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Dedication

	To the women who discover
that strength is not the absence of fear,
but the courage to walk away
without surrendering themselves.

	And to the devils who learn,
too late,
that even power cannot possess
a free soul.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	"The devil did not destroy her.

	He showed her what darkness looked like.

	She chose, instead, to walk through it without becoming his."

	— Nancy Lauren
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Author's Note

	Dear Reader,

	Thank you for picking up Sins of Sicily.

	This novel was written as a journey into the complicated intersection of power, obsession, morality, and choice. It explores a world where beauty and brutality exist side by side, where love is tangled with danger, and where the line between justice and survival is often blurred.

	The characters you will meet are flawed. Some are ruthless. Some make choices that are difficult to understand. Others discover strengths they never knew they possessed. None of these characters are meant to represent ideals to emulate. Instead, they are meant to challenge, unsettle, and, perhaps, remind us that people are often shaped as much by their circumstances as by their choices.

	Dark romance exists as a space to explore fictional fantasies, emotional extremes, and morally complex relationships within the safety of storytelling. The events, relationships, and power dynamics portrayed in this novel are intended for fiction and entertainment. They should not be interpreted as models for healthy real-life relationships or behavior.

	At its heart, however, Sins of Sicily is not simply a story about a cartel boss or a woman caught in his world. It is a story about transformation. It is about discovering who you become after walking through darkness—and finding the strength to choose your own path.

	Thank you for trusting me with these characters, their flaws, and their journey. I hope this story keeps you turning the pages, lingers in your thoughts long after the final chapter, and leaves you eager for the next adventure.

	With gratitude,

	Nancy Lauren
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	Costa Family
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		Lucia Gonzalez – Younger sister whose disappearance begins the story.
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1

	 

	SERGIO

	 

	The engine’s purr died as the Alfa Romeo slid to a stop on the gravel overlook. Nico cut the ignition, and the silence of the mountains rushed in, broken only by the distant, shimmering hum of Palermo below.

	I got out. The night air was cool, sharp with the scent of pine and salt. Down there, the city was a carpet of twinkling indifference. My city.

	The warehouse door slid open on silent tracks. Inside, the air was warmer, thick with the smell of stale cigarettes and fear. Marco stood by a metal table, his suit crisp, his expression a mask of calm assessment. Franco was on his knees, wrists bound behind him, a dark bruise flowering on his jaw.

	His eyes met mine, and the fear in them was a physical thing. It tasted like copper in the air.

	I walked to the table, unbuttoned my suit jacket, and sat. I didn’t look at him. I took my time, smoothing a nonexistent crease from my trousers. The only sound was Franco’s ragged breathing.

	Marco finally spoke, his voice a low murmur in the cavernous space. “Two hundred thousand euros. He skimmed it from the Caltanissetta shipment. Used a shell company his cousin runs. Thought we wouldn’t trace it.”

	I turned my head, just enough to see Franco’s profile. Sweat dripped from his temple onto the concrete floor. “Is that what you thought, Franco?”

	He flinched at the sound of his name. “Don Costa—Sergio—I can explain. It wasn’t like that. It was a loan. I was going to pay it back—”

	“A loan,” I repeated, my voice flat. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “You borrowed from me. Without asking.”

	“The interest at the banks is criminal—”

	“I am the bank.”

	The words hung there, simple and absolute. He swallowed, his throat working.

	I stood and walked around the table until I was standing in front of him. I looked down, studying the way his shoulders trembled. “You know the rules, Franco. Not because I wrote them down for you. Because they are the bones this city is built on. You look at this—” I gestured vaguely toward the city lights beyond the high windows, “—and you see opportunity. I look at it and I see structure. Every brick, every light, every silent street after dark… it exists because of order. My order.”

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered, tears now mixing with the sweat. “Please. My family—”

	“Your family eats because of my generosity. They sleep safely because of my protection. And you shit on that gift for a few extra euros.” I crouched down, bringing my face level with his. His breath smelled of panic and cheap grappa. “It’s not the money. It’s the betrayal of the structure. A crack in the foundation. If I ignore your crack, the next man makes a bigger one. Then the whole fucking thing collapses. You understand?”

	He was crying openly now, nodding, his head bobbing. “I understand. I do. Please. Just… not my hands. Don’t take my hands. I’ll do anything.”

	I held his gaze, letting him see nothing in mine. No anger. No pity. Just the cold, clean logic of a surgeon assessing a tumor. “I’m not going to take your hands, Franco.”

