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Prologue: The Death Sentence Under the Rain-Soaked Awning
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People often preach that gardens are places of healing.

They are lying.

Gardens heal no one. They are merely a temporary anesthetic, a lush and soothing lie meant to cover up the brutal truths waiting to swallow you whole the moment you let your guard down.

The rain poured down. It wasn't some romantic, cinematic drizzle. It was a Saigon thunderstorm, whipping through the city with brutal, unforgiving lightning. The wind tore at the ancient tamarind canopy, hurling handfuls of freezing water against the tin roof of the tool shed.

Nhien stood shivering amidst the scattered bags of fertilizer and gardening tools. Her clothes were soaked through, clinging to her freezing skin. She had just sprinted from the white rose beds, desperately searching for the plastic tarp to shield the fragile young shoots being battered by the storm.

But the tarp wasn't where it belonged.

Panicking in the dim light of the shed, her hand forcefully clipped a rustic oak barrel - the very barrel Hai had brought over last week. He claimed it was meant to store eco-architectural blueprints for the garden. The barrel lost its balance and crashed onto the packed earth floor.

The lid popped off. From inside, a black suede drafting tube with cold metal trims rolled to a stop right at Nhien's feet.

The cap was loose, exposing a thick stack of documents and large A3 blueprints.

Nhien froze. The pale light from a lightning strike outside flashed through the small window, illuminating a gold-embossed logo on the hardcover folder: K-Holdings Real Estate and Architecture Corporation - the most ruthless concrete empire in the city.

A sudden chill slithered from the soles of her feet up her spine. A terrible premonition, thick as tar, suffocated her lungs.

With trembling, mud-stained hands, Nhien reached out. She picked up the blueprint and flattened it against the oak barrel.

It wasn't a greenhouse design. It wasn't an eco-friendly irrigation system. Nor was it any kind of dreamy breathing space.

It was a demolition and site clearance map.

Sharp, cold, technical lines carved up the land into soulless geometric blocks. On the blueprint, the ancient trees, the white rose beds, the old fountain, and even An and Ly's familiar wooden house... all were slashed through with glaring red ink.


•  Objective: Complete site leveling.

•  Construction Category: Diamond Lotus Commercial Complex and Luxury Apartments.

•  Forced Eviction Date: October 15, 2026.


Nhien held her breath. October 15. That was less than three weeks away. This garden, the place that had sheltered her rotting soul, her only lifeline in a chaotic world... was, in reality, a death row inmate awaiting execution.

But what truly made her heart stop wasn't the cruel red lines. It was the stark red approval stamp sitting proudly in the bottom right corner.

Beneath the title, "Chief Architect & Project Director," was a signature.

A signature in sharp blue ink - rigid, decisive, without a hint of hesitation. The very same signature she had seen hundreds of times on dreamy sketches under the shade of the tamarind tree.

Vo Truong Hai.

The blueprint slipped from Nhien's frozen fingers, landing in a puddle of rainwater on the dirt floor. The red ink began to bleed, looking exactly like blood.

The crunch of footsteps on gravel echoed from outside.

The wooden door was pushed open violently. Hai stepped in.

He was wearing a black t-shirt, already soaked through one shoulder. In one hand, he held the plastic tarp she had been frantically searching for; in the other, a large umbrella. His chiseled, stoic face still carried that familiar, steady calm - the very demeanor that had once convinced her to entrust a piece of her soul to him.

"What's the rush?" Hai's voice was deep, laced with a gentle reproach. "I already tarped the rose beds." He stepped closer, reaching out to brush a wet strand of hair from her cheek.

But Nhien stepped back. One step. Then two. Her back slammed against the wooden wall.

Hai stopped dead. His hand hovered in mid-air. His dark, abyssal eyes slowly lowered, following Nhien's petrified, horrified gaze.

He saw the black suede tube rolling in the dirt. He saw the K-Holdings folder. He saw the demolition blueprint stained in the muddy puddle. His signature lay naked, exposed under the pale light of the stormy afternoon.

The air inside the cramped shed turned to ice. The rain pounding against the tin roof roared like a beast trying to tear apart their eardrums.

Hai didn't explain. He made no move to defend himself. His jaw clenched, a blue vein popping clearly at his temple. The mask of a rustic, peaceful gardener shattered into a million pieces.

Nhien gasped for air, her chest heaving in agony. She looked at the man standing before her - the man she had just begun to love - with the eyes of someone who had just been stabbed in the back.

"Did you come here..." Nhien's voice shattered, her hoarse whisper blending into the thunder. "...to destroy this place?"

The death sentence had been handed down. And the executioner standing on the scaffold with the blade was none other than the man she once called home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Blueprint of Invisible Lines
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There are people who don't need to speak a word; their gaze alone is enough to set a silence on fire.

Dawn in this garden never repeated itself in a mundane way. There were mornings when the sky was so clear you felt you could reach up and touch it, with piercing rays of sunlight cutting through the ancient canopy like golden threads woven into the earth. There were mornings shrouded in thick fog, clinging tightly to every branch and blade of grass, leaving the landscape suspended in a long, unbroken dream. But this morning, after a night of relentless torrential rain, the garden wore a wild, primal beauty: wet, fresh, and teeming with life fighting to break through.

