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Lake George, NY

Fort William Henry Hotel 

Women...

Would I ever learn? The ravishing brunette who was leading the expedition under the existing ancient fort acted like the perfect academic professional. The St. Lawrence University tenured archaeology professor kept me at an arm’s length while I performed my sandhog duties with the utmost care and attention to detail, unearthing both 400-year-old French, English, and Mohawk (or mostly Mohawk anyway) weaponry, coins, wampum, snippets of old clothing (remarkably enough), buttons, lamps, knives, bayonets, skeletal remains, you name it. 

What was her name again? Dr. Murphy. Scarlet Murphy, that is. Not that she’s ever allowed me to refer to her as Scarlet. Until now, while she’s under me, her legs positioned over my shoulders, her mouth pressed against mine, and our hearts ...wait for it...beating as one. Oh, how romantic.

“Scarlet,” I whispered through bated breath, “I think I love you.” 

She painted a grin on her sculptured, long, brunette hair-veiled face, and said, “Might I remind you, Chase Baker, that what is occurring in this fine hotel establishment has not a thing to do with love, and everything to do with releasing stress.”

I moved my hips even faster, filling her as much as humanly possible with my God-given stress releaser. 

“Okay,” I said, “but you should know that I’m not using you just for your body parts, professor. There’s real feelings to be considered.”

I could tell she was about to come to that special place that was both nirvana-like, but at the same time, indescribable. 

“You are so twentieth-century, Chase,” she said. “No wonder you’re old enough to be playing golf with my dear old dad.”

“Bite your tongue,” I said as I began to gyrate my hips even faster. 

“How about you bite it for me,” she said.

That’s when she began to release some moans and even a scream. I felt everything building up inside me until it was impossible to hold it in any longer. 

“Scarlet,” I said. “This is it. I’m there. It’s the end...of...the line.”

“So am I, Chase,” she said, her eyes tightly shut, her face looking like she was in agony when she was really experiencing paradise. “I’m...I’m...yours, my beloved.” 

With that, we released together. If you were inside the room along with us, you might have heard angels singing and harps playing. But then, you might have also made out the sound of something else. And it wasn’t heavenly, believe me. 

“Scarlet,” the deep booming voice of a man shouted. “Where the hell are you, baby? I can’t just knock on all these doors. Where are you, Scarlet? Don’t shut me out like this. Not after everything we shared together.” 

I leaned up straight on my knees. 

“Who in God’s name is that, Dr. Murphy?” I said, knowing full well what her answer was going to be even before asking it. 

“That would be my ex-boyfriend,” she said. 

“Jesus H,” I said bounding out of bed. At least she didn’t say, ‘my husband.’ “He knows we’re here?”

“We talk all the time, Chase,” she said. “We’re still close. We don’t hide anything from one another.” 

“Jeez,” I said, trying my best to put on my jeans, boots, work shirt, bush jacket, CAT baseball hat, plus my shoulder holstered .45 all at the same time, “you tell him everything?”

“Scarlet, if you don’t reveal yourself,” he shouted, “I’m never speaking to you again.” 

Maybe I was only half-dressed, technically speaking. But I managed to open the back sliding door onto the second-floor balcony. When it came to multi-tasking, especially when a jealous ex was involved, I’d become an expert. Chase the always in trouble. 

“Scarlet,” I said, “it’s been fun.” 

“Where on earth are you going, Chase?” she said. “The day isn’t over yet. We have work to do.” 

The last thing I saw her do before I stepped out onto the balcony is get out of bed in her birthday suit while she went to the hotel room door to open it for her ex-boyfriend. How very twenty-first century of her. Throwing my leg around the balcony wall, I began the precarious climb down to the ground level, hopefully without breaking a leg or two. 

Jumping the last five feet or so, I fell onto my ass. When I looked up, I saw a big, bearded man wearing sunglasses who was staring down at me. He was dressed entirely in black, and he looked to be about two hundred fifty pounds. 

“Hey, Baker,” he barked. “We really need to talk, don’t you think?” 

“Maybe some other time, pal,” I said, bounding back up onto my feet and sprinting for the parking lot where my Jeep was parked. 

If all went well, I’d already be headed for the highway before he made it back out the front entry of the hotel. 

Women... 

