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LOST PLACES


With a loud and booming "Whoosh," Leo's avatar plummeted into the virtual depths. Massive chunks of steel and concrete tumbled down with him, while his screen flickered in wild, kaleidoscopic colors. What started off looking awesome just wouldn’t stop—it only got more intense. The graphics warped, the game froze, and finally, the whole program crashed. Damn, he had been so sure his code was perfect.


It was already late, and Leo was the last one in the office. The stale air was making him tired, and his stomach growled. He took a big gulp from his energy drink can and blinked his eyes a few times to wake himself up. Then, he stretched his cracking fingers and reopened the program. With a quick shortcut, he switched to the development environment for the latest level of his 3D video game "Hidden," set against a backdrop of virtual abandoned places. He stared at the block of code. Panic set in—this time, missing the deadline wasn’t an option.


Leo strained to find the bug, but the complexity of the code made the search anything but easy. Line by line, he checked if every comma and curly brace was in the right place. At last, he found it. After what felt like hours of analysis and test runs, he finally saw the one missing semicolon that had triggered a chain reaction in the code and crashed his entire video game. Leo stretched and yawned. Despite several years of experience and careful programming, this simple mistake had slipped past him until now. Annoying.


He closed the project, pulled his laptop out of the docking station, and headed toward the exit. Leo stopped in the men’s room, then glanced at himself in the mirror over the sink. His dark blonde curls, tied back in a ponytail, looked disheveled, and his face had a pale, washed-out look. He washed his hands and rubbed his face. Back in the hallway, he was still alone—no coworkers in sight. Leo unlocked the exit door and took a deep breath of the night air.


He unlatched his e-scooter and rolled off. As he rode through the city toward his apartment, he reflected on the day. Somehow, he had once imagined his job would be different, even though he was still early in his career a few years after graduating with a degree in business informatics. He had pictured exciting tasks, occasional business trips, and cool coworkers. Developing games was interesting enough, but the whole "Lost Places" theme bored him. What was it that everyone found so great about these run-down, graffiti-covered ruins, full of trash and the smell of decay?


Leo's boss, Adrian, had quite a different opinion, but of course he did. Adrian was enthusiastic about anything the CEO wanted and pushed the team uncritically to the limit, expecting long hours and peak performance.


Sometimes, Leo felt like he didn’t have a private life anymore, and he was feeling more and more drained. Almost mechanically, he continued rolling past the city lights. Once he got home, he parked his e-scooter by a skinny tree. In his apartment, he grabbed some leftovers from the fridge and gulped them down. Then he scrolled through his social media feeds until his eyes fell shut. He crashed into bed and fell into a deep sleep.


When Leo arrived at the office later than usual the next day, his boss Adrian asked to have a word with him. A sinking feeling crept over Leo.


"Take a seat," Adrian said in the conference room, gesturing to the blue chair by the window.


Without beating around the bush, he started in: while Leo had just met the deadline, his design had been full of mistakes, and his work lacked creativity. Leo felt a wave of heat and cold wash over him. He looked away, wondering if he was about to get fired.


"Luckily, Finn was able to step in at the last minute before the submission", Adrian continued.


'Finn, of course,' Leo thought. The new intern, fresh out of high school, was building up experience for his résumé. He was proficient in all the popular programming languages and more—at least that’s what he had let slip in the break room on his first day. In just his first few weeks, Finn had already proven himself adept at coding apps and small games. That much was true. But there was something about him Leo just didn’t like. And now, of all people, Finn was becoming his competitor? Adrian tapped a few times on his tablet, then mentioned Leo’s large number of accumulated overtime hours.


"You're going to lose your time off as overtime compensation if you don’t take some vacation soon. And honestly, I think you could use a break", he added.


'What business is that of his?' Leo thought, but kept quiet. After a brief hesitation, he reluctantly agreed to start his time off the following day. He spent the rest of his workday by briefing Finn on the most important aspects of his ongoing projects.


As he rolled home on his e-scooter that evening, Leo felt a mix of relief and uncertainty. On one hand, he was glad to finally have some time to properly relax. On the other hand, he had no idea what to do with all that free time. Play video games? Travel to some far-off, exotic island? Take up karate? He decided to take it easy for now—something would come to him.


