
[image: cover]


[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


Kimba

Geoffrey Malone spent most of his childhood in Africa and avoided any formal education until the age of eleven. After school in England, he spent sixteen years as a soldier, then joined a Canadian public relations firm in Toronto. During all this time, he travelled widely and developed a fascination with animals in the wild. He returned to Britain in 1991, determined to become a children’s author.

He has written many books for children, each one with a powerful and closely-observed animal interest. His story of a fox, Torn Ear, won the 2001 French Children’s Book of the Year Award and the Prix Enfants grands-parents Européen. In England, Elephant Ben was shortlisted for the 2001 Stockton Children’s Book of the Year Award.

In Kimba Geoffrey Malone uses his own experience of life in the wild to describe how a lion cub learns to survive on the merciless plains of East Africa.
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To my sister, Julia


One

Sabba’s cubs were born in the early afternoon. It was the lioness’s first litter and the sound of her purring filled the den she had made, high up amongst the boulders of M’goma Hill.

There were three of them. Bewildered little creatures with wobbly legs and mottled brown coats: essential camouflage against ever-watchful predators like leopards or hyenas. It would be a week before they could see and six months until the spots started to fade.

Sabba held them in turn between her paws and washed them with a long, pink tongue. The cubs tried to squirm away, wrinkling their noses in tiny snarls and yowling in protest. But she held them firm and inspected them. They were even more furious when she rolled them over on to their backs and cleaned the fluffy white fur of their undersides. They hissed in temper and raked at her chin with ridiculously large paws.

Sabba purred with pride and rubbed her face along their tiny bodies, delighting in their warmth and scent. She put her head against their chests and marvelled at the beat of their tiny hearts. They were blind and helpless and vulnerable. But they were hers. A fierce tenderness filled her and she crooned to herself in utter contentment. She closed her eyes and her head drooped. She was tired from the birth and glad it was all over. She yawned and lay down.

But the cubs were hungry and already demanding to be fed. In their blindness, they tried to clamber over her forepaws to get to her. They jostled and struggled and kept losing their balance and rolling back on the ground again. Sabba watched, entranced.

When their cries became impossible to ignore any longer, she lifted them up by the scruff of the neck and placed them alongside her. The male cub was the first to feed. Sabba listened to his little sighs of pleasure. She noticed the shape of his head and the determined way in which he fed. Her purring grew louder. She called him Kimba, which is the sound the evening breeze makes in the long grass when it is time to go hunting.

She sensed that if he survived, he would one day be as strong and as powerful as Black Mane, his sire and the leader of the pride. But his chances of doing that were, at best, unlikely. Very few male lions lived for more than four years. Life on the plains was merciless and uncertain for animals of all kinds, including lions.

The night before the cubs were born, she had lain here in the darkness of the cave and listened to Black Mane roaring. He had sounded bad-tempered and hungry. And she knew why. Food was scarce at this time of year. It was the middle of the dry season and most of the grass had already been eaten. The great herds of zebra and wildebeest had moved away and the plains were becoming dust bowls.

Now the only prey the lions could find were small antelopes like the Steinbok. There were always warthogs but that meant hours of digging to get them out of their burrows. Occasionally, the lions would find an old buffalo in the reeds along the river. Then there would be enough meat for all of them.

Black Mane’s pride were not the only animals who needed meat. There were other prides, jealous of the size of their territory and quick to take advantage of any loss of vigilance. There were hyenas and wild dogs who hunted in packs fifty strong. They were the most feared predators of all and had even been known to attack lions.

There were leopards too. Cunning hunters who waited in the tops of trees or on rocky outcrops like M’goma and watched for their prey. It was good country for them. Sabba had seen their claw marks slashed across the bark of the fever trees in the valley below the hill.

But until the rains came and the grass grew again they would all go on being hungry.

During the last migration, there had been times when the pride had killed three times in as many hours. Gorged with meat, they had afterwards found shade and slept soundly for the next two days.

Sabba had been away for almost a week looking for a den. She had finally chosen the cave because there was only one approach: a narrow twisting path that plunged downwards between vertical slabs of rock. She had prowled round the hill listening and watching for enemies. When she was satisfied, she had gone inside and had her cubs.

Sabba was just four years old but already she was a more skilful hunter than either of her half-sisters. She could tell from Black Mane’s roaring just how much the pride were missing her.

She had a very clear understanding of how zebra or impala thought. Out hunting, she could anticipate the way even the most wily of them would swerve and twist and double back. Only Meru, her mother and the matriarch of the pride, was wiser. But she was getting old now and when she stayed at the back of the hunt with Black Mane, the others were content to let Sabba take the lead.

Remembering the taste of fresh meat, Sabba swallowed hard and put the thought out of her head. Her cubs were the only thing that mattered. For the next two months, Sabba and her little family would be entirely on their own. Only when the cubs were big enough to keep up with the pride, would she take them back and show them to Black Mane and Meru and the others.

She watched the cubs until they had finished feeding. They fell asleep almost at once, too sleepy even to complain when she licked their faces and ears. The lioness stared down at them lying with their heads on her flank and sighed in happiness. The sound of her purring grew louder in the great stillness that covered the land.

It was the hottest part of the day when even the lizards hid from the blistering strength of the sun. They slipped into the deep fissures between the rocks and waited until it was safe to come out. On the plain below, snakes lay in loose coils deep inside termite mounds and panted. The mountains at the edge of the plain had long since disappeared behind a quivering curtain of haze.

The sky was a vast grey bowl under which nothing moved. Nothing but the fine red dust that sifted through the branches of the thorn trees and fell slowly on to the parched ground beneath.


