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The April sun slanted through the tall windows of George Wythe's library, casting warm rectangles across the polished floor and the scattered papers on the reading table. Thomas Jefferson sat beneath one such shaft of light, a quill in hand, copying out passages from Coke's Institutes while the scent of leather bindings and old paper filled the room.

Three years of legal study under Wythe had taught him that the law was not merely a collection of statutes but a living philosophy, one that balanced the rights of individuals against the needs of society. He paused over a passage about the nature of evidence, his mind wandering to other kinds of evidence he had examined in recent years. The clockwork mechanisms hidden in the Governor's Palace. The copper hull of a French submarine rising from the Chesapeake. The galvanic coils in Dr. Marlowe's laboratory.

Each investigation had demanded a different kind of proof, yet all had yielded to rational analysis.

"You're wool-gathering again." Wythe's voice carried gentle amusement from across the room, where the older man sat reviewing correspondence. "I can always tell when your pen stops moving and your eyes fix on nothing in particular."

Jefferson set down his quill. "Forgive me. I was considering how Coke's standards of evidence might apply beyond the courtroom."

"To your other pursuits, no doubt." Wythe removed his spectacles and polished them with a cloth. At fifty-eight, his mentor possessed a sharp mind wrapped in a demeanor of scholarly patience. "I confess some relief that you've had a quiet year. After the business with Dr. Marlowe last autumn, a period of ordinary legal study seemed prudent."

"Ordinary study has its virtues." Jefferson allowed himself a slight smile. "Though I admit the quiet has left me restless at times."

The sound of hooves on cobblestones drew both men's attention to the window. A carriage had stopped before Wythe's residence, its door bearing the modest crest of a man who preferred substance over ostentation.

"Thomas Finch," Wythe observed. "I wonder what brings our newest Burgess to call at this hour."

Jefferson rose from his chair, a flicker of anticipation displacing his restlessness. He had known Thomas Finch for years now, first through Arabella, then through the investigations that had drawn their lives together. The merchant's elevation to the House of Burgesses the previous autumn had been well-earned recognition of his steady judgment and measured voice.

But Finch did not make social calls during working hours. His arrival unannounced suggested purpose rather than pleasantry.

Wythe's servant showed the visitor into the library a few moments later. Thomas Finch stood in the doorway, his traveling coat dusted from the road, his expression grave beneath the composed mask of a man accustomed to concealing his concerns in public. He was perhaps fifty years of age, his brown hair shot through with grey at the temples, his bearing that of a merchant who had spent decades navigating the currents of colonial trade and politics.

"Mr. Wythe. Mr. Jefferson." He inclined his head to each in turn. "I apologize for arriving without notice. A matter has arisen that would not wait for the niceties of correspondence."

Wythe gestured to a chair near the fire, though the spring day required no warmth from the hearth. "You are always welcome here, Thomas. What troubles you?"

Finch settled into the offered seat but did not relax. His hands rested on his knees, fingers pressed together as if physically containing whatever burden he carried. "I need your counsel, George. And your particular talents, Mr. Jefferson, if you are willing to employ them."

Jefferson exchanged a glance with his mentor before taking his own seat. "You have my attention, sir."

"Have either of you heard of a preacher called Josiah Whitfield?"

The name carried a faint echo of recognition. Jefferson had encountered it in passing, attached to rumors that circulated through the coffeehouses and taverns where men debated religion and politics over their cups. "An itinerant preacher. Formerly Anglican clergy, if I recall correctly. He broke with the established church to lead revivals in the Great Awakening tradition."

"Just so." Finch's jaw tightened. "For the past two months, Reverend Whitfield has been drawing enormous crowds across Tidewater Virginia. His revivals are not like other gatherings. He claims to summon divine fire."

Wythe's eyebrows rose. "Claims of miracles are common enough among revival preachers. Emotional fervor, perhaps some theatrical staging. What concerns you particularly about this one?"

"The fire is real." Finch's voice dropped, as though speaking heresy in a churchyard. "I have spoken with witnesses whose judgment I trust. Reliable men, not given to flights of fancy. They describe braziers igniting without spark or flame. Fire changing colors in response to prayer. Flames erupting from the bare ground around those who receive the spirit." He spread his hands. "I do not know what to make of such reports."

Jefferson leaned forward, his interest kindled despite himself. "You say the fire is real. But surely you do not believe it divine?"

