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The afternoon sun cast golden light across the James River as Thomas Jefferson stood at the rail of the Mary Catherine, his traveling case at his feet and a borrowed telescope in his hands. October air carried the mingled scents of salt water and river current, tar from the rigging, and the faint sweetness of tobacco drifting up from the cargo hold. The wooden deck was warm beneath his boots, still holding heat from the day's sun. Rope creaked in the rigging overhead, and somewhere below, a sailor sang a work song in time with the rhythmic splash of oars against water. At nineteen, Jefferson had made this voyage before, but the sight of dolphins breaking the surface still drew him to sketch them in his journal rather than review the legal documents George Wythe had entrusted to him.

"Thomas, please tell me you haven't forgotten the Hartwell depositions in favor of drawing fish."

Jefferson looked up to find his mentor emerging from below deck, one hand steadying himself against the gentle roll of the vessel. George Wythe's wig sat slightly askew, and his waistcoat bore a wrinkle or two from the close quarters below, but his eyes held their usual mixture of amusement and gentle reproach.

"Dolphins aren't fish, Mr. Wythe." Jefferson closed his journal, careful to avoid smudging the charcoal sketch. "They're mammals—they breathe air and nurse their young. Linnaeus classified them with the whales in his Systema Naturae, not with the true fishes."

"Yes, yes." Wythe settled himself against the rail, smiling despite his words. "I'm well aware of your newfound devotion to taxonomy. But we have work to do in Hampton. The Hartwell case won't resolve itself simply because you've correctly identified the local fauna."

The canvas sails snapped overhead in a fresh breeze from the northeast, and gulls wheeled against the October sky, their cries sharp and insistent. Jefferson breathed deep of the river air, tasting salt and distance. The Chesapeake Bay lay ahead, and beyond that, Hampton: one of Virginia's busiest ports, where their legal business waited.

"The documents are secure in my case," Jefferson said. "I reviewed them this morning before we sailed. Mr. Hartwell's claim to the waterfront property appears sound, provided we can demonstrate the original survey markers remain accurate."

"Good." Wythe nodded toward another merchant vessel perhaps a mile ahead of them, sails full as it made its way downriver. "The Mary Catherine is a reliable ship. Captain Turner has sailed these waters for twenty years. We should reach Hampton well before dark."

Jefferson raised the telescope again, tracking the distant ship. "The vessel ahead of us—is that the Providence? I recognize her sail configuration."

"Your eyes are sharper than mine." Wythe squinted at the horizon. "Why the interest in another merchant ship?"

"Simple observation." Jefferson adjusted the focus. "She's carrying three topsails where most coastal traders use two. Captain Turner mentioned increased insurance costs lately. Several ships lost to storms, he said, though the weather's been fair for October."

Wythe's expression sobered. "I heard the same from merchants in Williamsburg. Unusual losses. The underwriters are nervous." He glanced at the clear sky, the moderate wind. "But storms can rise quickly on the Chesapeake."

The James River widened as they approached Hampton Roads, where the river met the great bay. Jefferson watched the Providence ahead, admiring the skill with which her captain managed the changing currents. The sun had begun its descent toward the western horizon, painting the water gold and amber. In an hour, perhaps less, dusk would settle over the bay.

"Mr. Jefferson." Captain Turner's voice carried from the wheel. "Best secure any loose items. We're entering deeper waters, and the wind's picking up."

Jefferson gathered his journal and tucked the telescope into his coat pocket. The deck shifted beneath his feet as the Mary Catherine caught the stronger current where river met bay. Crew members moved about their tasks with practiced efficiency—checking lines, adjusting sails, calling out soundings.

"You should come below," Wythe said. "We can review the Hartwell documents over supper before it gets dark."

"A few more minutes." Turning back toward the bow, he found himself drawn by something he couldn't quite name. The light on the water, perhaps, or the sight of the distant Chesapeake stretching east toward the Atlantic. Or simply the pleasure of being on the water, away from law books and depositions.

