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​Chapter 1: The Luxury Rental
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The humidity in the room was a physical weight, pressing against my skin like a reminder of every poor choice I had made in the last decade. Santorini was supposed to be a dream—a whitewashed paradise of blue domes and caldera views—but from inside my suite at the Eros Luxury Villas, it felt more like a gilded cage. I stood before the floor-to-ceiling mirror, clutching my phone so tightly the edges dug into my palm.

On the screen, the Elite app shimmered with a sleek, gold-and-black interface. It was the digital equivalent of a velvet rope, a playground where the wealthy found companionship that was as beautiful as it was transactional. And I was about to click "Confirm."

I looked at my reflection. My hair was a mess of chestnut waves, and my eyes looked tired, shadowed by weeks of dread. In three days, my younger sister, Chloe, would say "I do" to Marcus Thorne. Marcus—the man who had promised me forever before trading me in for a younger, more "malleable" model. The man who was currently downstairs, likely sipping vintage Assyrtiko and laughing about how his ex-fiancée had showed up to the family wedding alone, desperate and pathetic.

"Not this time," I whispered to the empty room.

My thumb hovered over the profile of 'Julian.' There was no photo of his face—just a jawline that could cut glass and a broad-shouldered physique draped in a bespoke Italian suit. His bio was minimalist: Discretion guaranteed. Sophistication required. €5,000 per day.

It was more than my entire savings account held, but pride had a high price tag. If I walked into that rehearsal dinner tonight alone, Marcus would win. If I walked in with a man like Julian, a man who looked like he could buy and sell Marcus without checking his bank balance, I might actually survive the weekend.

I tapped the screen. Transaction Pending.

The silence of the room was broken by the chime of the air conditioning and the distant sound of the Aegean Sea crashing against the cliffs below. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, rhythmic thumping. What was I doing? I was a marketing executive, a woman who prided herself on logic and spreadsheets. Now, I was renting a human being to play the part of a lover.

A notification popped up. Julian has accepted your request. Meet at the private arrivals terminal, Hangar 4. Thirty minutes.

The adrenaline hit me then, sharp and cold. I scrambled to get ready, pulling on a silk slip dress the color of midnight. It was a dress meant for a woman who didn't care about the rules—low-backed, clinging to every curve, and slit high enough to be dangerous. I stepped into my stiletto sandals, grabbed my clutch, and headed for the door.

The drive to the private terminal was a blur of winding roads and salt-scented wind. Santorini in the late afternoon was a masterpiece of light, the sun dipping toward the horizon and painting the world in shades of apricot and violet. But I couldn't appreciate it. I was too busy rehearsing the lie. We met in London. He’s in private equity. No, venture capital. He’s obsessed with me.

The private terminal was a stark contrast to the rustic charm of the island. It was all glass, steel, and the smell of jet fuel and money. I stood near the glass doors, my breath hitching every time someone walked through.

Then, the doors slid open.

I saw the shoes first—hand-burnished leather oxfords that cost more than my first car. Then the trousers, charcoal grey and tailored to perfection, hugging long, powerful legs. My gaze traveled up to a crisp white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar to reveal a hint of a tanned throat, and finally, his face.

My lungs simply stopped working.

Julian wasn't just handsome; he was a catastrophe. He had the kind of face that belonged on a Roman coin—symmetrical, arrogant, and devastatingly masculine. His hair was dark, swept back with a careless elegance, and his eyes were the color of a storm over the Mediterranean—grey, turbulent, and piercingly intelligent. He didn't look like an escort. He looked like the man who owned the airline.

He scanned the small waiting area, his gaze landing on me with the precision of a predator. He didn't smile. He simply walked toward me, his stride radiating a terrifying level of confidence. Every person in the terminal—the staff, the other travelers—stopped to look at him. He moved through the space as if the air itself was making room for him.

He stopped two feet in front of me. Up close, he was taller than I’d expected, towering over my five-foot-seven frame even with my heels. The scent of him hit me—sandalwood, expensive tobacco, and something uniquely, intensely male.

"Evelyn?" he asked. His voice was a deep, resonant baritone that sent a literal shiver down my spine, settling somewhere deep in my lower belly.

"Yes," I managed to say, my voice sounding breathier than I intended. "You’re... Julian."

He tilted his head slightly, his eyes raking over my silk dress with a slow, deliberate heat that made my skin flush. It wasn't the look of a man checking a client; it was the look of a man taking inventory of something he intended to possess.

"I am," he said, his lips twitching into the faintest hint of a smirk. "You look nervous, Evelyn. That won’t do. If I’m to be the man who has spent the last six months worshiping you, you need to look like you’re used to it."

He stepped closer, invading my personal space until I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. He reached out, his long fingers grazing the curve of my jaw. His touch was electric, a jolt of pure sensation that made my knees weak.

"This is the first rule," he murmured, his thumb tracing my lower lip. "When we are in public, you don't look at me like I’m a stranger you’ve just paid. You look at me like I’m the only reason you’re still breathing. Can you do that?"

I swallowed hard, my heart racing so fast I thought it might burst. "I’m a good actress."

