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			The Legend Begins

			The central African rainforest was a landscape filled with an abundance of life. A place where all creatures, great and small, had lived in harmony since the dawn of time. All beasts adhered to a strict code of honor until a seed of unrest filled the heart of one lonely bonobo chimp who wasn’t satisfied with his lot in life. 

			Gazini wanted to be revered by the animal kingdom, and the life of an ordinary chimp wasn’t cutting it. What started as a need for attention became an insatiable greed for power. He wanted it all.

			With high aspirations, he had two obstacles to overcome: his unassuming size and the lack of a loyal army. So Gazini traveled to the Congo Basin, looking for answers. 

			While exploring the Congo Basin, Gazini mulled over where to search next. His gaze probed the landscape. The solutions to his problems were there somewhere. He just knew it. With those issues on his mind, Gazini missed a step and tumbled down an eroded shaft into a cave deep beneath the ground. Gazini fell hard, striking his head at the bottom. After several minutes of unconsciousness, he awoke to a remarkable sight. The darkness was lit by an eerie pulsating light. 

			Gems, unlike any he had ever seen, adorned the cavern’s walls and were glowing with a life of their own. At first, he was frightened, but as the pain subsided in his head, an evil plot consumed his mind. If these stones had a powerful, unworldly effect on him, then he could use one of these gems to control the thoughts, emotions, and actions of others. He knew the stone held no real magic, only the power of suggestion and the resulting fear. An evil smile spread across his face. He’d found what he’d been looking for. His evil mind understood that once fear engulfed someone, they could be controlled and manipulated to do his bidding. With that in mind, he would construct the ultimate weapon, a staff so powerful that when he wielded it, all the animals would bow before him. He would become lord and master of the jungle. 

			He had to move quickly. There was no time to waste. After all, he had a kingdom to rule. So, Gazini harvested a large crystal-like stone and attached it to a sturdy stick he found on the cave floor. His new staff would be the most formidable weapon the animal kingdom had ever known. With his staff complete, Gazini raised it into the air in triumph and let out a war cry that echoed off the cave’s walls. This was the birth of the Obambo…the new lord of the jungle and his ultimate weapon, the Tukana.

			Gazini realized it would take more than a powerful staff to rule. His diminished size was still an issue, so he became a ghost-like being that lurked in the darkness, a phantom creature so cruel and manipulative he had no trouble enlisting others to do his evil bidding. The disciples in his deathly faction would follow the Obambo to the ends of the earth. 

			The stories were small whispers at first but soon grew into a tall tale that took on a life of its own. In no time, his name alone instilled fear throughout the kingdom, a creature so dark with his cursed Tukana that was so powerful it could suck the soul right from its adversaries. And so began his reign of terror on an unsuspecting jungle.

			As the evil faction grew, six legendary tuskers banded together with the elephant king to create The Mighty Tuskers. These seven would fight to annihilate the shadows wherever they arose. With an influx of hope, new courage inspired the kingdom’s animals to stand up and defend their way of life. A group of brave souls formed The Watch, where anyone willing to fight for their freedom could band together, all brothers and sisters of the same cause. 

			This war had raged for generations. Both the Obambo and the elephants passed their reigns down to new descendants until the current Obambo, Abasi, had taken control. Abasi, a Western lowland gorilla, was the worst so far, and he would stop at nothing to bring the new elephant king, Ajamu, to his knees.

			This legend is older than time, but this is where we begin our story, a point in time where one glimmer of hope shone on the horizon, where change was in the wind, and the world was ready for it.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Fear the Obambo or die had become the motto of the evil ghost empire.

			As the Tukana and its mystical orb passed from one Obambo to the next, the seclusion and evil atmosphere of the Ghost Fortress only re-enforced the darkness in what little soul remained within him and his minions. Abasi, the present Obambo, wanted absolute control over everything he laid his eyes on, and he wanted it now, no matter the cost. 

			As the blazing sun scorched the lands, the earth cracked into small fragments that begged for the relief only a heavy rain could bring. Hidden within the rainforest, the Ghost Fortress was pure irony. While lush vegetation surrounded it from every angle, the grounds lay in a desolate waste, cursed by the evil it contained. 

