Chapter-A Vegetarian [???] Attack 

Ambril peered across the road into the forest.  The moon came out from behind a cloud, revealing a path leading deeper into the gloom.  But the light only made the scene creepier. Ambril shivered.  She was used to lots of streetlights and people and noise. She double- then triple-checked the lock on the door and was wriggling into a more comfortable spot when something in her backpack jabbed her. Curious, she unzipped it and pulled out the puzzle box. 

It glowed even in the moonlight and felt slightly warm in her hands.  She rubbed it with her sweatshirt, holding it close to the window where the moonlight made the carvings almost come alive. The fanciful tracery turned out to be the branches of a great tree decorated with intricate shapes and images, which began to tell her a story. It started with a journey over mountains and oceans to a valley. There a group made up of humans and ragtag collection of creatures including giants, animals and what looked like fairies, built a town. In the next frame the towns-folk happily celebrated their good fortune.  But in the very next image a monstrous creature, with long willowy arms like the branches of a tree and a body like a trunk, seemed to be devouring the town.  Then a group of townspeople forced the tree-monster into a hole. The last frame showed only a lone girl holding a stick. 

Very anticlimactic, Ambril thought. She shook the puzzle box gently, then a little harder, and felt something shift inside.  “All right you, what else is in there?” she muttered as she set to work pressing various lumps and bumps. But though she pushed until her fingers were sore, she couldn’t get it to release any more secrets. “Toad butts,” she groused and whacked the car seat with it.  

Several things happened all at once.  She later realized it had been a concidence but at the time everything seemed to happen the moment the puzzle box hit the seat. First, a spray of sparks and trails of lightning erupted from the top of the puzzle box. She didn't remember screaming, but she knew she must have; nor did she remember dropping the puzzle box onto the dashboard. Almost immediately a brilliant flash lit the forest around her,  followed by a large boom.  Shock waves rocked the van.  In the moonlight Ambril could see a plume of smoke forming just above the explosion. She had barely caught her breath when something big and round hit the road and rolled toward the van.  

The object was a painted sign, but not any kind of sign Ambril had ever seen before.  A face made of vegetables grinned at her before clattering to the pavement. A volley of brussells sprouts and asparagus followed. She was under attack by vegetables. The brussells sprouts pinged off the car just before something hard slammed into the windshield, cracking it into a million radiating lines and scaring Ambril so badly she hit her head on the van’s ceiling as she jumped.  She knew then that the produce had won. She grabbed her backpack [her backpack is never mentioned again--hard to believe that she does all the running, falling, etc. to come with her backpack on her back--maybe she can leave it in the car, or else make some references to it throughout the scene, how it slows her down or bounces uncomfortably] and scrambled out. 

To be fair, the van was not the exclusive target of the attack. The vegetables, now joined by  fruit, rained down indiscriminately on the forest and road. The asparagus in particular hurt. She crouched on the road, using the fallen sign as shield against the downpour. Ambril decided she didn’t like getting whacked by fruits and vegetables anymore than she liked eating them. 

Almost as suddenly as it began, the barrage ended and the forest became eerily quiet.  Ambril didn’t like that either. She set aside the sign, which disturbed the silence with a loud clang as it dropped to the pavement, and stood up. The forest seemed to be holding its breath. Ambril felt her own breath catch as she looked up to the billowing smoke above the explosion site and realized it wasn’t behaving the way smoke should. Instead of it drifting into the night sky, it seemed to be purposefully shaping itself into something. Maybe it was some new type of explosion. Maybe she’d missed that day in science class when they’d discussed spontaneous vegetable combustion. But however big and ugly and dangerous the explosion had been and however oddly the smoke was acting, that wasn't really Ambril's concern. Shaking her head, she turned around and resolutely faced her real problem: the asparagus-spattered, brussells sprout-pocked, cherry-pitted van with a broken windshield.  Somehow, she was sure to get blamed for it.  
Facing the van again, Ambril now saw a curious black box deeply imbedded in the glass of the windshield.  The box hissed and steamed and though it was no bigger than her hand she saw to her horror that it had demolished the entire windshield. The cracks in the glass raced out from it like rays from the sun and covered the glass completely. Great, she thought, more for Mom to get mad about. Ambril approached tentatively and used the puzzle box to nudge the black box, which fizzled and sparked. Then the cover flipped open to reveal a tiny statue of a winged boy frozen in agony. Ambril flinched and gasped. His suffering was so palpable. He was covered with what looked like electrified cobwebs, glowing and sparking with electricity. They overflowed the box and stretched across the street, ending in a ragged tangle near the edge of the road. 
This is so incredibly weird, Ambril thought. She felt drawn to somehow help the boy, though so many bizarre things had happened already she wasn't sure she wanted to make another move. But his misery was so tangible, almost as if he were speaking to her, that she felt compelled to pick up the statue. The cobweb-like threads, as she started clearing them away, turned out to be very sticky and burned her fingers.  "Oh, gross!" She tried to wipe them off on her pants. This was a nightmare in which every bizarre occurrence led to another, even more bizarre. Was she dreaming? 

