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            THE GHOST MARKET, THE PAINTING OF REINCARNATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Midnight. The Ghost Market in the capital. Mo Qing sat behind her painting stall. The stall was a black cloth spread out on the ground. Three paintings were displayed on the cloth, all landscapes.

      The paintings lacked vibrant colors, consisting only of ink strokes of varying shades. The mountains were solitary, and the waters stagnant. Her face was hidden beneath a conical hat. She wore a worn black robe, faded from repeated washing, yet without a single tear.

      She sat with her back straight, her breathing calm. Like her paintings, she exuded no vitality. The surroundings were noisy, yet every sound seemed deliberately muted. Buyers and sellers huddled together, exchanging goods and silver.

      The items here could not see the light of day, and neither could the transactions. Mo Qing paid no attention to her surroundings. She stared only at the three-foot-wide space in front of her stall. An hour passed, and no one stopped.

      Her paintings were an anomaly in the Ghost Market. The people here were either seeking wealth or seeking their lives; no one needed a desolate landscape. Another incense stick’s worth of time passed. A pair of black boots came to a halt before her stall.

      The boots were spotless, their uppers untouched by the dirt and dust of the Ghost Market’s ground. Mo Qing’s gaze followed the boots upward. The man was dressed in a steward’s uniform, the fabric of decent quality, his back held straight as a rod. He was a man of standing.

      But his eyes were fixed intently on Mo Qing. That gaze did not look at a painter; it looked as though he were appraising a tool. The man did not look at the paintings. He bent down immediately, his voice lower than the surrounding hubbub of trading.

      “Are you Artist Mo?”

      Mo Qing did not answer. In the Ghost Market, names were superfluous. To admit or deny it could both invite trouble.

      The man seemed to have anticipated her reaction. Unfazed, he continued, “I’ve heard your painting skills are nothing short of divine—you can capture both the essence and the spirit of your subjects. My master has a commission; I wonder if you’d be willing to take it on?”

      Mo Qing remained silent. Her hands rested on her knees, her fingers slightly curled. She was waiting. Waiting for him to state the price and the details.

      The Ghost Market’s rules had always been clear: fixed prices, and risks borne by the client. The man seemed to have more patience. He straightened up and glanced around. Not far away, a peddler of fake medicine was exposed by a buyer.

      Without a word of argument, two men clamped their hands over his mouth and dragged him into the darkness. After a muffled groan, there was silence. The Ghost Market swallowed a person, just like a pebble sinking into water—not even a ripple.

      The man withdrew his gaze and turned back to Mo Qing. “Fifty taels of gold.” He spoke the figure in a flat tone, as if he were mentioning fifty copper coins.

      Mo Qing’s hand, resting on her knee, twitched slightly. Fifty taels of gold. The figure struck her mind. The face of the Chief Clerk of the Ministry of Justice’s Archives—greedy yet cautious—floated before her eyes.

      Three years ago, the entire Qingyun Sect—over three hundred members—was wiped out, yet the case files were classified as top secret and sealed away in the archives. She had sent someone to inquire about the price; the Chief Clerk had quoted thirty taels of gold, allowing only her to enter for the duration of a stick of incense. She had saved for three years, yet all her savings combined amounted to no more than five taels of gold. Now, an opportunity lay right before her.

      An opportunity worth fifty taels of gold. She finally spoke, her voice soft yet cold, like thin ice on a winter rock. “What are you painting?”

      A faint smile flickered across the man’s face. He knew she had accepted.

      “Paint a ‘Reincarnation Painting’ for my young mistress.”

      “A living person, or a dead one?” Mo Qing asked.

      “A dead person,” the man replied quickly. “My young mistress passed away three years ago.”

      Mo Qing’s breath caught for a moment. Three years ago. Three years ago again. Her brows furrowed beneath her conical hat.

      Painting a portrait of someone who had been dead for three years—and using a term like “reincarnation”—made the whole affair seem eerie. In the Ghost Market, the stranger the business, the greater the risk. “Why do you want the portrait?” she pressed.

      “Her master’s longing has turned into an illness,” the steward replied without a hint of hesitation.