Wythe sighed but didn't argue. "I'll have the cabin boy bring bread and cheese to deck, then. You'll starve yourself in pursuit of natural philosophy if someone doesn't feed you."

Left alone at the rail, Jefferson watched the Providence continue its voyage ahead of them. The crew appeared as tiny figures in his telescope, moving about their duties. Normal. Routine. A merchant ship carrying Virginia tobacco to market, no different from a hundred others that plied these waters.

Then the ship lurched.

Blinking, certain he'd imagined it, he raised the telescope again. But no—the Providence listed suddenly to port, her masts tilting at an unnatural angle. Sailors on deck stumbled, grabbing for lines and rails. The ship's smooth progress through the water turned chaotic.

"Mr. Wythe!" Jefferson's shout brought his mentor back on deck at a run. "Something's wrong with the Providence!"

The distant ship lurched again, more violently. Even without the telescope, Jefferson could see her settling lower in the water, listing further to port. Canvas sails that moments ago had been taut and full now hung slack as the ship's trim went dangerously off balance.

"Captain Turner!" Wythe's voice cracked with urgency. "The ship ahead—she's foundering!"

Turner was already at the rail, his own glass raised. His weathered face went pale. "All hands on deck! Prepare to launch boats! The Providence is going down!"

The crew erupted into motion. Men poured up from below, their relaxed afternoon watch replaced by grim urgency. Jefferson gripped the rail as the Mary Catherine changed course, turning toward the stricken vessel. The distance closed: eight hundred yards, six hundred, four hundred.

Through the telescope, Jefferson watched the nightmare unfold. The Providence continued to list, water pouring into her hull somewhere below the waterline. Sailors ran across the tilted deck, some working frantically at the pumps, others preparing to abandon ship. He could hear them now—distant shouts, cries for help, the terrible grinding sound of a ship dying.

"Thomas." Wythe's hand gripped his shoulder. "Stay close to me. If we go in the water—"

"I can swim." Jefferson's eyes never left the telescope. "I learned in the Rivanna River."

"The Rivanna doesn't have drowning men and sinking ships."

Three hundred yards. The Providence's masts angled sharply toward the water now, rigging dragging in the current. Men jumped from the tilted deck, splashing into the October-cold Chesapeake. Some clung to floating debris—barrels, planks, anything that would keep them afloat. Others thrashed in the water, their heavy clothing dragging them down.

No explosion. No fire. No rocks visible in these deep waters. The ship simply... broke apart from below, as though something had torn into her hull and let the river in.

Two hundred yards. Jefferson could see individual faces now—terror, desperation, the blank shock of men who moments ago had been sailing peacefully toward port. A young sailor, perhaps sixteen, clung to a piece of decking and screamed for his mother. An older man floated face-down, already gone.

"Boats away!" Turner's command sent two longboats splashing into the water. "Save who you can!"

Jefferson turned to Wythe. "I'm going."

"Thomas—"

"They need every hand." Jefferson was already moving toward the nearest boat. "I'm young. I'm strong. I can help."

Wythe's jaw tightened, but he nodded. "Then we go together."

They scrambled down into the longboat where three sailors already manned the oars. The moment Wythe settled onto the bench, the sailors began rowing hard toward the disaster. Cold spray hit Jefferson's face as the boat cut through choppy water, each wave sending icy droplets down his collar. His fingers went numb on the gunwale. The smell changed—no longer just salt and tar, but something acrid. Tobacco oil from the Providence's ruptured cargo, mixing with the water. The reek of it burned Jefferson's nose, thick and choking. Beneath it, worse—the smell of fear, of men drowning, of disaster.

One hundred yards. Fifty. The Providence's masts touched the water now, her hull almost fully capsized. Debris spread across a widening field—barrels, rigging, broken planks, and men. So many men in the water.

"There!" Jefferson pointed toward a sailor clinging to a barrel. The man's lips had gone blue with cold, his movements sluggish. The longboat pulled alongside, and Jefferson leaned over, grabbing the man's arm. "I've got you. Hold on!"

