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Content Warning

Please be advised that The Bamboo Teahouse – Book 3: Where It All Began explores profound, heavy themes that some readers may find distressing or triggering.

While the ultimate core of this series is deeply rooted in healing, resilience, and the beautiful philosophy of chắp kim (the art of repairing brokenness with gold), the characters must actively navigate through profound darkness in order to reach the light.

This book contains depictions of, or explicit references to:

	Severe emotional trauma, profound grief, and psychological distress.

	The tragic loss and death of a child.

	Agonizing themes of parental bereavement.

	Ultimate self-sacrifice and death.

	Elements of psychological horror, including spiritual possession and loss of bodily autonomy.

	Apocalyptic natural disasters (floods) and mass casualties.

	Depictions of blood, physical injury, and visceral suffering.


Reader discretion is strongly advised. Please prioritize your own mental well-being and emotional boundaries while reading. If you find any of these subjects deeply triggering, please proceed with caution.

Remember: Just like the shattered ceramics in this story, it is entirely okay to embrace your cracks. Take all the time you need.
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Part 1: The Call Of Blood
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Chapter 1: Dawn Upon Old Fractures
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Three years.

Three rainy seasons had passed. Three cycles of bamboo shedding leaves only to sprout new shoots. Enough time for an open wound to heal into a white scar. Enough time for shattered pieces to be gathered and bound with gold. And enough time for the people of Vĩnh Thanh to begin forgetting the nightmare known as Black Earth.

But there are things that even time cannot entirely erase.

Dawn in Vĩnh Thanh, three years after the fall of the Mother Kiln, was a painting of an entirely different hue.

No longer was it the sterile, chillingly pure white light of the Pristine Illusion era. Nor was it the gray sky, thick with black smoke and the lingering resentment from the days Black Earth rose. Now, the dawn bore a beautiful fractured color-the terracotta orange of fired clay mingling with the shimmering gold of chắp kim seams, stretching from the horizon to the ivory bamboo tips rustling in the wind.

The first rays of morning sunlight filtered gently through the dense foliage, mottling the weathered cobblestones of the old path where moss had begun to reclaim every crevice. From afar, the crowing of roosters, the barking of dogs, and the shrill cries of street vendors mingled with the sound of hammers striking clay at small riverside kilns. Imperfect. Somewhat chaotic. But real.

And Định - a young man of twenty-three, his eyes no longer reflecting the wild desperation of an orphan but instead the stillness of one who had witnessed too much ruin - stood by the rosewood window, sipping his first tea of the day.

He was no longer the scrawny boy whose bloodied hands trembled on the day his mother died. Nor was he the nineteen-year-old youth who had first received the jet-black terracotta pot from Bà Sáng with her command: “You have understood the Hollow Core. Now, touch it.”

Three years since Bà Sáng had transformed into the light of the bamboo roots, vanishing into the mother earth and leaving a void that could never be filled. And for three years, Định had been the Tea Keeper - not because he claimed the title, but because the people of Vĩnh Thanh had begun seeking him out, just as they once sought Bà Sáng.

But today, something was different.

Định had felt it since the break of dawn, when he stepped out of the small room behind the teahouse and saw night dew still clinging to the bamboo leaves. Usually, they glistened like crystal. But this morning, they bore a faint red tint - not the crimson of fresh blood, but a rusty hue, like something buried too deep for too long that had finally begun to seep out.

He rubbed his eyes, thinking he had misseen. When he opened them again, the dew had returned to its usual transparent clarity.

Perhaps just an illusion, he reassured himself. It had been three years; everything was at peace.

Yet deep within his chest, where he had forged his Hollow Core for thirteen years, a faint vibration began to spread... vague and distant, like a far-off drum signaling an approach.

Duyên arrived as the sun climbed a little higher.

She stepped through the familiar wooden door, her hands still stained with mud after a morning’s work in the pottery studio. Định noticed she moved more slowly than usual, her hand occasionally resting on her abdomen - a subtle gesture, as if protecting something precious.

