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THE PECULIAR CASE OF LORD FINSBURY’S DIAMONDS
A Casebook of Barnaby Adair Short Novel

Stephanie Laurens

 

#1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens brings you a tale of murder, mystery, passion, and intrigue - and diamonds!

Penelope Adair, wife and partner of amateur sleuth Barnaby Adair, is so hugely pregnant she cannot even waddle. When Barnaby is summoned to assist Inspector Stokes of Scotland Yard in investigating the violent murder of a gentleman at a house party, Penelope, frustrated that she cannot participate, insists that she and Griselda, Stokes's wife, be kept informed of their husbands' discoveries.

Yet what Barnaby and Stokes uncover only leads to more questions. The murdered gentleman had been thrown out of the house party days before, so why had he returned? And how and why did he come to have the fabulous Finsbury diamond necklace in his pocket, much to Lord Finsbury's consternation? Most peculiar of all, why had the murderer left the necklace, worth a stupendous fortune, on the body?

The conundrums compound as our intrepid investigators attempt to make sense of this baffling case. Meanwhile, the threat of scandal grows ever more tangible for all those attending the house party - and the stakes are highest for Lord Finsbury's daughter and the gentleman who has spent the last decade resurrecting his family fortune so he can aspire to her hand. Working parallel to Barnaby and Stokes, the would-be lovers hunt for a path through the maze of contradictory facts to expose the murderer, disperse the pall of scandal, and claim the love and the shared life they crave.

 

A pre-Victorian mystery with strong elements of romance. A short novel of 39,000 words.

An entry in The Casebook of Barnaby Adair series, the events in this short novel occur between the events described in the full-length Casebook novels, WHERE THE HEART LEADS and the upcoming THE MASTERFUL MR. MONTAGUE.

 

Praise for the works of Stephanie Laurens

“Stephanie Laurens' heroines are marvelous tributes to Georgette Heyer: feisty and strong.” Cathy Kelly

“Stephanie Laurens never fails to entertain and charm her readers with vibrant plots, snappy dialogue, and unforgettable characters.” Historical Romance Reviews.

“Stephanie Laurens plays into readers' fantasies like a master and claims their hearts time and again.” Romantic Times Magazine

 

Praise for Where the Heart Leads: Volume 1 in the Casebook of Barnaby Adair

"A satisfying blend of mystery and romance." Publishers Weekly

"In an Amanda Quick-style suspense/romance, Laurens never loses touch with her characters' deep emotions or the haunting mystery." Romantic Times

"An interesting and absorbing plot...an exciting and appealing romantic mystery." FreshFiction.com

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

December 1836
London

 

T
he front doorbell of Number 24 Albemarle Street pealed.

 The chiming was immediately followed by a peremptory knock.

 Penelope Adair, lady of the house, hugely pregnant and lying on the sofa in her garden parlor feeling like nothing so much as a beached whale, turned her head and peered through her spectacles at the clock on the mantelpiece.

 She hadn’t dozed off—it truly was barely nine o’clock.

 Only one sort of summons appeared at their door at such an unfashionably early hour.

 “Damn!” With effort, she pushed herself up into a semi-sitting position and jammed a cushion behind her aching back. She squinted down at the mound distending her belly. “You realize what this means? Stokes needs our help with a case, but I have to remain here, because with you in there I can barely waddle, much less investigate. The list of entertainments I’m giving up on your account is about to grow longer.”

 Over the last two weeks, she’d taken to addressing her imminent offspring, deeming it appropriate for them to grow accustomed to her voice. Another week or so…assuming she survived; the burden was getting exceedingly…burdensome.

 Straining her ears, she heard Mostyn, their majordomo, cross the tiles of the front hall. The front door opened; after a minute punctuated by the rumble of male voices, Penelope heard the door close.

 The rumble of voices continued; two voices, both recognizable. Penelope’s husband, Barnaby Adair, third son of the Earl of Cothelstone and occasional consultant to the Metropolitan Police, had, it seemed, been equally quick in recognizing the import of the unexpected caller; he’d come out of the library in which, over the last week or so, he’d taken to lurking to intercept Mostyn and whatever message had been delivered.

 Penelope leaned back against her supporting cushions. She was perfectly aware that, given the choice, Barnaby would much rather have lurked in the garden parlor, hovering within sight of her, but he’d wisely realized that that might be one protective step too far.

 So he dallied in the library within easy reach—within hearing if she screamed.

 Penelope sighed. “I wonder what sort of juicy case Stokes has for—” She broke off, then, jaw firming, went on, “For
us
.” She glanced at her belly. “Just because I’m stuck here incubating you, and even though my mind sometimes wanders ridiculously, that doesn’t mean that I can’t, if I wish, concentrate enough to analyze facts.”

 The door opened. Barnaby walked in, a note in his hand. Meeting her gaze, he closed the door. Crossing the room, he drew one of the armchairs closer, then sat and leaned forward, his forearms on his thighs, so that his face was level with hers. He searched her eyes. “How are you feeling?”

