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Imperial March

The blow came up high, catching Qu Yuan on the temple. It drove his head sideways, forcing him to lose sight of his opponent. A moment later, a foot sweep took his balance and standing, forcing him to crash into the hard-packed earth. Another merciless blow caught his jaw, the pommel of the sword cracking against his body and forcing him to slump to the ground in defeat.

Long woozy seconds later, Qu Yuan forced himself to his knees. He took the bent knee meditation pose that he had been trained to take, forcing breathing through his nose as he circulated energy to dull the ache. The last blow had been pulled just an iota, enough that his jaw was only cracked, not broken. Enough to allow the Imperial Body Cultivation technique he studied to act upon it, strengthen it.

Not enough to let him stop his training for the day.

“Pitiful. A decade, and you are still just at Peak Energy Storage. An Imperial prince should at least be Core stage at your age.” His trainer, whose slippered feet Qu Yuan stared at, snarled. His voice was filled with anger and disgust. Not that it was ever anything but angry. Then again, Qu Yuan understood his trainer’s bitterness. 

“My apologies, uncle.” Of course, his trainer was his uncle. It was death for any but another of the imperial line to strike an imperial personage. Thus, the man before him was a distant uncle. Distant and failed in his contention for the throne, his Core shattered and leaving him in pain. 

“Cultivate and heal. We begin again when I am done with my tea.” 

Qu Yuan nodded and focused within. His body hummed, his eyes half-lidded. A flash of yellow on the second floor balcony overlooking the training grounds. Qu Yuan’s thoughts narrowed, though he never stopped cultivating and healing himself. Only one person was allowed to wear yellow, and only a few were allowed to view his training without informing him.

So.

It was beginning then.

But it would be better to check.

Later that day, after training was over, standing in his dusty and blood stained training clothing, hands extended as his servants took the outer layers off to replace with others, as they wiped down his bare, muscular but scarred body of the dirt and blood, he asked Qu Feng. 

“Was that my Honored Father, long may he reign?”

“It was.” Lips curled up, as the trainer sneered at Qu Yuan. “He saw your pitiful showing. Shamed me, you did. And yourself.”

“I apologise again, gracious uncle. This one will try to do better.”

“Bah!” Stalking away, Qu Feng gestured to the servant who was waiting to the side. The warmed jar of wine was deposited in his hands, and swallowed in three mouthfuls. Another cup was poured as he walked away, to drown himself in drink.

After all, his fate was sealed.

Just like Qu Yuan’s.

 

***

 

They came for him in the middle of the night. His guards were killed without a sound, even though he had asked them to be extra careful. It was a pity, and he had a flash of regret, but against his father’s killers, they never stood a chance. And, he had to admit, a part of him had wished that he was wrong. That hope, that mistake, had cost five lives tonight. 

At least he had asked the servants to go home. Perhaps they would be spared. He doubted it, not after what he chose to do next.

The shadow detached itself from the ceiling, dropping towards him. Two more shadows, just glints in the dark where loaded crossbows were pointed at his form, waited for him if he managed to dodge the first. More than enough to deal with an Energy Storage cultivator, even a well trained one like the Imperial Prince.

A gesture with a hand gripping the sword. Sword intent projected outwards. There was no need for a better, a more powerful technique. Not against three peak Energy Storage cultivators from the cike. The wave of energy tore the corpse apart, shattered ceiling tiles and blew apart wall and roof. The body parts rained outwards, even as Qu Yuan stood from his bed.

He was fully dressed in his travel clothing. Green and black, with just a small edging of yellow to signify his imperial bloodline. The hanfu robes were belted in the middle, his sword belt and storage pouch on it, containing all that he would need. On the other side, the sword sheath for his weapon that he held in hand. Others were in his storage rings, but this was his favored weapon.

He strode out, even as the assassins flooded in, coming in from the opening in the roof, from the corridor and courtyard outside. They rushed towards him, like fireflies to their doom and he met them with short, sharp attacks.

None of the fumbling, none of the hesitancy that he had showcased earlier in the day. He removed the controls on his cultivation and the power of his Core thrummed through the air. Still, the men rushed forwards, for there was no other choice. Die here and now, or die later at the hand of his father’s torturers for failing to complete their mission. 

No real choice.

So he ended them with as much mercy and speed as he could offer. They fell to each of his attacks, until all but the single leader of the team stood before him. His own Core thrummed with energy, his face covered in black cloth, revealing only dark eyes.

“You hid yourself well, but not well enough.” The older man, the assassin said as he stood upon the roof opposite the blood speckled courtyard. In the chilly autumn night, the innards of the slain steamed, their blood soaking the grass and wood.