The sailor's weight nearly pulled Jefferson over the side, but Wythe grabbed his coat and one of the oarsmen helped haul the survivor aboard. The man collapsed in the bottom of the boat, coughing up river water.

"More there!" An oarsman gestured toward two men sharing a piece of decking. "We can fit 'em!"

They rowed hard, pulling alongside the wreckage. These men were younger, stronger, and helped pull themselves aboard with shaking hands. One immediately turned to scan the water.

"Captain Whitmore! Where's the captain?"

Jefferson followed his gaze across the debris field. The other longboat from the Mary Catherine worked nearby, pulling men from the water. But there were too many—three boats couldn't save them all. Some men had stopped struggling, their bodies floating motionless. Others were too weak to keep swimming, going under even as rescuers rowed toward them.

"Make for that cluster there!" Wythe pointed to three men clinging to an overturned boat. "Quickly!"

The oarsmen needed no encouragement. Their boat shot across the water, and Jefferson prepared to grab the next survivor. The first man they pulled aboard was older, his head bleeding where debris had struck him. He looked dazed, barely conscious.

"Steady," Jefferson said, wrapping his own coat around the man's shoulders. "You're safe now."

The second man was the Providence's first mate—a strong-looking fellow in his thirties who, despite the cold and terror, kept his wits about him. "I'm Samuel Borden," he gasped. "First mate. How many did you get?"

"Six so far." Jefferson helped him into the boat. "How many crew aboard the Providence?"

"Eighteen." Borden's face went grim. "Get Captain Whitmore. Brown hair, gray at the temples, blue coat. He was amidships when—"

"There!" One of the oarsmen pointed to a man in a blue coat, floating face-down perhaps twenty yards away.

They rowed hard, but Jefferson already knew. The body's stillness, the way it moved with the current rather than fighting it. When they pulled the captain aboard and turned him over, Borden's anguished cry confirmed it.

"He's gone." Wythe felt for a pulse, found none. "I'm sorry."

Borden stared at his captain's body, grief raw on his face. Then he looked up at Jefferson, eyes hard. "Something came from below. Hit us from underneath. This weren't no storm."

Jefferson opened his mouth to ask what he meant, but the oarsman interrupted. "Boat's full! We gotta get back to the Mary Catherine!"

The longboat, heavy with survivors and one body, turned toward their ship. Jefferson looked back at the Providence—or what remained of her. The masts had disappeared beneath the surface. Only the widening debris field marked where a ship had been.

The cold Atlantic water had claimed her in minutes.

***

[image: ]


BACK ABOARD THE Mary Catherine, Jefferson stood dripping on deck as crew members helped survivors below. Ship's cook Peters, a one-armed man who'd lost his limb in some earlier voyage, brought blankets and rum. The rescued sailors huddled together, shaking from cold and shock.

Jefferson counted heads. Eleven saved from the water. Seven lost. Captain Whitmore's body lay on the deck, covered with canvas. Samuel Borden knelt beside it, one hand on his captain's shoulder, speaking words too quiet to hear.

"Mr. Jefferson." Captain Turner approached, his face grave. "You did well out there. Saved lives."

"Not enough." Jefferson looked at the covered body, the shivering survivors. "What could have done that? There are no rocks in these waters. No storm. The ship just... broke apart."

"I've sailed the Chesapeake thirty years." Turner shook his head. "Never seen anything like it. That ship was sound—I knew her captain, knew his crew. They weren't careless."

Wythe joined them, as soaked as Jefferson. "The first mate—Borden—said something struck them from below."

"Aye, I heard the same from the others." Turner's jaw tightened. "Some are saying it was the Devil. Sea monster. God's judgment."

"It was something." Jefferson pulled his journal from inside his coat, grateful he'd wrapped it in oilcloth. "I'm going to find out what."

"Thomas." Wythe's voice carried a warning. "We have legal business in Hampton. Not—"

"Men died, Mr. Wythe." Jefferson gestured toward the survivors. "Good men, doing honest work. Someone needs to know why."

