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Meet the Characters

Tara: Nine-year-old human girl who is propelled by a storm into Giant Land.

Giants from the Land of the Purple Mountains

Cheetaka: Queen of the Purple Mountains Land

Montek: Queen Cheetaka’s seven-year-old son

Aaloma: The oldest and wisest giant in Giant Land

Mana: A young giantess who looks after Tara and Montek

Dom and Sev: Cheetaka’s soldiers who follow the kidnappers. 

Bheve: Soldier who helps Montek after he and Tara escape.

Taansh: Queen Cheetaka’s second-in-command in Black Forest

Labmar: Leader of the second group to Black Forest

Avir: Soldier in second group

Shirab: Soldier in second group

Giants from the Land of the Yellow Mountains

Druaka: King of the Yellow Mountains Land

Trimo: Druaka’s son

Mamahak: Evil magician helping Druaka and Trimo

Muafa: Potion-crazed guard sent to create trouble in Cheetaka’s kingdom

Jorro: Trimo’s spy sent to kidnap Tara

Ugad: Magician, sent to kidnap Tara

Giants from the Land of the Red Mountains

Palaano: Scholar and Aaloma’s friend

Nilkan: Soldier, accompanying the king to Black Forest
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Chapter 1

A Storm 

 

The ship lurched, and Tara woke up with a start. Her eyes widened at the odds and ends piled around her and what appeared to be a tiny cabin. Where was her luxurious stateroom, and her parents? And then she remembered. She had run away from them because she was angry and had found a hiding place in the small, vacant cabin.

The ship tilted again, sending her sliding into a pile of boxes that came tumbling down.

“Tara! Tara! Where are you?” Her mother’s voice came from the passage outside. 

“Here! In the cabin!” Tara pushed aside the cartons frantically and tried to stand. The floor slanted, one end rising higher than the other, and she fell back. Her mother called again, her voice fainter as she walked away from the cabin.

“Wait! Don't go! I’m in here!” 

Tara dropped to the floor and scrambled on all fours. Somehow, she managed to reach the door and unbolt it. A gust of wind knocked the door smack into her face. She gripped it for support and crawled out of the cabin. 

The passage was filled with people. They poured out of their cabins and rushed to the decks. Tara could not see her mother. A crew member grasped her arm. “Quick, come with me! The lifeboats are over there!”

“No! I want my mother! Take me to my parents, please! They are in the stateroom!”

“The ship is sinking! Your parents will be in a lifeboat, too.”

Lightning struck the topmost deck, and it caught fire. Cries and screams mingled with the noise of the storm. More and more people rushed onto the deck. Tara wriggled out of the man’s grasp and stopped to look for her mother. The crowd surged against her, and she lost her footing. The crew member helped her up. He pushed his way to the lifeboats and dragged out a lifeboat meant for two. “Get in!” he shouted to a woman. “Go with the girl!”

“I can’t find my son! I won’t go without him!”

Tara did not want to leave without her parents either, but the sailor refused to listen. He strapped her into the lifeboat. “You must go! The ship is doomed!” 

The lifeboat hit the dark, angry waters. A wave hurled it up. Another overturned it. Tara spluttered and coughed as seawater got into her mouth and nose. 

The ocean raged and the wind howled. The waves were like malicious bullies with a small child’s ball; they tossed and spun the lifeboat, and dunked it every now and then.

Heavy clouds covered the sky. Not a single star glimmered in the dark. A dense blackness surrounded Tara, and the roar of waves filled her ears. She put her head down and gripped the sides of the lifeboat with ice-cold fingers until she lost consciousness and slumped forward. 

When she opened her eyes, she was on a beach. The frenzy of wind and ocean was gone, and a warm, gentle breeze caressed her face. She undid the clasps with stiff fingers and climbed out of the lifeboat. There was gravel on her face and in her mouth. She spat it out and brushed her face clean. A green, slimy something was stuck to her leg. She scraped it off as best as she could with a handful of sand.

