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Kuma froze. One great paw held motionless, a centimetre above the ground. She stared straight ahead. All her senses concentrated on the tree fifty metres in front of her. And on the sambar stag feeding beside it, black and tempting in the misty, pre-dawn light.

It was an old stag with a ruff of long hair around its neck and years of successful survival behind it. Kuma held her breath as the animal looked up and turned its head towards her. She saw the ears twitch and the mouth abruptly stop its chewing. The antlers tossed and the stag pawed the ground. The sound of its hooves carried across the hard-packed earth that lay between them. The hair along Kuma’s spine stiffened.

She knew the antelope was uneasy. Some deep-seated instinct had alerted it, but what that was, Kuma could not tell. Some tiny worry or uncertainty had warned the sambar to look up at that precise moment. It might just be an unseen swirl of air brushing the leaves above its head. There were no other animals moving out here and certainly not the langur monkeys who infested these trees in the daylight. They were the eyes and ears of the forest and had they been awake, their warning screams would long ago have panicked the deer.

Besides, Kuma was certain the sambar had not seen or heard her careful approach through the elephant grass. But sambars were not easy prey to catch. They were shy animals and swift runners. Much faster than a tiger. They could detect the slightest rustle and spot the smallest suspicious movement, like a stalk of grass shivering on a still morning. A tiger had to get very close to have any chance of pulling one down.

So Kuma waited, sensing that the stag was not yet sufficiently alarmed to turn tail and make a bolt for it. If that happened, there would be no point in the tigress giving chase. To have any chance of catching the stag, Kuma needed to get within at least thirty metres of it, before launching her attack.

She had hardly eaten for the past eight days. Only carrion: three dead crows and a mongoose she had found deep in the forest, where the vultures couldn’t fly. But in the last forty-eight hours she had eaten nothing at all so that now her skin hung loose and empty along her sides. So she waited, her body rigid with anticipation, willing the deer to turn its head and resume grazing. Only the tip of her tail, flicking from side to side, betrayed her intense excitement. And her desperation.

For the first time in her life, Kuma’s skills as a hunter seemed to have deserted her. Days and nights of patient stalking and frantic chases had brought her nothing. Just the increasing fear of failure, as a procession of terrified blackbuck and chitals dodged and feinted and somehow wrong-footed her. Every final leap only brought her a mouthful of dust. At first, she had stared after each escaping antelope in disbelief. But for the last two days, a strange new fear was beginning to sap her confidence. Each failed attack was draining away just a little bit more of her stamina. Her attacks were becoming shorter and shorter as her energy flagged. And all the time, the cubs inside her kicked with growing urgency.

In the trees behind Kuma, a red jungle cock began to crow. It was answered by the piercing cry of a peafowl. The forest was awakening. Other birds were sleepily joining in the chorus. A jackal was barking. Soon the sun would rise like a huge copper ball, flooding the forest and the dusty plains beyond with brilliant light. In an hour’s time, the heat would lie like an iron bar across the backs of every waking creature. The sambar looked high over Kuma’s head towards the dawn and shook itself, suddenly reassured.

The sambar was moving now. Turning away from the tigress with its back towards her. As Kuma watched, the stag stood on its hind legs and stared up at the tree. It reached for a high branch where the leaves were more tender and began tugging at them.

Kuma’s eyes narrowed. She saw a stag with massive antlers, almost two metres high at the shoulder. Two hundred kilos of meat. A rush of saliva filled her mouth. She must eat. She had to. Without meat, there would be no milk for her cubs. No hope of their surviving. Then she was coming forward, her stomach brushing the ground, slipping through the high grass like a shadow, following the sound of rustling branches. A tawny ghost. Unseen, unexpected and merciless.

She stopped and raised her head, taking great care not to be seen. Twenty metres from the tree, the grass became patchy, giving way to large tussocks scattered at random across the red earth. In front of her, the sambar stood, neck extended, nibbling at a hanging branch. She heard the clatter of hooves on the trunk as it almost overbalanced.

At the edge of the grass, Kuma sank to the ground. The sambar’s scent filled her nostrils and her mouth watered uncontrollably. Her body shook. She felt weak with anticipation. She crawled forward a few more centimetres. Then slowly, with infinite care, she gathered herself to spring. As she took the final breath, a bird screamed a warning from a bush somewhere to her right.

In one flowing movement, the sambar looked around, leapt down and was off, racing for its life, hooves kicking up small puffs of dust. It took Kuma a split second to react. In that time, the stag had gained another four metres on her. Then she too was racing in pursuit, all her pent-up frustration driving her on in great leaping bounds.

