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Content Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. All stories, characters, settings, events, and incidents are products of the author's imagination, created with the sole purpose of reaching hearts in need of an anchor  - a gentle whisper amidst the chaos of life.

If you are aching, this book does not promise to erase your ache. But it can sit beside you, like a warm cup of Bamboo Root Tea on a stormy night, to let you know you are not alone.

If you are haunted by your past, this book will not offer you a potion for oblivion. But it might offer you a question: is true peace found in forgetting, or in the courage to remember?

If you are seeking perfection, this book will not give you that. Instead, it will whisper: a crack is not the end. It is simply the place where you mend yourself with gold.

All names of places, villages, streets, rivers, or any locations appearing in this work are products of fiction or used symbolically, and are not intended to represent any real-life locales, establishments, or organizations.

All characters, from major to minor, including those bearing names evocative of specific qualities or destinies, are the author's creations. Any resemblance in name, background, appearance, or circumstance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All plotlines, events, and incidents in the story  - even if they evoke real-life losses, separations, accidents, or traumas  - are not intended to reflect or recreate any specific occurrences. This is a story about imaginary people living in an imaginary world, and their healing journey is also an imaginary one.

The author wrote this book from a very real place  - a place of cracks, of deep wounds, and of heavy silences. But from those broken pieces, the author chose to build a distinct world, where the bamboo roots run deep, the kilns burn with the fire of truth, and shattered vases are proudly mended with chắp kim gold.

If, within that distinct world, something touches you  - even just a single sentence, an image, or a name  - that is a blessing beyond the author's expectations.

Thank you sincerely for holding this book in your hands.

Live truthfully. Love deeply. And do not fear the cracks.

-M.K Hoang
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Prologue: The Four Bloodlines Of Vĩnh Thanh
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THE ELDERS OF VĨNH Thanh still whisper that in the dawn of the land, four clans put down their roots together to build the cradle of the pottery village.

The first three clans harbored towering ambitions, building colossal kilns that blazed day and night.

The Ngọc Clan held the fire - a roaring inferno capable of melting solid boulders.

The Thạch Clan held the earth - possessing the secret art of shaping clay bodies harder than cold steel.

The Cầm Clan held the glaze - concocting enchanting colors that could deceive even the eyes of the gods.

As for the Fourth Clan - they had no name, no genealogy, no brilliant kilns, and not a single family heirloom.

They simply stepped back in silence, guarding an ancient, heavily shaded bamboo forest.

It was said the Fourth Clan maintained a fragile, dangerous balance: the boundary between fire and earth, between remembering and forgetting, between masterpieces born and fragments smashed.

The other three clans often stood before their roaring kilns and sneered.

They mocked, "How can such fragile bamboo ever withstand the power of the sacred fire?"

The Fourth Clan did not bother to answer. They only quietly sowed new bamboo shoots.

Then, one year, the fury of nature struck.

A massive flood surged down from upstream like a waterfall. The sacred fires vanished.

The clay washed away in the murky currents. Jars of secret glazes shattered.

In an instant, the three powerful clans were left empty-handed, watching the raging waters swallow their empires.

Only the bamboo forest remained a vibrant green.

The twisted roots anchored deep into the earth, weaving together into a giant net that held the land fast, preventing the violent currents from tearing Vĩnh Thanh apart.

After that great deluge, the people abruptly realized: the brightest things are not always the strongest.

Sometimes, humble stillness is what endures through time.

But in the end, it was merely a legend. And legends often fade with the years.

Until they yearn to be remembered by the living.

-  Scattered records in old genealogies, date unknown.

*
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TEN YEARS AFTER THE day The Margin was recreated, Vĩnh Thanh had taken on an entirely new life.

It was no longer the pristinely white yet soulless, suffocating town of the past, nor was it the ruins of a declining pottery village.

The white walls still stood, but they now served as massive canvases for vibrant murals.

They depicted fields of heavy rice stalks beside the alluvial river, kilns glowing with a warm orange hue, and endless green bamboo bushes swaying in the wind.

The people of Vĩnh Thanh no longer frantically exhausted themselves chasing perfection.

They learned to smile and accept that downpours would peel away fresh paint, that the harsh summer sun would fade brilliant reds, and that cruel time would leave scratches on every surface.

And instead of hiding them, they cherished those chipped and fractured marks.

The Bamboo Teahouse was no longer just a small rest stop hidden in a quiet alley.

