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1. The Price of a Husband
The red stamp on the eviction notice was the only color in my apartment.

$300.

It was a small number. To the people I used to audit at Vane International, it was the price of a lunch. To me, it was the difference between my brother, Leo, having a hospital bed or a spot on the sidewalk. I stared at the paper until the numbers blurred. My vision was failing from the lack of sleep, but the math remained the same. My bank account held twelve dollars. My dresser held a stack of unpaid medical bills.

I pulled on an oversized white shirt that used to belong to my father. It was frayed at the cuffs and smelled like the cedar chest I kept it in. I tucked it into my jeans, hiding the way my ribs showed through the fabric. I didn’t look like a woman who could afford a husband, but by the end of the day, I would have one. He just wouldn't be real.

The walk to the Lower East Side took forty minutes. The subway was a luxury I couldn't justify. The city was grey, the sky a flat slab of concrete that matched the buildings. People pushed past me, their shoulders hitting mine without a word of apology. In this part of New York, you were either an obstacle or an invisible person. I was both.

I stopped in front of a door with a chipped gold sign: The Proxy.

It wasn't a talent agency. It was a place for people who needed a body to fill a space. They provided professional mourners, fake witnesses, and, in my case, a husband for a dinner with a loan shark.

The lobby smelled of floor wax and old paper. A man sat behind a desk, his skin the color of a yellow legal pad. He didn't look up when the bell rang.

"I'm here for a Tier Three," I said. My voice was steady, even if my hands were tucked into my pockets to hide their shaking.

The man, Mr. Thorne, finally looked at me. His eyes moved over my thrift-store clothes and the dark circles under my eyes. He didn't see a client; he saw someone who was about to waste his time.

"Tier Three is five hundred for the night," Thorne said. "Cash upfront. No refunds if the guy doesn't show."

"The sign outside says actors start at two hundred," I countered. I leaned on the desk, looking him in the eye. "I have three hundred. I don't need a Tier Three. I need someone who can sit still and look like he owns the chair he’s sitting in."

Thorne grunted. He reached under the desk and pulled out a binder. The pages were plastic-sleeved and sticky.

"Three hundred gets you the bottom of the barrel," Thorne warned. "These aren't actors. These are guys off the street who need a meal. No guarantees on hygiene or sobriety."

He flipped the binder open. I saw a series of faces. Men with broken noses, men with vacant stares, men who looked like they had given up on the world a decade ago. None of them would work. I needed someone who could stand across from Enzo, a man who smelled blood for a living, and not flinch.

I turned the pages myself. Near the back, I saw a photograph that was different from the others.

It was a man with a sharp jawline and eyes that didn't look at the camera. He was wearing a faded black hoodie, his hair a mess of dark strands. He looked unkempt, but there was a stillness in his expression that stopped my hand. He wasn't trying to look tough. He just looked like he didn't care if the world ended.

"Him," I said, pointing to the photo.

Thorne leaned in, squinting. "Silas? You don't want Silas. He doesn't follow scripts. Half the time he doesn't even talk. I keep him on the books because he's a warm body, but he’s trouble."

"Is he three hundred dollars?" I asked.

"He’s whatever I can get for him," Thorne said. "But don't come crying to me if he ruins your night."

"Where is he?"

Thorne pointed to a door at the back of the room. "The breakroom. He’s usually there."

I pushed through the door. The room was small, lit by a single flickering bulb. There was a vending machine with nothing but crackers and a plastic table.

Silas was sitting in the corner. He was taller than he looked in the photo. His legs were stretched out, crossing at the ankles. He was staring at a crack in the wall. When I entered, he didn't move. He didn't even blink.

I walked over and stood in front of him. Up close, he was strikingly handsome, though his skin was pale and he had a thin scar running across his left palm. He smelled like nothing—no cologne, no soap, just clean skin and the cold air from outside.

"I need a husband," I said.

He slowly tilted his head up. His eyes were a grey so light they were almost silver. They stayed on my face, searching for something I wasn't sure I wanted him to find.

"I don't do weddings," he said. His voice was low and dry.

"I don't need a wedding. I need a dinner. Two hours. You’ll play the role of a successful investor. You’ll sit there, look at me like you like me, and make a man believe I have a future he shouldn't mess with."