			The ruins were from an ancient civilization long abandoned by its original creators. No one knew what kind of beasts had carved the structures from stone and earth or why they no longer occupied it. The caves inside the ruins led to a network of tunnels that traveled far beneath the ground. The Obambo chose those caves as a throne room of sorts. The absence of light made it easy for him to hold his meetings with faction leaders while keeping his true identity hidden from all but a trusted few. 

			To the Obambo, the location was perfect. No one traveled to this side of the rainforest. Maybe the curse or the lack of life inside its gutted walls kept others from exploring them. It could have been the unknown origin of the ruins that frightened them too much to go near it or the whispered rumors of the fear and desperation for any creature that stepped foot inside its walls. The reason was not especially important to the Obambo as long as the area remained free from outsiders.

			Abasi had learned from the best how to cloak his identity with the same darkness as his predecessors. He stood in shadows, with only the illumination of his Tukana providing any sense of light around him. He knew he made a formable sight. To see him was to know pure terror. This gorilla was one of the most wicked-looking members of the primate family. With scars permanently etched on his black face, Abasi appeared ready for battle at any moment. Those fierce markings and sharp fangs were what had caught the previous Obambo’s attention. As one of the Obambo’s captives, Abasi had learned early in life that the only side worth fighting for was the one that had his best interest at heart. 

			Abasi looked down at his kingdom from his shadowed roost, and a wicked smile slowly filled his face. “How many are there this time?”

			Nanji, a leopard, and his right-hand man turned to his master and bowed his head before he answered. “There are more coming, but we were able to fill most of the pits with this load.”

			“Good. One can never have too many assets.” 

			Abasi’s collection of animals was something that had grown his flock even more than his predecessors. The animals in the pits had three choices: fight for his cause, become a prisoner of the ghosts, or death. 

			The ghosts preyed upon those animals who lacked any defensive skills. The younger they were, the better, for they were more easily assimilated into Abasi’s army. From the moment they were pried from their families, they were conditioned to follow the Obambo without question. Terror was a great motivator. 

			One of the deeper pits held four elephant calves guarded by a bull elephant that had given up his autonomy when he was a calf. Now, he had no problem enslaving his kind for the Obambo’s bidding. The irony was never lost on Abasi. He prided himself on his ability to manipulate others. He hoped one of the calves would one day grow into a tusker. Then he could pit one against the other. 

			Another pit had a baby rhino guarded by the wild dogs that had been mere pups when they were captured. Now trained killers, they followed the Obambo’s orders without question. The rhino inside wept profusely for her mother, but she would find no sympathy for her plight. Every animal there had experienced the same thing. Their hearts had grown cold over time, and their brains had become his to control. Like puppets, they did his bidding without a thought for their safety. To go against him was to commit an irrefutable crime.

			The third pit held two leopard cubs huddled together in fear as the warthog guards above taunted them relentlessly. They gnashed their jaws together and threatened them with their sharp tusks. Psychological warfare started early at the Ghost Fortress. The innocence of childhood evaporated the moment they were tossed into their new roles in life. They had to toughen up to survive, for they were forced to grow up well before any young animal should. Did it faze Abasi? Not in the least. His own childhood had been filled with bloodshed and despair. They would survive it, too, if they were lucky enough to stay in his good graces.

			The last pit contained two young giraffes, which were pacing the confines of the hole. Alone and afraid, they jumped at any movement. The baboons that guarded their pit threw random objects at them, laughing as they tried to dart and dash away. 

			All these young animals, and yet only one pit really caught his attention. Abasi pointed his Tukana toward the one containing the elephant calves. “How mighty we are that we can take their children right out from underneath them.”

			“Not so mighty that they have not sent reinforcements,” Nanji answered as he gestured to the small group of animals making their way to the outskirts of the ruins.

			Abasi smiled at the challenge. “Let them come. They will not find victory this day.” His plan was the same as always—he would take the upper hand. His ghosts were well-trained, ready to fight and die on his command. 