“Up early, are we?” Định greeted her, his hands nimbly rinsing the teapot.

Duyên smiled - a smile that had transformed over the last three years. It no longer carried the melancholy of a woman who had just lost her sister, nor the tension of the battle against Black Earth. It was peaceful, warm, and possessed a radiance Định had never seen before.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, sitting at the counter. “Kỳ left early, saying he had a new idea. I intended to head to the workshop, but I wanted to stop by for a cup of tea first.”

Định nodded, nimbly brewing a pot of tea. Yet his gaze kept drifting toward Duyên’s midsection - where her loose attire concealed a truth the entire town had already begun to whisper about.

Duyên caught his look and chuckled.

“Định, just when were you planning to ask?”

Flustered, Định looked away, pretending to adjust the tea set. “I didn’t want to... I wasn’t sure if I should...”

“Soon,” Duyên said softly. “Late this fall.”

Định’s hands paused. He turned to look at Duyên, eyes wide - not with shock, but with a quiet, indescribable joy.

“I am happy for you,” he said, his voice trembling slightly. “Very happy.”

Duyên looked at him with the gaze of an older sister for a younger brother who had walked through fire by her side. Three years were enough to bridge the distance, enough for fatal wounds to heal into beautiful fractures adorned with gold.

“Thank you, Định. For... everything.”

Kỳ arrived shortly after, covered in stone dust, cradling a raw, unformed block of clay. His angular face had gained a few lines at the corners of his eyes - traces of sleepless nights in the sculpture studio - but his eyes were brighter than before. The light of a man who had found his purpose.

“I figured you’d be here,” he said to Duyên, setting the clay on the table and sitting beside her. He reached out and placed his hand on hers naturally, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“You guessed right,” Duyên replied, leaning her head on his shoulder.

Định watched them - two people who had once carried too many cracks, tormented by clan and past - now found each other, mending their pieces together, preparing to welcome a new life. He felt a warmth in his chest, a quiet happiness he couldn't name.

Suddenly, he looked out the window.

And he saw it.

An ancient bamboo tree - the oldest in the forest behind the teahouse, a witness to centuries of the village’s history - was seeping droplets of dark red resin.

It wasn't an illusion. He rubbed his eyes again, but this time, the image didn't vanish.

The red resin flowed slowly down the trunk, soaking into the earth like blood from an old wound that would never heal.

“Định? What’s wrong?”

Duyên’s voice pulled him back to reality. Định turned, trying to compose himself, but his voice couldn't hide his unease.

“It’s... nothing. I just thought I saw...”

He trailed off. When he looked back, the trunk had returned to its normal green. The red resin was gone, as if it had never existed.

Perhaps he had misseen. Perhaps the sunlight had created a mirage.

But he knew - deep within his Hollow Core, he knew for certain - that he hadn't been mistaken.

Something had begun.

That evening, as the final rays of light faded behind the bamboo groves, the teahouse door swung open, and Ngộ stood there. He was thinner than before, his eyes solemn, the old cloth bag still slung over his shoulder. No one had called him; no one had sent word. Yet he had returned. Định felt a flash of surprise but quickly understood: the crying roots had called him from afar, and he could not help but come.

He remained much the same - three years hadn't changed him much. His hair was slightly longer, a few faint wrinkles etched at the corners of his eyes, but his clear, tranquil gaze still commanded silence from anyone who looked upon him. He could not speak, for his vocal cords had been shattered since the night of the Blood Symphony, but his presence spoke louder than any words.

In his hand was a new, polished violin - a gift from the dreamscape of The Margin, replacing the dilapidated instrument that had carried him through the fire.

He drew a single note - a solitary sound echoing through the twilight space before falling silent.

Duyên looked at him and understood. Ngộ hadn't come to play. He came for another reason.

