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Chapter 1
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The fog came in thick the night Martha Crawley saw the dead man walking.

She'd been crossing through the churchyard behind Bruton Parish on her way home from visiting her sister, taking the shortcut she'd used a thousand times before. October's chill hung in the air, and the fog rolled off the river in ghostly waves that turned familiar headstones into looming shadows. Martha walked quickly, her shawl pulled tight, eager to reach the warmth of her cottage.

Then she saw him.

A figure stumbled between the graves, moving with the jerking, unsteady gait of a drunkard, or something worse. The fog parted for just a moment, and lamplight from a distant window caught the figure's face. Pale. So pale the skin seemed to glow in the darkness. And the clothes: grave clothes, Martha would swear later. The simple linen shroud they wrapped bodies in for burial.

The figure turned toward her, and Martha ran.

She didn't stop running until she reached Constable Porter's house, pounding on his door hard enough to wake half the street. When he finally answered, nightshirt hanging loose and sleep still in his eyes, she could barely get the words out.

"The dead are walking, Mr. Porter. I saw one. In the churchyard. A corpse, risen from its grave."

***
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THOMAS JEFFERSON HEARD about Martha Crawley's report two days later, in the comfortable chaos of George Wythe's law office.

"Superstition," Wythe said, not looking up from the contract he was reviewing. "October brings out the imaginative side of otherwise sensible people. Ghost stories multiply when the nights grow long."

Jefferson sat across from his mentor, ostensibly working through a property dispute case, but his attention kept drifting to the conversation Wythe's clerk was having in the anteroom. Something about graves. Bodies disappearing. The town in an uproar.

"It's not just her," the clerk, Samuel Matthews, was saying to someone. "Three other people have seen them. Figures moving through the churchyard at night, stumbling around like they don't remember how to walk properly. And bodies have been disappearing from graves for the past two months."

Jefferson set down his quill. "Mr. Wythe, may I?"

Wythe glanced up, saw the direction of Jefferson's attention, and sighed. "Go ahead. I can see you won't focus on property law until you've satisfied your curiosity."

Jefferson rose and moved to the anteroom doorway. Samuel was speaking with John Harrison, one of Williamsburg's militia captains, a different Harrison from the commander Jefferson had worked with during the submarine affair last year, but cut from the same competent cloth.

"Mr. Harrison. I couldn't help overhearing. Bodies disappearing from graves?"

Harrison turned, recognized Jefferson, and his expression shifted: part respect, part wariness. Jefferson's reputation had grown considerably since exposing Governor Fauquier and destroying the French submarine. Some people saw him as a hero. Others saw him as a troublemaker who couldn't leave well enough alone.

"Mr. Jefferson." Harrison nodded curtly. "Yes, graves have been disturbed. The constable believes it's medical students from the college, taking bodies for anatomy study. It's illegal but not uncommon in cities with medical schools."

"And the witnesses who claim to have seen the dead walking?"

"Overactive imaginations combined with actual grave-robbing." Harrison's tone suggested the matter was settled. "Someone sees a medical student carrying a corpse at night, the fog plays tricks with the light, and suddenly it's the dead rising from their graves. The constable is handling it."

"How is he handling it?"

Harrison hesitated. "He's questioning the medical students. But so far they deny any involvement, and without catching them in the act, there's little he can do."

Jefferson nodded slowly, mind already working through the logic. Medical students would need cadavers for anatomical study. European schools used executed criminals and unclaimed bodies, but colonial Virginia had no such formal system. Students wanting proper education would have to take matters into their own hands.

But grave-robbing in a small town like Williamsburg was risky. People noticed when their relatives' graves were disturbed. And the timing seemed odd: two months of disappearances, multiple witnesses to these "walking dead" sightings, and still no one caught in the act?

"Thank you, Mr. Harrison." Jefferson returned to Wythe's office.

His mentor was watching him with the expression of someone who recognized trouble brewing. "Thomas."

"I'm merely curious."

"You're always merely curious. Right up until you're infiltrating warehouses or leading militia raids on French submarines." Wythe set down his pen. "What interests you about this?"