The stag was a good thirty metres in front, almost out of range. Kuma never took her eyes off the animal’s rump, watching for any sudden flexing of muscle that would signal a change in direction. A blood lust drove her on. It was an adrenalin rush of confidence, far stronger than anything she had ever felt before.

She was gaining on the stag, silently powering over the ground in long, easy, ten-metre strides, shrinking the distance between them. The sambar sensed this and panicked. It began a long curving run towards the line of forest, a kilometre away. Kuma cut across to intercept. They were less than twenty metres apart now and white froth was gathering along the stag’s mouth.

Then they were weaving in and out of a jumble of termite hills. The ground was broken and rutted. The sambar slipped and its shoulder thudded into the side of an ant-hill. As it fought to stay upright, a snake’s head darted out of a nearby hole. For a fraction of a second their eyes met then the sambar was past. But in that brief moment, the stag had forgotten where the tiger had been. Its eyes bulged. The sambar jinked to the left, dodged through a gap between two high mounds and ran straight into Kuma’s path.

The tigress sprang, claws extended, digging deep into the packed muscle of the animal’s rump. The sambar screamed and leapt vertically, trying to throw the tiger off. But Kuma’s claws were too long and her need too great. The next instant she battered her great weight down on to the stag’s back, forcing it to its knees in a terrible, bone-cracking slide.

Before the stag could do anything, Kuma flung a massive forepaw around its neck, swung her weight like a pivot and heaved the animal over on to its side. As they slid across the ground, she sank her teeth into its neck, biting down into the jugular. Hot blood spurted into the tiger’s mouth. The taste of it almost made Kuma loosen her grip. She was dizzy with elation and her eyes closed in pure relief. The blood ran down her chest and gathered in a dark stain under her body.

But the sambar was still struggling. Kicking out frantically with its razor-edged hooves. One lucky blow would break the tiger’s leg and sentence Kuma herself to death from starvation. The stag was making a huge effort to hoist itself back on to its feet. Kuma’s jaws clamped over its muzzle, cutting off the oxygen supply. She forced the animal’s head back and pinned it to the ground with a paw. The sambar’s struggles weakened. It gave a last violent shudder and lay still. When she was satisfied that the deer was dead, Kuma let go and slumped down alongside it, too exhausted even to eat.
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Kuma slept for almost half an hour before the sound of squabbling woke her. She lay on her side and watched the vultures work themselves into a frenzy. They hissed and gobbled at her to get on with the feast. There must have been a hundred of them, the bravest within a few metres of the tigress.

She sat up and looked around. There were more vultures watching from the tops of the termite hills. Every so often, one of them would fly down into the middle of the crowd. They landed with beating wings and tried to force their way through to the front. Kuma made no effort to move. She was enjoying the feel of the sun on her face. Then one of the birds came too close. With a snarl, Kuma rolled over on to her feet and stood over the body.

The vultures shrank back. Kuma saw that the sambar’s eyes were already glazed. She licked the body and the taste made her drool. She stalked round to the rear of the stag and squatted down on her elbows, like some huge domestic tabby. She began to drag off the skin with powerful rasps of her tongue. The vultures screamed and beat at each other in excitement. Like all tigers, Kuma always began to eat here. A leopard would have slashed open the stomach and dragged out the liver. A wild dog pack would already have devoured everything.

She ate steadily all the way through the morning, until the sun was high overhead. By then, she was gorged and the skin over her stomach was stretched like a drum. She had eaten almost twenty kilograms of meat and could not take a mouthful more. She rolled over on to her back and lay with all four legs in the air. She squinted up into the bleached sky and saw a black spiral of crows circling there. They were also watching her, willing her to finish. She knew too, that every predator for miles would have seen them and would know what their presence meant.

Kuma considered. There was enough meat left on the kill for several more days. But out here, there was nowhere to hide the carcass. She was strong enough to drag it back to the forest but if she did that, she knew it would hasten the birth. And to have cubs out here in the open was unthinkable. The sky was also full of predators. They would swoop and seize the cubs the moment her back was turned. Besides, she had already found a secret place to give birth. But she was still reluctant to surrender the sambar to the scavengers. If she did, there would be nothing left of it in half an hour. Only the skull, the hooves and a few splintered bones would be left. It was a problem she had never had to face before.

In the end, it was thirst that decided her. It was the hot season when the sun seemed to suck every bit of moisture out of every living creature. By midday it was so hot that even the snakes lay in loose coils, panting at the bottom of the termite mounds. It was time to head back to the stream that ran through her territory. Time to spend the rest of the afternoon cooling off. It was time to go.

She smelt the carcass a couple more times then deliberately squatted and marked it. The vultures rose in a ragged wave as she left. A pair of hyenas watched her coming and sidled out of her way. Kuma looked over her shoulder. The kill had already disappeared under the crush of birds. She thought about charging them or even taking back the kill, but her mouth was too dry.