	Relief washed over his face, so potent it was almost comical. “Thank you. Oh, God, thank you, Don Costa. I swear, I’ll make it right. I’ll work it off. I’ll—”

	I stood up, cutting him off. I looked at Marco. “Take his left eye.”

	The relief on Franco’s face melted into a rictus of pure, uncomprehending horror. “What? No! Sergio, please!”

	Marco didn’t hesitate. He gave a short, sharp nod to the two shadows by the door. They moved forward, their footsteps echoing. Franco began to thrash, a high, animal sound tearing from his throat as they hauled him to his feet and forced him back over the metal table.

	I turned and walked toward the door. I didn’t need to watch. The process was precise. Clinical. A message written in a language deeper than words.

	His screams followed me out into the night, sharp and sudden before they were abruptly muffled.

	I lit a cigarette, the flare of the match illuminating Nico’s impassive face as he held the car door open. The scent of tobacco mixed with the pine, burying the memory of the warehouse air. Marco joined me a moment later, wiping his hands with a white handkerchief.

	“It’s done,” he said, his voice even. But I heard the subtle tension in it. The question he wouldn’t ask.

	I took a drag, exhaling a stream of smoke into the dark. “You think it was excessive.”

	He chose his words with the care of a man defusing a bomb. “It’s a powerful statement. Some might say it inspires a different kind of fear. Not just respect.”

	I looked at him. “There is no difference, Marco. Fear is respect in our world. The moment they stop fearing the consequence, they stop respecting the rule.” I dropped the cigarette, grinding it under my heel. “He’ll live. He’ll see with one eye. And every time he looks in the mirror, he’ll remember the price of a crack in my foundation. So will everyone he tells.”

	Marco was silent for a beat. Then, “The new shipment arrives at dawn. The customs officer still needs his envelope.”

	“See to it.” I slid into the car’s leather interior. As Nico pulled away, I watched the warehouse shrink in the rearview mirror, a black box under a blanket of stars.

	Palermo slept. It slept because I was awake. It bent because I did not.

	There was no satisfaction in the thought. Only the quiet hum of a machine functioning as designed. Emotion was a currency I couldn’t afford. It was the ultimate weakness, a luxury that turned men into corpses.

	 

	***

	 

	Back at the estate, the silence was heavier than in the mountains. It was a soundproofed thing, dense and expensive, swallowing the echo of my own footsteps as I walked to the west wing study. The scent of Franco’s terror still clung to the back of my throat, a phantom taste I needed to scrub clean.

	I poured two fingers of Lagavulin, the peat smoke biting the air. I didn’t drink it. I just let the glass warm in my palm, staring at the city lights through the wall of glass.

	Marco’s quiet knock came before I called for him.

	“Enter.”

	He stepped inside, closing the door softly behind him. He didn’t speak. He knew better. He waited, hands clasped loosely in front of him, his gaze fixed on a point just over my shoulder.

	“Send her in,” I said, my voice flat. “The one from the club last week. The blonde.”

	A flicker in his eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or assessment. He recovered instantly. “Of course.”

	He disappeared. The whiskey in my glass caught the light, a trapped amber sun. I didn’t want her. That was the point. I didn’t want the softness, the connection, the messy human need. I wanted the function. The reset. Proof that everything was a lever I could pull, a valve I could open or shut. Even this.

	The door opened again a few minutes later. Marco didn’t escort her. He’d sent a house attendant, a silent woman in a dark dress who merely gestured the girl inside and vanished.

	She stood just inside the doorway, her heels sinking into the Persian rug. Blonde, as requested. Tall. A black dress that clung and promised. Her eyes were wide, a little glassy—nerves, or maybe something she’d taken to steady them. It didn’t matter.

	I didn’t move from the window. “Close the door.”

	She did, the click of the latch loud in the quiet.

	“Come here.”

	She walked toward me, the sound of her steps muffled. She stopped a few feet away, her hands twisting together. She was trying for confident, but her breathing was too quick, too shallow.

	I finally turned to look at her. Pretty. Vacant. A blank canvas. Perfect.

	“Take off the dress.”

	Her fingers fumbled at the side zipper. She got it down, let the fabric slither off her shoulders and pool at her feet. She stood in lace underwear, sheer and useless. Her skin was pale under the low light, her breasts full, nipples already hard from the cool air or the tension. She made a small sound, a half-whimper, and started to reach for the clasp of her bra.

