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Dedication
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For all  those who possess their own rebel heart. Never give up. The world needs you.
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Chapter One



Annie
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The ground was freezing, slick with mud. My hands, tied to a pole behind my back, tingled with lack of circulation. I knew I was in a tent. It was so dark when I came to, I couldn’t see anything, but I could hear the flapping of the canvas walls in the gentle breeze.

Cold water dripped onto my shoulder from above. My head throbbed where someone had hit me from behind. A trickle of liquid oozed its way down my forehead, past my temple. Logic would tell me I’ve been captured by the English or the even more hated Hessians. Attempting to still my breathing, I concentrated on listening. Outside, I heard muffled voices, along with feet slapping in and pulling out of the muck with a sucking sound. 

This was my sixth assignment as a Culper Spy. It had gone horribly wrong. Something stuck, pinched in my gut, from the moment I accepted this simple assignment. Deliver a message, this was all I had to do. 

Handing off the missive to a shifty, wound-up man, I suppose the walls couldn’t help but fall. With my head pounding and fuzzy, it was hard to remember everything. One thing I knew for sure was it hadn’t felt right from the start. “You should learn to listen to yourself more, Annie. Now look what’s happened,” I mumbled to myself, trying to work my sleeping hands behind me.

I caught a clear word from a male voice just outside the tent. “Oh no, German,” I thought to myself. This meant one thing, I had to get the hell out of these bonds now. 

The English, depending on whose command they were under, would most likely treat me with unkindness. In a Hessian camp, however, there was no doubt I was in for the worst night of my life. 

I started working the thick cord binding my wrists, hoping maybe I could slip my small hands out of the loosened loops. But they were so tight all I received for my efforts was torn skin. As painful as it was, the blood seeping from the cuts on my wrists allowed me to start freeing myself from the rope. 

Just as I felt some hope beginning to light up inside me, the flap of the tent was pulled back. A very young soldier stood in front of me, holding up a lantern. A sour smell emanated from the man, no more than a boy. It was all I could do to keep my stomach from heaving. He smiled an almost toothless smile, prodding my leg with the toe of his boot, blathering on about something I could not understand. I assumed he was taunting me in an inappropriate way.

“I’ll kill you if you touch me.” I wasn’t sure how I would make good on this threat, but it had to be said. He laughed in a gross, snorty way.

As this disgusting lecher started leaning down toward me, I began to gather spit in my mouth. Before I could let loose, another man strode into the tent. The officer yelled something in German at the profligate who came to attention, saluted, and left. 

This man looked completely different from the other one. Not too young, tall, and muscular. His face was quite beautiful, with a full kissable mouth and sleepy blue eyes that could be sexy in a different circumstance. One thing I was grateful for was he didn’t stink.

He wasn’t smiling. He stood straight in front of me with hands clasped behind his back. His face was like stone, his mouth forming a perfect horizontal line. He regarded me, without speaking, for some time, as the terror in my heart grew. This was a man to be reckoned with. He may have been handsome, but he was a monster. I knew monsters when I saw them. 

His Hessian’s jacket was blue, trimmed in red. The distinctive Mitre Cap; an almost conical, golden hat, with a red tassel at the pointy top, towered on his head. There was no misidentifying a Hessian soldier when he wore this. I’d always thought the Mitre Cap was the most ridiculous, impractical-looking headgear a soldier could wear.

I thought at this moment what a fool I was. As much as I believed in this fight for independence, I simply did not have the physical strength to get through a situation like this. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to accept my looming demise.

A shuffling sound caused me to look up, and I flinched. The scary, handsome German was now moving toward me. He crouched down, pulling a knife from his belt with a clang of metal against metal. I willed myself not to cry, not to scream, refusing to give them the satisfaction. 

I’d known what I was getting into. This life was my choice, and the consequences were acknowledged, accepted without reservation. I believed in freeing the colonies from the English with everything I was.

Bracing myself, I gritted my teeth. Expecting pain at any moment, I instead felt the sweet release of my bonds being severed. I slouched forward, massaging and stretching out my arms. My mind reeled with various painful scenarios. What could this man have in store for me? My heart hammered away in my chest. Each beat felt dangerous, as if it could give out at any moment.