Jefferson considered how to articulate the nagging feeling in his mind. "The pattern doesn't fit. If medical students are robbing graves for cadavers, they'd be careful. Methodical. They'd choose graves of people without family, paupers who wouldn't be missed. They wouldn't draw attention by creating a pattern of disappearances that has the whole town talking about walking corpses."

"Perhaps they're not as clever as you assume."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps something else is happening, and medical students make convenient scapegoats."

Wythe studied him for a long moment. "You've changed, Thomas. A year ago, you would have dismissed this as beneath your notice: superstitious townspeople frightened by grave-robbers. Now you immediately suspect conspiracy."

"A year ago, I hadn't discovered that royal governors could be traitors or that the French were attacking Virginia with submarines." Jefferson met his mentor's eyes. "I've learned that when something doesn't make sense, it's often because someone is deliberately obscuring the truth."

"A valuable lesson. But also a dangerous one, if it leads you to see conspiracy in every odd occurrence." Wythe picked up his pen again. "However, if you wish to investigate, I won't stop you. Just try to avoid burning down any warehouses this time."

Jefferson winced. That particular incident from his first investigation still haunted him. "I'll endeavor to keep property destruction to a minimum."

"See that you do. Now, finish reviewing that property case. Curiosity can wait until after you've learned something useful."

Jefferson returned to his work, but his mind kept drifting to the problem. Bodies disappearing. Witnesses seeing figures in the fog. Medical students under suspicion. The pieces didn't fit together cleanly, and that bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

***
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THE KNOCK CAME LATE that evening, well after Jefferson had returned to his rooms at the college.

He'd been reviewing notes on colonial property law (dry material made duller by his distracted thoughts about graves and corpses) when the tentative rap on his door pulled him from his studies. Jefferson opened it to find Benjamin Foster standing in the hallway, looking nervous.

Jefferson knew Foster by sight. They'd attended some of the same lectures at William & Mary, though Foster focused on medicine while Jefferson studied law. Foster was perhaps twenty, with the ink-stained fingers and tired eyes of someone who spent too many hours reading by poor light.

"Mr. Jefferson. I apologize for the late hour, but I need to speak with you privately." Foster glanced down the hallway as if worried about being overheard. "It's about the grave-robbing accusations."

Jefferson stepped back, gesturing Foster inside. "Come in."

Foster entered quickly, closing the door behind him. He stood in the middle of the small room, hands twisting together anxiously. "I heard you were asking questions about the disappearances. That you might be investigating."

"I've made some inquiries. I'm curious about certain inconsistencies."

"Then I need your help." Foster's words came out in a rush. "The medical students, my friends and I, we're being blamed for everything. The constable questioned us yesterday, and there's talk of searching our rooms, maybe even arresting us. But we didn't do what they're accusing us of."

Jefferson gestured for Foster to sit, then took his own chair. "Tell me exactly what you're being accused of."

Foster sat on the edge of the seat, still tense. "The townspeople think we've been robbing graves to get bodies for anatomical study. They think we're the ones creating these 'walking dead' sightings, that witnesses are seeing us carrying corpses through the churchyard at night."

"And have you been robbing graves?"

The directness of the question made Foster flinch. He opened his mouth, closed it, then finally nodded. "Some. Yes. But not the way they think. Not the graves they're talking about."

"Explain."

Foster took a breath. "Medical education in the colonies is inadequate, Mr. Jefferson. We read about anatomy in books, but we never see actual human structures. European schools use cadavers: executed criminals, unclaimed bodies from poorhouses. Their students graduate knowing how the human body actually works, how organs connect, where blood vessels run. We're expected to become physicians without ever having dissected a human body."

"So you've been procuring your own cadavers."

"Only paupers. Indigent people who die with no family, who are buried in unmarked graves on the edge of the churchyard. People no one visits, no one mourns." Foster's voice grew defensive. "We're not monsters. We're not disturbing the graves of people with families. We're trying to learn, to become better physicians so we can actually help people instead of killing them through ignorance."

Jefferson understood the logic. Medicine in colonial Virginia was primitive compared to European standards, largely because American physicians had no access to proper anatomical education. But understanding the motivation didn't change the legal reality.

"What you're describing is still grave-robbing. Still illegal."