	“Stop.”

	Her hands froze. She looked at me, confused.

	“I didn’t tell you to do that.” I took a slow sip of the whiskey, letting the burn spread. “Stand still.”

	She obeyed, her arms falling stiffly to her sides. I set the glass down and walked a slow circle around her. She trembled. Good. I stopped behind her. I could see the fine hairs on the back of her neck standing up. I didn’t touch her.

	“What’s your name?” I asked, already knowing I’d forget the answer.

	“Isabella.”

	“Look at the city, Isabella.”

	She turned her head toward the windows. The lights blurred into streaks of gold and white.

	“Do you know who I am?”

	A swallow. “Yes.”

	“Do you know why you’re here?”

	This time, the pause was longer. “To… please you.”

	“To obey me,” I corrected, my voice low. “There’s a difference. Pleasure is incidental. Your obedience is the point. Understand?”

	“Yes.”

	“Say it.”

	“My… my obedience is the point.”

	I reached out then, finally. Not to caress. I hooked a finger under the strap of her bra and pulled it down her arm, then did the same on the other side. The flimsy garment fell away. Her tits bounced free, heavy, the areolas a soft pink, the nipples tight, dark buds. I traced a single finger down the line of her spine, from the knob at the base of her neck all the way down to the waistband of her panties. She sucked in a sharp breath.

	“Take off the rest. Then get on your knees. Facing the window.”

	She stepped out of the panties, kicking them aside. She lowered herself to the rug, her back to me, her pale ass and the soft curve of her cunt now on display. From this angle, I could see everything—the gentle swell of her ass cheeks, the shadowed cleft between them, the darker, wetter seam of her pussy lips peeking through from behind. She was shaved bare. Clean. Anonymous.

	I unfastened my trousers, freeing my cock. It was half-hard, a physiological response to a naked woman, nothing more. I stepped closer, until the head of my dick brushed against the back of her neck. She jumped.

	“Stay still.”

	I ran the tip down her spine again, this time with the slick, warm skin of my cock. A crude paintbrush. She shuddered. I watched the muscles in her shoulders tighten. I reached down and cupped one of her tits from behind, my hand covering the soft weight, my thumb scraping over her nipple. She whimpered.

	“You can make noise,” I said. “But you don’t speak unless I ask you a question.”

	I slid my other hand between her legs from behind, not touching her cunt yet. I palmed the inside of her thigh, feeling the heat radiating from her core. She was warm. Wet, already. I pushed two fingers against her lips, parting them, feeling the slickness coat my skin. I rubbed slowly, in a tight circle, around her clit but not directly on it. Her hips gave a tiny, involuntary jerk.

	“Eyes on the city,” I reminded her, my voice rough.

	She fixed her gaze out the window, her body trembling as I worked my fingers. I pressed one finger inside her, just to the first knuckle. She was tight, hot, clenched around nothing. I fucked her slowly with that one finger, the wet sounds obscene in the quiet room. With my other hand, I kept rolling her nipple, pinching it just shy of pain.

	“Do you like this?” I asked, not caring about the answer.

	“Y-yes.”

	“Good.”

	I added a second finger, stretching her. Her head dropped forward for a second before she caught herself, forcing her gaze back up. I crooked my fingers inside her, finding a rhythm, a steady, impersonal piston motion. Her breathing turned ragged, little gasps escaping her lips. I watched her back arch, watched the tension coil in her legs.

	I pulled my fingers out, slick and shining. I brought them to her mouth. “Taste yourself.”

	She turned her head, her lips parting. I pushed my fingers past her lips, and her tongue came out to lick them clean, her eyes on mine, wide and submissive. The sight of it, the mechanical obedience, sent a jolt of pure, cold power straight to my cock. It thickened, hardening fully against her back.

	“Turn around. On your hands and knees.”

	She shifted awkwardly, turning to face me. The position was brutally exposing. Her tits hung heavily, swaying. Her cunt was fully visible now, the outer lips swollen and glistening, the inner pink flesh peeking out, soft and vulnerable. Her asshole was a tight, dark pucker just below.

	I knelt behind her. I didn’t kiss her. I didn’t touch her with anything but my hands and my cock. I gripped her hips, my fingers digging into the soft flesh. I lined myself up with her dripping opening and pushed the head of my cock inside.

	“Oh—fuck,” she gasped, the word torn from her.

