Death in the House of Rain – Szu-Yen Lin, Locked Room International, 2017.   Foreword by Fei Wu, afterword by John Pugmire and Fei Wu.
Translated from the Chinese by Szu-Yen Lin

Nick Kimber

Well, this gets off to a flying start.  On a rainy night in the mountains a car approaches the House of Rain, so called because it’s built in the shape of the Chinese character for rain.  In the headlights the driver and his companion see a man with a bandaged arm fleeing the house; inside they find three dead bodies.

We now move forward exactly one year as the new owner Renze Bai, his daughter Lingsha and their servants have just moved in to the House of Rain.  Some of Lingsha’s college friends are staying with them.  They’re an interesting bunch some of whom are not what they first appear to be.  The part of the house where the murders occurred is locked off and many of the rooms in this vast house (the garage can house nine cars) remain unexplored.

 Renze was the brother of JIngfu Bai; it was he and his wife and daughter who were the murder victims at the start, and it was Renze and his now deceased wife who found the bodies.  Renze identified the bandaged man who was subsequently arrested and convicted of the murders.  He claimed to be innocent but the fingerprint and DNA evidence was against him and his subsequent suicide in jail was taken as an admission of guilt.   Now however Renze’s having doubts as to the verdict after receiving an anonymous coded email which purports to name the real murderer of his brother and his family.  To help him find the truth Renze has invited his friend Ruoping Lin, a philosophy professor and amateur detective, to the House of Rain.  With the weather worsening and the road blocked by a landslide the house is now cut off from help.
This is a book which John Dickson Carr would have been proud to have written.  It’s full of moody atmosphere and cliff-hanger chapter endings (but not too many to be annoying) and it offers up four delicious locked room problems, and a dying message for good measure.  The first victim is seen to enter a room which has only one entrance and no windows, the door is under constant observation until it’s broken down with an axe (it is of course locked from the inside) to discover the beheaded body of the sole occupant.  The head isn’t in the room with the body.  We actually witness the second victim being strangled, the third dies in a way in which they seemingly could not possibly have died, and the fourth is murdered inside a locked, sealed and barricaded room.  With such complications you’d be forgiven for assuming that there would be a long explanation to tie everything up.  You’d be wrong.  Ruoping simply and elegantly explains the whole mystery in one line.  Brilliant.  One of the best titles to come from LRI.
Fei Wu’s foreword introduces us to the world of Chinese and Taiwanese impossible crime stories, many of which sound most inviting but which we’ll probably never get a chance to read.  The afterword tells us more about Szu-Yen Lin and places this novel in the Japanese shin-honkaku tradition.  The appealing Ruoping Lin also features in the short story The Miracle on Christmas Eve which appears in the excellent LRI anthology The Realm of the Impossible (2017).