"I know. But it's necessary if we're ever going to have competent physicians in Virginia." Foster leaned forward. "Mr. Jefferson, I'm not asking you to approve of what we've done. I'm asking you to investigate the accusations fairly, because we're being blamed for things we didn't do."

"What things specifically?"

"The bodies that have disappeared in the past two months: Samuel Hutchins, the printer. Thomas Bellamy, the dock worker from Hampton. Richard Carver, a customs clerk. James Crawford, who owned the tavern on Francis Street. Others." Foster counted them off on his fingers. "These weren't paupers buried in unmarked graves. These were respectable men with families, buried in prominent locations. We would never rob those graves. It would be insane to take that risk when there are safer alternatives."

Jefferson's attention sharpened. Those names meant something. Samuel Hutchins had published pamphlets about customs corruption. He'd been vocal about suspicious shipping practices, calling for transparency in colonial trade enforcement. His death several weeks ago had been sudden. Apoplexy, according to the official report.

"You're saying someone else is robbing those particular graves?"

"Yes. And we don't know who or why, but everyone assumes it's us because we're medical students and we have a need for cadavers." Foster's frustration was clear. "The constable doesn't believe us when we say we didn't take those bodies. He thinks we're lying to avoid punishment. But Mr. Jefferson, if we were robbing the graves of prominent citizens, we'd have been caught by now. We're careful when we take paupers precisely because we can't afford to be discovered."

"Why come to me?"

Foster met his eyes. "Because you exposed Governor Fauquier. You proved a royal governor was committing treason, and you got him convicted despite all his power and connections. You led a militia force against a French submarine and won. Everyone knows you're not afraid to investigate things other people want to ignore." He paused. "And because you're one of the few people in Williamsburg who might actually believe us when we say we're innocent of these particular accusations."

Jefferson considered. The request put him in an awkward position. If he investigated and found evidence against the medical students, he'd be helping to convict them. If he investigated and found evidence of their innocence, he'd be defending grave-robbers, hardly a popular position.

But Foster was right about the inconsistencies. Why would medical students risk robbing the graves of prominent citizens when safer alternatives existed? And why had several of those prominent citizens died suddenly over the past few months?

"If I investigate," Jefferson said slowly, "I'll follow the evidence wherever it leads. If that evidence points to you and your fellow students, I won't lie to protect you."

"I understand. We're guilty of grave-robbing paupers, and we'll face those consequences if it comes to that. But we're not guilty of whatever is happening with these prominent citizens. We just want someone to actually investigate instead of assuming it's us because we're the obvious suspects."

Jefferson stood and moved to his desk, pulling out a blank sheet of paper. "Give me names. All the medical students involved in your anatomy studies. And a list of every body you've taken, with dates and locations as specifically as you can remember."

Foster hesitated. "That's evidence that could convict us."

"Yes. But it's also evidence that will show what you did take, which will make it clear what you didn't take. If I'm going to prove your innocence regarding these prominent citizens, I need to establish exactly what you're guilty of regarding the paupers."

The logic seemed to reassure Foster. He moved to the desk and began writing, his hand surprisingly steady given the circumstances. Jefferson watched, noting the careful precision with which Foster documented each exhumation. A scientist's mindset: methodical, detailed, conscious of the importance of accurate records.

After fifteen minutes, Foster handed over two pages of cramped handwriting. "That's everyone involved and everything we've taken. Six pauper bodies over the past four months, all from unmarked graves on the church grounds' eastern edge. We've been studying them in a laboratory space in the college basement. Nothing elaborate, just a room where we can work without being disturbed."

Jefferson reviewed the list. Six bodies, all described as "indigent male" or "indigent female" with approximate ages and dates of death. The dates ranged from June to September. None of the prominent citizens who'd died recently appeared on the list.

"And the recent deaths: Hutchins, Bellamy, Carver, Crawford. You had no involvement with those bodies?"

"None. I didn't even know they'd disappeared until the constable started questioning us." Foster stood. "Mr. Jefferson, I know what we've been doing is wrong legally. But we're trying to become better physicians. When I'm treating patients in ten years, I want to know where to make surgical incisions without killing them. I want to understand how organs fail so I can recognize symptoms early. I want..."

"To be competent rather than incompetent," Jefferson finished. "I understand the goal even if I can't condone the method."

