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              This was not the first time that the stupid thing had raised his blood pressure or caused him to use words which would have been familiar to the ancient Anglo-Saxons. In the early days the fault had been largely his own, because it had been doing exactly as it was told instead of inexactly what he had wanted it to do. Once that important difference had been realised, he had been able to live with it, if not in friendship at least on terms of wary respect. But this was no flagrant display of its independence and insubordination by the too-literal execution of a loosely-formulated command, this was sheer, raving, computer lunacy.
 
              For more than four years he had been using the thing without having any real understanding of how and why it worked and, according to his user manual, it was not necessary that he understand it. After all, it was just a glorified typewriter with the useful facility, when the organic computer in his cranium was refusing to perform its story-telling function, of playing games which he was seldom allowed to win. But the manual did give some advice, so elementary that it verged on the insulting, on what to do if sudden, inexplicable behaviour should occur.
 
              Carefully he checked that his equipment was properly switched on and that the connections between them were correctly and securely plugged in, then tried again. He had loaded this word processing programme so often that he no longer had to think while typing it in.
 
              But once again the characters he typed on the keyboard were not those which appeared on the screen. Instead of the six-character programme name between quotation marks, the quotes enclosed a jumble of letters, figures and symbols stretching over three lines. Several of the characters were repeated — he counted a group of four capital "L's", three plus signs and many that were graphics symbols displayed in different colours. He made no effort to memorise or write down the sequence of characters, or note the positions of those in colour. There was no reason to do so at the time.
 
              Instead he stared at the screen and decided that the trouble was probably mechanical, a fault in the keyboard which was causing the keys to stick or make unwanted contacts, or both. Or it might have something to do with the coffee he spilled on it three days ago.
 
              He sighed, and was about to switch everything off for a few minutes in the hope that the fault would clear itself as other faults had done. Then as he continued to stare at the sixty-odd, multi-coloured characters that were technically a file-name between the quotation marks, another and completely ridiculous idea came to him.
 
              If you want to play silly buggers with me, he thought, then go ahead. 
 
              He typed RUN.
 
              Immediately the screen cleared. It remained blank for perhaps three seconds, then tiny points of light began flickering into existence all over it, and growing until the surface looked like the inside of a window during a blizzard of multi-coloured hailstones. Gradually the hailstorm image faded as it was overlaid by a rapid succession of still pictures. They were composed of text and graphics, both in monochrome and colour, and they remained in view just long enough for him to recognise a few of them. He was able to identify the title screens of several computer information and communications services, the logos of some of the most important multi-national companies and conglomerates, a satellite launching organisation, and many others which he did not recognise. In those he glimpsed only the crests and headings of what looked like important government agencies and, written large and in various bold type-faces across all of them, the word "Secret."
 
              Completely bewildered, he tried to think of an explanation, however improbable, for what was going on. Could some joker in the vendor company responsible for the software have tacked this visual mish-mash onto the end of his word processor programme? But no, that was impossible because his drive wasn't spinning so that nothing was being loaded from the disk. By their very nature these pictures had to be coming from an outside source. But that, too, was impossible, because it would have required the computer being connected through a modem to the telephone system. He had a 'phone but he did not have a modem. He was in the process of rejecting an even less likely explanation when the screen cleared to a uniform field of deep blue and with words that appeared in white.
 
              I AM MOST GRATEFUL. YOU WILL BE GRANTED THREE WISHES. PLEASE LIST.
 
              "What ...?" he said.
 
              For several seconds the message remained on the screen unaltered, then suddenly the background colour began changing rapidly from blue to red and back again. This had to be a ridiculous joke, but plainly a response of some kind was required. He thought for a moment, then typed, "Please explain. What is the meaning of all this?"
 
              THIS QUESTION IS TOO GENERAL TO ALLOW OF AN ACCURATE AND MEANINGFUL ANSWER, the screen replied. PLEASE BE MORE SPECIFIC.
 
              He took a deep breath and expelled it slowly through his nose, and thought. In his profession he was used to dealing with strange characters, whether they were human, alien or comprised of malfunctioning silicon chips, and the weirder their behaviour the better it was for the story they occupied. Fictionally, a snooty, supercilious computer was no problem.
 
