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The Death Room by Edgar Wallace

Chapter I
Do you believe in spiritualism, Mr Gillette?

Detective-Inspector John Gillette now frowned a little terrifyingly at the girl who sat on the opposite side of his desk. When an official of Scotland Yard receives a newspaper reporter he does not expect to be cross-examined on his hobbies. And spiritualism was a hobby of this dour man.

You see, Ella Martin broke in eagerly, I have taken up a case for the paper. The editor did not like the idea at all, and said that my job was to write nice, chatty little pars about what Lady So-and-So wore at the Devonshire House ball, and all that sort of thing, but I rather insisted.

John Gillette concealed a smile–and he very seldom felt the inclination to smile. She was very young and very pretty, and very unlike any newspaper reporter he had ever seen.

How did you know I was interested in spooks? he asked.

From the evidence you gave in the Marriot case years and years ago. It was amongst the cuttings in the library.

Detective-Inspector John Gillette was not an easy man to interview. Against that, however, was the fact that very few, other than those officials at police headquarters whose business brought them in touch with him, regarded him as worth interviewing. His name rarely appeared in print, for he was an office man and a consultant rather than a practitioner in the art of crime detection.

He was a man of thirty, and a bachelor in a double sense of the word, for he held a degree from the London University.

Spiritualism? he repeated slowly, Well, yes and no. Certain phenomena are inexplicable. Animal instinct, for example. I have seen sheep terrified before the door of a new slaughter-house, and one that has never been used before. I have known dogs to be frantic with fear hours before an earthquake. In fact, I have seen my old terrier shivering with fright three hours before a raid warning was received. Explain that! It is as easy to explain as spirit manifestations. There is a something. The mediums feel it, and, dissatisfied with its faint message, they must interpret the whisper as a shout! They see things dimly, and in their impatience or enthusiasm they insist that you shall see plainly. With this result–that they fake. They rip along ahead of the thing they should pursue, and are mad with you when you prove that all that is following them is their own silly shadows! But why are you so interested? It doesnt seem a very healthy subject for a young lady to discuss with a police officer! What is the stunt behind your question?

She smiled.

Have you ever heard of Mr Jean Bonnet? she asked.

The inspectors forehead puckered.

Bonnet! Do you mean the stockbroker?

She nodded.

That is the gentleman. He is a millionaire, and has a big, rambling place, Tatton Corners, near Reading.

Gillette pushed himself back from the table and frowned again.

A Russian died there the other day. I remember! So that is your stunt? What were the circumstances of the death? All the details were not in the newspapers, and I wasnt very much interested.

So I gather, said the girl, with a little smile. Otherwise you would not ask why I want to know something about spiritualism. The Russians name was Dimitri Nicoli, a financier, who was associated with Mr Bonnet. Nicoli, who lived in Paris, seems to have been a furtive, secretive man. He had no relations and very few friends, certainly nobody who enjoyed his confidence. He had a leaning towards the shadier side of finance, and undoubtedly during the War he dabbled in one or two questionable enterprises which yielded him a huge profit. About four weeks ago Nicoli came to London, and to a man who knew him and who remembered him in town, he confided the fact that he was engaged in a transaction with Mr. Bonnet which would yield him milliards. The character of the transaction he never discussed, and the next day he left for Tatton Corners, where he arrived and was entertained by Mr Bonnet. He spent a week there, talking over some business. Mr Bonnet says it was the flotation of a culture pearl company on an extensive scale; at any rate, Nicoli left at the end of the week for Paris.

He returned in the early part of last week, and, at his own request, was put in what the servants at Tatton Corners call the haunted room.

The haunted room? repeated Gillette. Of course! I remember now. There was a headline about it in your newspaper.

She nodded.

Apparently one of the rooms–and, curiously enough, it is one of the newest rooms in the most modern wing of the house–is believed to be haunted. Mr Bonnet, who studies spiritualism, and who, like so many people who take up the study, is a hard-headed business man–she shot a swift glance at Gillette, and for the second time he smiled–told our reporter that he has seen dark shapes come and go down the corridor, and even through the closed door of the room. He has never mentioned the fact before for fear of frightening the servants.

The morning after Nicolis return he was found dead in his bed, and had the appearance of a man who had been strangled, though there were no marks at all upon his body. Suspicion immediately fell upon a mysterious Frenchman, or, at any rate, a man of foreign appearance, who had arrived in the neighbourhood at the same time as Nicoli, and who stayed at the little inn in the village and spent his nights wandering about the country, and was seen by Mr Bonnets gardener in the grounds of Tatton Corners itself.

John Gillette tapped the table impatiently.

You will think we are asleep at Scotland Yard, but I had forgotten all about it! I remember now. But the local police were perfectly satisfied that nothing was wrong. Could this foreigner have reached Nicoli through the window?

She shook her head.

I have seen the plans of the house. That wing is newly built, and it is almost impossible for anybody to have got into the room without leaving some trace.

And the mysterious Frenchman?

Has disappeared entirely. He gave the name of Binot. And now comes the remarkable part of the story. Mr Bonnet sent for one of our reporters yesterday and told him that he had had a communication with the dead man, who had appeared to him that night by the side of his bed with the news that Binot was the murderer!

Hm! growled the detective, settling back in his chair. That sounds to me like a disordered digestive apparatus, aggravated by an attack of nerves. I shouldnt take that too seriously if I were you, Miss Martin. Your editor, now–was he interested?

Not very, said the girl; but it occurred to me that there might be a bigger story behind it all.

Detective-Inspector John Gillette was silent for a while, absorbed in his own thoughts.

I should like to see this haunted room, he said at length, and her eyes lit up.

I hoped you would, she said. You see, Mr Gillette, I am not frantically impressed by the spirit theory; whilst I cant help feeling that there is something just a little uncanny, I am certain that there is also something scientific behind it too. And science rattles me.

The detective looked at the eager face and his heart went out to the girl. There was something very naive and appealing in her youth, something that stirred a chord in his nature that had never been touched before.

Briefly, what is the stunt? he asked, and she hesitated.

I was going to do it myself, and then I got a little frightened and realized that detective work isnt as easy as it seems. I thought I would go to Tatton Corners, pretending that I was a fellow countryman of Mr Nicoli–a niece who was interested in his fate. They say Mr Bonnet is awfully kind and unsuspicious. She hesitated again.

And when you have taken advantage of his innocence and secured an entry to his house, what then? asked Gillette, with a twinkle in his eyes.

She pulled a little face.

I dont know, she said vaguely. Probably get permission to sleep in the haunted room.

It was Inspector Gillette who hesitated now. He really was not interested in a newspaper mystery which was probably no mystery at all, but he was very much interested in Ella Martin.

I hate helping the Press, he said, but Ill go with you, though Ive an uncomfortable feeling that Im being a fool. Of course, nobody will invite you to stay, and probably I shouldnt let you if they did. Its a mad adventure, and I look like being turned out of the Force for helping you!
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