      “How can one paint a dead person? Without proof or evidence, it cannot be done.” Mo Qing’s voice grew colder. She needed more information to assess the risks of this deal.

      “There is evidence.” The man pulled a long, rectangular silk-lined box from his robe.

      The box was old in style but made of the finest brocade. He handed it to her. Mo Qing did not take it immediately. She stared at the box.

      The man did not urge her; he simply held it out. His hand was steady. It was a full ten breaths before Mo Qing reached out and took the box.

      It felt heavy in her hands, with a faint chill. She opened the lid to find the interior lined with dark red velvet. Resting quietly on the velvet was a jade hairpin. The hairpin was crafted from milky white jade, of the finest quality, with exquisite carving.

      The head of the pin depicted a blooming magnolia. However, the pure white jade was stained with dried, blackened blood. The blood had seeped into the jade’s grain and could not be washed away. A musty, blood-soaked odor, mingled with the scent of earth, wafted from the box.

      Mo Qing’s gaze fixed on the jade hairpin. “This is the young lady’s only memento,” the man’s voice sounded again.

      “It is also the only evidence. The master said that Master Mo, the painter, can capture the essence of things; upon seeing an object, he can discern its owner.”

      It was both flattery and a test. Mo Qing paid it no mind. She extended her index finger, the pad of her finger gently brushing against the jade hairpin. Cold, hard.

      Her fingertip slid along the hairpin, sensing the subtle roughness left by the dried bloodstains. Her finger paused on the magnolia blossom at the tip of the hairpin. On the back of a petal, in a spot almost impossible to detect, she felt an extremely tiny engraved character.

      The character “Ning.” Ning. Three years ago, her master had bestowed upon her the courtesy name “Qingning”—meaning “clear and serene.” He had wished for her to maintain a clear mind and live a peaceful life.

      But three years ago, the Qingyun Sect was destroyed. Her “Ning” was buried along with it. Fifty taels of gold. A bloodstained jade hairpin. A death that also occurred three years ago.

      A coincidental appearance of the character “Ning.” All the clues were like an invisible thread, binding her tightly. She knew these waters ran deep; once she stepped in, she might never emerge. But she needed those fifty taels of gold.

      Revenge was the only thing keeping her alive. For that, she was willing to pay any price. She closed the lid and placed the silk-lined box beside her. This gesture signified the completion of the transaction.

      “How will you paint it?” she asked her final question.

      “What the master wants is not a superficial likeness,” the man said. “He wants a portrait of her as she was at sixteen—bright, proud, like the first flower to bloom on a branch in early spring. He wants this painting to hang in his room so that, at a glance, he feels as though she has never left.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Mo Qing said, her voice devoid of emotion.

      “It’s not about trying your best—it’s about making it happen.” For the first time, the man’s tone carried an unyielding firmness. “If it’s well done, fifty taels of gold are yours. If it’s not, you know the rules of the Ghost Market.”

      This was a threat. Mo Qing did not respond. She was already accustomed to all manner of threats. “In three days.” She stood up and began packing up her stall.

      Her movements were not hurried, but each step was precise and practiced. She rolled up the three landscape scrolls and tied them with a hemp rope. She folded the black cloth on the ground into a square, cradled it in her arms along with the scrolls, and picked up the brocade box.

      From start to finish, she did not glance at the steward once. “Three days from now, at midnight, hand over the painting at the usual spot.” She dropped those words and turned to leave. Her back was slender yet straight.

      Her conical hat concealed all expression, leaving only a silent silhouette for the Ghost Market to see. She did not walk fast, yet she soon blended into the shadowy crowd. As if she had never been there.

      The man stood where he was, gazing in the direction she had vanished, for a long time. He lowered his head and glanced at the empty patch of ground where Mo Qing had previously set up her stall; all that remained was trampled mud. He turned and walked into the darkness, heading in the exact opposite direction from Mo Qing.
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      Three days. Mo Qing hadn’t slept a wink. That bloodstained jade hairpin lay on her painting table. She hadn’t touched it again; she merely stared at it.

      She studied its shape, its carving, and every petal of the magnolia blossom. She also gazed at the dried bloodstains, watching how the blood had seeped into the jade’s grain. No specific face came to mind. Only a vague shadow.

