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To my loving family, whom I am away from too often.








  
  Chapter One


Mike sat stiffly in his seat with a placid smile plastered on his face, doing his best to look like any other tourist. He’d spent years perfecting the art of blending in, but now, with his life hanging by a thread, his calm exterior felt more like a fragile mask in its final throes. 
His leg bounced nervously, but he quickly stopped, glancing around to make sure no one had noticed.
He ran a hand through his messy dark hair and adjusted the collar of his tailored silk shirt. Damn it. I should have changed my shirt. In his haste to escape, he’d walked out of his penthouse looking as extravagant as his soon-to-be frozen bank account. 
In his defense, all he could think about was getting his “escape kit,” which had all the essentials he needed to make a quick getaway if shit hit the fan… and it had.
One of the first things he did when he started his online shop was stash a good amount of dollars, Euros, and Pounds in cash, as well as flash drives containing a Linux setup and a cleanup program to wipe his digital footprints when necessary.
A quick glance around the economy class cabin confirmed that almost all the passengers were asleep. He got up and retrieved his bag from the overhead compartment, and briskly walked to the lavatory. 
Once safely inside, Mike released the breath he had been holding and stared at his reflection in the mirror. His deep-set blue eyes stared back at him. Too bad his sharp, distinct jawline, raven-black hair, and boyish charm made people trust him easily.
In another life, he could have been an actor or a model. All his ex-girlfriends had explicitly told him this. In fact, it was one of the reasons he was so popular with the ladies, besides his bank balance, of course.
“Snap out of it, Mike,” he said, shaking his head.
There was no time to waste. The longer he stayed in there, the more suspicious he would seem. Retrieving an ordinary golf shirt from his bag, he quickly swapped out his shirt and went back to his seat.
One of the flight attendants seemed to be keeping a close eye on him. He wasn’t sure if she was attracted to him or poised to report him to the authorities. Settling back in his seat, he leaned back and shut his eyes, feigning sleep. However, his leg kept twitching.
“Fuck,” he whispered under his breath, sitting up straight again. He was too nervous to sleep, much less pretend to be asleep.
The flight attendant made another pass, her eyes lingering on him again. Mike’s fingers twitched toward the screen in front of his seat as a diversion, deciding that looking absorbed in something would deflect her attention. He pulled out his headphones and acted busy, scrolling through the movies.
All he could think about was his parents. They were worried, naturally. His mother was the overthinker in the family. He could practically hear her voice as he remembered the last text message she’d sent:
“Mike, why Africa? A Safari? Since when have you liked animals? So sudden! Why can't you just relax here? You're not answering your phone!”
He had crafted the perfect lie about going on a spontaneous safari trip to Africa, where he’d have no cell signal for at least a month or two. What they didn’t know was that he had dismantled and discarded the pieces of his phone and laptop before heading down to the airport, which was why they couldn’t reach him anymore.
All his mom knew was that he needed space and time to clear his head in a random African country he wouldn’t name. “Just a breather,” he’d touted. If only she knew what he was running from.
His father had been more reserved, only sending a brief message: “Be safe, son.”
Mike swallowed back the bile that had formed in his throat. He couldn’t just tell them that he was wanted by the FBI and was on the verge of being caught for running an illegal drug empire on the Dark Web. No. That would destroy them. If they came knocking on his parents’ door, that’s when he’d know they’d caught on, but by then, he’d be long gone.
The PA system crackled to life, startling Mike out of his thoughts. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be landing in Rome shortly. Please fasten your seatbelts.”
It was too late to watch a movie or at least pretend to watch one, so he unplugged the headphones, fastened his seatbelt, and sat back, waiting for touchdown.
His fingers tightened on the armrests as he shut his eyes, repeating the seat number he had memorized earlier in a mantra-like rhythm. 24B. 24B. 24B. That was the seat that belonged to the guy who looked eerily like him. 
Mike couldn’t believe his eyes when he boarded the flight and saw a guy who could pass as his twin. It was like the universe was on his side. He knew doppelgangers existed, but this was the first time he’d ever met one.
Acting as though he were searching for his seat had allowed him to walk past the guy and memorize his seat number. 24B.
In the unlikely event that someone traced his flight, they'd be headed down a wild goose chase going after the wrong man. It was a little trick he'd learned from his years in the game—blend in, switch the trail, leave no trace.
The plane touched down with a jolt, making his stomach flip. As soon as the wheels hit the ground, the reality of what he had just done hit him like a freight train. He was in it now. No turning back.
