unyielding. He did not speak, did not gesture, but Rapunzel felt the quiet assertion of his protection—and, surprisingly, the unspoken pull of desire that neither had yet dared acknowledge.

As they moved on, the world outside the castle walls seemed brighter, yet darker at the edges. There were admirers, there were allies, and there were those who would see her crown not as honor, but as opportunity. And at the very center of it, walking beside the princess, was the man who would protect her with every breath. The man who would be, she sensed, far more than a bodyguard in the days to come.

By nightfall, Rapunzel stood on her balcony, looking over the city as the sunset painted the sky in shades of rose and gold. Flynn stood silently behind her, a shadow she could not escape, a comfort she could not deny. Malric’s influence lingered like a storm on the horizon, and the weight of duty pressed against her chest—but so did something warmer, more dangerous, more thrilling.

A coronation was only the beginning.

And so was the story of the princess and the bodyguard.
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The morning after the coronation felt unreal to Rapunzel, as if the previous day had been a dream stitched from gold and sunlight. From her chambers, she watched the courtyard below where the staff moved with precise coordination, cleaning, organizing, preparing for the day’s audiences. The banners that had waved yesterday in celebration now hung in solemn order, a reminder that with the crown came duty, scrutiny, and expectation.

Her reflection in the mirror showed a princess now officially recognized by her people, but Rapunzel could not ignore the lingering tension in her chest. The weight of responsibility pressed down, but beneath it, there was another feeling—one that had been quietly growing since the moment she first saw him.

Flynn Rider.

He had been waiting outside her chamber when she awoke, as if the night itself had delivered him to her side. Even without words, his presence carried the authority of someone who could and would face any danger for her. His dark hair fell just over his brow, slightly mussed, and the way he held himself—tall, disciplined, unyielding—made it impossible to think of him as anything but a force, both calm and dangerous.

“Your Highness,” he said when she descended the stairs, his voice low and steady. “It is time.”

Rapunzel paused at the bottom step, taking in the grandeur of the hall beyond. Sunlight slanted through the stained-glass windows, scattering fractured colors across the marble floor. She turned to him, catching the intensity in his gaze once more. “Time for what?” she asked softly, though she knew the answer.

“The oath,” Flynn replied, his tone formal, measured, but not without weight. “My vow to you, as your protector. I swear it freely and without hesitation.”

Rapunzel felt the faint stirring of something deep in her chest, a pulse that went beyond respect or admiration. There was something magnetic about the way he said it, disciplined and commanding, yet careful. He was controlled, always in control, yet the gaze he fixed on her carried a quiet concern—an unspoken acknowledgment of the burden she now carried.

She followed him into the ceremonial chamber, the vaulted ceilings echoing with their steps. The hall had been cleared for this private ceremony: a smaller audience of trusted nobles and the high priest who would administer the oath. The marble floors gleamed beneath their feet, the flicker of candlelight mingling with the morning sun. Flynn remained beside her, silent, like a shadow that did not speak, yet radiated protection.

The high priest, robed in white and gold, stepped forward. His voice was deep and resonant, echoing softly against the chamber walls. “Princess Rapunzel, before your people, before your court, and before the divine light of our ancestors, you shall hear the oath of your protector. He shall swear to guard and defend you, to place your life above his own, until the last breath.”

Rapunzel’s pulse quickened. She had always known she would have a protector, a sworn bodyguard, but she had never considered the weight of such a promise in this kind of intimate, binding moment.

Flynn stepped forward. His posture was impeccable, each movement deliberate, every detail in his uniform and stance perfect. He lifted his right hand, the other resting near the hilt of his sword, though he made no threatening gesture. His dark eyes found hers, and she felt the pull again, subtle, insistent, like the gentle pressure of a hand she could not yet touch.

“I, Flynn Rider,” he began, voice low, steady, each word deliberate, “swear upon my honor, my life, and my oath, to protect Princess Rapunzel of Liora. I will guard her body, her safety, and her dignity against all threats, known and hidden. I will place her life above my own, without hesitation, without falter, without question.”

The words rang through the hall, precise and unwavering, yet beneath them, Rapunzel sensed a depth of feeling that transcended mere duty. His eyes softened slightly as they met hers. There was loyalty, yes, but there was something more: vigilance, care, and a restraint that hinted at desire.

The high priest’s voice cut through the silence. “Do you swear this freely, without coercion, without reservation?”

“I swear,” Flynn answered, the words deliberate, carrying the full weight of his vow.

Rapunzel’s throat tightened. The formality of the oath did not diminish the intensity she felt. She noticed how he watched her, every subtle movement, the slightest shift in her posture, the unspoken signals that her body sent. His concern was invisible to anyone else, but it was as tangible to her as the crown upon her head.

For a moment, the rest of the room seemed to vanish. The courtiers, the banners, the marble floors—all of it faded to the edges of her vision. There was only Flynn Rider, his presence undeniable, unwavering, filled with a power and intensity that made her pulse race.

When the priest nodded in approval, the hall exhaled. The ceremony had concluded, but Rapunzel did not move immediately. She lingered, caught in the gravity of the moment. Flynn, sensing her hesitation, shifted slightly closer, though he said nothing. The space between them was charged, a silent acknowledgment of connection and protection that neither yet spoke aloud.

Malric, hidden among the courtiers, observed the exchange. He noticed her glance at Flynn, the subtle way she had been drawn to his presence. A thin smile curved his lips. He understood the stirrings he could provoke, the jealousy he could seed. But for now, he remained silent, watching, waiting.

Rapunzel, finally drawing a steadying breath, turned to Flynn. “I... I understand now,” she said softly. “This... this is more than words.”

He inclined his head slightly. “It is. And it will matter more than words when the time comes.” His gaze lingered on her, unwavering, and for an instant, she saw something she had not expected: a glimpse of the man behind the oath, someone who felt more
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