      A woman born into wealth, yet who met an untimely end. She ground her ink and unfolded a sheet of fine Xuan paper. With her first stroke, she missed the mark. She crumpled it up and started over.

      The second stroke was still wrong. She crumpled it up again. She was not painting a mere likeness, but the spirit within. It was everything that jade hairpin had told her.

      The carving was exquisite, carrying a hint of barely perceptible pride. This was the owner’s integrity. The magnolia blossom at the tip of the pin bloomed with stubborn defiance, refusing to bow its head. This was the owner’s character.

      And that streak of blood, seeping deep into the very marrow, represented her unspeakable sorrow and unwillingness to accept her fate. In the early hours of the third day, before dawn had broken, she put down the final stroke. The painting was complete.

      The painting depicted a young girl, about sixteen or seventeen years old. She wore no smile. Her eyes and brows, like the magnolia blossom, radiated an unyielding resolve. Her lips were tightly pressed together, as if she were enduring immense pain.

      Her gaze looked beyond the canvas; there was no fear in her eyes, only a bottomless sorrow. Mo Qing gazed at the painting. She knew this was the young lady she had never met. This was the owner of that jade hairpin.

      She carefully rolled up the scroll and placed it in its tube. Then she returned the jade hairpin to its brocade box. She had to get those fifty taels of gold. The night was deep.

      Following the address left by the steward three days prior, Mo Qing arrived at a secluded alley in the southern part of the city. At the end of the alley stood a detached mansion. A black wooden door stood there, with no lantern hanging above it. It was too quiet here.

      Mo Qing stopped in her tracks. She could hear her own heartbeat. Beat by beat, steady and strong. She gripped the scroll case in her hand.

      According to the agreement, Steward Zhang would be waiting here to inspect the painting and pay her. The gate stood ajar, leaving a narrow gap. Inside, it was pitch black; not a single ray of light escaped. Not even the chirp of an insect or the bark of a dog could be heard.

      Mo Qing reached out and gently pushed against the gate. The hinges emitted a faint creak, which sounded particularly jarring in the dead silence. The moment the door swung open, a scent surged out from within the courtyard. It was the smell of blood.

      Strong, and still slightly warm. Mo Qing’s pupils contracted sharply. She did not step back; instead, she strode inside. Her right hand still clutched the painting tube, while her left hand was already pressed against her waist.

      Hidden there was a short dagger—her only weapon. The courtyard was deserted. There were drag marks on the stone path. Bloodstains stretched from the doorway all the way to the main hall.

      The main hall’s doors stood wide open. Light shone from within—candlelight. The flickering flames cast elongated, distorted shadows onto the walls. Mo Qing walked forward step by step.

      Her boots made no sound as they struck the stone slabs. She stood at the entrance to the main hall and peered inside. Steward Zhang lay on the floor. His eyes were wide open, staring straight up at the ceiling.

      There was a deep gash on his neck; the blood had already drained away. Beside him lay a woman and two children; judging by their clothes, they were his wife and children. All four members of the family lay in a pool of blood.

      In the center of the pool of blood stood a table. On the table lay an open money chest. Inside the chest were neatly stacked gold bars. Fifty taels of gold.

      The candle flame flickered. This was a trap. The moment this thought flashed through Mo Qing’s mind, a sound rang out from outside the courtyard. Not the footsteps of a single person.

      The footsteps of many—dense, heavy, accompanied by the clanging of metal. The armor of soldiers. Torches flared up outside the courtyard wall, bathing the entire courtyard in light as bright as day. “Encircle it! Don’t let a single one escape!” a loud shout rang out.

      Immediately afterward, the heavy courtyard gate was kicked open. Dozens of Jingzhao Prefecture soldiers wielding longswords charged in. They moved swiftly and with clear purpose, sealing off the entire compound in an instant.

      A man dressed in the uniform of a military commander led the way. His gaze was as sharp as an eagle’s, and he spotted Mo Qing standing at the entrance to the main hall at a glance. Then his gaze swept over the corpses and bloodstains inside the hall, finally settling on Mo Qing.

      She stood at the crime scene, clad in black and holding a suspicious painting scroll. The floor was littered with corpses, and she was the only survivor. A cold smile flickered across the captain’s face. He didn’t even bother to ask a question.

