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Chapter One

On the morning of April 27, 1813, in his home above the village of York, fourteen-year-old Ben Random awoke with the sun. He pushed back the covers, passed through the kitchen, catching up and draining a glass of milk, took his fathers telescope from its place beside the door, and slipped outside, closing the screen silently behind him.

It was too early to waken his aunt. Aunt May had been like a mother to him since his own had died giving him birth. He knew little about his mother except what his father had told him. Misty-eyed, he spoke of her dark beauty and gentle nature. She had been a full-blooded Shawnee. In her place, Ben loved Aunt May, who had come to join his father after his mothers death and had taken care of them both ever since. But one thing Aunt May insisted on was a chance to sleep in until eight oclock in the morning. If the menfolk wanted breakfast before that, they could serve themselves.

Captain Allan Random didnt have to worry about that. Ever since the beginning of the war, declared by the United States the previous year in an effort to add British North America to their republic, Bens father had been away in the thick of the fighting, except for a brief leave to recover from a minor wound. The British regular army and the citizen volunteers of the Canadian militia had surprised the Americans with their fierce resistance against overwhelming odds. Led by the great general Isaac Brock, they had won victories at Detroit, then at Queenston Heights. But there tragedy struck. Sir Isaac Brock was killed in the moment of victory. So far, however, the enemy had been unable to take advantage of Canadas loss.

American leaders and citizens were anxious for a victory, any victorysomething to raise their spirits and confidence in their army. They were eyeing two things: York, the little capital of Upper Canadait wasnt expected to offer much resistanceand a fighting ship under construction in the York shipping yards. This was a frigate, named the Isaac Brock in honour of the fallen hero. Whoever sailed the Isaac Brock would control Lake Ontario. The Americans wanted her for themselves.

Of most of this, young Ben Random was ignorant that morning. He knew about Detroit and Queenston Heights, of course, and was proud of the part his father had played. His father, on his brief leave, had mentioned the possibility of an attack on York, but Ben had paid little attention. Muddy York, a village of fewer than a thousand souls, seemed to him to be a poor target for the invaders. But there was the frigate

The Isaac Brock. Ben had watched her development since the laying of her keel, had watched her take shape, watched the three great masts be erected, then the yards added, those slender, tapering spars extended from the masts to hold the sails. He watched as she was moved from the shipyards to the York harbour docks, where the finishing touches would be added. He had watched it all with mixed feelings.

She was a magnificent ship. What an honour it would be to serve in her! But he, Ben Random, would never have that honour. He was terrified of heights.

Ben often watched men nonchalantly climb the masts, move cat-like along the yards, until he had to look away or be sick to his stomach. How could they do that? Why did the height not wrench their guts, as it did his, just watching them? It was a shame, because he loved ships.

THAT MORNING, Ben slipped outside, easing the door closed behind him. Patch, named for the white patch around one eye, was there awaiting him, tail wagging furiously. The dog knew Aunt May well enough not to bark. Instead, he licked Bens hand and ran ahead. He knew where Ben was headed.

A fringe of trees and a hill separated the Random home from the town of York. Through the first stand of trees and on top of the hill, Ben stopped to adjust the telescope, then sat on the rock that was his lookout post and turned the glass to the south. York lay before him. It was little more than a mile in length lying east to west, stretched out along the harbour. And it was made up of only four or five streets north of the harbour until it stopped abruptly at the treed hill on which Ben sat. The town was bisected by Yonge Street, the only road leading north, rutted and muddy, which climbed the hill and disappeared into the forest, where a few settlers had cleared their land and now scratched a living from it.

As usual, Ben paid no attention to the town, or even to the Isaac Brock, moored at the wharf. He raised the glass to the open waters of Lake Ontario beyond the harbour.

He loved to watch ships skimming over the blue waters of the lake, or swooping and diving and kicking up spray when the wind was strong and the waves were rolling. Like birds with wings spread, like clouds against a blue sky, their billowing sails set his spirits soaring with an elation he could neither explain nor describe.

