Ghost 81
Chapter 81: the last line

The last night hung cold and merciless over the ancestral hall. Lantern light licked the high, carved
beams; incense curled thin and steady, weaving a small, stubborn warmth through the temple’s chill.
The long scrolls of scripture she had copied through the hours lay rolled and tied in neat bundles at Lian
An’s side like small, patient witnesses. Each bundle was a day’s confession rendered in black ink and
breath.

Her knees burned with a pain that was no longer merely physical. From the second night onward, every
time she shifted, the skin chafed raw against the marble. Her wrists, ink-stained and trembling, felt like
they belonged to another person; at moments they refused to obey. Her back ached as though the
weight of the palace itself had settled upon her shoulders and refused to leave. The thin porridge each
morning—the one she had accepted with defiant politeness—kept her stomach from collapsing into a
deeper hunger, but it could not staunch the slow drain in her muscles.

Princess Zhi’s bowl had changed that. The congee with its piles of nourishing seeds and simmered herbs
had threaded warmth back into her limbs more than once; the little scrap of paper folded beneath the
rim—2Zhi’s handwriting—had acted like a small, stubborn sun in those long hours when the Dowager’s
order felt like a stone pressing into her sternum.

At the far corner of the hall, the ten attendants maintained their silence like sentinels. Their eyes were
the soft, hungry eyes of those who watched for every tremor in a punishment whose spectacle they
would later gossip about; some watched in awe, some in frank boredom. They had nothing to offer but
their presence and their strict tasks: count the hours, ensure she did not rise, report any infraction.
None of them stepped forward when the blurred shape of night fell and she slipped, exhausted, into the
small recesses of sleep.

But she could not sleep more than an hour or two at a stretch. The prayers of the ancestors were the
soundtrack to her dozing; the scratch of a brush on paper the metronome of the entire palace. When
the pen slipped or the ink blotted, she would sit up with a start, breath shaking, cursed for a sloppy
stroke. That anger—at herself for failing basic things like neat characters—kept her moving.

Her ghost companions never tired. Fen Yu flitted like a trapped bird, bright and furious, finding small
miseries in everything the attendants arranged; Wei Rong hovered near the entrance, a grumpy,
watchful presence who passed his time muttering mock-speeches to the ancestral tablets; Li Shen spent
hours reciting lines of poetry under his breath, inventing stories of ancient scribes who had written with
one hand while the other waged wars. They were an absurd chorus in a place that wished nothing so
much as for quiet misery. For Lian An, their presence was less folly than lifeline. They joked, they recited,



they mimed; when the ache became too much they hovered and tried to do what they could—an
absurd, ghostly massage over a marble knee, a whisper across the shoulders that felt like a phantom
hand holding her upright.

"Ten minutes," Li Shen announced softly in the dark, his voice a mere paper-thin sound. He had kept
time better than any eunuch; the ghosts had a way of knowing the hour by moods and the way the
incense curled. "Ten minutes until the Dowager’s clock tolls."

Lian An’s breath left her in a small, useless laugh. "Do you think she will smile when | stand?" she asked,
the words small in the cavern of her ribs.

Fen Yu’s ghost-grin was ridiculous and tender. "She may last only long enough to set the next snub.
Don’t count on a smile."

Wei Rong made a sound like a low chuckle. "If she smiles, | will haunt her brush for life."

The humor steadied her in the way laughter can steady a heart that has been raw too long. They were
ridiculous company—thieves, scholars and spilled soldiers—but they were hers. The thought warmed
her more brilliantly than any of the lanterns in the hall.

The final hours were like all the hours that had come before: long, measured, ritualized. She copied the
final lines with a steadying breath: proverbs of patience and measured grace. The act itself was an
apology that was not apologetic, a defiant endurance masquerading as contrition. When she set down
the brush for the last time her hands trembled violently. Her wrists felt like branches about to snap; her
knees were swollen, the skin red and mottled where stone had bitten and rubbed. When she rose, it
was a small, stoic motion that felt like traversing a gulf. Her feet slid once on the cool marble, and for a
breath she feared she would collapse.

"Stand," Wei Rong whispered. "Stand."

She did—because she had to. Because if she fell now, the Dowager would truly find a triumph. She
would not give the old woman pleasure that easy.



There was, mercifully, no pageantry to the moment the hall’s outside doors opened. The Dowager did
not sweep in on a cushion of incense nor did she speak a thousand menacing dictums. She arrived with
the economy of power: two eunuchs, a face unmarred by emotion, and a single thin smile that did not
touch her eyes. Her presence in the doorway cooled the air further, as though the hall drew in its
breath.

"You have kept your vow," she said, voice like folded silk. "Eunuch Zhao, bring the record for
inspection."

The eunuch crossed the hall with a paper in his hands; he handed the bundle to the Dowager who, in the
same practiced hands that had once sold markets and judged suits, unrolled the scrolls. Her eyes
skimmed the strokes—the evenness, the precise form. For a moment she considered the work like one
might consider a brilliantly made weapon: it had been carefully, cruelly forged.

"Good," she said finally. The single syllable was a weapon that landed with quiet satisfaction. "You were
thorough. The palace will remember the lesson."

Lian An inclined her head with something like cold courtesy. "Your Majesty."