"Will you investigate?"

Jefferson looked at the lists in his hand, then at the young man who'd risked exposing himself to ask for help. Foster could have stayed silent, hoped the accusations would blow over, protected himself and his fellow students. Instead he'd come to someone known for pursuing truth even when it was dangerous or unpopular.

That took courage. Or desperation. Possibly both.

"I'll investigate," Jefferson said. "But Foster, understand what that means. If I find evidence that you or your fellow students are lying, if I discover you did rob those prominent graves, I'll ensure you face the full consequences."

"I know. We're willing to take that risk because we're telling the truth."

"Then I'll need to examine your laboratory, interview your associates, and verify your records against the actual grave sites." Jefferson folded the papers carefully. "I'll start tomorrow. In the meantime, tell your fellow students to cooperate fully with any questions I ask. No lies, no evasions. If you want me to prove your innocence, you need to trust me with the complete truth."

"Thank you, Mr. Jefferson." Foster moved toward the door, then paused. "There's one more thing you should know. Some of the townspeople are talking about taking matters into their own hands. They think we're raising the dead, practicing dark arts or demonic practices. There's talk of storming our laboratory, maybe even worse. We don't have much time before fear turns into violence."

Jefferson had seen mob justice before. Frightened people convinced that supernatural evil walked among them didn't wait for systematic investigation and due process. They grabbed torches and pitchforks and attacked whatever target seemed most obvious.

"How long do we have?"

"Days, maybe. A week at most before someone does something violent." Foster opened the door. "Please hurry."

After Foster left, Jefferson sat alone in his room, staring at the lists in his hand. Medical students robbing pauper graves for anatomical education. Prominent citizens dying suddenly and their bodies disappearing. Witnesses claiming to see corpses walking through fog-shrouded churchyards. None of it fit together cleanly.

But the pattern nagged at him. Prominent citizens dying suddenly. Samuel Hutchins had been investigating customs corruption. What about the others? Had they all been involved in something that made them targets?

Jefferson pulled out fresh paper and began making notes. Questions to investigate. People to interview. Evidence to examine. The familiar structure of an investigation taking shape.

He'd promised himself after the submarine affair that he'd be more careful, more thoughtful about the cases he took on. But looking at Foster's list of prominent citizens whose bodies had vanished, Jefferson couldn't shake the feeling that something darker than simple grave-robbing was happening in Williamsburg.

And if no one else would investigate, then he would.

Even if it meant defending grave-robbers against accusations of raising the dead.

Even if it meant challenging whatever power was behind those mysterious deaths.

Even if it cost him. Because it always seemed to cost him something.

Jefferson set down his quill and looked at the lists again. Six pauper bodies taken by medical students. Five prominent citizens dead under suspicious circumstances, their bodies disappeared. Witnesses seeing corpses walking in the fog.

Somewhere in that jumble of facts was the truth. And truth, Jefferson had learned over the past two years, was usually stranger and more disturbing than the supernatural explanations people invented to make sense of frightening events.

The fog outside his window had grown thicker, turning the lamplit streets of Williamsburg into ghostly lanes where shadows seemed to move with purposes of their own. October nights in Virginia carried their own eerie quality: the season of harvest and decay, when the boundary between life and death seemed somehow thinner.

But Jefferson didn't believe in walking corpses or raised dead. He believed in human actions and human motivations, in crimes committed for rational reasons even when those reasons were twisted or evil.

Somewhere in Williamsburg, someone was robbing specific graves and letting medical students take the blame. Someone who had reason to want those particular bodies to disappear.

Jefferson intended to find out who, and why.

Even if that meant walking through fog-shrouded graveyards at night, facing whatever truth lay hidden among the tombstones.

The investigation had begun.
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The basement entrance to the Wren Building sat half-hidden behind overgrown boxwoods, accessible only through a narrow passage between the main structure and the chapel wing. Benjamin Foster led Jefferson there the next morning, glancing nervously over his shoulder as if expecting constables to materialize from the October mist.

"We keep the door locked," Foster said, producing a key from his waistcoat. "Only the three of us have access. And we're careful about when we work: late at night, when most people are asleep and won't notice the lamp light."