In the first week, he slept a lot, tidied up his apartment, and restocked his fridge. He binge-watched several streaming series for entertainment. He met up with his college friend Lucas in the city, and they exchanged updates on the latest tech developments. One early morning, he took his mountain bike and rode for hours through the woods. In the evenings, he browsed the internet, looking for local activities, and got the urge to try something new. Comic drawing had caught his interest, but the workshop was already sold out. So, he booked a clay pigeon shooting session for the next day. Out in the field, he met several new people and, for a beginner, he did surprisingly well. He had a blast. The physical activity and variety had been missing from his life, and it hit him now just how much he’d needed it.


The following weekend, Leo played Ruins of Solitude, a rival game to Hidden, the one he had been helping develop for his employer. Ruins of Solitude was much more polished, and its numerous variations kept him on edge, even though he had been familiar with the game for a while. Sometimes, he’d run into other players' avatars and chat with them during gameplay. After two hours, Leo took a break and grabbed a drink from the fridge. He stood by the window, looking out, feeling good.


As he settled back into his chair, ready to continue, a message popped up in the chat. Everday's short text read:


"Up for a real-life event?"


Leo’s first thought was that it might be a scam, and he hesitated. But he had played with Everday a few times before, and the event intrigued him. He replied that he was in and got the time and date. The event was set to happen a few days later at a meeting point several hours away from where Leo lived. It was a well-known spa town. Leo was puzzled by the old-fashioned location but decided to make a mini-vacation out of it. He packed his things and booked a room at a bed and breakfast. When the day came, he took an intercity train heading south.


The event was supposed to kick off the evening of the following day. During the day, Leo bought himself a new pair of jeans and some graphic tees in the town center. When it was time, he walked to the designated address, a hotel. Leo looked around but saw no signs of an event—only plenty of tourists from various countries. Disappointed, he was just about to leave when he thought to check with the reception desk. The lady in the white blouse asked for his name.


"Leo," he said. The receptionist rummaged through a box of envelopes and then shook her head apologetically.


"Kalix," Leo tried again, using his avatar name, and shortly after, he received his envelope.


Inside, he found his name badge and an address. The online map on his phone showed that it was barely a mile away, so he set off with growing excitement. He arrived at a large, weathered building that had clearly seen better days, covered in various colorful graffiti. The glass in the windows was either broken or smashed, and the decaying front door stood half open. Above it hung a large, peeling wooden sign indicating that it had once been a clinic.


Leo laughed out loud. A lost place—what else could it be? It was dim inside, and he cautiously stepped into the building. He turned on his cellphone’s flashlight and moved forward, step by step, into the entrance hall. The once undoubtedly grand wallpaper was peeling away from the walls in some areas. He climbed over debris, old cables, and dirty pizza boxes until he reached a dusty staircase. Leo took the steps, listening and looking carefully on each floor.


Suddenly, light shimmered from the top, and he heard muffled voices, which he followed. Behind a door, he spotted a group of young people who were chatting and laughing as they helped themselves to a buffet of sandwiches and drinks. The former operating room was decorated with candles, and music played from a bluetooth speaker. Leo scanned the name badges, hoping to recognize someone.


After a while, he found Everday and was taken aback. He hadn’t expected such a strikingly beautiful young woman. Her long black hair was streaked with teal highlights and styled in a trendy asymmetrical updo. A few freckles adorned her nose, and her eyes looked violet. She seemed familiar, and it soon clicked where he’d seen her before. Everday had been the face of marketing at the last gaming convention. She greeted Leo warmly and introduced him to a few “avatars.”


The group then decided to explore the lost place together. They wandered through the hallways and rooms, carefully watching their footing for any dangerous ground.


“Watch out!” one of the participants called out.


The concrete floor ahead of them showed deep cracks, causing them to back up and turn around. In some of the former patient rooms, rusted hospital beds with tattered mattresses stood. A closet draped in cobwebs held parts of medical equipment that had long since seen their better days. Together, they shuddered at the thought of the mysterious things that might have happened in this clinic. Lobotomies? Forbidden experiments during the war? Leo felt a chill run down his spine.


Everday strolled alongside Leo and mentioned that they sometimes played Ruins of Solitude together in a lost place if the infrastructure was suitable. They would set up a hotspot connection and link up locally with the multiplayer game app. Everday raved about how she could really let her imagination run wild in such locations. Alhough Leo found the decaying look of the building and the idea of secret operations quite eerie, he couldn’t help but feel a certain fascination as well. Exploring this abandoned place in real life stirred up a mix of excitement and curiosity that was utterly irresistible. The rest of the evening turned into an unforgettable experience that would stay with him for a long time.


