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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.
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