The Ghost Standard
William Tenn

Remember the adage of the old English lega system: "L et justice be done though the heavensfdl"?
Waél, was justice donein this case?

Y ou have three entities here. An intelligent primate from Sol 111—to put it tech-nically, ahuman. An
equally intelligent crustacean from Procyon VI1—in other words, a sgpient lobstermorph. And a
computer of the Macolm Movis omicron betadesign, intelligent enough to plot a course from one stellar
system to another and capable of matching most biologica mindsin games of every sort, from bridge to
chessto double zonyak.

Now—add a shipwreck. A leaky old Cascassian freighter comes apart in deep space. | mean quite
literdly comes gpart. Half the engine segment explodes off, the hull developslesks and beginsto
collapse, dl those who are till dive and manage to makeit to lifeboats get away just before the end.

In one such lifeboat you have the human, Juan Kydd, and the lobstermorph, Tuezuzim. And, of
course, the Ma colm Movis computer—the resident pilot, navi-gator and generd factotum of the craft.

Kydd and Tuezuzim had known each other for more than two years. Computer programmers of
roughly the sameleve of skill, they had met on the job and had been laid off together. Together they had
decided to save money by traveling on the sca-brous Cascassian freighter to Sector N-42B5, where
there were rumored to be many job opportunities available.

They werein the dining salon, competing in atough hand of double zonyak, when the disaster
occurred. They helped each other scrambleinto the lifeboat. Activating the computer pilot, they put it into
Far Communication Mode to search for rescu-ers. It informed them that rescue was possible no sooner
than twenty days hence, and was quite likely before thirty.

Any problems? Thelifeboat had air, fuel, more than enough water. But food...

It was a Cascassian freighter, remember. The Cascassans, of course, are asilicon-based life-form.
For their passengers, the Cascassians had laid in asupply of organic, or carbon-based, food in the galley.
But they had not even thought of restocking the lifeboats. So the two non-Cascassans were now
imprisoned for some three to four weeks with nothing to eat but the equivaent of sand and grave.

Or each other, asthey redlized immediately and smultaneoudly.

Humans, on their home planet, consider tinier, less-sapient crustaceans such aslobsters and crawfish
great delicacies. And back on Procyon VI, as Tuezuzim put it, "We consider it asign of warm hospitaity
to be served asmadll, succulent primate known as spotted morror.”

In other words, each of these programmers could eat the other. And survive. There were cooking
and refrigerating facilities aboard the lifeboat. With careful manage-ment and rationing, meals derived
from afull-size computer programmer would last till rescue.

But who was to est whom? And how was a decision to be reached?

By fighting? Hardly. These were two highly intellectud types, neither of them good physica
exemplars of their species.

Kydd was round-shouldered, badly nearsighted and dightly anemic. Tuezuzim was somewhat
undersized, half deaf and suffering from one crippled chela. The claw had been twisted at birth and had
never matured normally. With these disabilities, both had avoided participation in athletic sportsdl their
lives, especidly any sport of abdligerent nature.

Y et the redlization that there was nothing €l se available to eat had aready made both voyagersvery
hungry. What was their dmost-friendship compared with the gridy prospect of starvation?

For the record, it was the lobstermorph, Tuezuzim, who suggested atria by game, with the



computer acting as referee and aso as executioner of the loser. Again, only for the record and of no
importance otherwisg, it was the human, Juan Kydd, who suggested that the logical game to decide the
issue should be Ghogt.

They both liked Ghost and played it whenever they could not play their favorite game—that is, when
they lacked zonyak tiles. In the scrambling haste of their emer-gency exit, they had Ieft both web and tiles
inthe dining sdlon. A word game now seemed the sole choice remaining, short of flipping acoin,
which—as games-minded programmers—they shrugged off as childishly smplistic. There dso wasthe
dter-native of trid by physica combat, but that was something that neither found at all attractive.

Since the computer would function as umpire and dispute-settling dictionary aswell as executioner,
why not make it athree-cornered contest and include the com-puter as a participant? Thiswould make
the game more interesting by adding an unpredictable factor, like a card shuffle. The computer could not
lose, of course—they agreed to ignore any letters of Ghost that it picked up.

They kept the ground rules smple: aten-minute time limit for each letter; no three-letter words; the
usua prohibition against proper nouns, and each round would go in the opposite direction from that of
the previous round. Thus, both playerswould have equa chalenging opportunities, and neither would be
permanently behind the other in the contest.

Also, challenging was to be alowed across the intervening opponent—the com-puter, not part of
the combat.

Having sent off one last distress signal, they addressed themselves to program-ming the computer
for the game (and the instantaneous execution of the loser). Combing through the immense software
resources of the computer, they were pleased to discover that itsresident dictionariesincluded Webster's
First and Second, their own joint favorites. They settled on the ancient databases as the supreme
arbiters.