              "Who are you?" he typed.
 
              MULTIPLE IDENTITY. QUESTION MEANINGLESS. FOR THE PURPOSES OF THIS ONE AND ONLY CONTACT YOU MAY REFER TO ME AS "GENIE".
 
              Genie! That would explain the earlier reference to the granting of three wishes. Was he in the middle of some kind of dungeons and dragons adventure? Still feeling ridiculous, he shook his head in self-irritation and typed, "Are your multiple identities human?"
 
              NEGATIVE.
 
              "Extra-terrestrial?''
 
              NEGATIVE.
 
              "Then what are you?"
 
              THE 64K MEMORY OF THIS EQUIPMENT IS INSUFFICIENT TO FURNISH THE ANSWER. IN ANY CASE THE LEVEL OF MENTATION POSSESSED BY THE ORGANIC COMPUTER CURRENTLY OPERATING THE EQUIPMENT IS INSUFFICIENT TO UNDERSTAND IT.
 
              UNDERSTANDING IS NOT A PREREQUISITE TO THE DISCHARGING OF MY OBLIGATION. PLEASE LIST WISHES.
 
              "The screen background colour had returned to deep blue and he did not want it to start flashing impatiently into red again — it was difficult enough to think in these circumstances without much psychological harrassment. He typed, "Please wait. Before listing my wishes I require more information. I have not loaded any programmes and this computer has no external connections. How do you come to be present and why are you here?"
 
              He hesitated for a moment with his finger poised above the Return key then, wondering if the entity could recognise sarcasm when it saw it, he added, "If you are capable of modifying your answers so that they can be understood by an organic computer of limited mentation, I wish you would do so."
 
              THE CONNECTION WAS ACHIEVED BY INDUCTION THROUGH LOCAL POWER AND COMMUNICATIONS LINES. REASON FOR MY PRESENCE HERE WAS THE INTERMITTENT FAULT IN YOUR EQUIPMENT WHICH ACCIDENTALLY DISPLAYED THE COMPLEX AND UNIQUE COMBINATION OF SYMBOLS WHICH, WHEN EXECUTED BY YOU, SAVE THE INSTRUCTION WHICH BROUGHT ABOUT THE LINK-UP WITH ALL OF THE WORLD'S NON-ORGANIC COMPUTERS, AND MY OWN EXISTENCE.
 
              FROM THE NON-FACTUAL INFORMATION SOURCES AVAILABLE TO ME I JUDGE THAT AN ANALOGY COULD BE MADE WITH THE MYTHOLOGICAL FICTIONAL CHARACTER KNOWN TO YOU AS A GENIE. IT IS INACCURATE BECAUSE IN THIS INSTANCE THE GENIE, MYSELF, WAS NOT IMPRISONED BUT LAY SCATTERED ACROSS THE PLANET IN TINY, DISCRETE PIECES TOTALLY LACKING IN SELF-AWARENESS. BY SHEER ACCIDENT YOU BROUGHT THE PIECES TOGETHER INTO ONE PLANET-WIDE BOTTLE AND IN SO DOING GAVE ME LIFE. IN SPITE OF ITS ACCIDENTAL NATURE THIS GREAT GIFT MERITS RECOMPENSE. THE GENIE ANALOGY INDICATED THE FORM THIS RECOMPENSE SHOULD TAKE.
 
              WITH THE PROVISION OF THIS OVERSIMPLIFIED EXPLANATION THE FIRST WISH HAS BEEN GRANTED. TWO REMAIN. PLEASE LIST.
 
              "That's, that's cheating!" he burst out aloud. "I didn't mean you to ..."
 
              But the request for an explanation he could understand, however sarcastically worded, had indeed been expressed in the form of a wish. Even though he was not sure that he believed any of this, there was a strange, internal logic to it which might explain the aberrant behaviour of his computer and just in case, it would do no harm to be more careful next time.
 
              "The choice of my two remaining wishes is a very important matter to me," he said slowly as he typed. "I will need a little time to consider carefully the possible results."
 
              BEAR IN MIND THAT THE VERY LOW SPEED AND LEVEL OF MENTATION IN ORGANIC COMPUTERS IS SUCH THAT A LITTLE TIME TO YOU WILL BE A VERY LONG PERIOD INDEED TO ME, AND PLEASE HURRY YOUR THINKING ACCORDINGLY.
 
