
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Emperor of Ashes

The Guardians Series Part 8 

 

"That's who!?" screamed Jack.

"The Emperor of Ashes.  I know that because I've already had a run-in with him once before, and he's nobody to be trifled with," replied Paul.

Jack turned and looked briefly at Paul, and then back at the massive, octopus like monster in the sky in disbelief.

"Damn he's big.  So how exactly are we gonna fight this thing?" he replied. 

That, however, was not a question that Paul knew how to answer.  He then studied the Emperor quietly as his mind tried to come up with a way to fight and win such an incredibly lopsided battle.  Counting everyone who was there and available to him, he only had two hundred and fifty guardians in total.  Against a monster that big, that would be barely enough to maybe make a scratch on him.  It was then, at this moment, that Paul realized something.  Despite the creature's absolutely immense size, Paul hadn't felt a major change in the energy around him.  He found this confusing.  Was this thing that stood before him merely an illusion, or was it the real Emperor?  Given all that he'd heard about him already, this creature seemed far too weak to be him.  Just then, as if to prove who he truly was, the Emperor inhaled deeply, and then pushed his energy out across the entire area.  The shockwave that this produced was so powerful that, had they not seen it coming, and shielded against it, the sheer pressure of it would've knocked every one of them out cold.

"Wow, he's powerful!" shouted Destin.

"There ain't no damn way we're gonna beat that thing!  We're not strong enough, even if the entire Guardian Corps were here!" said Jack anxiously.

However Paul was not ready to give up.  There had to be a way to defeat even a monster that big and powerful.  After all, the bigger they are, the harder they fall.  He then noticed something unusual beginning to form around the head and body of the Emperor.  This caused him to perk up in such a way that the others quickly took notice of it.

"What do you see, sir?" asked Destin.

"If I'm not mistaken, he's surrounding himself with numerous Eyes of Darkness, and Crimson Eyes, the two most powerful monsters he has," replied Paul.

Jack turned his attention back to the Emperor, and soon noticed the same thing that Paul had.  He then pursed his lips incredulously.

"Welp, we're done, 'cause there ain't no way we're gonna make that thing die with that much firepower protecting it," he muttered.

Paul pondered this briefly for several moments, and then nodded.

"If we're fighting both him, and his army, then yes, you would be correct.  I just wish we had more fighters than we have.  If we did, we might actually stand a chance in this fight," he replied.

Just then a powerful, deep, and familiar presence picked at the corner of Paul's mind.  It wasn't long before the others felt it too, and turned back and forth in surprise as they tried to determine where it was coming from.  But it was Paul who soon realized that it wasn't coming from just one direction.  It was coming from everywhere.  Just then Paul's communicator crackled to life. 

"Hey, DB05631, you guys still alive?" came a voice.

Paul immediately activated his communicator, and asked, "Who is this?"

A soft chuckle echoed from the other side.

"Let's just say that your cavalry has arrived."

Upon hearing this, everyone in Paul's team looked at each other in surprise.  Could it really be?  Moments later hundreds upon hundreds of other guardians began appearing around them in the sky.  Paul's team looked on at this rapidly growing army of fellow warriors, and then began to shout with joy.  As the number of guardians in the area continued to grow, a large, stout, brown skinned man appeared in front of Paul.

"Who are you?" asked Paul.

"My name is Ajib.  Central said you could use some help," he replied with a grin. 

"Yes, we can.  But what took you so long?" asked Paul.

"Central wanted to be sure that yours was the only battle.  Once they were, they told us to get here as fast as we could.  So where do you need us?" asked Ajib.

Paul turned and studied the battlefield around him briefly before turning to Destin.

"What's your recommendation?" he asked.

Destin, having already formulated his answer ahead of time, knowing that Paul would soon ask him for advice, turned to Ajib briefly, and then back to Paul.

"Containment.  If those monsters get loose, we're going to have massive civilian casualties. So stopping them will be top priority," he said. 

"I disagree.  We need to take out the big guy first," said Ajib.

Destin looked at Ajib and shook his head.

"That'll be our job.  You guys will need to stop those monsters before they can hurt anyone."

However, Paul shook his head as well.

"I actually agree with Ajib on this.  Our biggest concern right now needs to be the Emperor.  If he's able to fully recharge, we'll never be able to stop him."