For the love of God, would I ever learn?    
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Maybe the jealous ex-boyfriend was bigger than a house, but he was also quick on his feet it turns out. I wasn’t driving for two minutes when I saw a black sedan pull up on my tail. Glancing in the rearview, I could plainly see that the man driving it was him. He was so close, I could see the evil grin he’d painted on his black and gray-bearded face. I had to think quick. 

It was possible I could lose him by hooking up with some of the backcountry, Adirondack Mountain roads. But no way was a 2012 Jeep Wrangler with close to 200,000 miles on it going to outrun his sedan. But what if I were to lead him to the dig we were currently working on at Fort William Henry? There were tunnels and chambers located below the ancient fortress that ran for miles and miles. 

Making an abrupt U-turn, I punched the gas and began heading the opposite way. I blew past the tall pines that flanked the country road until I came to Lake George Village. The place was always packed with tourists from all over the country and nearby Canada. Luckily, I wouldn’t have to drive through it. Instead, I hooked a right at the southernmost tip of the long lake and sped towards the old log fort which was set on a hill that overlooked the water. It had been the perfect place for the British to construct a fort back in 1755 when the French and Indian Wars were raging. The fort and all its tunnels and secret passages had, once upon a time, created the perfect staging ground to attack the French positions and to booby trap their boats.  

As the fort and all the archaeological scaffolding that had been constructed by my sandhog crew along its western wall began to swallow up the horizon, I glanced in the rearview. For a beat or two, I thought I might have lucked out and lost the jealous boyfriend. He was still behind me. Chase the unlucky. 

Maybe he wasn’t exactly on my ass, but that would change in a matter of seconds. That meant getting to the fort, parking the Jeep, and getting lost inside it. The fact is, I just happened to know the place like the back of my hand thanks to having worked on several digs there back when my Pops was a sandhog, and I was just a curious teenager working for cash under the table.

It meant I was aware of just about every hidden underground secret passageway and chamber the British constructed as emergency escape routes and places to hide valuables and plundered treasure like solid gold cups, gemstones, and jewelry. I was also aware of the pivoting stones, concealed doorways, and hidden levers that might lead to a covert pathway or staircase. 

As I drove the Jeep up the hill and parked under the scaffolding, I knew I would not only lose the jealous boyfriend under the fort, but he would likely get lost. Maybe it would serve to teach the son of a bitch a lesson. When a girl breaks up with you, it’s for keeps. You don’t keep showing up at her hotel room just because you’re afraid she’s getting it on with another man. You don’t show up unexpectedly, you don’t call, you don’t email, you don’t text. You move the hell on with your life like she never existed in the first place. But then again, who the hell was I to give relationship advice? Chase the perpetual bachelor.  

Jumping out of the Jeep, I hooked my keys onto my belt loop via the carabiner I stored them on. Some of my employees were still working on the dig even though it was getting late in the afternoon. 

“Hey, boss,” one of them said not without a grin. “Why the rush?”

“Jealous boyfriend,” I said. Then, “I’m going underground. You pretend you didn’t see me.” 

He laughed. 

“What if he asks about the Jeep?” he said. 

“Just play dumb,” I said. 

“Shouldn’t be too hard for him,” another man barked. 

The entire crew cracked up while I made my way up a wood ladder, only to disappear over Fort William Henry’s western wall.
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Crouching down on the long wooden platform the old soldiers utilized for shooting at the French and Indian invaders back in the 1700s, I made out the voice of Jealous Boyfriend. 

“Baker,” he screamed, “I know you’re up there and I’m comin’ after you.” 

“Hey, you,” one of my men said. “You’re not allowed on this archaeological site. We can have you arrested.” 

I started making my way down another wooden ladder. But that’s when a gunshot rattled the atmosphere. I stopped in my tracks. 

“If you call the police,” Jealous Husband barked, “my next bullet will find a real flesh and blood target. Preferably Chase Baker. Got it?”

I was both relieved and stressed out. None of my men were hit, but by the looks of it, Jealous Boyfriend was out to shoot me in the ass. I had to admit it. It wouldn’t be the first time a jealous husband or boyfriend would take a shot at me with a real gun. Knowing me, it probably would not be the last either. Chase the always in love with the wrong woman. 

