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Stephen

PERHAPS THE SKY WAS weeping for her, but I couldn’t.

Standing before the headstone, upright, more immobile than the surrounding grave markers, I listened to the rain smothering the uncomfortable silence around me and stared at the words carved into the marble: Monica Lewis. Beloved wife and devoted mother.

“Beloved. Devoted. What a fucking joke,” I said to myself, the words thick with bitterness.

I turned the phrases over in my mind, searching for some scrap of comfort, but all I felt was a suffocating emptiness. Monica had been gone for months, and still, I didn’t know what hurt more: losing her, or what she had done to me.

What I had let happen, all for greed, for my own ego.

I pulled my overcoat tighter, but the rain insisted on finding me, sliding down my face as if I, too, were crying.

I wasn’t.

I wasn’t even sure I still could.

All I could do was wonder how I’d ended up here. A widower. A word that carried a weight I never expected to bear. It was an unasked-for title, one I never imagined I’d receive before getting the one I’d always dreamed of: President of the United States.

It all seemed pathetic now, after seeing how brief life could be. Or how fucking cruel.

I should have been home then, with my kids, sheltering them from the storm—the one falling from the sky and the one we were weathering together. But for some reason, I’d come here, to the place where she rested.

Maybe I’d hoped to feel something different. Longing, perhaps. A flicker of remorse.

Was she really resting? Was she resting in peace?

Could she look at me, from wherever she was, without thinking she’d betrayed me not just as a wife, but as a partner?

The story the media told was a sanitized version of a much darker truth.

My wife was, in fact, leaving a lover’s house. But he wasn’t just any man.

The lover she’d chosen was none other than Bennett Carver, my greatest political rival ever since Richard Walker decided to step back and remain a senator instead of running for president.

“Was it worth it, at least, Monica? Did he make you... happy? In a way I never did?” I asked her, staring at the stone.

The affair had been quickly wrapped in a blanket of lies, a more palatable narrative for the voters and the public, or it would have become a scandal of absurd proportions.

They invented a story, saying Monica was leaving a hotel with another man, whose name was never even released. The media rushed to make it a story without substance, a simple emotional betrayal. But some reporters, the bolder ones, began to question the coincidence of it all. “Coincidence?” they asked. How could it be, if she was leaving the very hotel where Bennett Carver was staying?

I saw the headlines and felt the weight of each one. It was impossible to deny the truth eating me up inside, but the world seemed all too willing to bury the story, to pretend it meant nothing. Every false news story that surfaced cut deeper than the last, like a sharp blade slicing me open from the inside until I no longer knew what to feel.

I knew the truth. A few others suspected it, too. But what did it matter?

What mattered to the country was that I be the dignified widower, the man who bore the pain of a tragic loss and stood firm in the presidential race.

What mattered was the spectacle.

I took a deep breath, trying to push the bitterness down, but something distracted me. A quick movement, something that caught my eye in my peripheral vision. I tried to ignore it, but the feeling that someone or something was there made me look around. The rain was still falling hard, and the landscape seemed to warp in the shadows of the late afternoon. But I saw no one. Nothing. Just the emptiness of the cemetery and the sensation of being watched.

“Hello?” I called, taking a step back to get a better look.

Not even the cemetery workers were around.

There was no one. It had to be my imagination.

“Fuck it, then...” I muttered, feeling even more like an idiot for talking to myself.

I turned back to Monica’s headstone, looking at it one last time. That place now brought only pain.

“You destroyed everything, Monica,” I said, my voice cracking with a mix of anger and sorrow. “And yet, this is what I’ll carry forever.”

A heaviness settled in my chest, but I did nothing more than walk away.

Without looking back, I made my way to the car, even in the rain, my steps heavy and solitary. I knew the security team would call me reckless, give me another lecture about how I shouldn’t walk alone, how I shouldn’t drive without their escort. But sometimes, I needed these moments of solitude, free from watchful eyes, free from the constant pull of politics.

When I reached the car, the first thing I saw was a dirty piece of paper, partially stuck to the windshield. The paper was stained with something that looked like blood.

My stomach turned as I read the words scrawled in a hurried, nearly illegible hand:

“First your wife. Next your children. Drop out.”

I stood there, paralyzed for a moment. The note was a clear message, with no room for interpretation. The blood... the threat to my children’s lives.

My heart hammered. Rage took hold of me, pure and devastating. How could they be so cruel?

How could those bastards threaten what I loved most after everything that had already happened?

I looked at the paper once more, my eyes burning.

Deep down, I knew this was only the beginning.
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Stephen

“AND NOW LET’S TALK about the latest presidential polling,” the host’s voice rang out with forced enthusiasm. The show’s theme music swelled for a moment before falling silent again.

The towel was still draped around my neck when I walked into the living room, catching the TV broadcast, the scent of soap and shampoo mixing with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. I poured myself a mug, keeping one ear tuned to the program.

“Bennett Carver, the dark horse nobody expected, continues to gain ground. Once a distant third, he’s been climbing in the polls, inching ever closer to Stephen Lewis, everyone’s favorite candidate until about two months ago.”

I closed my eyes for a second, trying to ignore the tightness those words put in my chest.

“That’s right, Amanda,” the other anchor said, his casual tone grating on me. “The tragedy that struck the Lewis family may have stirred compassion in many, but it’s also opened a discussion among voters: can a man with two small children, no wife, handle the pressure of the presidency? Carver, on the other hand, seems to be using this moment to solidify himself as the more stable alternative.”

“Bunch of fucking assholes,” I muttered to myself, gripping the mug by its handle, after greeting the housekeeper and heading into the living room. I positioned myself beside the armchair where my father sat, watching that shit.

