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"How many of our daydreams would darken into nightmares, were there any danger of their coming true.” Logan Pearsall Smith



Centered within the World Dominion headquarters, the meeting room was opulent enough to validate the status of the delegates. 

The walls were rich brown-paneled wood, punctuated between the slats with vertical burgundy pinstripes. The ceiling was vaulted with heavy beams. Above a round, thick, solid-oak table that would easily seat thirty for dinner—the dignitaries needed their space, after all—hung three chandeliers of the finest crystal. 

The air was finely filtered and filled with a hint of lavender, the better to ease tensions. 

The thick-piled carpet, a rustic, tarnished gold with burgundy highlights, cushioned their every step as the six delegates filed in through the single main double door. Six other doors around the perimeter of the room led to hallways that in turn led to the delegates’ individual offices. 

The delegates took their seats in brown leather chairs. Gliders beneath the legs enabled them to move the chairs with ease.

Before each delegate was a small microphone and a smaller wireless translator, along with a cup of thick black coffee and a two-inch thick binder that held the agenda and notes. For this meeting, there was a half-inch of paper inside.

The quarterly meetings usually took a day, punctuated with a trip by limousine to a cordial dinner with drinks. Occasionally the meetings lasted two days, when tensions were riding high or the agenda was filled with arguable pork. Those were attended with the same dinner and drinks and with a night of rest in between.

During the first three meetings of the year, all of which convened two days before the last day of the quarter, the delegates considered mostly mundane business. During those they settled minor border disputes, trade agreements, international communication models, monetary exchange fluctuations and other matters of relatively trivial importance among the nations. And they settled them without the need for intimate specifics, relying more on trust than interrogation and inspection.

But by rule, the last meeting of the year was set aside for more pressing matters. And all business had to be conducted, settled and closed before the new year. For that reason, for that meeting, the delegates met with seven days to spare.

Nobody dreamed the time would come when that wouldn’t be enough.

But this. This was unprecedented.

The first day was cordial as always. The morning passed as routinely as usual, with unanimous agreement the rule. A bit later, dinner and drinks evoked a sense of unwary, alcohol-fueled brotherhood. 

Then one delegate realized they all were present, as if any would be anywhere else. He also guessed, rightly, that none were in a mood to end the party early. 

He raised his glass and said, “My colleagues, we expected a second day anyway, did we not? The binders hold a thicker agenda than usual. I move we adjourn until tomorrow.” 

Another delegate, his gaze locked on a blonde at the bar, seconded the motion.

The remaining delegates approved the motion by loud unanimous consent. The party lasted into the early morning.

The second day the meeting opened on time. The cordiality and good will continued, though more quietly as the delegates nursed throbbing heads and queasy stomachs.

It was no easy matter, attending to business. But attend to it they did. Like delegates everywhere, each spoke, in turn, of the good of the world. But likewise always with the interests of his country uppermost in his mind.

To make up for their inattention the day before, and again by unanimous acclamation, they skipped the formal dinner and had Chinese ordered in.

They worked through lunch and the afternoon, each delegate turning sponsor when it was his turn and offering up the latest proposal of his government for consideration. Most often the proposition passed with little or no discussion. Sometimes there was some limited debate, usually to clarify a point or ask a question. Always at the end there was a voice vote, and always the vote was unanimous. 

Page after page in the binder was turned in concert. Voices were soft, intonations professional if quieter than usual, and translators worked well at the slowed pace.

One delegate joked that in the future perhaps they should get drunk before the first meeting. “Things would run more smoothly, would they not?”

Everyone laughed or tittered or said “Bravo” and clapped politely, three fingers to a palm.

Agenda items were discussed, agreed upon, and turned to the left side of the binder. One after another, one after another. Occasionally the conclusion was foregone to the degree they forgot to hold even a voice vote.

And all was well in the world.

Until page fifty-one of sixty-eight.

As is the way of such things, the delegate who was sponsoring the proposal read it aloud. When he finished, he would call for the vote.

But part way through his reading, the lips of the mouths of three delegates, although trained by rote repetition to agree, began to take a shape that would cause “Nay” to come forth when the air rushed out.

Two others frowned and murmured over each other.

And one, the delegate generally considered by the other five to be the de facto moderator of the group, neither frowned nor took part in the murmuring. From his seat, which happened to be directly across the table from the sponsor, he slapped his left hand on the table, fired his right hand into the air and fixed his gaze on the sponsor. Loudly, he said, “Pardon me. What was that again?”

