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The two men crouched in the shadows behind the crates on the docks, both of them panting hard. They were opposites in pretty much everything: Angel was well over 6’ tall, built like a football player, and had dark eyes and hair. His brother, Micha, was barely 5’6”, fine-boned and skinny, and had blond hair and blue eyes. Their olive skin and matching noses were the only clues to their family connection.

“How much longer do we have to stay here?” asked Micha. It was short for Michelangelo, a name he couldn’t stand.

Angel shrugged. “Not sure. If only Gino hadn’t been such a schmuck.” They both ducked farther down as the light from a flashlight passed over the tops of the crates. “Whatever else happens, we can’t lose those timpani. The Don will have our heads if we do.”

Micha sighed. “I know, I know. I just wish it was done already, that’s all.” He shifted and sat down on the wooden dock, and his elbow jostled the largest timpani. The drum began to roll toward the edge of the dock, but Angel grabbed it before it went overboard.

“That was close.”

Angel spoke too soon. The other four timpani, connected to the first by chains, began to roll toward the drum he was still holding. At the same time, the clatter of their wheels on the dock attracted the attention of the police who were searching for them.

“Over here, I hear something!” came the call, and the brothers exchanged frantic looks. Micha grabbed the smallest drum as it rolled past him, and they took off running, pushing the timpani ahead of them. They stayed down as much as they could, but it really didn’t matter—they were going to get caught, and they knew it.

“Why did I let you talk me into this?” asked Micha, breathing hard.

“You’re the one who wanted to join the orchestra!”

“Sure, but you’re the one who went to the freaking Don about it!”

They rounded the corner at the end of the row of crates. Their path was blocked by three policemen, but they couldn’t stop—the drums had gained momentum and were pulling as much as they were being pushed. The officers, realizing they were about to be run over, leapt out of the way just in time, and the men and timpani continued on their mad dash for safety.

Not that there was any at this point. They were in the middle of the dock, no boats or warehouses close enough to take cover, and the instruments making an overabundance of noise every time they moved.

Angel stopped moving suddenly, and the chain of timpani swung around, snapping Micha at the end of the row. He dropped to the ground and blinked several times, rubbing his neck. “What the hell was that?”

“We can’t get away, and you know it. We might as well try to sort things out with the law.”

Micha nodded. The police approached, guns drawn. The brothers lay facedown on the dock, as instructed, and the officers arrested them. As they rode in the back of a cruiser to the station, Micha glared at Angel. Angel glared back. Neither was backing down in his assertion that it was the other brother’s fault.

* * *
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Katarina Mancini was, by far, the most desirable woman in the neighbourhood. Angel, Micha, and their friends spent most of their high school years drooling over her—those eyes, those lips, that beautiful black hair, and, of course, that body!

They drooled from a distance, however. While their popularity was certainly decent, their familial status simply wasn’t high enough to consider approaching Katarina for a date. Her father was the Don, conductor of the Insieme Orchestra, and he was incredibly picky about his only daughter’s consorts.

After high school, Angel and Micha attended the local college. Micha studied music and dreamed of one day playing the timpani part for Puccini’s Turandot, with—of course—the Bellezza Opera Company. Katarina was destined to sing the part of Princess Turandot, and Micha wanted to be a part of the effort. Angel, ever practical, studied criminology and entered the local police academy after he graduated. Micha, on the other hand, worked at Caffe Saporito and dreamed of joining the Insieme Orchestra, which would vastly improve his chances of getting to play with the Bellezza.

The way it worked was that once you were in the Insieme and had ingratiated yourself with the Don, you would eventually be asked to fill in with the Bellezza at some point. Association with these two orchestras was not something to be taken lightly—it was a lifelong commitment. Literally. Once you were a member, the only way out was death.

A month prior to the incident at the docks, Angel came to see Micha at the coffee shop.

“Micha, it’s your birthday! What are you doing here?”

Micha looked up at his brother and continued wiping down the counter. “I have to pay my rent, Angelo.”

“But it’s your birthday! And I have made plans for us today!”

Micha sighed. Angel was older, but not more responsible. “Can these plans wait until after my shift is over?”

Angel frowned and tapped the counter a couple of times. “Yes, I suppose so. When are you done?”

“One o’clock. Now, are you buying or harassing? There are people behind you who would like to order.”

“Ah, right, I guess I’ll have an Americano. Make it to go, Micha, will you? I need to check on a few details for later.”

Micha rolled his eyes and prepared the coffee for his brother, who paid and left the change “as a tip,” like a nickel was much of a reimbursement for the foolishness Micha had to deal with daily.

* * *
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Angel was waiting impatiently for Micha when he got off work. He pushed himself off the wall of the building and dropped his cigarette onto the pavement, crushing it with his toe. “All set, my brother?”

Micha rolled his eyes. “Why do you talk like that? It’s the twenty-first century, Angel. Enter it.”

“I like it.”

“Well, you sound like a new immigrant. Considering the fact that our family came over from Italy in, you know, the 1800s, maybe you should sound like a North American instead.” Micha shoved his hands into his coat pocket. “So what’s this important thing you want to do this afternoon?”

Angel scowled and kicked at the crushed cigarette. “I don’t know if I want to do it anymore.”

Micha took a deep breath and looked briefly to heaven. The clouds had nothing to say. “I’m sorry, brother. What is it you have planned?”

Angel straightened his shoulders and grinned broadly. “Come with me. It’s a surprise.”

Angel led the way down the street and turned right at the corner. Micha looked around at the apartment buildings and small shops lining the street. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

After many twists and turns, they found themselves in front of the Mancini Opera House. Micha blanched. “What are we doing here?”

“You’ll see. Just wait.”

Micha stood outside the theatre while Angel went inside. After what felt like an hour, Angel poked his head out and beckoned to his brother. “Come on, they’re waiting for you.”

Micha frowned. “Who’s... waiting?”

“Yes, come on!” Irritated, Angel
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