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SYSTEM CRASH

Slowly the carriagéb began to climb.

With every metre, Tamsyn found herself grip-
ping the rail in front of her more tightly.

On both sides, the ground below was recedmg

Beneath the carriage floor a rhythmic®clunk-
clunk®sounded as the metal-toothed track took
them up towards the sky.

‘Get ready,” whispered Rob.

Suddenly the air was filled with screams ...
and everything went blank.
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fbbey School.
Friday 20th July, 1.35 p.m.

Wadnesday 18 July
-|at 15:54

AN OPEN LETTER TO ‘PLANET
EXCITEMENT' CORPORATION

And so the holiday season begins.
During the next few weeks, many
people will visit your attractions
throughout the world. THEY WILL BE
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Tamsyn Smith, Rob Zanelli and Josh Allan
stared at the screen open-mouthed. It was the
most sinister®-mail they’d ever seen.

As she felt the chill run up her spine Tamsyn
half-wished she hadn’t come looking for her two
friends in the Computer Club room but had
stayed reading in the school library.

‘Where on earth®did you find that note?” she
said. The Internet’s equivalent’of the Chamber of
HorrorS?’

Josh and Rob laughed, but not very con-
vincingly”

‘We were surfing the Entertainment® menus,
said Rob. ‘It had been put up as a news flash’’

“Very entertaining)’ said Tamsyn. ‘Not!’

‘It was posted by Interpol}’ Josh said.

‘As in the International Police organization?’




Rob nodded. ‘It's up in quite a few places, but
they obviously thought putting it under Enter-
tainment would be a good idea. It could be the
best way of reaching the people who might be
able to help them.’

Clicking®on the vertical scroll bar, Josh moved
back to the previous page. The text that had
accompamed the note flicked upon the screen.

Interpol are taking the unusual step of
circulating®this threatening message on
the Internet and world-wide media because
it was sent over the network to the©Planet
Excitement Corporation’s HQ@in Florida,
USA. The sender used an 'anonymoué@mail'
facility to hide his or her identity?

‘Anonymous mail?’ said Tamsyn. ‘What's that?’

‘“There’s a way of turning off parts of the rout-

ing®information,’ said Rob. The stuff you get at
the front of e-mail messages ..

‘Like an unsxgned letter. They’ ve no idea who
sent it chipped irf Josh.

‘It may be a joke, of course,” said Rob ‘But the
sender’s no joker when it comes to’using the
Net.’

‘The police aren’t treating it as a joke,” said
Tamsyn, pointing at the screen.

Interpol take this threat very seriously.
Any information that Net users can-provide
as to the possible identity of ‘Icarus’
will be treated in the strictest
confidence? Reply by e-mail to...




The note ended with the e-mail address of the
Interpol HQ in Paris.

Josh snorted. ‘Well, they’'ve got to say
that, haven't they? Even if they do think it's
down to some crackpot with a weird %ense of
humour”

Tamsyn shivered again. ‘Just so long as this
Icarus is a crackpot. How's your Greek myth-
ology,’Josh?’

‘My what?’ said Josh.

‘He probably thinks it's the name of a com-
puter game,” Tamsyn said to Rob, shaking her
head in mock’despair.®

‘Oh, yeahm?’ Josh clutched® the sides of his
Abbey School sweatshirt as if he was a lawyer in
court. ‘Icarus. Ancient guy who wants to fly.
Makes himself a pair of wings, and off he goes.
Trouble is, he gets too near the sun and the wings
melt. Pop! He falls to earth. End of Icarus.’

‘End of discussion!” said Rob. ‘It’s a bit heavy
for me!"This is all I need right now!

Tamsyn looked at Rob, and remembered. ‘Of
course. You're going to Florida for your holiday,
aren’'t you!’

‘Next Tuesday. With a visit to the Planet
Excitement theme park high on the agenda’soon
after,” said Rob.

Rob’s parents, Paul and Theresa Zanelli, ran
a successful computer software company called
GAMEZONE. One or the other was regularly
flying to America on business. This time they’d
arranged to combine a business trip to Florida
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with a three-week holiday. Rob had talked about
little else ever since he’d found out.

‘That’s why we were surfing the Entertainment
menu,” said Josh. ‘Rob was showing me_ the
Planet Excitement web site when we spotted that
news flash nearby. The official site didn’t men-
tion a thing, of course. Probably worried they’'d
scare off the punters”

‘We could check it out now,” said Rob, looking
at his watch. “We’ve got five minutes before after-
noon registration‘s.)'

Tamsyn shook her head. ‘No, it's OK,’ she said.
‘I'll wait for the holiday snaps”

Josh nodded. ‘Yeah, me too.’

Rob turned to face his two friends. ‘One of you
may not have to wait for the holiday snaps,” he
said. ‘One of you will be coming with me, I
hope.’

Josh and Tamsyn exchanged glances. “You
what?’ said Josh.

There was a pause. Rob seemed uncertain
how to continue. ‘I wanted to tell you both
together,” he said finally. ‘There’s been a change
of plan. Mum told me this morning.’ Again, he
paused. o

‘Come on, man; spit it out!” yelled Josh.

Rob took a deep breath. ‘OK, it’s like this. It
seems the plan was to have my cousin Chris
come along on the holiday as well. To help me,
y’know?’

As he patted the sides of his wheelchair, Josh
and Tamsyn both nodded. Rob had been unable




to walk since he was involved in a car accident at
the age of eight.

‘Mum and Dad didn’t mention that bit. You
can guess why.’