He discreetly wiped his sweaty palms on his flannel shirt as he stood in line at customs. The hum of conversation around him felt distant, muffled by the rapid thudding of his heartbeat. His breath caught in his throat each time the line moved forward, inching him closer to the desk where an agent in a crisp uniform sat, almost motionless, eyes scanning each traveler.
Mike kept his gaze down, fiddling with the zipper on his jacket, willing himself to appear calm. Stay cool, Mike. You’re just an ordinary tourist, he thought. His mind raced with the worst-case scenarios. What if they flagged his passport? What if someone on the flight recognized him? What if the FBI had already alerted the Italian authorities?
He wasn’t on a wanted list—yet. But if the wrong person asked the wrong questions, it could all unravel. Just act normal, he reminded himself, but even that felt like an impossible mountain to conquer. His every move felt rehearsed and robotic. He wiped his hands on his jeans this time, the denim quickly soaking up the nervous moisture.
Finally, it was his turn to step forward.
The customs agent barely glanced at him, quickly scanning his passport and stamping it with a casual thud. The sound felt like an earthquake in Mike’s ears. That’s it? He almost couldn’t believe it. He’d expected questions, maybe a few tense moments of having to explain his sudden trip to Italy after almost twenty years since he last visited it.
Instead, it was over in seconds. No questions were asked. No one was poking and prodding or suspicious of him being on this side of Italy instead of up in Florence, where his relatives lived.
Of course, he didn’t fight. The less he had to explain, the better. 
He nodded, mumbled a quiet “Grazie,” and walked through without looking back. Once he was past the checkpoint, his feet moved on autopilot, carrying him through the terminal toward the exit. But even then, his paranoia didn’t let up. Every announcement over the intercom made his stomach lurch. His mind was convinced that at any second, they’d be calling his name. All passengers, please stop where you are—
However, there was nothing of the sort. Just normal flight information.
Mike stepped out of the cool, air-conditioned airport and into the thick humidity of Rome. The heat of the sun beat down on his face, but there was no comfort in its warmth. He wasn’t out of the woods yet. The clock was ticking, and he still needed to get to Napoli without leaving a digital trace.
The bus station was noisy, bustling with people in constant motion, much like the city itself. Mike kept his head low, scanning the area like a hawk. His heart rate spiked again as irrational thoughts flooded his mind, making his pulse jump. Had someone followed him out of the airport? Was there an undercover agent watching the ticket counters?
He stood in the line for a ticket, rehearsing his lines in Italian. “Un biglietto per Napoli, per favore.” He ran through the words in his mind, over and over, as if that simple sentence was the key to his survival.
When it was his turn, he tried to keep his voice steady as he asked for the bus ticket to Napoli. The man at the counter barely looked at him, too busy counting change. Mike handed him a crumpled wad of cash, thanking every god he could think of that Italians still dealt in cash as much as cards. No digital footprint. No trail left behind for the feds to follow. The man handed back his ticket with a casual “Buona giornata.”
Mike nodded, avoiding eye contact as he stuffed the ticket into his pocket. No ID. Just as I’d hoped.
He found his way to the platform, glancing around every few seconds, eyes darting from face to face. His body was still coursing with nervous energy. He couldn’t stop the constant urge to scan the crowd. 
A family strolled past with two kids dragging bright suitcases behind them. A group of college-aged tourists snapped selfies nearby. None of them paid any attention to Mike, but his mind still screamed that someone, anyone, could be watching.
When the bus arrived with a loud hiss of brakes, Mike filed in behind the passengers, boarding without so much as a second glance from the driver. He chose a seat in the back, away from the windows, and slouched into it, trying to disappear. His stomach churned as he glanced out the window, half-expecting to see an unmarked car tailing him from the airport.
Every few minutes, his eyes flickered to the road outside, scanning for tinted SUVs or suspicious onlookers. Nothing. All he could see was the rolling countryside of Italy and the distant blur of city lights.
As the bus rumbled forward, Mike finally allowed himself to breathe. But the tension never entirely left his body. Every muscle was still coiled tight like a spring. This was just the beginning. The real test would come when he reached one of the villages, where he’d have to stay off the grid completely.
One mistake, and it would all be over.






  
  Chapter Two


The moment he arrived in Napoli, Mike booked a dingy hotel room near the port. The place was exactly as he expected it to be. Run-down, cheap, and so nondescript it seemed to disappear into the grime of the surrounding port. The facade was cracked and faded from years of neglect, with a rusted metal sign barely hanging onto the building by a single bolt. It was perfect. 