“Stand up now.” The German’s voice was deep but quiet. “Stand up now,” he repeated after I failed to comply.

I tried to stand but was so sore I found it difficult to get my feet underneath me. An annoyed sigh escaped from my captor’s lips. Instead of giving me time to stand, he grabbed my arms right below my shoulders, hauling me to my feet. 

“Ouch,” I exclaimed under my breath. The exclamation was involuntary, but I immediately regretted it. I sucked in air, planting my feet, with the expectation of a coming blow. The blow never came.

“Ouch,” he said. “I don’t know this word. If ‘ouch’ is an expression of pain, you can be rest assured, I am saving you from much more ouch than you can possibly imagine.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I continued to massage my arms. 

“I’m taking you out of this camp, sending you on your way.” He said all this without a speck of emotion in his voice or on his face.

My brows came together as I considered what he was saying. “Why? Why help me? I don’t understand.” 

“It’s simple. I don’t believe in the interrogation of women.” 

“Thank you,” I breathed it out as relief flooded my senses. Although, I couldn’t quite believe his words. Was this a trick? Perhaps they meant to shoot me in the back as I fled. Surely, they were toying with me.

The German looked down at me, with what I would call disgust, a slight sneer marring his attractive face. “Don’t thank me yet. We still must get out and I am by no means a hero, lady spy. I am a creature through and through. But this is a line not even I can cross.”

“I understand. Thank you all the same.” But I didn’t understand, not at all. I stood there, trying to puzzle him out. For the life of me, I couldn’t get a read on him.

“You will wait here until I return. When I come back, we will go. Our time will be limited.” Turning, he began to walk away.

I was terrified for him to leave me but had no choice. Did this mean I was beginning to believe him? I must trust in his plan. Just before he reached the tent flap, I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Captain Thayer Emmerich,” he whispered over his shoulder and was gone.

My heart continued thumping out of my chest. If I didn’t calm down, it wouldn’t matter if the strange, beautiful German could spirit me out of this camp or not. My eyes were blurry from the pain in my head. What I really needed to do was lie down. It would likely be a while before I would be able to make myself comfortable.

“Breathe, Annie. Just breathe,” I whispered to myself. I closed my eyes, willing my heart into a normal rhythm. I didn’t know why I trusted this man, but I did. In the five minutes he was in front of me, I was astounded by the physical strength he exuded. Even though his grip on my arms was painful, I could tell he was restraining himself. I had the sense that if he had chosen to, he could’ve snapped my bones in half, as if they were kindling. What I wouldn’t give to have strength like that. Physical strength of such magnitude would keep me from ever finding myself in another situation like this one.

After what seemed like an eternity, Thayer Emmerich returned. 

“Put this on, now.” He threw a ball of clothing at me. Unwinding it, I found a Hessian uniform.

“I can’t wear this,” I said, holding it toward him. 

“Little girl, do you think you will be able to stroll out of this camp as you are? We will be spotted before we walk five feet. Spies should know about disguises. Put it on.”

The “little girl” comment made me angry. I was a full-grown woman who up until today had been capable as a spy, but he was right. What I wore didn’t matter. All that mattered was escaping this dreadful camp. I looked around for someplace to change.

“I’ll turn around. Our window is closing, be quick.”

“You’ll have to unlace me first.” I turned my back on him. I could have unlaced myself, but this would take time we didn’t have. Captain Emmerich unlaced the back of my torn, muddy, black muslin gown. He was so quick, I couldn’t register where his fingers were. Before I knew it, he’d finished. Could he really have unlaced me so fast, or was I just rattled?  He turned back around.

I tossed the uniform on the dirty ground and began to shimmy out of my dress, which I kicked into the corner of the tent. Next came my chemise, which was also kicked aside. I was not unfamiliar with male garments. However, I was known for taking them off a man, not putting them on myself. The breeches, then the shirt confounded me.

After a bit of fumbling, the captain said, “Enough modesty,” and turned around to help me into the uniform. I watched his face while he assisted me with the shirt. It remained completely blank. My voluptuous figure usually garnered quite the reaction from the opposite sex. This man was as cold and unmoving as a stone statue. I felt a small pang of disappointment, even if he was a Hessian. 