She plodded across the plain, her head down and her long pink tongue hanging slack. A swarm of flies hung around her head, attracted by the smell of blood. Their bodies gleamed blue and green. She walked for a kilometre before entering the shade of the forest. She made no pretence at concealment and at once an angry babble of noise erupted. High overhead, langur monkeys peered down and spat at her. They followed her, running along the branches and swinging from tree to tree, screaming a warning to every other forest dweller.

A flock of parrots exploded out of the bushes in a flurry of red and gold and flew through the treetops, protesting shrilly to one another. Herds of chitals and blackbuck stood nervously in the forest clearings and watched her go by, their tails flickering with uncertainty.

At last, Kuma reached the stream. She slid down the bank and lay full length in the shallows. She drank with her chin resting on the gravel bottom. When she could drink no more, she put her face under the surface and let the water wash the dust out of her eyes and nostrils. Then she lay still, listening to the sound of insects overhead.

A shoal of tiny fish was nibbling at the hair on her paws. Intrigued, she followed their darting movements. Then it dawned on her. They were feeding on the sambar’s blood. Carefully, she lifted the other paw clear of the stream, waited, and brought it down with a smack. When the water cleared, there was no sign of them.

She yawned and closed her eyes. The next moment, a sharp, stabbing pain gripped her insides. She yelped in shock and knew immediately what was happening. As she struggled up, the contraction began to fade. But she was already climbing out of the stream.

She walked with increasing urgency back into the forest and up a tangled hillside. A family of wild pig blundered out of the undergrowth and began rooting around in front of her. Kuma waited in the shadows, willing them to go. When they realised she was there, they stood petrified with fear then barged into each other, struggling to get past. The old boar swung round, his tusks gleaming, and bravely challenged her while his family ran for their lives. Kuma snarled at him. The contractions were starting again and she wanted him out of the way. He held his ground until she roared at him in rage. He jumped back in shock and bolted.

She reached the tumble of massive boulders near the top of the hill and stood listening. Way below her, the wild pigs crashed through the undergrowth. Eventually, the squealings died away and the forest was quiet again. She looked back down the way she had come, but nothing caught her eye. She was not being followed. Up here, only the butterflies moved. She paced up and down, searching for signs of any other animals, especially predators like leopards, who would eagerly devour a tiger cub. But she found nothing. There were no suspicious scents or pugmarks anywhere.

She walked towards a long vertical crack in the rocks that looked far too narrow to squeeze through. At its base, thick, overhanging ferns concealed a narrow entrance that gave no indication of the cave inside. With a final look around, she bent and pushed her way through. She waited until her eyes grew used to the darkness.

She lay down on the dry, sandy floor and carefully rolled over on to her side, listening to the world outside. The hum of insects and wild bees and the occasional call of a bird. Satisfied, she closed her eyes, and began to moan.
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Kuma’s cubs were born in the late afternoon. There were three of them and a sad little bundle of fur that lay silent and unmoving on the floor of the cave. Kuma stooped and carried it to the far side, well away from the entrance. Later, she would eat it. A stream of blowflies or wasps flying in and out of the cave could mean only one thing to a passing predator.

She went back to her kittens and stood staring down in fascination. Three tiny replicas of herself squirmed and mewed and fell over one another as they searched blindly for their mother and her milk. Three perfect little tigers, fully striped across their heads and backs with fluffy white undersides. Bewildered little creatures with wobbly legs and outsize paws, weighing not much more than a bag of sugar, and utterly helpless. It would be a week at least before their eyes opened. She had never seen anything so wonderful. Kuma marvelled at them and felt an intense wave of love engulf her.

She lay down facing them. For the next two years, until they left her, they would be her obsession. Everything she did would be done to protect them and equip them to survive to adulthood. But only one of the cubs was ever likely to get that far, despite her ferocious love. Forest fires, floods, disease or even snakebite would all take their toll.

Kuma put her head on her paws and watched the way they wrinkled their noses and butted each other. She reached out and cradled them to her with her paw. They were ridiculously small, a tiny fraction of her own size. A great maternal pride seized her and it was time for her to start being a proper mother to them.

She held each cub in turn between her paws and washed it with her long, pink tongue. A tongue strong enough to rasp the hide off an antelope’s back now gently cleared the blood from miniature nostrils and ears. The cubs struggled to break free, yowling in protest. They were even more furious when she rolled them on to their backs and cleaned their undersides. They hissed at her and raked at her chin with their ridiculously large feet.

She rubbed her cheek along their bodies, marvelling at their perfection. She loved their warmth and the sound of their hearts pulsing with life. She sensed their determination to do what they wanted, which right now, was to feed. She called to them for the very first time and saw them respond immediately. Despite their blindness, they found her and the places to feed. Soon all three cubs were nuzzling her, their heads pressing into her side, suckling contentedly.

