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Prologue
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"PULL HIM OUT, HURRY!"

"Pin him down! Fast!"

"AAAAAAAAAAAH!"

"He’s entered mania! Attunement agent!"

"Dammit! Guide! Where is the guide?"

––––––––
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ROWAN OPENED HIS EYES, a piercing ring echoing in his ears. This was no ordinary ring; it was a specially configured emergency notification, and its sounding meant he had to return to his workplace immediately.

He spent just ten minutes washing up, threw on his greyish-white uniform jacket, and hopped into a driverless shuttle he had hailed at his doorstep. Five minutes later, Rowan stood before the three-story-high silver metal gates of the Recovery Campus.

The security system scanned his body instantly. "Please state your name."

"Rowan Wright."

"Welcome back, Rowan Wright."

The heavy metal doors slid open to both sides, revealing a sixteen-meter-wide road leading straight to a white domed building in the distance. The building looked close, but it was actually over seven hundred meters away. Rowan hopped onto a commuter shuttle near the entrance. "To the Administration Building."

As he stepped into the large conference room, he saw Cliff—the supervisor who had called him back from his leave—speaking in front of a communication screen. Over a dozen colleagues from the Recovery Campus were seated in the chairs below.

"Sorry, I'm late," Rowan said as he found a seat.

"It’s fine. Everyone is here, let’s begin." Cliff opened a file on the light screen. “I’ve gathered everyone because we just received notice. In exactly one week, a newcomer will be arriving."
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Chapter 1: The Newcomer of the Rock Rose Sector
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THE "NEWCOMER" WAS the new case about to move into the Recovery Campus. For some reason, the staff had gotten used to calling every new case a "newcomer."

As soon as Cliff finished speaking, the crowd began to whisper.

"The data has been sent to everyone’s terminals. Pay attention," Cliff said, pointing to the figures on the light screen.

Almost simultaneously, beeps erupted throughout the room. About two seconds later, the murmuring intensified. Looking at the assessment data of the new subject, Rowan couldn’t help but frown.

[ SUBJECT PERSONNEL FILE ]

Subject Name: Dylan Field

Subject Image: [ ACCESS DENIED ]

Gender: Male

Age: [ CLASSIFIED ]

Awakening Type: Sentinel

Sensory Overload Threshold: 236.7% [ CRITICAL RISK ]

Spiritual Landscape Integrity: 65.7% [ Moderately Damaged ]

Spiritual Vitality: Low

Physical Aggression Tendency: Low

Spiritual Entity Aggression Tendency: Low-Medium

Medical Surveillance Level: Maximum

Containment Protocol: Maximum

"Physical aggression is rated as low; that means he’s still controllable, right?" a guide asked.

"For a case like this, even a 'low' rating for physical aggression shouldn't be taken lightly," Cliff said with a stiff face. "His sensory overload threshold has broken 200%. He could go into a frenzy at any moment. No one can guarantee what will happen."

To have a threshold over 200% without the spiritual landscape collapsing—this was the most resilient subject Rowan had ever seen.

"...Could this data have been tampered with?" the guide next to Rowan whispered.

"Lance, don't talk nonsense," Cliff glared over, then switched the screen to the next page.

"The Newcomer applied to enter the Rock Rose Sector voluntarily. It’s different from normal cases. According to instructions from HQ, we only provide necessary help and do not interfere with anything else. Next Sunday at 9:00 AM, Capital District 5 will deliver him. Everything must be ready. No mistakes. Now, check your assigned tasks. You have five minutes to raise any issues."

Rowan scrolled down and found his task. He spent three minutes scanning the key points. It was fine; no major issues.

He was a nutritionist. His task was to design the Newcomer’s meals, which didn't change much for him.

He glanced at other files. In terms of living conditions, the Campus had to set up specific equipment in advance. To Rowan’s surprise, some equipment wasn't standard for the Campus and had to be shipped from Capital District 5. On the equipment list, he actually saw a Restraint Bed—designed to tie down sentinels in severe mania to keep them from hurting themselves or others.

"Any questions?" Cliff clapped his hands. Three hands shot up immediately.

"The data says the Newcomer is bringing a private medical guide. What does that mean?"

"Exactly what it says," Cliff nodded. "Next."