"You may rise," the Dowager said. "But do not speak of this in public. Shame is a lesson both to the
punished and to those who would applaud the punished."

She left as unceremoniously as she had come, leaving behind a trace of cold and the echo of the
eunuch’s steps. There was no celebration. The attendants filed away, some with faces like owls, some
with eyes busier than before. Lian An collected the final bundle of scrolls and set them aside; the motion
felt so small, so domestic after the cavernous ordeal of the last hour.

The moment she stepped from the hall, the world hit her with its realness. She felt lightheaded, and
then the movement came in waves—an overwhelming fatigue that was not the fancy of the imagination
but a bone-level exhaustion. Her legs negotiated the palace tiles with the stubbornness of someone in
love with nothing but survival. By the time a maid—eyes already red from watching the night’s cruelty—
moved to help, her knees protested beneath her like old war drums.

Then the sound: first a small, strangled noise from somewhere in the crowd, then a resounding, animal
wail. One of the attendants—too young, with the teat of tears still on her cheek—had seen the state of



Lian An’s legs: swollen, pale, knuckled at the joints. She had braced to move and had instead collapsed
into uncontrollable sobs.

The sound spread quickly and, like any sound in the palace, found its destination. Servants who had
been bored and cruel a minute before now rushed forward, hands trembling with the sudden
practicalities of care. They called for the healer as though the word itself might conjure a cure. The
attendants looked apologetic, clutching at their hearts—but Lian An saw through them all. The spectacle
had to end, of course—it was already becoming a story: The Empress, kneeling in penance, fainting at
last of hunger and fever.

She wanted to tell them all the truth—how the true sustenance had been a small bowl! of congee, sent
by a princess in the glow of her own private malady; how the ink had been beautiful and the work
perfect; how her hands had not betrayed her courage though they had been betrayed by her muscles.
But she had no energy for the set-piece of explanation. She let the attendants move, let the healer rush
in with the smell of vinegar and medicinal roots, and watched them like a pale spectator.

The healer was older than most, a man who had cured dukes and concubines alike. He took one look at
her swollen knees and at the dry gloss of fever in her eyes and barked orders with the efficiency of
someone who had seen too many broken bodies. "She will be carried to her chambers," he said.
"Bandage the knees; apply poultices of warming ginger and moxa; set a light tonic of jujube and ginseng.
Her fever is lowish but the exhaustion is acute. She must rest, or the joints will flare."

A maid—Yun’er or another pressed-up girl Lian An had seen in the kitchens—stepped forward, voice
thin with both worry and a fear of reproach. "We will carry her, sir."

The healers took a longer look, more like a man testing weather than a man testing a patient. "And the
Dowager? She will want a full report."

"Then give it," the eunuch whispered. "Let the Dowager have her report."

They lifted her—careful, because a fall now would be inconveniently public—and carried her down the
corridors. The palace moved with the sudden, efficient tenderness of people who can pretend to be
moved when the performance suits their politics. Lian An felt the carriage of her body, the closeness of
palms as they steadied her. She let herself sink into the softness of the sedan chair, astonished at how
quickly the world could conspire to comfort when the show required it.



Princess Zhi appeared at her chamber doorway—small, with a face like a candle that had been lit and
kept alit despite drafts. She had been watching, Zhi later said, not because she wanted gossip but
because she had a soft, dangerous compassion that would have felled any courtier if they had seen it.
The princess’s eyes were raw, and she did not bother with formalities. "You must rest," she said simply,
voice rattled with feeling that would not be quieted with decorum.

Lian An studied her, the shape of small saving graces in a palace built on cruelties. She felt the hot sting
of humiliation flare into a colder flame—memory of injustice receding into something far more
deliberate: resolve.

If the Dowager thought she had snuffed out something in her by kneeling through those hours, she was
wrong. The hours had not been wasted but tempered something in Lian An’s chest like a smith heating
steel. It would redouble her focus, not diminish it. She would survive. She would endure. She would
remember how to be ruthlessly patient until the moment when patience could be sold not as weakness
but as strategy.

There would be a reckoning in time; that much the palace could not avoid. For now, she let the healers
apply their poultices, let her ghosts hover like ungainly angels, and let Princess Zhi stand by her side like
a fragile, fierce banner against the wind.

When the healer had finished and the maids tucked her into the narrow, silk-lined bed, Lian An found
the strength for a small, conspiratorial smile. "Thank you," she breathed, and the note of gratitude
carried more weight than the Dowager’s decree ever had.

Princess Zhi only nodded, chin trembling. "This place... it eats people," she said, voice barely a whisper.
"I will not forget. No one should be made to kneel like you did."

Lian An’s eyes, for a moment, softened into a tired warmth. "Then do not forget," she answered. "And
learn to be kinder than we were taught."

Outside, beyond the latticed window, the lamps of the palace glowed like a string of tiny stars. Inside,
Lian An closed her eyes and let sleep take her at last, a sleep stabilised by the small mercy of healing
herbs and a woman’s quiet courage. The palace could watch and scold and punish, but it could not steal
that small light. Not yet.



And when she woke—bruised but not broken—she would begin to plot her own designs: small kitchens
and secret ledgers, a whisper that would grow into something no Dowager’s hand could crush.