			A contingent of The Watch came barreling through their gates as he watched. The small group, led by a charging rhino, knocked his goons out of its path with ease. With its horn lowered, the rhino prepared to deflect the attack of one of Abasi’s fiercest warriors, an elephant bull named Samsen, who had more than proven his worth on the battlefield. 

			“And you too shall fall,” Abasi muttered as his evil grin slowly grew. It grew even wider as he saw the rhino stumble to the ground near the edge of one of the pits. With a loud trumpet, the bull elephant reared up on his hind legs and brought his front legs down with a force that shook the trees. The power of the rumbling ground sent the rhino tumbling head over heels down the embankment to crash into a pit. Dust flew as the shaking earth trembled under his weight.

			“Why do they always underestimate Samsen?” Nanji wondered aloud.

			“A mistake he won’t likely make again. I’m surprised King Ajamu didn’t send his finest.” 

			“He is occupied, or so rumor has it. As are The Mighty Tuskers. This group followed us here, I believe, of their own accord. I doubt Ajamu knows they’re here.”

			Abasi narrowed his eyes at Nanji and raised the Tukana. “If that’s true, you’re getting sloppy.”

			Nanji cringed away from the stone. “It won’t happen again, Master.”

			Abasi lowered the staff but continued to glare at the leopard. “See that it doesn’t.”

			“Yes, Master.”

			“Have we located the secret herd?”

			“With his queen? No, but our spies are close. King Ajamu moves between several of them, making it hard to figure out which matriarch he has chosen. There are a limited number of calves expected, so it’s only a matter of time before we find the right one.”

			As they continued to watch the fight below, an African grey parrot dive-bombed one of the warthogs blocking the exit of a bonobos chimp. The chimp screeched at the warthog as its infant clung for its life, with its tiny hands wrapped tightly around her neck. Abasi should be mad that the bonobos had managed to escape, but he knew his spies in the forest would take them down on the way out. No one left the Ghost Fortress and lived to tell about it.

			Abasi nodded to the leopard perched next to him. “See to it.”

			“Yes, Obambo.” Nanji leaped down from his perch and raced across the earth. 

			Abasi watched him fade from sight, and a sinister smile glistened in the light. The leopard could someday be his next in line if he played his cards right. Not that Abasi planned to give up his reign any time soon. There were herds to pillage, lands to plunder, and Mighty Tuskers to annihilate. Their Watch would come first. Today they would bring down a few of their fold. They would disappear like ghosts, never to be seen again, like the parrot below. Abasi nodded his head as he watched a warthog grab onto the bird’s tail feathers. When the bird twisted free from the warthog’s bite, Abasi gripped the Tukana in his hand.

			“No.” Abasi’s anger grew like a volcano, ready to erupt. He would punish the warthog for his failure later. 

			As the injured parrot tried to fly into the canopy of the rainforest nearby, it was intercepted by Mala, a griffin vulture who craved blood almost as much as Abasi did. From the screams erupting from the rainforest canopy, it was clear that Mala had made her mark.

			“I love the sound of death on a hot, muggy day.”

			As the four elephant calves huddled in fear, a cheetah approached from the ruins above. When Samsen turned to face him, the cheetah snarled, then leaped from its death crouch and launched at the charging bull. The cat attached itself to the bull’s neck with its teeth and claws. He miscalculated his attack, for Samsen shook him free, launching the cat through the air as effortlessly as a tiny cub. The cheetah hit a large boulder nearby and lay in a heap on the ground. 

			A slight swish of air near Abasi announced Nanji’s return. Abasi watched the leopard clean his paws and saw the scarlet stains that indicated his fresh kill. 

			“It is done.”

			“I had no doubts.” Abasi knew that Nanji would do whatever it took to keep his secret. The large cat was just like him in a lot of ways. That was the only reason he allowed the leopard to get so close. 

			“All is as it should be, Master.” 

			“Yes, but this is not enough. I will not rest until I rule it all.” Abasi gazed out in the distance, thinking about all the land left to conquer. 

