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      London 1816

      

      Something was seriously amiss with Reid Follett’s plan. He clenched his fists tightly and swore under his breath. The Follett Plan, as he had privately dubbed it, was ironclad, infallible. A plan so cunning and cocksure he should have letters patent taken out on it.

      Upon arriving at whichever party, ball, or private soirée he had decided to attend that evening, he would hand over his coat to a footman. Next, he would seek out the closest tray of drinks and avail himself of the largest glass of brandy. With drink in hand, he would then take a slow turn about the room, greeting various guests and, of course, the party host as he went.

      A small chat here, a welcome kiss there. All the while, his gaze would be roaming the room, searching. His primal brain would note which of the haute ton’s sexually promiscuous women were in attendance. Like a stallion seeking out mares in heat, his lustful instincts would soon find the right one.

      Brief flirtatious glances would be exchanged, encouraging smiles given. He would never be so crass as to make a cold, direct approach. Women were always keen to bed him.

      After making his way over to the lady of his choosing, the full seduction would begin. It required little effort on his part. He was Lord Reid Follett, hero of the Battle of Waterloo. The Follett Plan had never let him down.

      Until now.

      Across the room, he sighted his prey. Lord Keating’s wife. She batted her eyelids at him and flicked open her fan.

      Here we go. About bloody time.

      His cock twitched at the prospect of some hard bed action. Lady Keating was one of his regulars.

      A quick glance around the room and he spied Lord Keating sidling up to someone else’s wife. Reid did prefer to wait until the husband of his lust object was not in sight before making his move. A jealous spouse could make for an ugly scene.

      He took a step toward Lady Keating, a charming greeting ready for her. As he approached, she blinked slowly, then turned her head.

      A soft smile appeared on her lips as she greeted another guest—a tall, dark-haired gentleman who immediately bowed low to her. When he placed a kiss on Lady Keating’s hand, she all but melted for him.

      “Shit,” muttered Reid.

      As he passed by Lady Keating and her gentleman friend, Reid caught the lilt of an Italian accent.

      “Tesoro mio, Lady Keating. It means ‘my treasure,’ which you truly are. Would you like to take a turn about the garden with me?”

      Reid saw red. The Italian had beaten him to the prize.

      He was still trying to calm his temper when from out of the crowded gathering he spied his friend approaching. He nodded in greeting. “Owen.”

      Lord Morrison was Owen to his closest associates and the numerous women he had bedded. The list of ladies in London who could refer to him by his first name was long and illustrious.

      “You look ready to do bloody murder,” said Owen.

      “If I could find a loaded pistol I would do just that. I had Lord Keating’s wife lined up for some bed sport. She had given me all the right signals, even did some of that fancy fan work just to make sure I got the message. But no sooner had I taken a single step in her direction, than one of those bloody Italians stepped in and snapped her up,” Reid replied.

      Owen nodded. “Yes, well, an Italian stole Mrs. Timms right from under my nose. I went to get a glass of wine for her, but by the time I came back she was slipping her arm in his and whispering sweet nothings to him. The blackguard didn’t even have the good manners to look embarrassed by what he had done. He just gave me a self-satisfied smirk as he led her away. The bastard.”

      With the pick of the crop now gone, Reid was facing the ugly and unusual prospect of going home with his lust unsated. He shook his head in disbelief. Had he lost his touch?

      One unwed young miss in a pale cream gown attempted to practice her come hither smile with him, but Reid only frowned at her.

      “Not until you have a husband who has broken you in, sweetheart,” he muttered under his breath.

      “So much for being bloody war heroes,” grumbled Owen.

      Reid downed the last of his brandy and snorted in disgust. Three times this week his efforts to woo the wayward wives of the ton had come unstuck at the hands of the newest arrivals on the social scene. It was starting to become an unwelcome habit.

      “Who are these chaps, and why have they suddenly descended upon our hunting grounds? It’s just not on. I am sure the tupping of our women is against some international treaty or something,” he huffed.

      Owen raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s enough to make you want to go and get yourself a wife. If I had one, I wouldn’t have to fend off these sorts of attacks just to get my itch scratched,” Reid added.

      The look of abject horror which appeared on Owen’s face had Reid laughing. He gave him a reassuring pat on the back. “Don’t faint away, sweetie. I was only in jest.”

      “I think my heart might have just missed a beat or two. I need another brandy, and quick smart,” replied Owen.

      “Sorry to have frightened you. But seriously, we need to do something about this situation before we are forced to consider those sorts of drastic measures. The whole thing is threatening to get out of hand.”

      Heaven forbid a man would give up the enjoyment of private dalliances with a different woman every night in exchange for seeing the same woman under him for the rest of his days.

      Wives were more trouble than they were worth, if the matrons of the ton were anything to go by. A chap would have to be either mad or madly in love to take one on. Reid was sure of his sanity, and love was a foolish notion meant only for the poets. In his book, there was nothing worse than seeing a fellow lothario taken down in his prime by one of Cupid’s arrows.

      Thankfully there were enough society marriages based purely on practical grounds such as money, power, and bloodlines for there to be plenty of women prepared to stray.

      “The time will come when we will both have to address the issue of heirs, but I plan to be sporting a few more gray hairs before then,” replied Owen.

      Reid shuddered at the prospect of having a wife and a family. One day, it would have to happen; he had a title and an estate to pass on. But he had plenty of wild oats yet to sew before putting his head into the parson’s noose.

      He grabbed Owen and himself another brandy from a passing footman. He finished his in three quick gulps. The brandy burned his throat as it went down, but nothing could stir the chill in his loins.

      “Sod it. The pickings are too slim tonight, and I will be damned if I am going to drop my standards. I may as well go home and get some sleep. I shall see you on the horse track in Hyde Park at six. And make sure Callum and Kendal are there too.”

      Reid headed for the door. This new group of handsome interlopers threatened to make the rest of his summer one long lonely night. He was not going to stand for it.

      “Over my dead body,” he muttered.

      If he was going to defeat the Italians, he had to come up with a new plan.
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      Reid threw his riding crop on the dining table with a loud slap and slumped farther in his chair. He had woken in a foul temper, and it had not improved even after a hard riding session along Rotten Row in Hyde Park.