Tara shaded her eyes against the bright sun and looked around. Other lifeboats must have landed somewhere on the beach, including the one with her parents. But the beach was empty. There was no one in sight. 

She saw trees in the distance. Trees meant a village, and a village meant people and help. She had to get there. Her head swam, and she felt weak. Her legs barely supported her. All she wanted was to collapse in the soft sand and close her eyes. But it was not the time to rest. 

The trees were much further than they had appeared to be. Tara had to stop often to rest. After a long walk, she finally stepped into the cool shade of the trees. If only she could get some water! 

Her eyes fell on a big dry leaf with water in its hollow. She drank eagerly and found more leaves holding water from the night’s rain. Her thirst quenched, she lay down. The sea breeze and the gentle rustling sound of leaves soothed her. She fell asleep. A few minutes later, a loud screech filled the air.

Tara leaped to her feet. The cry had come from above. She looked up and gasped. The tree seemed to go up, and up. She craned her neck for a better view. The tree was so tall it seemed to grow into the sky! She looked at the other trees nearby. They stood as tall and huge, with gigantic trunks and leaves the size of palm fronds. 

She rested her hand against the tree. The bark felt smooth. It reminded her of the beech trees at home.

Just then, a colorful bird flew down to a leaf. Its wings resembled those of a butterfly. Could it be a butterfly? She rubbed her eyes and looked again. Indeed, it was a butterfly, and it was as big as a pigeon! 

The butterfly slowly opened its wings. They were blue, with splashes of pink and yellow, and shimmered like peacock feathers. Tara had once read that many species of insects had compound eyes and could see in all directions without moving their head. She stood still so as not to scare away the beautiful creature.

A creeper swayed close to her face. She lifted her arm and brushed it aside. The moment she touched it, it darted around her. She did not realize what was happening until it had her in a tight coil! She pulled at it with her free arm, but in vain. She was trapped! Caught by a creeper! 

The vine lifted Tara off her feet. It pulled her up, up, and up! She screamed and struggled. When a branch grazed her free arm, she grabbed it. The creeper tugged at her, but she wrapped her legs around the branch and clung to the tree with all her might. 

Suddenly, she was free. The vine hung loosely around her. A large bird flew by with a length of vine hanging out of its mouth. It had snipped off the creeper, perhaps to use in its nest, and had accidentally freed Tara. If she were not clinging to the branch, she would have hurtled to the ground.

Her breath came in short gasps, and her limbs trembled. She could not understand what had just happened. She had only touched the harmless-looking plant. Plants did not tie up people. What kind of place was this? What other dangers lurked around her? She would have to be very careful while climbing down the tree. 

She pulled herself onto the branch. There was a small hollow in the bark. She wedged herself into it so as not to fall, and peered down. 

She was high above the ground. What she sat upon was a mere twig and not a branch. That was why she had managed to grasp it. The actual branches were too large for her to hold and spaced far apart. She would not be able to climb down. It would be foolish to even try. She would undoubtedly plummet to the ground! 

A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she leaned back against the trunk. Once again, exhaustion overtook her and she fell asleep.

 


Chapter 2

After the Storm

 

The sound of loud voices and laughter woke Tara up. She peeked through the leaves. A group of men and women were under the tree. They were very tall and big, their heads coming to the height of the lower branches! One man leaped up and caught a branch. He swung from it to the next branch, causing the tree to shake and Tara to tumble down from her perch!

Something soft cushioned her fall. She remained where she was, too terrified to move, until a hand as big as her school desk lifted her. A woman’s face gazed down at her. Tara’s eyes grew round as she realized that the woman holding her was a giantess! The others were giants too, and she had fallen from the tree on top of the giantess's head. 

The giant people passed her around. Some peered into her face. A few held her at arm’s length and squinted at her. Tara stared back at them mutely until a giant placed her on his finger and moved it up and down. Then, she screamed. The giantess on whose head she had fallen took her back. She wrapped her gently in a tender leaf and tucked her into her amulet. 