“Have you heard something, Ngộ?” Định asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

Ngộ shook his head - a hesitant movement, more “I don't know” than a firm “No.” He placed the violin on the table, took a piece of charcoal from his pocket, and scribbled onto a small scrap of paper:

This morning, I saw the bamboo roots cry.

Kỳ picked up the paper and read it. His face darkened.

The bamboo roots were crying. It wasn't a metaphor - it was real. Three years ago, during the uprising of Black Earth, the roots had also cried. And now, they were crying again.

“What is happening?” Duyên asked, her voice losing its morning peace, replaced by a tension she thought she had long left behind.

Định looked out the window, where the bamboo stood silently in the sunset. He saw no more red resin. He felt no vibrations from the ancient roots.

But he knew - by an instinct he couldn't explain - that the peace of the last three years was coming to an end.

“We can only wait,” he said. “And prepare.”

Ngộ nodded. His gaze at that moment mirrored that of an old soldier spotting the enemy’s silhouette on the horizon - not panic, not shock, only the solemnity of one who had anticipated this for a very long time.

And out there, in the ancient bamboo forest, a single branch quivered despite the lack of wind.

Very slightly.

But enough for the old leaves to begin to fall.
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Chapter 2: Bà Sáng’s Dream
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That night, Duyên couldn't sleep.

She lay on her side next to Kỳ, listening to his steady breathing, but her mind was still ensnared by the strange images from earlier that morning. The droplets of red resin on the ancient bamboo. Ngộ’s gaze. And Định’s heavy silence as he stared out the window.

Something was coming.

She closed her eyes, trying to relax her body. But instead of drifting into sleep, she fell into a suspended state-half-awake, half-dreaming-where the boundary between reality and illusion became as fragile as a silk thread.

And then, she saw her.

The space around her shifted abruptly. She was no longer lying on the familiar bamboo bed in the small room beside The Bamboo Teahouse. Instead, she stood in the heart of a bamboo forest-but not the aged, shaded grove on the outskirts of Vĩnh Thanh. This was a different forest, a place where she had never set foot before.

The bamboo here soared high and straight, their trunks so massive that two people couldn't link arms around them. The bark wasn't green but silver-a shimmering silver under a light of unknown origin, as if plated by the hands of ancient artisans. The leaves rustled, yet there was no wind. The sound emanated from the leaves themselves, as if they were whispering to one another in an ancient tongue beyond human comprehension.

And at the end of the path, beneath the largest bamboo tree, that slender figure stood waiting.

Bà Sáng.

Duyên froze, her chest tightening. She wanted to call her name, to rush forward, to embrace her as she never had before. But her feet felt nailed to the soft earth, unable to move.

Bà Sáng hadn't changed. Her snow-white hair was still pinned up in a neat bun with a hairpin carved from aged bamboo, and her eyes-deep as ancient wells-still pierced through every layer of reality. Yet there was one difference: she no longer wore her familiar dark silk attire. She was draped in a silver-white cloak, shimmering as if woven from threads of moonlight and morning dew.

“Bà...”

Duyên’s lips moved, but no sound came out. Her voice was swallowed by the hallowed, still air of the silver forest.

Bà Sáng smiled.

It wasn't a final smile of departure, nor the sorrowful parting look from three years ago. It was a mysterious smile, half-compassionate, half-ominous-the smile of someone who knew something but could not speak it plainly.

She did not open her mouth, but her voice echoed within Duyên’s mind, every word distinct, as clear as a temple bell tolling from a distant realm:

“Did you think it was all over, Duyên?”

Duyên shook her head-she didn't understand what the older woman meant.

“Three years of peace. Enough for a wound to skin over, but not enough for an ancient root to tell its whole story.”

Bà Sáng slowly raised a withered arm, her finger pointing toward the long, receding path where the silver bamboo trunks grew increasingly sparse, revealing a void of absolute darkness at the horizon.

“Look there.”

Duyên strained to see. And then she saw them.

