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Forts in a Forest 

“Come back, Frog!” I called, weaving through the pillars of 
trees. My brother Timmy followed closely behind and my dad 
strode ahead. 

“Come on, boy!” we called. 
Our one-year-old black labrador had rushed into the 

forest, ignoring our commands for him to return. Even after 
15 minutes of clapping, whistling and other tactics, I hadn’t 
even seen a flicker of Frog’s tail. After much deliberation, we 
entered the bush in search of our runaway dog. 

It was a perfect day for walking — a thin layer of snow had 
settled on the ground, slowly melting in the September sun, 
and clumps of muddy grass were visible through the icy, white 
mush. Dad had suggested going for another walk because of 
the ‘pleasant weather’. I didn’t really want to go; I’d wanted 
to visit the library today and I was already tired from the walk 
earlier that morning. All I wanted to do was curl up on the 
couch and read my books. 

Only a few minutes later, I found myself wandering along 
the riverside, kicking at stones, longing for the fantasy novels I 
could have been poring through at this very moment. The walk 
had been pretty uneventful until our dog hurtled into a grove 
of trees, leaving us standing alone in the middle of the track. 

“We’re never going to find Frog!” I grumbled, exasperated. 
“We haven’t seen him in ages. Silly dog.” 

“Frog, come!” Timmy called, thwacking his palms together. 
“Frog!” He looked worried, concerned eyes sweeping across  
the landscape. 

“Maybe we should turn around, kids. Who knows? Frog 
might be waiting for us at home,” Dad said. He did 
a U-turn and started back towards the main path, 
along the bush trail.

“Maybe you’re right,” my brother murmured. 
“Wait!” My words were cut off by a short bark that 

was very familiar. “Frog!” I yelped, bounding after the 
sleek, black dog who had just materialised from the 
woodland panorama. 



“Good,” he said, and he hooked Frog’s collar to our neon-
yellow extendable lead. “You aren’t going to go running off 
anytime soon.”

“Hey, Dad, look at all these shelters! Can we play here?”  
my brother asked as he stumbled into the clearing, his 
cheeks flushed from sprinting. 

“You know we have to get back home for lunch?” my 
dad reminded us. 

I could tell from his tone that he disapproved.
“Please?” wheedled Timmy. “Pretty please? We’ll 

go home when it’s lunchtime.” 
Dad sighed, observing the numerous moss-

covered forts. He chewed his lower lip, quickly 
glancing at his watch.

“Fine, but you only have 20 minutes. 
It’s 11:30 right now and we should be home 
around midday.”

“Hah! Yes!” Timmy whooped jubilantly, 
climbing one of the more elaborate branch 
structures. “Come on, Jackie, let’s play!”

“Sure,” I replied, clambering onto an 
adjacent tree platform. “You want to play an 
imaginary game like usual?” 

Timmy looked back and grinned. 
“What else would we do?” he asked. 

“Who do you want to be? I was thinking you 
could be a deranged warlord attacking the 
local cobbler, who’s secretly a retired knight.”

“Okay,” I replied. “I am eagerly anticipating 
our future battle.”

As soon as those words left my lips, our world 
was transformed. No longer were we standing 
on wooden platforms in some random clearing, but 
standing stock-still, facing each other in the middle of  
a cobblestone path, the shoemaker holding his arms  
wide, protecting fellow villagers. Abandoned cottages 
lined the ghost town’s streets and the last residents 
banded together before my eyes. There was silence — 
the only sound was the tiny tintinnabulation of the 
villagers’ windchimes. 

“No, don’t go after him!” Dad warned, but I wasn’t 
listening. I could catch up to Frog — he was right in front of my 
eyes, leaping and bounding over snow and mud. 

I didn’t know how long I had been chasing our mischievous 
pet. Although it had only seemed like a few minutes, I was 
breathing heavily and I had a painful stitch in my side. 

A blur of white, green and brown 
flitted past my eyes, and the 

steady pounding of my feet 
thumped in my ears. 