Before Wythe could respond, Borden approached. The first mate had wrapped himself in a blanket, but he still shook—though whether from cold or something else, Jefferson couldn't tell.

"Mr. Jefferson?" Borden's voice was rough from swallowing river water. "You helped pull me from the water. I'm grateful."

"Samuel Borden, yes?" Jefferson offered his hand. "I'm Thomas Jefferson, and this is my mentor, George Wythe. We're bound for Hampton on legal business."

Borden's handshake was firm despite his shaking. "Hampton's where we were headed. Had a cargo of tobacco for the warehouses there." His expression darkened. "Had."

"What happened?" Jefferson asked gently. "Captain Turner said you mentioned something struck from below."

"Aye." Borden glanced at the covered body of his captain. "Captain Whitmore had been tracking something for three days. Three other ships gone missing in the past three weeks, all merchant vessels. He thought it weren't coincidence. Was charting the locations, trying to predict where it would strike next."

Jefferson's pulse quickened. "And he was right?"

"He knew we was in dangerous waters. Had extra watch posted, told us to be vigilant." Borden's hands clenched. "Didn't matter. It came from below, out of the deep channel. Never had a chance."

"What did you see?" Wythe asked. "In the water, before the attack?"

Borden closed his eyes, remembering. "I was on deck. The water churned maybe twenty yards off our starboard side, like something big was passing underneath. Then I saw it surface—just for a moment."

"Saw what?" Jefferson pulled out his journal, ready to take notes.

"Long. Dark. Metal glinting in the sunset." Borden opened his eyes, meeting Jefferson's gaze. "Had windows like portholes. I swear I saw light inside. Man-made light."

Jefferson and Wythe exchanged glances. "Metal?" Jefferson pressed. "You're certain?"

"Twenty years at sea, Mr. Jefferson. I know wood, I know whale hide, I know rock. This was metal. Riveted plates, like a ship's hull." Borden's voice strengthened. "But underwater. Moving under its own power."

"An underwater vessel?" Wythe's skepticism was clear. "That's impossible."

"I saw what I saw." Borden's jaw set stubbornly. "And I heard it. When it hit us—metal grinding against wood. Machinery. Gears turning."

Jefferson wrote quickly, capturing every detail. Possibilities tumbled through his thoughts. Leonardo da Vinci had sketched underwater vessels. Cornelis Drebbel had built a primitive submarine in the 1620s. But those were small, experimental craft. Nothing capable of sinking a merchant ship.

Unless someone had perfected the technology. Made it larger, more powerful. Weaponized it.

"The other ships," Jefferson said. "The ones that disappeared before the Providence. Were they all merchant vessels?"

"Aye. Carrying valuable cargo—tobacco, timber, manufactured goods from England." Borden's eyes narrowed. "No fishing boats attacked. No small vessels. Only the big merchants."

"Someone's targeting Virginia's trade." Wythe's legal mind caught the implication immediately. "Economic sabotage."

A sailor hurried over, interrupting. "Beggin' pardon, sirs, but Captain Turner says we need to dock. Some of the rescued need proper medical attention."

As the sailor led Borden below, Jefferson turned to Wythe. The sun had set fully now, darkness settling over the Chesapeake. In the distance, he could see the lights of Hampton.

"This isn't random," Jefferson said quietly. "Four ships in three weeks. All merchants. All in these waters. Whatever's doing this—"

"Is still out there." Wythe finished. "Waiting to strike again."

Jefferson looked out at the dark water, imagining some metal leviathan moving beneath the surface. Hunting. Killing.

"Then we need to find it," he said. "Before more men die."

***
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THEY REACHED HAMPTON just after full dark, the Mary Catherine gliding into the harbor under lantern light. Jefferson stood at the bow as they approached the docks, seeing the town spread before him—a major colonial port, normally bustling even at this hour. But something was wrong.

