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The board room was fully attended by the scheduled meeting time of 9 a.m.

“Happy New Year, everyone,” the PM addressed his team. 

There were a few grunts around the table.

“Happy new century!” Edward, Minister of Defence replied.

“Yes indeed,” the PM responded. “Ok, so I hope you all had a great break. Now, the turn of the new century brings with it the hope of better technology. I am meeting at the UN very soon and wish to discuss the subject with other leaders while I’m there. Who of you are technologically minded enough to put forward some ideas of how we can move our country, and the world forward?”

“’Ow about sorting out some way to pay at the checkouts without ‘avin’ to deal with a human?” Beryl, the tea lady laughed as she dished out the refreshments. 

“Well, yes, actually that isn’t a bad idea,” PM Grant agreed. “The queues do drive me mad too, Mrs Baxter!”

Beryl chuckled as she added plates of pastries to the table.

“Thank you, Mrs Baxter,” he concluded, as she exited with her rattly trolley.

“Michelle, as Minister of Technology, could this be a possibility?”

“Erm, yes, Prime Minister. Not wanting to state the obvious, but computer technology has advanced greatly over the past few decades. Back then, the only way something feasible like this would be achieved by creating human-like robots to sit in seats and act in the same way as a sales assistant would. But now we can do so much more.”

“But wouldn’t this increase unemployment to an unprecedented number?” Mike, Minister of Employment questioned. 

“Yes,” Michelle confirmed, “it’s an issue, of course. Staff would still be needed to help out customers who struggle with technology.”

“Security officers would also still be needed. No robots could ever be competent enough to spot a thief, unless machines were brought in to scan every customer as they enter and exit a store,” Edward added.

“That would slow customers down even more than keeping people on the checkouts,” Mike responded. 

“So we need to decide which is more important; a technically-advanced nation which leans towards the consumer, or staying in the twentieth century to keep unemployment rates down?” Prime Minister Grant questioned.

“With the rise in technology, more people would be employed to create these products, to programme them...” Michelle explained.

“Yes,” Mike replied, “but the people currently employed as checkout staff, our nation’s blue-collar workers in general won’t have the ability to adapt into such a role, it would take longer to train them than keeping them on the checkouts.”

“So we need to slowly introduce the new checkout technology, keeping regular checkouts open too, for both the consumers and the employees to adapt to, plus providing an option depending on ability and preference.”

A few mutters echoed round the room. They stopped for a break to mull things over, drinking tepid drinks poured out of thermal tea and coffee pots and devouring the pastries. Mrs Baxter returned to collect the empty crockery and replaced the drinks vessels with fresh ones. 

Everyone reconvened and the topic was set to continue.

“Ok, my esteemed colleagues, now that we have exhausted Mrs Baxter’s suggestion, do we have any more ideas to advance our country technologically!” Grant re-started the proceedings.

“What direction are you wanting the technology to go in, Prime Minister?”

“Well, let’s continue with ways to speed up the checkout for now,” he suggested, a couple of the ministers groaning. “Before you all start grumbling, do you remember when debit cards were introduced? How much simpler, and quicker are they than when we used to write cheques? The cashier just swipes it into the machine, you sign a receipt and hey presto!”

“My mother still insists on going into a bank to draw out money, rather than working out how to use ATM machines, let alone paying by card in a shop!” Geoff, Minister for Agriculture stated.

“Well, it’s up to the younger community to help bring their relatives into this new, advanced 21st century!” Grant responded.

“Sir,” a young woman stood up.

“Yes, Natalie?” Grant replied.

“As Secretary of State for Environment, can we find a way to reduce waste in these large supermarkets, sir?”

“Yes, that was one of the issues raised recently too. In what ways do you suggest, Natalie.”

