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Prologue
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Penny Lopez had no idea what a sprange flocket was, but that didn’t matter. Daddy had told her it shouldn’t cost more than two pounds fifty and she could spend the change on sweets. She clutched the three pound coins tightly in her fist and skipped to the shops, wondering if she should buy two lollipops and a cheap bar of chocolate or if she should spend all her money on an expensive chocolate bar with caramel and raisins.

The hardware shop was at the end of the row of shops. Penny had to pass the newsagents to get there. She peeked in through the newsagents’ window at the sweets display near the till. Her mouth watered. Maybe she would buy four lollipops and save one for her friend, Joe, who lived next door. If she gave him a lollipop, maybe he would agree to play camping in his garden. Penny pushed open the heavy glass door to the hardware shop, setting the bell jangling. 

At first, she didn’t notice anything different, except that she couldn’t see the owner, Mr. Culverstark, who usually said a cheerful hello. Daddy often sent her on errands to the hardware shop. Mr. Culverstark knew her name and always seemed happy to see her. 

Penny surveyed the gloomy, cluttered shop, wondering where Mr. Culverstark had gone. Something moved. She turned towards the thing, but it wasn’t Mr. Culverstark. It was a big, heavy piece of equipment that she didn’t recognise. It was approaching her.

A scrape and a rustle came from another direction. Penny spun around. Mr. Culverstark was fighting with a contraption made of metal and canvas. The thing was wrapping itself around the old man’s head. She could see his eyes above the canvas, wide and white.

The three pound coins Penny was carrying clattered to the floor. She screamed. 

Mr. Culverstark managed to work his mouth free. “Penny,” he gasped. “Run!”
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Chapter One 
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Carrie Hatchett was sitting at her new desk in her new office without a clue what she was supposed to do. She looked out the window. Next to the road outside the office block, clear as day, was a big sign saying ‘Carrie Hatchett Enterprises’. Carrie turned on her computer. Folders relating to the various business dealings and internal concerns of her new company peppered the screen. She sighed.

It had been very nice to discover that she was the owner of a company after returning from an assignment that had sent her back in time. It had been especially nice that it was the company she’d only recently been fired from. Yet she was beginning to wonder if she was really as lucky as she’d thought.

Carrie chewed her lip, studied the computer screen and clicked on a folder. Around one hundred files popped up. She scanned the file names, but few seemed to make any sense. 

An awful feeling of familiarity swept over her. She recalled the first day she’d worked at the company, when it had operated under a different name. She’d been hired as supervisor of the call centre in spite of the fact that she had no relevant qualifications. She’d soon found herself entirely out of her depth. 

Most puzzling and frustrating of all had been the call centre’s manual for dealing with complaints. The steps had seemed to lead customers around in a circle rather than dealing with the complaint.

The files on the computer screen might have made more sense than the complaints manual if Carrie had the slightest understanding of businesses or accounting or sales figures or staffing protocols or manufacturing agreements. The truth was, she probably had a better comprehension of the pheromone language of her alien managers in her other job as a Transgalactic Intercultural Community Crisis Liaison Officer. In other words, a smidgen more than nothing. 

Carrie sighed again and closed the screen. Should she give up the idea of managing the company and leave? If she slipped out the back door maybe no one would notice. She loved her new expensive house and car, but were they really worth the trouble and responsibility of running a company? She fondly recalled her little flat where she’d previously been perfectly content living with her dog, Rogue, and her cat, Toodles. If she found a simple job, like dog walker or ice-cream seller, she might be happier, if poorer.

She gave a sudden sneeze and noticed that her throat was sore. Great. To add to her problems, she had a cold.

As had become her habit when she didn’t know what to do, she decided to ask her best friend for advice. Carrie went out, nearly bumping into her personal assistant, Alice, who was holding a full mug.

“Oh, sorry,” said Alice. “I was just bringing your tea.”

“Great. Thanks. Just put it on my desk.”

Carrie went through the outer office where Alice sat and then down the stairs. 

Alice hadn’t asked her if she wanted any tea. Carrie wondered if she had one every morning. As far as Alice was concerned, Carrie had been the company owner for years. But Carrie herself was living a new time line that had been created by something that happened during her previous assignment with the Transgalactic Council. She hadn’t lived those years that Alice had known her and she had no memory of them. Technically, she was the same person, so Alice probably wouldn’t notice anything too different, but Carrie worried about slipping up in some other way that might make Alice think she was losing it. Just thinking about it all made her head spin. 