The rhythmic motion of the giantess’s arm put Tara to sleep again. The hours spent in the lifeboat, being tossed about, and the long walk in the sun had worn her out.

She dreamed she was on the ship with her parents. It was her birthday, and her parents were with her. There were nine candles on a beautiful double-tiered cake. As she started blowing them out, a giant appeared. He dipped a finger in the ocean and moved it around. Her parents vanished, and she was in a lifeboat that went in circles.

Tara jerked awake and sat up. She was on an enormous bed in a huge room with a very high ceiling. The giants! The kind giantess had brought her to her home. Tara felt clean and fresh, and her skin did not itch from seawater and sand. She looked down at the sheet covering her. The giantess must have bathed her and wrapped her in the soft sheet. 

The dream reminded her that it was indeed her birthday. She was nine, and they were on the ship because of her birthday wish. She had wanted to celebrate her birthday in the faraway Maldives Islands. 

Her wish had cost her her parents. Were they safe or…or had they perished in the storm? 

All she had wanted for her birthday was to spend a few days with her parents. They were always busy with their business empire. Their house staff usually organized her birthday parties; lavish events with at least five hundred guests. She had wanted a birthday like Nina’s. Nina was her best friend. Her birthday was a week before Tara’s, and she spent the day camping or sailing with her parents. 

When her parents had asked Tara what she wanted to do on her ninth birthday, she had her answer ready. “I want to spend the day in the Maldives and the day before my birthday on a ship.” 

Her choice had nothing to do with the place; she had only wanted a long family vacation. A voyage would give her more time with her parents. But instead of a fun-filled holiday, a storm had engulfed them. Her parents could be dead, and it was all her fault!

 


Chapter 3

Strange New World

 

A giantess came in with a small slice of fruit on a plate. It looked small in her hands, but when she set it down on the bed, it was as big as Tara’s arm, and the plate twice as large. The sight of the golden fruit and its sweet-and-tangy fragrance made Tara’s stomach rumble. She picked it up with both hands and took a bite. It was juicy and deliciously sweet and tasted somewhat like a ripe mango. She ate quickly, not stopping to wipe the juice dribbling down her chin and smearing her hands. 

When Tara finished eating, the giantess smiled at her and put her into a basin of warm water. The basin was large and deep. She held Tara as Tara washed her face and arms. Then she left her to change. Tara was relieved to get rid of the sheet wrapped around her and wear her own clothes. They were washed and dried.

After dressing herself, Tara waited, hoping the kind giantess who had brought her from the forest would come to see her. Though Tara had only seen her for a few minutes, she was struck by the kindness in her face. However, the other giantess returned. She said something to Tara in a rumbling voice. Then she placed her on her shoulder and walked out of the house. Tara gripped the material of her gown to keep from falling. 

A short walk later, they were in a huge room where many giants were assembled. The giantess walked past them and took her to the raised platform at the other end of the hall. Tara breathed easier when she saw her giantess. She was sitting alone on the platform. The others were seated in rows before her.

Tara was happy to sit on the kind giantess’s lap and look around. A meeting seemed to be in progress. The giants appeared excited about something. They spoke loudly, filling the hall with thundering sounds. When Tara could not bear the noise, she muffled her ears with a fold of the giantess’s robes. The noise came down. The voices still sounded very loud, but Tara could understand what was being said. The giant folk were talking about her! 

An old giant insisted she was a human being, but the others refused to accept it. They said human beings did not exist, and human tales were made up for the amusement of children and were not real. “Human beings are imaginary, Queen Cheetaka,” they insisted.

The old giant pointed at Tara. “She is real and not imaginary. What more proof do we need?”

A giant came in with Tara’s lifeboat. “I found this on the beach. The creature must have used this to come here.”

