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“Don’t go too far!” called
out Jack’s mother, but Jack and Tommy were having too much fun to
listen. The two boys sprinted across the field, bumping into each
other in attempt to knock the other one down, laughing all the
while.

“I’m faster!” taunted
Tommy. Jack’s steps had fumbled and Tommy had shot several feet
ahead, nearing the edge of the looming, dark forest.

Jack mumbled a bit before replying.
“Yeah, well, I’m better at running through the
backwoods!”

Both boys were panting for breath.
They were a fair distance from their parents, who had remained
seated at the picnic table in the park. Though Jack’s mother had
yelled a warning call, the adults were too relaxed to go chasing
after their children.

“Is that a dare?” asked
Tommy. He looked at the forest with wary eyes. It was much darker
within the trees, and the way around the trees appeared twisted and
confusing.

Although Jack had not intended to dare
Tommy, he realized that this might be his chance to one-up his
friend after losing the race across the field. He quickly planned
his next words. “Yeah, it is. Whoever runs deep into the forest and
comes back out first is the winner.”

Tommy’s wary eyes turned toward Jack.
“How deep?”

Jack bit his lip as he racked his
brain to think of a reasonably long distance. “One hundred feet,”
he said cockily, crossing his arms across his chest.

For just a single moment, Tommy looked
scared. But the look was quickly replaced with a look of
determination. “Sure, no problem. I can go two hundred feet and
beat you easy.”

Jack frowned at his friend’s reply.
“Fine. Two hundred feet then.”

Tommy pivoted his stance toward the
woods, leaned forward with his dominant leg, and looked sideways at
Jack. “On the count of three.”

Jack quickly copied his friend’s
stance. “One.”

“Two,” said
Tommy.

“THREE!” yelled out both
boys as they launched headlong into the trees ahead.

With the great oaks growing so closely
together, and the underbrush so thick among bases of the trees, the
boys had no opportunity to shove each other as they ran. Jack tried
to push the branches in his path aside, and felt like he was
nearing one hundred feet, when he suddenly realized he could no
longer hear Tommy thrashing through the bushes. He slowed his pace,
listening for any sound, and then stopped.

“Tommy?” said Jack with
some fear. He slowly turned and looked around the nearest trees.
“TOMMY!” he yelled, frustration and fear beginning to build within
him. But there was no answer.

Deciding to head back to the open
field, Jack began jogging through the trees. He figured Tommy must
have chickened out within a few feet and turned back. Jack laughed
to himself. Tommy might be faster in an open field, but Jack was
braver in a dark forest.

Jack had passed several trees before
he realized that he could no longer see any opening through the
trees ahead. Maybe he had run farther in than he had imagined? He
continued forward, placing his hope in this thought. But the
stillness and silence of the surrounding woods began to make him
nervous. After a couple dozen more feet, Jack still could not see
an opening.

“Tommy?” said Jack again,
desperately hoping that his friend was pulling a prank. Several
moments passed. “Dad?” said the boy, a tone of worry in his voice.
“Anybody?” he said more quietly.

Jack felt like he had been running
through the forest for hours, long into the night. He refused to
cry. He knew his parents would find him eventually. He knew that
Tommy really didn’t mean to abandon him. But he was scared. The
trees around him blocked the light, towering above him and swaying
in the wind. The air began to get chilly. Would he ever be free
from the backwoods?

Just as these thoughts ran through his
head and the tears began to form in his eyes, Jack stumbled forward
and fell. Instead of hitting the hard forest floor, however, Jack
suddenly found himself submerged in dirty water. Caught by
surprise, he thrashed in the water. Then, remembering his swimming
lessons, he calmed down and floated to the top of the flowing
stream.

Something odd was happening though. It
appeared through the mucky water that the rocks, algae, and fish in
the water were growing astronomically and impossibly large for a
boy of Jack’s size. By the time Jack reached the water’s surface,
everything in and above the water appeared far larger than
life.

Jack trod the water softly, scared and
wondering what to do. He felt like he was mere inches tall, which
made getting out of the water and to the forest floor again
problematic. He would have several miles to swim to reach
land.

