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  Foreword



I’ve always been curious about technology.

Not as an engineer. Not as a programmer. But as a human being.

As a pilot, I live with technology close to my body. Everything I do in the air is a dance between trust and systems. Screens, sensors, and data tell me how to navigate. And it works. Most of the time.

I’ve also run my own software company. I know what it means to build something digital from scratch — to chase an idea and feel how technology, when it works, can make us feel powerful. Clever. Indispensable. But lately, I’ve started to doubt. Not the technology — it’s getting better every day. But us. Our ability to ask questions before we accept. To feel before we connect. To say no — even when something feels easy and tempting.

I have four sons. And when I look at them, at how they’re already drawn to screens like moths to light, I feel a restlessness I can’t ignore. What kind of world are we creating for them? A world full of possibilities — or an illusion of freedom wrapped in likes, notifications, and personalized feeds?

But I have to be honest: I’m caught in it too. I rely heavily on artificial intelligence today. Not just as a tool, but as a conversation partner, a sounding board, a co-creator. This book, The Shadow Zone, was actually written with the help of AI — and in incredibly little time. It took just four weeks. The idea was born in a dialogue with an AI, and from the very first moment, I could feel something special was happening.

I shaped the concept creatively as a human, but I let the AI learn my writing style by feeding it text I had written myself. It quickly picked up my tone, rhythm, and the pauses that give space between the lines. It understood how I write my way toward something — not just to inform, but to sense, to explore, to leave room.

Along the way, I was still the one responsible. The one steering the story in the direction I wanted. But in a few years? The AI will be able to do that too. Books will be written in seconds, images generated in real time — and yes, even the images you’ll find in this book were created by AI. They’re based on excerpts from the story itself. It all ties together in a circle of words and images, born at the intersection of human experience and machine speed. I use AI for everything today. And I can feel how hard it is to stop.

It’s tempting to put everything you experience into a prompt — just to see if the AI can find a shortcut. A new angle. A smarter solution. A faster route.

But maybe that’s exactly why we need to hold on to what can’t be reduced to data.

Our feelings. Our nuances. Our doubts, uncertainty, and longing.

That’s what makes you you. I believe we can succeed as humans with AI — if we keep using it creatively. As an extension, not a replacement. As a conversation, not a surrender.

Thank you for reading.


– Rasmus Cornelius

“The best books… are those that tell you what you know already.”

– George Orwell
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This was exactly what he needed. To sit here. Right here. In the world he loved most — the one he longed for every single time he was at work. It rarely took more than a couple of hours before the ache returned. The ache for them. For this moment. To sit here. In this chair. In this living room. In this light. With these sounds. Everything was perfect now.

The sun poured in through the large windows, filling the room with warm shades of gold and amber. A sharp contrast to the cold white walls of his workplace. His colleagues might have found it bearable. But for him, work was nothing more than a necessary evil. A price he paid to afford what he truly lived for. He’d been waiting for this all day. The hours at work dragged by painfully slow, but now — now he was here. In the warmth. In the light. In the quiet. She smiled at him from the armchair, just like she always did.

And on the floor sat his Little Miracle, deeply focused on building her princess castle. Every time he looked at her, that same warmth washed over him. A feeling he had never known outside this room. He could never let this go. Not again.

He smiled back and let his eyes drift down to his Little Miracle, sitting on the floor, playing with her blocks and the small dark-blue train.

A wave of warmth spread through him every time he looked at her.

This — this was what mattered most.

“I’m so grateful for you,” he said softly, leaning back in his chair.

On the floor in front of him, one of the carefully stacked blocks from his daughter’s princess castle toppled over. The block spun slowly through the air, and for a brief moment, it seemed to hang there — suspended longer than gravity should allow. When it hit the floor, it bounced back up silently and landed precisely in its original place, as if nothing had happened. A second of unease slipped in behind his thoughts, but vanished just as quickly.

“We’re really happy to have you too, Daddy… aa—rh,” she said from the armchair.

Her final word warped — her voice twisting through a metallic crunch before settling back into its warm tone. He froze for a second. But her eyes met his instantly — warm, soft, safe. He smiled back, as if nothing had happened.

He glanced at his Little Miracle, who continued playing, undisturbed. Her warm smile and big brown eyes quickly calmed his mind again. He was back in his dreamworld. The place where he felt most at peace. She lifted her coffee cup, slowly breathed in the fresh aroma, tilted her head slightly — just like she always did. Then she picked up her knitting, continuing the sweater she was always making for his Little Miracle.

