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"Such was the cruelty of heaven, and perhaps in some measure of man, that between March and the following July it is supposed that one hundred thousand human beings lost their lives within the walls of Florence."

Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, 1353

"I buried my five children with my own hands."

Agnolo di Tura, Sienese Chronicle, 1348

"No bells. No tears. This is the end of the world."

Anonymous friar, Avignon, 1348

"A plague that destroys one third of the human race also destroys one third of its certainties."

Obadiah Webster
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Author's Note
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This is a work of narrative nonfiction. Every named character in these pages was a real historical person. Every event described happened. Where dialogue appears, it is drawn from or closely reconstructed from primary sources: the chronicles, letters, papal bulls, physicians' reports, court records, and firsthand accounts that survived the seven centuries since the Black Death swept the known world.

One character is an exception. Agnès, the French peasant woman who anchors Part Five, is a composite figure built from documented accounts of women in post-plague rural Languedoc. She has no single preserved name in the historical record. But she existed, in her thousands, and her story is true in every detail that matters.

This book contains a number of historical mysteries and what some readers may call conspiracy theories. They are better understood as historical questions that the mainstream record has never fully answered: questions about who knew what and when, about who benefited from catastrophe, about the gap between what powerful institutions said in public and what they did in private. These questions are grounded in documented evidence. The answers remain, as they must, uncertain. That uncertainty is part of the story.

A note on numbers: historians continue to debate the Black Death's death toll. Conservative estimates place European mortality at thirty percent of the total population. Others argue for fifty to sixty percent in certain regions. I have tried to be honest about this throughout. What is beyond dispute is the book's central argument: the world that entered 1347 and the world that exited 1353 were, in almost every politically significant way, different civilizations. That difference is the subject of what follows.
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PROLOGUE

The World Before the World Ended
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1346. The Known World.

Picture the most connected world in human history.

Not the world of today, with its fiber-optic cables and satellite networks and instant communication across twelve time zones simultaneously. The world of 1346. The world before the killing started. A world that had spent three centuries building something that had never existed before: a genuinely global economy. Silk roads crossing a continent. Trade ships moving between harbors on every coast of the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, and the Indian Ocean. Money invented in Florence changing hands in London, in Alexandria, in Samarkand. Ideas born in Baghdad arriving in Paris in the time it took a merchant caravan to make the crossing.

The fourteenth century was the most globally integrated era in human history up to that point. It was also, as a direct consequence, the most vulnerable.

Because connection is not only the movement of wealth. It is also the movement of everything that wealth carries: ideas, languages, religions, and, traveling invisibly in the blood of the rats that nested in every merchant ship's bilge, the pathogens that had been waiting, somewhere in the grasslands of Central Asia, for precisely this moment.

At the center of this world stood three kinds of power. Each would be destroyed, in different ways, in the five years to come.

There was the power of the Church. Not merely spiritual power. Actual, material, irresistible political power. The Pope in Avignon could excommunicate a king and render him an outcast from every Christian court in Europe. The parish priest in any French village held more daily authority over ordinary people's lives than any lord, because the priest stood between the living and God, between the dying and salvation. You needed a priest to be baptized, to be married, to be absolved of your sins, to be buried in consecrated ground. Without the Church's cooperation, you could not enter the world cleanly or leave it safely. That was not theology. That was power.

Then there was the power of kings. Edward III of England was the most admired monarch in Europe in 1346, freshly returned from Crécy, where his longbowmen had massacred the French cavalry in a single afternoon. Philip VI of France nursed his wounds and planned revenge. The Mongol khans who had shattered civilizations from Korea to Hungary held the steppe. In the Islamic world, the Mamluk Sultans of Egypt controlled the trade routes between East and West and were considered the most sophisticated rulers alive.

And then there was the power of wealth. Florence's banking families — the Bardi, the Peruzzi, the Acciaiuoli — had built financial networks that reached from England to Cyprus. Their credit instruments could move more money more quickly than any physical shipment of gold coin. They lent to kings. They financed wars. They were, in financial terms, more powerful than most of the governments they served.

All of this rested on one unspoken, fundamental assumption: that the people at the bottom would stay there. That the arrangements which had
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