As if in answer, the statue began to vibrate and quiver.  Then, without warning, it shattered into a million glassy shards.  Ambril jumped back,  feeling stinging pinpricks on her cheeks where tiny bits of statue had embedded themselves, and lost her footing. She landed on her back, entangling herself in more of the sticky threads.  The cobwebs nastily began to wrap themselves around her legs and arms. Ambril  writhed and twisted, feeling panic shape itself inside her again, struggling harder and harder against the webs until she finally broke free. 

Again, she had hardly a moment to catch her breath or remark to herself about the furious pace of events unfolding during this surreal-sci-fi-movie-turned-reality night. She was still lying on her back, looking up into the shadowy forrest canopy, when she heard a loud smacking noise behind her.  She rolled over and jumped to her feet to find herself looking up at a real monster, exactly the kind that populated horror movies and bad dreams. 

The smoke from the explosion had formed itself into a monstrous head---sort of a horned beast’s skull with glowing red eyes and a too-wide, jaggle-toothed mouth. The smacking sound came again as the monster opened and closed its jaws, testing its strength. Ambril gagged as a breeze brought its smell to her. It stank of dank sewers and rotting flesh.  It hissed and crackled as it moved toward her, its eyes pinned on her like lasers, the stuff of nightmares made real.  Without knowing how she knew it, Ambril understood that this was a truly evil being. 

She backed up until she felt the side of the van solid behind her. She hunched down and hugged the van, squinting up at the monster as it came closer, thinking in some part of her traumatized brain that maybe, just maybe, if she shut her eyes completely, the monster would disappear--and yet she found herself too afraid to squeeze them shut that last tiny bit and render herself blind. 

The temperature around her plummeted and she started to shiver and her breath turned frosty. The monster paused to sniff the air, then let loose an eager, bone-jarring scream, as if it had picked up the scent of its next victim.  Ambril had no time to think and nowhere to go. The monster was very nearly on top of her now, coming toward the front of the van, so close that its smell nearly overpowered her. Could it smell her? She had to believe it couldn't, that she would be safe if she kept out of sight. She crouched lower and crept along the side of the van toward the back fender and willed herself to be invisible. She couldn’t see the monster anymore but she could hear it snorting and sniffing. What was it searching for? The van’s front shocks squealed and the van began moving, rocking back and forth as the creature butted it almost playfully. Then, quite suddenly, the van wasn’t there.  

Ambril barely registered the gigantic crash as the van landed belly up twenty feet away because when she straightened up she found herself staring right into the monster's glowing eyes.  It roared again, spraying her with something that must have been its saliva, a nasty, gooey substance that stung her skin and clung to her clothes.  Powered now completely by instinct, she had just enough strength to jump aside as the creature lunged at her.  Fingers of electricity snaked out from where the creature hit the asphalt. It made a nearly intolerable grating sound, like a barrel full of metal scraps rolling over and over, as it gouged long groves into the pavement with its teeth.  Chunks of broken teeth coated with goo broke off in swirls of smoke. But the monster seemed not to notice as it reared up again, sniffing and searching, apparently for her.  She guessed she smelled nice, like…dinner. 

That was it. That was the moment she took off running straight into the forest. The rising tension of the events of the last few minutes suddenly blossomed into a panic so intense her feet felt powered by a force beyond her control. She didn’t know where she was going or what she would run into but anything, anything---being attacked by a pack of rabid bears, falling from an endless cliff---was more appealing to her at that moment than battling this monstrous creature. 

She was soon out of breath and had to slow as the trees thickened, blocking the moonlight. She stumbled a few times on unseen rocks and branches as she put out a silent plea that the monster would suddenly discover a great love of asparagus and stop to graze on the road, but it wasn’t long before she felt a wash of cold. The thing was still after her.  It hissed as it came, riding high above the trees.  She felt a sharp, stabbing pain in her side and cursed herself for slacking off in P.E.  Her breath came in great gasps now as she felt her way along.  If only she could see!  “Light, I need light,” she panted to herself. 

Instantly, a beam of light shot out of the puzzle box in her hand. She was so surprised she nearly dropped it. How could an object, even one so intricately carved and so expressive, spark and light up in response to her desires? Then the creature screamed, driving away all thoughts of anything but escaping its frigid breath. Ambril flashed her new light around. Before her she saw nothing but a thick growth of trees. Ahead they grew even denser, almost like a wall or hedge. Maybe she could hide out in there until the monster got bored and found a nice cow to munch on. Running as fast as she could, she forced herself into the heavy wall of greenery. The branches scratched and snagged her sweatshirt as she burrowed deeper.  Surprisingly, she soon found herself rolling free again. Struggling to her feet in a clearing, she realized that the dense trees really were a hedge---a neat, tidy, man-made hedge.  

The monster screamed again, this time in frustration. It seemed to be having difficulty getting through the hedge, giving her enough time to shake the dead leaves from her hair and flash her light around. Her heart lifted as the light flicked over the humped, gabled shapes several houses clustered around a central stone area. 