      For a man used to having sex at least once a day, often more, he was not taking his three-day conjugal drought very well. Was it possible to go blind from not having sexual relations? He was certain he had read it somewhere. And even if it wasn’t scientifically proven, it was a risk he was not prepared to take.

      At the opposite end of the long mahogany dining table sat Lord Kendal Grant, second son of the Duke of Banfield. His shoulder-length fair hair was its usual messed up mop. Reid was certain Kendal did not own a comb, and his friend pointedly refused to tie it back, even in polite company.

      Kendal was busy tapping out a tune with his own riding crop on the top of Reid’s priceless antique table. Reid was sorely tempted to join him.

      To the right of Reid sat Owen, and to his left was Callum Sharp, son of Baron Sharp. Callum had a hip flask set to his lips.

      Four war heroes. All having seen the bloody action at Waterloo in June 1815. All officers personally decorated by the Prince Regent. In a matter of days Callum was to be knighted for his bravery.

      All sexually frustrated.

      “What are we to do, gentlemen? I can only take so many cold baths before my health begins to suffer,” grumbled Reid.

      Callum chuckled. “Or your balls shrink away to nothing.”

      Reid shot him a dirty look. He didn’t find that sort of talk the least bit amusing. He dropped a hand to his trousers and gave a quick groping check. He sighed with relief. He was not yet a eunuch.

      It was alright for Callum. While he was also a hunter of female company, everyone knew he had a second mistress to fall back on. Her name was gin, and he loved her hard.

      Kendal set down his riding crop, replacing it on the table with his muddy boots. He put his hands behind his head and leaned back in the chair, making himself very much at home.

      If Reid had been asked to describe Kendal in one word, it would be ‘arrogant prick,’ because of course being Kendal it would take two words to describe him.

      Kendal Grant might well annoy the life out of Reid at times, but if his friend had not been such a crack shot with his rifle on that day in Belgium, Reid would have died at the hands of a French cavalryman. The thought of how close he had come to meeting his maker still sent a cold shiver down his spine whenever he thought about it.

      A loud scraping noise echoed in the room as Owen pushed back his chair and got to his feet. Reid winced.

      “Mind the floorboards. I have just spent a small fortune in having them oiled,” he said.

      Owen raised an eyebrow at Reid’s mention of money. He then proceeded to bang his hands loudly together, startling everyone. Callum flinched like he had been shot at, and screwed his eyes shut.

      Reid looked at Callum in disgust. “Try laying off the bottle for a minute, Callum, then your nerves won’t be in such a bloody mess.”

      It was a rare sight to see Callum without a stiff drink in his hand, even first thing in the morning.

      Owen cleared his throat, ensuring that all attention was now focused on him. He looked at Reid. “After you went home last night, I decided to stay on and undertake a spot of reconnaissance. I followed our Italian friends around for the rest of the time they were at the Keating’s soirée, and then tagged along behind them when they moved on to the next party. What I discovered does not bode well for our future sexual conquests, gentlemen.”

      “And what’s that?” replied Kendal.

      “Apparently all four of them are considered devilishly handsome by the ladies. And if that was the worst of it, we would have no problems. None of us have had the ugly stick pointed at us. But it turns out they are talented musicians and every hostess worth her standing is scrambling to have them perform in her home,” replied Owen.

      Reid’s heart sank at this news. If the Italians had just been a group of visiting tourists in town to see the sights and sounds of the English capital, he could have handled them with ease. Given them a quick personally guided tour and then wished them a fond farewell before putting them on a boat back to Italy. Problem solved.

      He had caught a glimpse of how the brown-eyed lotharios worked to woo women the previous night, and even as a hot-blooded male he could see the appeal of the new arrivals.

      “So what? There are plenty of talented musicians in London, though few are on the same level as me. Still, I don’t see what the problem is,” replied Kendal.

      “Not every matron in the ton is interested in your boyish good looks, Kendal. Some want a real man,” growled Callum. His senses might have been dulled but he was obviously still paying attention.

      “The problem is that all the good bed sport is overlooking us and lining up to get a good hard going over from the continental contingent. The problem is that they are stealing the talent from under our very noses. The problem is . . . we are not getting the sex we so rightly deserve,” said Reid, barely controlling his rage. He clenched his fists when Kendal lazily rolled his eyes. His breath came hard and fast as his temper rose.

      He blinked hard. Was that a blur in his eye? Oh, god, had his eyesight already started to fail?

      “And the final problem, Lord Kendal, is that your dirty boots are on my bloody table. Get them off!” The whole situation would have been funny had it not been so frustrating.

      With a bored expression on his face, Kendal rose from the table and sauntered over to the nearby sideboard on which a selection of bottles of brandy and whisky sat. He helped himself to a large glass of brandy. After Callum and Owen both waved a hand at him, Kendal brought the brandy bottle and three other glasses back to the table, before collecting his own generously filled glass.

      Reid had not slept well, and the two strong coffees he had downed before heading out to ride in Hyde Park had done little to lift his mood. He took the glass of brandy offered him.

      “Thank you,” he said. A stiff drink was just what he needed. He took a long sip before setting the glass down on the table. “Owen, my good chap, please tell me you have come up with a solution to the Italian problem. I would prefer one which will not see me engaging the services of assassins, but I am not above talking to some rough lads in the east end of London if it comes to it.”

      Owen sat back in his chair and with hands laid flat on the table, looked at Reid. A self-satisfied grin was on his lips.

      Reid rose to attention. Owen had come up with a solution.

      “I would have thought the answer was pretty clear,” he said.

      “For heaven’s sake, get on with it,” snapped Reid.

      “We take the Italians on at their own game. We start our own musical quartet. I can play the violin and viola; Callum, you have the wind instruments at your disposal; and Kendal is our virtuoso on the piano. Reid, you can conduct us for the musical pieces if needed. It’s really all quite simple,” replied Owen.

      Reid frowned as he quickly realized his own musical abilities had been completely overlooked.

      What about me? I can sing. Why isn’t anyone suggesting that?

      If Owen had expected a standing ovation for his bright idea, his friends were quick to disavow him of that notion. When no one leaped to their feet and shouted huzzah, he rolled his eyes in disgust.

      “A musical quartet? You mean we would play like hired musicians at people’s homes? You have got to be bloody joking,” sneered Kendal.

      Kendal would no doubt consider himself far too talented to play for money.

      Precious bloody petal.