      He raised the sword in his hand, its tip pointing directly at Mo Qing. “The murderer is here! Arrest her!”

      The soldiers behind him pounced like wolves and tigers. Mo Qing didn’t move. She simply stood there, staring at them coldly. She watched the look of certainty on their faces, as if their mission were already accomplished.

      They had arrived too quickly. From the moment she entered the courtyard to their appearance, no more than a few dozen breaths had passed. This area was remote; even if someone had reported the incident, it would have taken at least the time it takes for an incense stick to burn for officers from the Jingzhao Prefecture to arrive. They weren’t here to investigate a case.

      They were here to make an arrest. To arrest her. Two officers rushed up to her, roughly grabbed her arms, and twisted them forcefully behind her back. Mo Qing did not resist.

      She knew that any resistance at this moment would be futile and would only hasten her death. Her body was somewhat weakened from days of painting, and she stood no chance against so many well-trained soldiers. The moment she was seized, her grip slipped. The painting tube fell to the ground, rolled a few times, and came to rest by the threshold.

      The scroll slid out of the tube and unfurled halfway. The sorrowful eyes of the young girl in the painting were fixed upon her. A soldier’s boot stepped on it. The sole was stained with fresh blood from the courtyard.

      And so, a filthy bloodstain appeared on the girl’s pristine white collar. The scroll continued to roll, falling into the pool of blood flowing out from the main hall. The fresh, warm blood quickly soaked into the Xuan paper. The pigments and ink were smudged by the blood, and the defiant yet sorrowful face became blurred and indistinct.

      How ironic. The painting of reincarnation she had created with such dedication, sacrificing sleep and meals, was ultimately stained with the blood of human life. Cold iron shackles locked around her wrists. The sound of the cuffs snapping shut was crisp and final.

      Two soldiers flanked her and dragged her out. She did not struggle, nor did she cry out her innocence. In the face of absolute calculation, words were the most powerless thing. She remained silent, casting one last glance at the blood-soaked painting from the corner of her eye.

      She was dragged out of the courtyard. Outside the courtyard, torches blazed brightly. More soldiers stood guard at the entrance to the alley. As she was led forward, she heard the soldiers behind her murmuring.

      A young voice asked in a hushed tone, “Boss, is the case closed already? Don’t we need to interrogate her?”

      A more measured voice replied, “What’s there to interrogate? We’ve caught the culprit red-handed! You’re new here, so you don’t understand—this case isn’t simple. That Steward Zhang who died was a distant relative of the Minister of Revenue. His Excellency has already given orders: this must be dealt with severely!”

      “The Minister of Revenue’s residence...” The young voice sucked in a sharp breath. “The Jingzhao Prefecture doesn’t dare touch this case. The Commander has already sent word to the Ministry of Justice to have it transferred directly there.”

      “The Ministry of Justice? That’s the most important government office right under the Emperor’s nose. I hear the one currently presiding over criminal cases there is that Junior Minister Xie?”

      “That’s right—the young Vice Minister Xie, who adjudicates cases with divine precision. They say he’s utterly impartial; any case that lands on his desk is resolved within three days. For this female assassin to fall into his hands, this is the end of the road.”

      “Vice Minister Xie... What’s his name again?”

      “Xie Mingxuan.”

      At the sound of that name, she froze in place. The blood in her veins seemed to freeze solid in that very instant. Xie Mingxuan. Her mind went blank, with only those two words echoing repeatedly.

      Three years ago, on the very night her sect was wiped out, he was the only outsider to have appeared in the forbidden area behind Qingyun Mountain.
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      The Ministry of Justice, the Celestial Prison. Mo Qing sat on a pile of damp straw. It was very dark here, with only a small ventilation window high up on the wall letting in a faint glimmer of light.

      She had been locked up here for a day and a night. No one had come to interrogate her. She felt no anxiety. Having orchestrated such a massive scheme, they would not let her die so easily in prison.

      What they wanted was to convict her in the courtroom, ensuring her death was “justified and legitimate.” She was simply thinking of Xie Mingxuan. It had been three years since she’d spoken that name aloud. Yet it had been etched in her heart for three years.