The door opened onto steep wooden stairs descending into darkness. Foster lit a lantern from the wall sconce, the flame casting dancing shadows on brick walls green with moisture. The smell hit Jefferson immediately: chemicals, preservatives, and underneath it all, the sweet-sick odor of decay inadequately masked.

"I should warn you," Foster said as they descended. "What we've been doing isn't pleasant to look at. If you have a weak stomach..."

"I've seen bodies before." Jefferson's time on the Chesapeake dealing with submarine attack victims had given him more exposure to death than most men his age. "Continue."

The stairs ended in a low-ceilinged corridor lit by a single hanging lamp. Foster led Jefferson to a heavy oak door at the corridor's end, knocked twice, paused, then knocked three more times. A code, apparently.

The door opened to reveal a young man perhaps two years older than Jefferson, with sharp features and ink-stained fingers that marked him as a scholar. He looked Jefferson up and down, then stepped back.

"Daniel Pritchard," Foster said by way of introduction. "He organizes our studies. Daniel, this is Thomas Jefferson. He's agreed to investigate."

Pritchard's expression mixed relief with skepticism. "The same Jefferson who exposed Governor Fauquier?"

"The same."

"Then perhaps we have a chance." Pritchard held the door wider. "Welcome to our illegal enterprise, Mr. Jefferson. Try not to be too appalled."

The room beyond was larger than Jefferson expected: perhaps twenty feet square, with a vaulted brick ceiling and small windows set high in the walls, covered from outside by the boxwood bushes. Someone had made efforts to create a proper laboratory space. Wooden tables lined the walls, covered with books, papers, and various glass containers. Oil lamps hung from ceiling hooks, providing surprisingly good light. And in the room's center stood two examination tables, wooden surfaces stained dark from use.

On one table lay what had once been a human being.

The body was perhaps two weeks into decomposition: far enough along that Jefferson's stomach clenched, but preserved enough by chemical treatments that the anatomical structures remained visible. The chest cavity had been opened, ribs spread and pinned back, revealing the heart and lungs in cross-section. Someone had made careful notes on a slate board beside the table, documenting the examination.

"Male, approximately forty years old," Pritchard said, moving to the table with the clinical detachment of a physician. "Died of pneumonia, based on the fluid buildup we found in the lungs. Buried three weeks ago in the paupers' section. We took him five days later, once the grave had settled and wouldn't look freshly disturbed."

A third student emerged from behind a tall shelf stacked with books. Christopher Shaw was built like a farmer (broad shoulders and calloused hands) though his careful speech marked him as educated. "Mr. Jefferson. Foster said you were coming."

"Shaw studies surgical technique," Pritchard explained. "He's particularly interested in learning where to make incisions without severing major blood vessels. Difficult to practice on living patients."

Jefferson moved closer to the examination table, forcing himself to look at the dissection with clinical interest rather than revulsion. The work was methodical, precise. Someone had carefully exposed each organ, leaving the connections intact so the relationships between structures could be studied. This wasn't desecration or dark ritual. This was education, carried out by students desperate to learn what books alone couldn't teach them.

"How many bodies have you studied?"

"Six since June," Pritchard said. "All paupers, all buried in unmarked graves, all taken at least three days after burial to avoid suspicion. We keep detailed records of each examination: what we learned, what structures we studied, what questions remain for future subjects."

Foster moved to a locked cabinet and removed a leather-bound journal. "Everything is documented here. Dates, locations, what we found during each dissection. We're not trying to hide what we've done. We're trying to learn from it."

Jefferson took the journal and reviewed the entries. Each examination was recorded with the precision of a scientific paper: initial observations, systematic exploration of body systems, notes on variations from textbook descriptions, questions for further study. The handwriting varied (apparently all three students took turns recording their work) but the methodology remained consistent.

"You've built a proper anatomical study program."

"As proper as we can without institutional support." Pritchard's voice carried frustration. "European medical schools have access to executed criminals, unclaimed bodies from almshouses, formal dissection theaters where students can observe experienced anatomists. We have whatever we can dig up from paupers' graves and this basement room. It's inadequate, but it's the best we can manage."

Jefferson set down the journal. "Foster says you've taken six bodies. All paupers, all from unmarked graves."

"Correct."