Twenty minutes later, after answering all questions and finalizing the details, Cliff told the group: "The Newcomer is from the Capital. The situation might be complicated. Be cautious and report any issues to me immediately. That’s all. Get to work."

Over the next few days, the Campus staff were incredibly busy preparing the quarters. Even Rowan, whose workload was usually lighter, was sent to assist other departments. By the time everything was ready, it was only two days before the Newcomer’s arrival.

At 7:00 PM, Rowan finally managed to leave the Recovery Campus. Cliff had given him the next day off as compensation for the holiday that was ruined four days ago. Right now, he just wanted a bowl of warm soup and a good sleep in his own bed.

Rowan walked into a small diner and ordered a bowl of rice, a plate of synthetic meat, and the vegetable stew he had been craving. As the meal arrived, a blue figure appeared on the diner's screen.

"It’s Felix!" Leo, the owner’s son, cried out in surprise.

Felix Sterling, the most famous hero in the Grand Republic today. His signature light-blue hair was tied in a long braid trailing behind him, complementing his deep blue military uniform. For the past three years, he had been the face of every recruitment advertisement. Most mysteriously, he rarely showed his face in public, usually wearing a silver mask. The official explanation was to avoid excessive focus on his persona.

"In two more years, I can follow in Felix’s footsteps!"

Rowan didn’t even look up as he took a sip of his soup. "Does your mom agree?"

"Why do I need her agreement? I can make my own decisions once I’m an adult," Leo huffed. Rowan didn't say anything and simply took a mouthful of rice.

After dinner, Rowan thanked the owner and walked slowly toward his home. The night sky was clear, without a single cloud. The moon looked especially large tonight.

On the day of the arrival, at 8:55 AM, Cliff stood at the main gate with Rowan and two other supervisors. Cliff wanted them to get to know the Newcomer since they would be in direct contact with him.

At 8:59 AM, a medical escort shuttle with the Capital District 5 logo appeared. It was unexpected. Given the Newcomer’s danger rating—comparable to a small swarm—there was only one shuttle, a standard eight-seater.

After the initial surprise, everyone felt a bit relieved; perhaps the danger wasn't as high as they thought. However, when the passengers stepped off, the air seemed to freeze. Everyone held their breath.

Only a man and a woman got off the shuttle. The man, of course, was today’s protagonist.

Rowan’s gaze cut across Cliff’s shoulder as he quietly observed the man. He estimated the man was a bit over 180 cm, slightly shorter than himself. He had striking white hair with a hint of pink, cut very short, barely covering his scalp.

The man’s eyes were tightly closed. Rowan looked twice, as the data didn't mention any ocular issues. The man’s face was terrifyingly pale—not just naturally fair, but bloodless, even his lips were white. His cheeks were so thin they were slightly sunken.

Even though he looked like he could faint at any moment, the man was wearing a Restraint Suit. His hands were pinned across his waist by reinforced fabric, and he wore magnetic shackles on his ankles. Because of the shackles, his steps were small, but steady and smooth.

Though he looked intimidating, Rowan could tell at first glance: the man originally had a very beautiful face.
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Chapter 2: Sentinel Dylan Field
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AS THE PERSON IN CHARGE, Cliff had never seen a patient enter the Campus in such a state. It took a few seconds before he finally found his voice. He stepped forward and stopped about two meters in front of the newcomer.

"Hello, I am Cliff Hammer, the Director of the Recovery Campus." Logically, he should have shaken hands, but the current situation clearly didn't allow for it.

The sentinel’s eyes remained closed, but the corners of his mouth curled up slightly. "Dylan Field." His voice was light, with a clean and soft quality—a beautiful tone that left an impression on anyone who heard it.

At that moment, the tall woman with glasses and delicate features who had been standing beside Dylan stepped forward. "Hello, allow me to introduce myself. I am Sally Steel, Dylan’s medical guide. You can call me Sally."

Sally reached out to Cliff, and he quickly shook her hand. No one showed surprise at Sally’s identity; they had known beforehand that Dylan would be bringing a private medical guide. After that, Cliff had Rowan and the others introduce themselves in turn, ending that part of the process.

Next, everyone boarded two automated shuttles that had been waiting nearby. Cliff led Sally and Dylan onto the first shuttle, while Rowan instinctively headed toward the second one with the other two colleagues.