"I believe in God, Mr. Jefferson, as you well know. I also believe He tends to work through natural means rather than spectacle." Finch met Jefferson's gaze directly. "I suspect trickery. But I cannot prove it, and the crowds believe what they see. Thousands now. Growing every week."

"Troubling if true," Wythe allowed. "But religious enthusiasm has swept through the colonies before. The fervor passes. What makes this matter worthy of investigation rather than patience?"

Finch was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice had hardened with something between anger and fear. "The message, George. Whitfield preaches submission. Not to God alone, but to earthly authority. He tells his followers that obedience to the Crown is obedience to the divine order. That questioning British rule is questioning God's appointed structure. That the colonial assemblies should cease their complaints about taxation and governance, for such complaints are rebellion against heaven itself."

The words hung in the air of the library, their implications spreading like ripples in still water.

"That is not the traditional revival message," Jefferson said carefully. "The Great Awakening challenged authority. It questioned the established church, elevated personal faith over institutional hierarchy."

"Precisely." Finch's composure cracked slightly, revealing the depth of his concern. "This is something different. Someone is using religious fervor to promote political compliance. The crowds leaving these revivals speak of duty and submission where before they spoke of rights and representation. Men who questioned the Sugar Act now say we should accept it as God's will."

Wythe had grown very still. "You suspect the revivals are manufactured. The miracles staged."

"I suspect everything about them." Finch turned to Jefferson. "I have watched you unravel conspiracies that seemed impossible. The automaton at the Governor's Palace. The French submarine. The galvanic horrors of Dr. Marlowe. Each time, you found rational explanations for what appeared supernatural. Each time, you exposed the truth beneath the illusion."

"Those investigations carried considerable risk," Wythe interjected. "And considerable cost. Mr. Jefferson's involvement in the Marlowe affair very nearly ended his life."

"I am aware." Finch did not waver. "I would not ask this if I did not believe the stakes warranted the danger. Someone is manipulating the religious convictions of thousands of Virginians for political ends. The moderate voices in the House of Burgesses, those of us who believe we can work within the system to address colonial grievances, we are being undermined. If the populace comes to believe that questioning British authority is questioning God Himself..." He let the sentence trail off, its conclusion obvious.

Already his mind cataloged possibilities. Fire that ignited without visible cause. Colors changing in response to prayer. Flames from bare earth. Each effect suggested chemistry rather than miracle, science rather than spirit. He had read of phosphorus compounds that burst into flame upon exposure to air. Of metal salts that colored fire in brilliant hues. Of powders used in theatrical displays to create dramatic bursts of light.

"If the fire is manufactured," he said slowly, "then someone with considerable knowledge of chemistry is creating these effects. And doing so systematically, at multiple locations, over a period of months. That requires resources. Organization. Purpose beyond simple religious fraud."

"You understand my concern." Finch leaned forward. "Will you investigate? Discreetly, of course. I cannot officially involve the House of Burgesses without evidence. But if you can determine how the fires are produced, perhaps discover who is behind this deception..."

Wythe cleared his throat. "I must counsel caution, Thomas. Religious movements are dangerous territory. The people swept up in this revival believe genuinely. They will not thank anyone who shatters their faith, even if that faith is built on deception. And the man behind the deception, whoever he may be, has already demonstrated considerable resources and cunning."

"I understand the risks." Jefferson rose from his chair, moving to the window where spring sunlight illuminated the awakening gardens beyond. "But I find I cannot ignore them either. If someone is manufacturing miracles to manipulate political sentiment, the implications extend far beyond one revival movement. It speaks to larger schemes, larger interests, larger threats."

He turned back to face both men. "I will investigate. Carefully and quietly. But I will find the truth behind this divine fire."

A knock at the library door interrupted them. Wythe's servant appeared again, this time with a young woman whose presence brightened the scholarly gloom of the room.

Arabella Finch had inherited her father's keen eyes and practical intelligence, tempered by a warmth that Thomas Finch rarely allowed himself to display. At twenty-one, she had proven herself Jefferson's equal partner in previous investigations, her ability to move through social circles and gather information complementing his more analytical approach.

"Father." She crossed to kiss Thomas Finch's cheek before turning to the others. "Mr. Wythe. Thomas." Her eyes met Jefferson's with familiar warmth. "The servant said you were here. I suspected the reason."