	I sank into her in one slow, relentless thrust. She was so fucking tight, a hot, wet fist clamping down on me. I bottomed out, my balls pressed against her. I held there, letting her adjust, letting the sheer, physical claim of it settle in my bones. Her cunt pulsed around me.

	Then I started to move.

	I set a punishing pace from the start. No tenderness. No build-up. This was exorcism. Each drag out was almost complete, each slam back in was deep and hard, the slap of skin on skin echoing in the room. She cried out with every thrust, her arms buckling once before she locked her elbows. Her tits swung wildly. I watched my cock disappear into her, slick with her wetness, watched her body jolt forward with the force.

	“You take this cock because I allow it,” I grunted, the words gritted out between thrusts. “You come on it if I decide you get to come. This cunt belongs to me for the next hour. Do you understand?”

	“Yes! God, yes, I understand!” she sobbed, the words breaking on a moan.

	I fucked her harder. The room filled with the sounds of her, the wet, squelching rhythm of my cock plunging into her hole, her choked cries, the ragged tear of my own breathing. I felt nothing for her. No tenderness, no hatred. Just the raw, animal mechanics of dominance. The proof that I could make a body react, make it convulse, make it scream, without ever touching the person inside.

	I reached around her hip, my fingers finding her clit again. It was swollen, hard as a little pebble. I rubbed it in time with my thrusts, rough, direct pressure.

	“I’m gonna—oh my God, I’m gonna come!” she shrieked, her voice cracking.

	“Come,” I ordered, my voice a cold command.

	Her whole body locked up. Her cunt clamped down on my cock in a series of violent, fluttering spasms. She screamed, a raw, ragged sound that had nothing to do with pleasure and everything to do with surrender. I kept fucking her through it, my rhythm never faltering, using her clenching channel to push myself closer to my own edge.

	When I felt it building, that pressure in my balls, I pulled out of her cunt entirely.

	Her cry of confused loss was pathetic. I ignored it. I pushed her shoulders down, flattening her chest against the rug, her ass still high. I spat on my hand, slicked my cock, and pressed the head against her other hole.

	She went rigid. “No—wait, not there, I don’t—”

	“You don’t what?” I growled, the threat in my voice absolute. I pushed, just an inch, feeling the tight ring of muscle resist, then give. “You’ll take what I give you.”

	I pushed in slowly, an excruciating, burning stretch. She whimpered, her fingers clawing at the rug. When I was fully seated in her ass, I stayed still for a long moment, letting her feel the brutal fullness, the complete invasion. Then I started to move again, a slower, deeper rhythm that had her crying out with every stroke. It was tighter, hotter, a filthy, perfect friction.

	It didn’t take long. The image of Franco’s terrified face flashed behind my eyes, mixed with the sight of this nameless blonde’s body utterly conquered. My control snapped. I drove into her ass hard, three final, brutal strokes, and came with a harsh groan, emptying myself deep inside her, my cock pulsing as I shot load after hot load into that tight, clenching heat.

	I pulled out, my breath sawing in my lungs. I stood, tucking my softening dick back into my trousers, fastening them with calm, precise motions. She collapsed onto her side on the rug, trembling, her ass smeared with my come and her own juices.

	I walked to the desk, pressed the intercom. “Marco.”

	He answered instantly. “Sir.”

	“She’s ready to leave. See that she gets her payment and a car home.”

	“Immediately.”

	I didn’t look back at her. I picked up my whiskey glass, the ice long melted. I took a sip. It was watery, bland.

	The door opened. Marco entered, his eyes flicking to the girl on the floor then back to me, empty of judgment. He helped her up, wrapping her discarded dress around her shoulders. She didn’t look at me. She couldn’t stand straight.

	They left. The door clicked shut.

	The silence rushed back in, deeper than before. I finished the watered-down whiskey.

	I felt nothing. No release. No peace. Only the quiet, humming void where emotion should have been. The machine was still running. No cracks.

	I stared out at the sleeping city, my reflection a ghost in the glass.

	Alone.
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	ANITA

	 

	The alarm buzzed at five-thirty. My eyes snapped open before the second pulse finished. My hand was already moving, slapping the plastic button into silence. The dark ceiling stared back at me.

	I rolled over, the sheets cool, and picked up my phone from the nightstand. The screen glowed. No new calls. No new messages. Just the time, the date, and the generic background of a mountain I’d never seen.