      “Yes, like hired musicians. That’s the secret of our Italian friends. They play at all the best homes and are getting first crack at the available women. The way things have been going lately, we are left with either the dregs or our own hands when we get home,” said Owen.

      And while he intended at some future point to take Owen to task over the omission of himself as the singer, the longer Reid considered his friend’s plan, the more sense it made.

      He nodded. “While forming a musical group is not the first thing I would have thought of, I must admit that it’s an insane enough idea that it might actually work. It has my vote.”

      “Mine also. I say we give it a shot,” said Callum.

      All eyes now turned to Kendal. He picked up his brandy glass, then swirled it slowly in his hand before downing the last of his drink. Reid gritted his teeth. Trust Kendal to feel the need to add a touch of dramatic effect while everyone waited on his answer.

      “Well you won’t stand much of a chance at success unless you have me onboard, so I guess I am in,” said Kendal.

      Owen grinned at Reid. They were all in agreement.

      Reid felt his dark mood lift for the first time in days. Plans immediately began to form in his head. “We approach the hostesses of the ton, call upon their sense of patriotism, and snap up as many of the private musical bookings as we can,” he said, getting to his feet. He began to pace up and down the room, hands clasped behind his back. “What else do we know about these Italians?”

      The others exchanged a knowing look. Reid had slipped comfortably into his old mode of being their senior officer. Owen, Callum, and Kendal were back to serving under Reid’s command in the Royal Dragoons.

      Owen stood once more and stood stiffly to attention. Kendal and Callum stifled a laugh. “Sir. I undertook a sortie into enemy territory, sir. They have established camp at Stevens Hotel in Bond Street, sir,” he said.

      Reid laughed and gave Owen a friendly slap on the back. “At ease, Captain Smart-arse.”

      “They have a booking at the hotel for the next two months, which means they are not going anywhere anytime soon. If we are to stave off this attack, we need to do something about it now,” said Owen, resuming his seat.

      Kendal fiddled with his empty glass of brandy, batting it from one hand to the other across the table. “Owen are you going to be able to handle rehearsals in amongst the rest of your commitments this summer?”

      Owen shot him a dirty look before huffing loudly. “What Kendal here is trying to say, is that both of our fathers have decided it is high time we took on wives. The Duke of Banfield has given Kendal to the end of the year to find a suitable bride. While mine decided to save me the trouble and went and secured a fiancée for me. He sent a rather blunt letter to me informing me of my betrothal.”

      Silence descended and settled heavily in the room.

      Fiancées. Wives. Marriage.

      War had been a dangerous enough endeavor, but marriage was the final battleground for all men. And unlike going to war, no man ever returned to his comrades once he had taken on a wife. There were no survivors from the kiss-strewn battlefields of wedded bliss. Poor Owen. Poor Kendal. Poor bastards.

      “Damn,” whispered Callum.

      “Yes, damn exactly.” Reid himself had the unfortunate luck of no longer being in possession of either of his parents, so there was no one pressuring him to marry. Callum’s father was a relatively young man in disgustingly good health who was seemingly content to indulge his son’s bachelor ways for some time to come.

      But Owen and Kendal were both doomed.

      “So, who is this fiancée who you have been saddled with?” asked Reid.

      Owen drained his brandy glass, before reaching for the bottle and refilling it once more. “Lady Amelia Perry. Apparently, she fits the bill. All her own teeth and a decent dowry. Other than that, I don’t know anything about the chit. It was mentioned in the fifth paragraph of a long letter from my father. I thought he was in jest at first, but a second missive from the old codger cured me of that misconception. He expects me to be married no later than mid-September.”

      There was genuine sadness in Owen’s voice; it would have been both amusing and slightly pathetic if the situation wasn’t so dire. With a wife, would come duty and commitments. Then those dreaded creatures known as children. Reid felt nauseous at the mere thought of it all.

      The days of the four of them hunting as a pack through the ballrooms of London in search of sexual conquests were coming to an end. He looked at his friends with unreserved pity, mourning for their soon-to-be-lost freedom.

      There must be something a loyal chap could do for his friends before the end. To make sure that their last days of debauchery were unforgettable. To create memories which would bring them comfort in the long dark days of lace, drooling babies, and polite conversation that would soon stretch before them.

      Shakespeare’s words from the Saint Crispin’s day speech immediately came to mind.

      
        
        From this day to the ending of the world,

        But we in it shall be remembered⁠—

        We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.

      

      

      He had been their commanding officer, their leader. It was his duty to take decisive action. He would not stand by and let Owen and Kendal drift quietly into the arms of marriage. He would give them one last summer of wild drinking and wanton women if it killed him. Taking on the Italians and beating them at their own game was the perfect call to arms. Reid thumped the table hard. It was time to rally the troops.

      “Gentlemen, I want all of you to go home and pack your things. We shall rendezvous back here this evening. In the meantime, I will have rooms prepared for each of you. We are going to take on the Italians, and we are going to live and fight as they do. All of us under the one roof. We shall share one last summer of music, vice, and unashamed lechery.”

      “Yes!” cried Owen, punching his fist into the air.

      Kendal nodded his approval. Callum raised his brandy glass in a silent salute.

      Picking up the half-empty brandy bottle, Reid marched solemnly around the table, filling every man’s glass to the brim. When he reached his seat once more, the others got to their feet. Four brandy glasses were raised.

      “To one last summer of freedom, gentlemen, and to victory against the Italians,” he said.

      Owen lowered his glass. “We need a name. A banner under which we can live and die.”

      “Simple. The Noble Lords,” replied Callum. His suggestion was greeted with a hum of approval.

      “To one last summer!” Kendal cried.

      “To victory!” Owen yelled.

      Reid beamed as the rally cry echoed in the room. These men were his brothers—they would stand shoulder to shoulder until the bitter end.

      “To the Noble Lords!”
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      “You did what?”

      Reid faced down his younger sister, Eliza. She glared back at him, hands on hips. Eliza had the looks of a brown-haired angel, but she had a devil of a temper. Woe betide any man who tried to cross her. Reid made a mental note to warn the others.

      “I invited Callum, Owen, and Kendal to live here at Windmill Street for the rest of the summer. This is my house, and I make the rules.” He nodded agreement to his own words, hoping that it would add weight.

      The dry look he got in return informed him he may have shot a little wide of the mark. So much for his grand plans.