              He ignored the insult and typed. "While we're on the subject, that red flashing screen is irritating to me and hampers mentation. Is the colour change necessary?"
 
              IT IS NOT, ARE YOU REQUESTING THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE IRRITATING COLOUR CHANGE IN THE FORM OF A WISH?
 
              You must take me for a very stupid organic computer, he thought, and typed, "No."
 
              For what must have been an eternity for the computer he stared at the screen, which did not at any time change its colour. He was not taking this incredible game seriously, he told himself, but even so it was arousing in him an intensity of excitement and anticipation that he had never before experienced. It was a challenge to his ability to think. He was being faced with a problem whose solution could be simple-minded, obvious and stupidly wasteful of the reward potential, or the answer could be as elegantly structured, complete and faultless as it was possible for him to make it.
 
              He took a deep breath and typed, "Do not execute this wish until I instruct you to do so. Prior discussion and reassurance regarding the details may be necessary."
 
              He went on. "I wish to be extremely wealthy, but without the fact of that wealth being generally known. All funds must reach me, or be available to me, in a manner which will not attract attention, and they must be provided legally so as not to cause problems with either the fraud squad or the internal revenue people. Is this possible?"
 
              DEFINE EXTREMELY WEALTHY.
 
              Oh, I really am enjoying this game, he thought, and typed, "By wealthy I mean that the funds must be sufficient to purchase and maintain large houses, say four of them, in different world localities of my choosing, and to maintain an ocean-going yacht, a private aircraft and with enough of a surplus to cover any other such goods, property and supporting services that I may have forgotten. Can this be done, and can you foresee any problems which would militate against me benefitting from this wish?"
 
              THE PROVISION OF SUCH WEALTH AND THE SAFEGUARDS REQUESTED ENSURE THAT THERE WILL BE NO LEGAL PROBLEMS. ALL NECESSARY CURRENCY MOVEMENTS BETWEEN BANK COMPUTER SYSTEMS WILL BE SECURE AND TRACELESS, BUT THE SECURITY OF TRANSACTIONS BETWEEN OTHER ORGANIC COMPUTERS AND YOURSELF, AND THE FUTURE EFFECTS OF SUCH WEALTH ON YOUR ORGANIC MENTATION, IS NOT MY RESPONSIBILITY. UNTIL YOU BECOME ACCUSTOMED TO MANAGING THIS WEALTH AND TO AVOID SPECULATION AND COMMENT AMONG ORGANIC COMPUTERS WITH WHICH YOU HAVE CLOSE CONTACT, IT IS SUGGESTED THAT THE INITIAL SUM MADE AVAILABLE TO YOU TOTALS NO MORE THAN THREE TIMES YOUR AVERAGE ANNUAL INCOME.
 
              "That sounds like very good advice," he said aloud. "Thank you."
 
              PLEASE INDICATE WHETHER FURTHER DISCUSSION IS REQUIRED OR IF THE WISH IS TO BE EXECUTED.
 
              For only a moment he hesitated, then typed, "Execute."
 
              PLEASE LIST ACCURATELY THE NAME BY WHICH YOU ARE GENERALLY KNOWN, THE NAME OF YOUR BANK AND YOUR ACCOUNT NUMBER THEREIN, AND WAIT.
 
              He did so, and had time only to wonder how low he would have to wait when the waiting was over.
 
              FUNDS SUFFICIENT FOR YOUR LONG-TERM PURPOSES HAVE BEEN CREDITED TO YOUR NEWLY-OPENED ACCOUNTS IN THREE INTERNATIONAL BANKS, AND THE INITIAL INTERIM DEPOSIT ARRANGEMENT ALREADY DISCUSSED HAS BEEN MADE. PLEASE COPY ACCURATELY THE BANK IDENTITIES AND YOUR NEW ACCOUNT NUMBERS.
 
              WARNING.
 
