
  
    
      
    
  



  

    
    
    
    


    

    
      

      
        


The meeting dragged, which wasn’t unusual. As President, Marcus
had little option but to try paying attention, despite other calls
on his time. He laced his fingers together to ensure boredom didn’t
lead to fiddling.

“What next?” barked his chief advisor, Carter. His bulldog
appearance gave the not entirely inaccurate impression of a
permanent growl. At least he could rely on Carter to keep things
running.

One of Carter’s aides piped up. They changed too often to bother
recalling their names. “The Alpharians are considering banning us
from the next interplanetary game due to noises from sections of
our fans.” Theirs being such a small planet in comparison to
Alpharia made it faintly ridiculous, although the incidents during
the last game didn’t help. “They’re… ”

“I’m sure they are,” said Carter. “And I’m sure I don’t care.
Don’t we have people to deal with this kind of thing?”

The aide started to respond, but Marcus could no longer suppress
his curiosity. “What about the demand?”

Carter turned an irritated glare on him, which Marcus managed to
not visibly shrink from.

“When anyone knows for certain we’ll be informed,” said
Carter.

“Are we issuing a statement?”

“Only that we’re looking into it,” said Carter, his calm tone
slightly forced.

The message had slipped into planetary broadcasts that morning.
Its image had been only static, the voice unaccented. “One billion
ducats if you want it back.” No one knew what it was, or
how the signal had been distributed.

He considered pushing for more, but Carter had already turned
back to the meeting, considering the issue closed. Not that he got
the chance to return to the schedule.

The chief messagist, Stephanie White, entered, a hint of
distress creasing her usually controlled features. Her immaculate
appearance was carefully prepared to present the voice of
authority, so such a look could cause despair in her audience.

Sighing, Carter sent her a questioning glance.

“Sir,” said Stephanie, somewhat hesitant. “We’ve had reports
that people have… um, forgotten our planet’s name.”

They stared in bemusement for a moment.

Carter responded first. “Excuse me? You’re interrupting this
briefing because some imbeciles are unable to damn, it really is
gone isn’t it?”

It took a moment for Marcus to realise he couldn’t remember
their planet’s name. It was in the forefront of his mind, yet
obscured from sight and just out of reach. He knew he knew it. He
just couldn’t bring it into focus.

“The message?” said Carter.

“The timing seems to match,” said Stephanie.

“Have there been further details of the demands?”

“There’s been nothing since the initial message, sir. Nothing
we’re aware of, anyway.”

“Well, find someone who does know something,” Carter barked. She
made a hasty retreat.

At least it looked like this briefing had finished.

*

The next meeting arrived all too soon, with at least one face he
didn’t recognize. Vassily Arkwright apparently advised him on
technical matters. He couldn’t remember taking advice from him
before. Not that he remembered many technical issues arising.
Arkwright seemed unimpressed at being in the meeting.

“What happened?” growled Carter.

“Memetic implant encoded in the audio track and static of the
message,” said Vassily.

“In plain language,” said Carter.

“That was the plain language version. The technical version
would take a few minutes.”

“Fine.” Carter’s voice had an edge. “How do we undo it?”

“Not sure we can. There’s a secondary memebomb laced through the
encoding. Anyone trying to study it loses interest in doing
so.”

“You can’t undo it without studying the code?”

“Not reliably. It could make things worse.”

“What about having a computer break down the code?”

“Tried. There’s a similar computer code meme. Makes them say
‘bad boy’ over and over.”

“How did they manage to get through our security to interrupt
the signal?” said Carter.

Vassily shrugged. “Nothing we can track. Without tighter
controls over the communication lines there’s no way to guard
against that, and increased security would be a political
issue.”

Carter ground his teeth.

“We can probably code to block against similar attacks,” said
Vassily.

“Probably?” said Carter.

“Depends how similar.”

Seeing the danger of Carter exploding in an unproductive way,
Marcus interrupted. “Is there no one who remembers the planet’s
name?”

“Those who didn’t hear the broadcast are unaffected,” said
Stephanie. “Having them tell the name to someone affected doesn’t
work. It stays in the head a few seconds before being lost
again.”

“The planetary designation seems unaffected,” said Vassily. “So
commerce hasn’t been too heavily impacted upon.”