"Rowan."

Hearing Cliff call his name, Rowan paused and looked back with a questioning gaze, only to see Cliff gesturing for him to come over.

Fine, Rowan thought.

And so, they began the tour of the Recovery Campus.

The full name of the facility was the "National District 10 Sentinel and Guide Spiritual Landscape Trauma Treatment and Rehabilitation Campus." Simply put, it was a medical institution for sentinels and guides with spiritual landscape issues. It currently housed about six hundred individuals who, after assessment, were deemed unable to maintain a normal life in society due to spiritual landscape damage.

As the shuttle moved, Cliff gave a smooth introduction to the Campus scenery. Throughout the trip, Dylan kept his eyes closed, wearing a faint, ambiguous smile. However, he would occasionally tilt his head slightly, as if he were observing his surroundings.

Though Dylan didn’t show much expression, Rowan could sense that he was in a good mood—as if the person wearing the reinforced restraint suit and magnetic shackles wasn't him at all.

"Up ahead is the Rock Rose Sector, where Mr. Field’s future residence is located. The environment here is peaceful and vast, with considerable distance between residents to ensure no one disturbs each other," Cliff introduced.

Cliff said this with such a serious face that Rowan couldn't help but feel impressed.

"Does anyone else live here?" This was the second sentence Dylan had spoken since arriving at the Campus.

"Not at the moment," Cliff replied without blinking.

"That’s a pity. But it’s very beautiful here; I like it," Dylan said sincerely.

"..." Rowan.

The residence arranged for Dylan was a standalone two-story white building, about one and a half kilometers from the entrance of the Rock Rose Sector. To get from the Rock Rose Sector to the Administration Building, one had to pass through another kilometer of forest. The total distance was nearly three kilometers, taking about five minutes by shuttle.

After they delivered Dylan and Sally to the door, Sally bowed to them. "Thank you for the tour. We can take it from here."

On the way back to the Administration Building, Rowan looked back toward the Rock Rose Sector. The white building was already hidden behind the shadows of the trees.

"Is this really okay?" Rowan couldn't help but ask.

The shuttle was silent for a moment.

"He doesn't look that dangerous," Gil muttered from the corner. He belonged to the Department of Living Affairs, in charge of managing daily supplies for patients.

Bal from the Equipment Department rolled his eyes. "Does a dangerous person tell you they’re dangerous? Did you not see what he was wearing?" It was hard to blame him for his bad mood; he had barely rested the past few days setting up the equipment in the Rock Rose Sector.

"I told you not to be too curious. This isn't our business," Cliff repeated his old mantra.

Rowan watched the scenery receding through the window. Dylan’s alarming thinness came to mind, and he thought he might need to adjust the nutritional portions.

Days ago, Rowan had designed a nutrition plan based on Dylan’s health reports from the last five years. Considering Dylan was on the brink of mania, Rowan had to include ingredients that aided spiritual power recovery and were easy to digest.

In addition, an attunement agent was also a necessity. An attunement agent is a potent supplement and medication for sentinels and guides, with its main ingredient being everlast—a reddish-brown succulent plant. Everlast possesses a rare trait of being able to lock in spiritual power; since its discovery centuries ago, it has been an indispensable medical resource for the awakened. An attunement agent derived from everlast can be taken orally, injected, or even have the spiritual power extracted directly by those with superior spiritual power control.

Regrettably, everlast tasted horrifying. It smelled fishy and foul, and it tasted even worse—a mess of bitterness and acidity. It even tasted different to sentinels and guides; it was bitter for sentinels and sour for guides. The stronger the spiritual power, the stronger the taste. Because of this fatal characteristic, decades ago, many injured sentinels and guides preferred to spend months recovering rather than drink a single drop of attunement agent made from everlast.

Fortunately, revolutionary breakthroughs in the flavor and texture of attunement agents have been made in the last ten-plus years, removing most of the unique sourness and bitterness of everlast. At least now, an attunement agent is no longer described as "foul-smelling snot" or "something even a dead man wouldn't eat."

It had been four days since Dylan moved in. Every morning, noon, and evening, Rowan sent the prepared meals to the Rock Rose Sector via delivery drone. So far, the trays came back clean with no leftovers, showing Dylan wasn't a picky eater.