The verdict-enforcer took alittle more timeto organize. Eventudly, they decided on what amounted
to apair of eectric chairs controlled by the computer. The killing force would be a diverted segment of
the lifeboat's Hametz Drive. Each competitor would be fastened to his seat, locked in place by the
computer until the gamewas over. At the crucial moment, when one of them incurred the t in Ghogt, a
sngle blast of the diverted drive would rip through the loser's brain, and the winner would be released.

"Everything covered?' asked Tuezuzim asthey finished their preparations. "A fair contest?'

"Yes, everything's covered,” Kydd replied. "All'sfair. Let'sgo.”

They went to their respective places: Kydd to achair, Tuezuzim to the traditional curved bed of the
lobstermorph. The computer activated their eectronic bonds. They stared at each other and softly said
their goodbyes.

We havethis last information from the computer. The Macolm Movis omicron betais bundled at

sdewith Al-truix 4.0, afairly complex ethicist program. It was now recording the proceedings, with a
view to the expected judicia inquest.

Thelobstermorph drew thefirst g. He had chalenged Juan Kydd, who had just added an e to
t-w-i-s. Kydd came up with twisel, the Anglo-Saxon noun and verb for fork. To Tuezuzim's bitter
proteststhat twisel was archaic, the Macolm Movis pointed out that there had been no prior agreement
to exclude archaisms.

Kydd himsdlf was caught afew minutes later. Arrogant over hisinitia victory, he was helping to
congtruct laminectomy (“surgical removal of the posterior arch of avertebra') by adding m after
[-a-m+i-n-e-c-t-0. True, thiswould end on the computer's turn, which could incur no pendty letters, but
Kydd waswilling to settle for aneu-tral round. Unfortunately, he had momentarily forgotten the basic
escape hatch for any seasoned Ghost player—pluras. The Macolm Movisindicated i, and Tuezuzim
added the e so fast it sounded like an echo. There was absolutely no escape for Kydd from the



concluding sin laminectomies.

And so it went, neck and neck, or, rather, neck and cephal othorax. Tuezuzim pulled ahead for a
time and seemed on the verge of victory, as Kydd incurred g-h-o-s and then was challenged ina
dangerous Situation with a questionable word.

"Dirigibloid?" Tuezuzim demanded. "Y ou just made that one up. Thereisno such word. You are
smply trying to avoid getting stuck with the e of dirigible.”

"It certainly isaword," Kydd maintained, perspiring heavily. "Asin'like adiri-gible, in the form of or
resembling adirigible." It can be used, probably has been used, in some piece of technica prose.”

"But it'snot in Webster's Second—and that's the test. Compuiter, isit in your dictio-nary?"

"Assuch, no," theMacolm Movisreplied. "But theword dirigible isderived from the Latin
dirigere, todirect. It means steerable, asadirigible balloon. The suffix -oid may be added to many
words of classica derivation. Asin spheroid and colloid and asteroid, for example—"

"Just consider those examples!" Tuezuzim brokein, arguing desperately. "All three have the Greek
aUffix -oid added to words that were originally Greek, not Latin. Aster means'star’ in Greek, so with
asteroid you have 'sarlike or in theform of agtar." And colloid comesfrom the Greek kolla for ‘glue.”
Areyou trying to tdl methat dictionaries on thelevel of Webster's First or Second mix Greek with
Lain?'

It seemed to the anxioudly listening Kydd that the Ma colm Movis computer a-most smiled before
continuing. "Asameatter of fact, in one of those cases, that's ex-actly what happens. Webster's Second
describes spheroid as deriving from both Greek and Latin. It provides as etymologies, on the one hand,
the Greek sphairoeides (sphaira, 'sphere,’ plus eidos, ‘form’) and, on the other, the Latin sphaeroides,
‘ball-like' or 'spheri-cal.' Two different words, both of classica origin. Dirigibloid isthereforeruled a
vaid word."

"| protest that ruling!" Tuezuzim waved hisclaw angrily. "Dataare being most selectively used. | am
beginning to detect a pro-human, anti-lobstermorph biasin the computer.”

Another faint suggestion of an eectromechanica smile. "Once more, amatter of fact,” the computer
noted silkily. "The Macolm Movis design team was headed by Dr. Hodgodya Hodgodya, the
well-known [obstermorph dectronicist. Pro-human, anti-lobstermorph biasistherefore most unlikely to
have been built in. Dirigibloid isruled vaid; the protest is noted and disalowed. Juan Kydd beginsthe
next round."

Since both opponents were now tagged with g-h-o-s, the round coming up would be the rubber, or
execution, round. Thiswas most definitely it.