In the early morning hours, the group said their goodbyes and exchanged phone numbers to stay connected. Everday, a.k.a. Alena, slowly approached Leo. As they pulled away from their farewell hug, their faces turned in a way that caused their lips to briefly touch. Leo blushed, and when he looked at Alena, she smiled shyly.


They left the mysterious, forgotten clinic and headed in different directions. Leo took a detour through the park on his way back to his bed and breakfast. He spent a few more relaxing days in the spa town, and as he rode the train home, he gazed out the window, reflecting on his experiences.


The morning after his vacation, Leo cruised through the busy streets on his e-scooter, the first rays of sunlight warming his face as he mentally prepared for the workday ahead. In the lounge, he chatted briefly with his colleagues. His desk was piled with notes, magazines, and letters that had accumulated in his absence. He settled into his chair, powered up his laptop, and calmly went through all his messages and updates. As he reviewed Finn's work, Leo noticed that his colleague had done an impressive job while he was away.


To his own surprise, he no longer felt any unease but rather gratitude for the support and the carefree time off. Leo dove into his new game project, immediately captivated by its complexity. The outlines of the lost place he had visited began to take shape in his mind, fueling his creativity. Every algorithm, every line of code seemed to fall perfectly into place. He worked with a fresh perspective and newfound energy, which even his boss Adrian noticed. After work, Leo searched for activities that would challenge him and offer balance to his technical job, finding a sense of fulfillment both in his career and personal life.


One evening, Leo sat down with his gaming console in front of the monitor. Just as he was virtually wandering through the rooms of a lost place in the latest edition of his game, a chat notification popped up from Everday, a.k.a. Alena.


"Hey Leo!" he read. "There's another lost place event next week. Are you in?"


Without hesitation, he typed back, "Absolutely! Where are we meeting?"


After what felt like an eternity, Everday’s response finally appeared. The screen blinked, and he read her reply, accompanied by an emoji: "Surprise!" A soft smile spread across Leo’s face, and in high spirits, he kept playing the game session until he achieved a glamorous victory.
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BY A WOOLEN THREAD


In the early morning, just as Samuel was about to turn over under his warm blanket once more, he heard a loud bleating outside his shepherd’s wagon. He knew the deep, sonorous sound of one of his favorite sheep all too well. May, the experienced lead sheep of his flock, rarely bleated at such an early hour. At this time of day, his sheep were usually either grazing peacefully or lying on the meadow, calmly chewing their cud.


Samuel got out of bed and stretched his arms. He looked around his living space and then out the window. In the early dawn light, he made out the woolly brown silhouette of May, who was facing the barn and bleating loudly over and over. Something wasn’t right. Samuel pulled on his wool sweater and his well-worn gray-blue overalls. Then he slipped into his scuffed hiking boots and hastily tied them. He opened the door of his shepherd's wagon, stepped down the stairs, and slowly made his way across the meadow toward the barn. Samuel’s graying strands of hair, the lines in his sun-weathered skin, and his slightly stooped back hinted at his age, but his eyes still sparkled with the youth of his soul.


“Well, my sweet, what’s wrong?” he asked his sheep May, gently stroking her woolly head as he passed by and then continuing toward the barn.


He pushed the half-open gate aside, and as he stepped inside, he saw several large bales of hay, the dust dancing in the morning sunlight, and otherwise, everything seemed calm. Again, May's almost demanding bleat echoed through the barn. Samuel moved cautiously deeper inside, and when he reached a back corner, he suddenly heard a soft, delicate bleating—the familiar call of a lamb. He squeezed carefully past a few bales of hay and then spotted the little creature, anxiously looking up at him and pacing back and forth in excitement. Samuel bent down and gently lifted the lost lamb into his arms. It was a small black-and-white lamb with delicate ears and tiny, dark eyes. Samuel carried it back to the pasture. Bartholomy, the black-and-white spotted sheep of his flock, came running up excitedly and sniffed her lamb affectionately as soon as it stood beside her on wobbly legs. The lamb bumped against its mother’s full udder several times and then began to drink from Bartholomy’s warm morning milk with closed eyes. Samuel felt satisfied.


As he passed by, he praised lead sheep May, who had called him for help at just the right moment, saying, “Well done!” He affectionately patted her soft ears.