After Frog vaulted over 
a crumbling, fallen log, he 
suddenly halted. The soot-
black dog sat down on his 
haunches, waving his tail 

expectantly. 
“Frog, what is this 

place?” I gasped, 
bewildered. 

The labrador cocked 
his head to the left then 

trotted towards the 
middle of a nearby 
clearing. Several 
different types of 
shelters had been built 

all around the ring of 
trees. The forts ranged 
in quality. A few looked 

like they were about 
to disintegrate 
into dust, while 

others were carefully 
structured with 

several platforms and 
slanting roofs.

“Did you get  
Frog?” asked my dad 
from somewhere 

behind me. 
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Six Weeks Later… 

Once again, I found myself slouched against the coarse, 
brown-grey bark of a pine tree in the fort clearing, an A4 
sketch pad resting on my lap. Random drawings of dragons, 
birds, trees and clouds littered the page, the images 
overlapping each other. 

I was resting on a large platform of branches, only one of 
a few that had been built in this vast glade. In the time that 
had passed since the discovery of the shelters, I had visited 
frequently, using string, twigs and occasionally duct tape to 
tweak and repair some of the platforms. Dad didn’t approve, 
but lately, I came to need this place. This was my safe haven, 
my refuge from the harshness of reality, away from friends, 
school and other problems. 

I tilted my head towards the sky, observing the unique 
shades of blue and the dark, lush green pine trees. It was 
a calming sight. The sound of birdsong carried through the 
pine needles, higher and higher into the air. I closed my eyes, 
letting any thoughts I had flutter away, and listened to the 
sound of my own breathing. 

A tiny, repetitive beeping came from my wristwatch, 
invading the silence and forcing my eyes open. It was time 
to head home. Sighing, I hopped down from the platform, 
landing heavily on the leaves. Humming a little tune,  
I walked slowly down the weathered path, back home 
to reality, to my family and my life. 

I glanced back down at the 
sketchbook in my arms and was 
lost in thought. So long as these 
sketches are with me, I will never 
part with the forts in the forest.

As though from a great distance, we heard a faint voice 
cry, “Kids, put down those sticks!” 

Sticks? No, we were brandishing magnificent blades, ready 
to attack or defend in a heartbeat. 

“Submit to me and obey, or dare to face my wrath,”  
I demanded, my voice echoing throughout the streets. 

A bout of barking interrupted my speech. 
Frog had ripped away from Dad, standing just 
in front of the villagers.

“Take the people to safety!” the shoemaker 
commanded, pointing away from the town. 

The black dog barked his agreement then 
herded the group towards a forest, away from 

me. I grinned, then swung my blade, but he ducked at the last 
minute. He thrust with his knife, forcing me to retreat. 

“How do you like that?” he jeered, laughing.
“We’ll see how much you like it when my weapon reaches 

your throat,” I growled back. 
His face paled at those words and he lashed out with the 

knife. We danced in a fiery combat, lunging and parrying. 
Together, we vaulted from rooftop to rooftop, a never-
ending game of cat and mouse. I laughed maniacally from 
excitement, delight, or some other wild emotion. 

Fuelled by a rush of adrenaline, I leapt forward, bringing 
my blade down towards the cobbler’s head. His eyes widened, 
a mask of horror on his face. Time slowed down. I smirked, 
waiting for his scream. The razor-sharp edge inched closer.

“Stop!” roared a loud voice. “Jackie, stop!” 
The village, its cobblestone roads, the ramshackle houses 

and windchimes all swirled away in a vortex of colour. Once 
again, I was balancing on a roughly-made platform of sticks 
and branches in the clearing of the dense thicket of trees.

“It’s time for lunch. We have to go home now,” said my 
dad, re-attaching the luminescent lead to Frog’s collar. 

I sighed, disappointed, then placed my stick on the branch 
scaffolding. Timmy whined, pleading for a few more minutes. 
I smiled sadly. Even as we turned our backs on the tree forts 
and strode away on the narrow path, I caught a glimpse of 
the gleaming longsword and the dagger-like knife.

“We’ll see how 
much you like it 
when my weapon 
reaches your 
throat,” I growled