The networks of bamboo roots-not the roots of ordinary trees, but massive, gnarled things stretching into infinity, interlocking like the fortress walls of an underground empire-were seeping a dark red resin. It was no fleeting illusion like this morning. This resin flowed in streams, soaking into the earth, and with every drop that fell, a fragment of memory materialized in the air-faces, silhouettes, wails of grief she had never heard but felt heartbreakingly familiar.

“The First Roots are remembering,” Bà Sáng said, her voice deepening. “And when roots remember, the earth must answer.”

“What do you want me to do?” Duyên finally managed to speak. Her voice was both questioning and broken, as if she feared a single loud sound would shatter the dream.

“It is not what I want you to do. It is the roots that are calling you.”

Bà Sáng took a step forward. The light from the silver bamboo washed over her, making her appear ethereal, as though she were slowly dissolving into the air.

“Go to the oldest bamboo roots. The place where the Fourth Clan buried the first secret. There, you will find the answer-not for the present, but for the forgotten past.”

“Can’t you come with me? You could show me the way-”

“I cannot,” Bà Sáng interrupted, the smile on her lips fading. “I have transformed into the mother earth, Duyên. I am everywhere, and yet I am nowhere. You must go yourself. You and your people.”

She stepped back, retreating into the darkness between the silver bamboo trunks.

“But hurry. For when the ancient roots begin to cry, the door of time opens for only 7 days. After 7 days, if no one comes, the secret will die with the roots.”

“Seven days?! Please, explain-”

But Bà Sáng had vanished.

The silver forest began to tremble. The towering bamboo trunks crashed down without a sound, but the earth beneath Duyên’s feet split open, sucking her into an endless black abyss.

“No!!!”

Duyên bolted upright in bed, her hands reaching out as if to grasp something that was no longer there. Cold sweat soaked through the back of her shirt. Her chest heaved, her heart pounding like a war drum.

“What’s wrong? Duyên, what’s wrong?”

Kỳ had already sat up, his hands gripping her shoulders, his face etched with worry. In the darkness, his eyes glowed like two small embers.

“A dream... I just dreamed of her,” Duyên whispered, her voice trembling. “Bà Sáng.”

Kỳ fell silent. His hands remained firmly on her shoulders, but his grip softened-a silent reassurance.

“What did she say?”

Duyên struggled to regain her composure. She recounted every detail of the dream: the silver bamboo forest, the flowing red resin, Bà Sáng’s mysterious face, and those final words-7 days, the door of time, the secret dying with the roots.

When she finished, the room sank into silence.

Outside, the night cicadas had long since gone quiet; only the wind whistling through the window crevices created thin, sighing sounds.

“Do you believe it was just a dream?” Kỳ asked.

Duyên shook her head. “If it were an ordinary dream, I would have forgotten it the moment I woke up. But I remember every detail, Kỳ. Every single one. I can even remember the smell of the earth in that forest-a very strange smell, unlike anywhere else in Vĩnh Thanh.”

Kỳ remained silent for a moment longer, then rose from the bed. He pulled back the curtain, revealing the night sky. The moon was a crescent, but its light wasn't clear-it was veiled by a thin layer of gray clouds, as if the moon itself were hiding something.

“Seven days,” he repeated. “Did she say when the 7 days begin?”

Duyên furrowed her brow, trying to remember. “She didn't say exactly. But... she told me to hurry. As if time won't wait for us.”

“Then tomorrow morning,” Kỳ said, turning to look at her. The worry had left his eyes, replaced by the resolve of a man who had once walked through fire. “We go to the ancient bamboo forest. We'll see what those roots are calling for.”

Duyên nodded, but a vague anxiety still refused to dissipate within her.

She looked out the window, where not far off, the ancient forest lay sleeping beneath the somber moonlight.

And she wondered silently: Bà Sáng, what are you trying to tell me?

The next morning, as the first rays of light peeked through the bamboo groves, Duyên and Kỳ stood before the door of The Bamboo Teahouse.

Định was already awake, tending the fire to boil water. He looked at them with a questioning gaze.