Two

Sabba did not leave her cubs for a moment during the next two days. Not until she was sure there were no predators lying in wait nearby. When she was not feeding the cubs, she stood inside the entrance to the cave, listening and testing the air for the smallest sign of danger.

Hyenas were the most numerous predators and among the most ruthless. They also had the strongest jaws of any animal on the plain. Sabba had watched a pack of them fighting over an elephant carcass, cracking open the massive leg bones to get at the marrow inside.

It was hyenas who would probably kill her one day, that is if she lived long enough. They killed most lions that managed to survive into old age. Sabba had seen them tormenting an old lioness too lame to keep up with her pride. They had circled round and round her for days, snapping at her and giving her no rest, waiting until she was too weak to fight them off any longer.

Sabba also remembered all the solitary male lions who roamed the plain, hungry and aggressive. They were either too young to have a pride of their own or had been driven away from their own by a stronger challenger. Black Mane was always chasing them off the pride’s territory. None of them would have any hesitation in devouring another male’s cubs.

It was thirst, finally, that forced Sabba to leave the cave. The cubs were fast asleep, lying with their paws around each other’s necks. She stooped over them and listened to their quiet breathing. Reassured, she padded silently to the entrance of the cave and slipped out into bright moonlight.

The air was warm and full of wonderful scents. Sabba took a deep breath and savoured them. She unsheathed her claws and stretched. It was a long, sensuous movement that brought the blood tingling in her veins. For a moment afterwards she felt dizzy. Her muscles were stiff and cramped and her body still felt sore. Then the feeling passed and she gave a low growl of satisfaction. She squatted down and marked the ground in warning.

It was good to be outside and back in her world again. But first, she had to be completely sure there was no lurking menace to the cubs. She leapt up on to a rock and sat there like a gigantic cat. The night was alive with the familiar sounds of animals living and dying.

Like all her kind, Sabba’s hearing was exceptional. A hundred metres away, a pair of bush rats were searching a dead tree for grubs. She could hear the rasp of their claws and their excited squeakings as they tore the bark away.

Two miles beyond, on the other side of the river, a warthog snorted in triumph. Sabba remembered the taste and swallowed painfully. Warthogs were delicious to eat and easy to bring down. She listened again and thought she heard the sound of stones clinking. The pig would be digging at the base of a tree, searching for roots or tubers. She narrowed her eyes, concentrating on the noise and trying to pinpoint exactly where it was coming from. If the warthog had found food and was busy digging it up, it would be fully absorbed in its task and easy prey.

But first she must drink.

Sabba slipped down between the rocks and over a scree of small stones at the bottom. She made no sound. She waited beside a bush for a further minute and all the time the smell of water grew stronger. She waited there motionless until she could bear it no longer. Her thirst was suddenly unbearable and she began to run. The next moment, she was racing for the river: a bounding ghost hardly disturbing the dust underfoot.

Sabba had chosen M’goma Hill from a dozen similar kopjes for another good reason. There was water nearby. Like the others, M’goma was rocky, steep-sided and covered with scrub. But less than a mile away, springs from deep underground fed a number of streams which joined to form a slow-moving river. Although the sun had reduced it now to a series of long muddy pools, it never completely dried up. As a result, it was a magnet for wildlife while the thick undergrowth along its banks gave predators perfect cover.

Sabba went down the bank and picked her way across the churned-up mud. She crouched down at the water’s edge and drank greedily. New strength began to spread through her body. She drank until her stomach felt bloated. But all the time her eyes never left the surface of the river. There had been crocodiles here during the last big rains and she had seen what they were capable of.

When she could drink no more, she lay up in the bushes along the river bank and groomed herself. She cleaned splashes of mud from her belly and legs and tried unsuccessfully to remove a tick from her shoulder.

Then she remembered the warthog and sat up to get her bearings. Sabba had drunk too much and felt heavy and uncomfortable. She needed to kill quickly and get back to the cubs. She would feed at the kill itself and not drag it back. There must be no tell-tale smears of blood anywhere near the den.

She crossed the river. It was shallow and barely reached her stomach. It didn’t take long to find the place where the warthog had been digging.

Freshly dug earth and chewed remains of vegetation were strewn across the ground. She followed the warthog’s scent for a hundred metres then, in the middle of a gully, suddenly lost interest.

She had picked up something far more exciting. Sabba scratched the ground to get at the scent. It was the unmistakeable smell of impala. She began to circle round, turning her head from side to side, testing the air. She was desperate to find where it had gone.

She found hoof marks in a patch of deeper sand and this gave her the lead. She began to follow the tracks, moving forward at a quick walk. Minutes later she found the place where it had stopped to mark territory. The ground under the bush was still damp. It was a young buck, physically mature and on its own.

Some distance further on, the impala had stopped to graze. The sand was scuffed and there were fresh droppings.

And then she saw it, standing in the open between two dense patches of thorn bush. It was looking back along the way it had come, looking directly at her. Sabba froze, not moving a muscle.

The impala was suspicious. It kept shifting its weight from foot to foot, bracing itself for instant flight. It tossed its head and the moonlight threw long shadows from its horns across the bare ground.

It was thirty metres away. Much too far for any lion to risk charging it. Impalas were fast animals. They could leap ten metres at a time. Sabba needed to get in much closer to have a chance of taking it.

She kept perfectly still and waited. Eventually the antelope stopped shivering and began to feed again. Sabba sank down behind a straggly bush until her belly brushed the ground. The tip of the lioness’s tail twitched in anticipation as she studied the ground. There was a large acacia tree fifteen metres upwind of the buck. If she could only get to that without being seen, it would make a good place to attack from.

Then she noticed a shallow fold in the ground running towards the tree. It wasn’t ideal but it would give her some cover. To reach it she would have to back out very slowly from behind the bush.
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