“So it would seem.” Qu Yuan said. He gestured with his sword around, to the pull and pulse of chi around him, throughout the imperial city. The feel of chi being used and expanded, as other teams took action. “I take it my father has made his choice.”

“You could have been in the running. Yet you chose to hide your strength. Why?” The man spoke, curious.

Qu Yuan shook his head in answer.

“I will just have to extract the answer from you then. It will be painful.”

A raised sword, and then the two flashed across the intervening space. Shadows detached from the assassin’s body, swinging their dark weapons at  Qu Yuan as they split and came at him from multiple sides. In turn, Qu Yuan’s movement sped up, his sword meeting each of the shadow weapons before returning to the true line and clashing with the assassin.

Another explosion of energy, so strong that the walls around them exploded. Roof tiles flew away, the closest pulverized. The damaged room behind came falling down. Weapons swung, the blades moving faster than mortal eye could track. 

A short few seconds of battle and the assassin staggered back, a hand clutching the stomp of his weapon arm. His sword and arm lay to the side. 

“Heart of the Sword combined with the Seven Blades of Heaven. How? Who taught you!”

Incredulous words and exclamations were cut short, as a blade swung and detached head from body. Qu Yuan sighed, swinging his sword again to remove the last of the blood droplets. 

This was not time to gloat over successful plans. There was too much at stake. And too much to do this night. For if he was to survive, he had to run. As far and as fast as he could, before his father and his brothers found out about his treachery.

 

***

 

The Imperial stables were a dangerous, but unavoidable risk that he had to take. The simple fact was that he needed one of the horses from the stable. Other steeds could carry him, but none were of the Qu bloodline. They could not carry him as far or as fast. And since his pursuers were likely to use such animals themselves, he had to have his own.

Even if need did not drive his decision, he had to admit, he refused to give up his stallion, Hong Ma. He had raised it by hand two dozen years ago himself and now, the creature was in the prime of its extended life. He had spent many good days riding his horse on long afternoons free from the constraints of social life. The occasional guided hunts were part of the happiest moments in his life.

So it was that he went to the stables, where as expected they were waiting for him and any others who could have made it that far. They waited, throats slit, eyes open but unseeing, hands grasping for weapons they could never wield again. In the shadows, a figure moved, and Qu Yuan relaxed.

“Took you long enough,” the voice was acerbic, bitter. Pained and weary. As always.

“It did.” Qu Yuan said. He gestured at the corpses around. “Your doing?”

“Mostly. Some were killed before I got here. Your ninth brother and his entourage made it here, but were not watching for the ambush,” Qu Feng said. “His trainer should have worked on his awareness more.”

A blade flashed and Qu Yuan raised his hand, snatching the thrown knife from the air. He turned it sideways, seeing the dark gleam of poison on the end before he tossed it away. 

“Like you did, me?”

“Yes.”

Qu Yuan shook his head, moving quickly inside. Even if Hong Ma was saddled, he checked the saddle and the saddlebags again, briefly. Food, water, cooking and sleeping implements. All the necessities of a long trip. Saddle was tight, the big stallion snorting only a little at being forced to let another touch it. It was smart enough to know though that necessity drove them now.

As it did the pace they set, as they raced for the outer gates. Not surprisingly, it was closed; but the wards set upon them were never meant to hold those within. A concentrated blast of energy tore the gate from its moorings and scattered the guards across the paved stones. 

Two more ambushes awaited them, one on the long, narrow street that led out from the side gates they used. Perfect for constricting attackers – or those fleeing – and guaranteed to slow down those who traversed it. Slowed down enough that Qu Yuan and his teacher took to the rooftops, slaying their ambushers as they ran along each side of the mares that escaped until it was time to return to their steeds.

The last ambush was outside the city itself, when their madcap dash through streets had completed, when they had escaped all those who would take them from behind. In the greenery, hidden in the forests of the roadside, that last ambush caught them as they were meant to begin relaxing.

Having escaped.

It was there that Qu Feng died. An arrow, infused with chi, fired in such a manner that it corkscrewed and swerved around to strike Qu Feng in the back. Tearing through chest and lungs, impaling him as he was dealing with the half-dozen attackers before him.

A few quick attacks, an unleashing of aura and killing intent later, and the chopped apart corpses lay before Qu Yuan. 

“This is as far as I go, it seems.”

“I’m sorry,” Qu Yuan said, bowing his head.

“I am not. The pain is fading now. And you, you have escaped. That is my revenge against Ah Er, my brother. My beloved brother, who crippled me and killed his own sons.” A cough, blood dribbling from his mouth. Wry, bitter. “Go. Live a better life, as a commoner even. Better than being a King who must kill his own family to stay safe and secure the throne for his favorite son.”

Qu Feng closed
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