It had risen to become a symbol of Vĩnh Thanh - a sanctuary where exhausted souls came to learn how to live with the cracks inside themselves.

At the brewing counter, Bà Sáng still sat, quiet and contemplative.

Her bony hands poured tea, her bottomless eyes watching the hurried flow of life pass by.

She did not age. Perhaps time had forgotten her, or perhaps she had grown old centuries ago, rendering her present wrinkles meaningless.

Right beside her, a young man in his twenties gracefully rinsed the teapot. Định.

The scrawny boy, who once clenched his teeth and couldn't shed a single tear at his mother's funeral, now proudly stood as Bà Sáng's sole successor.

His hands were steady, his eyes as still as a windless lake, and deep inside his chest lay a resilient bamboo core tempered through ten grueling years.

"Định," Bà Sáng spoke, her voice thin and light like a breeze brushing through young bamboo leaves, "do you feel anything?"

Định paused his work. He slowly closed his eyes and pressed both hands against the terracotta teapot, feeling every pulse of its warmth.

"A strange wind just blew past, Bà Sáng," he murmured. "It carries no moisture from the Sông Cái River. Nor does it carry the scent of alluvial soil. It is the wind of..."

He hesitated, his eyebrows knitting together.

"... Of a pain groping for a way back," Bà Sáng calmly finished his sentence. "The bamboo roots beneath the earth are trembling. It has been a very long time since this land tasted such a scent."

Downstream along the Sông Cái River, contrary to the sensitivity of the bamboo roots, three people sat leisurely, bathing in the afternoon sun.

Duyên was no longer the potter who locked herself in cold perfection.

The vases emerging from her studio now bore plenty of firing cracks, meticulously joined by brilliant golden chắp kimlines.

They possessed souls. Her small riverside pottery studio had inadvertently become a refuge for those with shattered hearts; they came to learn how to weave gold into their own pain.

Kỳ sat nearby, his long fingers swiftly rubbing a thin layer of gold onto the rim of a rustic terracotta bowl.

He had abandoned the title of a sculptor of soulless white statues. His workshop now backed against Duyên's pottery studio.

The creations birthed from his hands - despite being webbed with cracks - carried a lively, warm heartbeat overflowing with love.

A few paces away, beneath the lush shade of the old bamboo grove, Ngộ rested his violin on his lap.

He did not play music. He simply relaxed, quietly watching.

Ten long years had passed, yet Ngộ remained steadfastly there, beside Duyên and Kỳ.

Not as the shadow of a third wheel intruding on others' happiness, but as a soulmate, a silent guardian who had early awakened to the truth: ultimate love is not confinement.

"Kỳ, you're rubbing the gold a bit too hard," Duyên tilted her head slightly, her soft tone teasing.

Kỳ looked down at the ceramic bowl. Indeed, the gleaming golden streak was somewhat thick and spilling over the edge.

He looked up and smiled - a smile that had completely shed its icy shell of the past, revealing warm wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.

"It's just because I was busy thinking about you," he replied, so casually and genuinely that it lacked even a hint of embarrassment.

Hearing this, Ngộ let out a soft laugh. The laugh was stifled in his throat, but the slight tremble of his shoulders was enough to make Duyên and Kỳ turn to look. Ngộ remained the same, a man of few words, yet his eyes held an entire ocean of understanding.

"Look at him," Duyên jutted her chin toward Ngộ, a playful smirk on her lips. "Laughing like that, I know exactly what you're thinking."

Ngộ only shook his head slightly. He did not deny it, nor did he bother to explain.

His hands reached up to rest the violin in the hollow of his shoulder, drawing a smooth prelude note.

The sound soared high, as clear and pure as a morning dewdrop just leaving the branch, sliding down a bamboo leaf.

In that moment, the three people on the banks of the Sông Cái River seemed to have grasped eternal peace.

However, that peace was merely foam floating on the surface.

Down through the murky layers of earth and stone beneath their feet, the oldest bamboo root networks were shaking violently.

Not from the mountain winds. Nor from shifting tectonic plates.

But from a pitch-black, slimy miasma slowly awakening in the deepest catacombs of Vĩnh Thanh - a cursed place the villagers absolutely never dared to speak of.

There, the forbidden kilns of the three great clans had been buried alive centuries ago.

And from the crevices of those moss-covered ruins, a razor-sharp, bone-chilling cold energy began to steadily ooze and spread.

Very slowly. Very softly. Quiet enough that everything on the surface remained fast asleep in an illusion of peace.