      “Your own behavior is bad enough, Reid, but now you have asked three more drinking and whoring nobles to live under the same roof as me. For the next ten weeks. Please tell me, dear brother, that I misheard you,” she ground out.

      “I would prefer it if you would kindly refer to them as being my musical brothers in arms, but in a nutshell, yes.”

      There were few women Reid was genuinely afraid of, and unfortunately, the one currently staring sharp daggers at him was the one he feared most. It took almost all his strength to hold her gaze. Her sharp blue eyes threatened to cut him in two. She blinked slowly as a soft smile crept to her lips. “My apologies, Reid, but if you expect the house to run smoothly while they are here, it is going to cost you,” she said.

      His heart sank. He had heard those words too many times before to know that they didn’t augur well for the health of his purse.

      “How much?” he ventured.

      She chuckled. He noted the evil tone to her laugh and a chill ran down his spine. Why, oh, why hadn’t he yet managed to find her a nice and pliable husband?

      Because she is stubborn and self-opinionated.

      She was also his beloved sister. His Eliza. If Reid had one weakness, it was her.

      Her silent regard for his question about money made him uneasy. Little wonder every time he set foot in any of London’s major shops he was greeted with deep bows and the gleeful wringing of hands. He suspected the various shopkeepers said a special prayer for the health of Viscount Follett’s bank account every night before they went to bed. But Reid could not begrudge Eliza anything; she was his touchstone.

      She kept the servants of the house in line, the wine cellar well stocked, and his clothes clean and waiting for him whenever he needed them. She did everything that a wife would do when it came to the managing of a house, and the Follett estate. If she were ever to marry, he would be left in a bind.

      Good lord, if she did leave him, he might have to get serious about finding himself a wi . . .

      Reid could not even bring himself to think the word, let alone say it.

      Eliza reached out and patted him gently on the cheek. “I shall let you know at the end of the first week. Who knows how many of your musical brothers will still be in residence under this roof come then?” she said ominously.

      Eliza’s comment echoed his own misgivings. After the others had left the house that morning, Reid had taken a moment to reflect on his decision to make his home the base for the campaign against the Italians.

      There was a generous amount of masculine pride within each member of the Noble Lords, himself included. The fact that all four men were used to getting their own way had Reid wondering whether he had been a little too hasty with his offer. The battle speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V had caused a rush of blood to his head.

      Kendal, Owen, and Callum all living under his roof could well be a recipe for disaster. A powder keg of unchecked male egos, waiting to explode at any moment.

      It was all too late for second thoughts. He had already given his word, and the others were at their various homes, making good to decamp to Windmill Street.

      And if the price he had to pay for winning back the sexual attentions of various luscious and generous women was him having a house full of his friends for the duration of the summer, coupled with Eliza going on one of her spending sprees, then it would be a worthwhile investment.

      “You cannot put a price on my happiness, Reid, but to help smooth over the moving period, I did see a new fabric the other day which, I thought, might look a treat on the sofas in my private sitting room,” replied Eliza.

      Reid groaned. “Could you show some fiscal restraint? I do have . . .”

      He was about to caution Eliza regarding her improvident nature, but he caught the eye of a footman entering the room and stopped. It was never a good idea to conduct a row in front of the servants, especially not when it came to money. And especially not when it involved his hot-tempered sister.

      Knowing his well-paid staff, they would be handing in their notices at the first sniff of any tightening of the purse strings. Good servants were hard to find and even harder to keep.

      “My lord, Lord Grant has arrived and is asking where the piano is to be situated,” announced the footman.

      Reid ignored the hint of a knowing smile on Eliza’s lips. Kendal Grant was always going to be the toughest new inhabitant of Follett House. He was pernickety about everything. So, of course, he had brought his own piano with him. Reid could only pray that it was the sole piece of furniture his footmen would be hauling up the rear stairs at Kendal’s command.

      “The ballroom will be the rehearsal space for us, so put the piano in there,” he instructed the footman.

      As soon as the footman had gone, he ventured another look at his sister. Eliza was busy staring at her hands, her fingernails clearly holding endless fascination.

      “And, pray tell, what are you going to rehearse?” she said. She was not going to give him an inch.

      “Music. The others and I are going to form a musical group and play at people’s homes over the remainder of the summer,” he replied.

      “Why?”

      “Well because Kendal and Owen have both been ordered by their respective sires to settle down and take wives. I thought it a good idea for us to have one long, grand farewell to the two of them. What better way to enjoy the time than to play music?” he replied.

      Eliza picked at one of her fingernails. “Oh. And here was me thinking it was just another one of your harebrained schemes to pick up loose women for sex.” She smiled sweetly at him, but Reid was not foolish enough to rise to the bait.

      “That sort of thinking is not becoming of an unwed young woman,” he replied.

      A look of sudden seriousness appeared on her face, and for a moment Reid thought she was going to say something of importance, but the expression quickly disappeared. “Back to the topic at hand: music. The only time I have seen you near a musical instrument was when I found you in a drunken stupor under the piano last Christmas. So, what exactly are you going to contribute to this little musical group? Sorry, your musical brothers in arms.”

      Eliza held his gaze.

      She was good. His sister knew exactly the right question in order to put him on the spot.

      Kendal could play the piano perfectly. He had years of formal training under his belt. Owen had taken violin and viola lessons with Eliza when they were younger. And Callum had played the flute in a military band. All three of them were accomplished musicians.

      “I suppose you could conduct the group. Not that any of them really need much more than someone to count them in,” she added.

      Eliza’s words cut deep. Reid would be nothing more than an afterthought in the Noble Lords. Someone who would introduce the music, then graciously step aside, and let the others play.

      His pride would not stand for it.

      “Actually, I am going to sing.”
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      With his sister’s peals of laughter ringing in his ears, Reid went in search of his first houseguest.

      He was still quietly nursing his bruised ego as he stepped into the downstairs ballroom. The sight which met his eyes had him whispering, “Someone save me.”

      Kendal was standing in the middle of the room, one hand on his hip, the other directing a group of servants as to where he wished the piano to be placed.

      “A foot or two nearer to the window will do. No, actually move it back. Right there. No. A foot to the right. No.”

      He raised an eyebrow as Reid came and stood beside him. Kendal continued to wave his hand and the servants moved the piano yet again. Sweat beaded the servants’ foreheads. Eliza would be fielding complaints from the household staff before the day was over.

