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About the Author

Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied History at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with his family in Essex. Paul’s first novel, THE DEATH OF A KING, was published in 1985 and since then he has written prolifically, covering a wealth of historical periods from Ancient Egypt to the Middle Ages and beyond. He has recently published his 100th novel, THE LAST OF DAYS.

To find out more, visit www.paulcdoherty.com


Praise for Paul Doherty


‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out


‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman


‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne


‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo


‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus


‘Deliciously suspenseful, gorgeously written and atmospheric. A great read’ Historical Novels Review


‘First rate; Doherty has a formula which works every time’ Nottingham Evening Post


‘Medieval London comes vividly to life’ Publishers Weekly


‘The best of its kind since the death of Ellis Peters’ Time Out


‘Resurrectionist magic’ New York Times


‘I really like these medieval whodunnits’ Bookseller


‘Historically informative, excellently plotted and, as ever, superbly entertaining’ CADS 20


‘This rich tale . . . seeps authenticity and is written with wonderfully efficient style. A gem of an historical thriller’ Huddersfield Daily Examiner


‘The maestro of medieval mystery’ Books Magazine
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About the Book

It is nearly Christmas, and snowstorms have blanketed the city of 15th-century Canterbury. Physician Kathryn Swinbrooke and her cook Thomasina are busily preparing for the holiday, when terrible news arrives: the painter Richard Blunt has confessed to killing his young wife, along with two men who were dallying with her. Kathryn is disturbed by Blunt’s serene demeanour, but before she can articulate her suspicions, another death captures her attention. A tax collector, Sir Reginald Erpingham, has been found dead in his room at the Wicker Man tavern, and the King’s monies have been stolen. Kathryn quickly determines that the collector was murdered, perhaps by poison, and begins questioning the guests at the tavern. Meanwhile, there are patients to be cared for, a practice to build, and a household to maintain – but Kathryn must put aside these pleasant duties if she is to find the link between Richard Blunt and the strange events at the Wicker Man tavern.


To Grace Harding

Letter to the Reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!  

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.



Historical Note
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In 1471, the bloody civil war between the houses of York and Lancaster was brought to an abrupt end by Edward of York’s victories at Barnet and Tewkesbury. The King came into his own and, as autumn turned into winter, sent out his tax collectors to secure what was his.

Now in the fifteenth century, tax collection depended very much on powerful individuals who acted as tax farmers. They were given a fixed amount to raise and what private profits they made were, if they were within reason, ignored by the Crown. Accordingly, fifteenth-century tax collectors were powerful men. Erpingham, the character mentioned here, was a knight, a merchant, and a lawyer. People were as terrified of them as, perhaps, twentieth-century people are of modern taxmen: their powers were quite extensive. Indeed, in the outbreak of every great revolt in English history, be it the Peasants Revolt of 1381 or the English Civil War of the seventeenth century, tax collectors played a vital part!
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