I sipped the coffee carefully, feeling it hot and bitter as it went down—I didn’t take a spoonful of sugar.

“Furthermore,” the host continued, “recent opposition campaigns have begun planting a dangerous idea. Is the perfection of the Lewis family, always a fortress of his public image, now crumbling? Not just with the revelations of Monica Lewis’s infidelities, but also with Stephen’s more aggressive behavior, especially toward journalists.”

My jaw clenched. It was always like this. Every word, every insinuation, every narrative constructed to destabilize me. The hell I was already living at home wasn’t enough; they wanted more. They wanted the full spectacle.

As the journalist spoke, images from a specific afternoon came back like a knife being driven into my chest.

I didn’t usually pick the kids up from school for obvious reasons. The commotion I caused was too great. Monica had always handled the task, but since she died, I thought I should take on the role myself, given what the children were going through.

It was right outside the school. Me, with Christian and Penelope, trying to get them to the car through the frenzy of paparazzi and journalists clamoring for a moment of my attention. I scooped them up, one in each arm, and tried to quicken my pace, shielded by security, but one guy shoved a phone practically in my face, asking the goddamn question:

“Mr. Lewis, what can you tell us about Mrs. Lewis’s affairs? Were you aware you were being cheated on?”

Fuck... in front of my daughter? Christian might not fully understand yet, but Penelope would undoubtedly absorb it. Not that I could protect her from everything—I knew she’d hear it from one side or another—but what I could do to spare her, I would.

Without even thinking, I set my daughter down and just swatted the phone from his hand, sending it clattering to the ground.

“I’m with my daughter. Leave us alone.”

And that hadn’t been the first time.

I’d always handled the press very well. I was always considered a likable, charismatic, very polite candidate. A gentleman, as many people told me. In almost no time at all, I’d become the villain of the story.

Couldn’t they connect any of this to grief? Or did I need to smile and pretend nothing had happened, for the sake of the American people who couldn’t handle a surly expression and a lack of humor?

At least for a while, I was going to have to be that creature, a little more somber, a little heavier.

Didn’t I deserve that time?

I grabbed the TV remote and turned it off, pissed as hell.

That’s how I’d been feeling lately, all the time. Not even the two hours of weightlifting I’d done just before coming in had helped burn off the adrenaline.

“None of that shit in this house,” I snapped, which made my father turn toward me.

I dropped onto the sofa near him, running a hand over my head.

“You know, unfortunately, this kind of thing needs to be analyzed.”

“I don’t trust those polls. What matters is the election.”

“You know how it was for me, Stephen. I was the underdog, and in the final weeks I overtook my opponent. It was a surprise to everyone, and it’s a surprise we don’t want happening to you.”

Yeah, I knew that. My father had been president for two terms before Thomas Walker’s administration—Richard’s father.

Not only had my father been president, he’d been a very beloved one.

As my father spoke, childhood memories surfaced. Growing up as Harrison Lewis’s son meant living on a stage, always under the spotlight, always with expectations greater than any child should bear. I watched the rise and fall of allies, saw how politics was a game of conditional loyalty.

That wasn’t what I wanted for my kids.

In that moment, I understood Richard’s decision to bow out a little better. Even if it had opened the door for Carver to gain ground. One thing was being rivals with a man I knew played clean—even if his father was a bastard. Another, completely different thing was having a personal problem with your biggest opponent.

A problem that involved a fucking set of horns.

“We don’t need to watch that in my house. By the way, what are you doing here so early?” I asked him. Not that my father wasn’t present, especially since Monica’s death, but he lived in Miami, and I didn’t remember him saying he’d be appearing in New York, where I lived.

“Forgot about our event the day after tomorrow?”

“Should I remember?”

My father smiled, goading.

“Of course you forgot... It’s the event we agreed to attend. Where we’ll meet those people I told you about. I came a few days early so we can settle a few things.”

It took me a second to process. I knew who those people were that he was talking about.

Since the day at the cemetery, the threats against my children hadn’t stopped. On the contrary, they’d become more frequent, more sinister. Every note, every subtle or direct message, was a reminder of how vulnerable we were, despite all the security measures I’d taken.

I took the notes to the police, hired the best security experts to reinforce the perimeter of my house and provide escorts for my kids, but the feeling of powerlessness remained. It was like trying to hold back a storm with an umbrella.

“You know the Cosa Nostra can help you,” he said, again. We’d had this conversation before, and I’d only agreed to go to that event to get him off my back. I had no intention of forging any alliance, no matter how discreet they all were.

“It goes against my principles. I know the kind of things you had to do later, to pay your debt...”

“A man does what he must to protect his family and his campaign, Stephen. Everything I did, I regret none of it.”

“And who’s to say they won’t turn on me later?”

“No one guarantees anything,” he said, his tone flat. “But I’m alive to tell the tale. You, on the other hand, might not be so lucky if you keep ignoring what’s at stake. And neither will your children. My grandchildren!”

The weight of his words was impossible to ignore. I knew he was right. It wasn’t just about my campaign or my kids. It was about our family’s legacy and surviving to fight another day.

“We’ll meet these people, Stephen. Just hear what they have to say. Nothing more, nothing less.”

I let out a grunt and was about to reply that I had no choice, because he’d already confirmed my attendance, when I heard the little pitter-patter of my daughter running toward me.

She’d become more attached to me since Monica was gone, more frightened, less... childlike.

“Hey, my little angel.” I crouched down, opening my arms for her. She threw herself against me, and I held her as if my life depended on it. “Good morning!”

“Good morning, Daddy.”

Slipping from my arms, she launched herself at her grandfather. Even though he lived far away, my father was very present, and the kids were crazy about him. So much so that Christian, who was almost two, started clapping his little hands and murmuring, “G’ampa.”