“How can such a flimsy thing sail?” A giantess looked at the lifeboat and at Tara. “The creature could not have come in it. The wind might have brought her.” 

A giant rushed to the front of the hall and examined the lifeboat. “This is proof she is not human! All human tales describe human beings as weak and puny. Their strength lies in their brain, and not their body. If this creature survived the storm, she can’t be a human!”

“I’m a human being! I’m not a creature!” Tara cried out. She tapped the queen’s arm and shouted. “I’m a human being! That’s my boat!”

Cheetaka raised her hand. “Quiet!”

Tara stood on the queen’s lap, and Cheetaka bent her head down. Tara described the storm and how the waves had tossed the lifeboat. She told Cheetaka about losing consciousness, the creeper, and her fall from the tree. 

“I’m a human child. In the human world, no giants existed. They belong to storybooks along with fairies and other magical creatures.”

Cheetaka repeated Tara’s story to the assembly. The giants had many questions for her. Tara answered them all. They finally accepted that, however strange it was, Tara was indeed a human being, and a world of human beings existed somewhere. 

“How do we send the child home?” the old giant asked. 

“We can put her in her lifeboat and set it sail,” a giantess suggested.

“No! Not the lifeboat! I can't go in the lifeboat!” Tara cried.

Cheetaka scooped her up. “Don’t panic, little one! I won’t send you in the lifeboat.” 

Cheetaka’s soft voice and gentle words calmed Tara. “I'm sorry, but I'm terrified of the ocean.”

“You are a brave child.”

“I’m not at all brave! I was terrified of the waves and the ocean.”

“You are brave. Being brave means having the presence of mind to act in danger. You grabbed the tree when the creeper pulled you up. Had you not done so, it would have squeezed your breath out.”

“Please don’t send me in the lifeboat.”

“I won’t. Drifting on the ocean is likely to get you into trouble and not take you home.”

The meeting was over. Cheetaka walked back to the palace with Tara on her shoulder. Tara looked around with interest. Most houses had a single floor but were as tall as the twenty-story buildings of her world. There were no vehicles of any kind. The giants either walked or swung from branch to branch. It was all very strange. 

Cheetaka took Tara to a room as big as the auditorium in Tara's school and gently placed her on a bed. “Stay here. It is not safe for you to walk on the floor.”

Suddenly, a giant landed on the bed like a cannonball. He grabbed Tara and threw her into the air, and laughed. Tara fell back on the soft bed. He made another swipe at her, but Cheetaka clamped her hand on his wrist. “Behave, Montek! Tara, are you hurt?”

Tara shook her head. 

“Meet my son. His name is Montek. He is seven. He’s a good boy, though he is naughty at times.”

The boy-giant had Cheetaka’s features but not her coloring. Cheetaka was brown-skinned. She had black hair, and her eyes were the color of honey. Montek was as fair as Tara and had blue eyes like hers. But his hair was golden, while Tara had curly black hair. 

Montek tried to free himself from his mother’s hold. He pleaded with her to give Tara to him as a pet. 

“No. Your games are rough. Tara might get hurt.”

“Mother, I promise not to hurt her. I’ll feed her and take her for walks. She’ll be my best pet after Ruff.”

“Ruff will chase her and eat her up. He killed your hamster and chased away your rabbit,” Cheetaka said.

“May I just hold her? I promise I’ll be gentle.”

 Montek picked up Tara and tried to tickle her under her chin. She stamped her foot and shouted, “Put me down at once!” 

“Montek, stop that!” Cheetaka said.

Suddenly, Montek thrust Tara into the pocket of his robe and raced out of the room. Cheetaka called after him. Two giants blocked his way, and another tried to grab him. He gave them all the slip.  He veered off corners and jumped over chairs. He squeezed through gaps too narrow for his pursuers and ran out of the palace.

Tara flopped about in his pocket. She was terrified she would fall out and be trampled like an insect under a giant foot. When she came close to popping out, she gripped the pocket.