For the first time in her life, Kuma began to purr. She was happy. In all her four years, she had never experienced anything like this before. It was a feeling of pure pleasure. She closed her eyes to enjoy it all the more. In the past, only eating had made her happy. That, and no longer having her stomach ache with hunger. But never, ever, had there been anything like this. And certainly not during her mating with Raji.

Raji was a newcomer who had fought and driven off her own father. Six months ago, he had appeared from nowhere, challenging to take over the territory and become the dominant male. This territory included Kuma’s home range, all of her mother’s and an older half-sister’s. Together, the three females occupied almost forty square kilometres of dry forest and open plain. It was good territory, with enough deer and other prey to support them all. Each tigress needed at least one large meal a week and the territory provided that. Finding and killing that prey was then up to them.

There was no shortage of water. The same stream ran through all their ranges. It was fed by a spring high up in the surrounding hills. It never ran dry even in the hottest weather. To the tigers, it was their most precious resource. Unlike lions who enjoyed lying out on the sun-baked plains, tigers needed shade. Kuma and the others would spend hours in the water, keeping cool during the heat of the day.

And so, Raji had challenged for all this and the mating rights that went with it. At six years old, he was in his prime, weighing close to three hundred kilograms and over three metres long. He was twice the size of Kuma. She knew he would win the very first time she heard him roar. He was so full of confidence.

The whole forest listened in silence as the two males battled it out. They met in a clearing, their eyes bright with hate. They circled each other, watching and assessing, walking stiffly with their claws fully extended. They fought chest to chest, their bodies thudding together with a force that could be felt a hundred metres away. They reared up on their hind legs, jaws wide open, dagger-like teeth striking at the other’s neck.

Kuma crouched with her belly pressed to the ground, listening wide-eyed to the spittings and screams until at last she heard her father’s long, agonised howl. It was the beginning of the end. Then the rain had come beating down, muffling Raji’s triumphant roars.

Kuma and Raji mated two months later. For three days they stayed together, mating frequently. There was little joy in it for Kuma and much resentment on her part at this male intrusion. When it was finally over, she spun around and raked him with her claws. He left her with blood streaming from deep scratches across his nose. But now she was glad that he was the father of her cubs. They would have his protection while they were growing up.

Later, when Kuma woke, the cubs were still asleep. They lay in a small heap, their heads close to her side. Carefully, she eased herself upright and stretched. It brought the blood racing back through cramped muscles. She grimaced in pain. She was thirsty and remembered the stream. She licked her lips and pushed the thought from her mind. She would only leave the cubs when she was desperate to drink.

She bent over them and listened to their steady breathing. Reassured, she padded over to the entrance and stood behind the screen of ferns. Outside, the day was coming to an end. A faint breeze was starting up as cooler air flowed across the baking rocks. In half an hour, it would be dark and the night would be filling with new sounds and cries. Night was the time when most of the killing was done.

She listened intently for the smallest sign of danger. And she knew what form it would probably take. Leopards. They were her greatest fear and hilltops were places they favoured. They used rocky outcrops like this to stare down into the forest in search of prey. Finding a safe den was not easy. She had to choose between the high rocks, and risk leopards, or staying on the forest floor where other killers waited. Predators such as hyenas and jackals, sloth bears too. And the most ruthless of all, the wild dog packs.

She had spent many hours examining these rocks. She had waited here at night and in the daytime to see if any leopards came. But she had found nothing. There were no old scent marks on the tumbling undergrowth. No pugmarks between the great boulders and no sign at all of long claw slashes down the sides of trees.

The place seemed clear of them but despite this she remained watchful. Leopards were cunning animals. Far more so than tigers. And the two species hated each other. The cubs were going to be especially vulnerable for the next year. Even after that, they would only have their milk teeth to protect them and would be no match for a determined leopard.

Towards dawn, when she had fed the cubs for a third time, Kuma slipped outside and sat upright on a boulder like a huge cat. It felt good to be in the open again. By human reckoning, the night was pitch dark. A layer of cloud was blotting out the starlight, a warning of the approaching monsoon. She had no difficulty seeing – her night-sight was excellent – and her hearing was equally sharp.

She heard a faint rattling noise some distance below and cocked her head to listen. The sound was unmistakable. A porcupine was busy searching for food. Hurrying along, with its nose pressed close to the ground, its long, thin outer quills bending and tapping against the thicker ones underneath. Every forest animal knew the sound and, if they were wise, kept out of its way.

Porcupines were delicious to eat but almost certain death to the inexperienced hunter. Their quills were as sharp as needles
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