I watched my little girl, thinking of all the nights she’d cried for her mother, the nightmares that made her wake up screaming. I thought of the possibility of someone hurting her, of anyone even trying to hurt her or my little Christian, who seemed so tiny, clutching a teddy bear to his chest, toddling on his chubby little legs.

I swore in that instant that I would ally myself with the devil himself, if necessary, to protect them.

As if reading my thoughts, my father looked at me, saying silently:

You wouldn’t do anything for them?

Yeah, I would.

“Daddy, are you going to work today?” Penelope’s voice had that sweet, slightly tremulous tone that always broke me inside.

I knew she felt safer with me at home, but unfortunately I had commitments.

“Yes, sweetie, but not right now. I still have a little time with you. What do you want to do?” I smiled, trying to push away the weight of the moment.

“Can we make pancakes?”

It was something she used to do with her mother, and I’d never be as good at it, but I could try.

“Cakes! Cakes!” Christian seemed excited too, and I smiled.

“Of course! We’ll make a whole stack, for us and for Grandpa.”

I picked Christian up and took Penny’s hand, leading them both to the kitchen, hoping to give them a little bit of childhood, even amidst the chaos that was my fucking life right then.
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Noelle

I TOOK A DEEP BREATH, looking at myself in the mirror. By coincidence or not, I was wearing a black dress that afternoon as I returned to my brothers’ house for the weekend.

Black was the perfect color for a widow, wasn’t it? I was just playing my part.

Except I was a twenty-one-year-old virgin widow.

How pathetic was that?

Not because of the age or the virginity, but because I’d been a mafia wife and remained untouched. Few would believe my story if I ever decided to tell it.

Men in the mafia who sought a marriage to a widow did so because they wanted an experienced woman. Many might think that because I had no children, I was infertile. No matter how important my family was within the Cosa Nostra, I’d be judged and assessed, like a prize.

I even had the impression my brothers were already negotiating my fate with someone. Over the phone, they’d asked me questions about my mourning, tried to broach the subject that at some point they’d have to promise me to another man, and I knew they’d gone to New York for some meetings with Dominic Ungaretti—the don, the boss of bosses.

I knew things were getting a little heated within the Cosa Nostra. There were few available women and several single men looking for wives. As soon as my late husband was buried, I understood I wouldn’t have much time in my widowed state.

All the bittersweet luck I’d had in becoming the wife of Vaccio Santomani, a man old enough to be my grandfather but who was kind and never touched me, would not be repeated.

Lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice.

Most likely, I’d be handed over to some boss. There were a few available, and they were all very handsome, but most had their reputations. I had no idea what they’d force me to do.

“Noelle?” I heard my brother Leonardo’s voice calling. “Aren’t you ready yet? We’re waiting for you for dinner.”

Leonardo was the eldest of the house. Our father had died recently, a few months before my husband, and I could swear I felt more for Vaccio than for him—a man who saw no use for a woman in the mafia except to be sold off and to breed.

“Coming,” I replied, finishing my hair quickly.

Since our father’s death, Leonardo had assumed the position of boss of Oregon. We weren’t a state where the Cosa Nostra was particularly strong, but we still had a powerful last name. Mainly because my brother had become a personal ally of the Don of the Cosa Nostra.

It was strengthening our family to the point of making us relevant.

Leonardo’s rise brought me some relief. With my husband’s death, my father would have taken my entire inheritance and left me with nothing. My brother didn’t do that. He was going to hand me over to another man, of that I had no doubt, but he wouldn’t let me marry without my own money.

When I arrived in the dining room, everyone was gathered. Leonardo at the head of the table, with Amaro on his left, Edoardo on his right, and my sister, Illeana, beside Edoardo.

I settled in next to Amaro, who gave me a kiss on the cheek, breaking a little of the formality in the air.

I smiled at my sweet Illeana, who was only thirteen and whom I missed terribly. I’d only been home a few hours and we hadn’t even had time to talk. I knew that night we’d spend a good while in my room, lying on the bed in our pajamas, gossiping, like we used to before I got married.

“We’re happy to have you home, Noelle,” Leonardo said, without much emotion. He was a quiet man, impassive, not at all affectionate, though he was reasonably fair and as gentle with me as possible.

“I’m happy too.”

After Vaccio’s death, I’d stayed for a while at our house, in the company of his three sons—Lazzaro, Valerio, and Romano. Though they were all older than me, they had great respect for me and welcomed me in my time of mourning.

Lazzaro had taken his father’s place as boss of Jersey, and assured me I could keep living with them, but I thought it better to come home, where I felt more comfortable.

“I know it might be a bit premature, but I believe we need to talk.”

I fell silent, watching Leonardo and trying not to look too tense, because I already more or less knew what the subject would be.

Leonardo cleared his throat, drawing the attention of everyone at the table. Even Illeana, who was distracted spinning her fork on her plate, looked up curiously.

“We had an important meeting in New York this week. Dominic Ungaretti is pursuing a strategic alliance.”

We had barely served ourselves, but suddenly my appetite vanished. I felt my fingers automatically tightening around the napkin fabric in my lap.

“What kind of alliance?” I asked, trying to sound casual, even as I felt a knot forming in my stomach.

“With the future President of the United States.”

Tension grew in the room like a dense cloud. Amaro averted his eyes, pretending to be more interested in the glass of wine in front of him. Edoardo exchanged a quick glance with Leonardo, as if they both knew exactly what was coming next.

“The election hasn’t even happened yet, Leonardo,” I commented, trying to sound skeptical, but my heart was racing.