"And none of the prominent citizens whose graves have been disturbed recently?"

Pritchard's expression hardened. "None. We wouldn't be that foolish. Taking pauper bodies is risky enough: no families to notice, but still illegal if we're caught. Taking bodies of people with relatives who visit their graves regularly? That's guaranteed discovery and prosecution."

"Yet the constable believes you're responsible for all the disappearances."

"Because we're the obvious suspects," Shaw said, speaking for the first time. His voice carried anger underneath the careful control. "Medical students need cadavers. Graves are being robbed. Therefore, we must be guilty of all grave-robbings. The logic is convenient but wrong."

Jefferson moved around the room, examining the equipment and supplies. Scalpels, bone saws, and other surgical instruments, all carefully maintained. Glass jars containing preservative fluids (alcohol, likely, with various chemicals added to slow decomposition). Anatomical textbooks in Latin and English, their margins filled with handwritten notes comparing textbook illustrations to actual observations.

But no electrical apparatus. No Leyden jars or copper wire coils. No equipment for galvanic experiments of the sort Benjamin Franklin had described in his published papers on electricity.

"What about attempts at reanimation?" Jefferson asked. "Galvanic stimulation of tissue, electrical experiments?"

All three students looked at him with expressions mixing confusion and alarm.

"Reanimation?" Pritchard repeated. "You mean trying to bring corpses back to life?"

"Some natural philosophers have experimented with electrical current causing muscle contractions in dead tissue. Frogs' legs twitching when exposed to lightning, that sort of thing."

"We've read about those experiments," Foster said. "Luigi Galvani's work with animal electricity. But that's just muscle contraction from electrical stimulus, not actual restoration of life. And we certainly don't have equipment for those experiments. Leyden jars cost more than we could possibly afford, even if we wanted to attempt something like that."

"Which we don't," Pritchard added firmly. "Our goal is to understand anatomy, not to play God with electricity and corpses. We're studying how the body works, not trying to make dead tissue live again."

Shaw crossed to one of the bookshelves and pulled down a volume. "This is Vesalius, published in 1543. The foundation of modern anatomical study. Everything we're doing follows his methodology: systematic dissection to understand structure and function. Nothing supernatural, nothing experimental. Just careful observation and documentation."

Jefferson accepted the book and flipped through the detailed anatomical illustrations. The students were right. This was standard medical education, limited only by their lack of proper facilities and legal access to cadavers.

"Show me your records again. The complete list of bodies you've taken."

Pritchard retrieved the journal and opened it to a summary page. "Six bodies total. Three male, three female, ranging in age from approximately thirty to sixty. All paupers buried in the eastern section of the churchyard between June and September. The most recent was September twenty-third: an elderly woman who died of consumption."

Jefferson compared the list to the names Foster had given him the previous night. The details matched exactly. Six pauper bodies, none of them the prominent citizens whose disappearances had caused the current panic.

"And the prominent citizens: Samuel Hutchins, Thomas Bellamy, Richard Carver, James Crawford. You know nothing about their bodies being taken?"

"Nothing," Pritchard said. "I didn't even realize their graves had been disturbed until the constable started questioning us. We keep careful records specifically so we'll know if someone else is operating in the same area. We don't want to accidentally rob a grave that another group has already taken. That would draw too much attention to the churchyard."

"Another group?" Jefferson's attention sharpened. "You think someone else is robbing graves?"

"Someone must be, if those prominent citizens' bodies are missing. It's certainly not us." Pritchard gestured at the examination table. "We have our hands full studying the subjects we've already obtained. We're not looking to expand our operations, especially not into the risky territory of disturbing graves that people actually visit."

Jefferson moved to the small windows and peered out through a gap in the boxwood bushes. From this angle he could see part of the college grounds: normal October morning activity, students heading to lectures, professors in academic robes discussing philosophy or law. No sense of the illegal anatomical laboratory operating beneath their feet.

"The witnesses who claim to have seen corpses walking," Jefferson said, turning back to the students. "Could they have seen you transporting bodies?"

The three students exchanged glances. Foster spoke first. "Possibly. We work at night when we retrieve bodies, usually around two or three in the morning, when even the taverns have closed and the streets are empty. We're careful, but we do have to move the bodies from the churchyard to the college."