The pungent smell of damp and cheap disinfectant burned his nostrils as soon as he walked in. It was like the owners were trying to mask years of sweat and mildew with detergent, which only made it worse. 
The receptionist didn’t even glance up as Mike booked his room. There was no request for ID and no questions asked, just a hand stretched out to receive cash in exchange for a room key with a tarnished brass number hanging loosely on the ring. The transaction took less than a minute. No cameras, no record.
Mike lugged his bag up a narrow staircase that creaked underfoot, each step louder than the last in the eerie quiet. The walls were a faded yellow, streaked with dark stains and peeling paint. He could hear a distant drip of water, probably from a leaking pipe, and the muffled sounds of a TV playing in one of the rooms. But there was no sign of life in the hallway. It was like the hotel existed in its own pocket of time, forgotten by everyone except the occasional traveler who needed to disappear.
When he unlocked the door to his room, the thick and musty stench of dampness hit him full force. It smelled like wet cardboard. The carpet was a sickly shade of brown, and the walls were the same yellowed hue as the hallway. Only here, they were streaked with something darker. But he didn’t care to find out what it was.
A small single bed draped with a faded floral quilt was placed near the lone window. He threw his jacket onto the thin mattress whose old springs squeaked beneath its small weight. There was no TV, just a single wooden chair at the foot of the bed by the window, facing the port. 
Mike approached the window cautiously and looked out, immediately appreciating the few twinkling lights of the ships against the blackness of the sea. He stood there for a moment, staring out at the dark water, wishing this whole situation would disappear.
The view was the only redeeming feature. Everything else about this room was as bland as it could get. But anonymity, he reminded himself, is all that matters.
Mike took a deep breath and leaned against the wall, enjoying the feel of the cool plaster against his back. This was just a pit stop. He had time, but not much. Right now, he just needed to remain out of sight.
After a few hours of restless sleep, he ventured into the dimly lit streets, sticking to the narrow alleyways away from the polished tourist spots. It was already quite late into the night, but people were still loitering around. 
The city had an interesting duality to it. It was a glamorous tourist city by day, but shadowy and dangerous when night crept in. Here, in the periphery of the port, everything felt close. Almost claustrophobic. 
The old buildings leaned over the cobblestone streets like they were plotting something, with their dark and vacant windows, except for the occasional flicker of dim light. The alleyways reeked of rot as trash piled high at every corner, and stray cats darted between the shadows, their eyes glinting in the dim glow of streetlights.
Mike moved quickly, head down, hands shoved deep into his pockets, his footsteps echoing through the empty streets. This part of town had a bit of an edge to it. It was the kind of place where people didn’t ask questions. Perfect for what Mike needed.
It wasn’t long before he found what he was looking for. Just a tiny, dingy electronics shop tucked between a boarded-up bakery and a graffiti-covered wall. The door creaked loudly as he stepped in. The stale air inside was stifling compared to the night’s cool breeze. 
The shop had a single overhead bulb flickering as if it were on its last legs. Shelves lined the walls, cluttered with outdated tech, dusty keyboards, and bins filled with old cell phones. It was a wonder the place was still in business.
An older man sat behind the counter, staring at a tiny TV screen. He barely glanced up as Mike perused. 
Mike made his selections quickly. Two laptops, two burner phones, and fresh SIM cards. He quickly checked the laptops one by one, turning them on and off just to be sure. He handed over a wad of cash without a word. 
The man didn’t ask for any ID or details, but counted the money very carefully, glancing at his TV screen every few seconds, and then gave a curt nod.
Mike was back in the alley a few minutes later with a plastic bag of electronics in hand, blending into the shadows once again.
It was just before midnight when he got back to the hotel. He dropped the bag onto the bed and sat in the chair by the window. The sea breeze drifted in, carrying with it the distant sounds of the port. 
He powered up both laptops, then opened his escape kit. After picking out the flash drive with the cleanup program, Mike plugged it in. He had to clean the laptops in case their former owners had used them for shady business. In half an hour, they were wiped clean. There were no traces of its past, or breadcrumbs for anyone to follow. 
His hands moved swiftly as he connected the new phone to the first laptop and set up a hotspot. The screen flickered to life, and he plugged in the second flash drive, installing Linux.
With his system finally set up, Mike opened the airline's website, his breath shallow as he typed in the commands. His eyes flickered between the lines of code and the small side window where he had a custom program running. It was a safeguard. If there was even the faintest sign of a counterattack from the admins, the entire system would shut down, leaving no trace of his tampering.