Raindrops from the night before stubbornly clung to fragile petals, glittering under the morning light like tiny crystals on the verge of shattering. The dark, waterlogged soil bore the footprints of gardeners who had woken up long before the sun. The air still carried the earthy, raw scent of mud and wet grass, faintly laced with the pure fragrance of jasmine creeping in from a distant brick wall.

Nhien shoved open the rusted iron gate, its loud creak shattering the stillness. She clutched a large portfolio to her chest, packed with dozens of draft sketches for the botanical layout. A faint smear of gray oil paint, leftover from a sleepless night, still stained her pale cheek. Stopping at the threshold, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The scent of damp earth and jasmine hit her senses, filling the hollow, exhausted voids in her chest.

It had been three months since she nodded, accepting the role of lead landscape designer for this therapeutic garden. Three months of wading through pots and fertilizer, yet oddly enough, she still couldn't get used to its near-absolute peace. For an artist carrying too many chaotic, extreme palettes like Nhien, this profound silence sometimes felt like a taunt.

"Starting work this early?"

A warm voice echoed from the wooden veranda behind her. Ly stepped out, her long black hair hastily clipped with a crooked plastic claw. She was bent over, using one hand to brush dried leaf fragments off her thin cardigan, while the other held a steaming ceramic teacup, its white smoke dissolving quickly into the chilly air.

"I wanted to get here early to handpick the flowers before the guests arrive," Nhien said, hugging her heavy portfolio as she walked briskly toward the porch, dodging a puddle with clear irritation. "My upcoming exhibition requires a massive amount of white flowers. White roses, white chrysanthemums, white lilies... I want to create a space of absolute, uncompromising purity, with no room for any contamination or stains."

Ly nodded thoughtfully, narrowly avoiding spilling her hot tea. She hissed softly at the heat and took a sip. She didn't pry into the reasons behind Nhien's almost toxic obsession with the color white. The most valuable lesson Ly had learned through years of running this garden was simple: every person who walks through that gate carries a heavy, fractured burden. And every story needs the distance of time before it tells itself.

"Go ahead to the backyard. He's been out there since before dawn," Ly said, tilting her chin toward the gravel path.

"Him?" Nhien looked up, her delicate eyebrows pulling together. According to her schedule, the garden was supposed to be completely empty today.

"The architect in charge of designing the new greenhouse," Ly explained with an apologetic shrug. "He showed up with his briefcase to survey the site while it was still pitch black. Said he wanted to 'feel the most original light at dawn.' Since when did surveying become so romantic?"

Nhien suddenly let out a laugh. It was a light sound, but laced with razor-sharp sarcasm.

"An architect chasing the morning light? Sounds like a half-baked artist."

Ly chuckled along. "Maybe. But go see for yourself. Rumor has it he draws beautifully. Cold, but terrifyingly precise lines."

Nhien didn't bother asking for the identity of this eccentric architect. She nodded goodbye to Ly, hoisted the heavy portfolio higher, and took a slow walk down the dark terracotta path leading to the secluded backyard.

The backyard breathed an entirely different life than the manicured front entrance. If the front was all about neat arrangements, this space was wildly untamed. Trees grew freely wherever their roots thirsted to anchor. Blindingly yellow wild chrysanthemums and vibrant purple hibiscus bushes intertwined wildly, refusing to conform to any predetermined blueprint. Ly affectionately called this space the "breathing garden" - a secret sanctuary where exhausted souls could finally drop their masks.

And right in the heart of that untamed wilderness, dwarfed by the vibrant flowers still dripping with dew, sat a rustic oak table under a dying tamarind tree. On its surface, a large drafting paper was laid out flawlessly. Pencils of varying graphite grades and steel rulers lay parallel to each other with a perfection that bordered on the extreme. The man was even using the back of his hand to meticulously wipe away an invisible speck of dust from the paper's edge.

What drew Nhien's attention wasn't the cold drafting tools, but the man standing beside them.

He wasn't sitting. He stood towering, his torso leaning heavily forward. One hand pressed firmly against the table as an anchor; the other gripped a pencil, slashing decisive lines across the paper. His head was slightly tilted, his eyes intensely focused, as if channeling every sense to listen to an invisible symphony emanating from the blank sheet.

His attire was a chaotic clash of contradictions. A crisp white dress shirt, sleeves carefully rolled up to his elbows, revealing prominent blue veins mapping his muscular forearms. Dark gray tailored trousers, sharply creased, polite, and formal. Yet, that perfection was entirely ruined by a pair of battered sneakers, their heels worn down and caked in the sloppy mud from last night's storm. A bizarre combination - a man who lives by rigid plans, yet pays no attention to his own physical surroundings.

The pencil in his hand moved slowly but with formidable power, carving thin, uncompromising lines across the page. His posture radiated absolute immersion, as if the noisy world outside ceased to exist in his dimension.

Nhien stopped. She stood as still as a statue.