“Heading to the forest, are you?”

Duyên nodded. “Did Kỳ tell you?”

“Yes. He stopped by before heading back to get you.” Định set the kettle down and wiped his hands on his apron. “I’m coming with you.”

“No,” Kỳ said. “Someone has to stay and mind the shop. Besides...”

He hesitated, glancing quickly at Duyên.

“...If anything happens, you are the only one who knows how to contact Ngộ.”

Định understood. He nodded without argument. But before Duyên and Kỳ could step out the door, he ran behind the counter and opened a small drawer, pulling out an old cloth bag.

“I prepared this a few days ago,” he said, handing the bag to Duyên. “Sticky rice cakes, water, and some dried tea. I don't know if you'll need them, but take them just in case.”

Duyên accepted it, smiling. “You worry too much.”

“You’re the one who taught me-‘a Tea Keeper must think of the guests even before they feel their thirst.’ Today, you are my guest, and I must fulfill my duty.”

Kỳ patted Định’s shoulder. “Well said.”

They stepped out of the teahouse. The village road was deserted in the early morning; only a few early market-goers caught a glimpse of their silhouettes before they vanished behind the bamboo. Duyên walked beside Kỳ, her hand resting on her abdomen. The child inside was less active than usual today, as if it, too, were listening-sensing something the adults could not yet fully comprehend.

They left the main road and turned onto the trail leading into the ancient bamboo forest-the place where Vĩnh Thanh’s oldest roots had anchored themselves through centuries of rain and sun, where Bà Sáng had transformed into light, and where for three years, no one had dared venture deep for fear of a nameless dread.

Bamboo leaves carpeted the trail, crisp beneath their feet. The air carried a musky, sweet scent-the smell of tree resin, of decaying earth, and of something ancient slowly stirring awake.

Kỳ stopped and pointed ahead.

There, beneath the oldest bamboo tree-the one Bà Sáng had leaned against before she vanished-droplets of dark red resin were trickling down, dripping and gurgling like the tears of a being that had been silenced for far too long.

“You weren't dreaming,” Kỳ said softly.

“You see it too?” Duyên asked.

“Clear as day.”

They looked at each other. In one another's eyes, they saw the same unease and the same determination-they could not turn back, and there was no way out but forward.

Duyên took a deep breath and stepped forward.

And from deep within the earth, where the oldest network of bamboo roots was bleeding, a sound rose-not a human voice, nor the groan of an inanimate creation. It was the call of memory, of things buried for hundreds of years, now waking because they knew time was running out.

7 days.

The door had begun to open.
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Chapter 3: Weeping Roots
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Kỳ was the first to lay his hands upon the trunk.

He raised his hand slowly, agonizingly so, as if fearing that even the slightest, sharpest movement might shatter the thick, crimson sap cascading down the bark. His fingertips grazed the rough surface of the ancient bamboo. It was cold-unnervingly cold-damp, and slightly viscous.

The red sap clung to his skin. It wasn't blood, not entirely, yet it carried the unmistakable, metallic stench of fresh blood, mingled with the heavy scent of wet clay and a sharp, acidic tang, like wild green gooseberries crushed underfoot.

"It is cold," he murmured, his voice tight. "Far colder than it should be."

Duyên stood beside him, her gaze anchored to the weeping droplets. Her hands rested instinctively on her slightly swollen belly, an unconscious, fiercely maternal gesture to protect the child growing within her. Yet, her eyes hardened, staring directly at the crimson tears slowly slithering down the towering stalk.

"It is not just one tree," she said, her voice barely a whisper against the rustling leaves. "Look."

Kỳ looked up. And then, he saw the full, horrifying truth.

Rows upon rows of ancient bamboo-the tallest, the absolute oldest in the grove, where the internodes were as thick as a grown man's thigh and the bark had long since darkened to a deep, bruised brown-were weeping red sap. This was no isolated anomaly. It was a vast, bleeding expanse, stretching deep into the shadowed heart of the forest, far beyond where the eye could reach. The droplets caught the pale morning sunlight, glittering with a macabre, spectral beauty. It looked less like a grove and more like a colossal, wounded beast, bleeding out from a thousand unhealable gashes.