The minutes dragged on as code streamed across the screen. He could feel the tension in his neck, but his fingers continued to fly across the keyboard with ease. Every keystroke felt like a gamble, but this was the only way. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the system responded with a quiet beep. Success.
Now came the waiting game. Unfortunately, his hotspot couldn’t give him the high-speed bandwidth he was used to, so he’d have to wait at least an hour before he could comb through the encrypted files. In the meantime, he installed modified Linux on the second laptop.
Mike sighed, leaning back in the stiff hotel chair, feeling the weight of exhaustion settle into his bones. For the first time in days, he allowed himself a moment of relief. But it was fleeting. He knew better than to get too comfortable. His safety here was only temporary.
He tossed his jacket onto the bed and lay down, feeling the springs beneath the thin mattress dig into his back. But he didn’t care. 
Closing his eyes, Mike took a deep breath and tried to let the tension slip away, at least enough to give his mind a break. Sleep, however light, was the only thing that could help him right now. He told himself he’d only close his eyes for a moment, just until the files were ready.
He drifted off faster than he expected. His body had been running on adrenaline for so long, and now, in the stillness of the room, exhaustion had finally caught up with him. 
But sleep wasn’t peaceful. It was shallow and restless, plagued by fleeting images of FBI agents at his door, police sirens blaring in the distance, and a constant feeling of being chased.
An hour later, Mike jerked awake, his heart pounding in his chest. The room was pitch black, save for the faint glow of his laptop screen still working through the files. He glanced at the clock on his phone—3:06 a.m.
He groaned, rubbing his face. Only an hour? 
It felt like no time had passed at all. The six-hour time difference between Italy and New York was messing him up. The exhaustion was still there, heavy in his limbs, but the anxiety seemed more heightened now. His mind was already back in overdrive, scanning through the possibilities. How much time did he have before someone caught on to his trail? Was it enough to get everything he needed and disappear again?
Mike rolled out of bed and stretched, feeling the strain in his muscles. There would be no more sleep tonight. He sat back down at the laptop, eyes narrowing as the screen flickered with new information.
“Damn, I need a shower,” he chuckled after getting a whiff of the stench of his armpit.
He set the laptop on the bed and headed to the small bathroom connected to his room. It was in worse shape than the room itself, but at this point, he didn’t mind. All that mattered was that he was safe, even though the bathroom’s supposed white tiles were an unusual shade of brown.
Mike stared at himself in the small, cracked mirror above the sink. His white shirt clung to him, stained with sweat and the musty air of the room. He splashed some cold water on his face and wiped it with a rough, threadbare towel. Although he would have much preferred a shower, stepping on the green mold on the shower floor didn’t seem like a risk he could take.
He went back to his laptop. 
The system had done its job. 
He clicked through the files, his fingers moving quickly across the keyboard. The program he had planted earlier was working smoothly, generating several possible password variants to access the database he needed. Mike stared at the screen, letting his eyes run over the list before finally settling on one. Gotcha. 
With a couple of keystrokes, he was in.
The flight passenger database loaded slowly, its lines of text scrolling down the screen. Mike's eyes darted over the names until he found his own. He erased it calmly, replacing it with a randomly generated name from a specialized personal data generator. Now, according to the system, Mike Romano was never on a flight to Rome. 
Next, there was a turn for the stranger from seat 24B. He had seemed insignificant on the flight, just another face in the sea of passengers, but now Mike was about to take over his life, if only for a while.
Mike wrote down all the data about the stranger on the flash drive, meticulously cleaned all traces of his activity, and logged out. He was starting afresh… or at least trying to.
Now came the technical part. He disconnected the burner phone he’d used as a hotspot and powered down the laptop. 
His hands moved quickly, unscrewing the back of the machine. Piece by piece, he expertly dismantled the hardware, pulling out the hard drive, the memory, everything that could store a trace of his activity. This wasn’t the first time he’d had to destroy evidence. One by one, he stuffed the remnants into garbage bags. 
Doing so, he recalled how he had spent a few hours methodically dismantling his digital life at his home in NY before he left. The laptop, although his most valuable tool, had to go. He couldn’t risk it being tracked or traced back to him. 
With a sharp breath, he wiped the hard drive clean, then broke the device down into its core parts. He stared at the wiped his own laptop and phone for a long moment, thinking of all the pieces of his life it held before he dropped remnants into a different trash cans far from his house. It was necessary. Disappearance required sacrifice.
