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Did you know my dad once punched a saber-toothed tiger in the face? It's true. Got pictures of it, too. The saber-toothed tiger, I mean, not the actual, you know, punch. The government seized 'em though – the pictures, that is – and covered the whole thing up, same as they always do. What? Extinct? Hell, that's what they said about chivalry, and disco. It happened, all right, sure as I'm sittin' here. I can see you don't believe me. That's only because you don't know the facts. Why don't you buy me a drink and I'll tell you all about it, same as he told me, twenty-odd years ago...
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PART ONE – THE WORLD THAT TIME FORGOT
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The helicopter, a Bell 204B, flew low, just clearing the tops of the trees. The Nicaraguan jungle spread out in all directions, dense, green, impenetrable. It wouldn't do to kiss one of those trees and go down here. So he focused on flying, funneling that focus through the music blaring out of his headphones: a new artist, Nick Lowe, currently assuring him that where things were going, no one knows. The music served an additional purpose: it drowned out his distracting, panicky passengers.

"Oh my God, they just seized the National Palace!" said one of these passengers, his ear pressed to a portable radio he held in his lap. He spoke Spanish, apparently, and was translating the hectic, undisciplined news reports for the rest of the passengers, whether they wanted him to or not. Well past retirement age, everyone had assumed that the gorgeous young thing attached to him was his granddaughter, until they'd sloppily kissed.

"My God, what's happening?" this girl asked now. She had long, pitch black, not quite curly hair, and was so slight she could pass for a teenager.

"Revolución," said the disheveled redhead with the expensive camera hanging from her neck. Her face and clothes were coated with dust and dried mud. It looked like a building had fallen on her.

The remaining three passengers, two thirty-something men and a teenage boy, said nothing. The boy, who was Asian, clutched a black satchel tightly to his chest.

"I'm gonna follow this river until we find our way to the coast," Jackson shouted over his shoulder, addressing one of the latter men directly. The man, Delmont Blake, nodded. He was the only passenger Jackson actually knew by name. He'd dubbed the others May, December, Phototog, Stoic, and The Kid, if only to have them semi-organized in his head. There had been no time for meet-and-greet niceties when they'd taken off.

"Who's revolting?" May asked Phototog.

"That's a loaded question," Delmont sighed.

"The FSLN," Phototog explained. "The Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional. That's the Sandinistas to you."

May responded with a blank look.

"Holy shit, look at that," Jackson exclaimed.

"What?" Delmont asked. Jackson pointed. Below them, the river they'd been following suddenly opened up into the biggest goddamned lake he had ever seen. It was so big, in fact, that for a moment both men thought there'd been a mistake, that, somehow, they had already reached the Atlantic coast.

"Should that be here?"

"It should not," Jackson confirmed, slowing down and turning in a wide, lazy arc. "Or rather, it should be here and we should not. Clearly we're lost."

"Shit!" Delmont exclaimed. "Shit!"

"There are no lakes this big anywhere in northeastern Nicaragua," said Stoic, leaning forward and injecting himself into the conversation.

"Clearly your intel is incorrect," said Delmont. Stoic, ignoring him, produced a cigarette and stuck it in his mouth.

"Got any more of those?" Delmont asked.

"Yes," Stoic said, but didn't offer him one.

The other passengers were looking out the windows now, chittering amongst themselves. "I think I saw a clearing about a mile back. We're gonna land, get our bearings," Jackson said. Delmont nodded. Phototog, catching on that there was something unusual about the situation, took some pictures of the lake.
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The clearing was there, bordered to the northwest by a huge gash in the earth, a crevasse several hundred yards long and easily seventy feet wide. Jackson took the copter in and hovered over this for a moment, solely out of curiosity. It was deep, a couple hundred feet, suddenly narrowing at the bottom, the floor a jumble of vines and jagged rocks. About twenty-five feet down there was an opening in the southeast wall, a cavern. Something glinted inside, metallic, unnatural. "There's something in there," someone said, and they were right. Jackson examined the walls of the crevasse. They appeared to be solid granite. There was no practical way to access that cave, not without equipment. He brought the chopper as low as he dared, trying to see what was inside, until the landing skids were actually below ground level. A shimmering sheet of something, the sunlight hitting it at just the right angle to make it visible from his position. It was alive with color, hypnotic. What the hell was it?

"What are those men doing?" May said.

"What men?" Jackson asked absently.

"Holy shit they've got a rocket launcher!" Delmont screamed.
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Jackson panicked, there was no other word for it. He brought the nose of the chopper down and dove, right into the crevasse, as a rocket flew right over them, fully expecting the rotors to hit the granite walls, shearing them off and sending the Bell plummeting to the bottom of the fissure. Instead, miraculously, he found himself leveling the copter out, the walls on either side so close he felt like he could reach out and touch them. The merest nudge to the left or right would spell disaster. His heart was pounding like a trip hammer. His hands were shaking. He was pretty sure he'd pissed himself, a little. A second rocket flew over them belatedly. That one would have taken them out, he realized, if he had tried to climb and make a getaway. So he'd bought them all a couple of extra minutes of life. Time enough, at least, for those so inclined to make their peace with God, he supposed

"Jesus wept," Stoic said, looking out the window at the walls of the crevasse three dozen feet away. "Where in God's name did you pick up a maneuver like this?"