"How do you transport them?"

Shaw pulled aside a canvas tarp in the corner, revealing a wooden handcart. "In this. We wrap the body in canvas, place it in the cart, and two of us wheel it from the churchyard to the basement entrance. The route takes us past several houses, but we've never been seen. Or we hadn't been, until recently."

"What changed recently?"

"The fog has been thicker this October than usual," Foster said. "It rolls in from the river some nights and blankets the whole town. We thought it would provide better cover, but apparently it has the opposite effect. Shapes look stranger in fog, and people's imaginations fill in details that aren't there."

"So someone sees you wheeling a canvas-wrapped body through fog at three in the morning, and their mind transforms it into a walking corpse."

"That's our theory," Pritchard said. "We're not trying to create supernatural stories. We're just trying to get bodies to our laboratory without being discovered. But fear does strange things to perception, especially in the dark."

Jefferson considered the explanation. It made sense, far more sense than actual reanimated corpses stumbling through graveyards. The human mind was remarkably good at transforming ordinary sights into supernatural horrors when fear and poor lighting conspired together.

"But that doesn't explain the prominent citizens' bodies," he said. "If you only took paupers, and those bodies are accounted for in your laboratory, then someone else is taking the prominent citizens. Why?"

"That's what we need you to discover," Foster said. "We're being blamed for all the disappearances, but we can only account for the paupers. Whatever is happening to those other bodies (Hutchins, Bellamy, Carver, Crawford) it's not us."

Jefferson pulled out his notes from the previous night. "Foster mentioned that Samuel Hutchins had been investigating customs corruption. What about the others? Did they have anything in common besides their bodies disappearing?"

The three students looked at each other. "We don't know much about them," Pritchard admitted. "Hutchins was the printer, we knew that because his death was public news. The others, we only learned their names when the constable started asking if we'd robbed their graves."

"Then I need to investigate those men. Find out what connected them, why someone would want their bodies to disappear." Jefferson closed his notebook. "But first, I need to see the graves themselves. Both the paupers' graves you robbed and the prominent citizens' graves that were disturbed."

"We can show you the paupers' section," Shaw offered. "But we haven't gone near the prominent graves. Too risky."

"I'll examine those myself. But I want to see how you select targets, how you conduct your operations." Jefferson moved toward the door, then paused. "One more question. The townspeople are frightened. There's talk of mob violence against you. How much time do we have before fear turns into action?"

Pritchard's expression grew grim. "Not long. Yesterday someone threw stones at Shaw when he was walking to the apothecary. This morning I heard a group discussing whether medical students should be allowed to continue studying in Williamsburg at all. The college administration is starting to receive pressure to expel us, even without formal charges being filed."

"Days, then. Maybe a week at most."

"Less if someone else's body disappears," Foster said quietly. "If another prominent citizen dies and their grave is robbed while we're under suspicion, the town will assume we've escalated. They won't wait for the constable to gather evidence."

Jefferson understood the timeline. Fear and anger grew exponentially in small communities. Right now the townspeople were frightened and suspicious. But one more incident could turn suspicion into violence, and three medical students in a basement laboratory would make easy targets.

"Then we work quickly. Show me the paupers' section now. I'll examine the prominent graves this afternoon, then start interviewing the victims' families tomorrow." Jefferson opened the door. "And I'll need you to compile everything you know about when those prominent citizens died. Dates, circumstances, anything you might have heard about their deaths."

"Most of them were sudden," Foster said. "That's what made their deaths notable. Healthy men, for the most part, dying without warning of apparent heart failure or apoplexy."

"All sudden deaths?"

"As far as we know. Though we weren't paying particular attention at the time. We had no reason to think their deaths were connected to the grave-robbing accusations against us."

But Jefferson was paying attention now. Healthy men dying suddenly. Their bodies disappearing shortly after burial. A pattern that suggested something more deliberate than simple grave-robbing for medical purposes.

Someone was killing these men.

And then making sure their bodies couldn't be examined to prove murder.

The medical students were being framed not just for grave-robbing, but potentially for murder itself. If the town believed they were killing people to obtain fresh cadavers, the violence Foster feared would be swift and certain.
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