“Follow behind me. Keep your head down and say nothing.” He pointed to the ground for emphasis, as if I couldn’t have comprehended what he meant.

I nodded my understanding and before I knew it, we were standing outside in the muck. Captain Emmerich took one brisk look to each side, then walked with an air of confident command toward the edge of the camp. It was dark with only a few lanterns lit and very few people about. This helped ease my anxiety. I tried walking with the same confidence, which was more difficult with my head down. The absurd cap threatened to fall off any minute, which would send a cascade of auburn curls falling around my shoulders.

Just as we were nearing the tree line, and I was beginning to relax, a soldier came running around the corner of a tent, right into the captain. The soldier snapped to attention, saluting. Captain Emmerich did the same, saying something in German. The young man relaxed, moving away.

As he walked by me, he looked me dead in the face, stopping in his tracks. I immediately put my head back down, but it was too late. It was obvious I was a woman in a man’s uniform. There was no hiding this fact. The young man looked back at Captain Emmerich, turning as if he was about to run. The captain grabbed him by the neck with one hand. A sickening crunch reached my ears, right before the man crumpled into the mud.

“That was unfortunate,” was all he said. The coldness of his voice shook me more than what he had just done.

I tried to hide my shock but knew I wasn’t succeeding. “Why are you doing this for me? To kill your own man, it doesn’t make sense,” I said, still staring down at the young soldier.

“I’m beginning to wonder,” he said as he grabbed my arm, yanking me into the dark woods. The trees looked ominous, and I hesitated just for a moment. Captain Emmerich took a handful of my uniform, at my shoulder this time, hauling me stumbling alongside him.

“Would you rather stay here? Would you like me to tell you all of the ugly things that will happen to you?” he said, striding with determination over tree roots and pine cones. The sharp, woodsy smell of the forest was welcome after the acrid scents of the camp.

I fell in line as we continued walking through the fragrant pine trees of New York. The night was pitch black as the moon was hidden behind thick cloud cover. I couldn’t see my hands in front of my face. I felt as if in a tunnel, my senses strangely dulled by my blindness. Almost as soon as we set out, I fell on my knees after tripping over something hard, no doubt a large rock. Making our way through these woods seemed an impossible task.

“Captain Emmerich,” I whisper-yelled.

“I’m here.” I felt a steadying arm under my elbow helping me to my feet. Strange, he was almost tender.

“How can you see?” I asked. It was impossible. No one would be able to see out here.

“I have excellent vision. I will guide you.” The captain looped an arm around my waist, bringing me into his firm body.

Sharp vision didn’t seem like an adequate explanation. My mind went back to the young man whose neck was crushed with more speed and force than should’ve been possible. I expected to feel warmth from his body, instead he felt cold through the uniform. Something was strange about this man. He was unusually attractive, strong, fast, and he could see in the dark without any problem. I couldn’t help but laugh at myself.

“What’s so funny?” he asked, irritation in his voice. “This doesn’t seem like a humorous situation to me.”

“It isn’t. I’m more scared than I’ve ever been in my life.”

“And yet you’re laughing. Are you possibly mad?” he asked, in all seriousness.

“No, thank you. I’m not.” I paused. “I believe the events of the night are causing me to think strange things. That’s all.”

“What sort of strange things are you thinking?”

“Well, it just occurred to me that you are unlike any man I’ve ever known.” At this point, I wasn’t so much walking as being carried.

“In what way?”

“Your strength and quickness, for one. Also, how can you possibly see right now? It doesn’t make sense.” My vision was also excellent, and I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.

“It makes perfect sense. You are correct, you are not thinking with clarity after the ordeal you have been through.” The captain spoke in an even voice, and there was no evidence he was winded by all his effort.

“Maybe. I assume you’re going back to your camp. How will the dead soldier be explained? And how did I come to be there? Events are fuzzy,” I said, exploring the back of my head with my fingers.

“Strange things happen out in the woods. My men will accept whatever vague explanation I give them. They do not question me or my command. As to how you came to be here, you were handed over by someone who wants a favor from the English. Who it was, I can’t say. I wasn’t there for the exchange.” 