“Help!” She cried, running toward the nearest house. “Anyone home? Anyone here know anything about monsters?” But the houses stayed dark and quiet.  As Ambril drew near she saw the roof had fallen in on one and the chimney had drifted away from another.  Clearly, the village hadn’t been lived in for a long time. 

It hit her then just how alone and defenseless she was. Lost in a forest at night, chased by a foul-smelling demon, with nothing for self-defense but a decorated stick. Even if she were to fight off the monster, would she be able to find her way out again? Would she be able to find her way back to the van? 

She had no time to consider the answers to these questions as her nose filled once more with the creature's smell. It had figured out how to get over the hedge and rushed at her once more. It was so close she could feel its icy breath. Ambril turned and did the first and only thing she could think of. She flashed her light in its eyes.  The light was very bright and surprised the creature, who cringed and shuddered and seemed momentarily frozen in place. Ambril cheered silently as she raced away from it and out onto the central stone plaza.  But the monster recovered quickly and lunged after her.  She felt the swish of air and heard the snap as its jaws just missed her  back end.  “Back off, you mangy, stinky thing!”  She turned and slashed at it as if the puzzle box were a laser sword.  

Amazingly, the puzzle box behaved exactly like a laser sword.  Burning lines formed on the monster’s face as the light zigzagged over it. Ambril gagged again; the stench of a wounded monster turned out to be worse than that of a healthy one. The creature backed off, snorting and growling in frustration. Then, perhaps further enraged by the injuries from the puzzle box, it began to slither around her, weaving its head back and forth. Ambril watched warily, the puzzle box lifted and poised to strike again, stepping back and back again until she suddenly stumbled over the roots of a large, lumpy tree, more dead than alive, poking up from in the middle of the stone area, with only a few crumbly leaves clinging to the old gnarled limbs.  Ambril scrambled up the roots and put her back to the trunk.

For some reason the solidity of the tree comforted her.  She felt its scratchy bark against the back of her head and allowed herself to close her eyes for just a moment, listening to the pounding of her heart and the hiss of her own labored breath. Then she opened her eyes.  Watching the monster watch her, she tried to make sense of everything that was happening. Less than an hour ago she had been a completely normal kid---well, almost completely normal---living a regular life with her mother and brother.  And then her life had taken a sharp left turn into another dimension. As upsetting as the fight in the car had been, she wished desperately to return to the moments just before Zane lunged for the door. Maybe if he hadn't rushed into the night, if her mother hadn't leapt out after him, none of this would have happened. Maybe they would have still been driving along, sniping and arguing, but safe and relatively warm in the interior of the van. 

Ambril realized suddenly that the monster had crept in closer and closer while circling her, while it had held her gaze with its glowing eyes, letting her fall almost hypnotically into a dream about what might have been. Now, without warning, it reared up and opened its jaws wide as if to swallow her whole. No longer thinking but again moved by pure instinct, she raised the puzzle box and shouted. “No you don’t!”  Fear made the yell sound more like a whisper but the wooden cylinder reacted by shooting sparks straight into the creature’s left eye.  The monster bellowed in rage and pain as its eye blinked out.  Ambril slipped behind the tree trunk, using it as a shield as the monster backed off again shaking its head and screeching. 

Her head filled with images of her own death.  What would it feel like to be eaten by this creature? How long before she was unconscious and not able to feel the monster’s teeth ripping her apart? Her vision began to grow fuzzy as she gripped the tree trunk tightly to keep from sliding to the ground. 

Then she felt something strange---but this time, it was a good sort of strange. A deep thrumming resonated through her. It seemed to be coming from the tree, which began to warm under her hand. Something near her heart glowed and warmed in response. A nearby branch began to twist and flex.  Ambril looked up and saw that the entire tree seemed to be in motion. With a wheezy snort, the monster rammed the tree from behind and bent the old brittle branches to the point of breaking. The tree seemed to groan as its aging wood, pushed to its limits, absorbed the monster’s charge. 

Just when it seemed the tree could bend no further without snapping, something changed. Every twig and branch began to curl around the monster, gathering it in. The monster realized too late that it was caught and began to jerk and struggle to get free but the branches continued to pull and wrap and squeeze. Ambril stumbled away and watched the monster diminish under the sinewy grip of the tree limbs. They compressed tighter and tighter, the monster became smaller and smaller, until, with a puff of rancid smoke, it disappeared entirely. The branches waved around for another minute or so as if challenging any and all nearby monsters, but when nothing presented itself, the tree gradually grew still.  

Ambril fell to her knees as she filled her lungs with fresh forest air.  She was alive. Still lost in the forest but---alive.  The monster was gone. She didn't know how, but it didn't matter.  For the first time since the vegetables had begun raining down from the sky, she felt herself able to take a full, deep breath. It might be hard, but she would use the puzzle box to light her way back to the car. Suddenly, the broken windshield seemed the least of her worries. She laughed and hugged herself, imagining how she would explain the events to her mother. 

Just then, she heard it: a loud regular thumping rumble, the kind of thumping rumble made by very large feet.  Something huge was coming her way. 