"Arabella." Her father's voice carried both affection and warning. "This matter is not yet settled."

"Then let us settle it." She took a seat without being invited, arranging her skirts with the efficiency of a woman who had no patience for excessive decorum. "You have been troubled about these revivals for weeks. I watched you write three different letters to Mr. Jefferson before tearing each one up. When you finally ordered the carriage this morning, I knew you had made your decision."

Thomas Finch sighed with the resignation of a father who had long since accepted his daughter's independence. "I had hoped to spare you involvement."

"You know that is impossible." Arabella's voice softened. "Whatever threatens you threatens our family. And whatever requires investigation requires both of us." She glanced at Jefferson. "We work better together. We have proven that."

He could not argue the point. Their partnership had evolved through three investigations, from wary cooperation to genuine trust. Arabella noticed things he missed. She asked questions he would not think to ask. And she possessed a courage that matched his own.

"Your father has asked me to investigate a revival preacher who appears to summon divine fire," he told her. "I have agreed."

"Then I will help." It was not a request.

Thomas Finch pressed his fingers to his temples, looking older than his years. "You are both determined to give me grey hairs before my time. Very well. But promise me caution. These crowds number in the thousands. The belief they carry is genuine, even if its foundation is false. Genuine belief makes men dangerous."

"We will be careful," Arabella assured him.

"And I will watch over them both," Wythe added, though his tone suggested he doubted his ability to restrain either young person once their course was set. "When does this Reverend Whitfield hold his next revival?"

"Three days hence." Finch rose from his chair, the interview concluded. "An open field outside Williamsburg, on the road toward the York River. The gathering begins at dusk and continues late into the night. I am told the fire effects are most dramatic after full darkness."

Jefferson considered the information. Three days would allow time for research, for understanding what chemicals might produce the described effects. He could approach the revival as an informed observer rather than a credulous witness.

"We will attend," he said. "As curious citizens interested in the spiritual movement sweeping our colony. Nothing more."

"And if the fire proves to be what I suspect?"

"Then I will follow the evidence wherever it leads." Jefferson met Thomas Finch's gaze steadily. "That is what I do."

After Finch had departed, promising to send additional reports from his informants, he returned to the window. The peaceful April afternoon stood at odds with the shadows gathering at the edges of his thoughts. Divine fire. Political manipulation. Thousands swayed by manufactured miracles.

"You're brooding again." Arabella had remained behind, ostensibly to discuss arrangements but clearly more interested in his reaction.

"I'm considering." He turned to face her. "Your father believes someone is using religion as a political tool. Promoting compliance with British authority through apparent miracles. But to what end? The Crown hardly needs a revival movement to enforce its will. It has Parliament, soldiers, and the force of law."

"Perhaps the goal is not enforcement but acceptance." Arabella moved to stand beside him at the window. "Soldiers breed resentment. Miracles breed submission. If the people come to believe that resistance is not merely unwise but unholy..."

"Then opposition becomes not just dangerous but sinful." Jefferson leaned back in his chair. "A more elegant form of control. And far more difficult to combat."

"Which is why my father fears it."

"And which is why we must understand it." He turned away from the window with renewed purpose. "I need to visit the college library. There are texts on chemistry and theatrical effects that may prove relevant. And I should speak with Professor Small about phosphorus compounds."

"And I will begin gathering rumors." Arabella smiled with the particular satisfaction of a partner anticipating the hunt. "The women who have attended these revivals will speak more freely to me than to you. They always do."

It was true enough. Jefferson's reputation as an investigator sometimes closed doors that Arabella's apparent innocence easily opened.

"Three days," he said. "We should know what to look for by then."

"We usually find more than we expect to find." Her smile faded slightly. "My father is truly worried, Thomas. I have not seen him this troubled since the submarine affair."

"Then we must take his concerns seriously." Jefferson offered his arm. "Shall we begin?"

They departed Wythe's library together, leaving their mentor to his correspondence and his concerns. Outside, the spring afternoon continued its gentle unfolding, birds singing in the newly leafed trees, merchants and craftsmen going about their ordinary business along Duke of Gloucester Street.

None of them knew that somewhere in the Virginia countryside, a preacher was preparing to summon fire from heaven. None of them suspected that the flames would illuminate a conspiracy reaching far beyond mere religious fraud.