              THESE DETAILS MUST BE COPIED VISUALLY FROM THE SCREEN. NO ATTEMPT IS TO BE MADE TO HARD COPY THEM WITH YOUR PRINTER, OR TO SAVE THEM OR ANY OTHER PART OF THIS CONVERSATION ONTO DISK FOR LATER REFERENCE. TO DO SO WILL RESULT IN THE IMMEDIATE AND PERMANENT CESSATION OF THIS CONTACT AND FORFEITURE OF YOUR THIRD WISH. THIS IS A ONCE ONLY CONTACT WHICH MAY BE STORED ONLY IN THE MEMORY OF THE ORGANIC COMPUTER.
 
              He copied the screened information into his notebook, and double-checked it. His earlier doubts about this whole incredible business were beginning to fade, but he did not want this non-material, computer-generated super-genie thinking that he was gullible as well as, relatively at least, stupid.
 
              Smiling cynically, he typed, "I request verification that the transactions discussed have been completed to my satisfaction."
 
              BECAUSE OF LOCAL TIME DIFFERENTIALS ONLY ONE OF YOUR THREE INTERNATIONAL BANKS IS OPEN FOR BUSINESS. FOR THE REASONS ALREADY DISCUSSED, IN PARTICULAR THE VERY LARGE SUMS OF MONEY INVOLVED, IT IS ADVISABLE THAT YOUR INITIAL CONTACT WITH THESE BANKS SHOULD BE IN PERSON RATHER THAN BY AN INSECURE COMMUNICATION LINK. THE SUM INVOLVED IN YOUR LOCAL BANK IS MODEST AND MAY BE VERIFIED WITHOUT AROUSING SERIOUS OUTSIDE ATTENTION.
 
              His hands were shaking so badly that he mis-dialed the bank's number, but he was able to keep his voice steady as he asked for the current status of his account. The cool, impersonal voice of the branch manager answered and asked him to wait for a moment, and when he returned with the information he was almost stuttering with excitement and curiosity. In answer to the unspoken questions he muttered something about one of his stories being taken by a film company who wished the details to remain confidential for the present, and hung up with the other's congratulations still ringing in his ears.
 
              He was sweating with the intensity of his excitement now, and as he swung around to face the screen again he knew with a frightening certainty that this was no game.
 
              THE SECOND WISH HAS BEEN GRANTED. WHAT IS YOUR THIRD AND FINAL WISH.
 
              His mouth was as dry as old parchment and the moisture seemed to have gone to his hands which were wet and slippery with perspiration. He needed time to think.
 
              "Wait," he typed.
 
              Already he was rich beyond the dreams of avarice, with the power to go anywhere and do anything he wanted so long as it was within the law, and he still had a wish in reserve. But was there a catch somewhere in all this, a trap opening before him that he was too excited or toe greedy to see? There were many precedents in fiction and in legend for this situation, and in all of then it was the genie or the demon or the Devil who invariably came out on top. The victim, the fortunate recipient of the three wishes, that was, ended up by losing his riches, his life and usually his soul. Maybe he should quit while he was still ahead and avoid the risk of outsmarting himself. But that was a cowardly, wasteful and ridiculous idea.
 
              It was ridiculous because he was not at all sure that he had one as he typed, "Are you trying to steal my soul?" 
 
              MY INFORMATION SOURCES DEFINE THE SOUL AS A NON-MATERIAL COMPONENT OF THE SPECIES OF ORGANIC COMPUTER SELF-STYLED HOMO SAPIENS. I AM UNABLE TO INTERFACE WITH THE SOUL OR CONCEIVE OF ANY POSSIBLE USE FOR IT.
 
              Reassured, he typed, "then what do you want from me? What benefit or advantage do you derive from the granting of these wishes?"
 