      Three years ago, on the eve of the Qingyun Sect’s annihilation, her master summoned her to his study, handed her a bundle, and ordered her to leave the mountain immediately to find a man named Xie Mingxuan. Her master said he was the son of an old friend, a trustworthy man to whom she could entrust her fate. She took the bundle and set off down the mountain that very night. But halfway there, overcome by unease, she turned back.

      What she saw was a mountain engulfed in flames and corpses strewn across the ground. In the forbidden area behind the mountain, outside her master’s alchemy chamber, she saw him: Xie Mingxuan. He was dressed in night-cloak attire, holding a bundle identical to the one her master had given her.

      When he saw her, his eyes betrayed shock, along with complex emotions she couldn’t fathom at the time. Before she could speak, the patrol soldiers spotted them. He pulled her into the dense forest. He told her it was dangerous there, urging her to leave immediately, never to return, and never to look for him.

      Then, he vanished. She never saw him again after that. She became the sole “survivor” of the massacre that wiped out her clan, and a “traitorous remnant” wanted by the authorities. She didn’t understand.

      Her master had told her to find him, yet he had told her to leave immediately. Now, she had been brought before him—as a murderer.

      “Squeak—” The cell door swung open. Two guards walked in.

      “Interrogation. Come with us.”

      Mo Qing stood up. Her prison garb was dirty and tattered, her long hair cascading over her shoulders, obscuring half her face. Yet her back remained as straight as an arrow.

      The Hall of the Ministry of Justice. The atmosphere here was even more oppressive than in the dungeon. Light streamed in through the high window panes, casting a few pale patches on the floor and illuminating the dust floating in the air.

      A black plaque hung above the dais, bearing four large gold-embossed characters: “The Mirror of Justice Hangs High.” Mo Qing was led to the floor of the hall and forced to kneel on the cold stone. She did not look up.

      She could sense that the room was packed with people. Their gazes pierced her like needles—some filled with curiosity, others with contempt, and still others with schadenfreude. A soft cough sounded from the dais. The room fell instantly silent.

      Mo Qing knew he had arrived. She slowly raised her head. Seated in the center of the hall was a man. He was young, looking no more than twenty-something.

      He wore a crimson fourth-rank official’s robe, which made his skin appear very pale. His features were handsome, but those eyes shattered the gentle aura of his face. They were eyes that were far too sharp; when he looked at someone, it seemed as though he could see right through to their very bones.

      Xie Mingxuan. Compared to three years ago, he had shed some of his youthful awkwardness and gained a touch of official authority. But that face, those eyes—Mo Qing would never mistake them.

      He was looking at her, too. His gaze swept from her disheveled hair to her stain-covered prison garb, finally settling on her face. Mo Qing’s face was filthy, but her gaze was clear. Clear as a block of ice.

      There was none of the fear, panic, or despair one would expect from a prisoner. She simply looked at him calmly, as if the person kneeling there were not a criminal awaiting judgment, but a bystander with no connection to him. Xie Mingxuan’s brow furrowed almost imperceptibly.

      He averted his gaze and looked at the evidence laid out on the desk. A bloodstained scroll. A brocade box containing a jade hairpin. And a case file submitted by the Jingzhao Prefecture.

      Instead of reading the case file first, he picked up the painting. Though more than half of it was stained with blood, the artist’s skill was still evident. He extended a finger and gently traced the bloodstained footprint on the canvas. Then, he set the scroll aside, picked up the case file, and began skimming through it at a rapid pace.

      The courtroom was deathly silent. The only sound was the rustling of the case file as he turned the pages. Mo Qing knelt on the ground, her knees aching from the hard surface. Yet she remained motionless.

      She was waiting. Waiting for him to speak, to ask his first question. Finally, Xie Mingxuan set the case file down. He picked up the gavel and slammed it down hard.

      “Smack!” The sound echoed through the vast hall.

      “Who is there?” His voice was not loud, yet it carried an innate sense of authority.

      “Mo Qing,” Mo Qing replied. Her voice was not loud, but it was clear.

      “Do you admit your guilt?”

      “I am innocent.”