Silas looked at my hands. "You're not wearing a ring."

"I have one in my pocket. It's brass, but it looks like gold if the light is low."

He stood up. He was a full head taller than me. He moved with a physical grace that didn't match the cheap hoodie he was wearing. He looked down at me, his face a mask of indifference.

"Why me?" he asked.

"Because you look like you've lost everything," I said. "And people who have lost everything are the only ones who aren't afraid of losing more."

He didn't smile, but something changed in his eyes. A spark of interest that lasted for a second before vanishing.

"Three hundred dollars," I said. I pulled the three hundred-dollar bills from my pocket. They were folded tight. It was my rent. It was Leo’s medicine. It was my last bridge.

I held the money out.

Silas reached out and took the bills. His fingers brushed mine. His skin was cold. He didn't count the money. He just stuffed it into the pocket of his hoodie.

"Two hours," he said. "When?"

"Seven o'clock. A diner on 4th and Main. Wear something that doesn't have a hood."

"I don't have a suit," Silas said.

"I know," I replied. "I'll find you one. Be outside in ten minutes."

I turned to leave, but his voice stopped me at the door.

"What's your name?"

"Elara," I said.

"Elara," he repeated. The way he said it made my heart hit my ribs once, hard. "Don't expect me to be nice to you. I'm just the help."

"I'm not paying for nice," I said. "I'm paying for a husband."

I walked back into the lobby and paid Thorne his cut. The man took the money with a smirk that made me want to wash my hands. I ignored him and walked out into the cold.

Ten minutes later, Silas emerged from the building. He had pulled the hood down, revealing the sharp lines of his face. He stood on the sidewalk, looking at the passing cars like they were a puzzle he had already solved.

I had a husband for three hundred dollars. Now I just had to make sure we both survived the night.
2. The $300 Performance
"Get into the car," I said, pointing toward the rusted grey sedan parked at the curb.

Silas didn't ask questions. He walked to the passenger side and sat down. He had to fold his legs to fit into the cramped space. The interior of the car smelled of old upholstery and the coffee I had spilled three days ago.

I pulled out into traffic. My hands gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white.

"We have forty minutes until the reservation," I said. "We're stopping at a secondhand shop on the way. You can't go into a high-stakes meeting wearing a t-shirt with a bleach stain on the hem."

Silas looked out the window. He didn't seem bothered by the state of my car or the urgency in my voice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the three hundred dollars I had given him. He stared at the bills for a moment before putting them back.

"Where is the ring?" he asked.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the brass band. I handed it to him. Our fingers didn't touch this time. He took the ring and slid it onto his left ring finger. It fit him.

"It looks real enough in the dark," I told him.

"It's heavy," he remarked. He turned his hand over, examining the metal against his skin. He didn't mention the scar on his palm.

I parked the car in front of a shop called 'The Final Cut.' It was a place where people sold their suits when they lost their jobs or their pride. I had twenty dollars left in my emergency fund. It was hidden in the sun visor.

Inside the shop, the lighting was a harsh yellow. An old man behind the counter didn't look up from his newspaper. I walked Silas to a rack of blazers and started flipping through them.

"This one," I said, pulling out a dark navy jacket. I held it up to his shoulders.

Silas took the jacket. He pulled off his hoodie. Underneath, he wore a thin grey t-shirt that showed the lean muscle of his chest and arms. He didn't look like a man who spent his time in a gym. He looked like a man who had been built by hard work and then neglected.

He put on the blazer. He adjusted the lapels and checked his reflection in a cracked mirror near the back of the store. The transformation was immediate. The hoodie had hidden the way he carried himself. In the suit, his height and the sharp lines of his jaw became the focal point.

"I need a shirt to go with it," he said.

I found a white button-down that was still in its plastic wrap. I paid the man at the counter with my last twenty dollars. My bank account was now at zero.

Silas changed in the small wooden stall at the back. When he walked out, he was tucking the shirt into his jeans.

"The jeans will have to do," I said. "The table is covered by a cloth anyway. Just don't stand up until the check is paid."

We got back into the car. The silence between us was not comfortable. It was a weight. I could feel him watching me as I navigated the evening traffic toward 4th and Main.

"What is the story?" Silas asked.