Jefferson walked with Arabella toward the College of William & Mary, his mind already cataloging the questions he needed to answer. What chemicals could produce spontaneous combustion? What substances colored flame? What methods might create the illusion of fire erupting from bare earth?

The divine fire would yield its secrets. It always did.

What concerned him more was what he might find when the flames were extinguished and the truth stood revealed in the ashes.
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The field lay two miles outside Williamsburg, where the road toward the York River crested a gentle rise before descending into farmland. Jefferson guided his horse along the packed-earth track, Arabella riding beside him, as the April sun sank toward the tree line and painted the sky in shades of amber and rose.

They were not alone on the road.

Dozens of travelers moved in the same direction, some on horseback, others in wagons, many more on foot. Farmers in homespun wool walked alongside merchants in finer cloth. Women carried children on their hips while men spoke in low, eager voices about what they hoped to witness. The atmosphere reminded Jefferson of fair days in Williamsburg, when the population swelled with visitors from the surrounding countryside, except that these pilgrims carried not the anticipation of commerce but the hunger of spiritual seeking.

"There must be two hundred people on this road alone," Arabella observed, drawing her horse closer to his. "And the gathering has not yet begun."

"Your father's reports said crowds of a thousand or more at the larger revivals." Jefferson scanned the faces of those they passed, looking for he knew not what. Suspicion? Calculation? But he saw only ordinary Virginians, their expressions marked by hope and curiosity. "Whitfield draws them from miles around."

They crested the rise and the revival site spread before them.

The field was perhaps five acres of cleared ground, bordered on three sides by forest and on the fourth by a gentle slope that created a natural amphitheater. At the center, a wooden platform had been erected, simple but sturdy, large enough for a man to pace while addressing his congregation. Before the platform stood a bronze brazier on an iron stand, its basin dark and empty.

But it was the crowd that arrested Jefferson's attention.

Hundreds upon hundreds of people filled the field, arranged in rough semicircles facing the platform. Torches had been planted at intervals around the perimeter, their flames beginning to gutter and dance as the evening breeze picked up. The murmur of voices created a constant undertone, punctuated by snatches of hymns from clusters of the faithful who had begun singing while they waited.

The smell of wood smoke mixed with the green scent of spring grass, the earthier notes of horses and unwashed bodies, the faint sweetness of torch pitch. Jefferson breathed deeply, cataloging each element, searching for anything that might suggest the presence of chemicals.

He detected nothing unusual. Not yet.

"We should find a position near the front," he said, dismounting and helping Arabella down from her horse. "Close enough to observe the brazier clearly."

They tethered their horses with dozens of others at the edge of the field and made their way into the crowd. People shifted aside readily enough, their attention fixed on the empty platform rather than on newcomers pushing through their ranks. Jefferson and Arabella found a spot perhaps thirty feet from the brazier, close enough to see details but not so close as to draw attention.

The sun touched the treeline. The crowd's murmur intensified.

A man emerged from a tent at the edge of the field and walked toward the platform.

Josiah Whitfield was not what Jefferson had expected. The revival preachers of his limited experience had been florid men, given to theatrical gestures and voices that boomed like cannon fire. Whitfield was lean, almost ascetic, his plain black coat hanging from narrow shoulders, his face marked by the weathered lines of a man who had spent years walking country roads rather than sitting in comfortable parsonages. His hair was brown streaked with grey, worn long and tied simply at the nape of his neck. He might have been fifty years of age, or sixty, the kind of man whose vitality made such distinctions irrelevant.

But his eyes. Even from thirty feet, Jefferson could see the intensity that burned in Whitfield's gaze as he surveyed his congregation. Not the calculation of a showman measuring his audience, but something deeper. Conviction. Certainty. The unshakeable belief of a man who knew himself to be an instrument of divine purpose.

If this man was a fraud, Jefferson decided, he had deceived himself first and most thoroughly.

Whitfield mounted the platform and raised his hands. The crowd fell silent with startling immediacy, as though a blanket had been thrown over the field, muffling every voice.

"Brothers and sisters." Whitfield's voice carried without shouting, a practiced projection that reached the farthest edges of the gathering. "I am not here to entertain you. I am not here to comfort you. I am here to wake you from the slumber of complacency and call you back to the truth that burns at the heart of creation."

A ripple passed through the crowd, a collective intake of breath that spoke of anticipation.