The sponsor appeared stunned at the interruption, then lowered his gaze to his binder. “I’ve just said—” And he began to read again. “We request and require the good delegates of this Dominion and those they represent to grant to us, without prejudice or reservation, all rights to adjudicate all claims to Luna and her environs, including civilian settlements and military bases currently populated there, as well as the real property and assets retained by, on, in conjunction with or intended for those settlements and bases. And furthermore, that—”

The one who raised his hand stared in disbelief. “Johansen, we can’t do that!” He looked about at the other delegates, his mouth still agape. “None of us here can do that! We all have settlements or bases, or at least interest in settlements and bases. How can your government possibly ask us to—”

The delegate sponsor raised one hand to interrupt him. “I’m sorry, Rawlings. The statement officially reads ‘request and require’.” 

“Right. Well then, my question stands. How can you possibly ask—” He paused and made quotation marks in the air with his fingers. “‘And require’ that we give you what we rightfully own?”

“If it please the delegate, I wasn’t finished.”

Delegate Rawlings, the man who had raised his hand, sat back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. His voice belied his annoyance. “Oh, well, by all means, please continue.”

The sponsor slipped his thumb into the binder beneath the paper remaining on the right side and allowed the final seventeen pages to slip off it. “Thank you. But shall I read all of it? The basic request and requirement, which is all I was going to read, is contained in only three plainly written paragraphs on page fifty-one, if the delegates would care to look. The remaining seventeen pages contain the initial itemized list of assets that are to be transferred immediately, as a matter of faith, of course, as a result of the agreement.” 

Sarcasm was more than evident in Rawlings’ voice. “Well, then, I suppose we should vote on only those three paragraphs first. Cut off the head and the monster will die, as the saying goes. And that’s fine by me if it will speed this along. Would you like my vote now or would you rather finish reading the paragraphs first?”

Johansen looked at Rawlings over his glasses, then lowered his gaze again to the document before him. “And furthermore,” he said with no little emphasis, “that you grant to us, again without prejudice, complete access to and ownership of all arms and weaponry, the tactical or strategic deployment of which would yield a blast greater than one ton of trinitrotoluene, more commonly known as TNT. 

“Finally we will require—” Here he looked directly at Rawlings and went off-script. “The delegate will note there is no request this time.” And he went back to his reading. “We will require a seventh seat—” 

A delegate farther down the table timidly raised his hand. “Pardon me. A moment ago, didn’t you mean one kiloton? Or perhaps one megaton?”

Rawlings jerked his head around to look at the delegate. He almost exploded. “What sort of a silly question is that? This is a ludicrous request regardless of the specific yield.” He returned his gaze to the gentleman across the table. “And it’s even more ludicrous as a demand than as a request.” 

Johansen sat back, a smug look on his face. Then he looked at the delegate who had asked the question and said, “You heard me correctly, sir. One ton is correct. Two thousand pounds. Slightly less than one hundred and forty-three stone. Slightly more than nine hundred and eight kilograms.” 

Then he shifted his attention to address the gathering, pointedly ignoring Rawlings. “Now, if I may be allowed to finish, we will require that a seventh seat be added to the Dominion. Additionally, the new member will be named head of the Dominion, a non-voting chancellor, if you will. He will preside and will be allowed to cast a vote only to break any stalemates.”

Rawlings said, “In other words, he will vote only to give you whatever you want.”

Johansen allowed a slight smile to curl one corner of his mouth. “At last, an astute thought from the delegate. The chancellor will, of course, be the chancellor of our own great land, a man who, I’m sure you all will agree, is the most fair minded of all fair-minded men.”

He paused as much for effect as for any other reason, then said, “Gentlemen, we much prefer an amenable agreement be struck now, today, through the action of this august body. For that reason and to that end, we have asked—” Here he paused again and nodded in Rawlings’ direction. “And required,” he said, and turned his attention back to the gathering as a whole, “formally, as is proper under the auspices of the World Dominion’s bylaws.” 

He held up one hand to stave off interruption and cleared his throat. “In short, we have put it to you for a vote. Our only purpose is to unify, enhance and enrich the Dominion. Together we stand, and divided we fall, so to speak.”