This morning there were ships out there, a whole line of them, beating against the wind. He began to count them, with growing unease. Twelve, thirteen, no less than fourteen! He had never seen so many together beforeindeed, nowhere close to that number. In the haze he couldnt make out the flags flying from the mastheads. Could it be the American navy about to attack York, as his father had feared? It didnt seem so at first. It looked as if they were sailing right past the harbour mouth. Then, as he watched, breath suspended, he saw the lead ships change course and head toward land. No, they werent headed for the harbour. Not yet, anyway.

The town of York itself ended with the harbour mouth. But beyond it in the trees there was a battery of guns expected to defend the harbour, and there was the blockhouse, a fortification built over the magazine. In the magazine there were tons of high-explosive gun powder. That, no doubt, would be one of the targets of the Yankee army. But also over there beyond the town limits were barracks housing British regulars known as Red Coatstough, experienced, disciplined soldiersas well as squads of militia. The invaders would meet stiff resistance if they were indeed planning on attacking Little York.

In the next moment their intentions were made obvious. Smoke and flame belched from the decks of the leading ships, and then the sound came, rolling across the intervening spacethe roar of cannon fire.

From his place at the hilltop, Ben couldnt see what effect the shots might have had, but he could hear answering fire from the trees: the rattle of musket fire and the short, sharp bark of a small field gun. With trembling hands he turned his glass to look down, for the first time today, at the village itself.

York was waking to the fact that it was about to be invaded. Someone had begun ringing church bells, urgently, a warning to the town of danger. A squad of Red Coats from the eastern barracks had launched boats into the water and were rowing furiously westward. People were appearing in doorways, confused, questioning. Men were arming themselves with pitchforks and anything else that might be used as a weapon. A horse was galloping madly across town, the riders coattails flying. Ben recognized him, even at that distance. The Reverend John Strachan, churchman, schoolteacher, leader of almost everything that went on in town, was not going to let the Yankees invade if he could do anything about it.

And what was Ben to do? He remembered his fathers words when the possibility of just such an attack had been mentioned in the Random housewords to which Ben had paid scant attention at the time.

Well have nothing to worry about, Aunt May had said. Our house is hidden from view, and there would be no reason for the Americans to come this way. They will be busy in the town. And Ben is too young to join the militia

Yes, said Captain Random, his voice strained, too young for the militia, but not too young to be of help to those in trouble. And there will be many of our people in trouble, May. Anxious people, especially the elderlyfrightened and wanting to save their precious belongings from the enemynot knowing where to go or hide. Ben, I hope you will help anywhere you can.

Ben recalled that now, and he knew that he would do as his father wished. He would look for ways to help. What about Aunt May? Should he waken her? No, he decided, not yet. Not till the situation became clearer. It might, after all, amount to nothing. The Americans would be driven back, and that would be the end of it. Meantime, he would go down to the town and look for ways to assist anyone in need.

At the sound of gunfire, Patch had perked up his ears. He growled a low growl deep in his throat, but when Ben didnt seem to be alarmed, Patch lost interest and dashed off to hunt for rabbits. Ben let him go, knowing Patch would not stray too far from his side, and threaded his way between the trees and down the hill until he was on Yorks last street on the northern edge of towna street as yet unnamed.

To his left, Yonge Street divided the town in two. To the east, beyond Yonge Street, were the Parliament buildings, the courts, the school, the jail, the business district. To the west, that part which Ben was about to enter, were residential houses, some of them fine homes of brick and stone with servants quarters and lawns and gardens and outhouses. Here there was already confusion and anxiety. People were piling goods into wheelbarrows and carts. Men were shouldering muskets and rifles used for hunting deer and bears, now ready to turn to other game. One elderly man, anxious to move a heavily loaded wheelbarrow, slipped and fell, upsetting his possessions into the mud. Ben ran to help.

Ben! Ben Random!