	I thumbed the screen open anyway. Scrolled through the log. The last call from Lucia was eleven days ago. I’d saved the voicemail. I didn’t play it. Just stared at her name until the letters blurred.

	My breath fogged the quiet air. Get up.

	The routine was a cage, but I’d built it myself. It held me together. Shower, dress, coffee boiled in the moka pot while I reviewed my notes for Contracts. The small kitchen smelled of cheap grounds and damp plaster. I ate a piece of toast standing over the sink, crumbs dusting the stainless steel.

	My bag was packed by the door. Textbooks, laptop, case files from the part-time clerk job. A system. Order. Control.

	Outside, Palermo was waking up. The scooter engines whined like angry insects. The fruit vendor on the corner was setting up his stall, oranges glowing under the weak streetlight. I walked past, my heels clicking a steady, purposeful rhythm on the pavement. One foot in front of the other. Breathe. Plan.

	Law school was a fortress of marble and muttered Latin phrases. The hallways echoed with the sound of ambition. I found my usual seat in the third row, center. I unzipped my bag, arranged my pens, opened my notebook to a clean page.

	Professor Vanzetti’s voice was a dry monotone. “The principle of pacta sunt servanda is not a suggestion, Ms. Ricci. It is the bedrock. If agreements are not binding, what is law but a collection of polite requests?”

	The student he’d called on, a boy with sweaty temples, stammered something about equitable remedies.

	I stared at my notes. The words ‘good faith’ were underlined twice. My pen tapped against the paper. Tap. Tap. Tap. A tiny, frantic heartbeat.

	“Ms. Gonzalez.”

	I looked up. Vanzetti was peering at me over his glasses, the overhead light glinting off the lenses. “Your thoughts? Can ‘good faith’ be legislated, or is it a moral virtue that exists outside the contract?”

	I cleared my throat. The room was warm. “It’s a standard of conduct,” I said, my voice firmer than I felt. “Legislating it sets the expectation. It moves it from abstract morality to enforceable obligation. The law shapes behavior, it doesn’t just reflect it.”

	Vanzetti’s thin lips twitched. Almost a smile. “An optimistic view. The law as a chisel, not a mirror. I like it.” He turned back to the board, dismissing me.

	The boy next to me, Mateo, leaned in. His cologne was too strong. “Nice. He never likes anything.”

	I gave a tight nod, looking back at my notes. My phone, face-down on the desk, felt like a live wire. She could be calling right now. A hospital. A police station. I forced my hand to stay still.

	After class, Mateo fell into step beside me in the corridor. “A bunch of us are going for coffee. You in? Could use your brain on the Civ Pro reading. Mine’s melted.”

	“Can’t,” I said, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder. “Work shift starts in forty minutes.”

	“You always have a shift. Or a library. Or a prior engagement that sounds made up.” He grinned, trying to be charming. He was nice. Handsome, even. From a good family in Milano. He’d asked me out three times. “Come on. One coffee. The world won’t stop turning.”

	My world already has. “Next time,” I said, and meant none of it. I turned down the stairwell, my steps quick.

	The cafe where I worked was called ‘Bacco.’ Ironic, given I never drank. It was all tourists and rich students, overpaying for espresso and tiny pastries. I tied the black apron around my waist, the fabric stiff and smelling of bleach.

	“Anita, table four needs clearing. And watch the register, Paolo is late again.” Silvia, the manager, snapped her gum, not looking up from her phone.

	The hours passed in a blur of clinking china and fragmented conversations. I smiled. I said “Prego.” I wiped surfaces until they shone. My mind was a vault, and inside it, a single thought echoed: Where is she?

	A group at a corner table burst into laughter. A woman’s laugh, high and bright, pierced the air. It sounded like Lucia’s laugh used to sound, before it got lower, smokier, tinged with secrets. My hand tightened on the damp rag I was holding. The ceramic cup I was holding clattered against the saucer.

	“You okay?” Silvia frowned at me from behind the counter.

	“Fine. Slippery fingers.” I turned away, my cheeks hot.

	My break was ten minutes. I took my phone to the narrow alley behind the kitchen, the air thick with the smell of rotting vegetables and diesel. I leaned against the cool brick and opened my messages with Lucia.

	I scrolled back. Back past the vague replies from the last month. “Don’t worry about me.” “I’m fine.” “This guy knows people.” Back to six months ago. A photo of her at the beach, her dark hair whipping in the wind, her smile wide and real. My thumb hovered over the image. Her eyes were so bright. When did the light change?