I didn’t like what he said one bit. Someone in the network betrayed me? It didn’t seem possible. Or, maybe I just didn’t want it to be possible. But it had been known to happen. We either had a turncoat or a mole. I was sure it was the man I handed the message to. I would have to discuss this with my handler, Benjamin, when I saw him next. 

“Wouldn’t they then obey your command to let me go?” I asked as I continued stumbling over every branch and stone in my way. He seemed to be contradicting himself.

“Another was coming in to interrogate you. Someone who outranks me.” His voice became clipped. This night was one of the strangest I had passed. 

“What will you say happened to me?”

“I will say you escaped, that I was searching the woods for you. Enough talk for now.” It was clear he no longer wished to discuss any of this, but my questions were far from answered.

The sounds in the darkness were few; our feet crunching the forest floor, crickets chirping, and the occasional ominous hoot of an owl. The night was so dark and cold, the walk so long, I thought I was hallucinating when I began to see a small light in the distance. It wasn’t until I smelled the smoke from a chimney that I realized it must be a cabin. My limbs were shaking with weariness, and I hoped I would finally be able to rest. A warm fire also sounded heavenly.

“What is that?” I asked.

“That is where I leave you,” he said quietly, relaxing his grip on my waist.

I was beginning to feel so comfortable with this odd man. I could feel the fear rising again at the thought of being left alone.

“You’re leaving me?” Not meaning to, I clutched at his hand, hating myself for the weakness.

Captain Emmerich extricated his hand from mine. “Yes, you will be fine. This is the home of an old man and his wife. They do things for me on occasion.”

“Things?” I asked, thinking this man could not be any stranger.

“Yes, things,” he said, cutting off any more questions I may have.

This powerful German was a deep, mysterious puzzle I very much wanted to unravel. By the time we reached the door of the small log cabin, I could feel the blood from my ravaged feet pooling in my borrowed, ill-fitting boots. The captain knocked only once, loud and clear. Seconds later, the door was opened by a small, bent man with wisps of white hair sprouting from the top of his head. He wore only a nightshirt.

Captain Emmerich said something in German. The man nodded as the captain pushed me inside.

“They will give you a dress and see you back to the city.” 

I could see his face again, from the glowing fire inside the tiny home. “That’s it?” I asked him, my eyes searching his.

“What else would there be?” His features remained as cold as ever.

I sighed and said, “Thank you for what you did for me. Will I ever see you again?”

For just one second, I thought I saw a flicker of some unidentifiable emotion darken his eyes. “Unlikely.”

He turned and was swallowed up by the blackness of the night.
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Chapter Two



Annie
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Waking up in a bed felt like a dream. Snuggling deeper into the warm mattress, I tried not to think about the pain in my body. All I wanted to do was revel in the warmth of the blankets, and the pleasant smell from the rosewater I splashed over my skin before losing myself to sleep. 

My wrists and arms were still sore from my bonds, the skin pulsing with each beat of my heart. My torn, blistered feet were also throbbing in their bandages. But, I was safe and alive. The gratitude I felt for Captain Emmerich knew no bounds. I would never be able to thank him enough for what he did to get me out of his camp. I hoped he would not be punished for it by his superiors. 

What an eccentric man; almost otherworldly. He didn’t seem to belong among the rest of us. Those sleepy eyes set in such a beautiful face would haunt me, I was sure of it. His near tenderness as I fell in the woods had made my stomach flop in a pleasant way. He didn’t smell like the rest of his camp. Instead, he smelled of the forest, like pine trees and leaves. His scent had calmed me, helped me to feel more grounded. 

I propped myself up on my elbows, looking around the small room. It was plain with solid, shaker furnishings, but this inn’s little room was like a palace compared to the wet tent and the musty, dirty cabin in the woods. 

The captain was right when he said the elderly couple would see me safely the rest of the way. The old woman, almost an exact copy of her husband, gave me a decent enough gown of cream-colored muslin, brown boots, which fit, and a brown cloak. The items were even clean, something I had not expected.