My brother leaned forward slightly, elbows on the table, his expression serious.

“If he joins with the Cosa Nostra, his rival won’t stand a chance. Dominic will ensure it. The money and influence we can mobilize will be decisive.”

The room seemed to spin around me, but I kept my composure.

“And what exactly does that have to do with me?”

Leonardo looked at me with a direct, almost clinical gaze.

“Dominic suggested you marry this candidate.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I let out a disbelieving laugh, more from reflex than from finding anything funny.

“Me?” My voice nearly failed. “Marry the possible president?”

Leonardo didn’t react to my tone. His gaze remained steady, unshakable.

“It makes sense. You’re young, beautiful, childless. It projects a perfect image of renewal and continuity. A future president needs a wife who is a symbol.”

“A symbol,” I repeated, bitter, a metallic taste rising in my mouth. “And what I want doesn’t matter, does it?”

He took a deep breath, crossing his arms.

“It’s not that it doesn’t matter, Noelle, but we all have roles to play. You know how this works.”

“I know,” I replied, my voice cold. “I just didn’t imagine my role would be to become a pawn in a political game.”

The silence that followed was cut only by the clatter of Illeana’s fork falling onto her plate. Even she seemed to have sensed the weight of what was being discussed.

I looked down at the plate in front of me, the food untouched. My mind swarmed with questions and objections, but I knew nothing I said would change the course of that conversation.

Deep down, I’d always known my freedom was an illusion.

“I don’t think I have a choice, do I?” I asked, my head bowed.

“No. It was a condition from Dominic, and we all know he doesn’t make suggestions.”

I nodded, feeling deflated, as if the weight of a world I never truly wanted to inhabit had just settled on my shoulders.

One thing was to remain within a world I already knew, where the rules were harsh but familiar. Another thing, completely different, was to be thrust into politics—a universe of false smiles, empty promises, and masked power.

Leonardo cleared his throat, his voice cutting through my thoughts.

“Do you know who we’re talking about?”

I raised my eyes to him, trying to seem indifferent.

“Yes, Stephen Lewis, isn’t it?”

Images of the man surfaced in my mind. I couldn’t deny he was handsome—very handsome, in fact—with his short brown hair, very blue eyes, and an impressive bearing. He must have been about six feet tall and was muscular, in a way a politician hardly ever was.

I knew girls in college who claimed they’d vote for him just because he was extremely hot.

He was also much younger than Vaccio. Yet, a complete stranger to me. A face I only saw in newspapers or on the news.

“Isn’t he married?” I asked, a note of doubt in my voice.

Before Leonardo could answer, Amaro interjected, his deep voice filling the space.

“He was widowed just before you were.”

My expression remained impassive, but something in his words struck me. A widow and a widower. Like an equation that seemed logical, but which I didn’t want to solve.

“Maybe it’s fate,” Illeana murmured softly, more to herself than to us, but loud enough for me to hear.

I stared at her, and she gave me a timid smile, which I couldn’t return.

Fate?

No. This felt more like a trap. A destiny that had been charted long before I even had a chance to fight it.

Leonardo interrupted my thoughts with his typical direct tone, as if he were always dictating the next moves in a larger strategy.

“Soon there will be another marriage as well. I’m negotiating Amaro’s union with Brielle Cavendish, sister to the doctor and the captain of the Cosa Nostra. It will be a great alliance for our family.”

Amaro shifted in his chair but remained silent. I knew him well enough to detect the subtle tension in his posture, his clenched jaw, his eyes fixed on the glass in front of him.

He didn’t seem the least bit excited, but he didn’t dare protest.

Leonardo was conducting our lives like a maestro, every word and decision like notes in a complex score that only he seemed to fully understand.

“It’s also good that you’re home now, Noelle, because we’ll be traveling to New York tomorrow,” he announced, changing the subject with the ease of someone who had already decided everything. “There’s an important Cosa Nostra event, and we’ll need to attend.”

“Will Stephen be there?” My question escaped before I could stop it, and it came out as little more than a whisper.

Leonardo gave me an assessing look but nodded.

“Perhaps. It wouldn’t be a surprise. If Dominic is trying to align him with our cause, he might invite him to start understanding how things work.”

My stomach churned at the thought. One thing was to be promised to an unknown man; another thing entirely was to meet him face to face, at an event that would clearly be more of a showcase than a celebration.

Leonardo continued, unconcerned with my unease, as if it were an insignificant detail in the grand plan he’d already laid out for us.

I glanced at Amaro, who still hadn’t said a word about the fate that had been drawn for him, too. He avoided my gaze, but I knew he shared the same feeling of powerlessness.

From that moment on, our destiny no longer belonged to us.

It once again belonged to the Cosa Nostra.
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Stephen

A FINE RAIN WAS FALLING as I stepped out of the limousine that had taken me straight to the hall in New York where the event was being held. My driver opened the door and quickly grabbed an umbrella so neither my father nor I would get wet.

I crossed the path to the stairs under the scrutiny of paparazzi, who were jostling each other for a shot. That night, at least, no one seemed too inclined to ask questions I didn’t want to answer.

“Smile for them, Stephen. It’s like you’ve forgotten how to play the game,” my father chided, and I obeyed, knowing I couldn’t cling to the image of the sullen widower for much longer.

If that were my choice, I’d be swallowed alive by my rival.

I even managed a wave, using my best rehearsed smile, and was polite to the journalists, something I hadn’t been in a long time. I tried to focus on the fact that each was a different person, not a single entity. I couldn’t be angry at an entire profession just because a few were causing turmoil in my life.

Once I was done with them, I focused on the path ahead, lowering my gaze and letting it fall on the raindrops that looked like kaleidoscopes on the asphalt. I adjusted my jacket and tried to control my anxiety.