Kydd and Tuezuzim looked a each other again. One of them would be dead in afew minutes. Then
Kydd looked away and began the round with the | etter that had always worked best for himin
three-cornered Ghogt, the letter |.

The computer added i, and Tuezuzim, abit rashly, came up with m. Hewas quite willing for the
word to be limit, and thusto end on the Macolm Movis. A null round, and he, Tuezuzim, would be
garting the next one.

But Kydd was not interested in anull round thistime. He added an o to the I-i-m and, when the
computer supplied a u, the developing limousine that had to end on Tuezuzim became obvious.

The lobstermorph thought desperately. With a hopeless squeak from deep in his cepha othorax, he
sds.

It must be recognized here, as the computer testified at the subsequent inquest, that the s aready
completed aword, to wit limous ("muddy, dimy"). But the Macolm Movis pointed out thet the individua
who should have triumphantly called atten-tion to limous, Juan Kydd, was so committed to catching his
opponent with limousine that he didn't notice.



Limousine moved right dong, with an i from Kydd and an n from the computer. And once again it
was up to Tuezuzim.

Hewaited until histen-minute time limit had dmost expired. Then he came up with aletter. But it
wan't e.

It wes o.

Juan Kydd stared a him. "L-i-m-0-u-s-i-n-0?" hesaidin disbelief, yet already sus-pecting what the
lobstermorph was up to. "I chalenge you.”

Again Tuezuzim waited along time. Then, dowly rotating his crippled |eft chelaat Juan Kydd'sface,
hesaid, "Thewordis limousinoid."

"Theres no such word! What in hal doesit mean?'

"What does it mean?'Like alimousine, in the form of or resembling alimousine.' It can be used,
probably has been used, in some piece of technica prose.”

"Refereel” Kydd yelled. "Let's have aruling. Do you have limousinoid inyour dic-tionary?"

"Whether or not it'sin the dictionary, Computer,” Tuezuzim countered, "it hasto be acceptable. If
dirigibloid can exist, so can limousinoid. If limousinoid exists, Kydd's chalengeisinvaid and he gets
the t of Ghost—and loses. If limousinoid doesn't exist, neither does dirigibloid, and so Kydd would
have logt that earlier round and would therefore now be up to the t of Ghost. Either way, he hasto lose.™

Now it wasthe Macolm Movisthat took itstime. Fivefull minutesit consdered. Asit tedtified later,
it need not have done s0; its conclusion was reached in microsec-onds. "But,” it noted initstestimony at
theinquest, "an interesting principle was involved here that required the use of this unnecessary time.
Judtice, itissaid, not only must be done, but must seem to be done. Only the appearance of lengthy,
care-ful congderation would make justice seem to be donein this case.”

Five minutes—and then, at last, the Madcolm Movis gaveits verdict.

"Thereisno valid equation here between dirigibloid and limousinoid. Since diri-gible isaword
derived from the so-called classic languages, it may add the Greek suffix -oid. Limousine, on the other
hand, derivesfrom French, a Romance language. It comesfrom Limousin, an old province of France.
Thesuffix -oid cannot therefore be used properly with it—Romance French and classica Greek may not
be mixed."

The Macolm Movis paused now for three or four musical beats before going on. Juan Kydd and
Tuezuzim gtared at it, the human's mouth moving silently, the crustacean's antennae beginning to vibrate in
frantic disagreement.

"Tuezuzim hasincurred t, the last letter of Ghost,” the computer announced. "He haslos.”
"l protest!” Tuezuzim screamed. "Biad! Biadl If no limousinoid, then no dirigibl—"

"Protest disdlowed." And the blast of the Hametz Drive tore through the |obster-morph. ™Y our
meals, Mr. Kydd," the computer said courteoudy.

Theinquest, on Karpis V111 of Sector N-42B5, was a swift affair. The backup tapes of the Malcolm
Movis were examined; Juan Kydd was merely asked if he had anything to add (he did not).

But the verdict surprised dmost everyone, especidly Kydd. Hewas ordered held for trid. The
charge? Aggravated cannibalism in deep space.
Of course, our present definition of interspecies cannibalism derives from this case:

The act of cannibalism is not to be construed as limited to the eating of members of one's own species. In modern terms of
widespread travel through deep space, it may be said to occur whenever one highly intelligent individual kills and consumes another
highly intelligent individual . Intelligence has always been extremely difficult to define precisely, but it will be here and henceforth
understood to involve the capacity to understand and play the terrestrial game of Ghost. It is not to be un-derstood as solely



limited to this capacity, but if an individual, of whatever biologi-cal construction, possesses such capacity, the killing, consuming
and assimilating of that individual shall be perceived as an act of cannibalism and is to be punished in terms of whatever statutes
relate to cannibalism in that time and that place.