Rob from Accounts passed her in the corridor. All the people working at Carrie Hatchett Enterprises seemed to be the same ones she remembered.

“Hi Rob,” she said cheerfully.

“Morning, Ms. Hatchett.”

Ms. Hatchett? Hadn’t her previous self told the staff to call her Carrie? That would be one thing she would change.

The call centre department was on the other side of the building. It was reassuring to see as she made her way over, that everyone seemed to be working happily. No disasters yet. 

As she stepped into the call centre, Carrie’s first impulse was to check who was sitting at the supervisor’s desk—her previous spot. A woman around her own age was there, speaking into a head mic and looking very harassed. Not surprising.

Her friend Dave was sitting with his back to her. No lights were flashing on his console, which meant he had no calls waiting. He was playing a game on his phone to pass the time. When Carrie touched him on his shoulder, he jumped and quickly shoved the mobile into his pocket.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, relieved, when he saw who had disturbed him. He spoke quietly. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Huh? Why didn’t you call me? Don’t you know my extension number? Reception would have put you through.”

Carrie flushed a little. “I didn’t think of that.”

“Maybe we should go outside to talk,” said Dave.

“Good idea. Bring your umbrella though. It looks like rain.”
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SMOKERS WERE HANGING around the back door of Carrie Hatchett Enterprises. They melted away when Carrie appeared with Dave. If she did want to secretly walk out, she would need a different escape route. Dave opened his large black umbrella as thick drops of rain began to fall.

“You know,” he said, “it might be better if you didn’t approach me like that when we’re at work. You’re the boss now and I’m just one of your call centre workers. People will think it’s weird.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right. Yet another downside to my surprise ownership of this company. Dave, you’ve got to help me. I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know the first thing about running a business.”

“I’m sure you can learn, if you put your mind to it. You can be really smart sometimes.”

Carrie put her hands on her hips. “What do you mean, sometimes?” 

The rain began to pour down.

“I just mean...” Dave coughed. “I mean, that, sometimes, you...”

Carrie looked up at him from under frowning eyebrows. 

“Oh stop it,” he said. He gave her a shove, pushing her out into the rain.

“Hey,” Carrie exclaimed as her untameable hair became instantly wet. Chuckling, she stepped under the umbrella again. “Seriously, I could do with some of that smartness right now. I don’t even feel like going back to my office. I mean, what am I supposed to do there? What do company owners do all day? I’ve never even thought about it. Never thought I’d have to.”

“Actually...I don’t know either.”

They both paused as they tried to figure out the answer to the problem.

“Maybe they have meetings?” Dave offered.

“Maybe. But if I call a meeting, I’ll have to speak to everyone as if I know what I’m doing. It won’t be long before they all figure out that isn’t true.” Carrie shivered. The rain was cold and she’d come out without her coat. “I’m worried that if I try to do anything, I’m going to mess up. Everyone’s relying on me for their livelihoods. I can’t take the risk. I might make a disaster of everything. I’m just going to have to sell the company.”

“Don’t do that,” Dave exclaimed. “That’s the worst thing you could do.”

“Why?”

“Carrie, every boss I’ve ever worked for has been bad. Just nasty and egotistical people who behaved terribly towards their staff. Now that you own the company, we have someone nice to work for. Someone who actually cares about us as people. Remember what it was like working here before we changed the time line?”

Carrie did remember, and her mind returned to the young woman now sitting where she used to sit. She would be fielding complaints and sending customers down a rabbit hole of never-ending frustration until they finally gave up. Maybe she could do something to make her job easier. Before going on her last Transgalactic Council assignment, she’d put together a list of suggestions to her former boss intended to increase customer satisfaction. She could recall most of them. 

“Thanks, Dave. That’s really kind of you to say that. And it’s true. I do care about the people who work here. In my previous life, they were my friends, and as far as I’m concerned, they still are. Maybe there are some things I can do to make Carrie Hatchett Enterprises a great place to work.” Carrie sneezed.

“Bless you,” said Dave. “Maybe we should go inside? It sounds like you’ve got a cold, and my boots are getting ruined.”

“You and your boots. All right. Come on then.” 