Montek finally stopped and sat down. Tara lay in a heap in his pocket. He took her out and placed her on his palm. “I’ll put you in a cage so that Ruff doesn’t eat you.”

Tara was breathless and trembling, and angry. Montek’s words made her furious. She lunged at Montek. “You can’t put me in a cage! I’m not an animal!”

“What? What did you say?” he asked, bringing her close to his ear.

“I’m not an animal. You can’t put me in a cage and make me your pet. I’m a human being, and I’m older than you. Take me back to your mother!”

“Human being? You mean like a fairy?”

“A human being like a human being! I’m the same as you but much, much smaller.”

“You said you’re bigger than me.”

“You’re bigger, but I’m older. I’m nine, you’re seven.”

“I want to play with you.”

“We’ll be friends,” Tara said, “but you can’t keep me in a cage.”

“If I don’t keep you in a cage, Ruff might hurt you. He’s very big.”

“You can tie him up when we play, can’t you?”

“If I do, will you be my friend?”

“Yes,” said Tara, relieved to get him to agree. She answered his questions. When she described her ordeal in the lifeboat, his eyes grew large. 

“Shall we go back now?” Tara asked.

“I want to show you my secret place. Nobody knows about it.” 

Montek took Tara to a cave. Its opening was too small to admit an adult giant and was concealed behind a pile of small rocks. “This is my hiding place. I’ve shown it only to Yaj. He is the cook’s helper and my friend. He leaves cakes and cookies in the cave whenever he can.”

Montek picked up the biggest cake Tara had ever seen. It was a cupcake, fitting perfectly in Montek’s hand. He gave her crumbs that were the right size for her to hold and felt like a squirrel nibbling on a tidbit.

Montek polished off three cupcakes. “Let’s go back,” he said.  

“Don’t put me in your pocket. I want to look around. And don’t run.”

Montek placed Tara on his shoulder, and they set off at a leisurely pace.  

“Are those mountains?  Why are they purple?” Tara asked. 

“This is the Land of the Purple Mountains. That’s why.”

“Are there other lands?”

“Of course, there are other lands! The Lands of Red, Yellow, White, and Blue Mountains. Didn’t you read about them in school?”

“Do you read about America, Asia, and Africa? My world is different from yours, Montek.”

 The palace servants were looking for Montek and Tara. They would have found them if Montek had not taken Tara to his secret cave. Cheetaka scolded Montek for running away with Tara, but was happy that he and Tara had become friends. “Keep her away from Ruff,” she warned Montek.

Ruff looked at Tara for a long moment and ignored her after that. Montek was amazed. “I don’t understand. He usually chases small animals.”

Tara laughed. “He is smart. He knows I’m a human being and not an animal.”

Tara spent the rest of the day with Montek. After dinner, she went to sleep in a comfortable cot the same size as her bed at home. It was made for her and placed on the small table beside Cheetaka’s bed. But she could not fall asleep for a long time. Where were her parents? 

When she slept, she had a nightmare about them drowning. Cheetaka woke her up. “Did you have a bad dream?”

“My parents. It's my fault. I should not have made that birthday wish!”

“You did not make the storm, so how is it your fault? You must not lose hope. I have sent giants to search all along the coast. Now, try to get some sleep.”

 


 

Chapter4


 Encounter with a Lion 


 

“We must turn back, Montek,” Tara said from the top of Montek's head. She had spent a week already in Montek’s company, and they had become the best of friends. “Montek, we mustn’t go into the forest. It could be dangerous!” 

“These are only woods. They are safe,” Montek said.

Tara looked at the trees growing close together and the tangle of creepers. “It looks like a forest to me.”

“I was in a forest once. I saw baboons and monkeys. A wild boar rushed at us. I even saw a snake.”

A deep and loud roar rent the air. Montek stopped, and Tara clutched his hair. “What was that?”