The harbor was too full. Ships crowded the anchorage, their riding lights creating a constellation on the black water. The smell of tar and fish and salt was the same as always, but underneath it Jefferson detected something new: wood smoke from cold hearths lit earlier than usual, as if people sought the comfort of fire. The night air carried autumn's chill, damp with marsh fog rolling in from the bay. Yet the docks themselves stood eerily quiet. No cargo being loaded or unloaded. No sailors heading to taverns. No cheerful singing or cursing or laughter. Just a few worried clusters of men speaking in low voices, their breath misting in the cold.

As the Mary Catherine tied up, a harbor official hurried down the dock, lantern swinging. "Captain Turner! Thank God you're here. We saw your signal flags about the Providence." His gaze fell on the survivors being helped off the ship. "How many lost?"

"Seven souls." Turner's voice was heavy. "Captain Whitmore among them."

The official's face went pale. "That makes five ships now. The Deliverance went down this morning near the York River mouth. No survivors."

Five ships. The enormity of it struck Jefferson like a blow.

Wythe stepped forward. "I'm George Wythe, attorney. This is my student, Thomas Jefferson. We've come on legal business, but this matter—" He gestured toward the survivors. "This takes precedence. Who's in charge of investigating these attacks?"

"Investigating?" The official laughed bitterly. "The Royal Navy sent a patrol sloop two weeks ago. Found nothing. Said it was probably storms or navigation errors." He looked at the frightened survivors. "Does that look like a navigation error to you?"

Jefferson moved to Borden's side as the first mate was helped onto the dock. "Mr. Borden, where will you go? Do you have family in Hampton?"

"My sister runs a boarding house on Harbor Street." Borden's legs were unsteady, but his eyes remained clear. "Mr. Jefferson, I meant what I said on the ship. Captain Whitmore died trying to prove something was hunting us. He was right."

"I believe you." Jefferson met his gaze. "And I'm going to find out what killed him."

Borden gripped his arm. "Then I'm with you. Whatever you need. I owe that to the captain."

As Borden walked away, Jefferson and Wythe gathered their belongings. The harbor official directed them to the Tidewater Inn, one of Hampton's better establishments. As they walked through the quiet streets, their boots echoing on cobblestones still damp from evening fog, Jefferson's mind churned with questions. Lamplight spilled from shuttered windows. Somewhere a dog barked, then fell silent. The smell of cooking—salt pork and bread—drifted from a tavern, but even there the usual raucous laughter was muted. Hampton felt like a town holding its breath.

Four ships sunk. Now five. All in Virginia waters. All merchant vessels. Something metal, moving underwater, attacking from below.

The Virginia economy depended on maritime trade. If ships wouldn't sail, if cargoes couldn't move, the colony would strangle. And if this was deliberate—if someone was waging economic warfare against Virginia—then the implications went far beyond a few lost ships.

This was an attack on the colony itself.

At the Tidewater Inn, Wythe secured them a room and ordered a simple supper. But Jefferson couldn't eat. He sat by the window, looking out at the dark harbor, his journal open on the table.

"You're going to investigate," Wythe said. It wasn't a question.

"How can I not?" Jefferson looked at his mentor. "We watched men drown today. Good men. And there will be more unless someone stops this."

"The Royal Navy—"

"Couldn't find anything. Won't find anything. They're looking for storms and navigation errors." Jefferson tapped his journal. "But Borden saw something. Something mechanical. Something designed."

"You think someone built an underwater vessel capable of sinking ships?"

"I think it's the only explanation that fits the facts." Jefferson stood, pacing. "And I think we need to find it before it strikes again."

Wythe was quiet for a long moment, studying his young student. At length, he sighed. "The Hartwell case can wait a few days. But Thomas—this isn't like the automaton conspiracy. This is violence. Warfare. Men have died."

"Which is why it matters." Jefferson returned to the window. Somewhere out in that darkness, beneath those black waters, the leviathan waited. "Someone needs to stop it. If not us, then who?"

Wythe had no answer.

Jefferson opened his journal to a fresh page. At the top, he wrote: The Hampton Leviathan—An Investigation.

Below it, his first notes: Five ships. Pattern suggests deliberate targeting. Probable mechanical apparatus. Unknown operator. Unknown motive.

