His breath left him in a single huff, as he crumpled to the ground. He lay supine, a blackened crater in the ceramic armor of his chest plate smoking slightly. The stale smell of ozone filled in his senses, along with the crushing, compression pain in his upper chest. He tried to take a breathe, but couldn't. A rib, he thought, maybe two, was broken. Breathing too hard could puncture a lung. His eyes glazed slightly, slipping out of focus. 

“I thought you'd be harder to capture,” said a quiet voice, as if from a long distance away. The voice seemed to enter his head without worrying about the need to go through his auditory nerve. His concentration was slipping if he was receiving a telepathic link without even noticing. He tried to shift himself, but the moment he lifted his shoulder from the ground, the twisting action sent waves of pain radiating throughout his body. His muscles locked up and he slumped back against the hard packed permafrost, his rapid breaths creating a plume of vapor above him.

“Does the armored tortoise need help getting off his back?” the voice said against, it's tone mocking and cruel. The voice was familiar, but his head was muddied by pain and exhaustion. A sense of vulnerability washed over him, a sensation he was wholly unaccustomed to. He had always been the hammer of the Clan, the indestructible, unstoppable animal. He'd taken a dozen wounds like this before and had come through fighting and killing. Rage had fueled him through the worst the Dark Brotherhood could throw at him. 

His eyes slowly refocused, his tongue trying vainly to dampen his dry lips. They only succeeded by spreading a thin sheen of blood across them. The metallic rust flavor made him retch, but he gritted his teeth. He could feel his anger starting to boil over. It came on like a torrent, a flood gate suddenly burst open, a tsunami of energy and power coursing through his body. 

“Oh, Tarsus,” said the voice, now audible, off to his left and closing, “I think we might have pissed him off,”

He heard a male voice grunt in reply, and a blaster rifle clip being ejected and replaced with a new one. There were two of them, and he knew one of their names. Tarsus, the bastard, now a traitor. The other voice, female and sultry, finally registered in his addled mind.

“Blade,” he said, through blood stained lips. A frown spread across his face, the realization of the situation dawning on him. The Aedile of Imperium had executed a near perfect ambush on a dangerous enemy, and had employed a mundane to do her dirty work. But no ambush is perfect, and she had forgotten the most important aspect of an ambush: Kill the target before he can kill you.

A pink skinned face appeared above him, upside down from his perspective, with an almost hungry smirk on it. Her blue locks fell around her cheeks, casting shadows over her expression as he tried to read it. He couldn't believe she could be behind this farce, and Brandon Tarsus wasn't smart enough to orchestra it. 

“Correct in one. Not bad for an old war dog like you, Arch,” Blade said, loud enough so that her companion could hear. Tarsus let out a bark of laughter, clearly enjoying the huge Warlord being at their mercy. The Zeltron moved slowly around, her lithe body moving sinuously as she seemed to study the crater in Archangel's armor. 

“I don't think that will buff out, old timer,” she said, her voice pitched low and quiet, a far more intimate level, for just herself, and her prey, “You've lead us on a merry little chase, but this time, you will fall a little short of the mark.”

“Go to hell...” he replied groggily, trying to lunge at her, but succeeding only in causing himself more pain and a wave of dizziness. Blade stepped back a moment, wary of her opponent, but moved in closer, crouching down next to him with a cool smile on her face. 

“Not much fight left in you now, is there?” she whispered, and he could feel her breath on his cheek. He turned his head towards her with exaggerated care, so he could look into her eyes, glaring deep into them with earnest contempt. She seemed to waiver for a moment, struck by the man's conviction. She leaned back a little as his lips curled into a smile.

“You've got little to smile about,” she muttered, glaring back at the fallen behemoth. He closed his eyes for a moment, the smile lingering. And with a surge of rage which sent shock waves through the Force surrounding them, his arm shot up, grabbing Blade by the neck. His hand closed like a vice, holding onto her with all the strength left in his body, all the rage, contempt and hate flowing through him like a live wire.

Blade's eyes bulged for a moment as her air supply was cut off and she slapped futilely at the massive arm which held her. Brandon Tarsus charged forward, his rifle at his shoulder as he prepared to fire. He was intercepted by a silent figure, with a blade of pure pale white brilliance. He slumped to the ground a few meters away, a puncture wound in his abdomen, and a bruise already darkening on his chin.

The Aedile of House Imperium didn't notice the plight of her comrade. She stared at the face of her assailant, the man whose torso still emitted a wisp of smoke, who lay supine after a full overcharged blaster rifle shot. How could he have the strength to hold her like this, when he had been so vulnerable. Archangel opened his eyes, the strain of the activity weighing down on him.

“I am the storm, Blade,” he whispered, as he pushed himself up with his free hand, his head coming up to her level so they stared at each other, “Hear me ROAR!”

He roared, a feral, bestial sound which echoed throughout the area. He unleashed all the pain he had endured, all the hate, all the anger, every emotion he could into that one display of utter, raw fury. Blade quaked visibly, even as darkness seemed to close in around her, her eyes dimming as the lack of oxygen threatened to end her promising life so soon.

Archangel raised the woman up, holding her above him with an ease borne from years of physical activity and a physique which brooked no laxity. He stared up at her, contempt and anger radiating from him like a sun. With a slow, almost lazy motion, he brought her arching down, slamming her back into the permafrost with a sickening crunch. 

He slumped down next to Blade, his hand still pressed against her, but not holding the grip it once had. She was out of the fight, he knew. No one could have taken that strike and kept moving. He rarely needed to exert such horrendous force on anyone, least of all a supposed ally. He could feel the tears in his muscles even now. A shadowed figure appeared next to him, and slipped under his arm, taking some of his massive bulk onto their shoulder.

“Took you long enough,” he muttered, a new coating of blood frothing over his lips. He moved to wipe it away, but his ribs protested fervently. The shadowed figure ran a cloth over his lips, before dropping it onto Blade.

“Had to get a better angle of attack,” Rayne said, shifting her husband slightly to better accommodate his weight, “Plus, you seemed like you had everything well in hand.”

“Except for the massive gut wound,” he said, turning to look for Tarsus, who remained unmoved and unfeeling in the realm of unconsciousness.

“What about them?” Rayne asked, kicking Blade in the ribs as hard as she could from her awkward position. Archangel smiled, and pulled his wife closer to him.

“I think the Emperor might like a word with them,” he replied. He slipped a hand down his back, to a small pouch which hung it's nape. He slipped the tiny device from it and held it up for his wife to look at.

“All this fighting, for a trinket,” Rayne said, admiring the object, but still hating the pain and suffering it represented. 

“I think I will have to have a few words with the Emperor myself,” Archangel said, the last vestiges of his anger spilling out with the words. He groaned slightly, his ribs aching furiously.

“Let's go, sweetheart,” he said quietly, “I'd hate for a Sadow to walk into this mess. Wouldn't hear the end of it.”