People looking at me—at least before Monica’s death—used to see a good-humored, articulate man, always with impeccable posture. The shitty part was that it was an armor I’d created, carefully constructed, but inside I wasn’t that solid.

I was just a man. Human, with flaws, fears, and weaknesses.

My children, most of all.

And it was for them that I was here.

“Don’t you think it could be a huge problem if they see me with these people, entering this event?” I asked my father, who was walking beside me. As a former president, he attracted as much attention as I did, but he knew how to handle the media like a pro.

“You think they know who they are? To the public, they’re just millionaires, businessmen. Everyone has their legal and illegal dealings. Things happen in the shadows,” he whispered to me, low enough for no one else to hear. “If anyone knows, they don’t have the courage to expose it. It would be a death sentence.”

“Interesting. So that’s the kind of person I’m supposed to trust...”

My father didn’t answer, and I thought it better not to say anything more.

The venue was opulent, a stately mansion transformed into a setting for a night that seemed lifted straight from a movie—or a nightmare, depending on your point of view. Crystal chandeliers glittered over walls decorated with gold ornaments and tapestries that probably cost more than anything I’d ever seen in my life.

Beautiful people were everywhere. Men in impeccable suits, with faces that looked carved from marble, conversed with stunning women dressed in outfits that could be mistaken for works of art. There was an intoxicating glamour in the air, a sheen that masked the shadows I knew were there.

It was easy to imagine how someone could get lost in that environment. Everything seemed designed to seduce: the luxury, the music, the subtle scent of expensive perfume. But for me, it was suffocating. I knew that behind every charming smile and cordial handshake were stories of blood and power.

My father, beside me, seemed completely at ease. He waved to acquaintances, shook hands with confidence, and let out calculated laughs at the right moments. I, on the other hand, could barely relax my shoulders.

“No need to be so tense,” he whispered as we walked through the main hall. “It’s just another event.”

He was obviously trying to reassure me, but it wasn’t working. We both knew it wasn’t “just another event.”

We stopped in a less crowded corner, and my father leaned in, lowering his voice.

“I spoke with Dominic Ungaretti.” The name of the Cosa Nostra Don carried a weight that seemed to fill the entire room. “He wants to speak with you personally, taking advantage of tonight’s gathering,” my father added.

“But I haven’t agreed to anything. I still need to think...”

“It’s a good sign, Stephen. He just wants to get to know you better. He won’t force you into anything.”

I wasn’t so sure that was a positive thing. Dominic Ungaretti, being that powerful, shouldn’t be accustomed to wasting his time, and the idea that he was interested in me made me more uncomfortable than ever.

“But does he know about the threats to the children?”

My father shrugged.

“You can’t forbid me from mentioning certain things to someone I trust who can protect my grandchildren.”

“Then you make the pact with him,” I spat the words, irritated.

“I tried. They want you.”

Of course they did. I had a shot at power; my father no longer had plans to run for any political office.

It was the burden I had to face.

The hall seemed even more oppressive as time passed, with every person who approached me carrying that air of secrets and hidden intentions. My father made a point of introducing me to some important figures, men and women who smiled too much and said things that seemed to mean nothing. I responded with the same level of superficiality, because that’s what was expected, but the tension kept growing inside me.

After a while, I took advantage of a moment when my father turned to speak with someone to slip away a bit. It wasn’t the kind of place where you could escape completely, but at least the crowd was dense enough to let me disappear for a few minutes.

I went to the bar in the corner of the hall, where a silent waiter was serving drinks nonstop. I grabbed a glass of whiskey without thinking much, just for the gesture, and turned, letting my gaze wander over the people around me.

That’s when I saw her.

She was a few meters away, alone, holding a champagne flute. At first, I thought my mind was playing tricks on me. There was something so... out of place about her, as if she didn’t belong in that environment.

As if she were too innocent to be among the lions. It gave the impression that someone might appear to swallow her whole at any moment.

Her hair was light brown, almost blonde, falling softly over her shoulders. Her blue eyes shone under the lights of the hall, holding an expression I couldn’t decipher immediately. There was nothing intimidating or calculated—just a kind of softness that should have been incredibly rare in a place like that.

She looked so young. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. And she was small, maybe a foot shorter than me, even in the high heels she wore. Her dress, elegant and discreet, molded perfectly to her delicate frame, but it wasn’t as flashy as those of the other women around. And when she smiled at someone in the distance, a dimple appeared in her cheek.

I was stuck on that smile for longer than I should have been, before she noticed I was looking. Her eyes met mine, and I saw something pass through them—surprise, perhaps?

I approached slowly, still holding my glass.

“Good evening.” My voice sounded casual, but I was attentive to her reaction.

Fuck... I didn’t even know why I’d approached. I wasn’t planning to hit on the girl or anything. She just seemed more accessible amidst all those people. More... like me.

She hesitated for a second, as if deciding what to say.

“Good evening,” she replied, her voice low and sweet, carrying a slight touch of shyness.

Something about her made me think she knew who I was. It wasn’t uncommon, of course, but the way she looked at me was... different.

“You seem a little surprised to see me here.”

The girl hesitated again, giving the impression she needed to think about her response, but ended up saying something that didn’t sound entirely true—but how could I demand honesty from someone I barely knew?

“It’s just not every day you bump into the future president of the country.”

“Technically we didn’t bump into each other,” I said, with a certain charm.

It had been a long time since I’d flirted with a woman, and I had no intention of starting. My wife had died two months ago, and no matter how complicated things had been between us, that there was no longer a relationship of loyalty and commitment, I didn’t have the courage to take a step like that.

It was just... something light.