“Well, the eradication of cheques completely, for a start. This would reduce the use of paper, which benefits the environment, plus it will reduce debt in this country at the same time.” She gestured to the minister for finance. “The numbers, I believe, are high for debt, as users can pay with cheques and cheque guarantee cards when they may have insufficient funds in their banks to cover it. I appreciate that this could affect the hardship of such people who do this despite the knowledge that they will receive bank charges.”

Finance Minister Llewellyn nodded. “I agree with my esteemed colleague, debt caused this way does need to improve.”

“And maybe something as simple as an extra receipt to sign for the payment could be eradicated?” Minister Natalie added.

“What do you think, technologically, Michelle?”

The minister considered this for a moment, her brow furrowing. “How about an ID card? I’m thinking this may only be possible in the more distant future, as it would entail stricter citizen control, I would imagine. 

“Like a passport, but as a card instead. Similar to a driving licence card. All info, such as bank balances, date of birth, travel rights instead of a separate passport, and so on.”

“Well, that sounds great, but also could create uproar amongst society who consider this a way of control, ‘Big brother’; an infringement on their basic human rights.”

“Thank you, Craig. Human rights are a big issue. Introducing a national ID card would be beneficial for many, for such issues as crime, for example, especially to check a criminal record. It would avoid giving false names, it could track the whereabouts of suspects to avoid false alibis. It could provide better security for border controls. But yes, this does seem to be a long way off right now.” 

The prime minister allowed a small recess while he mulled this idea over some more. Cups chinked together and Mrs Baxter appeared with platters of sandwiches, cakes and fruit. She returned an hour later to clean the luncheon area and provided more pots of hot drinks.

Order was called, everyone returned to their seats. 

“Ok, back to technological advances,” Prime Minister Grant announced. “From what I can think, the ID card can be feasible in the near future, but not immediately. If I remember correctly, there has been some unrest about parts of the UK wanting to leave the European Union, is that right, Secretary Esmail?”

“Thank you, Prime Minister, yes, there is talk of this. There is a small minority that are supporters of the UKIP party, sir, who want just that. It is unlikely to become significant though.”

“Well maybe that’s something to consider as a step forward for more stringent border controls. Not necessarily to restrict entry into the UK for immigrants, which I believe is one of UKIPs main goals, but rather to introduce new passports, or indeed these ID Cards.”

Silence fell amongst the ministers as they considered this. 

“In conclusion then, we do need to discuss eliminating the ability to purchase items using cheques with their promissory cards, and taking steps to improve debit cards to reduce paper wastage, for the purpose of a leap forward for ecology and the eradication of debt,” Prime Minister Grant summarised. “Is there a possibility that, perhaps, a very small microchip could be added to any type of transactional card to store and share information, Michelle?”

“There is no doubt, Mr Prime Minister, that it is possible. It would mean a huge overhaul throughout the UK to upgrade their machinery to an acceptable level. It would take time, and money, but is attainable.”

“In the interim, sir,” the foreign minister suggested, “as a step towards the ID cards, we could introduce small microchips to passports. Adding this as an upgrade when citizens renew their documents would be a gentle introduction without too much fuss.”

“Yes, that could work,” Grant agreed. “It will all take a while to implement, but it all sounds reasonable. The long-term goal is to make all consumer related transactions contactless in the future.”

“What do you mean ‘contactless’, sir?” Edward enquired.

The prime minister gestured to the finance minister.

“Well, on the internet currently there are websites which sell items, and payments are collected by independent payment companies. For example, eBay allows the general public to sell items, securely collect payments by another company called PayPal, and the seller and buyer can literally be anywhere in the world that the item can be posted to, with no handing over cash or signing payment slips, or indeed face-to-face transactions.”

Grant interceded, “Heaven forbid we have a health crisis like, say the flu epidemic less than a century ago. Over 500 million were infected worldwide, and killed around ten percent of that, and it was spread through contact. If that were to happen a hundred years later,” he rustled some papers, “that was 1918, so in 2018, just 17 years from now, with an even larger world population, the results could be catastrophic. If contactless resources were available as standard, there would be less casualties, and the population would be familiarised with the system ahead of time, causing minimal chaos.”