Montek did not move. “Hide! Climb a tree!” Tara yelled in his ear. She pulled his hair, but he remained frozen in place. The roar came again. Tara jabbed Montek in the neck with her hairpin. “Montek, climb the tree in front of you!”

Montek stumbled forward. He clambered up the tree, but before he could reach the first ring of branches, he lost his footing and slipped. The roar came again. It was louder and much closer.

“Montek! Climb!” Tara screamed. 

Montek raced up the tree.  He brushed against the leaves and lower branches. Tara dropped flat on his head so as not to lose her perch. Montek reached a wide branch and safety. He leaned against the trunk. He trembled so much that Tara felt the vibrations.

A lion came out from between the trees and roared again. The shiver that went up Tara’s spine had nothing to do with Montek trembling. The lion was more than double the size of an elephant in her world, and it terrified her.

“Oh no! Not a lion! What shall I do?” Montek pushed his fingers through his hair, a habit he had when he was upset or excited. He forgot Tara was on his head. She did not stand a chance against the sudden movement and went flying down!

She landed beside the roaring lion. Her heart thumped in her chest, and sweat broke out on her face. The lion would pounce on her any moment! She had to hurry away from him! She kept her head down and crawled under a creeper. For the first time since coming to Giant Land, she was happy with her small size.  

Tara watched the lion from her hiding place. It swayed as it walked on three feet and flopped down on its side. Tara gasped at the sight in front of her. The lion’s left front paw was close to her. It had a big thorn embedded in the footpad and was bleeding. 

The lion tossed its head and roared again.

“Your poor thing!” Tara murmured, her love for animals overriding her fear. 

She had taken care of an injured rescue dog once, and a squirrel, too. But this was a lion. A giant lion. What could she do to help? A touch of its tail could send her flying, and a mere nudge of its paw was enough to squash her like a bug!

But it was in pain, and there was no one to help it. She looked around her, and an idea formed in her mind. It was foolish and dangerous, but if it worked, the poor lion might get some relief. The creeper under which she was hiding was no ordinary plant. A string-like substance grew from it. Montek had pointed it out to her. It was so strong that it was used to weave ropes and could be cut only with a knife. The lion’s injured foot was close to her, and the end of the thorn touched the ground. If she could get the stringy-vine around the thorn, she might be able to pull out the thorn! It was a faint chance, but better than not doing anything to help the poor wounded creature.

The lion had closed its eyes. The roars had fallen to a rumble in its throat. Tara took one end of the vine. She could barely hold it with both hands.  She crept closer to the lion’s paw. Fortunately, there was a leaf to hide her from the lion’s view.

Her hands shook, and sweat poured from her face. The vine was heavy and unwieldy for her, though it was a mere string for the giants. She huffed as she pulled it around the thorn and dropped it when the paw twitched. She waited, holding her breath, and when the lion did not move, she tried again and succeeded.

Tara dashed back to her hiding place and pulled hard at the vine. When nothing happened, she wrapped the vine around a plant and waited. 

The lion moved its paw, and the vine stretched. It stretched some more and suddenly went slack. Tara peeped out. The thorn had come out, and the lion’s golden-yellow eyes were fixed on her!

 The lion lumbered up. He was wounded in his side, too. Tara scrambled into some tall grass and watched him. Just then, an arrow sliced the air and struck the lion, and it dropped to the ground.

Tara heard voices approaching and burrowed deeper. A rabbit popped out of a hole and blocked her way. The rabbit was as big as a horse. It stared at Tara before turning to bound away. Tara would have fallen down the rabbit hole if it had not appeared.

The hunters arrived and surrounded the fallen beast. Tara could only see their feet. She could hear them too, but their voices were loud and beyond her understanding.

A musical sound reached Tara, and she relaxed. The queen’s guards were coming!  The music was a coded signal used by the guards. Each guard carried a small silver horn and was trained to send signals of clear musical notes. When a signal was sent, the other guards acted on it or repeated it to spread it ahead.
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