The burner phone was next. He popped off the back cover and removed the SIM card, snapping it in two before yanking out the battery. He took apart the phone in a similar fashion, reducing it to a heap of plastic and circuitry. By the time he was done, both the phone and the laptop were a collection of shattered components spread across the dingy bedspread like a puzzle that could never be put back together.
He exhaled and gathered the pieces, stuffing them into a few small trash bags he had found under the bathroom sink. It was flimsy, and he didn’t trust it to hold for long, but it would do the job for now.
Time to get a move on.
Mike grabbed his open backpack and stuffed an old, crumpled grey hoodie inside it that would make him look like just another disheveled soul wandering the streets, and then he shoved the plastic bags in too. He checked the contents of his bag one last time, making sure he had a few crumpled bills to help him carry out his plan, and then he opened the door just wide enough to slide through and gently closed it behind him.
The hallway was empty as he’d expected, but he was also wise enough to know that everything was not as it seemed in places like these.
Once out in the dim, quiet streets, he tugged his jacket tighter around him and started walking, keeping his head low and his pace steady. He knew the risks of being out this late. There were eyes everywhere. Even though the streets seemed deserted, he couldn't shake the feeling that someone might be watching from the shadows.
His destination was a dumpster he’d scouted earlier, tucked behind a row of abandoned warehouses near the port. It wasn’t far, but it felt like every step forward took hours. The city was a maze, and in the dead of night, it was easy to get lost.
When he finally reached the dumpsters, he didn’t waste any time. He glanced over his shoulder, scanning the darkened street for any sign of movement. Nothing. He slipped one of the garbage bags out of his backpack and tossed it into the trash heap, making sure it landed deep inside. No one would think twice about a bag full of broken electronics in a place like this.
He walked a few blocks southward and spotted another dumpster. Again, he made sure no curious eyes were hiding in the shadows before he pulled out the second trash bag and tossed it in one of the garbage bins.
Satisfied, Mike took a deep breath and turned, briskly walking back the way he came. He was careful to take a different route, weaving through the alleys with the same precision he’d used to dismantle the laptop. He couldn’t afford to leave a trail, not even a trace of where he’d been.
Mike walked cautiously, glancing over his shoulder every few steps until he found a small 24-hour liquor store that he’d set in his mind as a landmark when he walked by earlier.
The store looked like it probably hadn’t seen a broom or a vacuum in years. The shelves sagged under the weight of cheap, dusty liquor bottles, and behind the counter sat a burly man with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, staring blankly at an old TV set that was perched in the corner. 
The light inside was a single fluorescent tube that flickered sporadically like it belonged in an old movie. The air reeked of stale tobacco and spilled alcohol, and a radio in the back crackled with some unintelligible Italian song.
Mike picked up two bottles of Red Label and placed a wad of crumpled bills on the counter. The clerk barely acknowledged him, pocketing the money with a grunt before turning back to his TV. Mike didn’t say a word. He just grabbed the bottles and headed back out into the streets.
No one was bothered with pleasantries in this part of town, not that he was complaining. It just seemed odd to him that people barely paid attention to what was going on around them. Maybe they had grown accustomed to witnessing shady deals that they eventually became normal to them.
About fifty meters away, he stopped, scanning the area. A group of three unkempt men sat on a bench under a streetlight just a little way down from the store. They looked rough. Unshaven, dirty clothes, and the kind of hollow eyes that came from spending too many nights on the street. 
One had long, greasy hair tied back in a loose ponytail. His face was gaunt, with a thick stubble that hadn’t seen a razor in weeks. The second man wore a threadbare jacket with sleeves frayed at the cuffs. A cigarette dangled loosely from his chapped lips. His eyes darted nervously, like he was expecting trouble. The third, who looked the least rough of the group, had a decent coat—old but clean—and wore glasses. His hair was neatly combed back. He had a thin face, but he appeared to be more alert and confident than the others.
Mike walked around the building and ducked into a narrow alleyway. The smell of trash was overpowering, but it was a safe spot to change. He yanked off his white shirt, tossing it aside, and pulled on the grey hoodie, tugging it over his head until it hung low over his eyes. He popped the cap off one of the whisky bottles and took a swig, enjoying the burn as it slid down his throat. He also spilled a good portion of it over his chest and shoulders, letting it soak into his hoodie and jeans, then poured a third of the bottle onto the pavement, splattering his sneakers. Now he looked the part. Now he looked like someone who had spent the night drowning their sorrows in cheap whisky.