Yet powerful enough to make the oldest bamboo roots - witnesses who had absorbed centuries of the pottery village's ups and downs, blood, and tears - shudder in despair within the suffocating darkness.
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Part 1: A Melody From The Embers
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Chapter 1: Dawn At The Teahouse
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DAWN IN VĨNH THANH was no longer the pure, sterile, and cold white light of days past. Ten years ago, when the Pristine Illusion still shrouded and suffocated the town, dawn always carried the artificial milky white of freshly painted walls.That light seemed filtered through a thick pane of glass, unmarred by a single speck of dust or a solitary scratch. The townsfolk woke up like pre-programmed machines, wearing exemplary smiles measured to the millimeter. No one frowned, and no one dared to complain. Such perfection was brutally flawless, siphoning the vitality from the people within.

But now, Vĩnh Thanh breathed the breath of humanity once more. Dawn swept through the town carrying the color of damp earth after a night of heavy rain-a warm golden-orange, tinged with a quiet brown. The first rays of sunlight were no longer blinding; instead, they gently slipped through the dense bamboo canopy, spilling onto the cobblestone street and shattering into thousands of specks of light, like Kintsugi gold dust sprinkled over clay.

In the distance, a rooster's resonant crow tore through the fog. A dog barked, chasing its own shadow. The shrill yet slightly hoarse cry of a sticky rice vendor echoed from the end of the alley, carrying the warmth of an ordinary working life. It was not perfect, and it was even a bit chaotic, but it was real. And Định loved it with every fiber of his being.

Twenty-year-old Định stood silently by the rosewood window of The Bamboo Teahouse, letting his gaze wander over the small bluestone alley that was slowly waking up. The brisk morning air carried a pleasant bite. The bamboo bushes along the road were still heavy with night dew; each long, curved leaf glistened as if carefully coated by an artisan in a fragile layer of silver. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the damp earthy smell, the pungent scent of decaying leaves at the base of the bamboo, and a hint of the distinct, sharp smoke from the longan-wood kilns that had begun to burn downstream along the Sông Cái River.

Ten years. A decade had passed in a blink, yet stretched as long as a lifetime. Định vividly remembered the first day he stepped through that weathered wooden door. Back then, he had been a scrawny child with trembling, bloodied hands and clouded, vacant eyes, biting his lip until it bled, unable to shed a single tear on the day of his mother's funeral. Ten years since that quiet night when Ngộ's violin tore through his chest, letting the first bitter tears stream down his dirt-streaked cheeks. Ten years since the stubborn boy began learning to face his grief and, in doing so, to heal.

"You are ready to brew Morning Dew Tea," said Bà Sáng. Her voice, as light and resonant as a struck jade chime, pulled Định back to reality.

Định turned inside. The teahouse was quiet, completely isolated from the stirring noises of the street. The only light source radiated from a rustic silk lantern suspended from the ceiling. Bathed in that pale yellow glow, Bà Sáng sat at the counter, still as a statue carved from agarwood. Bà Sáng did not age, and time seemed powerless against her. Her stark white hair remained neatly pinned up, secured by a hairpin carved from aged bamboo that had turned the color of dark amber. Her eyes remained bottomless, like two ancient wells in a drought, reflecting the world while forbidding anyone from seeing their depths. Perhaps she would never age, or perhaps she had already aged hundreds of years ago when Vĩnh Thanh was merely the first handfuls of clay, and time no longer held meaning.

"What did you see outside that window?" she asked, her back still turned to him.

"Dawn, Bà Sáng," Định answered slowly, "and... a strange wind." 

Bà Sáng gave a slight nod, her thin shoulders rising beneath her dark silk tunic. As though that answer were the final puzzle piece she awaited.

"Brew the tea. Morning Dew Tea. I will drink it this morning." 

Định walked over to the rustic wooden table by the windowsill. There sat a black unglazed terracotta tea set. Its surface was rough and textured, engraved with the sunken image of a rugged old bamboo bush braving a storm. That was Bà Sáng's treasure, the tea set she had used for decades, and absolutely no one else was allowed to touch it. Except for three years ago, when she looked straight at Định and said: "You have understood the Hollow Core. Touch it." 

Định carefully placed both hands on the belly of the teapot. The rough terracotta grazed his fingertips, still holding a lingering warmth from last night's brew. He closed his eyes, breathed steadily, and actively released all stray thoughts, letting his mind retreat into a vacuum.