“It’s a figure of speech,” she said, lowering her head in a very feminine and delicate gesture.

A well-bred young lady, no doubt.

“Do you have business with Dominic?” she asked, directly.

“It seems so. What’s he like?”

“Well... He’s a bit intimidating to talk to,” she admitted, with a discreet but no less graceful smile. “His reputation for being ruthless and powerful precedes him. But, curiously, he’s much more generous than people think. If you don’t cross him, of course. Dominic Ungaretti is a man who values loyalty and keeps his promises, which is rare enough in this world.”

I nodded, absorbing her words. It was still hard to believe I was about to come onto the radar of someone so influential—and, frankly, so dangerous.

But I needed to remember that soon I could become the most influential man in the country. That wouldn’t be news.

“It’s my first time in this world... with these people. Any tips for making a good impression on him?” I asked, in a playful tone.

It had been a long time since I’d acted that way. I even felt at ease for the first time that night.

The girl smiled, as if my question were almost naive. She leaned in slightly, the gleam in her blue eyes becoming almost mischievous.

“Just don’t mess with his woman. That would land you in hot water. He’s deeply in love with her. I think it’s the only thing that would make him completely lose his head.”

“Good to know,” I murmured, laughing softly.

She shrugged, unconcerned.

“People tend to forget that powerful men have their weaknesses too. And in Dominic’s case, it’s her. He’d do anything for his wife, anything to protect her.”

There was something in the way she spoke that intrigued me. Her posture and delicacy suggested a young woman who, perhaps, wasn’t as innocent as she seemed. But the idea that she knew the terrain she was walking on well, while I was still trying to understand the map, made me feel a little less out of place.

“Seems like you know a lot about him,” I commented, interested.

She gave another enigmatic smile, tucking a strand of light brown hair that had escaped her updo back into place.

“We all learn just enough to avoid making a stupid mistake.”

I smiled at her, and she took a sip of her champagne, watching me over the rim of the glass.

I was planning to say a few more things to her when we were interrupted by the arrival of someone who whispered in my ear that Dominic was waiting for me.

I looked at the young woman, who gave a slight nod, indicating I should go.

I walked away, turning my back to her, but glanced over my shoulder again, still a little impressed, half foolish, half curious.

It was strange to feel that way, but it was probably tied to the nerves and the reluctance to be there, doing something I didn’t want to do.

But all of that only lasted until I crossed the threshold of the room where Dominic was waiting for me, which appeared to be a study, and I stood face to face with him.

I glanced over my shoulder once more as his soldier closed the door, leaving us alone inside.

This was the moment... I needed to understand what the mafia wanted from me.
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CHAPTER 4
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Stephen

THE DOOR OPENED BEFORE me, and I saw him. He stood with his back to me, contemplating New York below, a sea of golden pinpricks representing the city’s lights.

He was an imposing figure, hands in his pockets, shoulders broad, but shorter than I was.

And yet, he seemed to loom. Even as a man of power myself, Dominic Ungaretti was a fortress—the kind of thing you could sense from a first impression alone.

He radiated everything he was, and I would have to face him from that moment on.

“Mr. Ungaretti?” the man who had led me there called out, announcing me.

Dominic glanced over his shoulder with a smile. He’d known we’d entered, but he kept acting as he would if I were just another supplicant there to beg for his help.

This was a game he knew how to play very well. Dependence on his favors must have turned many men who considered themselves extremely powerful into lambs.

That wouldn’t happen to me. I would not be a pawn in his game.

I could accept a trade of favors, but there would be limits.

“Your Excellency... an honor,” he said, with a hint of mockery, but he didn’t turn fully.

He signaled to his man and let him leave, closing the door behind him.

“Why don’t you come over here? The view is exceptional.”

I hesitated for a few moments, but did as he asked. Or ordered... because he was probably the type who commanded, not politely requested.

I took my place beside him and Dominic fell silent, staring at the city as if it were an extension of himself. The glow of the lights reflected in his eyes, but his expression remained impenetrable. He didn’t seem in any hurry to begin, letting the silence stretch out like a declaration of power. He was the kind of man who knew exactly how to make time work for him.

Finally, he broke the silence, his voice low but carrying an authority that didn’t need to be forced.

“New York isn’t just my home, you know?” he said, still looking out the window. “It’s my domain.”

I blinked, keeping my expression neutral, but absorbing every word.

“Every little thing that happens here... above board or in the underworld... I know about it.” He turned partially, the cynical smile still on his lips. “Every deal, every secret whispered in an alley, every shift in the market... it all passes through me.”

He let the words hang in the air as I remained still, unperturbed, watching him with a frown. Dominic turned his gaze back to the view, as if speaking more to himself than to me.

“You may think you’re about to run the country, Stephen. That you’ll be the most powerful man in this nation.” He finally turned fully, crossing his arms, his penetrating gaze locked on mine. “But you’ll never be one hundred percent in power. Because, when it comes down to it, the one who makes the rules... is the Cosa Nostra. And the Cosa Nostra is mine.”

It was a speech meant to intimidate—of that I had no doubt. And, in truth, I needed to be wary. I didn’t know much about him or what he was capable of, but no matter how unprepared I was to capitulate completely, it was still my children at stake.

I was silent for a moment, merely tilting my head slightly to the side, analyzing him.

“Is that a threat?” I asked, keeping my voice firm but not raising it.

Dominic let out a low laugh, the kind that seemed more amused than genuinely warm.

“Of course not, Your Excellency.” He took a step forward, stopping close enough for his presence to become even more imposing. “It’s merely a statement of fact.”

Gesturing toward the desk, he invited me to sit, and I did. He also settled into his own imposing chair, adopting a relaxed posture, as if this were something he did every day.