On the morning of the fifth day, Rowan operated the cooking equipment while wondering if he should take some time to visit the Rock Rose Sector to check on Dylan. As far as he knew, Dylan hadn't left the building in four days.

By regulation, patients in the Rock Rose Sector aren't allowed to leave their residences, but Dylan was an exception. In fact, Dylan wasn't forced into the Recovery Campus for treatment; he had come voluntarily for "convalescence." What surprised Rowan was that despite Dylan's disastrous medical data, he had no record of spiritual landscape collapse or manic episodes, nor any history of accidental injury.

Thinking of Dylan’s pale face, a voice in Rowan’s head said: I should probably go to the Rock Rose Sector in person after all.

"Mr. Wright, please come in." Sally stepped aside to let Rowan into the house.

After they sat down in the living room, Rowan quietly scanned the interior. He didn't see Dylan.

"Dylan is still resting. One to two in the afternoon is his nap time," Sally smiled.

Rowan decided to be direct. "I see. Actually, I wanted to check on Mr. Field’s physical condition. I don't mean to pry into his privacy, but as a nutritionist, it’s my job to confirm a patient's recovery."

"I understand. And I should thank you." Sally pushed a cup of tea toward Rowan. "Dylan’s health has improved quite a bit these past few days. He said the meals are delicious."

"I have a question." Rowan looked straight into Sally’s eyes.

"Please, go ahead." Sally nodded.

"Why is Mr. Field’s body so weak and thin?"
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Chapter 3: The Patients of Lemon Balm Sector
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A TRACE OF HEARTACHE flickered across Sally’s face. "Well... His spiritual condition hasn't been good lately. He was afraid he might hurt someone, so he’s been eating very little..."

Rowan was taken aback. "So he’s refusing food on purpose? To make himself weaker?" That seemed excessively extreme.

"Please don't worry. He receives enough nutrition daily," Sally added quickly.

Rowan frowned, his tone turning stern. "How long will this continue? The food delivered these past few days—did Mr. Field actually finish it all?"

"Ah, the meals were indeed finished. Actually, his appetite these past few days has been surprisingly good." Sally offered a small smile, but her gaze dropped again.

Rowan suddenly realized his tone had been too sharp. "...I'm sorry. I don't fully understand your situation."

"It’s alright," Sally shook her head.

Rowan asked a few more questions and checked the time. "Thank you for telling me this; it’s very helpful. I should head out; I still have work to do."

"Mr. Wright," Sally called out as Rowan reached the door. "Thank you for your concern. I’ll tell Dylan you came to visit."

Leaving the Rock Rose Sector, Rowan returned to his office. Thanks to the information from Sally, he now knew Dylan’s dietary preferences, so he planned to slightly adjust the menu for Dylan’s next three days. Once the revisions were done, he logged into the meal preparation system to reset the automated schedule.

To be honest, the food produced by the cooking machines wasn't bad, but the taste was monotonous. Rowan didn't consider himself a picky eater, yet he still preferred food cooked by human hands.

Ping. A video call request appeared on his terminal. It was Lance. Rowan tapped to connect, and Lance’s face popped up on the holographic screen.

"Lance? Is it time?"

"Yeah. Get ready. Today we’re headed to the Lemon Balm Sector to see that patient I mentioned yesterday."

"How many are you seeing today?"

"Three. Two are sentinels; one is that guy who tried to break out before," Lance said, crinkling his nose in distaste.

"Understood. I’ll head down to the shuttle bay now."

Rowan watched the scenery of the Administrative Sector recede through the window. Across from him, Lance’s fingers flew across his terminal screen.

"Are you contacting the Lemon Balm Sector?"

"No, I’m ordering something."

"What is it?"

"A wig. The latest model—the same style Felix wears."

Rowan blinked. He knew Lance idolized Felix; his room was plastered with Felix’s posters, and he owned over a dozen limited-edition figurines from different stages of Felix’s career. But a wig?

"You haven't seen the news, have you? Felix is coming to District 10 in three months. I’m going to welcome him in full cosplay. What do you think? Want to join me?"

"Thanks, but I’ll pass on the crowd." Just thinking about the spiritual power turbulence of a mob made Rowan feel burdened; he had
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