"What is happening?" Duyên murmured, a rhetorical question swallowed by the damp air.

Kỳ did not answer. He crouched low to the ground, his sharp eyes inspecting the base of the colossal stalk. Here, the crimson sap had seeped deep into the soil, leaving grotesque, spreading stains across the vibrant green moss. The bamboo roots-massive, gnarled things protruding from the earth, twisting and coiling like a nest of giant, slumbering pythons-were dyed a dark, arterial red. This was not the familiar, comforting reddish-brown of the fertile alluvial soil from the Sông Cái River. This was a vibrant, alarming red. The color of vitality being violently drained away.

"We need to call Định," Kỳ finally said, his tone decisive. "He possesses the Hollow Core. He might be able to sense something beneath this that our physical eyes cannot."

Duyên nodded. From the deep pocket of her linen coat, she retrieved a small, intricately carved bamboo whistle. It was a gift Định had given her late last autumn, accompanied by a solemn promise: "If you ever need me, Duyên, no matter the time, just blow this whistle. I will come."

She had never needed to use it. But this morning, an inexplicable premonition had urged her to slip it into her pocket before they left The Bamboo Teahouse.

Raising the cold bamboo to her lips, Duyên exhaled a long, steady breath into the mouthpiece.

The resulting sound was not the shrill, piercing shriek of a normal whistle. Instead, it produced a deep, resonant hum, carrying far and wide like a mournful wind weaving through hollow stalks. The vibration did not just travel through the misty air; it resonated deep within the chest, a rhythmic thrumming akin to a distant, ancient war drum.

Three minutes later, the dense bamboo thicket in the distance shuddered, and Định’s lean, wiry silhouette emerged onto the winding dirt path. He was running, but not with the frantic, stumbling gait of panic. His strides were long, measured, and deceptively fast, his breathing entirely undisturbed. Thirteen years of grueling discipline mastering the Hollow Core had fundamentally altered him, teaching his body to maintain absolute respiratory control even under extreme physical exertion.

"I am here," Định announced, his voice steady, though his eyes instantly locked onto the weeping, crimson sap. The blood drained from his face, leaving him pale in the dappled light. "There is far more than yesterday."

"You saw trees bleeding yesterday morning?" Kỳ asked, his brow furrowing.

Định gave a grim nod. "Just one. The oldest stalk at the far corner of the garden behind The Bamboo Teahouse. I thought the morning mist was playing tricks on my eyes, but when the sun fully rose, the sap had vanished." He fell silent, his gaze fixed on the horrific spectacle before them. "Now, I see it. Clearly. This is no illusion."

"Định," Duyên said, her voice dropping an octave, taking on an authoritative edge. "Can you use the Hollow Core to feel them? We desperately need to know what these roots are trying to tell us."

Định looked at Duyên, then shifted his gaze to Kỳ. Both stood in expectant, tense silence.

He nodded.

Stepping back three paces, Định found a patch of flat, relatively dry earth beneath the sprawling canopy of the largest bleeding bamboo. He lowered himself smoothly, crossing his legs into a full lotus position, resting the backs of his hands lightly upon his knees. He closed his eyes.

The Hollow Core.

It was the very first concept Bà Sáng had drilled into him all those years ago. The foundational lesson, yet simultaneously the most agonizingly difficult to master. The Hollow Core did not mean eradicating one's emotions to become a hollow, apathetic machine. To be hollow meant to create space. To empty the vessel so that it possessed the profound stillness required to contain the universe.

He began the systematic process of releasing tension. Every muscle fiber, every measured intake of breath. The mundane, chaotic thoughts of The Bamboo Teahouse, the demanding customers, the lingering stories left untold-he gently, deliberately swept them all aside. His mind smoothed out, becoming as perfectly still and reflective as an undisturbed mountain lake.