With the bottle still in hand, Mike stumbled out into the street, swaying as if he could barely keep his balance. His fingers tapped the neck of the bottle, creating a hollow rhythm. As he neared the bench, he threw his hands up in a mock greeting. Getting into character, a wide, drunken grin spread across his face.
“Hey! Finally, some people who know how to have a good time!” he shouted, slurring his words just enough to sound convincing.
The three men looked up, surprised but not displeased. The one with the cigarette nodded, while the others grinned, clearly intrigued by the promise of free booze. Mike swayed closer, still tapping the bottle, and plopped himself down on the bench next to them.
“You guys mind if I join?” he asked, already pulling a second bottle from his backpack. “Got plenty to share.”
One of the men who had thick-rimmed glasses on, stared at him blankly. “We were leaving,” he said in a thick Italian accent. “The morning, eh, the sun coming up soon.”
The man was right. It was just past 5 am. Mike hadn’t even realized how long the night had been. He’d only landed the day before and had already accomplished a big part of his plan.
Mike snapped out of it when the other men cheered as he handed over the whisky, ignoring the guy he had just mentally named “Glasses.” 
Each of them eagerly took a swig, and then a conversation started up quickly. The men took turns peppering Mike with questions, all while gulping down the liquor.
“Who are you, American man?” the guy with the ponytail asked. “Why you drinkin' like this?”
Mike leaned back, wiping his mouth dramatically. “Ah, you wouldn't believe it... I'm an English teacher in Sicily. Rural school. Quiet life, you know? Until... until my wife, man. She stayed back in the States and... and she’s been cheating on me. With my best friend!”
He paused, watching as their expressions softened as though they had been through something similar. 
“A women is, is… how you Americans say? Bitch?” Ponytail said, taking another swig.
Glasses seemed more suspicious than his friends. “How you end up here?”
“I… uh… my parents are Italian, so after my wife cheated, this was the first place I thought of coming and starting a new life.”
“Why you no speak Italian?” Glasses fired.
“My parents never taught us.”
“Why you no learn here if you are teacher?”
“Hey,” Mike chuckled, gesturing for the bottle. “What’s with all the questions? Are you a cop or something?”
Mike decided to play it up a notch. “Look, man. I loved my wife and my best friend. I treated him like a brother. So I went on this bender, got kicked out of my school... lost everything.” He paused for effect, taking another swig, without touching the bottle to his lips as the others did, from the bottle before passing it around again. “I wanted to go home, but... I lost my passport. The embassy says they can get me a new one, but I need documents... stuff I didn’t bring. And now, my sister can send them, but the embassy said no private deliveries... she must send them to my residential address. But it’s a dump, you know? Full of lowlifes and... and...”
The guy with the glasses nodded, following along. “Sounds rough.”
“Yeah,” Mike said, his voice dipping low. “I tried renting a safety deposit box at the post office, but they want a passport for that. So now I’m stuck... drinking... ‘cause I don’t know what else to do. Fuck it, I should just die here!”
Glasses eyed him carefully. “You need help renting box?”
Mike's eyes lit up. “Man, I’d pay you! Fifty euros if you could help me.”
The man scoffed, shaking his head. “Fifty? Is joke. I do it for five hundred. I got passport. I’m registered.”
They haggled in a whisky-fueled negotiation that dragged on until they finally settled on four hundred euros. The man with the glasses leaned in, whispering so his other friends wouldn’t get in on the deal. “Meet me at that bakery in the morning.” He pointed at the small door of the tiny café in the not-distant building. “We sort, si?”
“Si,” Mike said, pulling out one of the five Italian words he knew well.
“What you give me for promise?” the man suddenly said, probably sensing Mike’s desperation.
Mike handed over a twenty as an advance, claiming it was all he had on him. The man pocketed it without complaint, and after a few more minutes of slurred small talk, Mike pretended to be on the verge of passing out.
“I... I gotta go,” he mumbled, rising from the bench.
The man with the glasses offered to escort him, but Mike waved him off. “Nah, nah, I’m good. Just... see you in the morning.”
He shook hands with them all in one last show of camaraderie, and then disappeared into the shadows of the night, making sure to glance over his shoulder in case Glasses decided to follow him.






  
  Chapter Three


When Mike returned to his room, the lingering scent of alcohol and the filth of the streets clung to him. He peeled off the damp hoodie and tossed it into the corner, his mind already shifting gears. The musty bathroom was no spa, but the scalding hot water from the moldy shower was a welcome relief, washing away the grime from his encounter with the group of men outside the liquor store. 
