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Pi ng, ping, ping, went the power supply for the |aser. At each ping, a
surge of current triggered the laser to fire a pulse of light at a detector
just a few inches away. The detector turned the Iight into an electrica
signal, which travelled through a thin cable to a nmodul e plugged into the
| atest in signal-processing el ectronics.

"Still 50.2 mllijoules a pulse, dammit," nuttered the ol der of the two
engi neers, pointing to a digital readout.
"But we're getting close to the repetition rate, Ravi," said the

younger, pointing to a screen that showed the shape of the |light pulse. "The
contract says 100 pul ses per nminute, and we're up to 48 now. "

"That's not good enough, Jose. W might get away with 48 if we could
nmeet the pul se energy specification. But the Air Force wants 500 millijoules a
pul se at 100 pul ses per nminute. And Col. Labrowski is conming for a performance
review tonorrow '

The younger engi neer | ooked uneasily at the clock and saw it was after
1 am H s sense of precision got the better of his discretion. "Er, Ravi," he
gestured toward the clock. "She's com ng today. In just under nine hours."

Ravi swore what Jose assumed nust be an obscenity in his native tongue
"We're going to have to try cranking this thing up." He put his safety goggl es
on and wal ked back to the optical table. "How rmuch nore can this power supply
t ake?"

"I don't know. We're 70% over rated capacity already."

Ravi switched off the | aser, and began maki ng adjustnments. "I hope they
were conservative in designing it."
"Er, | don't think so, Ravi." One reason they were behind schedul e was

that the el ectrical engineering section had been late getting the power supply
ready.

"Well, they better have been conservative." Ravi jamred the safety
interlock so he could | eave the case open, then stepped back. "Watch the
screen and see what this does," he said, turning the key interlock to start
the | aser.

Ping, ping, ping, ping, _BANG _ went the |aser

Jose hit the floor. Ravi swore nore foul -soundi ng words. Sormet hi ng
bounced off the ceiling tiles and onto the floor. The room snelled of the
ozone of an electric discharge and the snmoke of sonething electrical burning.
There was no nore pinging.

"What was it?" asked Jose, |ooking up fromthe floor

There was no answer.
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Fri ghtened, Jose | ooked under the optical table to see if sonething had
happened to Ravi. He saw the other engineer's |egs, running. Then he heard the
whoosh of a fire extinguisher

"That is the end of that," sighed Ravi.

Jose stood up, slowy and carefully. Hal on foam covered the renmai ns of
t he power supply and the | aser head. "That was the best |aser rod we had," he
si ghed.

"And it only gave us fifty lousy mllijoules a pulse. The colonel is
going to blow her top. Six nonths late, and now we don't have a working system
to show her."

"At |least we've got the data stored in nenmory. I'Il put it on disk
and..." Jose stopped cold as he glanced at the bl ank screen. The instrunents
must have been on the sane circuit breaker as the laser. Wth the power gone,

t he data was gone forever. "Ch no!"

Ravi took off his safety goggles and stared silently at the dead
i nstrunments. "Gone?"

The younger man nodded grinly.

"I'f anything can go wong, it will," Ravi nuttered, tossing his goggles
onto the table, where they slipped into the foany ness. "What was the best you
recorded this afternoon?”

"It wasn't very good. Maybe ten millijoules.'

Jose hoped it was that
nmuch.

"And what about another denp? Do you think we have enough pieces?
can't remenber what we did with that other |aser head..."

"It had optical danage to the rod. | sent out for repairs |ast week."
"W have to do sonething," Ravi pleaded. "They fire project managers
for things like this. I have kids in college!"

"Maybe we coul d pray?”

"Pray? For what? For nercy from managenent ?"

A glimer of an idea tickled the back of Jose's mind. "You' re a Hindu
aren't you?"

Ravi gave the younger man a strange | ook. The two had never tal ked
about religion, and it seened a strange tine to start. "Wll, yes, sort of."
It was sonething he hadn't thought about in quite a while.

"So you've got lots of gods, right?"

Ravi nodded sl owy.

"I's there a god of engineering?"

The ol der man's eyes opened wi de. "I never heard of one. The H ndu
religion is thousands of years old; it goes back before there were engineers."

"But maybe there is one and you can pray to himeven if you don't know
hi s nanme?"

"Maybe that's all that's left for us to try," Ravi sighed, then had his
own thought. "You're Catholic aren't you? You've got |lots of saints, don't
you?"

"Yes, but there's no patron saint of engineering."

"So pray to the unknown saints that they will have mercy on us in the
nor ni ng. "

"The Church has an Al Saints' Day." Jose tried to renenber the special
prayers to unknown saints. He slipped to his knees and closed his eyes to
pray. He was surprised how well he renenbered the words from chil dhood
| essons. He heard Ravi praying in his own tongue. The prayers nmade himfee

better, until, just as they finished, the lights went out.
"It figures,” muttered Ravi. "W'll have to feel our way to the hall."
"Hello," came a strange voice.
Ravi and Jose were very still. The fluorescent lights flickered

briefly, and they saw the shadow of someone else in the Iab. The lights
flickered again, then came back on

A short bald man with a round, red face stood beside the table. The
foul stench of his stubby cigar wafted through the air. His white shirt was
open at the neck, with sleeves rolled up beyond the el bows; a necktie hung



| oose about the collar. A pencil was perched precariously on his gl asses,
| eani ng on one ear and his whitish hair. "You called ne?"

"We di d?" asked Jose.

"You asked for the god and the patron saint of engineers."

Ravi and Jose nodded uneasily.

"That's me," the newconmer said. "Sorry if I'"'ma bit rushed, but 1've
been putting in a lot of overtime at NASA. The name's Mirphy."

-- END --
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