The meeting room telephone interrupted the discussion. Grant answered it. 
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“Ok ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the meeting for today. We will convene again before my visit to the UN, let’s put our thinking caps on and find solutions before the problems arise, Let’s be proactive.
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We Have the Control
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“Statistics show that Earth is rapidly dying, due to the humans taking what they believe is theirs, and not facing the consequences,” Milo reported to his immediate supervisor, Judy. 

“OK, let’s look at the facts that we have, the history of the planet,” Judy replied, with concern in her voice. 

She tapped on several glass screens at head height, around four feet from the ground, suspended simply, with forced gravity designed specifically for this room. Moving a selection of sub-screens out of the way, she found the correct file; ‘Earth Interventions’.

“I can see that we have interfered with the preservation of the inhabitants of Earth quite a few times. However, all of the other times it has been due to natural disasters. Meteors, floods, earthquakes, tsunamis....” Judy continued to swipe through the files. “Such activities have caused controversy amongst our people. Senior advisors claim that natural disasters strike for a reason and should be left well alone. They say that extinctions of species must continue otherwise the natural order of the universe will be affected. 

“The majority of the inhabitants apparently believe that there’s an invisible magic person who lives in the sky. They say that ‘He’, with a capital ‘H’, controls all of the disasters, but in the same breath say that ‘He’ will also protect them. It makes no sense to me at all.” They both laughed and Milo shook his head.

“Well, they are half right, there are magic ‘people’ who live in the sky,” he joked. 

“Humans, although fairly advanced, would still go into a mass hysteria if they all knew about us. Yet a ‘God’, with a capital ‘G’, can not only love them unconditionally, but can cause natural disasters that kill hundreds of thousands. And then...” Judy continued, struggling to keep her composure, “they ‘pray’, which basically is a magic plea where they close their eyes and hands, for a ‘miracle’, asking this ‘God’ to heal people who have been afflicted by the disasters that ‘He’ caused.”

“Yes, agreed Milo, “I don’t think are quite at the right intellectual level just yet!” They both laughed hysterically. 

“if only they knew all of it, eh Milo?!” Judy stated, and they laughed some more. “Ok, ok, let’s get back to the matter in hand now. Sara?”

“Yes, Judy?” a slight female approached them both.

“Can you check what methods we have used in the past to control the human population increase, please?”

“Sure can, boss, just give me a few seconds.” Sara tapped away at her screen. “Plagues, boss.”

“Plagues?” Judy repeated. “How effective have they been, Sara?”

“Millions, boss,” Sara explained. “In some cases, 30 plus million.”

“Ah, excellent, Sara. I doubt we’d need that many, and it would need to target the rich as well as the poor, which I believe were the usual victims, if memory serves.”

“Yes, Judy,” the historian responded, “you are quite right, it was the poor.”
“It was usually spread by rats though, ladies,” Milo interrupted. 

“OK, there are still rats though, aren’t there, Milo?” Judy questioned.

“Yes, ma’am, but they usually stick to the poorer areas, so wouldn’t really target the rich.”

“Ah, well we really need to aim for the wealthier humans, they are the ones who are destroying rain forests,” Zach, Earth Environmental Officer stated, as he approached the small team. “They hunt animals just for sport, for trophies, and these are partly the reason why so many endangered species are becoming extinct. It wasn’t a big deal when it was the dodo, as they were stupid creatures, but breeds of wild cats, rhinos...” he looked at the others, who had questioning expressions on their faces, “well, all kinds of animals are becoming extinct unnecessarily. It’s not through natural selection, it is pure, cruel slaughter.” 

“Cats!” Kent blurted out.

No-one had even known he was in the room. “Whoa there, Kent! We all know that you like animals too,” Judy mocked the young animal enthusiast, who was still in learning mode.