"Good," he said, dropping his hand. "Because the man you described in your notes—this Marcus—he doesn't seem like the type to be fooled by 'good.' He needs to be crushed. He needs to see me touch you and realize exactly what he lost."

The way he said my ex’s name was cold, almost predatory. I frowned slightly. "You read the notes thoroughly."

"I’m very diligent," Julian replied, his expression becoming unreadable. He reached down and took my small suitcase from my hand, his fingers brushing mine. "Now, shall we go? We have a rehearsal dinner to attend, and I believe we have some 'history' to catch up on during the drive."

As we walked toward the exit, he placed his free hand on the small of my back. The heat of his palm through the thin silk of my dress was intoxicating. I felt a strange sense of vertigo—not because of the height of the cliffs, but because of the man beside me.

There was something wrong. Or perhaps, something too right.

An escort was supposed to be a tool—a polished, professional accessory. But as Julian led me toward a black Mercedes SUV waiting at the curb, I realized he didn't feel like a tool. He felt like a force of nature. He moved with a quiet authority that didn't fit the profile of a man for hire. There was a hardness in his eyes when he looked at the horizon, a calculating stillness that made me wonder exactly what kind of man I had invited into my life.

We climbed into the back of the car, the tinted windows cutting us off from the rest of the world. The interior was plush, smelling of leather and the same sandalwood scent that clung to him. Julian sat close—too close—his thigh pressing against mine.

"Tell me about the contract, Evelyn," he said, his voice dropping an octave as the car pulled away.

"The contract?" I asked, trying to focus. "It’s all in the app. Three days. Full companionship. You attend all wedding events as my partner. We... we share a room to maintain the illusion."

Julian turned his head to look at me, those stormy grey eyes pinning me to the seat. "And the physical boundaries? The app has a standard disclosure, but I prefer to hear it from my clients directly. What are the limits of our 'affection' in front of Marcus?"

My mouth went dry. "I... I expect you to be convincing. Kisses, touch, intimacy. Whatever it takes to make him believe we are real."

Julian leaned in, his face inches from mine. I could see the flecks of silver in his irises. "Whatever it takes," he repeated, his gaze dropping to my mouth. "That’s a dangerous thing to say to a man like me."

"I'm paying for a service," I said, trying to regain my footing. "I expect a professional performance."

"Oh, you’ll get a performance, Evelyn," he whispered, his breath warm against my cheek. "But I should warn you. I don't like losing. And when I play a part, I play it to the end."

As the car wound up the steep caldera roads toward the villa, I looked out the window at the setting sun. I had wanted a shield to protect me from Marcus. I had wanted a way to reclaim my dignity. But as I looked at Julian—at the way his large hand rested casually on his knee, at the sharp, intelligent curve of his profile—a terrifying thought took root in my mind.

I had hired a gigolo to save me from a heartbreak. But as the Mediterranean light faded into twilight, I realized I might have just invited something far more dangerous into my bed. Julian wasn't just an escort; he was a shark in a three-piece suit. And the way he was looking at me now suggested that Marcus Thorne was the least of my worries.

The car slowed as we approached the villa gates. The lights of the rehearsal dinner were visible in the distance, a sparkling sea of fairy lights and white linen. My heart leaped into my throat.

"Ready?" Julian asked, his voice smoothed back into a professional, charming veneer.

He reached over and took my hand, threading his fingers through mine. His grip was firm, possessive.

"Ready," I lied.

The driver opened the door, and the sound of laughter and clinking glasses drifted toward us. It was time. I stepped out of the car, Julian’s hand steadying me, and prepared to face my past. But as we walked toward the entrance, Julian leaned down and whispered one last thing in my ear.

"Try not to look so surprised when I kiss you. It’s what lovers do."

Before I could respond, we stepped into the light, and every head in the courtyard turned toward us.

The courtyard of the Eros Luxury Villa was a masterpiece of orchestrated opulence. Hundreds of flickering candles floated in the infinity pool, and the air was thick with the scent of jasmine and the expensive perfumes of the South Athenian elite. As Julian’s hand settled firmly on the small of my back, I felt the immediate shift in the atmosphere. The low hum of conversation didn't just dip—it died.

"Keep walking," Julian murmured, his voice a vibration I felt against my spine rather than heard. "Head high. You aren’t a victim anymore, Evelyn. You’re the envy of every woman in this zip code."

He was right. I could see it in the way the bridesmaids stopped mid-sip, their eyes traveling from Julian’s polished shoes to the sharp, predatory line of his jaw. He moved with a grace that felt entirely too natural for a man for hire. He wasn't playing a role; he was colonizing the space.

"Evelyn! You made it!"

The voice was like a bucket of ice water. My sister, Chloe, hurried toward us, her white silk jumpsuit billowing. Behind her, standing like a monument to my own past mistakes, was Marcus.

Marcus Thorne looked exactly as he had six months ago: handsome in a bland, predictable way, with his blond hair perfectly coiffed and a smile that never quite reached his eyes. But as his gaze landed on Julian, that smile faltered. For the first time in my life, I saw Marcus look small.

"Chloe," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. I leaned in to hug her, feeling Julian’s hand leave my back only to find my waist, pulling me back against his side the second I was free. "This is Julian. Julian, my sister Chloe, and the groom, Marcus."
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