One step closer, he thought, as he scrubbed away the evidence of his night’s performance.
Although he had sworn he wouldn’t set foot in that shower, beggars couldn’t be choosers. The best he could do was shower in a pair of old sneakers he didn’t plan on having for much longer. In fact, he forgot about them and didn’t even know why he still had them, considering everything else in his closet was designer, but right now, they had come in handy. 
Cleaned up and dressed in fresh clothes, Mike sat down on the thin mattress, flipping open his laptop. The quiet hum of the machine filled the room with an almost comforting noise. Now, Mike ran a quick Internet search on the identity of the 24B guy.
“Andrea Moretti?” Mike chuckled. “Never pegged myself for an Andrea? Guess I’ll have to make it work.”
Although Andrea was a normal Italian name, American Italians rarely named their sons this because it was perceived as feminine in American culture.
The real Andrea was, to Mike’s amusement, a wealthy loafer. His social media was littered with obnoxious posts, endless selfies in expensive resorts, posing with exotic animals, and flaunting his material wealth with no subtlety whatsoever. Perfect, Mike thought with a smirk. Nobody will question it.
Next, it was time for his employer. Mike’s real work involved a lot of access to sensitive information, and fortunately, he still had a backdoor into the company’s system. Years ago, he had gotten friendly with the sysadmin, who was a lazy guy who hadn’t changed his password in years. Typical. Mike cracked his knuckles and logged in effortlessly, adding Andrea Moretti to the employee database. The guy was now a part of the company’s payroll system, although it wouldn’t last long. At the first payroll transfer, someone would notice something was off. But Mike didn’t need long. A month, tops.
By the time morning rolled around, the unforgiving sunlight streaming through the bare window was beating down on Mike’s bare face. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, the restless hours catching up to him, but his mind was sharper than ever. The few hours of sleep he’d managed to grab weren't enough to rejuvenate him, but they were enough for him to go about his business. 
He got dressed quickly, tugging on the same crumpled hoodie from the night before, and stuffed his essentials into a small backpack before heading out into the gritty streets of Napoli.
This time, the streets were filled with the smell of fresh bread mixed with exhaust fumes from early morning traffic. It had a raw energy that thrummed beneath its chaotic exterior, and Mike felt it buzzing through him as he approached the agreed upon meeting spot. 
His new “friend” from the previous night was already there, leaning casually against the chipped stucco wall of a nearby café. 
Glasses stood out from the crowd. His clothes were cleaner, though still worn, and his face was less haggard than the others. His hair was slicked back in a way that suggested he'd made an effort, and despite his obvious poverty, there was an air of cautious professionalism about him.
“Buongiorno,” the man muttered, his voice hoarse but friendly enough.
“Morning,” Mike said, choosing to forgo using his terrible Italian accent.
There was no need for pleasantries. They both knew why they were there.
The walk to the post office was a silent one, save for the occasional grunt or brief exchange. They wove through narrow streets lined with old, peeling buildings that stood testament to the city's long, tumultuous history. The cobblestones beneath their feet echoed the sound of their steps, reminding Mike of the need to stay alert. Everything about this operation depended on precision, and this man, this stranger, held a key piece of his plan.
The post office itself was as unremarkable as the other state buildings Mike had scouted out in the days prior. It was a squat, dull building with faded signs in Italian, but it was the best-looking building he had encountered thus far. 
They walked into the low murmur of early-morning transactions. A bored-looking clerk sat behind the counter, flipping through paperwork without much interest.
Mike’s accomplice stepped up first, sliding his worn passport across the counter with a quick nod. It looked like he’d set this up before Mike arrived. There were no questions asked, just the click-clack of the keyboard and the faint thud of a rubber stamp. Everything was routine, just another exchange in a city full of half-awake citizens going about their business. Mike kept his expression neutral, though his heart was going a hundred miles a minute.
When the clerk finally handed over the keys, Mike could barely contain his relief. The deal was done. With the safety deposit box rented, Mike quietly slipped 380 euros into the man’s hand as promised. The man stuffed the bills into his pocket without counting them. His eyes flicked up to meet Mike’s with a brief flash of satisfaction. Neither said a word, but the deal was understood. They parted with a curt nod, the man disappearing into the crowd of morning commuters as if he’d never been there at all.
Mike walked back toward his hotel with his hands shoved deep into his pockets, clutching the little key. So far, so good. The plan was unfolding just as he had envisioned. Before he reached the hotel, he stopped by another store and purchased one more laptop and phone. He needed to clean up his trail completely.