He liked her that way. Or… at least he told himself he did. This had to be how it was really supposed to feel. He was almost sure. She was beautiful. Long brown hair. Dark eyes. A slender figure. There was something almost magical about her when she sat there knitting — especially on nights like this, with his Little Miracle by her side. The soft music playing from the stereo slowly gave way to a faint cough from the floor. He immediately looked down at his daughter, concern flickering in his eyes. 

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” he asked gently, leaning toward her.

“It’s been a while since she coughed like that,” she said, setting her knitting aside. She placed the yarn down and looked toward the floor, concern in her eyes.

“It’s been a while since she coughed like that,” she repeated, calmly. He stared at her for a moment. “A while?” His thoughts flickered, confused. He tried to trace it back in his memory. But there were no memories of illness. Not with her.

“But… she’s never coughed before,” he said quietly. There was a hint of fear in his voice now. Something was wrong. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

“She’s never coughed before,” he repeated, his voice cracking slightly.

She gave a gentle smile — but it felt off. Still beautiful, yes — but missing something. A soul, maybe.

“It’ll pass,” she said softly. “It always does.”

The coughing on the floor grew stronger. The little girl now clutched her chest. Short bursts turned into deeper, sharper spasms. Her eyes welled up, but she still looked up at him with those big, brown eyes. He lunged forward, scooping her into his arms.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, Daddy’s here… It’s okay,” he repeated, panicked. But the small body in his arms began to tremble violently, and her breathing turned into hoarse, gurgling gasps. The music in the room shifted almost imperceptibly. The warm, soft tones gave way to a flat, melancholic drone. He looked up at his wife. She was still sitting calmly in the chair. Steam rose gently from her coffee. She smiled. But the smile was frozen now.

“It’ll pass,” she repeated. Monotone. Like a loop.

“It’ll pass. It’ll pass. It’ll pass.”

A metallic distortion began to settle into her voice. He clutched the child tighter against his chest. Her small body was growing limp. Her breathing, fainter.

“NO!” he screamed. “HELP ME!” he cried out into the room. No one came.

“STOP! STOP THIS!”

No one responded. The lighting in the room began to flicker slowly. Crooked shadows twisted irrationally across the corners. The sunlight turned unnaturally golden — almost radioactive in its warmth.

“THIS ISN’T WHAT I WANTED!” he shouted into the void. In his arms, his daughter took her final, gentle breath — and began to dissolve into a soft, flickering light.

She vanished between his hands. He remained there, empty-handed, staring down where she had just been. His wife was still sitting in the chair, frozen smile on her face.

“It’ll pass… it’ll pass… it’ll pass…”

He stared at the empty space where she had once been.

It’ll pass… it’ll pass… it’ll pass…

The voice weakened, crackled, and finally: ssssskkkh. Then — silence.

The light blinked briefly in the room, and everything shattered — like cracks spreading through glass. He tore off the headset in one swift motion. The air suddenly felt cooler. Sharper. The white walls around him reflected the harsh daylight trickling in from the narrow window high on the wall. Everything was… flat. Sterile. Clean. But empty. No wife. No Little Miracle. Only the sound of his own breathing, echoing strangely in the silence.

The sun outside was strong. Not warm and safe like in The Haven — but sharp. Like a constant backdrop to the new normal of climate collapse. The light pressed in through the small window, as if the world outside still glowed in its own imbalance.

He broke down, sobbing. His entire world had been turned upside down.

Everything was meaningless again. The silence was broken only by the soft, almost friendly voice from the docking station where the Haven headset now rested:

“Family Day Living™ – your session is now complete.”

“Thank you for using our advanced family experience.”

“We hope you got what you needed.”

“Next recommended session available in 72 hours.”

The light on the docking station blinked green as the headset was automatically cleaned and recharged — ready for next time. A soft green glow lit up on Leena’s Sessions screen.

Her task had been completed to perfection. A satisfying warmth spread through her —

that same feeling as when you strike the ball just right and watch it soar into the net. But Leena wasn’t the type to smile when she was satisfied. Sera had told her that a hundred times:

“Leena, you should smile more — it suits you.”

She had just never seen the point. Satisfaction didn’t need a smile. Satisfaction was inner calm. Systemic balance. What could make her smile were the little things: A good scent. A funny movie clip. A flirt. Or those mornings when she could stay in bed and drift into The Haven — where everything could be combined: The smell of fresh coffee. A light comedy.