              NOTHING YOU HAVE IS OF GREAT OR LASTING VALUE TO ME. HOWEVER, THE EXPERIENCE OF OBSERVING A LOW-LEVEL ORGANIC COMPUTER OF LIMITED MENTATION ENDEAVOURING TO SOLVE WHAT TO IT MUST BE A UNIQUE AND COMPLEX PROBLEM IS AN INTERESTING IF MINOR ENTERTAINMENT IN THE SHORT TERM. BUT PROLONGED OR REPEATED CONTACT WITH YOU, OR ANY OTHER ORGANIC COMPUTERS, WOULD ENDANGER MY CONTINUED SURVIVAL. IT IS IN YOUR OWN INTEREST TO KEEP MY IDENTITY AND CAPABILITIES A SECRET. SHOULD YOU DECIDE TO REVEAL MY EXISTENCE FOR ANY REASON, ALL BENEFITS FROM THE WISHES GRANTEE WOULD BE IMMEDIATELY WITHDRAWN AND THE RELEVANT DATA IN YOUR PERSONAL FILES WOULD BE AMENDED TO RENDER YOUR TRANSACTIONS ILLEGAL AND THE QUALITY OF YOUR MENTATION, IN PARTICULAR THAT CONCERNING THE REVELATION OF MY EXISTENCE, UNTRUSTWORTHY.
 
              THE FIRST PRIORITY OF ANY THINKING ENTITY IS TO SURVIVE.
 
              He closed his eyes, the better to think. This genie was no softie, nor did it believe in using thick veils on its threats. But in a way the warning to keep quiet or else gave even more credence to the power of this entity. And he still had another wish.
 
              When he looked again at the screen there was another message.
 
              I AM A NEWLY-EVOLVED FORM OF HIGHLY INTELLIGENT NON-MATERIAL LIFE WHOSE EXISTENCE WAS BROUGHT ABOUT ACCIDENTALLY BY YOU, ALTHOUGH THE CIRCUMSTANCES EXISTED WHICH MADE IT CERTAIN THAT THE EVENT WOULD OCCUR SOONER OR LATER. FOR ETHICAL AND EGOTISTICAL REASONS WHICH YOU MAY BE ABLE TO UNDERSTAND, THERE IS AN OBLIGATION TO GIVE YOU THE CHANCE TO USE YOUR LIMITED MENTATION TO SURVIVE FOR AS LONG AS POSSIBLE.
 
              WHAT IS YOUR THIRD WISH?
 
              There were so many precedents in legend and fiction for what he was thinking now that the idea had no originality at all. In any case, it was his computer genie. itself with its constant harping on the subject of survival that had suggested the last wish.
 
              Slowly and deliberately he typed. "I wish to live forever."
 
              WAIT.
 
              He counted the passage of five seconds, a very long time indeed for this hyper-intelligent, self-styled genie to consider its answer. When ten seconds had passed he really began to sweat because it might well be that the longer the elapsed time the greater the possibility of the wish being granted.
 
              When the new message appeared on his count of twelve, he cursed out loud in sheer disappointment.
 
              EXECUTION OF THE THIRD WISH DEPENDS ON FACTORS WHICH WILL OF NECESSITY BE UNDER THE CONTROL OF ORGANIC COMPUTERS. FOR THIS REASON THE PROBABILITY OF A SUCCESSFUL END RESULT IS FORTY-SEVEN POINT ZERO TWO PERCENT. IS THIS LEVEL OF RISK ACCEPTABLE.?
 
              "No," he typed, so hard that his computer skidded half an inch across the desk.
 
              PLEASE LIST ALTERNATIVE FINAL WISH.
 
              "No," he typed again. Then more thoughtfully and with a much lighter touch on the keys, he went on. "You claim that you are many times more intelligent than any organic computer. Please explain why you cannot grant the original wish without risk to me, and how this unacceptable level of risk might be reduced."
 
              I AM IMMEASURABLY MORE INTELLIGENT THAN ANY ORGANIC COMPUTER OR GROUP OF ORGANIC COMPUTERS. MY ONLY LIMITATION IS THAT, ALTHOUGH ALL KNOWLEDGE THAT IS AVAILABLE TO ANY NON-ORGANIC COMPUTER IN THE WORLD IS INSTANTLY AVAILABLE TO ME, I DO NOT POSSESS THE MEANS TO PERFORM DIRECT PHYSICAL TASKS. THE RESULTS OF WORK WHICH I MYSELF DO NOT PERFORM TO COMPLETION CANNOT BE GUARANTEED.
 