			“All that stands in the way are the—”

			Abasi swung the Tukana in a wide arc in the air. The crystal glowed menacingly, and the leopard cringed on the ground before him. Abasi’s eyes narrowed on Nanji. “If you know what is good for you, you will not finish that sentence. My shadows grow stronger every day. One day I’ll rule all the lands. When we capture the king’s offspring, The Mighty Tuskers will come to their knees.”

			“He won’t know what hit him. Just imagine raising him as your own, using him against his father.”

			“If I let him live that long.” Abasi had plenty of plans for that calf, none of which would happen if they could not locate it.

			“I’m sure an heir has been conceived. Why else would King Ajamu be away from the forefront?”

			“That means his heir will be here before we know it. There is still much to do in preparation. First, have the detail clean up the mess down there.” 

			While it would serve as a warning to the prisoners to be surrounded by death and gore, the stench would soon fill the air. Death was only appetizing in the beginning. Soon enough, the land would be soured with its decay. Best to take what they could use and bury the rest.

			“We’ll feast tonight, for sure.” Nanji stopped licking his paw and nodded to his master.

			“Yes, we shall.” 

			Abasi waved the leopard away and climbed back into the dark tunnel behind him. He would wait until the cover of the night to make an appearance before his faction.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			As dawn broke, its warm colors were hidden behind dark storm clouds which threatened to unleash their wrath on the world below. While the rest of the world was filled with turmoil and angst, this moment belonged to the precious few who stood in the calm before the storm. A small watering hole was filled with a herd of African forest elephants as they waited for the most crucial moment of their time. 

			King Ajamu stood in stoic silence as his mate Salina went through the most meaningful labor of love. His heir would be here at any moment, and it was a glorious thing to behold. Beside him, his Mighty Tuskers stood as witnesses to catalog this historical moment. The giant tusker elephants had become much more than his followers; they had become his family, most devoted friends, and fellow superheroes. 

			Ajamu looked at each one reflectively. None of them were as tall as Ajamu, each just a hair shorter—which was as it should be. A king must be mighty and just, a trait Ajamu had strived to maintain from the moment he was finally old enough to take over his father’s reign. The Mighty Tuskers had kept a watch over the animal kingdom until Ajamu was ready to become king, and his superpower became known. 

			Ajamu had learned, quite by accident, the superpower he had inherited. The Obambo’s faction had him cornered. They intended to capture and give him to the Obambo, Abasi. Desperate to escape, Ajamu stomped at his opponent. The Earth shook violently, knocking everyone from their feet. A fisher in the ground opened, and his attackers fell into the abyss. At that point, he was deemed ready to be king.

			Each of his friends had their own stories to tell, lifetimes of experiences they brought to The Mighty Tuskers. The first Mighty Tuskers had come from the seven legendary tuskers. A tusker was something of a mystery, a miracle of sorts, for one never knew which elephant calf would grow up to be one, but when they did, they developed their own superpower. Some said fate favored the bravest souls; others speculated it was part of their lineage. No one really knew for sure, but the first seven had set a precedent for all generations to come. Strong and courageous, they tackled fighting head-on, using their giant tusks and superpowers to protect those who could not defend themselves.

			Their stories were told far and wide, starting as mere whispers and growing into bold tales that would make every young calf wish he had the great fortune of becoming one. Ajamu had been the same, but his hopes had been higher than most. His father had been one of the mightiest tuskers the world had ever known. Ajamu still mourned for his own father, King Sango. Sango had dedicated his life to bringing down the Obambo who had been responsible for his death. Ajamu would not stop until the shadow had been returned to the recesses of the earth. 

			Ajamu had learned long ago not to fear unknown things. No one knew how the Obambo could exist through so many generations, which made him seem more like a ghost than a reality. The idea that one evil spirit could persist might make others afraid of the darkness, but Ajamu knew they all were just a step away from the shadows every day of their lives. 

			He led his kingdom with his head held high and his heart filled with devotion to their protection from the evil lurking on their territory’s outskirts. He did so with the help of his loyal tuskers and The Watch, that helped safeguard his subjects at every turn.