"But what about civilian casualties?  If we don't deal with those monsters soon, there's going to be a lot of them," said Destin.

"If the Emperor recovers his full strength, then it won't matter if we eliminate all of his forces as he'll be able to easily wipe out the entirety of mankind, and we won't be able to stop him." 

Destin thought about this briefly, and then nodded.

"Understood.  Then, if we're going to fight the Emperor first, we'll need to gain air superiority.  That means getting rid of all the Skyreapers in the area," he said.

Paul thought about this for a few moments, and then looked at Ajib.

"Can you handle that for us while we go after the Emperor?" he asked.

Ajib stared at him curiously.

"We can.  But won't you be too weak to take him down?" he asked.

Paul glanced briefly at the Emperor, and then back at him.

"Yes, we will be.  But that's not my goal," replied Paul.

Destin perked up at this.

"You're only looking to probe him for weaknesses right now, aren't you?" he asked. 

Paul nodded.

"Poke the bear, find out where he screams, and then bite down hard," he replied.

Ajib thought about this briefly, and then looked at the Emperor.

"That may not be wise.  That monster is surrounded by far too many powerful allies," he said. 

Destin grinned.

"That's easy enough to solve.  Once we have air superiority, we can focus the entirety of our strength on his protectors, taking them out one at a time until none remain.  Then, once all of his protection is eliminated, we can focus our strength on taking him down," he said.

Jack frowned at this, and replied, "Define easy.  He's still going to be a handful.  And that's not to mention all of the Eyes we'll be fighting, and they're no pushovers.  Heck, the last time we fought an Eye of Darkness, it took over forty of us to defeat it.  Paul can attest to that as he was at the same battle as me when it happened."

Paul nodded in agreement.

"Yes, it did.  But, as Destin suggested, once we have air superiority, it'll be much easier to take them out," he replied.

Just then they all felt a powerful pulse of energy erupt across the area.  All eyes quickly turned towards the Emperor of Ashes and looked on in dismay as he, and all of the monsters surrounding him, briefly pulsed with a powerful burst of energy before returning to their previous states.  However, unlike before, the Emperor did not return to the his prior level of strength.  He'd instead grown considerably stronger.  Paul frowned at this.

"We need to get moving, and now, before he's able to become any stronger than he already is," he said.  He then pointed at Ajib, and said, "Alright, let's go with the plan we've come up with.  You take your team and clear the skies like we discussed, and I'll take my men and poke the Emperor to see where he flinches."

Ajib bowed slightly, and quickly left to begin deploying his forces around the area.  As he did, Paul turned back to the Emperor and again studied him briefly.  He then rallied his men and sent them towards the Emperor; their shields raised, and at the ready, as they approached cautiously.  To their relief, he didn't respond, or even acknowledge their presence.  However, the Eyes of Darkness, and the Crimson Eyes, kept very close tabs on Paul's team.  But, despite how close the guardians approached, they didn't react, nor try to counter them at all.  Instead they patiently waited to see what Paul's team would do.  Paul noticed this and wondered if they were intentionally conserving energy, or merely being cautious while sizing up their opponent.  The Eyes then began to look around nervously as they watched Ajib's forces tear apart the Skyreapers overhead, and systematically removed every single one of them from the air.  As they did this, a deep, but quiet panic began to settle over the eyes.  However, the Emperor himself remained silent, and unmoving, save only to periodically reach out with a tentacle and bat away one of Ajib's guardians when they got too close to him.  Paul quickly took notice of this. 

"Call me silly, but I don't think the Emperor is feeling well," he said.

"I see that, sir.  Should we attack him directly?" asked Destin. 

Paul shook his head.

"No, let's use this to our advantage for now.  If he's really that weak, let's use the time that gives us to get rid of that wall of Eyes that's protecting him," he replied.

He then gathered his forces together, redeployed them all around the Emperor, and attacked.  However, this failed miserably, forcing Paul's men to fall back.  Destin then reminded Paul about using a focus fire tactic to target one Eye at a time to slowly weaken, and then eliminate the Emperor's defenders until they were all destroyed.  Paul took his advise, and then worked with the other guardians to explore the Emperor's defenses in search of his weakest point.  Eventually they found it, and immediately set about exploiting it.  Gathering together for greatest effect, even though this put them at significant risk, Paul's entire team formed themselves into a tight ball, with the men on the outside raising a protective shield around their formation to protect it, while those on the inside concentrated all of their firepower on the weakest Eye of Darkness.  This, unfortunately, drew the ire of a nearby Crimson Eye, the stronger of the two monster classes, who attacked Paul's team with incredible rage and fury, forcing them to retreat.