"We live in an age of questioning," Whitfield continued, beginning to pace the platform with measured steps. "Men question the church. Men question the Crown. Men question the very order that God has established since the foundations of the world were laid." His voice dropped, intimate despite its reach. "And in their questioning, they lose themselves. They drift from the path. They forget that obedience is not oppression. That submission is not weakness. That the authority placed over us by Providence is as much a gift as the rain that waters our fields."

Jefferson frowned. The theological argument was sound enough within its own framework, the traditional Anglican position on divine right and earthly hierarchy. But something in the emphasis troubled him. The way Whitfield returned again and again to political obedience, weaving it inextricably with spiritual submission.

Arabella leaned close, her voice barely a whisper. "Listen to what he is actually saying. Not God's authority. The Crown's authority. The church's authority. He speaks as though they are the same thing."

"I noticed." Jefferson kept his eyes fixed on Whitfield, searching for any sign of stagecraft, any glance toward the brazier or the edges of the field where accomplices might lurk. Nothing but a man wholly consumed by his message.

The sermon continued as twilight deepened into true darkness. Whitfield built his argument layer upon layer, returning to themes of obedience, of submission, of the divine order that placed some men to rule and others to follow. He spoke of the rebellions that had plagued England in centuries past, of the blood that flowed when men placed their own judgment above God's appointed structure. He spoke of peace, of prosperity, of the blessings that attended those who accepted their place in the great chain of being.

The crowd swayed like wheat in wind, caught in the rhythm of his words.

And then Whitfield stopped.

He stood at the center of the platform, his hands raised, his face lifted toward the stars that had begun to appear in the darkening sky. The torches flickered. The crowd held its breath.

"You ask for signs," Whitfield said, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper, yet somehow still audible across the field. "Your hearts cry out for proof that the God I serve is real, that His power flows through this unworthy vessel. I tell you this: I do not command the fire. I do not summon it. But He who formed the sun and the stars, He who spoke light into being at the dawn of creation, He answers the prayers of the faithful."

He lowered his hands toward the empty brazier.

"Lord of Hosts, if it be Your will, let Your fire descend."

Silence. The crowd seemed to lean forward as one, hundreds of faces turned toward the cold bronze basin.

Jefferson's gaze fixed on the brazier. The brazier stood alone on its iron stand, no candles near it, no visible source of ignition. In the darkness, with only torchlight illuminating the scene, it would be difficult to spot thin wires or hidden mechanisms. But Jefferson had seen elaborate deceptions before. He looked for the telltale glint of metal, the slight movement of an accomplice's hand.

The brazier erupted into flame.

There was no spark, no gradual kindling. One moment the basin held nothing but darkness; the next, pale fire danced within it, casting eerie shadows across Whitfield's face and the front rows of the crowd. The flames were not the warm orange of ordinary fire but a ghostly blue-white, flickering with an otherworldly quality that sent a collective gasp rippling through the congregation.

Thoughts collided even as his body remained still. Phosphorus. The color and behavior matched descriptions he had read of white phosphorus exposed to air. Stored in water, it would remain inert until the water evaporated or was somehow removed, at which point the element would spontaneously ignite. But how had it been delivered to the brazier? When had the water been drained?

His gaze swept the crowd, searching for anyone whose attention was directed elsewhere, whose movements suggested participation in the deception. Only rapt faces surrounded him, eyes fixed on the flames, tears already streaming down some cheeks.

"Behold the fire of God!" Whitfield's voice rang out over the assembly. "Not the fire of earthly commerce, not the fire of human making, but the pure flame that descended upon the apostles at Pentecost. The same fire that guided Israel through the wilderness. The same fire that consumed Elijah's sacrifice on Mount Carmel."

He raised his hands again, and his voice dropped to a fervent prayer.

"Lord, show them the depths of Your glory. Show them the colors of Your covenant."

The flames in the brazier began to change.

Blue gave way to green, vivid and luminous as summer leaves lit from within. The crowd cried out in wonder. Then the green shifted to purple, deep and royal, the color of emperors' robes. Then back to blue, then to a brilliant crimson that seemed to pulse with living intensity.

Metal salts. Jefferson recognized the effect now. Copper compounds produced green flames. Potassium salts burned purple. Various substances could be mixed with fuel to produce the color changes, triggered perhaps by the heat itself as different layers of treated material reached their ignition points. Sophisticated, certainly. Requiring considerable knowledge of chemistry and careful preparation. But not miraculous.
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