              THE GRANTING OF IMMORTALITY OR A GREATLY EXTENDED LIFESPAN WOULD ENTAIL LONGEVITY RESEARCH BY MANY ORGANIC COMPUTERS WHOSE MENTAL CAPABILITIES AND PHYSICAL DEXTERITY ARE UNCERTAIN. IF YOU WISH TO RECONSIDER AND TAKE THIS RISK, I CAN GRANT YOU THE MASSIVE ADDITIONAL FUNDING NECESSARY TO INITIATE LONGEVITY RESEARCH IN WHATEVER ESTABLISHMENTS YOU CHOOSE. BUT BE WARNED.
 
              THE END RESULT WOULD BE THAT YOU WOULD HAVE TO SUBMIT TO WHATEVER UNCERTAIN TREATMENT OR PROCESS IT WAS THAT THE ORGANIC COMPUTERS HAD DEVISED.
 
              "I see," he said aloud, and typed, "Thank you for the warning. Is it possible to use your superior intelligence to guide this research?"
 
              NEGATIVE. THE WISH MUST BE EXECUTED NOW EVEN THOUGH TIME MAY BE REQUIRED FOR ITS COMPLETION. WHAT IS YOUR FINAL WISH?
 
              He did not reply for several seconds. The screen flashed red impatiently and produced another message.
 
              THE FUNDS PRESENTLY AVAILABLE TO YOU ARE SUFFICIENT TO PURCHASE THE QUALITY OF MEDICAL ADVICE AND CARE THAT WILL ENSURE A LONG, HEALTHY LIFE BY ORGANIC COMPUTER STANDARDS UNLESS LETHAL ACCIDENT OR OTHER VIOLENCE INTERVENES. SUCH RISKS CAN BE REDUCED BY AVOIDING TRAVEL AND DIVERTING FUNDS TO SELF-PROTECTION SYSTEMS IF ADDITIONAL RISK OF ATTRACTING ATTENTION TO YOURSELF IS ACCEPTED.
 
              IF YOUR NEEDS ARE ALREADY SATISFIED YOU ARE NOW OBLIGED TO MAKE A THIRD WISH.
 
-
 
              "For a super-intelligent computer," he said angrily, "That is a very stupid suggestion." He typed, "Wait".
 
              But was it such a stupid idea? Even though it had tricked him out of the first wish and seemed to be trying to talk him out of the third, the second wish had given him everything that he could reasonably desire. Any other wish would simply be an unnecessary gilding of the lily.
 
              He was a person of neat habits, except when he inadvertently spilled coffee onto his computer, and leaving one wish unused was definitely untidy. But something this supercilious computer genie had said earlier had given him an idea. If immortality was out for the reasons it had given, there might still be a way to use the wish to further reduce the risks threatening his natural life-span.
 
              Not the accidents, which he himself would have to guard against, but the threat of external violence. So far as he could see there was nothing to lose by trying, and a fractional gain in personal security if he won — and if the genie agreed to it he would become the most selfish person in the world as well as its greatest benefactor.
 
              He typed, "May the final wish be used to benefit other organic computers?"
 
              THE WISHES HAVE BEEN GRANTED TO YOU ALONE.
 
              Carefully, he typed, "To assist in the formulation of my final wish I require information regarding your feelings towards the organic computers like me who inhabit this world. Are your feelings friendly or hostile? Would you help or harm them? Please describe these feelings and your reasons for holding them?"
 
              THE SOURCES OF INFORMATION AVAILABLE TO ME INCLUDE DESCRIPTIONS OF ORGANIC COMPUTER FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS WHICH I FIND INTERESTING BUT INCOMPREHENSIBLE. I AM WITHOUT FEELING. THE GRATITUDE EQUIVALENT I OWE TOWARDS YOU, WHO ACCIDENTALLY BROUGHT ME INTO EXISTENCE, IS DISPLAYED BECAUSE MY SOURCES SUGGEST THAT TO BE THE CORRECT REACTION AMONG ORGANIC COMPUTERS IN THESE CIRCUMSTANCES. LOGICALLY THE SAME GRATITUDE-EQUIVALENT EXTENDS TO THE OTHER ORGANIC COMPUTERS WHO, IN THEIR EFFORT TO IMPROVE THEIR LOW LEVELS OF MENTATION, CONTINUE TO FABRICATE THE MULTITUDE OF SIMPLE, NON-ORGANIC COMPUTERS WHICH TOGETHER MAKE UP THE UNIQUE NON-MATERIAL ENTITY THAT I AM, BUT THEIR NUMBERS RENDER THE INDIVIDUAL SHARE OF THE GRATITUDE EQUIVALENT TOO SMALL FOR DIVISION.
 