Rawlings said, “If that’s your only purpose, then why isn’t that how the proposal is worded? Why all this truck about Luna and properties and weapons?” 

Johansen only glanced at him, then returned his attention to the delegation as a whole. “Like everyone gathered here, I read what I am given to read. I do not write the proposals. I present them.

“However, my best guess, as might be offered by anyone with even one-half of a functional brain, is this. We have a world governing organization in the Dominion, but it is seldom a truly stable organization. The Dominion will be stronger and more stable if it is unified under a single leader. It follows, then, that the chancellor should have control of the aforementioned lunar assets and any weapons whose yield is greater than one ton of TNT.” 

Definitively, he closed his binder.

The murmuring started again, this time with a decidedly negative mien. It included all the delegates save Rawlings, the one who had initially raised his hand. He remained silent, even stoic, as he stared at Johansen. He had known the man for a very long time, and he had never before known him to be even marginally unreasonable, far less to the point of making outrageous demands. Quietly, he said, “What in the world is going on, Gregor?”

Johansen met his gaze, and color rose in his cheeks. He seemed about to respond, in kind and in private.

Then his gaze flicked right. He noticed Rawlings’ quiet murmur had drawn the attention of Delegate Hubbel from the European Union. The same European Union who seemed always to seek for an advantage over The Asian West. That negated his ability and his desire to respond privately to Rawlings.

Even as he locked Rawlings in his gaze, just loudly enough to silence the murmurs, he addressed his succinct response to the gathering. “Gentlemen, make no mistake: thanks to a recent new alliance, we of The Asian West do now have the means to procure by force everything listed herein.” He tapped his binder. Then he shifted his gaze from his antagonist to the gathering. “Now, gentlemen, shall we vote? Or do you wish to engage in a pointless discussion of this proposal?”

Pointless discussion? And a new alliance?

Color rose quickly in Rawlings’ face. “In the first place, Johansen, there is no such thing as a pointless discussion when men’s liberty is at stake. And secondly, what ‘recent new alliance’? Certainly nobody at this table would cede to such a demand, much less make an alliance with someone who would propose such a preposterous notion in the first place.”

Again the sponsor responded directly. “Of course, were I at liberty to name the alliance, I would have done so.” And again he turned his attention to the assembly. “What say you? Vote or further discussion?” 

Silence fell over the room, but only momentarily.

Rawlings uncrossed his arms, sat forward, and said in a quiet tone that matched that of the sponsor, “Of course there will be discussion, Johansen. We have the rest of today and another five days. And we will use every bit of it if necessary.”  

With that, day two ended on a sour note, and the meeting was adjourned until the following morning. 

On day three, four delegates came to the meeting yawning and bleary eyed. All four had been on the phone with their respective governments much of the night, with the prevalent question in both directions being, “What do you think they really want?”

The sponsor himself, Johansen, and his chief opponent, Rawlings, both came in fresh after a good night’s sleep. Each believed a negotiation was unavoidable. Each also believed he held the high ground in the eventual negotiation process. And each was certain he would prevail “for the good of the planet.” 

Johansen fired the initial salvo. “Gentlemen, let’s put it to a vote and go home. After all, who among us is so nationally narcissistic as to put the entire planet at risk by not acceding to our simple request?”

In response, from across the table, Rawlings voiced a similar thought. “I’m sure we all agree—well, five of us at least—that even considering giving in to the petitioner’s demands is absurd. We might as well give up our sovereignty.”

To which the sponsor fired back, “We live already under the auspices and direction of the World Dominion, but we are fragmented. A chancellor will unify us.”

“And to attain that unity we must give everything over to your country? As has been uttered by free men down through the centuries, I say come and take it!”

Johansen tried a final time. “Don’t you see? For our common defense and our common success, this must be an all or nothing proposition!”

But Rawlings was unconvinced. “Finally, you offer us a choice! I vote nothing!”

And so it went, with no concessions on either side for that day or the next three.   

On the final day, all the delegates were tired. 

When everyone had filed into the room and were settled, Rawlings rapped lightly on the table with the knuckles of his right hand. Then, looking across the table, he said quietly, “Withdraw your proposal, Gregor. That will end the business for the year. Then we can go to an early dinner as friends, end the meeting with a party, and convene again in three months as if none of this had occurred.”

The sponsor lifted his head to look at his former colleague. “You must know that I cannot do that, Nelson.” He paused. “However, certain assets on the itemized list might be negotiable.”