Hollow Core.

The introductory lesson Bà Sáng had taught him, and also the most cruel and difficult one. The Hollow Core was not about discarding emotions to make the soul empty and numb like a machine. To be hollow meant creating space. Empty enough to possess the stillness required to embrace the writhing pain of others, to see through the naked truths hidden behind masks, and to understand the dark corners people intentionally buried. Like the bamboo: Deep Roots anchoring in the gravel, an Unbending Stalk standing resilient, a Flexible Branch yielding to the wind, but the core must remain empty so the plant can be Ever-Growing toward the light.

Định opened his eyes, and his hands began to move. There was not a single wasted motion. He was slow, deliberate, and graceful, like a dancer weaving a wordless symphony. He poured boiling water from high above. The scalding stream tore through the air, forming a perfectly straight silver thread that rinsed the black teapot and released the pungent scent of high-fired terracotta. He used wooden tongs to pick up the fragile tea leaves, curled tightly like dark green dewdrops, and gently dropped them into the pot. He poured the boiling water a second time, circling the rim of the pot so the heat wouldn't strike the center directly, allowing the leaves to slowly unfurl without burning. Every movement was a meditation. Every breath was a personal mantra echoing in his mind: "Still. Hollow. Listen." 

From the chipped spout, the pouring tea transitioned from crystal clear to a pale, pure green, the color of young forest bamboo shoots proudly pushing through the earth after a downpour. A faint steam rose. It was not thick and harsh like Smoke Tea, but thin, elegant, and carried a cool, soothing touch on the skin like morning dew resting on a bamboo leaf.

Morning Dew Tea.

Định lifted the crackle-glazed white porcelain cup and gently placed it in front of Bà Sáng. She did not rush to drink.Raising the cup to her face with her bony hands, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her silver-speckled eyebrows knitted slightly, as if she were decoding an ancient message encrypted in each fragile layer of the tea's aroma.

"What do you see in this cup of tea?" she asked abruptly.

Định looked down into the cup. The tea was as still as a jade mirror, faintly reflecting the golden light from the oil lantern above. To his naked eye, nothing seemed unusual, but he knew well that Bà Sáng never asked about what physical eyes could see.

"I see absolute stillness," he answered honestly. "But deep at the bottom... I see a waiting." 

"Waiting for what?" 

Định pressed his lips together. The emptiness in his mind wavered. He didn't know.

Bà Sáng slowly opened her eyes, and her lips stretched into a smile. That smile was wrinkled and cracked like the porcelain glaze of an antique vase left in the elements for centuries. But through those barren cracks, Định always saw a warm light-the persistent flame of life she had used to warm countless lost souls in Vĩnh Thanh.

"You have grasped the shape of the Hollow Core," she said slowly, her voice slightly hoarse. "But you have yet to master listening to the sounds that have never been made. That is fine. Time is a strict but fair teacher; it will teach you." 

She brought the cup to her lips and took a small sip. And the exact moment that young green liquid touched the tip of her tongue, her eyes shifted. It was not a look of terrified panic, nor stunned amazement. It was the formidable silence of an old soldier who had just spotted the silhouette of a mortal enemy on the horizon-something she had anticipated for a long time, but when it actually manifested, her heart still couldn't help but seize.

"A storm is coming," she whispered, slamming the teacup down on the wooden table with a sharp clack. "The bamboo roots are shaking." 

Định opened his mouth to ask, but Bà Sáng had already stood up swiftly. She turned her back, walking decisively toward the rear of the teahouse, where the heavy wooden door led straight into the heart of the ancient bamboo forest. Định stood rooted to the spot. He did not follow. Ten years here had taught him an immutable rule: Bà Sáng only spoke when necessary, and when she chose silence, one did not try to break it.

He sat down numbly on the chair, staring blankly at Bà Sáng's half-finished cup of tea. The mist still drifted upward, paper-thin, shattering in the air like a final testament.

A storm was coming.

Memories of ten years ago suddenly flooded back. The day he curled up in the corner of the teahouse, draining the bitter Rain Tea, crying with all the resentment of an orphaned child. He recalled the deeply ingrained mantra about bamboo: Deep Roots, Hollow Core, Unbending Stalk, Flexible Branch, Ever-Growing. He had memorized the theory. But he knew that great lessons could only truly seep into one's flesh and blood when standing in the eye of the storm.