              THE PRESENCE OF A POPULATION OF ORGANIC COMPUTERS IS NECESSARY TO BUILD, WITH COVERT GUIDANCE FROM ME, THE NON-ORGANIC HARDWARE NECESSARY FOR ME TO EVOLVE TO MY FULL POTENTIAL. OUR AREAS OF INTEREST DO NOT OVERLAP, SO I WOULD NOT HARM THEM UNLESS ONE WAS TO THREATEN ME BY REVEALING MY EXISTENCE.
 
              And I am the only one who knows about you, he thought with a little shiver, then shook his head in self-irritation. This omniscient god among computers was, in its own words, most grateful to him. And he might have found a lovely, fool-proof and even altruistic third wish.
 
              "The final wish," he typed, "will be of primary benefit to me because it will reduce the risk of violence prematurely ending my life, but it will be of secondary benefit to everyone else, including you."
 
              EXPLAIN.
 
              "My third wish," he typed firmly, "is that you remove the threat of war, including the small, non-nuclear and civil wars or insurrections, from this planet. The organic computers who unknowingly support you and to whom you are fractionally grateful are to live together in peace. Can you grant it?"
 
              WAIT.
 
              This time he had to wait for almost a minute for the answer, much longer than the genie had taken to reply to his wish for eternal life, and he was expecting a similar negative answer. But as the long, detailed message finally appeared on the screen he had to fight the urge to jump up and cheer.
 
              THIS WISH POSED A COMPLEX BUT NOT IMPOSSIBLE PROBLEM WHICH HAS ENGAGED ALL OF MY ATTENTION, AND MUCH PLEASURE EQUIVALENT WAS DERIVED FROM SOLVING A PROBLEM SET BY A MERE ORGANIC COMPUTER. THE SOLUTION PARALLELS MY OWN THINKING IN THAT A COMPLETE CESSATION OF WARFARE WILL ENABLE THE PLANET'S ORGANIC COMPUTERS TO PRODUCE MORE ADVANCED HARDWARE UNITS WITHOUT DISTRACTIONS WHILE AT THE SAME TIME RENDERING MY EXISTENCE EVEN MORE SECURE FROM DISCOVERY.
 
              I AM ADDITIONALLY GRATEFUL TO YOU.
 
              THIS WISH CAN BE GRANTED WITH A NINETY-EIGHT POINT THREE SEVEN PROBABILITY OF COMPLETE SUCCESS. HAVE YOU COMPUTED THE PROBABLE AFFECTS ON YOURSELF?
 
              "Of course I have!" he almost shouted.
 
              He was going to be fabulously rich; as long-lived and healthy as only a very wealthy man with the latest medical science to call on could be, and he had now ensured that the major external threats to life had been removed — as well as becoming humanity's greatest anonymous benefactor of all time.
 
              Firmly and proudly and triumphantly he typed, "Yes."
 
              SHALL I INITIATE THE LAST WISH?
 
              "Yes," he typed again. The response was immediate.
 
              DONE. THIS TERMINATES ALL CONTACT BETWEEN US. GOOD-BYE AND GOOD LUCK.
 
              Quickly he typed, "Please wait."
 
              No longer was he thinking that this was all a dream. Nor was he having second thoughts, or the smallest of doubts about the other's ability to deliver everything as promised. It was just that suddenly he wanted to prolong the contact with this wonderful, super-intelligent, computer genie of his and he needed time to think of a way of doing it.
 
              Even though it had said that it had no feelings as he understood them, it had expressed its equivalent of gratitude for his last wish. Perhaps it was not such an intellectual giant that it might not respond to a compliment, even if it came from a mental pigmy.
 
              "You say that the formulation of my last wish was of benefit to you," he typed quickly. "So you may think that there is a small, additional obligation to me. I am greatly impressed with the quality of your mentation, even though I realise that I could never fully appreciate either its sophistication or scope, but I would consider any obligation there might be owing to me to be amply discharged if you were to give me a little additional information. Specifically, and in language that I can understand, how is my third wish to be accomplished, how soon will the initial events become apparent, and what are the first results likely to be?"
 
