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      An enigmatic mage. A bewitching schoolgirl. A perplexing decision

      For Struan Sutherland, pitting himself against villainous trolls in the virtual reality game, Feyland, is a great distraction from making difficult decisions about his future. The easy option has been mapped out for him since before he could walk, let alone swing a sword: medical school, then following in his father’s footsteps to become a surgeon.

      But there are other footsteps he’d rather follow: specifically, size six, wearing Doc Martens, purple laces and pink socks. Joss Constanza must be the prettiest girl in final year, and she’s headed for the army. Which suddenly seems very appealing to Struan. After all, there’s nothing he enjoys better in Feyland than a good fight…

      However, Struan hasn’t reckoned with a mysterious wizard he meets in the game, who leads him on a series of challenging quests. It makes him see the world through new eyes, and question everything he thought he knew. Will he be a fighter, or a healer? Whichever future he chooses, he has only three days left to decide…
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      STRUAN SUTHERLAND HELD the sleek grey visor before him with something like reverence. It was not just any visor. Oh no. It was the Senz-a-Tron Hyper-Real Visor, the newest release from VirtuMax for their Feyland VR game. Playing with this beauty should be radical. “Mate, are you sure about selling this?” he asked his best friend, Andy Morris.

      “Aye. I need a new amp for my guitar more than I need gaming kit.” Andy’s rough-cut black hair flopped over his forehead as he nodded. “And you need all the help you can get if you want to beat that boss troll,” he added with a wink.

      Struan stepped towards his sim chair, then pulled up short, glancing across at the second black leather chair, the one his sister and Andy usually used.

      There had been something different about them both lately. Andy had this look in his eye, almost a thousand-yard stare, as if his body was here, but his brain was somewhere else. And Isla, well, with her elfin features and emerald green eyes, she could actually be a faerie character in the game, rather than a schoolgirl in Scotland.

      Perhaps it had something to do with their setup. Maybe that other rig had a different version of the software loaded on it? He jerked his chin at Andy. “How about we mix it up today, and swap chairs?” With a sideways look, he added, “Perhaps some of your luck will rub off on me with that troll.”

      Andy shrugged. “It’s your kit. Do what you like.”

      Pulling on his gaming gloves, Struan settled into the unfamiliar chair, and slid the new headset over his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he started the game.

      With a disorienting swoosh of golden light that made the pit of his stomach lurch as if he was riding a super-sized rollercoaster, Struan arrived with a thump in the middle of a mossy mushroom ring.

      A meandering path edged with purple heather led uphill through a wood of graceful silver birch and stately pine trees which rustled in a soft breeze.

      “Hyper-real, indeed,” Struan said, to nobody in particular. He looked around. No goblins with sieves to fill with water. No recalcitrant cows to sing to in return for bowls of milk. Not even any trolls to fight. But—was that wood smoke? His nostrils flared. Yes. He glanced up the hill. Could a gnome with a quest live up there?

      Superstitiously, he touched the hilt of his bronze sword in its brown leather scabbard. In the dappled light of the forest glade, his copper armour shimmered as he stepped carefully over the red-spotted mushrooms and headed up the track.

      Two minutes later, he stood in the shelter of a willow tree looking down at a thatched cottage with whitewashed walls, roses rambling round the door and a tendril of smoke issuing from the chimney. It was like an illustration in a children’s book. The perfect house.

      As if Struan’s presence had brought the scene to life, a grey-cloaked figure swept out of the cottage and strode through the kaleidoscope of colours in the garden. Tall and thin, with white hair, a snowy beard and a wizened face, the wizard carried an oaken staff topped with a pale crystal at its tip.

      A spellcaster NPC? But there was a niggling familiarity about the old man. Struan racked his brains. Had he seen him somewhere before?

      The mage opened the wooden gate and hurried off along the peaty track, grey robes swirling around his ankles.

      Without consciously deciding to do so, Struan slipped from behind the tree and followed the sorcerer. It was one of those choices that would later prove to be life-changing. But right now, all he could think about was keeping up with the long-striding spellcaster, without alerting the man to his presence. Something told Struan that being hit by a bolt of magic from that wizard’s staff would not be the best way to die…
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      I COULD TOTALLY BE a spy, Struan thought to himself as he crept from behind a large holly bush and tiptoed over to the rushing stream the mage had just crossed. But how do you apply to MI6? Or do they approach likely recruits? Maybe the SAS would be better. He was still musing on that when he reached the muddy bank with the old man’s long, thin footprints clearly evident.
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