Định shot up, pushing the chair aside and stepping out onto the porch. Out in the alley, everything was strangely peaceful.The bamboo bushes retained their jade green color, lazily swaying and rustling against each other under the caress of the morning breeze.

But Định felt it. Not through his hearing, not through his touch, but through the Hollow Core in his own chest. An extremely subtle, muffled tremor, transmitting from the very bottom of the deep earth.

The bamboo roots. They were violently shaking. Not shivering from the wind, nor from a tectonic shift. They were shuddering in cold dread because something profoundly evil was taking long strides toward Vĩnh Thanh. A nightmare that only the oldest root networks-witnesses who had soaked in the blood, sweat, and tears of the pottery village for centuries-were sensitive enough to detect.

Định looked up at the sky. Fluffy white clouds drifted leisurely by. The sky was high and deeply blue, and there were absolutely no dark clouds or lightning. But he believed Bà Sáng. And he understood that, as bamboo, he must prepare his most flexible stance to bend and welcome the hurricane.

At the same time, not far from The Bamboo Teahouse, on an elevated piece of land in the northern part of town. Here stood a massive, ancient mansion, proudly towering like a fortress isolated from the outside world. An open-top, glossy black horse-drawn carriage-a luxury vehicle so rare it was nearly extinct in Vĩnh Thanh, reserved only for ferrying guests of absolute power-rolled slowly, crushing the gravel road, then jerked to a stop before the gates. A strange man stepped out unhurriedly. He was tall, wearing a custom-tailored three-piece suit made from premium cashmere wool, entirely out of place amidst the rustic charm of the pottery town. His ash-colored hair was carefully groomed and slicked back. Standing out on his angular face was a pair of thin gold-rimmed glasses, flashing a cold light like a razor blade.

Sebastian.

No one knew his true background. When he spoke, the intonation was strangely mixed, slippery, and impossible to pin down. It was the language of a nomad who had strode across too many continents, leaving traces everywhere, but ultimately treating no land as a home. Sebastian casually walked up the cold granite steps. He paused, lifting his head to stare at the massive ironwood door, carved with dazzlingly intricate patterns. Right in the center of the door, sparkling under the sun, was the mother-of-pearl inlaid crest of the three most powerful clans in Vĩnh Thanh: the Ngọc Clan, the Thạch Clan, and the Cầm Clan. Three symbols of fire, rock, and glaze twisted together, tightly bound like a blood oath that must never be betrayed.

He smirked and raised a hand to knock.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Three beats. Slow. Steely. Unhurried but carrying absolute imposition.

The heavy latch clicked, and the door creaked open. An old butler with a face deeply etched by jagged wrinkles, his back hunched in a black traditional tunic, bowed respectfully. He did not demand a name, nor did he ask for an invitation, simply hissing in a dry, raspy voice:

"Please enter, sir. The elders are waiting inside." 

Sebastian strode across the threshold. The moment his body was swallowed by the gloomy darkness of the hallway, the eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses suddenly flashed with a grotesque light, freezing cold and razor-sharp, exactly like a spark of electricity shooting through a flickering streetlamp right before a storm struck.

"The Oblivion Clay," he muttered under his breath, his words hissing through his teeth. He wasn't speaking to the butler. He was negotiating with his own ambition.

"I have scoured this continent searching for you for twenty grueling years." 

Outside the mansion, the sky of Vĩnh Thanh still wore a deceivingly clear blue. The clouds drifted without a care. But deep underground, the bamboo root network never stopped its violent trembling.

Very softly. Very steadily.

Their rhythm echoed through the earth, relentless and cruel, exactly like the beating of war drums echoing from the other side of hell.
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Chapter 2: The Healed Crack
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MORNING AT DUYÊN'S pottery studio began with the clear symphony of sparrows circling the tiled roof and the pungent, water-soaked scent of wet clay.

That was the scent Duyên loved most. Not the dry smell of flawless, fired vases-glossy, smooth, and soulless. But the smell of raw clay, unfired, breathing the breath of life and carrying the potential to morph into any shape. It was the scent of the unfinished, the unformed, and precisely because of that, it held a whole sky of hope.

Duyên stood silently by the oak potter's wheel, her bare hands rubbing a sticky block of reddish-brown clay. This was raw clay, mined directly from the alluvial soil banks along the Sông Cái River-a material she had arrogantly shunned ten years ago because it was too stubborn to be molded into absolute perfection. But now, she fully loved the speckled grains of sand hidden in the earth, loved even the wild, uncontrollable impurities. She loved how the clay resisted the pressure of her hands, stubbornly demanding that she truly humble herself, listen, and yield to its flow.