Startled, Ben turned. A man was approaching him in a hurrya well-dressed, distinguished-looking gentleman. Ben recognized him. He was one of the towns most prominent men, Justice Powell.

Ben was surprised that the man knew his name. Yes, sir? What can I do?

The judge didnt answer for a moment. He was looking at the boy keenly. He saw a sturdy lad, not yet fully grown, with the dark hair and eyes of his Shawnee mother. He liked what he saw.

I know your father. Hes a fine man, loyal to the Crown. So I know I can count on his son. He indicated a house across the street. That house is the home of the Receiver General, Mr. Selby. The Receiver General, Ben knew, was the man who controlled the finances of the whole of Upper Canada. Unfortunately, Mr. Selby is bedridden and unable to perform any duties, so we have to do what we can to help. Around at the back of the house there is a box containing some very important papers that must not fall into the hands of the Americans. That is vital. It is a heavy box. Come. Ill show you.

Ben was too surprised to do anything but follow Mr. Powell around to the back of the big house. But the impact of what he had said was not lost on the boy. Does this mean that they are going to win? That they will take York? That we cant stop them?

Lets just say we are hoping for the best but preparing for the worst. We have to face facts, Ben. Our only hope is to prevent the Americans from making a landing, and I doubt we can do that. We are badly outnumbered. They will likely take over the town. We must do what we can to minimize the loss, beginning with these papers. He indicated an ironbound chest, partially covered by a rug, on the stoop at the back of the house. We darent let this fall into their hands. We must hide it where it wont be foundor burned.

Ben felt a thrill of pride that he should be trusted with such an important mission, even if it was simply because there was no one else available at the moment.

Perhaps we could bury the box, sir, he suggested hesitantly.

Thats a good idea, but not here. No doubt, because of their spy network, the Americans are aware that this is the home of the Receiver General. Theyre sure to search it and the grounds. Any recent digging will attract their attention, so were going to move the chest. Lydia Selby, Mr. Selbys granddaughter, has gone to fetch a cart. When she comes, I want you to help her take it to the home of Donald McLean. Do you know where that is? Im sure Lydia does, anyway. It should be safe enough buried in his garden. Ben, I dont need to tell you how important this is. Im swearing you to secrecy. You understand?

Ben gulped. Yes, sir.

Good lad. Lydia will be here any minute, and Ill leave you to it. I have many things to look after today. I may be able to use your help again. Look out for me when youre finished. I expect Ill be in the dock area.

He was gone just as a two-wheeled cart, pulled by a farm horse, clattered up to the house. A dark-haired attractive girl, not much older than Ben, hauled back on the reins and looked down from her seat at him.

Ben Random! she said.

That she should know his name pleased Ben. He had seen her many times through a fence that separated the School for Young Ladies from the School for Young Gentlemen. But more than a fence separated them. He was permitted to attend the school only because his father was held in high esteem by some of the prominent men of the town, even though he had committed the offence of marrying a Native woman. Ben had few friends among the boys. He was taunted as the half-breed.

And at that moment Lydia called him the same thing.

Youre Ben Random, the half-breed.

All at once he felt angry. Yes, he said, defiantly. I am, and proud of it.

For a moment she looked taken aback, then suddenly she grinned. Good for you! A half-breed and proud of it. You and I are going to get along just fine. Lets see what we have to do here.

She lifted her long skirts, jumped down from the cart, and turned to the chest. She examined it for a moment, then turned to Ben. You were talking to Justice Powell, were you? How much did he tell you?

Just that this box of important papers must be hidden. He said we should bury it in Mr. McLeans garden.

Thats right. She pulled back the fringe of the rug to peer under it, then replaced it. Then, to Bens utter surprise, she turned and winked at him. Theres more than papers here, Ben. Just think. You and I could run away together and be rich. She laughed at Bens startled reaction. The very thought of running away with a girl, rich or not, made his face burn. Come on, she said. Give me a hand.

The chest was heavy. It took the two of them to hoist it onto the back of the cart. Lydia climbed up onto the seat and beckoned Ben to sit beside her.