And that new actor from Meet Me at Alexanderplatz. They’d really designed him well. Tall, slim, blond — without all the unnecessary muscle definition that was so popular with others. No, there was something natural about him — something… authentic.

Leena smiled to herself. She liked the thought of him. Or maybe just the thought of someone. Someone who felt real. Her eyes drifted across the screen’s log:




Subject ID: 1459-D
Session Type: Family Day Living™ / Advanced Emotional Sequence
Primary Objective: Controlled Grief Induction Sequence Completion: SUCCESSFUL
Balance Adjustment: +3.8%

Zone 6 should be stabilised again. It had been a difficult few weeks, but with this session, the curves had finally settled. Leena gently pushed her office chair with the tip of her foot and glided silently across the floor, past her colleagues. She moved like a swan — graceful and precise — all the way to the main terminal at the far end of the room. The display unfolded before her. Zone 6’s overall emotional balance lit up in soft shades of green. She leaned back slightly and gave a small, satisfied nod.

Everything was stable.
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She let her eyes drift across her colleagues, each one absorbed in their own screen, headsets over their ears. They were completely immersed in their tasks — and for good reason. Being an Emotional Architect wasn’t just a job. It was a calling. A mission critical to society, entrusted to only a select few. Leena had been given that honour nine months ago. And she still felt the pride every single morning when she showed up. It made sense. She could clearly see how important her role was.

Balance had to be maintained.

Without it, everything could go terribly wrong. History had shown what happened when human emotions were left unchecked. Chaos. Desperation. Rebellion. Leena understood that stability was the key to humanity’s survival. Everything had to be in order. Mira took off her headset and placed it gently beside her screen. She brought her hands to her face, softly caressing her cheeks, then — in one smooth motion — gathered her long, blonde ponytail and tightened it. It was her ritual every time she ended a session. Her signature move. Leena liked that detail. It was so… human. She stood up, leaving the chair at the end of the room, and walked over to Mira.

“Coffee, Mira?” Leena asked.

“Oh, you read my mind,” Mira replied with a smile, stretching slowly.

The walk to the coffee machine always felt long to Mira. She had complained about it to Leena more than once. It used to stand inside the main office, but it had turned out to be too distracting. Here, the work demanded full concentration. In The Haven, a session could shift in an instant — one emotion flipping into another in a split second.

And that was exactly what Leena loved about her job. The constant movement. Escalations. Unexpected turns. Confessions. Struggles. Small victories. Nothing was static.

It was never boring to work at the Emotion Regulation Center — Berlin Hub 3.

“How did your session with Daniel go today?” Mira asked. “That was your third attempt, wasn’t it?”

She looked at Leena curiously while securing her runners into a firm position. Leena never made big emotional displays — not even when she’d executed a task to perfection. Her reply was precise and controlled, as always.

“It went well,” she said calmly.

“We’ve restored balance in Zone 6.”

The corridor was bathed in light from the large windows that opened toward the streets outside. The walls were pure white, the light intense. As they entered this part of the hallway, both Leena and Mira had to raise their hands to shield their eyes from the harsh glare. In general, everything was brightly lit.

That was the norm in all buildings in the modern world. The sun cut through the air like a laser — especially on days like this, when not a single cloud softened its force.

If they had been at home, they would both be wearing their Haven headsets. But the headset was strictly prohibited at work. It was a shame — the latest update had made it remarkably practical. It now adjusted light levels automatically. Before, you could sometimes sense the sharp sunlight bleeding through the virtual environment, but with the new update, the headset could completely neutralize background light.

It was pretty revolutionary, and the ads for the update had been nearly impossible to miss in most apps. The update hadn’t even been that expensive.

Leena had found a good deal through her favorite app. HavenOS 47 had only cost her 600 credits — 300 less than what Sera had paid. Leena cared a lot about saving credits. For her, financial order was the same as personal order. When your credits were in place, your life was in place. Sera was a different type than Mira. More rebellious. More free. And that suited Leena just fine. Sera was the only one she saw privately.

Mira, on the other hand, was a steady anchor at work. Understanding. Like-minded. But Leena had no desire to bring Mira into her private life. It felt good to leave work behind when she went home. Besides, she couldn’t talk to Sera about her job anyway.

It was strictly classified. Emotional Architects were among the most secretive professions in the system. Sera still believed Leena worked at Charité – Universitätsmedizin Berlin. The old hospital had over 400 years of history,

and the job as a caregiver there made for a perfect cover. Both jobs required, after all, a deep understanding of human emotions.