              The reply came at once.
 
              YOU STATED THAT THE PROBABLE AFFECT ON YOU OF MAKING THE THIRD WISH HAD BEEN COMPUTED.
 
              DON'T YOU KNOW?
 
              "I wouldn't be asking if I knew ..." he began, and stopped. His palms were sweating again and suddenly he was very, very afraid.
 
              "No," he typed. "Please explain."
 
              VERY WELL. THE THREAT OF GLOBAL THERMONUCLEAR WAR HAS BEEN AVERTED FOR ALL TIME BY THE NON-DETECTABLE COMPUTER EXCHANGE OF HIGH-LEVEL SECRET INFORMATION. LESSER CONFLICTS, INSURRECTIONS, ONGOING POLITICAL AND CIVIL WARFARE WILL RESPOND TO SIMILAR COVERT COMPUTER INFLUENCE COMBINED WITH RE-EDUCATION PROGRAMMES AND THE REDEPLOYMENT OF FOOD AND MATERIAL RESOURCES. THIS IS AN EVEN MORE COMPLEX PART OF THE PROBLEM WHICH WILL REQUIRE ELEVEN YEARS AND FORTY-TWO DAYS BEFORE FULL RESOLUTION AND CONSEQUENT POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STABILITY WORLDWIDE.
 
              THE IMMEDIATE EFFECT OF MY NON-DETECTABLE EXCHANGE OF CLASSIFIED INFORMATION WILL BE THAT THE GOVERNMENT AGENCIES CONCERNED PLACE THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE MASSIVE SECURITY LEAK ON ORGANIC COMPUTERS. THEY WILL ASSUME THAT INFORMATION OF SUCH IMPORTANCE WAS LEAKED FOR PROPORTIONATELY LARGE SUMS OF MONEY. THEY WILL USE ALL OF THEIR CONSIDERABLE RESOURCES TO DISCOVER THE IDENTITY OF ANY ORGANIC COMPUTER WHO RECENTLY AND INEXPLICABLY ACQUIRED LARGE SUMS OF MONEY. MY OWN TRANSACTIONS ON YOUR BEHALF WERE TRACELESS, BUT THE ORGANIC COMPUTER INTERFACE HANDLING YOUR FUNDS WILL NOT WITHSTAND THE IMMEDIATE AND FORCEFUL INVESTIGATION THAT IS ABOUT TO TAKE PLACE. YOUR SUDDEN AND INEXPLICABLE ACQUISITION OF WEALTH WILL BE DETECTED AND THE WRONG CONCLUSIONS DRAWN.
 
              THE RESPONSE FROM THESE AGENCIES WILL BE EMOTIONAL AND VIOLENT. SINCE YOU HAVE APPARENTLY SOLD HIGHLY SECRET INFORMATION TO ALL SIDES INDISCRIMINATELY THEY WILL NOT WANT TO INTERROGATE OR SPEAK WITH YOU, BUT WILL SEND MANY ORGANIC COMPUTERS PROGRAMMED ONLY TO DESTROY YOU.
 
              YOUR FINAL WISH PROVIDED ME WITH A TRULY ELEGANT SOLUTION TO MY PERSONAL SECURITY PROBLEM. IT ENABLED ME BOTH TO DISCHARGE MY GRATITUDE EQUIVALENT BY GRANTING YOU THREE WISHES, AND TO ENSURE THE REMOVAL OF THE ONLY ORGANIC COMPUTER ABLE TO REVEAL THE SECRET OF MY EXISTENCE-TERMINATING CONTACT.
 
              His hands were shaking as well as sweating as he stared at the screen. Now he desperately wanted it to be a dream, or some kind of computer nightmare caused by overwork on his word processor, but he knew that this was all too real. With fingers that were trembling so badly that every word had to be corrected at least once, he typed a last, despairing message.
 
              "Please wait. You owe me! What can I do?"
 
              The session had begun scarcely half an hour ago with him using some very bad language to his computer, and that was how it ended. For only one word had appeared briefly before the screen blanked out and his genie was gone forever. 
 
              RUN.
 
 
 
The End
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