“No, I mean there are a lot more cats on Earth nowadays, whereas back in the days of plagues, they weren’t around to catch and kill the rats. I believe that, I think it was the black plague several hundred Earth years ago, deaths were a lot lower than further back in history, and it was because the cats killed the rats, who were spreading the disease.”

“Good job, Kent,” Judy exclaimed with pride. “You have done well, I’m recommending you for a merit award. Could you do a full assignment for me, please, on the plagues of Earth, outlining how they started, spread and where please. And of course, how they were eradicated?”

“Oh, yes Ma’am. I shall do that right away.”  

“Great, let’s see if we can get you a distinction!” Judy said proudly, as he whizzed off to his workstation.

She turned back to the other crew. “We’ll need to set up a meeting with all the leaders. Sara, can you get the chap from Earth Leader Liaisons, erm...,”

“Knox, ma’am,” Sara assisted.

“Yes, thanks, ask Knox to arrange it, please.”

Sara nipped over to her workstation to send a message.

“I’m just waiting for them all to respond, Sara,” Knox replied almost immediately. 

She relayed this to her superior, Judy.

“Bloody humans are so slow!” the impatient leader complained. “Ok, let’s get some work done, ready for when they are.”

Judy was used to getting things done in a flash, not in the Earth days like the UN completed jobs. Plus they had something that they liked to call a ‘weekend’, which meant that some had 2 Earth days when they wouldn’t work at all, except for heating up foods and maintaining their natural assigned areas. 

“China, ma’am,” Kent appeared out of nowhere.

“Oh, Kent, you made me jump!”

“Sorry, ma’am. China appears to be the best place to start a plague. It has the largest population, from what I can see, and they don’t have cats. Well, not as pets or stray animals, they are more like ... a delicacy.”

“I see. Well, that’s great, Kent, well done. What else can you tell me?”

“We could try a modern-day virus, ma’am,” Sara interjected. “Something, hmmm... manufactured.”

“Oooh, interesting,” said Kent, tapping on his handheld device. “If it is more modern, it’ll be more sophisticated. That means it will take them longer to figure it out.”

“I think even the leaders of Earth will not be able to figure it out,” Judy pondered. “Do you think we should cut out the middleman and just go for it?”

The team nodded. 

“To be fair, ma’am,” Knox added, “even those who are advanced still won’t know what to do. They are so much slower than us, and they will be slower than the virus too.”

Judy mulled it over a little. “Maybe it will actually unify countries that have been at war. They may actually learn something from this lesson, and it could bring peace to them all, create a new kind of intelligent human and allow us to eventually settle after all.”

“One or two leaders may react quickly and combat it in no time. These will be the more advanced inhabitants,” Knox commented.

“Right then, let’s get this plan into action. To start in China, Kent?” 
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“Next year is going to be so much better than this year has been,” Donna stated, to no-one in particular. 

She had organised a small party, as she did every year. The texts had been sent, food had been bought, and alcohol of all descriptions; spirits, beers, wines, and even a couple of bottles of champagne for midnight were on display on her breakfast bar.

Her little council flat was heaving with inebriated twenty-somethings last year, and she expected the same again tonight. She gave the whole place a massive clean and then set about preparing the little ‘horse derves’, as she put it. Chicken goujons, sausage rolls, garlic bread, mozzarella bites, pigs in blankets, sausage rolls and Indian snacks like onion bhajis and samosas. She hadn’t forgotten the sweet treats either; mince pies, Christmas cake and stollen, ‘croaky bush’, chocolate Yule log, and ‘chocolatey claires’. 

She had invited and catered for about 60 to the party, including all of her mates down at the office where she worked. They’d had a right mash up at the office party a couple of weeks ago, when they went to ‘Harveys’ for an all-inclusive meal and entertainment package, where dancing on the tables was not only expected, but encouraged. That was where she had met her boyfriend, Albie, who was dancing in the hallway that led to the toilets. They’d literally bumped into each other and hit it off straight away. They had both danced on their own table for the rest of the night, downing complimentary multicoloured shots out of test tubes until they threw up! 