Tamsyn laughed. Rob didn’'t need to say.
He was' fiercely? determined to be treated
normally, and always got a bit annoyed”if he
thought his parents were being over-cautious®
about him.

‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘yesterday evening
they get a phone call. From my aunt Brenda.
Chris had been playing in a six-a-side football®
tournament’and gone in for a crunching®tackle®
Result, one broken leg — and no holiday.’

He looked from Josh to Tamsyn and back to
Josh again. ‘And that's where you two come in®
Mum and Dad have agreed that one of you can
come with me instead. Assuming® you're
aliowed.’

Josh’s mouth fell open for the second time that
morning. ‘On holiday?’

Tamsyn’s mouth followed suit”*To Florida?”

Rob nodded, but didn’t smile. ‘But only one of
you. Pain huh?”

"Which one of us?’ said Josh anxiously.

‘To take the place of the football-playing
Chris? said Tamsyn with a laugh and a shrug®
‘Who else? Have a nice time, Josh.’ g

Josh gulped. ‘Me? Me? Is it me?’ e :

‘Sorry, Josh,” said Rob. ‘It isn't” Rob looked at
Tamsyn. “Chris is short for Christine. She’s been
playing football for a girls’ team since she was




ten. Mum thinks a girl would be company ‘for her
as well. So, can you come, d’you reckon?”

‘1 ..." stammered Tamsyn. ‘I don’t know ... I'l
have to ask ... I'll .. To Florida?’

Josh tapped her on the head. ‘Hello? Are you
receiving him? Yes, to Florida. That's what he
said.’

Tamsyn s eyes lit up as the news started to sink
in® ‘Yes!” she screeched” Yes yes, yes! If I have to
tie my dad up and torture”him into saying yes,
the answer’s yes!!!’

As she leapt from her chair and began to
bounce®around the room, Josh turned to Rob.
‘Well, she seems quite pleased about 1t I'd say.’

Rob looked slightly embarrassed ‘I only wish
you could come as well, Josh.’

Josh shook his head, hiding his disappoint-
ment. ‘No problem. Florida in August? A bit hot
for me_{Give me a nice cool computer room and a
spot of Net-surfing ...’

Hls face broke into a wide smile. ‘Say, that’s a
point”With you two out of the way, there’l] be no
competition™or air-time. I can surf all day!’

‘Josh ... haven’t you forgotten something?’
said Tamsyn as she stopped leaping about the
room and settled down on a chair.

‘What?”

“This is the last day of term. The school will be
shut for six weeks.’

Josh groaned®No school - no computers. No
computers — no Net. Oh, great!”

system crash
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Josh’s house.

Saturday 21st July, 12.25 p.m.

Josh heard the phone ring a couple of times, then
stop as his mum picked it up.

He sat up on his bed, ready to dash’downstairs
if the call was for him. When no shout came from
the hallway, he went back to studying the latest
issue’of a Net magazine.

If 1 can’t get on the Net for the three weeks
Rob’s away, then at least 1 can read about it! he
thought.

He was well into an article on smileys’when
Mrs Allan popped‘her head round the door fif-
teen minutes later.

“Are you getting up at all today?’ she asked.

Josh gave the impression it was a tricky ques-
tion. ‘Er ... I suppose so.’

‘And are you going to see Rob?’

‘After lunch,’ said Josh. ‘Why?’

‘I just wondered,” said his mum, closing the
door.

It was more than Josh could put up with®
Heaving® himself out of bed, he threw on some
clothes on and scurried Hownstairs.

‘Why did you ask if I was going to see Rob?” he
asked. A sudden thought struck®him. ‘Was that
Rob on the phone? What did he want? Did he say
anything about taking me to Florida?’

Mrs Allan shook her head and laughed. ‘No,
nothing and no. It was a call for me.’

Josh sighed. It was going to be a dull old
summer.
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But then, he hadn’t noticed the twinkle in his
mum’s eye.

Manor House. 3.30 p.m.

Josh pedalledup the smooth tarmac’driveway of
Rob’s house. Leaning his bike agamst the garage
door, he pressedthe security intercom®at the side
of the front door. .

Almost at once, Rob’s voice crackled out of the
speaker. ‘That you, Josh?’

‘No, it's a seven-headed alien from the planet
Alpha Centauri.’

Rob laughed. ‘Ah, much better looking than
Josh, then! Come in!’

The door clicked open with a buzz and Josh
pushed through it inte the wide hallway. Mrs
Zanelli came out of the lounge®to meet him.
"Hello, josh! Come to do some surfing?’

Josh nodded. ‘Definitely, Mrs Zanelli. There
won’t be many more chances for a while.’

Mrs Zanelli smiled. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said
mysteriously, before drifting® back into the
lounge.

Rob was waiting at the door of his room. ‘Like
the poster?” he said, pointing at the laser-printed
sheet taped to the door.

HOME OF ZMASTER

ZMASTER was Rob’s User ID on the Net. He’d
been surfing longer than any of them, and had
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his own computer set-up. His parents had
bought it for him in the days when he wasn’t
allowed to go to a normal school and was taught
at home. It was through using this equipment”
that he’d first contacted Josh and Tamsyn at
Abbey School, and the other friends they
e-mailed over the Net. A note from one of them
was already on Rob’s screen.
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‘Allie would probably say the same about
Lauren!” laughed Josh as he read the note over
Rob’s shoulder.

Allie was Lauren’s grandmother, Alice. They’d
lived in Toronto®ever since Lauren’s parents
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