That did them little good. He could never remember the damn
thing off by heart.

“How’s the public taking it?” said Marcus.

“There’s a degree of uncertainty,” said Stephanie. “Some people
are still learning about it. It doesn’t get used much in
conversation in some sectors, so they haven’t noticed. We’re trying
to stay informed about the conversations, but no general consensus
has developed. You should make a statement soon, though, and we’ll
need a name for the individual, or group, responsible.”

“We’ve more important things than naming them,” said Carter.

“That depends how long the situation goes on,” said Stephanie,
cautiously circling Carter’s temper. “A name influences people’s
perception of the threat: whether they see it as just theft and
extortion, or as an act of terrorism. Something relatively
harmless, like name-thief, might avoid panic.”

“Fine, that’ll do,” said Carter.

“We’re still kicking around names,” said Stephanie. “Something
relatively harmless, while engendering the correct degree of
disdain… ”

“Whatever,” said Carter.

“Are you considering paying?” said Vassily.

Carter glared. “Give in to extortion?”

Vassily shrugged. “Our choices are limited. Attempts to track
the perpetrator down and reverse the effects are under way, but we
should consider the alternatives. They seem to boil down to paying,
or going on without a name.”

Seeing Carter’s bile rising, Marcus headed it off. “Do we even
know how to pay?”

“Instructions were embedded in the message,” said Vassily.
“We’re to issue an official capitulation when the credit is ready.
At that point we’ll receive the account code to transfer it to,
with a small window in which to make the transfer. We can assume
there’ll be a series of transactions set up to take it somewhere we
can’t track.”

“Yes, yes,” said Carter. “Stating the obvious is all well and
good, but does anyone have ideas about what to do that doesn’t
involve capitulation?”

“We could rename the planet,” said Stephanie.

“Rename it?” said Carter.

“Can we do that?” said Marcus.

“You’re the President,” said Carter. “Of course you can. Should
we, though? Is that saying we can let people like this dictate
things?”

“They’re dictating we pay to get the name back,” said Stephanie.
“Choosing another name is a defiance of their power.”

They were silent a minute.

“Fine,” said Carter. “Arrange it.”

*

“Well that was a disaster,” said Carter. “What happened?”

What happened was Marcus had frozen on air while announcing the
result of the vote on the planet’s new name. That kind of speaking
had always left him at ease. He never thought of all the people
watching his speech, only of the camera itself, so he’d found it
easier than speaking in front of a crowd.

This time, he’d frozen. The new name on the tip of his tongue,
and him sitting there looking like an idiot. All of a sudden the
camera hadn’t seemed so friendly.

“It became our planet’s name to his mind,” said Vassily. “The
meme must have focussed on the idea of the planet’s name, rather
than its actual name.”

“You knew this would happen?” said Marcus, his irritation barely
in check.

Vassily shrugged. “It was a possibility. I’d expected it to show
up before the broadcast. Maybe you didn’t accept it as the new name
until you came to announce it. I can still remember it, so I
obviously haven’t accepted it.” He said the name, which Marcus
recognized. Then it slipped away.

“So we can’t work around this?” said Carter.

“Not that way,” said Vassily.

“You have any other ways?”

“We could try waiting it out. This kind of memetic implant won’t
necessarily stay stable for the long term.”

“How long?” said Carter.

“Might be weeks, probably no longer than a year.”

“Too long.”

“Testing might allow us to get a better target on the exact
neural neighbourhood affected,” said Vassily. “We could try
overloading it with other memes, wearing it down so it degrades
faster. I wouldn’t be happy about the potential long-term effects
of that without testing.”

“Testing takes time,” said Carter. “Can’t you see the
urgency?”

“For you, yes,” said Vassily. “Many don’t care.”

“Do you? Or should I find someone who does?”

“I understand that politically it’s important you be seen
acting. Unlike politicians, I’m not interchangeable. I’m the best
person for my job, and my interest is in a safe end to the
situation, not a speedy one.”

Carter appeared on the verge of attacking, and Marcus’ pride
felt severely bruised. Neither had the opportunity to respond as
Stephanie intruded.