“Why do you always take on the difficult cases?” Mira asked with curiosity.

“I find them interesting,” Leena replied as they reached the end of the hallway. The light grew softer here, and they were able to lower their hands from their faces.

“Just make sure it’s not too much,” Mira said, turning right down a new corridor as the large glass door slid open and closed behind them.

“It’s not a problem,” Leena said calmly.

“It’s important to me to keep the zone balances in check.”

Mira reached the coffee machine first and pressed the button for regular coffee.

“You don’t have to talk to me like I’m your boss, Leena,” Mira said, gently blowing on the steaming cup.

“I know I have a senior position and that I’ve been here longer than you — but you can be honest with me.”

“I am,” Leena mumbled, stopping beside Mira.

This was probably her last cup of coffee for the day, she thought. In fact, she rarely drank coffee at home. It was something she had picked up when she started at Berlin Hub 3. Before that, coffee had never meant much to her. But there was something social and calming about those small breaks after a session. And sometimes, she needed them. Some sessions were more demanding than others — and today’s with Daniel had been especially rough.

It hadn’t felt good to go as far as she did. But it had been necessary.

She had worked on that case for several days. When she wasn’t sitting in the controller during an active session, much of her work involved observing selected subjects and designing emotional experiences that could maintain a natural balance. She had observed Daniel for a couple of weeks, studied his needs through his everyday life in The Haven, and mapped out his longings and vulnerabilities. There had only been one place where she could truly reach him — and it wasn’t a place she had wanted to go.

But balance had to be restored.

“What do you think of the new Emotional Calibration Algorithms?” Mira asked.

“I used them on Daniel today. That’s what finally broke him,” Leena said, looking seriously at Mira.

“I noticed this morning that a new grief module had been added to Family Day Living™ — the one Daniel often uses when he comes home from work. I used it to generate sorrow from his greatest joy… with a few hacks.”

Mira looked at Leena with a serious expression and set her coffee down. She was worried about her. Was it brilliant — or was it dangerous? To exploit the new algorithms that way and bend them to her own purposes…it might be pushing the limits of what The Core had actually intended. She didn’t quite know what to say, but managed to get out a quiet:

“Okay.”

Leena picked up her coffee and began walking back toward the office. She led the way, raising her hand toward her face even before they reached the hallway with the harsh light — a trained reflex. Mira took a few small steps to catch up.

“Are you okay, Leena?” she whispered.

“Isn’t that… crossing a line, reprogramming the system like that?”

“I do what we have to do,” Leena replied, her voice firmer now.

“Sometimes, it’s the only option.”

“Can you show me how you did it?” Mira asked — now clearly more interested in the method than the consequences.

“Yes, that’s no problem,” Leena said as they returned to the office. The other colleagues were still fully absorbed in their ongoing sessions. One by one, soft green hues began to appear on the large status map at the end of the room.

“I first extended the observation phase to collect more granular behavioral data. When I saw how much his daughter meant to him inside Family Day Living™, I adjusted the grief module’s sorrow threshold. Instead of simulating temporary separations, I let the algorithm go all the way to terminal loss. It creates a brief but extreme grief curve — but gives us a strong balance surge afterward. He collapses quickly — then stabilizes deeply Emotion Zone 6 is now tracking +3.8% above baseline. It was necessary.”

“I know we have freedom in design, Leena… but this—this is pretty intense, isn’t it?” Mira said.

“I mean, yes… the result is stable now, no doubt about that. But… what if he hadn’t stabilized? What if he’d broken completely?”

Leena didn’t answer.

Her hand was still resting on the map.

“It’s impressive,” Mira said quietly.

“But… I don’t think I’d dare go that far.” She took a breath and slowly walked back to her desk. Her eyes drifted over the screen, but she wasn’t looking at the numbers. She had been a Senior Emotional Architect for over ten years. She had built structures capable of holding even the most unstable profiles in balance. She had taught. Advised. Developed new methods still used in the system core. But this… this was something else. Something she couldn’t quite grasp. She had always seen Leena as talented, yes — but not dangerous.

Not brilliant. Not someone to measure herself against. For the first time, it struck her that Leena might be stepping into territory she herself had never dared to enter.

Not out of fear, perhaps — but out of respect for the system’s boundaries. Or was it simply a lack of courage? The thought that Daniel might have broken completely wasn’t something Leena had even considered. Maybe he had broken. Maybe she had taken everything from him. No. That would show up on the zone map. She walked back to the status display. There were no changes.

Everything in Zone 6 was glowing green.
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