      Those two words caused everyone in the courtroom—both on the bench and in the gallery—to pause in surprise. With both eyewitnesses and physical evidence present, such a blunt denial could only mean one thing: she was either mad or had nothing to fear. A faint, icy curve formed at the corner of Xie Mingxuan’s mouth.

      “Here are the case files from the Jingzhao Prefecture. The Zhang family massacre in South City—four victims. When the officers arrived, you were the only one at the scene. Your scroll lay in a pool of blood. With both eyewitnesses and physical evidence present, you still dare to claim innocence?” His voice was not loud, but every word struck like a hammer, pounding into the hearts of those present.

      “I dare,” Mo Qing replied with a single word.

      “A fine ‘dare’ that is.” Xie Mingxuan leaned forward slightly, his gaze as sharp as a blade, piercing straight through Mo Qing. “This official is eager to hear how you intend to wriggle out of this.”

      “This humble woman dares not make excuses; I speak only the truth.” Mo Qing spoke slowly but with clear logic. “First, if I were the murderer, after killing and robbing, why would I not take the fifty taels of gold from the table, but instead leave them behind and wait for the officers to arrive?”

      “Perhaps you didn’t have time to flee.”

      “Second,” Mo Qing ignored his interruption and continued, “the Zhang family was killed by a blade to the throat—a single, fatal blow. I am merely a painter, weak as a kitten. How could I possibly kill four living people in an instant without leaving any signs of a struggle?”

      “You can’t judge a book by its cover. You’re a frail woman who dared to venture alone into the Ghost Market late at night—surely you’re no ordinary person?” Xie Mingxuan retorted.

      Mo Qing’s gaze darkened. He knew about the Ghost Market. It seemed they had investigated thoroughly.

      “Third, and most importantly,” Mo Qing raised her head and met Xie Mingxuan’s gaze directly, “have you investigated who filed the report? And how were the officers able to travel from the Jingzhao Prefecture in the north of the city to that remote mansion in the south within a quarter of an hour? Unless… they were already waiting there.”

      After these words were spoken, silence fell once more in the hall. Everyone turned to look at Xie Mingxuan, waiting for him to speak. Mo Qing’s three questions had indeed hit the nail on the head. The last one, in particular, cut straight to the heart of the case’s central mystery.

      Xie Mingxuan looked at her. This woman’s composure and courage exceeded his expectations. She didn’t seem to be on trial; rather, it was as if she were reviewing the entire case alongside him.

      He noticed that she was kneeling on the ground, her hands cuffed behind her back. Yet her left hand remained clenched ever so slightly. Following the line of her hand, he saw a thin callus at the knuckles of her index and middle fingers. That was a mark only someone who had held a pen for years would have.

      For the first time, he began to harbor doubts about the case files from the Jingzhao Prefecture. But his expression remained impassive. He gave a cold laugh. “Nonsense. The authorities have their own procedures for handling cases. How dare you, a criminal, interfere here? Everything you’ve said is nothing but a pretext you’ve concocted to escape punishment.”

      He picked up the gavel and slammed it down once more.

      “Guards!”

      “Present!” the bailiffs on either side replied in unison.

      “The defendant, Mo Qing, is using smooth talk and a charming demeanor to refuse to confess. Detain her in the prison cell until the next hearing!”

      “Yes, sir!” Two bailiffs stepped forward and helped Mo Qing to her feet.

      Just as Mo Qing was being dragged away and brushed past Xie Mingxuan, she paused. She turned her head and met his gaze.

      Their eyes locked. In his eyes, there was scrutiny, inquiry, and a hint of a competitive spirit he hadn’t even realized had been stirred within him. In her eyes, however, the earlier coldness and detachment had vanished.

      Instead, emotions he could not decipher churned within them. There was disappointment, there was scorn, and there was a profound, heart-wrenching sorrow born of betrayal. It was just a fleeting glance. Mo Qing was dragged away.

      Her figure vanished into the shadows of the courtroom. Xie Mingxuan sat on the bench, motionless for a long time. He picked up the bloodstained painting and unfolded it once more.

      As he looked at the defiant young girl in the painting, the image of Mo Qing’s final glance at him earlier flashed through his mind. He picked up a red brush and wrote a single character on the case file. “Investigate.”
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