"We met four years ago," I said, reciting the plan I had memorized. "At a gallery opening. You were an independent consultant for emerging markets. We married in Vegas six months later. We don't have children. We live in a brownstone in Brooklyn that is currently undergoing renovations. That explains why I'm living in a studio right now."

"And why am I here now?" he asked.

"You were in London," I said. "Handling a liquidation for a private equity firm. You just got back this morning. You're tired, you're successful, and you're very protective of me."

Silas leaned back in the seat. "Protective. How protective?"

"Enzo is a man who respects power," I said. "He thinks I'm an easy target because my father is gone and Leo is sick. If he thinks I have a husband who can tie him up in legal fees for the next decade, he'll back off the immediate eviction notice. He'll give me the time I need to find the missing funds from the Vance accounts."

"You're a forensic accountant," Silas said. It wasn't a question.

"I was," I corrected. "Before my name became a liability."

I pulled the car to the curb in front of the diner. It was a place with red vinyl booths and grease-stained menus. It wasn't the kind of place a zillionaire would visit, but it was exactly where a man like Enzo felt most at home.

Enzo was already sitting in the back booth. He was a large man with a thick neck and a watch that looked too tight for his wrist. He was eating a plate of fries and checking his phone.

"Ready?" I asked.

Silas opened his door. "I was born ready, Elara."

We walked into the diner together. Silas placed his hand on the small of my back. His touch was firm. It didn't feel like an act. It felt like an anchor.

Enzo looked up as we approached. His eyes narrowed as they moved from me to the man standing beside me. He didn't say anything at first. He just chewed his food and watched us sit down.

"Elara," Enzo said, his voice a low growl. "You're late."

"Traffic was bad coming from the airport," I said. I gestured to Silas. "This is my husband, Silas Vane."

Silas didn't offer his hand. He didn't smile. He sat down and stared at Enzo with an expression that made the loan shark pause.

"Vane?" Enzo repeated. He looked at Silas's suit. "I didn't know Elara had a husband. She's been living like a pauper for months."

"My wife has a tendency to be independent to a fault," Silas said. His voice was different now. It was smoother. It had the cadence of a man who was used to being the most important person in any room. "She didn't want to bother me with small debts while I was closing the Whitehall merger."

Enzo laughed, but it was a nervous sound. "Small debts? Three hundred thousand dollars isn't small to people like you and me."

"It's a rounding error, Mr. Rossi," Silas said. He leaned forward. He didn't blink. "I understand you've been bothering my wife about a medical lien. I don't like it when people bother my wife."

Enzo shifted in his seat. The vinyl creaked. "I'm just a businessman, Silas. I have investors to answer to."

"And I have a legal team that enjoys finding people like you and making sure they never see the inside of a bank again," Silas replied.

He reached out and picked up a glass of water from the table. He took a slow sip. He looked at Enzo over the rim of the glass.

"We are going to pay the three hundred dollars for the extension tonight," Silas said. "And you are going to leave Elara alone until the first of the month. If I see your name on her phone again before then, I will make it my personal mission to audit every shell company you own."

Enzo's face turned a mottled red. He looked like he wanted to argue, but he looked at Silas’s eyes and stopped. There was something in Silas's gaze that was genuinely terrifying. It wasn't anger. It was a total absence of emotion.

"Fine," Enzo spat. "Three hundred for the week. But on the first, I want the full interest payment."

I pulled the envelope with the money from my purse. This was the money Silas had given back to me in the car. I realized then that he had never intended to keep the payment. He had planned this.

I slid the money across the table. Enzo took it and stood up. He didn't look at me. He looked at Silas.

"Nice to meet you, Mr. Vane," Enzo said. He didn't wait for a response. He walked out of the diner.

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. My heart was thumping against my ribs.

"That was..." I started, but Silas was already standing up.

He walked toward the exit without waiting for me. I scrambled to follow him. We stood on the sidewalk under the flickering neon sign of the diner.

"How did you do that?" I asked. "You knew his last name. You knew about the Whitehall merger. I didn't tell you any of that."

Silas looked at me. The silver in his eyes seemed to glow in the dark. He pulled the brass ring off his finger and handed it back to me.

"I read the news, Elara," he said. "And I know men like Enzo. They
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