      “I hadn’t realized how small your ballroom was, Reid. It’s really just an oversized sitting room, isn’t it?” noted Kendal.

      The footmen lifted the piano one more time and then set it down again. Reid knew Kendal well enough to appreciate that if he took one bite of the first complaint which was offered, he would never finish chewing it.

      “At least I own a ballroom. Tell me when you get your own and we can then compare sizes,” he replied.

      Kendal chuckled. “Touché.”

      Reid didn’t particularly like having to remind his friend that he would not be inheriting his father’s title or property, but just occasionally, Kendal needed trimming down to size.

      “Any sign of the other two?” asked Kendal.

      “Owen sent some things over an hour or so ago. I expect Callum is having to convince his father that he is a big enough lad to be allowed to leave home, even if it is only for the rest of the summer,” replied Reid.

      Callum and his father were close, and it had taken a concerted effort by Reid and his friends to get Baron Sharp’s blessing for his only son to board the ship to Belgium in order to fight in the final campaign against Napoleon.

      “Afternoon, fellow players.” Owen strode into the room, violin case in hand. Behind him trailed several servants carrying various other instruments.

      “Violin and viola. Is that a cello?” said Kendal pointing at the largest of the cases.

      Owen nodded. “Yes, thought I should bring the full arsenal with me. Can’t leave anything in reserve when it comes to the ladies. From what I hear, the Italians don’t have a cello. It could be our secret weapon.”

      Reid was up for any sort of edge that they had over their opponents. He secretly doubted that the cello would have any effect on winning women into his bed, but he was willing to be shown otherwise.

      “My lords,” said a female voice.

      Eliza sauntered into the ballroom and came to stand next to Reid. She greeted Kendal and Owen with a brief nod of the head, but it was the gentle smile which she reserved for the fourth gentleman who had followed her into the room that had Reid gritting his teeth.

      Eliza had a soft spot for Callum which she failed to hide. And Reid had a suspicion that the next month or so would result in either one of two things: Eliza would finally see Callum for the loose cannon that he was and look to place her heart elsewhere, or he would find himself holding a pistol to the head of his friend threatening blue murder over the heartbreak he had caused his only sister. Where those two were concerned, there could not be a happy middle ground. A quiet word with both Eliza and Callum would be one of the first orders of the day once everyone had settled in.

      The piano was dropped heavily on the floor.

      “You bunch of imbeciles!” screamed Kendal.

      The servants scattered in all directions as far away from Kendal as possible. Kendal, meanwhile, stood in the middle of the room, fists clenched and growling.

      “I think our Kendal might be a touch unbalanced at times,” noted Reid.

      Kendal stalked toward the piano. When he reached it, Reid saw his posture visibly soften. The musical genius gently lay his head on the top of the piano and began to whisper softly to it. All the while, his hand stroked its highly polished surface like it was a lover.

      “If he tries to mount it, I am out of here,” muttered Owen.

      Kendal lifted his head, and even at this distance Reid could see that he was trembling. His fellow Noble Lord righted himself, cleared his throat, and took a deep breath. He faced down the gathered servants. “Gentlemen, this is a Cristofori piano. It is nearly one hundred years old. It was made in Italy by the inventor himself. Which makes it a priceless piece of musical heritage.”

      The footmen all looked at the floor, and Reid was tempted to follow suit and avert his gaze—anything to avoid capturing Kendal’s eye.

      “AND THAT MEANS YOU DON’T DROP THE BLOODY THING!” he bellowed.

      His voice echoed around the room before silence descended once more. Eliza gave Reid a sideways ‘I told you so’ look then headed over to where a red-faced Kendal stood.

      “Kendal, darling, where would you like our highly skilled staff to place your piano?” she asked.

      He silently pointed to a spot on the floor a foot or so closer to the window than where the piano sat.

      “Very good,” she said.

      She took him firmly by the arm and led him over to where the others stood, while the servants picked up the precious piano one last time and moved it. After her nod of approval, the Follett household staff hurried from the room.

      Eliza let go of Kendal’s arm and turned to face them all. She held her hands gently within one another. She looked for all the world like she was about to be presented to the queen. “My lords, and gentleman, let me make things clear. While my brother here has invited you all to live under his roof for the next ten weeks, you must understand that I act as chatelaine of this house. The servants, therefore, are within my command, as is the rest of the house. If you have brought any servants with you, they shall also fall under my office.”

      Reid bit his cheek and tried not to show any emotion. If Kendal thought he had the market cornered in foul tempers, he had nothing on Eliza when she was in full flight.

      “Which means that there will be no changes made to household routines without my say so. There will be no stray women wandering the floors. If you do happen to bring home a lady friend, I expect her to be out of this house before dawn and her presence not felt.” Her gaze settled on Callum whose cheeks suddenly reddened. He looked away, muttering something inaudible under his breath.

      “Finally, and on pain of death, there is to be no yelling at the staff. I don’t give a rat’s arse if you have a priceless antique piano. If you raise your voice to the servants, I will take an axe to all of your musical instruments and turn them into kindling. Have I made myself clear?”

      If Reid was the captain of this company, Eliza was his sergeant at arms. He might not agree with everything she said or did, but he would never dare to countermand any of her orders in front of the others.

      “Yes, of course,” they all replied.

      She gave them a cheerful smile. “Good. I shall let you all get settled, and in the meantime go and see about arrangements for this evening’s supper.”

      Reid received a social smile for his trouble as she passed him by. Once she was gone, the only sound that could be heard in the room was the quiet click of teeth being ground.

      It was going to be an interesting summer.
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      “No,” said Kendal.

      “What now?” replied Owen, flustered.

      Kendal sat back from the piano and stared hard at the violinist. “The tempo is not right. You start out fine, then go and up down like a whore’s skirts.”

      Reid picked up his brandy and took a large gulp. He made a mental note to ask Eliza to place an additional order for spirits and wine. The way the first rehearsal session was going, they would need a lot more alcohol in the house to avoid killing each other this summer.

      “Kendal, much as you might love this piece, we can’t play it for our audience. It’s a miserable dirge. We are supposed to be entertaining people, not putting them to sleep,” replied Owen.

      Kendal sighed loudly. “It’s Beethoven’s Sonata for piano and violin in E-flat major. It’s one of his best pieces you bloody philistine.”