“So, what’s your preference, Mr. Lewis?” he asked, his voice imbued with authority, but with a lightness that irritated me more than it should have. “Small talk, introductions, perhaps a drink to break the ice? Maybe we can discuss the weather before we get to the main point? Or would you prefer I get straight to the point?”

His tone was challenging, but there was something almost theatrical in the way he watched me, as if he were enjoying my presence there.

I crossed my arms, leaning back slightly in the chair, keeping my gaze fixed on his.

“I didn’t get to where I am by being a man for small talk, Mr. Ungaretti,” I replied, with equal firmness.

His cynical smile widened, and he steepled his fingers, as if my answer had pleased him.

“Very well. That makes things more interesting.” He adjusted himself in his chair, now fully focused on me, as if about to make the first move in a game he already dominated. “Let’s get straight to the point, then. It’s reached my ears that you’ve been having some problems. That someone has been bothering your family.”

“And how did that reach your ears?”

“Your father was kind enough to tell me. I imagine he could have gone to the police, being the influential man he is, but for some reason he agreed to come to us. Why, Mr. Lewis?”

I took a deep breath, hating every moment of this conversation.

“I agreed because my father insisted.”

“Do you usually do everything your father tells you to?”

I snarled, irritated, rising and slamming my hand on the desk.

“I won’t tolerate this!” I shouted. “I don’t even know why I came here... A waste of time.”

“No, it’s not. Not for you and not for me.” Dominic also stood, leaning forward to look at me more closely. “My proposal is very, very simple. We are in a position to put you in that presidency without any difficulty. You’ll have a great deal of money injected into your campaign, not to mention the support of the most powerful people in the country. Carver won’t stand a chance. And I’m sure you want, more than just reaching the top, to drag him through the mud. I know that’s why you came to us. For revenge.”

I should have denied it, gotten up and walked out. This was already going too far. But there was something in his words that got to me.

My mind spun with everything I knew about Dominic Ungaretti. He had made it very clear: nothing in New York escaped his eyes.

Nothing.

And that, probably, included the matter of Monica and Bennet.

The betrayal still burned inside me, an open wound I kept hidden beneath a facade of indifference. The man she was with could only be the same one now trying to destroy my political career.

I knew it wasn’t a coincidence.

Dominic knew it too, I could feel it.

My jaw tightened as the puzzle pieces began to align. Was Dominic right? Was it really for revenge that I was here?

Did I hate Carver enough to ally myself with the mob to bring him down?

Dominic seemed to notice my hesitation, and his smile widened. He was a strategist, a man accustomed to manipulating, to twisting others’ weaknesses to his advantage.

“Carver is dangerous, Stephen. Perhaps more than you realize.” He picked up a crystal glass from the desk and filled it with whiskey. “You think he just wants your resignation? You really think that’s all?”

I leaned back in the chair, crossing my arms as I looked at him.

“Who else would want me to resign so badly?” I asked, more to myself than to him.

Dominic shrugged, as if the answer were obvious.

“Someone who fears you. Someone who knows you’re a threat. Carver doesn’t play clean. He never has.” He took a sip of whiskey, his eyes fixed on mine. “And if there’s anyone who can guarantee you stay in the game... it’s me.”

My head was full. It wasn’t just about Carver. It was about Monica, about my children, about everything that had happened in the last few months. And now Dominic Ungaretti was offering me exactly what I wanted.

But at what cost?

My head was about to explode. Dominic played dirty, but he played well. Every word of his was a piece strategically placed on a board I wasn’t even sure I was willing to play on.

“I’m no expert on the mob, but I suspect everything given comes with a price. What will it be? I won’t sign a pact with the devil without knowing the terms.”

Dominic smiled. A smile full of self-assurance and, at the same time, of a deeply irritating cynicism. He reclined in his chair, relaxed, as if this conversation were just one of many where he dictated the rules.

“The devil won’t ask for anything that would hurt your principles, Mr. Lewis,” he said, his voice low and calm, but full of intent. “In fact, it’s a very reasonable price. I want you to marry a young woman from the Cosa Nostra. Simple as that.”

I was motionless for several seconds, digesting those words.

A marriage? He wanted me to bind myself to someone who was part of that shadowy world?

To become a pawn in his web of alliances and control?

I said nothing. I just turned and started walking toward the door. A move I knew was not prudent. But at that moment, the idea of remaining in that room, listening to Dominic Ungaretti shape my future as he saw fit, was unbearable.

“You think it’s too high a price for your children’s lives, Your Excellency?” His voice echoed at my back, full of something dark. “For mine, I would do much, much more.”

I stopped. My heart raced, my breath caught in my throat. He knew exactly where to hit.

My children.

They were everything. Everything I truly had.

I took a deep breath, still with my back to him. The weight of his words infiltrating every corner of my mind.

Maybe that was it. Maybe the question wasn’t the price I would pay, but how far I was willing to go for them.

Dominic knew that. Just as he knew everything.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Stephen

“I CAN’T BELIEVE I’M actually here.” I brought a hand to my forehead, massaging my temples.

I should have left the moment I dared to try. When I walked toward the door, ready to go, it was my duty to have simply vanished and not allowed that man to get inside my head, blackmailing me with my own children.

But... fuck... they were my kids. What kind of father would I be if I closed my eyes to an effective solution they were offering, one that could mean protection for both of them?

Then again, what kind of father would I be if I allied myself with the mob instead of seeking help from an organization that worked within the law?

“You’re free to leave, Mr. Lewis. I don’t recall locking the door, and I don’t see any chains binding your wrists to the chair,” Dominic said in a mocking tone.

Again.

