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Chapter 1 -- The Hi gh Cost of Schedule Slip

"Adventure is just bad planning,' Kartar texted his daughter.
It was a quote he stole from soneone fanous. Hi s norning cha
steam ng in a go-cup, he hurried through his house to | eave for

wor k.

"Send ne a txt of your plans. | need to know if | should
pick you up or if you'll take the bus. [|I'mleaving for work.'

It was a surprise that she had chosen to take a class in
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accounting during her summer vacation, but there wasn't anyway
he was going to get in the way of that anbition. Mybe she'd do

hi s taxes.

As the garage door rolled up, Kartar wal ked around the car
maki ng sure that no hazards existed near his tires such as
bottl es, babies, or Buicks. Bottles, he thought to hinself,
sonetines spill fromthe recycling bin, babies could fall from
the sky and crawl behind the car, and Buicks . . . Dad used to
say sonet hing about about elderly Anerican drivers with bad eye-
sight. Backing over any of those things had never happened and

never woul d since he al ways checked.

Kartar set his phone to full text-to-voice and backed out
of the garage. The phone vibrated and chinmed that he received a
text nessage and a robotic voice cane over the car's speakers:

"From Priya. Stop being such a planner boy. C asses are al

day. 1'll bus straight hone after school. See? A plan. No
adventure. 1'll sit at hone, bored--waiting for you to cone
home. | could have stayed with Momto do that!! | hope it's

not like this all sumer."

The nei ghborhood was built on the edge of |as vegas, desert
surrounded the new devel opnent. He steered with his knee while
si pping chai and eating a thepla, its crust was soggy from bei ng
warnmed in the mcrowave. The Bl ackberry buzzed with the arrival
of new emails, but Kartar wanted to know what had happened whil e

he sl ept, so he adjusted the phone to read emails that had
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arrived at 11PM | ast night.

Sounding like a robot froman old science fiction novie,
the Bl ackberry read nessages fromthe QA teamin India and it
was the usual bad news: the twenty testers are still bl ocked
because they can't get their environnment to work. The nessages
read |i ke a nonol ogue of a project disaster. Emil after emi
was filled with questions about how the system should | ook |ike
when it is up, what processes should be running on the server,
how | ong the hardware enul ator should take to startup. Cries
for help during a storm cries which no one was awake to hear or
care until eight hours |ater when the Vegas teans woke up
" Despite all our efforts, the User Interface cones up as a
bl ank wi ndow, no matter what we do. Per the server teanis
docunentation, we have filed tickets with our operators to have
the server rebooted. When the server cane up, we filed a ticket
with the operators to check that the correct services were
running, and they were. Everything |ooks correct to the
operators per the docunentation we got fromthe architecture and

server teans."

Kartar stopped at a three way intersection. To the |eft
was the interstate and work; to the right was an unfini shed
portion of the devel opnent--a street and sidewal k extending into
enpty desert. Nothing noved around himin the | ate norning heat
except a van pulling up to the curb about half a bl ock behind

him The van had been around the nei ghborhood lately. It had
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one of those pronotional waps around its body, advertising the

Topl ess Revue at Caesar's.

The email from QA continued, "So we then nove to the user

interface teanis docunentation.”

Kartar kept his foot on the brake and placed his fingers on
his polo shirt. H's fingers shaped the shirt fabric around a
ring hangi ng beneath it froma chain, and then he pinched the
ring while waiting for themto speak of his part of the Wnner
project. He held his breath, hoping that the hol dup wasn't his

teanis fault.

"Launchi ng the hardware enul ator failed, but |last night, we
got an email from a nenber of the Ww teamthat nentioned a
configuration filenane had changed. The email told us about an
undocunent ed conmand |ine argunent which allowed us to | aunch

the enul ator."

Kartar sl apped his forehead and tried to guess how nmany
times he had asked his teamif the docunentation was up to date.

The answer was always 'yes.' "Bad Ww', he said to hinself.

"But when the User Interface starts, we only get a bl ank
screen. W still don't have a working systemto test but are

further than we were two nont hs ago."

Furt her along, Kartar thought, only when neasured by a

snai l .

A car horn blared and Kartar junped. H's rearview mrror
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was filled with the grill of the van.
"OK, OK, hold your shorts," Kartar said.