I had peered into the small room from which the woman produced the dress. It was stocked with all manner of items, not likely seen in so poor a cabin. It appeared they were meant to be prepared for whatever the mysterious captain asked of them. 

After I dressed, the old man brought around two saddled, shabby horses to the front of the meager home. There would be no resting. He held the reins of one horse toward me. I took them and mounted, worrying about the frail animal beneath me.

The old woman, never having said a word, closed the door and was gone. Her husband mounted his own horse with the agility of a much younger man, springing into the saddle with a lightness which seemed unnatural. He clucked his tongue, spurring the horses forward. The sky was lightening, so I could at last see my surroundings. There wasn’t much to this place but a small, leaning structure behind the cabin; the dilapidated home of the horses we now rode. Pine trees and wilderness surrounded us. The morning birds merrily chirped overhead, the only cheerful element to a rather dismal scene.

We rode for hours in silence, until coming upon an English checkpoint, outside of the city. I reined in my horse, stopping us dead in our tracks. My chest constricted in fear. The old man looked back at me and beckoned me forward. I had no choice but to trust he knew what he was doing. It was doubtful Captain Emmerich would go to this much trouble without a plan to see me all the way through. I had trusted him this far.

Reaching the English soldiers, the old man pulled out a paper from inside his pocket and placed it in the waiting hand of the tired-looking Redcoat. The soldier nodded, handed the paper back to my elderly escort, and we were once again on our way. Was this all due to luck or something else? Exhausted to the point of illness, I didn’t much care. I suspected the captain, like most of us in this war, had his own secret dealings. 

Shortly thereafter we stopped. The old man dismounted, taking the reins of my horse as I placed my feet on the ground with care.

He pointed down the road, but I already knew the way from here.

“Thank you,” I said, unsure if he would understand me. I had said this a lot in the last few hours.

He nodded and remounted his horse, leaving me alone to make my way back to the inn I was temporarily calling home. I hobbled the best I could on ruined feet.
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BEING THAT I WAS STILL in English-occupied territory, I was forced to continue to dissemble. My cover was one of a farmer’s daughter with forged papers, which allowed me in and out of the city. The papers stated my position as a go-between for my father and the food merchants in New York. A pretty smile, sparkling brown eyes, and heaving bosom didn’t hurt either.

I was to meet my handler, Benjamin, at The Red Lion for breakfast. He was in New York to supervise my pursuits, as well as other Culper Spies whose identities I did not know. Last evening upon returning, I sent him a note in our code, my hands shaking. I let him know I had been in trouble and wanted to get out of the city for a while. 

Needing to keep under the radar, I dressed in a simple navy-blue gown with a creamy lace fichu draped around my neck and tucked in over my bosom. I pulled on elbow-length gloves, even though it was unseasonably warm, to cover the contusions and cuts on my wrists. The bruises, now dark purple, on my upper arms were naturally covered by the sleeves of my gown. Thank goodness for the modesty of women’s clothing.

Wincing, I slid my blistered feet into the most comfortable slippers I owned. Walking today would not be easy, but there was nothing to be done about it. Relaxing in bed was not a luxury I could partake in. I covered my pinned-up hair with a lace cream cap. No jewelry would be worn, save the gold wedding band on my left hand. The band was a wonderful deterrent. The morning preparation gave me time to think about Captain Emmerich.

I hadn’t known many Hessians, but the stories I’d heard about them were not for the faint of heart. They were no better than hired thugs, doing the English’s dirty work. I was still in shock the captain chose to show me mercy. Not only did he help, but he took out one of his own men to save me. His behavior was certainly incongruous to what I knew about Hessians.  

I thought of how attractive he was. His uniform had a hard time hiding a muscular and well-defined body. As he held me to him in the forest, I could feel his well-developed bicep pressed into my back. There was another power, one he seemed to emanate from within. I was sure it was my terror. Exhaustion, too, had overtaken me, but something about him hadn’t seemed quite human. Those eyes were entrancing, languid and sexy. Too bad I’d likely never see him again. I shrugged my shoulders, ready to get on with my responsibilities. 

The spring day was warming up and would prove nice. I wouldn’t require a cloak, so I threw on a light knit shawl. Leaving my
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