			Ghana, first in command under Ajamu, had been his most steadfast friend. His rusty-colored body had a few weathered spots that had whitened on his legs—scars that had healed over time, wounds Ajamu would not wish on his worst enemy. Yet Ghana had always persevered, rising from each one as if it was nothing more than a mere flesh wound. The two had been raised together in Ajamu’s herd. While Ajamu had been reserved as a calf and raised as royalty, Ghana had taught him that life did exist outside of duty. The two had gotten into a fair amount of hijinks before the reality of his reign sunk in. Ghana’s unmatched sense of direction kept him on the right path. His superpower was his built-in uncanny perception of where they needed to be that kept the tuskers one step ahead of the Obambo’s Faction. While Ajamu had dealt with his father’s death, Ghana held him up and led him through the grief that could have broken him at such a young age. 

			Jovan and Lex were more of a miracle than anyone would ever realize. They were born to the same mother and shared the same womb. To have more than one tusker born into a herd was already a miracle—to be twins was almost divine. The two of them would do anything to protect their king. Their superpowers were added to the team. Jovan had unmatched hearing. He could hear the tiniest leaf hitting the ground as well as the sounds of a beetle’s scurrying footsteps. Lex’s strength was his powerful trunk blast. His trumpet was so loud it would knock his opponent from their feet. Fierce and loyal, they were often the first to volunteer for the most dangerous missions. No one would ever doubt their courage or loyalty, traits that all his comrades exuded. While identical in most things, the only thing that set the two apart was the markings on their foreheads. Lex had a sizeable rusty patch of skin that rose in a small line between his eyes, creating a shape like a raindrop being pulled back toward the sky. Jovan had two rusty patches over his eyes, but his forehead was just as grey as the rest of his body. The majority of their bodies were as grey as a rain-laden sky.

			Jaja was the youngest of The Mighty Tuskers, but that did not diminish his contribution to their group. He made up for what he lacked in experience with his exuberance and compassion. He was the strongest tusker ever born. He could easily lift and throw boulders, making him valuable to the group. And his ability to relate to the younger generation made him the perfect ambassador for The Watch. Grey from head to toe, his coloring made him appear much older. Even so, Jaja was wise beyond his years and had become a great asset to their ranks. 

			Luki was the oldest tusker in The Mighty Tuskers. Luki was a sage. His strength was in his ability to communicate with the ghosts of the past. While he had not run with The Mighty Tuskers during Ajamu’s father’s time, he had come shortly after him and well before Ajamu had joined, as King Sanjo had died before Ajamu had been old enough to start his training. Luki had taken him under his wing, training him in his formative years in hopes that Ajamu would grow into a Mighty Tusker like his father. Luck had been in their favor, for Ajamu had proven to be just as agile and fierce as his father before him. Luki’s entire body was covered in a dusty splatter of rusty greys that faded from face to rump to show the pale grey beneath.

			Then there was Sanju, who was just a hair shorter than Ajamu. Sanju had to continually control his temper, for he was outraged by how his world seemed to crumble under him. He was dark grey in his coloring, which could have been an easy predictor of his melancholy. Sanju was driven by more than anger—he wanted to avenge the death of his herd. When he had been just a tiny calf, the Obambo had his faction destroy every last one of Sanju’s beloved family. Sanju had been captured and would have been forced into servitude had The Mighty Tuskers not ambushed the caravan that was leading the prisoners back to wherever the Obambo hid from the world. Soon after he was rescued, his superpowers emerged. His abilities in speed and stealth were unmatched. 

			To this day, neither Ajamu nor his comrades had been able to find the evil lair. All that had tried had never returned, but it was only a matter of time before The Watch would find them—Ajamu was sure of it, and when they did, he was sure that Ghana would sense it. Ajamu would never stop until the Obambo was brought to justice once and for all. He would stake his life on it. He already had, which had put a target on his family. He regretted that, but it was unavoidable. The only thing they could do was keep his mate’s
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