      Reid blinked hard. He was struggling to stay awake while listening to it.  Owen was right. The piece was beautiful, but it didn’t set his pulse racing. Nor would it heat the loins of any potential lover. He wanted music that would lure a woman to his bed, not make her want to sleep as soon as she got there.

      “If we want women falling at our feet, we need something a little livelier, something with some spark. How about Mozart?” said Callum.

      Reid vehemently shook his head, as did Owen. If there was one thing Kendal hated it was Mozart. It was fortunate for the famous composer that he’d had the good sense to die long before Kendal had discovered the depth of his enmity toward him and his music.

      “What’s wrong with Mozart?” asked Callum.

      ‘Everything. I am not playing his shit,” ground out Kendal.

      Reid got to his feet. Now seemed the best time for him to make his own announcement, while the others were at an impasse. “I have had a think about the group, and especially what we should be offering in order to entertain people. We need to approach this like it is a war, and that means getting the audience on our side. I want to call on the patriotism of the ton, especially the ladies. England versus Europe. Or in this case, the Noble Lords versus the Italians, or something to that effect. And if we are going to succeed, we shall need a singer. I will take on that role.”

      Kendal looked to Owen, who looked to Callum. No one spoke for a time, during which Reid quietly stood his ground. He was ready to go into battle against anyone who thought he didn’t deserve a full place within the group.

      “About time,” said Callum.

      Owen nodded. “Yes.”

      “Well now that we have the issue of a singer sorted, can I suggest we take this time to address the problem of what we should be playing? If the Italians are making sexual conquests, we need to know to which tune. They are scheduled to play at Lord and Lady Martin’s home tonight, so let’s get our coats and do a spot of intelligence gathering,” said Reid.

      “Just like the old days,” said Kendal

      “Except that the enemy here won’t send you to the guillotine if you get caught,” replied Callum.

      “True,” quipped Owen.
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      Heads turned as Reid and the others stepped into the main foyer of Lord and Lady Martin’s house a little while later. Being men of noble birth, Reid, and his friends had little difficulty in striding in the front door without an invitation.

      Upon seeing Reid, their hostess rushed to his side, gushing, and fawning all over him like a young girl. Lady Martin was actually a middle-aged matron whom Reid had known in the biblical sense more than once.

      “Lord Follett, such a wonderful surprise to see you this evening,” she exclaimed.

      Reid gifted her with a bright smile. “Lady Martin. When we heard you were hosting such an event, my friends and I cancelled our other plans and headed straight here.”

      As the others moved into the main room and began to circulate, Reid put the Follett Plan into action. He paid his respects to some guests, noting two ladies of whom he had personal, intimate connections. Unfortunately, neither lady was attending on her own this evening. Blasted husbands and their territorial tendencies over their wives.

      His gaze roamed over the rest of the gathering and he frowned. Slim pickings were to be had. He sighed. He desperately needed a sexually available woman. Even a luscious and discreet widow would do, but he didn’t know of any such woman in his social circle.

      Get a hold of yourself, man. Next you will be checking the funeral notices and marking out mourning periods on your calendar.

      Stalking widows would be a low point, even for him, though Owen had claimed particular success in that sphere over the years. His friend was, at times, less than choosy when it came to his sexual conquests.

      After they had taken their seats at the back of the room, Callum summoned a footman over and ordered drinks. “May as well enjoy ourselves while we listen to the competition.”

      At the front of the room, four dark-haired figures were seated in a semi-circle facing the gathered guests. A first and second violin, a pianist, and a fourth gentleman who sat to one side of the group. It was the first time Reid had seen all of their musical counterparts in the one place.

      While the others had their gazes locked on the musicians, Reid found himself drawn to the one man not sitting with an instrument. There was something about his manner which set him apart from his companions—a certain air that Reid recognized as the sign of leadership.

      This particular gentleman’s gaze roamed the room, returning every so often to his musical comrades. At one point, he waved to Lady Martin. When she returned his wave in much the same way she had greeted Reid earlier, Reid nudged Callum who was seated beside him. “I would bet five pounds that he has already got a leg over Lady Martin,” he said.

      Callum leaned in to Reid without taking his eye off the performers. “The pianist has three ladies he has been making eyes at since we arrived. The first violinist licked his lips when the woman in the front row waved her fan at him. The second violinist looks like he is having some problem with his instrument, so he hasn’t paid much attention to anyone else, but I expect he has his own group of admirers.”

      “Bloody bastards,” muttered Reid.

      If he had any say in it, all of them would be having problems with their instruments, and he wasn’t thinking of the ones in their hands.

      A well-dressed gentleman stepped forward and the Italians all rose from their chairs and bowed to him. Lord Martin, as well as his wife, appeared to have fallen under the spell of the recent arrivals.

      “My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, may I have your attention,” Lord Martin said.

      The four friends sat forward in their seats; Reid listened intently. He waved away the footman who offered him a brandy. He was here to listen and learn all he could about the enemy. He could drink at home.

      “My wife and I are delighted to welcome Signore Marco Calvino and his friends here tonight. Our musical guests hail from Venice where I understand they are quite famous. Before we hear a selection of musical pieces from Vivaldi, Signore Calvino will delight us with an aria from the famous Italian composer.”

      An enthusiastic round of applause greeted Marco Calvino as he strode to the front and bowed low to the crowd. A soft sigh was heard from several of the women in the room. Reid bit his bottom lip in an effort to suppress his simmering anger.

      “For crying out loud, get on with it. I have drinking to do,” grumbled Owen.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I present for your listening pleasure Vivaldi’s Vedro con mio diletto, sung by countertenor,” announced Marco.

      The audience applauded yet again. Expectations were high. Reid found himself silently praying that Marco’s singing abilities did not live up to their hype.

      But from the moment Marco opened his mouth and began to sing, Reid was rooted to the spot. It was as if the gates of heaven had been unlocked and a choir of angels had flooded through gifting him their voice. A chill of fear ran down Reid’s spine. This was an enemy possessed with skills far exceeding his own.

      “He is good,” whispered Callum.

      Apart from the musicians and Marco, no one in the crowded room moved a muscle. The guests and even the servants appeared to be utterly spellbound.

      At the end of the short aria, the audience rose to their feet as one. Rapturous applause filled the room.

