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I stare at my bank account on my phone screen. Sixty-three dollars until my next paycheck, and rent is due in five days.

"Ugh," I mutter, dropping my phone onto my bed like it's the messenger I'm trying very hard not to shoot.

My best friend Ella is at my apartment for a study session, and she looks up from her textbook. "That bad?"

"Yep. I don't know how I'm going to make rent this month. Again." I flop backward onto my pillows. "Maybe I should just drop out and become a barista full-time."

Ella bites her lip, and I can see she's debating something. "Okay, don't freak out, but I have an idea."

I prop myself up on my elbows. "If you're about to suggest I sell my eggs or a kidney, I'm listening."

She laughs. "Nothing that dramatic. There's this website—it's totally legit and upscale. For companionship. You'd be arm candy at events for wealthy people who need a date."

I raise an eyebrow. "You mean like... an escort service?"

"No! Well, maybe? But it's not sleazy. It's galas, business dinners. No sex required. Some girls make serious money just looking pretty and making conversation." She pulls up a website on her phone. "See? Very professional."

I scroll through. The women on here are gorgeous—model-level gorgeous. "Ella, I don't know... These women look like they stepped out of Vogue. I look like I stepped out of a thrift store."

"Jennifer, you're beautiful. And smart and charming. You'd be perfect." She gives me a pointed look. "And you need the money."

She's not wrong about that last part.

Twenty minutes later, I've created a profile that says I'm a college student, communications major, well-spoken, comfortable in formal settings—I almost snort when I write that part. I can fake it, right? I upload the best photo I have and hit submit before I can overthink it.

"There," I say, showing Ella. "Done. Nothing will probably come of it anyway."

Famous last words.

By the next morning, I have seven inquiries. Seven. I stare at my phone in disbelief as I walk to my 9 a.m. class.

Most are for dinner dates or corporate events with decent pay. But one message stands out:

Someone named K. Jones. It's a full-day booking for a charity gala this Saturday. Includes shopping for appropriate attire, hair and makeup, and attendance at an evening event. He's offering $15,000.

I stop walking and blink at my screen. Fifteen thousand dollars.

That's... that's six months of rent. That's groceries and textbooks and even a night out every once in a while where I don't have to check my bank account first.

My hands shake slightly as I type back: I'm interested. What would this entail exactly?

His response comes within minutes: Coffee meeting first. Tomorrow, 10 a.m.? I'll send you the address.

I probably need to be more cautious and ask more questions, but all my brain can think about is the fifteen thousand. 

I type: I'll be there.

***
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The café is in the classy part of town where I definitely don't belong. I arrive ten minutes early because I'm anxious like that, wearing my best jeans and the jean jacket I've had since freshman year of high school. I probably look like exactly what I am—a broke college student.

I order a latte I can't afford and find a seat near the window. My leg bounces under the table.

What am I doing? Meeting a stranger who's offering me an insane amount of money to be his date? This is how horror movies start.

But fifteen thousand dollars.

I'm stirring my overpriced latte when the door opens, and I glance up out of habit.

And I forget how to breathe.

The man walking in is tall—well over six feet—with brown hair going silver at the temples and intense blue-gray eyes that sweep the room, cataloging everything. His custom suit fits perfectly.

This can't be him. Men who look like that don't need to pay for dates.

His eyes land on me and lock. Everything inside me clenches as he walks towards me.

Ooooh god, it is him.

"Jennifer?" His voice is deep with just enough roughness to make me rub my thighs together instinctually.

I nod because words are apparently beyond me. My brain has completely short-circuited.

"Kevin Jones." He extends his hand, and when I take it, his grip is firm and oh fuck, I'm blushing. His hand completely engulfs mine. His thumb brushes across my knuckle and I feel it deep in my core.

"I've heard that name before," I say, trying to place it.

"Probably from the business section of the news if you read it," he says with a slight smile. "I'm in real estate development. Commercial properties, mostly."

He's so damn beautiful. Wait, can men be beautiful? Jesus. I need to get it together before I start drooling. 

"Thank you for meeting me," he says. He doesn't drop my hand immediately. 

"Of course," I manage, attempting to sound normal and not like my heart is trying to escape my chest. "Thanks for the opportunity."

He releases my hand slowly, trailing his fingers across my palm in a way that makes my skin tingle. He sits across from me and I try not to stare. Even the way he sits is sexy—relaxed but alert, taking up space like he owns it.

His eyes haven't left my face, and I take a sip of my latte to have something to do with my hands. His gaze drops to my mouth, watching my lips on the rim of the cup. Something dark flashes in his eyes.

Oh. Oh wow.

I set the cup down too quickly, and it rattles against the saucer. Smooth, Jennifer. Real smooth.

"Nervous?" he asks, and there's something almost pleased in his tone.

"A little," I admit. "I've never done anything like this before."

"Good."

Good? What does that mean? Is he relieved I'm not a professional? Or does he like that I'm nervous?

"Tell me about yourself," he says, resting his forearms on the table. The way his shirt stretches across his shoulders makes my mouth go dry. I can smell his cologne now—cedar and amber, something that makes me want to crawl into his lap and spill all my secrets.

Whoa, where did that come from? I need to focus.

"I'm a junior at State," I say. "Communications major, marketing minor. Hoping to go into PR after graduation."

"Why PR?" He's watching me intently, like my answer actually matters.

"I like the challenge of it. Taking something complicated and making people care about it. Finding the story that connects." I'm rambling. I always ramble when I'm nervous. "Plus, I'm good at talking to people. Usually. When I'm not completely tongue-tied."

His mouth curves up, and oh god, he has a dimple. Just one, on the left side. It's devastating.

"You're doing fine," he says, and his voice has dropped lower. "Better than fine."

My face heats, and I take another sip of my latte.

"What about your family?" he asks.

The familiar ache settles in my chest. "My parents died three years ago in a car accident. So yes, I'm doing this because I'm broke and desperate, not because it's some glamorous side hustle."

His expression softens. "I'm sorry. That must have been incredibly difficult."

"It was. It is." I shrug, attempting to play it off. "But I'm managing. Obviously barely, given that I'm here. But you know I'm still in school, so that's something."

He's quiet for a moment, then says, "Can I tell you why I'm on that website?"

I nod, curious.

"I'm tired of women who want me for my money or my connections. Every date becomes a performance—they're auditioning to be Mrs. Jones, angling for access to my world." He runs his hand through his hair. "I wanted something honest. Transactional, yes, but at least I'd know exactly what someone wanted from me. No hidden agendas."

"That sounds lonely," I say softly.

"It is." His eyes meet mine. "But then I saw your profile, and something about it felt... different. Genuine. Most people try to make their life sound more exciting."

"I made it sound a little more glamorous than it really is. There's nothing exciting about checking your bank account before buying a coffee and knowing you shouldn't, but still buying it anyway because you need the caffeine to function."

He laughs, and something warm and liquid pools low in my belly. Shit, why is my body going haywire around him? I'm in so much trouble.

"All right, Jennifer. Here's what I need." He shifts closer and it scrambles my brain. "I have a charity gala Saturday night. It's important for my business, lots of networking, lots of conversations with people I'd rather not spend time with. I need someone who can handle themselves in that environment. Someone intelligent, charming, who won't be intimidated by wealth or status."

"And you think that's me?" I ask, genuinely surprised. Does he see something in me that I don't see in myself?

His gaze travels over my face slowly, lingering on my mouth. "I know it is."

The certainty in his voice makes my stomach flip. How can he be so sure? He just met me. I'm sitting here in a jean jacket that's seen better days, and I probably look like background scenery compared to the women he normally dates.
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