At the door, Dave shook out his umbrella and placed it in the corner to dry. They went in different directions down the corridor, Dave returning to the call centre and Carrie returning to her office. She felt calmer after her talk with her best friend. For the moment, she had something concrete to do. She would look up the complaints procedure and try to improve it. Customers were constantly complaining about the items of equipment that her company sold. It was a wonder how it survived. She had never understood exactly what they made or what the things did. Maybe finding out would be her next step. 

Maybe she could learn to be the boss of a company after all. She remembered the tea Alice had made her and hoped that it wasn’t cold. Then she realised that if it was, all she had to do was ask Alice to make her another cup.

When she arrived at her outer office, however, Alice didn’t look as though she was in the mood for making tea. The woman looked frantic, in fact.

“Ms. Hatchett,” she exclaimed. “Thank goodness you’re back. Your phone’s been ringing off the hook. First it was customers, then shop owners, and then it was the police. They’re on their way.”

“The police? What’s happened?”

“All the tools and parts we sell have been going crazy and attacking people.”
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Chapter Two 
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By the time the police left, Carrie wasn’t sure how she’d managed to escape arrest. She’d never had to deal with them before, even in her younger, wilder years. Their endless probing questions had made her fearful, but she’d answered as honestly as she could. She really didn’t have any idea how or why the products supplied by Carrie Hatchett Enterprises had suddenly become involved in numerous accidents across the nation.

What had perhaps worked in her favour was the fact that the police seemed to discredit some of the incredible stories that Alice had heard from customers. The people phoning in had said that the tools and equipment had actually come to life. What was more, they’d said that, after committing various violent acts, the appliances had actually run away. 

The police hadn’t asked her about anything like that. They’d said that Carrie Hatchett products were faulty and dangerous. They’d brought in inspectors to check her company’s safety compliance in its manufacturing standards. Thankfully, the earlier Carrie had been responsible and thorough, and the preliminary inspection had found nothing wrong.

Yet she felt frazzled and stressed by the time the police and inspectors finally departed. The staff had also gone home for the day, leaving the phones continuing to ring. The voice mail would be full by morning. 

Carrie said good bye to the security guard and went out to her car. It was the first moment she’d had to herself since before chatting with Dave that morning. She suddenly felt very tired and hungry. She got in her car and started it up, promising herself that she wouldn’t check any messages on her land line when she arrived home. She wouldn’t put it past the angry customers to find out her home phone number and call her there.

She wouldn’t blame them if they did. The equipment her company made had caused terrible problems. But she needed some time alone to think and figure it all out. She had already issued an immediate recall of everything manufactured by Carrie Hatchett Enterprises. It would bankrupt the company, no doubt, but it was the least she could do.

Carrie drove around the corner into her street, and her heart sank. The press had found out where she lived. A horde of reporters, cameramen and photographers were hanging around her house. They were even in her garden, trampling her flowers.

For a split second, she considered doing a U-turn and driving to Dave’s house. With luck, no one would spot her and follow her there. But then she remembered Toodles and Rogue. They would be waiting for her and their evening meal.

Resigned, Carrie continued driving to her house. She beeped her horn when she reached her driveway. The press were obstructing it, but a gap appeared as they caught sight of her and rushed forward. Carrie eased her car through the space, trying to avoid hurting anyone. Some of them were being foolishly unsafe in their eagerness to snap a photo of her. The reporters were shouting questions through her car’s windows with their faces pressed up against the glass.

Carrie put on her handbrake and turned off her engine. She grabbed her handbag and pushed open her door against the weight of bodies. 

“Let me out.” 

She entered the melee and began forcing a path through the men and women.

“Ms. Hatchett, are you aware how many people have been injured by your equipment?” a voice shouted. “How much compensation will you be paying the victims?” asked another. “Do you expect a custodial sentence?” asked a third.

Her handbag tight under her arm. Carrie inched through the crowd. She finally made it to her front door. Stepping inside her home, she turned to face the jostling men and women. “No comment.” She shut the door and locked it. 

Carrie ran to her windows, ignoring an over-excited, barking Rogue, and closed all her curtains and blinds. Meanwhile, her doorbell was ringing incessantly. After investigating the device for a minute or two, she figured out how to disconnect it. The ringing stopped. 

She flopped onto her sofa and put a hand over her eyes. Just as she was about to burst into tears Rogue jumped up next to her. He licked her face.

“You aren’t allowed up here,” Carrie said. She cuddled him. Something soft and warm had settled on her lap. She stroked Toodles, who purred and rubbed her head against Carrie’s hand. “What would I do without you two? Ah...ah...atchoo!” She groaned and found some tissues so she could blow her nose.