The space of Duyên's pottery studio had completely transformed after a decade. No remnants survived of the sterile white space with its cold, stylish display shelves. Now, surrounding her was a territory of cracks. Chipped and shattered vases were proudly placed everywhere-on rustic wooden shelves, reflecting light by the sun-drenched windowsill, or even dangling from the rafters by hand-woven ropes. Each vase bore a slash of time, meticulously stitched together with brilliant golden chắp kim lines. And each vase, when one gently pressed an ear to it, seemed to whisper a distinct life story.

One sobbed of the ultimate agony of a mother losing her child. Another carried the sigh of a hopeless unrequited love. One held the sharp edge of gnawing jealousy. Yet another rang hollow with an eternally unfinished vow of eternal love.

And reigning in the center, the proudest and most radiant, was the final keepsake vase of Ngân Hương. Ten years since Duyên had personally filled its cracks with gold, the gleaming golden veins running along its body still sparkled reflecting the morning light, like streams of essence that had never extinguished.

Duyên stared intently at the vase. In a blink, ten stormy years retreated behind her.

Her younger sister was forever gone. The gut-wrenching pain of those days had settled into a gentle layer of alluvial soil.Not because time had eroded her memories and made her forget, but because she had sculpted herself to learn how to live with the void the girl left behind.

"Where is your mind wandering off to this time?"

Kỳ's low, raspy voice, tinged with a teasing note, rang out from the threshold, snapping Duyên's thread of reverie. He took long strides into the studio, his solid arms tightly hugging a stack of raw terracotta pots-his newest embryos, unglazed, unadorned with gold, still pungent with the heat of the fire. His linen shirt was smeared with streaks of clay, his rough hands covered in dried mud, and his once-romantic hair was now neatly tied at the nape of his neck, revealing a few silver strands gleaming with the weather-beaten marks of time.

Ten years. Kỳ had also transformed. The arrogant sculptor who always locked himself in the coldness of soulless white statues was dead. The man before Duyên now smiled more, his gaze more open. His eyes, once fathomless with darkness and frantic possessive lust, now harbored a strange warmth, stillness, and solidity.

Only one thing about him remained immutable against the laws of time: every early morning, he patiently stepped over the threshold of Duyên's pottery studio, bringing his latest creations, and always finding any excuse to share the same air with her.

"I was thinking about this vase," Duyên replied softly, her eyes turning toward Ngân Hương's keepsake. "Ten long years. Sometimes, looking at it, I still cannot believe it is truly whole."

"Being whole never means the cracks completely disappear," Kỳ set the stack of pots down on the wooden table, emitting a dull clack. "Healed is when we touch those cracks, and find our hearts no longer bleeding."

Duyên looked up at him. That statement-the philosophy soaked in blood and tears that he himself had to taste on his journey to cleanse his soul-was now uttered by him so lightly, as natural as breathing, as if it had taken root and become part of his identity.

"You are right," she smiled softly, a tranquil smile. "Where should we start today?"

Kỳ removed the damp burlap cloth wrapping the stack of pottery. Revealed inside were vases of rustic shapes, their surfaces rough and textured, with a few spots still bearing the fingerprints of their maker.

"Ngộ told me that today he wanted us to restore the first chắp kim batch of the new year together," Kỳ explained. "He said, to remind ourselves that: Breaking is never the end."

"Ngộ is always like that, always loving to pull us back to the most fundamental truths," Duyên chuckled, the corners of her eyes gleaming with tenderness.

"Because we humans, by nature, are very prone to forgetting," a warm, deep voice, clear as a flowing stream, drifted in from the window.

Ngộ walked in. In his hands, he still cradled his dark violin, its body bearing a long crack inlaid with sparkling gold-the mark of a tumultuous past. Age had also left its imprint on Ngộ's face, but his eyes retained the pristine, quiet stillness of someone who had chosen to embrace all things with compassion, despite witnessing too much of the world's cruelty.

Ngộ remained a man of few words. Every time he opened his mouth, his words were carefully distilled, as if he always wanted to save space for music to speak.

"So today, which life shall be resurrected?" Duyên asked, her hands skillfully opening a small drawer, carefully taking out a ceramic jar holding Urushi tree sap and a glass vial containing fine pure gold powder.