As he set his foot on the gas, the van noved beside him so
Kartar pressed the brake pedal again, unsure what the driver
i ntended to do. The Nude Review picture on the van was of a
wonman in a top hat, her white gl oved hands covering the ends of

her breasts. She seened to stare at him

"I" msure the showis very tasteful,” Kartar said, shaking

hi s head.

The van sat there, like it waited for himto do sonething,
so he started into the intersection, but then the van did the
sane, matching right next to him Kartar glanced at the van,
feeling he was inches fromthe wonman in white gl oves and top
hat. The van swerved toward Kartar. Kartar jerked the wheel in
the other direction and the Bl ackberry slid across the dash and
banged into the wi ndshield. The robot voice didn't notice and
went on reading how all of QA's efforts were bl ocked because

not hi ng wor ked.

Kartar kept going in the wong direction, the van right
besi de himand on the wong side of the road. He pressed the
accel erator to the floor and the van kept pace. Ahead, the road

ended in an enpty cul -de-sac and the shimmering desert.

| shoul d have | eased the Caddy, Kartar thought to hinself.

It was too expensive to buy, but he could have leased it and the
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Cadillac's big V8 would have bl own this sucker away.

Wil e he accel erated, he glanced at the van to gauge what
to do. Through the tinted wi ndows he saw the outlines of two
peopl e. The van was not only bigger, but he was out nunbered

t 0o.

Must be kids, he decided, a couple of high schoolers
screwi ng around. He hit seventy and the dead end was com ng up
fast. Kartar braked hard. The Bl ackberry, still reading enai
from QA, bunped into the windshield. The van sl owed beside
Kartar. He | ooked up at the passenger w ndow and wondered what
he was dealing with as he guided the car to the curb where it
was sloped |ow for a future driveway. Alongside of him the van

stopped; heat fromits |arge notor nade the air shimrer.

Carter | ooked around, hoping soneone was nearby who coul d
help himwth these lunatics, assumng lunatics |ike these would
backdown if people were around. But was only sand, faded
pl asti ¢ bags, and rocks. Through the rear-view mrror, Kartar
coul d see the cluster of houses that was his nei ghborhood, and

they seened far away.

Kartar held his Blackberry, his thunbs on the keyboard,
ready to take down the license plate as soon as the van
maneuvered into a position where the plate was visible, but the

van sat still.

"You'll do sonething eventually.
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After a few mnutes of waiting, he fantasized that it was
filled wwth topless perforners for the Nude Revue, but he knew
he'd never be so lucky. Mst likely, it was a rolling neth | ab.
And the driver and passenger were dealers. And they would have

guns.

Kartar set the Bl ackberry on the front seat and gripped the
stick shift. H s foot pressing on the clutch started to shake

because he could feel that sonething bad was goi ng to happen.

Al t hough he could see little through the w ndows, sonething
about how the van shifted indicated the driver had got out.
Whoever it was stayed hidden on the other side, which was fine

because Kartar had no interest in talking to them

The Bl ackberry vibrated with the reception of a new enail
and its robot voice said, "From DeLucca: W can't keep slipping
the schedule on a project that's already a year late. The
casino has billions riding on the Wnner being the first
handhel d ganbling device. W need to neet in ny office at 10.

Bring the latest Gantt."

Kartar groaned. Wiy was it that people with titles |ike
Presi dent of Casino Gane Devel opnent al ways call ed neetings on

short notice? He had only thirty mnutes to nmake the neeting.

Kartar nearly m ssed seeing a figure that slid al ongside

t he backsi de of the van.

He fl oored the accel erator.
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The Acura jounced over the curb and into the desert, its
tires spinning and then catching traction on the rock strewn
sand. The tach hit the red-line, and Kartar shifted into second
and put the pedal down again, driving like his |ife depended on
it. He had to keep noving. |If he |lost nonentum he'd get stuck

in the sand.

Dirt flewfromthe front wheels as he tore over rocks and
troughs left by yearly rains. The jolts threw his body agai nst
the seat belt, only the strap across his hips kept himin the
seat. He hit a big rock and the car slew sideways. Hi s head

sl ammed agai nst the w ndow.