After feeding her pets, Carrie went upstairs to her home office and turned on her computer. She wanted to find out what might have gone wrong with her company’s products. The idea that they could suddenly come alive was preposterous, yet that was what people had said. 

She checked the news websites, which showed video footage from CCTV cameras and mobile phones. In one of the videos, a man was shown running down a tree-lined street pursued by a tripod of some kind. The object was running along on its three legs, slowly gaining on the terror-stricken man. In another video, a woman was engaged in a fight with a snapping metal box-like structure. She was bashing it with a metal spatula and fending it off.

Carrie clasped her hands under her chin and peered at the screen. There was something terribly familiar about what she was seeing, but she could hardly believe her suspicion. Could it be true? Could her work with the Transgalactic Council have become dreadfully entwined with her life on her home planet?

Briefly, she wondered if she was only finding a convenient scapegoat for what was happening. The explanation that there might be another reason for what was going on, other than her company’s incompetence, was tempting. But, no—the resemblance to what she’d seen so often in her role as a Liaison Officer was unmistakable.

The light on her mobile was flashing. Another call. She had turned off the sound. Carrie was about to ignore it like all the rest when she saw that the call was from Dave.

“Hi,” she said as she answered. “Have you seen the videos on the news? Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“I absolutely am. But more importantly, are you okay? I saw you on the news too, fighting through all the reporters. Are they still there outside your house?”

“I haven’t looked recently. Probably.”

“You poor thing. The police should give you protection.”

“I’m not contacting them. I thought they were going to arrest me earlier. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I can deal with the media. Back to the Carrie Hatchett products going berserk. Shall I contact our Council manager or do you want to?”

“You do it. You’re the only one who can pronounce her name.”

“I’m not sure about that, but I’ll give it a try. I’ll call you back, okay?”

Carrie went to find her Transgalactic Intercultural Community Crisis Liaison Officer toolkit and took out her translator, which also worked as a communication device. She silently wished it was her former manager, Gavin, she was about to contact. But he’d been dismissed from the Transgalactic Council for reckless and dangerous behaviour. The fact that his heroic act had saved Carrie and Dave from being trapped in the past didn’t matter to the Council, who expected their managers to behave sensibly.

Carrie also wished she could speak to Gavin because his name was a hell of a lot easier to pronounce than Errruorerrrrrhch, who was her current manager and Gavin’s off-again-on-again partner as well as mother of his more than one hundred children. Carrie could say most of Errruorerrrrrhch’s name, but both she and Dave struggled with the final syllable.

“Errruorerrrrrh,” she said into her translator. “Errruorerrrrrh.” If Carrie didn’t pronounce the name correctly, the communication wouldn’t go through. When no reply came for the second time, she raised her voice and said, “Errruorerrrrrhch.” A tiny spray of spittle flew out of her mouth. 

The manager replied, “Transgalactic Intercultural—”

“Errruorerrrrrh,” said Carrie. “Please listen. We have a crisis here on Earth. Mechanical aliens are attacking us. I think it’s something to do with the placktoids.”
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Chapter Three 
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Carrie and Dave put on their fluorescent orange jumpsuits at Carrie’s home. They were about to travel via transgalactic gateway to a Transgalactic Council starship where Errruorerrrrrhch would listen to their report. 

Dave came into Carrie’s kitchen to wait with her for the gateway to open. It would appear in its usual place beneath her kitchen sink. Not for the first time, Carrie wondered how, despite their hideous uniform, Dave always managed to look attractive and stylish. When Carrie was wearing her jumpsuit she avoided mirrors. Even though she’d finally asked for a size that fitted her, having given up on the hope that she would lose enough weight to fit into the too-small uniform she’d first selected, the clothes still emphasized her pot belly and dumpy legs.

“Is something wrong?” Dave asked. “Are you worried about the placktoids? The Council sealed them in the past with a time shield, remember? I’m sure Errruorerrrrrh will have an answer. And it doesn’t look as though your products have seriously hurt anyone yet.”

“Yet,” Carrie repeated. “I am worried about that, but...oh, never mind. It isn’t important. Don’t you hate these uniforms, though? I mean, they’re such an ugly colour and completely unflattering. On me, anyway. I’ll never forget when I had my interview and Gavin said I could take a uniform. I was imagining something cool, like an inter-galactic traveller should wear. Something in black and silver.” She gazed down
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