This is going to be fun, she said, if we can get this old nag to move. I could have brought our carriage, with the team of hackneys, but that would attract too much attention, and we dont want to do that. Come on, Maud. She flicked the reins. Lets move.

The horse hesitated, then shuffled forward, apparently not too happy about her role in the rescue. Lydia sighed. Then she spotted Patch.

Is that your dog? Ugly, isnt he! she said candidly. I like ugly dogs. They have character. Whats his name?

Patch.

She laughed. I might have known. You have no imagination.

Ben wished then that he had named the dog Hercules or something else imaginative.

All right if he rides in the back? she asked. We really should have a guard dog, considering the importance of our mission.

Sure. Ben snapped his fingers and Patch jumped into the cart, licked Bens hand, planted his feet, and turned to face the world.

Maud, the horse, was moving at her own pace, which was slow, and maybe that was just as well, Ben thought. At this rate no one paid them any mind. They were all attending to their own business. Mothers were calling frantically for their children, people were loading buggies or handcarts or wheelbarrows with their precious belongings, and there were still men clutching a variety of weapons, running toward the battle. But what attracted Ben and Lydias attention was the people digging in their gardens with bundles beside them. Their intentions were obvious.

Lydia glanced sideways at Ben. You see that?

He knew what she meant. Was it such a good idea to bury these important papers after all?

Fifteen minutes later, they reached Mr. McLeans house. One thing was in its favour: it was down a long, tree-lined lane, and the garden at the rear was sheltered by high hedges. The garden lay before them now, ready for spring planting. The digging would not be difficult. But they both hesitated.

What do you think? asked Lydia.

I dont like it, Ben ventured. Everyone seems to be digging to hide their valuables. The Yankees will soon catch on, and they wont miss a house like this. He glanced at the high stone walls, the mullioned windows, the servants quarters, the great chimney. The house was apparently vacated. Mr. McLean himself would have gone off to war. He held a commission in the militia. If theres looting, theyre sure to come here, and theyll dig up the whole garden.

Exactly. We have to think of something else. Any ideas?

Wellyes, said Ben. Theres our place. We live north of town in a clearing west of Yonge Street. Its hidden from townfrom everythingby trees. Even if they found the place, no one would think of looking for valuables around our house. We dont have any. But I dont know what Judge Powell would think.

Never mind him. Were on our own. Your place might be just what were looking for. What about your folks? What about Mrs. Random?

Aunt May? We can trust her, if thats what you mean. She would never dream of giving us away.

No, no, said Lydia hastily. I didnt mean that for a minute. Its just that, well, the fewer people who know where we hide the loot, the better. If by some chance its found, she could be in a lot of trouble.

Ben grinned. You dont know my aunt. She enjoys trouble. Im the one who will be in trouble. And Ill be in a lot of it if I dont report to her soon. I dont think she has any idea of whats going on. He hesitated. The sound of gunfire was getting louder, and looking to the west they could see smoke rising above the trees, the glow of fire. Did it mean the Americans had managed a landing? If you agree, he said, I think we should go.

They werent the only ones heading out of town via Yonge Street. Others had the same idea, seeking the dubious shelter of the nearest treessome walking, some in carts, some on horseback. The track leading in to the Randoms clearing could easily be missed if you werent looking for it. Ben pointed it out to Lydia. She nodded. Wanting to time it so that no one would see them entering there, she drove slowly until there was no one near enough to worry about, then urged Maud to a shambling trot. They pulled off the road and went down the tree-shaded lane.

Aunt May stood at the door of the log house, hands on hips. Her eyes opened wide at the sight of the cart.

Ben Random! What in the world is going on? Where have you been? Theres gunfire! Ive been worried sick. And this cart?

Ben felt guilty. He should have wakened her, even though it was still early.

Sorry, Auntie. Its the Americans. Theyre attackinga whole fleet of them. I think theyve landed west of town
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