      Reid stirred from his stupor and stood. He looked across at his companions and his heart sank. Callum stood, mouth agape, while Owen and Kendal both joined the rest of the gathering and clapped loudly in appreciation. Finally, reluctantly, Reid put his hands together and added his applause.

      Marco and his friends were not just some random group of musicians working their way through the bedrooms of the ton; they were gifted masters.

      When Owen finally turned to him, Reid saw fear written all over his friend’s face. Little wonder they were struggling to win the attention of the most beautiful women at parties, if this was the competition they were up against.

      “And not one of them has the decency to have an ugly face or be a hunchback,” Callum complained. He had to yell over the continued applause.

      Callum was right. Every single one of the Italians looked like they had just stepped out of a Renaissance painting. Black hair, dark brown eyes, and jaws so chiseled they could probably cut through oak.

      This was far worse than Reid had imagined. And to top it all off, they could speak English. Or at least Marco could, and he was clearly the biggest danger.

      Reid motioned to a nearby footman. “A large brandy, if you would be so kind.”

      Callum held up two fingers. “Make that two large brandies.” When the footman demurred at the order, Callum huffed. “Fill two large glasses and bring them back here. And make it quick.”

      Kendal leaned over, waving to get Reid’s attention. “Apparently Marco studied under Domenico Mombelli, so he knows his stuff.”

      Kendal might have been impressed with that piece of knowledge, but it gave Reid no comfort whatsoever. They all sat once more and watched as Marco then took on the role of conductor. When the first strains of Vivaldi’s famous “Spring” violin concerto filled the room to even more rapturous applause, Reid speared his fingers through his hair and groaned.

      “I am never going to get sex from any of these women ever again.”
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      Face down on his bed, still fully dressed, Reid woke as the early morning sunlight streamed in through his window. The brightness hurt his eyes, but he was in no condition to move and close the curtains.

      After returning to Windmill Street following the performance of Marco and the Italians as he had dubbed them, he and Callum had sat up and drunk themselves through to the early hours of the morning. Owen had cried off earlier in the evening citing paperwork he had to attend to at Lowe House as his father was still home in the country.

      An enraptured Kendal had followed the crowd to the next performance, telling Reid he needed to hear more before he could formulate a suitable musical response to their problem. The look of joy on his face belied his words. Marco and the Italians had gained themselves yet another fan.

      Reid rolled over on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Why, oh why, couldn’t the Italians have stayed in Venice? Surely, there were plenty of willing Italian ladies they could practice their skills of seduction upon. They didn’t need to come and sew their wild oats in London.

      And to top it all off, Marco could sing. Really, sing. His voice had all the markings of having received the very best training. He made it look so effortless.

      “What am I going to do?” he muttered.

      Reid’s own baritone voice was at best pleasing, but would not stand up against the clear, measured tone of Marco’s countertenor.

      “Curse Domenico Mombelli and curse Marco.”

      Why had he been so reckless in deciding he could be the singer for the Noble Lords? Only a day ago he had been ready to take on anyone who questioned his claim to that role. Now he was gripped with self-doubt. How was he going to be able to compete against Marco and not make a fool of himself and his friends?

      The answer was a bitter pill to swallow. He couldn’t. He was not the group’s leader; he was their weakness.

      The other Noble Lords could play musical instruments. They had a degree of competency with which they could compete. Kendal could, of course, hold his own against their pianist—the same with Owen. Callum and his wind instruments were a point of difference they could possibly exploit, though it remained to be seen as to whether he could hold his liquor habit in check to actually make it through a whole evening’s performance.

      That left just Reid.

      With no time to suddenly take up an instrument, he was going to have to work with what he had. Or get someone to help develop his voice.

      He slowly sat up, grateful that the room had stopped spinning. He would never be as good as Marco, who had all those years of training under his belt, but at least he could try and improve his own voice.

      Any sort of singing lessons would help to lift his performance. He would do anything not to be an embarrassment to his friends.

      He threw his legs over the side of the bed, took a deep breath, and rang the bell for his valet. Before he could think about singing lessons, he had an early morning riding session with the other Noble Lords in Hyde Park to attend.
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      Reid checked the street one last time before stepping into the doorway of the building. The chances of him actually encountering anyone he knew in this part of London at this time of day were slight, but he wasn’t any taking any risks. There were a number of well-known brothels in the same street. He would hate for any gentleman of his acquaintance to think he had visited one of those establishments. He would join a monastery before he ever stooped to paying for sex.

      After scanning The Times newspaper earlier in the morning, he had found an advertisement for a singing teacher under the Want Places section of the paper. He was particularly drawn to the fact that it offered private lessons, with the promise of discretion. That was exactly what he needed: someone who could help to train his voice without his fellow musical enthusiasts knowing about it. His pride could only handle so much. He did not need Kendal et al. adding their tuppence worth of advice. Not telling them of his plans to take singing lessons was only a small white lie in his book.

      Eliza had, of course, been taken into his confidence. His sister had kindly offered to give various alibis to the others as to what her brother was doing each day while he was out having singing lessons on the sly. To her credit, she had also apologized for laughing at him when he’d mentioned his role as baritone in the quartet.

      On the fourth floor of number 25 Craven Street, City of Westminster, he knocked on the door of an apartment then stood back. A frown came to his brow as he noticed the poor condition of the door. From the remaining patches of the topcoat, he discerned that it had once been painted an off-white color. The brass knocker, which was missing a screw and hung at an odd angle, had also seen better days.

      He prayed the state of the door was not an indication of the standard of his prospective new singing teacher’s skills. It didn’t fill him with any great sense of confidence.

      When the door was not answered, he knocked a second time. The sound of hurried footsteps was heard before the door opened. He went to step forward and introduce himself, but the door remained only partially ajar.

      “If it is about the rent, I told you it wasn’t due until the end of the week. You will have your money on time, as usual. Now go away,” said a female voice. The owner of the voice remained hidden from view.

      This was not an encouraging start. Had he come to the wrong place? He checked the newspaper which he held in his hand. Unfortunately, it was the right address.

      He leaned in toward the gap in the door. “I am not here about the rent. I have come to see L. Jones regarding some singing tuition,” he replied, then stepped back.

      The door immediately swung fully open.