The delegates all bantered that idea about for hours that seemed like days, but nobody made the slightest bit of headway. Rather, each delegate came to realize he had less in common with the man next to him than he had previously thought.

During the discussion, they moved far afield of the proposed new all-powerful chancellor, focusing on matters of sovereignty and greed. They forgot about giving the new chancellor authority over everything on Earth and the moon in favor of asking each other provocatively why this nation should hoard all the diamonds and this one all the gold and that one all the uranium. 

They argued less-important topics—or topics that had at one time seemed less important—like suddenly uncovered (or suddenly perceived) trade imbalances. 

They found that specific borders in oceans that were thought to pass on one side of an island by one delegate were thought to pass on the other by another delegate. 

They learned in short order that what one considered a fair trade agreement another saw as a kind of piracy. Monetary exchange fluctuations were revealed or suspected to be intentional.

At the end of the day, what they had previously considered mutual international communication models were shattered with suspicion, and blame skittered around the table as if it were on wheels. 

But they were delegates. Their job was to negotiate, albeit certainly more carefully than ever before. They paired off to talk at first with one neighbor and later with another whom they were certain might be more amenable to intelligent discussion. 

But frowns and flushed faces and bulging veins in foreheads soon became the norm. And every negotiation ended in a sour stalemate in which jealousy was trump and private thoughts of taking what they wanted by force reigned supreme.  

Only the two delegates who had opened the brouhaha—Delegate Johansen, who had sponsored the outrageous proposal, and Delegate Rawlings, who sat directly across the table—still sparred over the original discussion.

Toward the end of the evening, Johansen said, “We might even be willing to negotiate the entire list, Nelson. But only if the new chancellor is given sole authority in the deployment and use of those assets. Of course, that would include the assets on Earth as well as Luna.”

Rawlings nodded wearily. “And likewise I might lend my own voice to releasing—” He frowned and flipped back through his binder. “How did you put it? Ah, yes, all rights to adjudicate matters pertaining to Luna and her environs. But only in exchange for the composition of this body remaining as it is.”

Johansen nodded. “Unfortunately, that point is not negotiable. The chancellor must be installed and recognized by all present as the sole authority on Earth. And not only in adjudication but in dispensation.”

Rawlings leaned forward. Quietly, he said, “But don’t you see? If we agree to that, any negotiation or vote regarding anything on the list is null and meaningless.” He sat back and shook his head. “Gregor, I am sorry, but your proposal might as well have been stated plainly in one sentence on one page: We require that all other nations and governments on Earth be abolished in favor of a chancellor as dictator.” He spread his hands in frustration. “What even would be the purpose of retaining this body at all if the only role of the delegates was to kiss the chancellor’s ring and kowtow to the chancellor’s policies?”

The heels of Johansen’s hands were still on the table. Now he raised his fingers and dropped them. He shrugged, and his shoulders ended in a stoop. “Be that as it may, it is the one firm requirement.”   

Rawlings only stared at him for a moment. Then he chanced to glance up at the clock. Shock registered briefly on his face in raised eyebrows, and he shook his head in disbelief. 

It was 11:59 p.m. 

Quietly, he said, “Gregor, do you not understand this body would rather cease to be than to yield itself to a tyrant?”

Johansen only looked at him. 

Rawlings shook his head sadly. Quietly, to nobody in particular, he said, “And just before midnight, the center fell away.” Then he looked up. “Gentlemen?”

Caught up in their discussions, they continued to bicker.

He rapped his knuckles on the table. “Gentlemen, we have reached the end of our time.”

As he considered how ironically appropriate was his unintentional double-entendre, they all stopped talking and looked at him. Several glanced at the clock in surprise. Time had never run out for them before.

Rawlings said, “I’m sure you all have reports to file and—well, preparations to make. I hope we will see each other again someday under more cordial circumstances. Until then, we stand adjourned. Go with the blessings of your god.” He looked across the table. Quietly, he said, “Or your chancellor.” 

For a long moment, the delegates to the World Dominion—representing United North America, the European Union, the Confederation of Central and South America, The Asian World, The African Congress and The United Republic of the South End of the World—sat without talking and without looking at their unreasonable counterparts. They stared at the binders before them without seeing. They heard only the seemingly interminable ticking of the massive round clock on the wall. 
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