Sensing that my attacker would be climbing over the fort’s western wall in a matter of seconds, I jumped the last few feet of ladder to the packed gravel floor. About-facing, I made my way diagonally across the fort parade ground to its most north-east point. The main fortress was shaped like your basic rectangle while the four corners had been built outwards to resemble mini-fortresses, each of them diamond or lance-shaped. 

When I heard another gunshot and the wood wall to my left exploded in splinters, I knew Jealous Boyfriend was back on my trail. 

“You’re trapped, Baker,” he shouted. “You got nowhere to go.” 

“That’s what you think,” I whispered to myself. 

Entering the lance-shaped northeast portion of the fort, I made my way to the first wall on my right. Reaching into a small hole bored into one of the logs closest to the opening, I took hold of a wood lever and yanked it towards me. That’s when the earth opened in the center of the floor and a round stone staircase appeared. 

Sprinting to the staircase, I began descending the steps. When I made it a few feet down, I took hold of a second lever and pulled it towards me. The floor above me closed. If God was on my side, I’d reach bottom, and be hidden inside one of the escape tunnels before the jealous boyfriend figured out how to access the ancient staircase. 

This wasn’t my first time using this staircase. I’d discovered it when I was a seventeen-year-old young man and considered a hero for it by my dad’s crew. For the rest of that summer, everyone referred to me as Indiana Jones. Young Chase Baker, the proud, over-the-moon sandhogger. 

Digging into my bush jacket pocket, I pulled out my cell phone, and engaged the flashlight app. And then there was light, as the good Lord so eloquently put it once upon a time. I had to be careful not to slip on the damp stone or else I’d not only roll down three flights of ancient circular staircase, I’d likely break my neck. 

The stone was always damp due to the lake being located right outside the northern fort wall and because of the many streams and tributaries that ran under the fort and that fed the lake. Technically speaking, you could drop a line in one of these underground streams and catch a lunker trout. But I’d never tried it. 

Coming to the bottom of the staircase, I shined the light on one of the tunnels that was once used as an escape route. If memory served me well, it would lead me to an old iron manhole cover that accessed Million Dollar Beach about a football field’s length away. If all went okay, I could escape through the manhole, then sneak my way back to my Jeep and hit the road. Come tomorrow morning, Jealous Boyfriend would no doubt have given up on his quest to shoot me between the eyes just because I was doing the wild thing with his former love interest. 

But when I heard the overhead floor opening, and a pair of lug-soled boot soles slap the stone steps, I knew that my plan to escape was dead in the water. 
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He didn’t bother with taking each step carefully. He bounded down the stairs like they weren’t the least bit slick, as if he were descending the stairs in his home, two at a time now that the large pepperoni pizza had finally arrived. 

“I know you’re down here, Baker,” he shouted. “There’s no escape.”

His words reverberated against the stone walls.  

“Shit, shit, shit,” I whispered. 

Somehow the big, bearded guy knew his way around the fort. How could that be? It wasn’t like I’d written papers on the subject. But then, there was always the internet and there were plenty of articles on the subject of secret passageways and tunnels under the old fort. Or hell, maybe Dr. Murphy herself revealed the vast underworld of Fort William Henry to him when they were an item. After all, it was a fascinating thing to experience—something you would only see in an Indiana Jones picture. 

About-facing, I made my way out of the escape tunnel and, with the beam of bright flashlight illuminating my way, I stepped gently onto an old wooden planked, rope bridge that traversed the length of a rushing freshwater stream. The stone tunnel that surrounded me was so damp, that the walls were dripping with moisture. The water twenty feet beneath me ran heavy, cold, and frothy. It had rained a lot over the past few days and the mountain runoff was still strong for mid-spring.

With one hand gripping the flashlight and the other gripping one of the bridge’s rope handles, I carefully made my way one step at a time, feeling the old, moldy planks creaking and cracking with my every step. Was I taking a real chance to cross the bridge? Almost certainly. But I knew that on the other side, I could reach one of the chambers that was used to hide armaments and treasures. If I could access it, I could close and lock the metal door that accessed it, then climb another stone staircase up into the fort, and make my escape from there. Jealous Boyfriend would have no choice but to retrace his steps. By then, I’d be long gone. 

“Baker, I’m coming,” the voice boomed inside the network of tunnels and chambers. 

“Crap,” I whispered. “I’m going way too slow.” 