Upon seeing this, Ajib withdrew a group of fifty guardians and sent them against the Emperor, using the small hole in his defenses that the Crimson Eye had created by abandoning its post, and struck the Emperor with a powerful and injurious blow.  While the attack itself did almost no damage, it caused the Emperor to scream in pain and lash out at Ajib's men, who immediately, and safely retreated.  They attacked again, which forced the Crimson Eye to retreat in an effort to protect its master.  This created an opening for Paul's team to rush in and attack the same Eye of Darkness as before.  Their attack this time was wildly successful, as they were able to completely destroy the Eye, and send every other Eye in the area into an abject panic.  Even so, despite their success, Paul ensured that his teams remained focused, and circumspect, so as not to lose the advantage, while maintaining the solidity of their defenses.  Back and forth, back and forth the battle went as Paul's teams, with Ajib's help, made slow, but steady progress against the Eyes, destroying each of them one by one in a very systematic, and effective manner.   

But, as they continued their slow, careful, and methodical battle of attrition against the Eyes, another powerful pulse of energy erupted from the Emperor, pushing everyone back as it did.  This time, however, the Emperor appeared to grow considerably stronger.  This bothered Paul.  Time was quickly running out for them.  So Paul quickly turned his teams back to the battle, their fight growing increasingly successful as they gradually discovered more and more effective ways to rapidly eliminate each successive Eye they encountered, be they Crimson or Darkness.  Eventually, after lots of hard work, all of the Eyes were destroyed, leaving only the Emperor remaining.  Now the rest of the battle would be entirely between the Emperor, and the small force of guardians who were gathered there.  Once more he pulsed, his energy levels greatly increasing as he did, and then turned his attention to the guardians, attacking them with great fury as though he were swatting gnats.  Seeing this, Paul called to Ajib, and his other commanders. 

"Alright, everyone, we're down to the wire here.  We either stop him now, or he's gonna get too powerful for us to beat him.  Everyone, get in there and throw everything you have at him!" he said over the communicator.

Immediately, but with great caution, everyone from Paul and Ajib's teams rushed in at the Emperor.  But they were quickly pushed back as the Emperor lashed out with a seemingly impenetrable wall of tentacles that hammered the guardians with incredible force.  Again they rushed in, and again they were pushed back.  The battle against the Emperor was quickly devolving into a stalemate, and Paul didn't like that.  Especially since the next time the Emperor leveled up his powers, he was likely to become unstoppable.  But it was at this exact moment, when the battle was beginning to look unwinnable, that something incredible happened.  One of Destin's reactionary squads rushed in at the Emperor and, using expert maneuvering and evasion, drew close to his body and attacked one of his tentacles at the base as he thrust it out at them, slicing it clean off as they did.  Already being under great acceleration at the time, the massive tentacle's own inertia yanked it violently away from the Emperor, as though ripped from his body, and out into the savanna where it crashed into a group of nearby trees.  It then wriggled and writhed briefly before falling silent. 

Seeing the success of this attack, several other groups replicated it, and achieved the same welcome result.  However, much to their dismay, the now nearly dozen bloody stumps that they had just created, where the Emperor's tentacles had once been, suddenly erupted with a burst of energy, and immediately spawned a pair of new tentacles each that quickly grew to the same size as the one they now replaced.  Once again Destin's teams struck at the Emperor, using the same successful attacks as they had before, only to have even more pairs of new tentacles appear in their place.  This had a very crushing, and demoralizing effect on every one of the guardians, as it seemed like the battle they were fighting was now not only hopeless, but also unwinnable.  However, it was at this moment that Paul noticed something.  Where once the Emperor's energy levels had been steadily growing, they were now shrinking.  He found this intriguing.  Up until this point in the battle, that hadn't happened.  Yet now it was.  He activated his communicator. 

"Hey, Destin, have your men keep doing what they're doing and chop off as many of his tentacles as you can," he said.

Destin was perplexed by this order. 