She didn't step forward to break the atmosphere. She didn't clear her throat to announce her presence. She just stood there, her dark brown eyes wide open, watching intently.

There was something suffocating yet incredibly magnetic in the way this man stood. It wasn't the elegant aura of an artist, nor the typical charm of a handsome face. It was an extreme, hollow focus that generated a thick, palpable loneliness.

And then, like a predator's natural reflex detecting an intruder in its territory, he snapped his head up.

Perhaps it was the rustle of Nhien's shoes crushing the wet grass. Whatever the reason, the architect jerked his head up, and his razor-sharp gaze left the blueprint, crashing directly into her wide eyes.

It was a moment of absolute stillness.

It lasted barely a few seconds, but carried enough weight to burn into a vivid memory. His eyes were abyssal, pitch-black, holding a terrifying resolve - not the resolve of someone frantically searching for something, but the cold certainty of someone entirely used to observing from a distance, calculating everything into numbers.

Nhien fumbled. Her armor of pride instinctively recoiled under that scrutinizing glare. She was exceptionally skilled at navigating social situations, but right now, her feet were rooted to the ground. She clutched the portfolio tightly to her chest, looking exactly like a child caught red-handed doing something forbidden.

"Sorry," Nhien spoke first, her voice slightly raspy from the morning chill. "I didn't realize someone was out here this early."

He didn't reply immediately. Those pitch-black eyes slowly scanned her, from her long, dew-dampened hair down to her thin cardigan, stopping at the portfolio she was clutching. It was absolutely not the evaluating or suggestive look a man gives a woman. It was a cold, objective analysis, exactly how a machine processes data.

"It's fine," he finally spoke, shattering the suffocating silence. "I just started anyway."

His voice was a deep baritone, steady, devoid of any emotional flicker. No awkward hesitation, no fake social politeness.

Nhien's defensive walls slowly lowered, replaced by surging curiosity. She marched toward the wooden table. Her eyes drifted down to the draft paper he had been working on.

It was clearly a master plan for the garden - pencil strokes drawn to the millimeter, squared and meticulous. In the right corner, hidden under faint draft lines, was a faded logo of a commercial real estate corporation she couldn't quite make out. But nestled within that rigidity were bizarre, gaping empty spaces marked by clusters of tiny circles. Running alongside each circle were handwritten notes in a sharp, elegant script: "light," "wind direction," "water frequency."

"Are you designing the new greenhouse?" Nhien asked, breaking his intense focus.

He gave a noncommittal nod, his eyes still glued to the lines. "Need to calculate a steel structure robust enough to withstand typhoon winds, but the material ratio must remain slender enough so it doesn't become a dominant concrete block crushing the surrounding plant life."

Nhien leaned in, pointing a finger at the gaping circles on the blueprint. "What about these gaps? Did you forget them?"

Only then did he stop writing. He looked down at the circular pencil marks he had drawn himself, then slowly looked up, staring straight into Nhien's eyes. This time, a tiny fracture appeared in the ice wall of his gaze - a flash of curiosity, as if she had inadvertently thrown him a complex riddle.

"Those are breathing spaces. Left for the flowers to decide where they want to grow," he replied calmly.

Nhien froze for a second, then suddenly burst into laughter. A genuine, ringing laugh, heavily laced with irony, echoing through the sleepy garden. "Wait. You're an architect, a man who measures everything with a steel ruler, and you want to let mindless trees decide their own placement? Relying on nature?"

He didn't laugh along. His face remained carved in stone, but the corner of his thin lips twitched upward just a fraction - an incredibly subtle shift.

"I haven't concluded yet whether that decision is a breakthrough of wisdom, or just the naive inexperience of an outsider," he stated evenly, a stubborn gleam in his eye. "But I am willing to test it."

Nhien fell silent, narrowing her eyes at the man before her. She looked back down at the razor-sharp lines on the A1 paper - the brutal meticulousness, the extreme caution, and the contradictory humility hidden inside those hollow circles. This man was an unsolvable equation.

"I'm Nhien," she suddenly announced, taking the initiative. "I'm the one in charge of all the greenery and landscaping for this project."

He nodded, his demeanor as indifferent as before. "Hai."

No polite handshake was offered. Both just stood rooted there, separated by a wooden table, surrounded by dew-soaked wild chrysanthemums. Two extreme opposites: a brilliant, rule-breaking flame of emotion, and a block of rational ice, suffocatingly principled.

Right at that moment, from the dense branches of the ancient tamarind tree, a drenched sparrow began to sing a piercing, clear melody, tearing apart the thick curtain of silence blanketing them.

Nhien flinched, looking up into the canopy to find the source of the sound, then quickly looked back at Hai. What shocked her was that the architect paid absolutely no mind to the bird's song. Instead, he was staring intently at her. On that chiseled face was a complex, unreadable expression - as if his logic-driven brain was scanning data, wondering why a young woman would show up with a heavy portfolio in a damp garden at the crack of dawn, her face screaming with unspoken, critical questions.

Neither uttered another word. Speech, at this moment, felt
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