Gathering his courage, Jack began to
swim. He might have fallen into a forest stream and reappeared in
the land of giants, but he refused to drown in the
water.

Jack was just noticing the strength in
his arms giving out when he also noticed the fish slightly behind
him. To Jack’s diminished size, the fish appeared more like a giant
shark. The boy was unaware of his danger, however, since he didn’t
know that this particular trout was in search of an insect for its
meal. And, unluckily for Jack, he was just the size of an aquatic
insect.

When the trout began to swim up toward
him, opening its gaping mouth, Jack realized what the fish wanted
and panicked. He forgot the weariness in his muscles and fervently
began swimming faster toward land.

It seemed like he could feel the
bubbles from the fish’s open mouth hitting his lower body. He could
feel the slimy, sharp teeth closing over his legs. But just as
Jack’s muscles burned with his effort to escape, he felt a strong
hand grab the collar of his shirt and haul him to
safety.

“You shouldn’t be here,”
said the man. Jack had thought the person who saved him was a man,
but after Jack sputtered out the stream water and looked at his
rescuer, he noticed the man had something on his back that
resembled wings. The danger of almost being eaten
alive was forgotten. Jack had always made fun of
his female classmates for believing in fairies, but here he was in
the presence of what looked like a male fairy.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” muttered Jack. He refused to believe his own eyes. The fairy
wore clothes like what Tarzan from the Disney movie would have worn
– something earthy and not fully covering his person. Jack rubbed
his eyes, then opened them to observe the fairy’s ashen blonde hair
and muscular features.

The fairy man grasped a long twig, a
sharpened pebble adhered to it with thickly twined spiderwebs.
Carefully balanced in the makeshift boat, the fairy looked down
into the water. The trout’s teeth seemed to glisten in its gaping
mouth. The quick, fluid movement with which the fairy thrust the
small spear barely registered with Jack. All Jack knew was that the
trout began floating on the water, dead and harmless, only moments
after chasing him.

“Who…who are you?” Jack
stuttered. He looked upon the fairy man with disbelieving awe. Had
he really just speared a fish that was more than five times his
size?

The fairy sat down ahead of Jack in
the makeshift boat, rowing with what appeared to be a long, thick
twig. “My name is Terzic,” said the fairy. He said nothing more,
giving Jack the opportunity to observe the boat.

It was made of small twigs which were
then knotted together with something that looked like spiderwebs,
and the holes between the wood pieces were filled with clay. Jack
suddenly felt less secure in the makeshift boat, and he said
so.

“My kind rarely ventures
out onto the water,” replied Terzic. “For the very reason of which
I am trying to get us both to safety now.” Terzic pointedly looked
behind him, past Jack, to the water.

Jack looked behind himself to the
water. Another trout followed them. Jack tensed again. “Can I
help?” he asked, trying to overcome his fear of the
situation.

Terzic looked behind him at Jack, and
after a moment, gave a curt nod. Jack eyed the spare small spear at
his feet and picked it up. The handle was long enough to give Jack
some difficulty in handling the spear, but he managed to stand in
the boat and aim the spear at the pursuing fish. With both hands
holding the spear, he plunged them downward at the
trout.

Jack managed to break the skin of the
trout and cause the fish to flee, but he was disappointed to not
see a floating dead fish on top of the water. He also nearly fell
back into the murky water. If Terzic had not reached behind and
grabbed his soaked shirt, then he would have been immersed once
more.

Terzic graciously ignored this fact.
“You can grab the other twig-oar and help row on the opposite
side,” said Terzic to Jack.

Looking down again into the flimsy
boat, Jack noticed the other large twig lying still. He lifted it
and placed it in the water on the other side. He wasn’t certain
that he helped speed up the process of getting them both back to
the forest floor, but he rowed fervently all the same. Anything was
better than being swallowed by a fish…or thinking on his failed
attempt to spear one.

The fairy and the boy reached land
without further danger. Terzic disembarked and reached out a
helping hand to Jack, which the youth accepted. Jack looked the
fairy in the eyes and was amazed at the ferocity and hardness he
saw in them.

“You’re not the type of
fairy that
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