 She arched a brow. “An hour bigger and heavier than I felt over breakfast.”

 He didn’t know what to say to that—what was safe to say to that.

 She nodded at the note. “Stokes?”

 Barnaby glanced at the short note. “Yes.” He felt torn. He and Stokes—Inspector Basil Stokes of Scotland Yard, now a good friend alongside whom Barnaby frequently worked—had hoped that over the last weeks of Penelope’s pregnancy the ton would take a brief holiday from crime, but, sadly, the ton hadn’t obliged. “Stokes has been called to a murder at Finsbury Court, Lord Finsbury’s house near Hampstead. A gentleman house guest was found bashed to death on a path near the house. Stokes writes that while he has yet to interview Lord Finsbury, from the reactions of the butler and the local constable it’s clear he’s going to need my assistance to be able to investigate.”

 Looking up, Barnaby saw Penelope grimace, but he couldn’t tell if that was due to the baby or the situation.

 It proved to be the latter. Rather grumpily, she admitted, “I know Stokes wouldn’t send for you, not at the moment, unless he genuinely needs your help.”

 That was undeniably true; with Stokes’s wife, Griselda, also pregnant, albeit a few months less so than Penelope, Stokes was highly sympathetic to the emotional pressure Barnaby was experiencing.

 He hesitated, then asked, “So should I go, or would you rather I remained here?”

 “You should go.” Shifting restlessly, Penelope pulled a face at him. “I’m only annoyed because I can’t go with you—which leads to my one condition.”

 Rising, he arched his brows. “Which is?”

 “That when you come home, you tell me
all
—no censoring of the facts to spare my delicate sensibilities, which, I assure you, pregnancy hasn’t changed in the least. If anything I’m
less
delicate than I was before—being an almost-mother makes one rather bloody-minded over any sort of threat—so I want to know every last little detail.”

 So she could analyze. And he would be the first to admit that with her highly logical brain, she was exceptionally good at fathoming criminals’ motives and intentions. It was what had first brought them together, and was one of the many things about her that continued to intrigue him.

 Looking down at her face, he let his gaze drink in her delicate features, the aristocratically imperious tilt of her chin, and the dark depths of her deep brown eyes. Despite the drain of these latter weeks of pregnancy, the resolution and determination that were an integral part of her still shone clearly. She continued to fascinate him; she would always hold his heart.

 He smiled, nodded. “Agreed.” Leaning down, he brushed his lips over hers, lingered for two heartbeats, savoring the instant, compulsive connection, then he drew back and met her eyes. “And in return, no trying to go for a walk alone. Be good while I’m gone.”

 Penelope snorted. “Mama will be arriving within the hour—I won’t have any choice.”

 As she’d intended, the reminder that her mother would be there to keep her company through the long, wearying day eased some of Barnaby’s lingering concern, yet still he hesitated, his gaze on her. Feigning a pout, she waved dismissively. “Go, go—before I change my mind.”

 He laughed and turned to the door.

 Settling back on her cushions, she called, “Just remember to take especial note of all the things I’ll want to know.”

 Smiling, he glanced back and saluted her, then he left.

 When the door closed behind him, Penelope sighed. After a moment, she glanced at her belly. “Told you. I’m missing out on investigating a murder…” She paused; gaze rising, she stared into space. Then, tilting her head, she patted her balloon-like belly. “But just analyzing the facts, having only them to work from, is undoubtedly a different sort of challenge.”

 After a moment, she reached for the large hand-bell Mostyn had left on the side table and rang it. When he answered, she asked him to fetch her traveling writing desk.

 She spent the next fifteen minutes penning a note to Griselda Stokes. Penelope and Griselda had met during the investigation that had brought Penelope and Barnaby, and Stokes and Griselda, together; the two women were now firm friends, long past the need to stand on any ceremony, much less observe the strictures of social class, something Penelope rarely felt bound by regardless. In her note, she included what little she knew of Stokes’s new case and that he had summoned Barnaby to assist him. She concluded with an invitation to Griselda and Stokes to join Penelope and Barnaby for dinner in Albemarle Street—although also pregnant, Griselda could still leave her house—so they could all share the latest findings and discuss what their husbands had thus far learned. Penelope ended her missive with the statement that she and Griselda being heavy with child didn’t mean that they couldn’t contribute.

 Simply writing the words left her feeling more engaged.

 After dispatching the letter via Mostyn, Penelope sat back and considered her mood—unexpectedly satisfied with her morning and excitedly expectant in looking forward to her evening, and, indeed, the days to come.

 Murders were rarely solved in one day.

 A sharp kick to her insides made her wince and refocus on her belly. Stroking one hand soothingly over the taut mound, she said, “You know, it’s really very much better out here. You could kick to your heart’s content. Feel free to join us at any time.”
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