"But why?  We're not having any effect!  If anything, he's getting stronger," he replied.

"Actually, that's not what I'm sensing.  I think the added burden of the extra tentacles he's creating is exceeding his ability to regenerate his power.  If I'm correct in that thought, then we might be able to run him out of gas if we can keep the pressure on," said Paul.

Destin thought about this briefly, and then realized what Paul was saying.

"I'm on it!  See if you can get the others to help us with that!" he replied.

"Roger!" replied Paul.

He then quickly called Ajib, and explained to him Destin's plan, and how they might be helpful in bringing the Emperor down.  Ajib acknowledged this and immediately redeployed his teams, who quickly set about using Destin's plan to further weaken the Emperor.  And, to everyone's great pleasure, the plan worked.  But, despite the success they were having, it was still a very slow and arduous process, with the Emperor fighting desperately against their attempts to weaken him.  On several occasions he even tried, albeit vainly, to recover his severed tentacles to prevent the spawning of new ones, and preserve his slowly dwindling energy supply in the process.  But his best efforts only ended in failure, leading to still more tentacles being spawned, which further weakened him.  Eventually the burden of trying to maintain his body, or even move, became too great, causing him to collapse.  No longer able to move, or defend himself, the Emperor could do little more than lay there on the ground as cut after cut, slash after slash, was thrown at him.

Eventually the mere weight of his body, and its ravenous energy demands, consumed the last fleeting strands of his once vast strength, after which he closed his eyes, and died.  Not long after this, to everyone's surprise, the Emperor's body began crumbling to ash.  Paul, upon realizing that they had somehow defeated the Emperor, turned his attention back to the other monsters who had come with him.  To protect the humans of Earth, they needed to eliminate them with all due haste.  However, as they began to make chase, they quickly discovered that every last one of the monsters, save for the rexes, were now dead.  And, like their now deceased master, they had all crumbled to ash as well.  The best Paul could determine for why this had happened was that all of those monsters were somehow connected directly to the Emperor, and thus, upon his death, lost any and all ability to continue living. 

Paul then floated quietly near the ashen remains of the Emperor and studied the now silent battlefield around him.  As he did, the other guardians spread out, and carefully began corralling the remaining rexes together into one place to protect them from harm, while also ensuring that they couldn't harm anyone else along the way.  As Paul stood near the slowly crumbling, and dissipating remains of the Emperor, something strange happened.  As the wind over the savanna picked up, and the ashes of the Emperor were lifted into the air and blown away, a massive black orb, like a gigantic pearl that was nearly twenty feet in height, emerged from their midst.  Paul was intrigued by this, but wisely kept his distance, not knowing if this was a trap, or perhaps something far worse that was meant to ensnare and destroy him.  Even though he could feel no power coming from the orb, he wasn't about to take any chances.  Deciding that he needed to report this to his superiors, Paul activated his communicator. 

"Central, this is DB05631.  I've got something here I think you need to see.  We've defeated the Emperor, and all of his forces, which have subsequently crumbled to ashes that are now currently blowing away in the wind.  However, as they are, he's left behind something...well, huge that I think you need to see," he said.

"DB05631, this is Central.  Please stand by.  We'll send someone your way as soon as possible to investigate this, over."

"Roger, Central, we'll be standing by."

Paul then turned and again looked at the massive black orb that lay amidst the blowing ashes in front of him as he contemplated what to do next.  As he did, Jack floated up to him and studied it in curiosity.

"So what do you make of this?" he asked.

Paul shook his head.

"I don't know," he replied. 

"Should we touch it?" asked Jack. 

Paul immediately snapped around in shock.

"Oh, absolutely not!" he protested.

Jack chuckled.

"Good, because I didn't plan to.  I've read enough comic books to know that you don't touch something like that unless you're absolutely sure it's either dead, or inert."

Paul smiled at this.

"Yeah, and we can't be sure of that.  But, at the same time, I'm a little surprised that this was inside of him." 

Jack nodded.

"Same here.  Speaking of which, do you think that's the real him, or is it just a strange leftover, like a power core or something?  I mean, to me at least, that seems like something that's within the realm of possibilities." 

Paul looked briefly at Jack, and then over at the massive black orb before him as he thought about this.

"I don't know, but I also don't intend to find out."

 

The End 
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