"'Nam," Jackson said.

"That was a nasty war."

"War?"

The joke wasn't his own, but he needed it right now, needed something to cling to.

"If they have any more rockets – and it's a sure bet they do – they're gonna shoot us like fish in a barrel," Stoic went on, calmly.

"I'm thinking, I'm thinking!" Jackson snapped.

"Think faster."

"Can you put it in there?" the redhead asked, indicating the cavern in the wall.

"Not a chance," said Delmont.

Jackson didn't respond either way. He just did it. Inching forward, he swung the nose of the Bell into the mouth of the cavern and began to inch forward at an angle he prayed wouldn't bring the tail of the bird in contact with the opposite wall of the crevasse. May was sobbing, he realized dimly. There was an explosion behind and below them in the crevasse as the Sandinistas quickly and inexpertly fired a third rocket at their disappearing tail. They were almost entirely inside when there was a horrific metal-on-stone impact and the primary rotor blade snapped, sending the Bell into a spin which was interrupted immediately as the tail hit one wall, snapping off the rear rotor and sending it ricocheting out the mouth of the cavern, and the cockpit hit the other, shattering the windshield on that side. The Bell crumpled to the ground. Everyone was screaming, but beneath this Jackson could hear a metallic zinging, ricocheting throughout the cavern and abruptly ending with a sound like an awl driven into a tin can.

"Fuck me," Delmont whispered. A length of the main rotor had penetrated the side of the cabin and come to a stop just inches from May's face. The girl's eyes grew wide and she fainted.

"As crash landings go, I give it a B," said the redhead. Jackson frowned as she snapped his picture.
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"Is it going to blow up?" asked the Asian kid, his satchel still clutched to his chest.

"No," Jackson sighed, "it's not going to blow up." The kid looked vaguely disappointed.

"Oh my god," Delmont moaned as he examined the demolished Bell. "Are you fucking kidding me?"

"He's taking this pretty hard," December said.

"Can't say I blame him," Jackson said. "It's his helicopter."

"Who is he?" May asked. She'd quickly come to and was helping Phototog collect everything of use out of the demolished chopper.

"Delmont Blake," Jackson said. "My boss."

"I know that name," December said. "New money."

"And you?" Jackson asked. December laughed.

"No money," he said.

"He spends it all on me," May said. She offered her hand demurely. "Charlene Jensen. My friends call me Charlie." Jackson took her hand and gave it a light squeeze. Her smile was all-encompassing, too big for her face. But for Jackson's nickel that was the only thing wrong with her. Well, that and her outfit. A tied-off dress shirt, tight white shorts, and flip-flops. Perfect for lounging around the hotel pool in Boaco and overstimulating the poolside waiters. Not so well suited for a march through the jungle. Not that any of them were dressed for that. Aside from Phototog and Stoic, they all looked like they'd been on vacation. Phototog and Stoic. He should probably learn everyone's real name. It looked like they'd be spending some time together.

"Johnathan Jensen," December was saying. Well, that was two down, anyway. "Despite this little... detour... I suppose we should thank you for..."

"Later," Jackson cut him off. "Everyone, your attention. My name's Jackson and this is my boss, Delmont Blake." Delmont nodded.

"Is Jackson your first name or your last name?" the redhead asked. Jackson smiled at her but didn't answer the question.

"Okay," he went on. "Let's all introduce ourselves, and tell the group if we have any particular skills that will help us get out of this mess. You start, Red."

"Megan Douglas." She held up her camera to indicate her skill. She was very pretty underneath all that grime, Jackson realized.

"Johnathan and Charlene Jensen," Johnathan answered for both of them. "We're newlyweds, on a world tour. Nicaragua was a lark. My skill is being rich. Hers should be obvious." Charlie flushed at this, more than simply embarrassment. She was humiliated.

"Robert Milner," said Stoic. "I'm in Nicaragua on business."

"What sort of business?" Jackson asked.

"None of yours."

Jackson didn't like that answer, but Milner's icy stare told him all he needed to know. This man could take care of himself.

"What about you, kid?" Delmont asked the Asian.

"Sung Cho," the boy said nervously. "I have no skills."

"Well," Delmont said, "my skills are also being rich," he nodded in Johnathan's direction, "and, I dunno, hookers, I guess."

"Helluva bunch we've got here," Milner mumbled. Jackson ignored him and continued to address the group.

"Well, I'm a helicopter pilot
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