Once he was back in his room, he bolted the door behind him, double-checking the lock out of habit. Finally, he was satisfied no one could barge in and went back to the rickety chair he had come to like. 
This time, he connected his laptop to the hotel’s shaky WIFI but quickly rerouted through a VPN, tunneling his way to a more secure network via TOR. Once he was satisfied with the layers of protection, he ventured back into the digital underworld that had made this entire scheme possible… the Dark Web.
Navigating these hidden corners of the internet was second nature to Mike. He had been a ghost in these parts for years, lurking on forums, dodging law enforcement traps, and making transactions that would have landed anyone else behind bars for life. The very reason he was on the run was due to his dealings on the dark web, but he was smart enough to escape before the feds got to him.
The familiar site loaded slowly. It was a marketplace for everything illicit: weapons, drugs, stolen data, and, most importantly for Mike’s current situation – forged documents. His fingers moved swiftly over the keys, navigating to his trusted seller. 
This was a guy who had come through for him more times than he could count. There were no guarantees in this world, but this seller had built a reputation for delivering top-tier forged IDs that could hold up under the scrutiny of even the most diligent customs officer. This guy was the real deal.
Mike typed in his request for full identification papers with his new name. He needed everything. A passport with his original photo, a driver’s license, and any other form of documentation that would allow him to blend seamlessly into this new identity. He supplied the seller with all the details he’d meticulously gathered, which was the false information he’d used to overwrite his own existence on the airline database. The name, date of birth, and nationality all had to match perfectly.
When prompted for a delivery address, Mike entered the details for the post office box he had just secured with the help of his dubious new “friend.” That was the only part of this process he couldn’t control. He had to trust that the package would arrive undisturbed. But in a place like Napoli, anonymity was easier to come by. The post office was a labyrinth of red tape, and even the sharpest eyes wouldn’t bat an eyelash at a package sent to a nameless safety deposit box.
The cost appeared on his screen. Expensive, as expected. But money wasn’t an issue for Mike. He had stashed enough over the years to fund multiple disappearances. This was just the next investment in his new life – one where “Mike Romano” no longer existed.
They finalized the details in an encrypted chat as they had done many times before. Short, to-the-point messages were exchanged, each one evaporating from the screen as soon as it was read. There were no pleasantries. No small talk. In this world, trust was built on reliability, and this seller had never failed him. 
They discussed the timeframe for delivery, ensuring it would arrive within two weeks, at the earliest. Mike couldn’t afford to rush things. Precision was key, and any misstep could mean the difference between vanishing into thin air or ending up in an orange jumpsuit.
Once the deal was set, he shifted his focus to the next task. 
Now he needed to purchase Monero. It was his currency of choice for anonymous and untraceable transactions like these. Unlike Bitcoin, which left too many breadcrumbs for anyone who knew where to look, Monero’s privacy protocols were ironclad, shielding both buyer and seller from prying eyes.
He navigated to an illegal exchange as he had done before. 
The process was familiar and quick. He transferred some of his existing crypto into Monero. The amount was hefty, but Mike didn’t flinch as he hit “confirm” and sent the coins into the seller’s wallet. 
Now, the waiting game began. Trading Monero was a slow process that took at least 24 hours, unlike Bitcoin. Which is why the latter was far more popular.
Once the seller confirmed he’d received it, then a new waiting game would begin. This time, for his documents, which were far more nerve-wrecking.
Mike sat back in the creaky chair. There was nothing left to do but wait. The hard part was over. He had taken all the necessary precautions. Now, it was a matter of patience.
Ten days. Maybe two weeks. That’s how long he’d have to stay put, blending in with the city’s ebb and flow, all while his new identity took shape in the dark corners of the web. Once it arrived, he’d be ready to leave Mike Romano behind forever.
Mike decided to move to another hotel. This one was just as cheap as the first, but located in a different part of town. It didn’t matter where he stayed, as long as no one could connect him to his previous location.
The next morning, his laptop dinged with a text from the seller with two words: Got it.
It was like music to his ears.
Ten days passed in a blur for Mike, with his life reduced to a series of monotonous routines and idle walks through the chaotic streets of Napoli. Each day felt like it bled into the next, with no sense of time, or at least distinct events to mark the passage of the hours. 
He blended into the crowds, practicing the art of invisibility. He frequented cheap cafes, nursing watery espressos for hours at a time. His eyes were always scanning his surroundings, never settling on anything or anyone for too long. 
His walks
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