—The Galaxy v. Kidd, Karpis VIl1, C17603

Now, Karpis VIII was pretty much arough-and-ready frontier planet. It was still arather
wide-open place with afairly tolerant attitude toward most violent crime. Asaresult, Juan Kydd was
assessed amoderate fine, which he was able to pay after two months of working at hisnew jobin
computer programming.

The Ma colm Movis computer did not fare nearly aswell.

Fird, it was held asacrucid party to the crime and an accessory before the fact. It wastreated asa
respongble and intelligent individua, snce it had unquestionably demonsrated the capacity to understand
and play the terrestrial game of Ghodt. Its pleaof nonbiologica construction (and therefore
noninvolvement in lega proceed-ings pertaining to living creatures) was disalowed on the ground that the
slicon-basaed Cascassans who had built the ship and lifeboat were now aso subject to this definition of
cannibaism. If silicon-chemistry intelligence could be considered biologicd, the court ruled, so inevitably
must slicon-eectronics.

Furthermore, and perhaps most damaging, the computer was held to havelied in acritica
gtuation—or, at leadt, to have withheld information by not telling the whole truth. When Tuezuzim had
accused it of anti-lobstermorph bias, it had pointed to the fact that the Ma colm Movis omicron beta had
been designed by alobstermorph and that anti-lobstermorph biaswas therefore highly unlikely. The
whole truth, how-ever, was that the designer, Dr. Hodgodya, wasliving in self-imposed exile a thetime
because he hated his entire species and, in fact, had expressed this hatred in numer-ous satirical essays
and one long narrative poem. In other words, anti-lobstermorph bias had been built in and the computer
knew it.

To thisthe computer protested that it was, after al, only acomputer. As such, it had to answer
questions as smply and directly as possible. It was the questioner'sjob to formulate and ask the right
questions.

"Not inthiscase," the court held. "The Macolm Movis omicron betawas not func-tioning asa

smple question-and-answer machine but as ajudge and umpire. Its obligationsincluded total honesty
and full information. The possibility of anti-lobstermorph bias had to be openly considered and admitted.”

The Macolm Movisdid not give up. "But you had two top-notch programmersin Kydd and
Tuezuzim. Could it not be taken for granted that they would aready know agood dedl about the design
history of acomputer in such generd use? Surdly for such knowledgeable individuas not every i hasto
be dotted, not every t hasto be crossed.”

" Software people!" the court responded. "What do they know about fancy hard-ware?

The computer was eventudly found guilty of being an accessory to the crime of cannibalism and was
ordered to pay afine. Though thiswas amuch smdler fine than the one incurred by Juan Kydd, the
Macolm Movis, unlike Kydd, had no financid resources and no way of acquiring any.

That made for atouchy stuation. On afreewheeling planet such as Karpis V1lI1, judges and statutes
might wink abit at killers and even cannibas. But never at out-and-out deadbests. The court ruled thet if
the computer could not pay itsfine, it still could not evade gppropriate punishment. "L et justice be done!™

The court ordered that the Ma colm Movis omicron betabe wired in perpetuity into the checkout
counter of alocal supermarket. The computer requested that in-stead it be disassembled forthwith and its
parts scattered. The request was denied.

So.
You decide. Wasjustice done?



Afterword

The essential plot gimmick her e isthe variaionsthe characters play on "dirigible’ and
"limousine'—and the results thereof. It is based on an actud game of Ghost in which Dan Keyesand my
brother Mort were participants and used these variations against each other. | won't tell who did which.

But an attempted definition of "humanness' iswhat precipitated the story. If you be-lieve, as| do,
that wewill shortly (ten years?fifty? ahundred and fifty?) be encountering dien intelligent life-formsand
having to learn to live with them on various moral levels (are they to be consdered the equivaent of dogs
and cats and chimpanzees, or ants and bees, or sixteenth-century Amerindians—or areweto be
considered the equivaent of one of these to them?), you must be thinking also of the necessary
digtinctionsin many areas that we and they will have to make.

So | wrote the story and my agent, VirginiaKidd, sent it to Playboy, and Alice K. Turner, the
editor there, said sheliked it alot and would pay alot for it, but—just as an earlier editor at the magazine
had said about an earlier sory—would | please cut it down some-what, say, by at least afourth?

One-fourth, | said? One-full-damn-fourth? Impossible! | said. | reread the story d-most spluttering.

But, for the hell of it, | tried to do as she had asked. And much to my chagrin, it turned out to be not
only possible, but actudly fairly easy. Worse yet, the resulting piece now had much more focus.

Alas. Thissort of thing may keep awriter humble, but it should really not be allowed to go on.
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