	A song drifted from a nearby apartment window. An old pop song, synth-heavy and cheesy. Our song. We’d dance to it in our underwear in the living room of our tiny flat, laughing until we couldn’t breathe, after our mother died and it was just us against everything.

	The melody hooked itself under my ribs and pulled. A physical ache, sharp and sudden. I squeezed my eyes shut. Don’t. Don’t feel it. Fix it.

	When my shift ended, the city was draped in the deep blue of twilight. I walked home, the noises of the evening a distant roar. My apartment was dark, silent. I didn’t turn on the main light. Just the small lamp on the desk.

	I opened my laptop. The glow lit my face. I’d exhausted the police. The missing persons report was a piece of paper in a drawer somewhere. I’d talked to her friends, the few she had left, and got shrugs and evasive eyes.

	Tonight, I went deeper. Searches in Italian, then in fractured English. Names I’d heard her whisper. ‘Nero.’ ‘Club Eclipse.’ ‘The Costa routes.’ My fingers froze over the keys.

	An article, three years old, from a local paper with a small circulation. A business feature. A photo of a man standing in front of a modern art sculpture at a gallery opening. Sergio Costa. Chairman of Costa Maritime Holdings. Philanthropist. Reclusive.

	The picture was grainy, but his face was clear. Sharp, intelligent features. Dark hair swept back. Eyes that looked directly at the camera and gave nothing back. A chill that had nothing to do with the room temperature traced a path down my spine.

	This wasn’t a police matter. This was a different ecosystem. A world that operated on different rules. Rules I could study. Rules I could… use.

	I sat back, the chair creaking. My heart was a hard, heavy knock against my breastbone. This was the edge of the map. The place where the systems I believed in faded into silence.

	I looked at my phone. At Lucia’s smiling face frozen in time.

	Okay, I thought, the word a silent, solid thing in the dark room. Okay.

	I closed the article, and opened a new document. I started to type, my keys clicking a new, decisive rhythm into the night.

	Protocol. Approach. Bargaining chips.

	The discipline was still there. But its purpose had just twisted into something new, something dark and terrible and necessary. I could feel it, a current under my skin, pulling me toward a cliff I could no longer see the bottom of.

	 

	***

	 

	The fluorescent lights in the station hummed a flat, sickly note. They washed the color out of everything—the pea-green walls, the scuffed linoleum floor, even the desperation on the faces of the people waiting on plastic chairs. It was a color meant to drain hope, to make you feel small. I clutched the manila folder in my lap, my knuckles white. Inside was order. Timelines. Screenshots of Lucia’s last texts, her social media logins flagged for suspicious contacts. A list of names, places, financial withdrawals that formed a trail a child could follow.

	It felt like holding a shield made of paper.

	“Gonzalez?”

	I stood. The officer behind the high desk didn’t look up from his computer. He was middle-aged, with a thick mustache and tired eyes that had seen too many versions of me. I approached, placing the folder on the counter between us.

	“I’m here about my sister, Lucia Gonzalez. The missing persons report was filed eleven days ago. Case number 748-B.” My voice was steady, a product of four years of moot court. “I’ve compiled additional information I believe warrants a more active investigation.”

	He sighed, a soft, weary sound. He pulled the folder toward him, flipped it open. His eyes scanned the first page, then the second. He didn’t turn to the third. He pushed it back toward me, not quite closing it.

	“Ms. Gonzalez. She’s twenty-two years old.”

	“Yes.”

	“The report notes she has a history of… transient living situations. Different boyfriends. Club affiliations.”

	“She’s a student. Part-time. She’s vulnerable.”

	“She’s an adult,” he said, his tone flattening. “Adults choose their paths. They leave. They get… involved with people. It happens.”

	A cold drip started in my stomach. “Officer, the last confirmed sighting was at a club called Nero, which has documented ties to—”

	He held up a hand, cutting me off. “Nero is a legal business. Paying its taxes. I’m not a vice cop.” He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping to a low, confidential mutter. “Look. Your sister’s picture isn’t on a milk carton. She’s with a guy. She’s having a good time. Maybe she doesn’t want to be found by her big sister right now. You ever think of that?”

	The words weren’t just dismissive. They were coated. Coated in a layer of unspoken judgment. Her type. That kind of girl. Asking for it.