It seemed to be a gift, apparently.

“I don’t think I have much of a choice,” I muttered.

“Neither do I. We are your best option, because we will solve the problem quickly. I imagine you want your family safe.”

Of course I did. I would do anything for my kids.

“It’s only for them that I’m here,” I stated with conviction and a note of contempt.

The man in front of me gave a small, sarcastic smile.

“But before anything else—” I interrupted him as he was about to speak. “Who’s to guarantee for me that it isn’t the Cosa Nostra itself threatening me, just to get what they want from me?”

My interlocutor’s presumptuous air shifted. His face, with its strong features, took on a darker tone.

“We do not threaten children, Mr. Lewis. I myself have five children. I have a beautiful wife. A family that is dear to me.”

I could have scoffed at what he said and believed it meant nothing coming from a mobster. That he could hurt other men’s wives and children, so long as his own remained untouched.

“Fine. I want to understand this proposal better before anything else. Who is the woman?”

“Her name is Noelle Giordanno. Her older brother is the head of the Cosa Nostra in Oregon. She has recently been widowed, just like you.”

“She probably isn’t very interested in getting married, just like I’m not.”

“Yes, but just like you, she has no choice. Within the Cosa Nostra, some bosses negotiate their daughters’ marriages. In Noelle’s case, her late husband was seventy-three.”

“And she?” I asked, somewhat horrified.

“Twenty-one, currently.”

“My God!” I said, almost breathless. I couldn’t even imagine my little Penelope being condemned to a fate like that.

“I believe she will be happy that her second husband is a younger man than the first. And a good-looking one.”

“Still, I’m seventeen years older.”

“As far as I know, your friend Richard Walker is quite a bit older than his wife as well.”

I took a deep breath, running a hand through my hair.

“Richard and Owen have debts with the mob that haven’t been called in yet. Not like this, the way it’s being done with me.”

I knew that both Richard and Owen—who was the current governor of New York—had associated with the mob, each for a different reason. I trusted them both, knew they were men of unquestionable character, which gave me a little more confidence that my decision wasn’t so impulsive.

Or less risky.

“In due time, they will be. We are patient men.”

I took a deep breath, gripping the arms of the chair so hard my knuckles turned white.

“This is all so insane. It’s only been two months since I was widowed. What will people say? And don’t give me that hypocrisy about not caring about opinion, because, unfortunately, in the position I hold, everything said about me is relevant.”

“We understand perfectly. We are not asking you to marry the girl in a month. We will draw up a contract and—”

“A contract?” I nearly spat the word, with utter scorn.

“It’s more common than you think. In the circles I move in, most marriages happen this way. And most of them become happy marriages.”

I laughed scornfully, because my concept of happiness was probably a little different from his.

A man who lived amidst violence might not be a very reliable source.

“Continuing... we will draw up a contract, and you can gradually introduce Noelle to the public as your girlfriend, your fiancée, and later your wife. It’s not so unusual for a man saddened and embittered by a loss to find comfort in the arms of another. Especially a beautiful, young woman.”

“They’ll think I’m insensitive, that I disrespected Monica’s memory and got involved with a much younger girl because I’m having a midlife crisis.”

Dominic laughed.

“You’re not old enough for that, Mr. Lewis. But I think you could still come out ahead. You know that to reach the presidency, it’s important for a man to have a good wife by his side. Noelle is a very well-mannered young woman; raised to be a lady.”

I almost started to get curious about that girl, but I wasn’t going to give in so easily. I wasn’t going to show my vulnerability. Not to this person.

“It’s take it or leave it, Your Excellency. Do you want your family safe? Do you want to have a wife, since you need to reach the presidency? Then accept our offer. And I don’t even think it’s that difficult. As I said, Noelle is a good girl, very beautiful, well-mannered...”

I needed time to think. If I made any decision on impulse, I could regret it later, and I had the impression that this organization did not like to be contradicted, but probably liked even less those who gave their word and went back on it.

Still, I also believed that leaving without an answer would make them more insistent, more prone to using violence to convince me.

“Is there any chance I could meet her before giving any answer?”

“Of course. I imagined you would ask me that, which is why I wanted our meeting to happen amidst this event, because she is here. We can go downstairs, and I will introduce her to you.”

“She’s here?”

“Of course. As I said, she is a young woman from a family very important to the Cosa Nostra. A mafia princess, as one might expect.”

My head was spinning. This whole conversation seemed more like a plot pulled from a conspiracy novel than my real life. A mafia princess? What the hell was I doing here?

I hated the mob. Hated everything it stood for. And, honestly, I already hated the idea of being tied to anything from that world.

Yet, I couldn’t deny that Dominic knew how to play his cards. He had control of the situation, like a man accustomed to being in command. But it wasn’t just him.

There was something bigger at stake: my children.

I couldn’t stop thinking about them for a single moment. They should be on my mind all the time.

“You can take me to her,” I said finally, my voice sounding firmer than I felt inside.

Dominic stood up, a half-smile appearing at the corner of his mouth, as if he had expected this answer.

“Excellent choice, Mr. Lewis. I’m sure you won’t regret it.”

I didn’t reply. I just stood up as well and followed him out of the office.

As we descended the wide, ornate staircase that would lead us to the hall, I couldn’t help but notice how everyone’s eyes turned toward Dominic. He was clearly someone who commanded attention, not just by his bearing and elegance, but by the aura of power he exuded.

He seemed completely at ease, and the aura of power he exuded was impossible to ignore. People’s reaction to seeing him made that evident.

It was a scene I recognized, in a way. Whenever I entered a room, there was the same expectancy in the air, as if everyone were waiting for something from me—a word, a gesture. The weight of office, as I used to think.
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