“Do we consider paying? It doesn’t have much support from the
public, but… ” The thought froze under Carter’s gaze.

Marcus attempted to defuse the tension. “I assume using the
planetary designation instead won’t work?”

“When that’s regarded as the planet’s primary identity, it’ll go
the same way,” said Vassily.

“Waiting may not be a good idea,” said Stephanie. “The
interplanetary league match can’t be delayed, and without our
planet’s name fans are insisting on using a city name for the team.
Unfortunately there are vocal factions from a few cities, and their
hostility towards the Alpharians is shifting towards each other.
Our psychologists claim this could be the start of growing
alienation and segregation among the population, without an
overarching identifier to unite us.”

“It’s been days,” said Carter. “What’s wrong with people? And
what can we do about it?”

“The only option I see is paying without letting them keep the
money,” said Vassily.

“How?” said Carter. “And where would we get the money in time?
It’d have to be created, and making that much new money would have
economic repercussions. You yourself said they’d be set up to cover
their tracks?”

“They’ll probably use the delay between systems to hide their
trail,” said Vassily.

Money was virtual, held on the computer systems which ran
society. While the financial systems of all planets communicated,
brief delays caused by security fractionally delayed tracking
signals. All planets had distinct currencies, and while the
perpetrator could plan to trade currencies to hide their trail,
that would take longer. There were enough accounts with ducats,
their planet’s primary currency, that it could be lost.

“Can we arrange beforehand for other systems to follow any
transactions with us?” said Stephanie.

“There are a few who’d be unwilling to do so,” said Vassily. “If
I were hiding a trail I’d ensure it went through all of those,
maybe a few times. They’d probably use the cover these systems
offer to split the funds into smaller parcels. Given the amount
stated, they may only intend to get away with a few million,
keeping large amounts moving around so we lose track of the smaller
ones.”

“There’s no way we can tag the money?” said Carter.

“Nothing that would work,” said Vassily. “It could result in
transfer delays by some systems, missing the deadline.”

“So how do we not let them keep it?” said Marcus.

“We rename the currencies,” said Vassily.

“Rename them?” said Carter.

“They’re demanding one billion ducats.” This was the standard
credit in their currency, but not the only denomination. “What if
we renamed it, while assigning the name ducat to a new currency
that’s a millionth of the value? We’d need to convert all domestic
and interplanetary accounts just before we send the payment, but
it’s doable.”

“What about conversions?” said Stephanie. “And transactions
underway when we send the funds?”

“We’d have to coordinate with other systems,” said Vassily. “We
needn’t let them know what we’re doing until the last moment, but
mapping out valid accounts would be reasonable, and updating the
currency exchange rates minor. If we halt all transactions to avoid
delaying the payment, the thief might suspect we’re trying to track
them, but probably won’t look at what we’re doing to other
accounts.”

“How do we know they won’t notice before sending the signal to
reverse the meme?” said Marcus.

“The same way we know they’ll actually send the signal,” said
Vassily. “We don’t. It shouldn’t be immediately obvious, and once
they’ve got the money they’ll want to close the operation as soon
as possible.”

There were no questions as they considered it.

“Anyone have a better idea?” said Carter.

They didn’t.

“Might as well go with this then.”

*

Silence exacerbated the tension as they waited. The broadcast of
their acquiescence hadn’t come easy to Marcus. He’d felt the weight
of all the eyes on him, with their accusation. Hopefully he’d feel
easier afterwards, when things were restored and their trick
revealed to the public.

The payment had been gone a minute, barely ten seconds after the
signal to convert existing accounts to the updated currencies.
Considering how fast money moved through the systems, it’d had
enough time to make a few dozen circuits. Why hadn’t they received
the response?

Would it be coming, or had they gone through all of this to
still be without their planet’s name?

The blank screen flickered with static for a few seconds, and he
felt a pulsing in his head. A name came to mind. It felt right,
familiar, and accompanied by a certainty that this was his planet’s
name.

Smiles broke out, quickly followed by orders to raise the new
defences against further signals. Then he’d make another broadcast,
to explain things to the public.

For now, the crisis was over. Their planet had a name again.

*

And that’s how Planet of Cheating Bastards got its name, and why
the next planet to receive the message paid immediately.



THE END
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