	My own voice grew colder, harder. “Article 12 of the Palermo Protocol, which Italy ratified, defines trafficking indicators. Coercion, exploitation, control of movement. The pattern of financial control here, the sudden isolation from her support network—”

	“We are aware of our legal obligations,” he interrupted, his patience visibly fraying. He tapped the folder. “This is a lot of… internet research. It’s not evidence of a crime. If your sister contacts you, or if you get a concrete location, you come back. Until then, we have violent crimes, robberies… real cases waiting.”

	Real cases. The final dismissal. I stared at him, at the bureaucratic wall he’d become. The law wasn’t a chisel here. It was a locked door, and he held the key, smirking at my ignorance for even trying it.

	I took the folder back. The paper felt flimsy, insulting. “So that’s it?”

	“That’s the process,” he said, already turning back to his screen. The conversation was dead.

	I walked away, the soles of my shoes sticking slightly to the floor. The hallway to the exit seemed longer now. As I passed an open doorway to a cluttered break room, a low conversation drifted out.

	“…another one asking about Nero. Sister, this time.”

	A grunt. “Costa’s place?”

	“Who else? Tell her to save her breath. Nothing touches that.”

	“Like talking to a brick wall. A brick wall that pays your pension.”

	A short, humorless laugh.

	My steps didn’t falter, but the world tilted. The name landed in the center of my mind with the weight of a stone dropped in still water. Costa.

	Outside, the sunlight was a physical assault. I stood on the steps, blinking, the folder a dead weight under my arm. The city noise rushed back—scooters, shouts, life moving on. A young clerk I’d spoken to a week ago, a nervous guy named Luca who’d helped me file the initial paperwork, was smoking by a service entrance. He saw me. Our eyes met. He looked away quickly, then, after a hesitant glance around, flicked his cigarette and walked over.

	“Anita.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

	“Luca.”

	“You talked to Moretti?” He nodded back toward the station.

	“Yes.”

	He shifted his weight. “You should… you should stop coming here. Asking those questions.”

	The cold drip in my stomach turned to ice. “Why?”

	He looked over his shoulder again, a quick, bird-like motion. “The names in your file. The places. They’re not… they’re not police business. You understand?”

	“I don’t. Explain it to me.”

	He swallowed. “There are people… structures. They operate… differently. The law has a perimeter. A fence. Some things are inside the fence. Some things are outside.” He met my eyes, his own full of a fearful pity. “Your sister… she’s outside the fence.”

	“Who decides where the fence is?” My voice was razor-thin.

	He almost smiled, a sad, defeated twist of his lips. “The man who owns the land.” He leaned in, the scent of tobacco and anxiety sharp on his breath. “If you keep poking, you won’t find your sister. You’ll just make yourself a problem. And problems out there…” He glanced down the sun-drenched street, as if expecting to see something. “…they get solved. Permanently.”

	He stepped back. “I’m sorry. Truly.”

	He disappeared back inside the dark mouth of the service door.

	I stood there, paralyzed. The institutional indifference inside had been a cold wall. This was something else—a vacuum, a silent, acknowledged zone where the rules I’d built my life around simply ceased to exist.

	I fumbled in my bag, my fingers numb. I found a pen, an old receipt. On the back, in block letters that dug into the thin paper, I wrote:

	SERGIO COSTA.

	The ink bled slightly. I stared at the name. It wasn’t a lead. It was a border. A warning sign at the edge of the map. Lucia didn’t vanish into some random chaos. She’d walked through a door I hadn’t known existed, into a world the law refused to enter, ruled by a man whose name was spoken in the shadows of police stations.

	The hum of the city changed then. It wasn’t just noise anymore. It was the sound of the machine Luca had described, churning, oblivious. And I was standing outside it, holding a paper shield, finally understanding the first real rule of this new game.

	The law wasn’t powerless. It was just… looking the other way.

	I folded the receipt, tucked it into the very center of my useless folder. My hands weren’t trembling. They were still. A terrible, focused stillness. I looked up at the stark blue sky over Palermo, at the ancient stones baking in the sun.

	Okay, I thought again, but the word had transformed. It wasn’t acceptance. It was a key turning in a lock deep inside me. A door swinging open onto a dark, quiet corridor.

	I started walking. Not home. My steps had a new direction now, a purpose that bypassed the police, the courts, the whole brittle fiction of civilized society. I needed a different kind of map.

	And I knew exactly where to start looking.
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