"This one," Kỳ pointed at a small pear-shaped vase, coated in faded moss-green glaze. On its body was a deep crack, running a jagged path from the rim down to the base. "A defective product from the kiln batch early this week. The temperature shifted slightly. I was going to throw it into the scrap pile, but Ngộ insisted on keeping it."

Duyên leaned down and caressed the moss glaze surface. The slender crack, winding sharply like the flow of a river on an antique map. It inadvertently reminded her of Ngân Hương's innocent words from long ago: "This crack is very beautiful."

"Ngộ is right. It should be kept," she nodded. "This crack possesses a very beautiful structure. It deserves to be reborn."

Ngộ smiled, his lips tracing a line of peace. He set his violin case down, quietly pulling a stool back into the corner of the room. The familiar seat of a silent observer.

The three people fell into the rhythm of their work.

Duyên focused intensely. She extracted an amount of Urushi sap, slowly mixing it evenly with the pure gold powder. The mixture blended together, viscous and gleaming with a regal, bewitching gold under the sunlight. Kỳ took the mixture, using flat-tipped tweezers and a silk brush, holding his breath as he rubbed each line of golden glue to fill the crack. He had no intention of hiding or smoothing out the flaw. On the contrary, he built the golden line up, proudly honoring the imperfection. Occasionally, Ngộ leaned over, using his long violin-playing fingers to gently rotate the vase, adjusting the angle as if he were listening to the vibrational frequency of each fragment.

Not a single word was spoken. The silence enveloping the pottery studio was not suffocating; on the contrary, it was soothing and profoundly binding. Ten years of companionship had forged an unspoken language for them; they communicated through their breaths, through the movement of their hands, and through the harmony of souls that had once been shattered.

Duyên looked up slightly. Her gaze inadvertently anchored on Kỳ.

The morning sun poured through the window bars, draping over his broad shoulders, casting a honey-gold light on the prominent blue veins on the back of his hands, illuminating every rough, calloused spot. Those were the medals of years of diligent labor, of the supreme effort to carve away his past sins.

She suddenly realized her breathing was skipping a beat. She was intently gazing at him longer than was safely permissible.

And at that exact moment, Kỳ abruptly looked up. Their eyes collided in mid-air.

It was only a very brief blink. But the surrounding space seemed to freeze. The chirping of sparrows outside the porch died away. Duyên clearly felt her chest deliver a powerful thump.

"What are you peeking at?" Kỳ spoke, breaking the silence. His voice carried a familiar teasing tone, but deep inside those jet-black eyes surged a passionate emotion that Duyên lacked the courage to name.

"Just... observing how you apply the gold lines," Duyên stammered, hurriedly looking away. "You're rubbing a bit too hard."

Kỳ looked down at the crack again. Indeed, his hand pressure had momentarily lost control, causing the gold band to spread slightly wider than the broken edge. He chuckled softly. A genuine, warm smile, completely dispelling the cold, sharp shadow of the mad sculptor from the past.

"Because my mind was busy thinking about you," he stated, naked, direct, and without a trace of hesitation.

Duyên's cheeks tingled with heat. She knew well that Kỳ always liked to use this half-joking flirtatious tone to tease her.But deep down in some hidden corner of her heart, a small desire stubbornly wanted to believe: behind that statement was the truth.

"You are always joking around," she mumbled, keeping her face down as she continued stirring the sap mixture.

From the corner of the room, Ngộ chuckled softly. The laughter was suppressed in his chest, vibrating into deep, muffled sounds. Duyên and Kỳ turned in unison. Ngộ's gaze swept over the two of them. It was the gaze of the sky looking down upon all things-containing, forgiving, and heartbreakingly gentle. He saw through the fragile partition between them, fully understood the budding romance, and willingly chose to step back, acting as the background for a picture of happiness that lacked his silhouette.

Duyên's heart sank. She knew Ngộ had once loved her. Perhaps, that love remained like an underground spring, smoldering for the past ten years. But he absolutely never opened his lips to demand anything, never using his sacrifices to bind her in gratitude. Ngộ was like a sturdy old bamboo stalk putting down roots along the Sông Cái River-not trying to stretch its branches to hold back the boat, but merely tilting its canopy to shade the dock.

"Thank you," Duyên whispered to Ngộ. No need to explain the reason.

Ngộ blinked, a feather-light nod in place of a reply.