I needed to just go for broke which meant sprinting across the rope bridge. If I broke through the old rotted wooden planks and ended up in the river, then hopefully I wouldn’t drown before I got spit out into the lake. Inhaling a breath, I felt my heart beating in my throat, and my blood speeding through my veins and capillaries. Both temples pounded like tympany. I stared down at the openings between the planks and watched the water rushing white and heavy under my boot heels. Chase the afraid? Let’s call it, Chase the concerned. 

“Okay, Baker,” I whispered to myself. “You’ve been in tighter spots before. And what the hell. It’s only water, right? How much damage can it do if you fall through the floor of the bridge?”

These were the precise questions that were speeding through my brain when I began speed-walking across the rope bridge, the old wooden planks crumbling under the weight of my feet and the soles on my old Chippewa work boots. If not for the ropes which were still miraculously strong, I would have fallen like a rock into the drink and who knows where I would have ended up. 

But with each rapid step I took, it was like my guardian angel was pulling me to safety. At the very least, momentum was doing its job. I was only about three feet from the other underground bank when I felt the Mack Truck run me down, and I felt my body dropping into the frigid cold, watery abyss.
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We hit the water face first. At least I did. It was like doing a belly flop onto a raging river with a two-hundred fifty-pound weight tied to my back. Maybe the current carried us quickly downstream, but the weight of the jealous boyfriend also pulled me under. By some sort of miracle, I managed to hang onto my cell phone. The flashlight was working underwater so that I was able to not only make out the rocky streambed, the occasional cannonball, and human skeletal remains, but also the jealous boyfriend’s face as he rolled over onto his side, both his hands no longer gripping me but instead flailing like a fish out of water (pardon the pun). 

That’s when it quickly dawned on me that the son of a bitch couldn’t swim. Choices? I could either allow the big jealous dude to drown, or I could do my best to be a human being about the situation and save his life. Pops taught me to do the right thing, so you might say there was no choice in the matter at all. While the tide carried us through the tunnel, I grabbed hold of the big guy’s coat collar with my free hand and tried to pull his head out of the water. It worked. 

“Breathe,” I said. “Deep breath.” 

“Trying,” he spat. 

A rush of white water caused us to drop back into the stream again, until just like that, our momentum came to a crashing stop. We found ourselves pressed up against an iron grate that must have been installed there centuries ago by the British or the French, just in case a prisoner stumbled upon the tunnel and its stream and tried to make a break for it. Good idea. But not so good for us right now since the water pressure was holding us down, way under the stream’s surface. If this lasted even a few more seconds longer, we’d drown. 

But then, what the hell was I saying? Jealous Boyfriend was already drowning. There was only one thing to do, and I had to do it fast. Considering the grate’s age and the fact that it had to be weakened from years and years of constant exposure to rushing water, I laid myself out horizontally, parallel to the stream bed, and started kicking at the grate with my boot heels. All it took was a couple of well-placed kicks and the grate gave way. My plan worked. Chase the genius. 

That’s when we shot through the remainder of the underground stream until a few fast seconds later, we found ourselves floating under the Lake George surface. How did I know we were now doggy paddling in the lake? The sun was shining down on us, and we weren’t being pulled anymore. We were simply floating. I broke the lake's surface and dragged the big man up to the surface along with me. He spit more water. It told me he hadn’t drowned yet. 

Gazing over my shoulder, I could make out Million Dollar Beach about fifty feet away. Pulling Jealous Boyfriend towards the beach it was only a matter of thirty seconds or so before the lake was shallow enough to stand. Hard to believe that four centuries before, this was the site of a big port with massive wooden battle and cargo ships docked here. 

Pulling the big man onto the beach, I took notice of the beachgoers who were staring at us. Many of the women were dressed in bikinis, their significant others wearing Tommy Bahama bathing trunks. There were little kids digging in the sand. Everybody was staring at us. Or so it seemed. 

“What, you’ve never seen a couple of drowning men before?” I said. 

No one responded. Tossing Jealous Boyfriend onto his butt on the sand, he rolled himself over and puked the lake water that filled his lungs. Only when he was finished and his lungs cleared, did I reach into my water-logged bush jacket and pull out my .45. I kept the gun low and hidden from the beachgoers for obvious reasons. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t use it if the big guy tried something really stupid.  

I poked his upper thigh with the barrel. 

“Okay,” I said. “I saved your life, pal. Now tell me why I should not have allowed you to drown.”
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