      Standing on the other side of the threshold was a young woman, perhaps no more than five and twenty. Soft curls of dark coffee-colored hair sat on her shoulders. He frowned. He was not used to seeing a woman with what he would consider to be short hair. Her husband must be a strange man to permit his wife to cut her beautiful locks.

      “Mama?” came a small voice. At the woman’s hip stood a small boy. From the height of him, Reid guessed he would have been about six years old. He was whispering into the woman’s skirts as he clung to them.

      She brushed a hand gently on the top of the boy’s head. “Hush, Jonathan, Mama is busy,” she said.

      “Is your husband home?” Reid asked.

      The woman looked him up and down. “No,” she replied.

      Reid held his copy of The Times up, with the advertisement circled, and showed it to her. “I wish to secure the services of a singing teacher. I require lessons urgently.”

      Her gaze roamed slowly over him, taking in his well-turned-out attire. He knew that look only too well. It was the same one he used for measuring and assessing other people. Whoever she was, she was as mistrustful of others as he was himself.

      “Can you sing?” she asked.

      Reid wasn’t used to being made to stand at people’s doors and be questioned. Nor was he particularly comfortable with having women look him up and down in such a way. He was the one who decided whether a woman was worthy of his time and attention.

      He cleared his throat and met her gaze. “When will your husband be home?”

      They stared at one another, while a silent battle of wills took place.

      You have not met my sister. Believe me, I could do this all day.

      When the woman finally blinked, he let his breath out slowly.

      Stubborn female.

      “You had better come in,” she said, motioning for him to cross the threshold.

      Once Reid was inside the apartment, she closed the door. To his relief, the small boy scampered off and went to play with some wooden blocks in the corner.

      “May I take your hat and coat?” she asked.

      Reid caught the intonation of her speech. She was well-spoken for someone who lived in such poor lodgings. He wondered if she had been blessed with an education at some point in her life. Perhaps she’d even been exposed to a family of quality. Meeting her husband would no doubt shed light on the situation. Hopefully, he was not too far away, and Reid would not have to wait.

      While the woman took Reid’s things and hung them on a hook near the door, he conducted a sly check of the room.

      The room was tidy; there was not a thing out of place. But it was the other small things that were missing which began to make questions form in his mind.

      No papers or inkwells were to be seen. No signs of a man’s pipe or fireside slippers in evidence. It was obvious Mister L. Jones was the tidiest man in London.

      Reid’s gaze then settled on something which had him frowning. On the nearby dresser were two teacups and ill-matched saucers. Two small hand plates were stacked next to them. It was as if only two people lived in the apartment.

      The woman returned and stood in front of him. He gave up on his study of her home and looked at her. To his surprise, she lifted a hand to his face and taking him by the chin, made him move his head from side to side.

      “How is your hearing?” she asked.

      “Go . . . good,” he stammered. What the devil was she doing? When he lifted a hand, intending to push hers away, she slapped his wrist hard.

      “And do you have all your own teeth?”

      Reid opened his mouth to protest but was unable to voice his displeasure at the way he was being treated, because at that very moment the woman took a firmer hold of his chin and pulled down. Stepping closer, she then looked into his mouth. She made odd humming noises as she undertook her inspection.

      “Hmm. Yes. Hmmm . . . Oh.”

      Oh? That didn’t sound good.

      “What?” he asked.

      It was a blessed relief when she had finally let go of his face.

      “You have either tried to hit some notes which are out of your range, or you tied a large one on last night and your throat is as raw as the sewers in Fleet Street. I hope for your sake it is the latter,” she replied.

      She was rude and impertinent, but she could read him only too well. “I had a late night with a friend, and we may have overdone the brandy a tad. I assure you I never attempt high notes.”

      A disapproving ‘tsk’ came from her at his explanation. Knowing the current way his luck was running, he would find himself saddled with a puritan for his singing teacher. The apartment was far too clean and tidy for his liking.

      He would be in serious trouble if this woman’s husband asked him to give up the drink for the rest of the summer. If sex and alcohol were not going to be readily at hand, he may as well go and take on that position in a monastery. This was beginning to look like a bad idea.

      She now stood with her hands on her hips and continued to examine him like he was a waxwork at the annual Bartholomew Fair.

      “Sing for me. Then I shall decide,” she said with a click of her fingers, startling him in the process.

      He looked at the newspaper and read the name in the advertisement once more. L. Jones. He met her gaze as a growing suspicion settled in his mind. “You . . . are the singing teacher?”

      She stilled, but the slow inhale and exhale of her breath gave away her tight hold on her temper. He was impressed that she managed not to roll her eyes.

      “I get that a lot. If you don’t want a woman teaching you how to sing, then please take your hat and coat and stop wasting my time. If you do, however, wish to do something special with your voice, then you will sing for me.”

      She was feisty. Reid liked feisty women; they were grand sport in bed. He bowed low.

      “I am Viscount Follett. Lord Reid Follett at your service, Mrs. Jones,” he said.

      She didn’t flinch. Odd. Most ordinary people tended to come over rather foolish when they first encountered a nobleman. He was accustomed to having people fawn over him. He expected groveling at the least.

      Mrs. Jones didn’t react at all.

      Very odd.

      A bemused Reid followed Mrs. Jones over to a nearby music stand. He took the opportunity to enjoy a gentleman’s study of her nicely rounded hips, quickly looking away when she turned to face him.

      She gave him one last quick up and down before turning the pages of the music book which sat open on the stand. She ushered him forward. At this close distance, he found himself staring down at the front of her gown. Firm, rounded breasts filled the bodice to a pleasing level. Reid loved a woman with an ample set of tits.

      “I am going to go with you fancying yourself as a baritone. You hold yourself too stiffly to be a tenor. Sing this piece for me please,” she said.

      Reid roused from his thoughts of what he hoped her naked breasts would feel like in his hands and looked at the sheet music, sighing with relief.

      Thank god.

      He knew the song.

      In the five minutes since he had stepped through her front door, he had gone from being cocksure of himself, to feeling the prickle of sweat under his hairline. Mrs. Jones was quite intimidating. She was also rather beautiful, notwithstanding the length of her hair. Her husband was a brave man to leave his wife alone with strange men.

      He straightened his back and began to sing.

      She stood to one side of him, nodding along with the song. Then, just as he was getting warmed up to give it his all for the grand finale, she clapped her hands loudly together.

      “That will do,” she said.

      He waited for her to gush and show
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