And then, he opened his chest-not literally, but through the absolute, terrifying focus of a man who had dedicated over a decade to honing this exact psychic threshold. He allowed the vibrations, the hidden emotional frequencies of the external world, to flood into his created void.

At first, it was merely the ordinary chaos of the natural world: the creeping warmth of the morning sun, the chilling bite of the breeze, the vibrant, humming life force of leaves actively photosynthesizing, the quiet, grounding peace of the soil granules beneath his resting body.

Then, he pushed deeper.

Down beneath the topsoil. Down into the subterranean dark where the massive network of bamboo roots sprawled and intersected, woven together like the heavy threads of a colossal, living tapestry. He felt them physically-cool, damp, and pulsing with stubborn life. But then, plunging deeper still, reaching the oldest, most archaic roots that had anchored themselves in the dark for centuries, he felt it.

Pain.

It was not the sharp, fleeting agony of physical injury, nor was it the complex, tangled emotional sorrow he so often sensed from the weary patrons at The Bamboo Teahouse. This was a primal, ancient suffering. It felt as though the very root system itself was burdened with the memory of a catastrophic trauma, an event that had scarred the earth long, long before Định had ever drawn his first breath.

A violent surge of imagery accompanied the pain.

The visions were fragmented, hazy, like sun-bleached photographs left to rot in the rain. Yet, through a sense of sight entirely disconnected from his physical eyes, he witnessed the past. He saw silhouettes of people falling to their knees in the mud. Calloused hands desperately kneading thick clay. The roaring, hungry flames of massive kilns piercing a pitch-black night. He saw a man with hauntingly hollow eyes, clutching a vessel made of pure, obsidian-black clay. Strange, incomprehensible symbols were deeply etched into the pot's surface. Then, the vision shifted to a woman weeping uncontrollably. Her heavy tears struck a lump of that same black clay, and suddenly, the mass began to writhe. It was no longer lifeless mud; it was pulsating. It was breathing.

And then, as suddenly as it began, it all vanished.

Pop.

Like a soap bubble bursting in the harsh sun.

Định’s eyes snapped open, and he violently expelled a long, ragged breath. Cold sweat beaded thickly across his forehead, plastering his dark hair to his skin. His hands, previously resting in perfect stillness, were now shaking uncontrollably.

"Định! Are you alright?"

Duyên dropped to her knees beside him, her warm hand immediately finding his trembling shoulder. Kỳ instinctively stepped in front of them, his body shifting into a defensive stance, his hawkish eyes scanning the dark spaces between the bamboo stalks as if expecting a physical threat to leap from the shadows.

"I... I am fine," Định stammered, his voice betraying a severe tremor. "I just..."

He trailed off, his mind scrambling to arrange the shattered, chaotic imagery into a coherent narrative. But the pieces were jagged, nonsensical, like shards of a broken mirror that refused to reflect a whole image.

"What did you see?" Kỳ demanded softly.

Định squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the memory to the surface. "A man. A woman. A black pot. And..."

He opened his eyes, looking directly into Duyên’s face. The look in his eyes was no longer that of a twenty-three-year-old man. It was the haunted, burdened stare of someone who had just brushed against a secret far too colossal for his mortal comprehension.

"...and blood. So much blood. It wasn't just the blood of one person. It was the blood of an entire era."

Duyên fell silent. She slowly turned her head to look at the weeping stalks. The horrifying realization settled over her: this red sap was not merely tree resin. It was memory. It was pure, distilled agony. It was the physical manifestation of sins and sorrows buried for hundreds of years, now violently forcing their way back to the surface, demanding to be acknowledged.

"Seven days," Duyên murmured, the chilling words from Bà Sáng's dream echoing in her mind. "The door of time only opens for seven days."

"Then we do not have a second to waste," Kỳ said, his voice dropping into a dangerous, gravelly register. "We must understand exactly what these roots are screaming at us. Now."