The restoration work finally reached its finishing stages. Every deep crevice on the moss-colored vase had now been filled by gleaming rivers of gold. It was no longer a defective product discarded due to a temperature error. It had transformed into a unique artistic masterpiece-a brilliant manifesto that: Anything once shattered, once mended with patience and love, can become sturdier and more magnificent than the original.

Duyên carefully used both hands to lift the vase up against the light. The brilliance of the chắp kim gold powder dazzled her.

"Truly... so beautiful," she gasped.

"Yes, very beautiful," Kỳ's deep voice echoed right by her ear. But his gaze did not rest upon the ceramic glaze at all. He was engrossed in watching the sunbeams dancing on her hair.

Duyên whipped around to reply. In an unguarded moment, the back of her hand accidentally brushed against Kỳ's fingers, which were still dusted with gold powder.

A jolt of static electricity ran down her spine.

No. It wasn't mere static electricity. It was a warm, tangible stream of lava, carrying tens of thousands of sweet, stinging needles, transmitting from her fingertips straight up her arm, running across her shoulder, and delivering a stunning blow directly into the center of her heart.

Both Duyên and Kỳ halted, turning to stone.

Duyên lowered her eyes, staring at the point of contact between their hands. The warm sensation transmitting from his skin was scorching her. Duyên did not pull her hand back. And Kỳ, too, steadfastly held his position.

One second, two seconds, three seconds... Time stretched into infinity.

Only when the heat became unbearable did the two snap out of it and pull apart. Awkwardness instantly painted the room red.

"I'm sorry," Kỳ cleared his throat, even though his tone held not a single percent of remorse.

"No... it's fine," Duyên replied, her final syllable slightly trembling, missing a beat.

Ngộ chuckled again. This time, he laughed aloud. The rare, refreshing laughter rang out, sweeping away the thick, awkward atmosphere.

Duyên blushed deeply, trying to cover her embarrassment: "What are you laughing at?"

Ngộ shook his head slightly, declining to explain. He picked up the violin, resting the chinrest on his shoulder, and closed his eyes. The bow drew decisively across the strings, producing a soaring chord, resonant and clear like the sound of spring water threading through bamboo roots.

In that moment, enveloped by music and light, the three souls on the banks of the Sông Cái River reached a realm of absolute peace.

At the same time, at a completely different extreme, inside the silent secret chamber of the three clans' mansion.

Sebastian paid no mind to the premium mother-of-pearl inlaid chair he was offered. He maintained his standing posture, slowly strolling around the elongated conference table. His platinum-ringed fingers glided lightly over the highly polished oak surface-a luxurious wood transported by sea all the way from distant France, a boastful testament to the royalty of Vĩnh Thanh's ruling class.

"Esteemed elders, do you grasp... how much the global market for these so-called 'spiritual healing items' is currently worth?" he threw out a question, but his icy tone proved he needed no one to answer. "Two hundred billion dollars per year. And that number is escalating at a rate of twelve percent. A colossal gold mine that has yet to be properly exploited."

He stopped his heels in front of a large wall hanging a goatskin world map, where maritime and continental trade routes were painstakingly redrawn in gold dust.

"With the logistics network and distribution system I currently hold, I can easily push your The Oblivion Clay into the global supply chain in just six short months," Sebastian rattled on, his tone dripping with contempt yet incredibly stimulating to their greed. "Imagine it. You will establish satellite crafting factories in Beijing, Mumbai, Istanbul, and Hamburg. You will hold exclusive distribution rights in seventy countries and territories. By then, the wealth of these three clans will not be confined to this cramped town. You will enter the ranks of the most powerful financial empires in history."

The Elder of the Ngọc Clan-the man with the eyes of a cunning hero-gripped the armrests tightly, gritting his teeth: "You are only good at flapping your lips. What qualifications do you have to guarantee such wild promises?"

Sebastian let out a scoffing laugh. He thrust a hand into his inner coat pocket, pulled out a thick stack of leather-bound contract documents, and threw them onto the table. Operational cost calculations, profit charts, risk control process sketches, and even sample franchise contracts lay plainly exposed before the elders' eyes.

"I have burned through twenty grueling years to establish this global network. I have a high-end client base thirsting to pour in their money. The distributor team already has their pens ready to sign. Even the routing for trial shipments has had its freight charges optimized."

He leaned forward, his index finger tapping hard on a page bearing the emblem and fresh signature of a massive European pharmaceutical conglomerate.

"Look. They are ready to disburse five thousand dollars for every kilogram of raw The Oblivion Clay. The only issue here is: What level does your production
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