Tomorrow, he would begin asking questions. But tonight, as he lay in the unfamiliar bed listening to the sounds of a frightened port town, one question dominated all others:

What lurked beneath the Chesapeake, and how could he stop it?

Outside, the harbor bell tolled midnight. Somewhere in the darkness, the leviathan stirred.
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Morning brought no comfort to Hampton. Jefferson woke to the sound of church bells tolling for the dead, their mournful notes carrying across the harbor. Through the window of his room at the Tidewater Inn, he watched the sun rise over a port town paralyzed by fear. The October morning was cool and damp, fog still clinging to the water despite the brightening sky. Somewhere below, a rooster crowed. Wagon wheels creaked on cobblestones. The smells of breakfast cooking drifted up—bacon frying, bread baking—but even these normal sounds felt muted, subdued by the weight of tragedy.

The harbor should have been alive with activity at this hour—ships loading cargo, merchants haggling, sailors heading out to sea. Instead, twenty-seven vessels sat motionless at anchor, their crews unwilling to sail. On the docks below, clusters of men argued in voices sharp with desperation.

Jefferson dressed quickly, splashing cold water on his face from the basin. His muscles ached from yesterday's rowing, and his hands bore blisters from hauling survivors aboard. A small price for seven lives lost. Captain Whitmore's face haunted him—the gray pallor, the water streaming from the man's beard as they'd pulled his body from the Chesapeake.

"You're up early." Wythe emerged from the adjoining room, already dressed. "Though I suspect you slept little."

"The dead captain. The young sailor who called for his mother as he drowned." Jefferson pulled on his coat. "Sleep was... inappropriate."

Wythe's expression softened. "You did everything you could. More than most would have attempted."

"Not enough." Jefferson gathered his journal and the papers Wythe had entrusted to him. "Mr. Wythe, with your permission, I'd like to speak with the harbor master before we attend to the Hartwell business."

"I expected as much." Wythe managed a tired smile. "The Hartwell case can wait. This... this is more urgent. But Thomas, promise me you'll be careful. Whatever's out there has already killed dozens of men."

"I promise to be thorough." Jefferson headed for the door. "Caution and thoroughness aren't mutually exclusive."

***
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THE HARBOR MASTER'S office sat at the end of the main wharf, a weathered building that smelled of tar, rope, and the accumulated paperwork of thirty years of maritime commerce. The air inside hung thick with pipe tobacco and the mustiness of old ledgers. Gulls cried outside, their shrill voices cutting through the constant creak of moored ships straining against their lines. Jonas Pritchard ruled this small domain: a man in his sixties, weathered by wind and worry, his desk buried under shipping manifests and insurance claims yellowed with age and salt air.

He looked up as Jefferson and Wythe entered, his eyes red-rimmed from lack of sleep. "More complaints about stopped cargo? Insurance claims? Because I can't—" He stopped, seeing their faces. "You're not merchants."

"George Wythe, attorney." Wythe offered his hand. "This is my student, Thomas Jefferson. We were aboard the Mary Catherine yesterday when we witnessed the Providence sink."

Pritchard's shoulders sagged. "You saw it happen?"

"We rescued eleven survivors," Jefferson said. "Captain Whitmore was not among them."

"John Whitmore." Pritchard closed his eyes briefly. "Good man. Honest captain. He'd sailed these waters twenty years without incident." His eyes opened, hardening. "Until three weeks ago."

Jefferson stepped forward. "Mr. Pritchard, we'd like to investigate these sinkings. Would you be willing to share your records?"

"Investigate?" Pritchard's laugh held no humor. "You're a boy. What can you do that the Royal Navy hasn't?"

"Has the Royal Navy investigated?"

"They sent a patrol sloop. Found nothing. Said it was probably storms or rocks." Pritchard gestured at the window, where calm morning waters sparkled in the sunlight. "Do those look like storm seas to you?"

"No, sir." Jefferson pulled out his journal. "Which is why I believe the Royal Navy's investigation was insufficient. With your permission, I'd like to review the records of all ships lost in the past month."
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