Định forced himself to stand. His legs were unsteady, his fingers still twitching slightly, but a fierce, undeniable light had reignited in his eyes. "I need to try again. This time, I will push past the fear. I will go deeper and look closer."

"Do you have the strength for it?" Duyên asked, maternal concern deeply lacing her tone.

"I do. Bà Sáng always told me: 'The greater the fear, the closer you must look.'"

He sank back down to the damp earth, crossing his legs once more. This time, he did not fight the chaotic current to reach the Hollow Core. Over thirteen years, the meditative state had become his second nature, as involuntary as drawing breath, as rhythmic as the beating of his own heart.

The visions slammed back into him.

This time, there was no haze. The clarity was deafening.

A man. His facial features were sharp, carved from hardship, his eyes sunken deep into his skull, haunted and desperate. His heavily calloused hands were caked in thick, dark mud. He was violently kneading a mound of clay-but this was not the familiar, reddish-brown alluvial soil harvested from the banks of the Sông Cái River. This was Black Earth. It was an obsidian, terrifying shade of black, as lightless and suffocating as a bottomless abyss. He was not just molding it with water; he was binding it with fierce love, with bitter tears, and with the red blood dripping from his own sliced palms.

A woman. She was clutching a fragile infant to her chest, her eyes red and swollen from endless weeping. All around her, the world was ending. Villages were consumed by roaring fires, and massive, destructive floods swept away the great kilns. Gently laying the crying baby down, she snatched up a handful of the cursed Black Earth. She too began to knead it-not to create a vessel of beauty, but in a frantic, terrifying bid to forge something, anything, that could save the survivors.

And the pot. The pitch-black vessel that absorbed all light, sitting like a miniature sinkhole of death. Across its curved surface, the strange, carved figures were not static decorations. They were writhing. Living entities trapped within the clay, dancing a macabre waltz, wailing in silent agony, violently struggling to claw their way out of their earthen prison.

Then, the pot shattered.

The Black Earth erupted, spilling forth in a torrential, devastating flood, violently swallowing everything in its path.

Định was pulled back to reality by the sound of Duyên calling his name, her voice tight with panic. This time, when his eyes opened, he wasn't shaking. He sat entirely still, his gaze fixed on the empty space ahead, as if half his soul were still trapped in that apocalyptic past.

"Định! Can you hear me?!"

"Yes, I hear you," he replied, his voice unnervingly flat, drained of all emotion. "I saw it. I saw everything."

He turned to face Duyên, and in a voice that felt alien to his own vocal cords, he recounted every horrific detail he had witnessed. He spared nothing. The man with the hollow eyes. The desperate woman holding her child amidst the fire. The obsidian pot and the apocalyptic shattering of the Black Earth.

When he finally stopped speaking, a heavy, suffocating silence descended upon the three of them, thicker than the morning mist.

"That man," Kỳ said, his words slow and measured, weighing the heavy implication. "Was he...?"

"Phù Sa," Định answered. The ancient name echoed inside his skull, delivered with absolute clarity by the whispering roots beneath him. "The soul of the first potter. He was the one who invented the Black Earth. And he was the one who condemned the Fourth Clan to their eternal curse."

Duyên closed her eyes, fighting a wave of vertigo. She pieced together the fragmented stories Bà Sáng had imparted to her-not through dreams, but scattered across thirteen years of quiet conversations. Tales of the four founding families who built Vĩnh Thanh. The Ngọc Clan, the Thạch Clan, the Cầm Clan... and the nameless Fourth Clan. She remembered the warnings about the terrifying, fragile equilibrium between fire and earth, between remembering and forgetting.

"Bà Sáng never finished the story," Duyên whispered. "She always said that some secrets cannot be spoken aloud. They can only be witnessed through blood and tears."

Định looked back at the towering bamboo stalks, watching the crimson sap pool at their bases. It made perfect sense now. That red liquid was not tree resin. It belonged
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