A new day had begun for shepherd Samuel. After preparing himself a cup of scented coffee, he poured the comforting, steaming hot drink into his mug. Still a bit sleepy but filled with a sense of contentment, he stepped outside his shepherd’s wagon and sat down on the wooden steps. Samuel’s gaze drifted into the distance, over the gently rolling hills of his surroundings. The dawn held something special; a soothing silence enveloped the air as a wisp of fog settled softly over the land. The first rays of sunlight broke through the clouds, bathing the landscape in warm, golden light.


Samuel loved this small piece of land that he shared only with his sheep. He led a simple life, far removed from any comfort, yet it filled him with a deep satisfaction. His harmony with nature and his animals was the most important part of his life, as far back as he could remember. He knew each of his sheep very well, their quirks, their scents, and the tone of their bleating. In his younger years, Samuel had tended a large flock of sheep and roamed the pastures as a wandering shepherd. The memory of those times often made him a little melancholic. He frequently reminisced about the endless days beneath the wide sky, the fresh morning air smelling of grass and dew, and the quiet nights broken only by the occasional bleating of the sheep and the chirping of crickets. Life had been simple back then—the world consisted of the flock, the paths winding through the hills, and the seasons that dictated the rhythm of his days. Over the years, Samuel's sheep had passed away one by one from old age until only a few remained. Yet he still felt deeply connected to these gentle animals that filled his days and nights in the countryside. As he savored his cup of coffee and watched the sheep, he found a peace that he would not be able to find anywhere else in the world.


From the gravel road behind the barn, Samuel suddenly heard an approaching vehicle. It had to be Peter, the sheep shearer. Even from a distance, Samuel recognized Peter's rusted station wagon with the trailer carrying the tools of his trade. The electric shearing machine with spare parts, a wooden stand, several greasy bags for the wool, and disinfectants had accompanied Peter for many years. The portable generator for the remote barns was equally an essential piece of equipment in his profession.


The vehicle approached slowly, came to a stop, and Peter climbed out. The two men had known each other for a long time. Both had dedicated their entire lives to sheep, were roughly the same age, and had been friends for many years. Peter skillfully relieved the animals of their wool with his shearing machine just in time so they wouldn’t get too warm in the summer. His profession had nearly become a rarity. As a sheep shearer, he was the last of his kind in the area, for no one seemed to have any interest in this demanding occupation anymore. Too strenuous, too time-consuming, and too poorly paid. Peter, however, viewed his work as a calling and pursued it with passion. After a warm greeting, he pulled a sheet of paper from his dirty overalls pocket and handed it to Samuel.


Post was like a red flag for Samuel. As a shepherd, he only earned a modest income and still had debts with the bank to repay for his beloved property. Sometimes, he found it difficult to keep up with the payments, resulting in a steady stream of dunning letters. Occasionally, Samuel would visit the bank in person to explain his situation. But his pleas seemed to fall on deaf ears. The young bank advisor, dressed in a sharp suit and matching tie, had discussed the looming possibility of selling the land during their last meeting, his voice unwaveringly businesslike. His eyes showed no compassion as he laid the harsh reality before Samuel.


“From my perspective, you should sell as soon as possible”, the advisor recommended without a hint of empathy.


Those words echoed in Samuel’s mind, stirring a queasy feeling in his stomach, accompanied by anger and helplessness. This young man didn’t seem to grasp what it would mean for Samuel to give up his cherished land. It would feel like betraying himself and his sheep. Where was he supposed to go? The sheep and the small piece of land were not just the sources of his income; they were also the sources of his joy and his very life. A few years ago, his older sister had passed away, and Samuel had no other family. He was not a man of many words and preferred solitude, for only with his sheep did he truly feel connected. Peter, the sheep shearer, was struggling financially as well, but he managed to get by thanks to his mobile service. Samuel had often reflected on alternative sources of income in his profession, but he could not imagine sacrificing his beloved sheep for the culinary pleasure of others. It had already been hard enough to part with a few young ram lambs occasionally to keep the flock from growing too quickly. Whenever possible, he sold the wool from his animals, tended sheep for other landowners, and took on repairs for fences here and there. Of course, that didn’t bring in much money, and he had to keep a close eye on his expenses. Despite the financial constraints and worries about his loan, Samuel had no intention of giving up his way of life. The sheep were his companions in this remote world that was his home.
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