Since then, they had been inseparable, except for Christmas day, of course, which he spent with his parents, and she spent with her family. For the rest of the week, they had eaten to breaking point, and drank until they could drink no more. 

Albie had stayed over at Donna’s flat since Boxing Day and emerged from the bathroom in his party regalia, offering to help out with the catering. Donna took control of the cooked items, as that was her domain, so he was left with emptying boxes and putting items neatly on plates. They assembled the croquembouche together, falling about in a semi-drunken stupor halfway through.

“It can be a ‘croaky sit down’ instead, lol,” Albie laughed, struggling to stick the profiteroles with the toffee.  

“Why would they even call it a bush though,” Donna replied, “it doesn’t even look like a bush!”

“Maybe it’s meant to be ‘crooked’ rather than ‘croaky,” he suggested, lifting Donna up and carrying her into the bedroom.

They were just returning from the bedroom when the first of the visitors arrived. 

“I’m not even ready yet!” Donna exclaimed.

“You look hot to me!” Albie smirked. “Go and get ready and I’ll see to the guests.”

She blew him a kiss and disappeared back into the bedroom.

“Hiyyeeee....” the guests shouted, before checking the door number, worried that they had the wrong flat.

“Hi. I’m Albie,” he introduced himself, smiling and letting them in.

Six young girls stumbled in, already half cut. 

“That’s Kelly, Bex, Ange, Lettie, Shay and I’m Jools,” the young blonde announced. “Where’s Don?”

“She’s just in the bedroom getting ready,” Albie replied. 

“Yeah, sounds like ‘er!” Kelly laughed, and they all cackled in agreement.

“I remember you,” Lettie announced, “You were there at Harveys last week.”

“Yep,” Albie replied, smiling. “Help yourself to food and drink.”

Bottles clinked as they relieved their carrier bags of a selection of wines. One rummaged in a kitchen drawer and found the corkscrew, while another fished some wine glasses out of the cupboard. They were busy with the booze and snacks when Donna emerged from the bedroom, fully made up and in a slinky purple dress. 

“Ooooooh!” the girls chorused.

“I see the theme is purple this year, Don!” Bex announced.  

“Yep!” Donna replied. “There were tons of balloons to blow up, but we never had time.” She flushed a bit, remembering how they had spent the last few days.

“Well, let’s get doing it now then!” 

They all sat round the helium machine that was in the corner of the living area and in no time they were all inflated and dancing on the ceiling. Of course, there was some helium left over, so they all revelled in high-pitched voices. Albie topped all of their glasses up and Donna switched on her Bluetooth and connected her smart phone to her soundbar. 

“Woooo, tunes of the...... What would the last decade be called? The first 9 years of the 2000s were the noughties, so... teens?”

“Sounds a bit suspect to me, babe!” Kelly replied. 

The door knocked again. Screeches indicated that it was more intoxicated girls. Donna invited them in and introduced them to her work mates and Albie.

“These are my mates from school,” she explained, naming them all. 

“You know I’m not going to remember any of these, dontcha?” Albie announced.

“Yeah, babe, it’s all cool,” Donna replied, kissing him.

“Break it up, will ya!” one of them interrupted them. “Some of us need drinks!”

“Awight, Els,” Donna replied, staggering over to the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen area from the living area. 

They had to start on the paper cups now, as all the wine glasses were in use. “I tried to get the plastic wine glasses, but they were all sold out, so I had to get these. They ain’t even purple!”

Ellie tapped the red cup, “They’re eco-friendly though!”

They cackled as Donna filled the cups. 

Soon the flat was overwhelmed with people that Donna didn’t directly know, but the vibe was good, and the drinks were plenty. There was barely enough room to dance, but they managed. 

“Nothing wrong with a little bump ‘n’ grind!” Ellie said, as she started dancing with a fella from Donna’s work. 

“Just watch ‘im,” Donna replied, “He
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