Steering the car was by approximation: turn too sharp and
get stuck, don't turn enough and go further into the desert and
further fromhelp. He kept the car noving, turning in shall ow
arcs, as if driving a boat in choppy water. He didn't see the
ditch until too late; both front wheels dropped into it. The
car banged its front into the bank and his whole world noved
forward, his eyes focused on the steering wheel, he flew
forward, his foot held the accelerator to the floor. The
shoul der belt jerked himto a stop--his nose inches from being
shattered by the steering wheel, and then the car scraped over

the bank and he was free again.

He steered to the cul-de-sac, trying to drive on the rocky
dirt and avoid sand pits in which if he got stuck, he'd be a

newspaper story, and his daughter--left alone in Vegas until the
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police arrived to notify her that daddy was shot dead. O
wor se, his body and car go m ssing for days, and Priya waited at

home, wonderi ng where he was.

The car bounced over the sidewal k, surging into the air
before |l anding on the street. Kartar floated upward until the
car returned to the earth, the seatbelt yanking himback into
his seat. The ring slipped free of his shirt and fl oated before

his face until it dropped agai nst his chest.

The tires squeal ed over the bl acktop as he swerved away
fromthe van. It grew smaller in his rear-view while he
accel erated away. It didn't nove until he passed through the
three way intersection. Kartar didn't stop | ooking back until

he was on the interstate, on the way to work.

Kartar was late to the President's office. Noah and Donny were
al ready there, taping to the wall sheets of paper to reconstruct
the Gantt which stretched fromthe doorway, across the wall, and
then over pictures of various antique slot machines and a photo
of M. DeLucca playing golf with Sylvester Stallone. The chart
chart had becone huge with a life of its owmm. No single person

coul d understand all of what it contai ned.

"Sorry I'mlate," Kartar said. "I had sone traffic
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probl ens. "

But the wade of danp paper towels held to his left tenple,

bruised froma collision with his window, failed to get him
synpat hy.

"Traffic?" M. DeLucca said, "This is Vegas baby. Traffic
wor ks as an excuse in California, but in Vegas, we've only got
traffic on the Strip and that, ny friend, turns into noney

rolling through our doors."
"What happened to your noggi n?" Donny said.

"There were these crazy kids. | should have called the

cops--"

Wi | e everyone wat ched, M. DelLucca stood up and wal ked to
the end of the chart. Noah sat cross-legged in front of the
office's closed door; he wore his usual black pants and bl ack
shirt. It said 'Got Root' on today's black shirt. Donny sat in
a nearby chair which seened ridiculously small for his six-foot
four-inch linebacker franme. Revo sungl asses perched on his
bal d, well tanned head, and he wore his usual color schene: a
shirt with floral print and had enough pastels and pink to

scream ' FLORI DA. '

Kartar stared at Donny because sonething was wong with
Donny's shirt. The stitching was on the outside so Donny had it

on wong side out or it was designed that way.

Kartar wasn't able to figure it out before M. DelLucca
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stabbed his finger at the newy updated rel ease day.

"This is unacceptable. W |looked at this chart |ast nonth
and it showed the project end date was exactly one year |ate.
Now after a nonth of trying to get the Wnner through QA the
line shows a year and two nonths |ate. How the hell do we spend
one nonth working on sonething and that adds TWO MONTHS to the

schedul e?

"Gentl enen what's going on here?" he said, and took his
conb out of an inner pocket of his Italian suit jacket which
nmeant he didn't want an answer to his question. How DelLucca
could think his slicked back, Italian hair could be out of place
was a nystery. M. DeLucca kept tal king, wal king around in his
two piece silk suit, his soft |eather shoes letting himpace

with only noise being the tap of his heel.

"You see all those slots out there? Every two years, each
one of themis replaced with a new, flasher nmachi ne because
while the strip may have traffic, that traffic could just as
well turn into the casino up the block fromus, across the

street, or just past us at that goddamm, gargantuan MGV G and.

"A casino's ganes is what brings themin. The job is easy.
You gi ve them sonething flashy and new, they have a good tine
droppi ng sone dollars. So because we give thema reason to

stop, everyone has jobs and everyone's happy."

M. DelLucca slid his conb across the chart. "Thi s,

gentlenen, isn't going to nake anyone happy. Not our guests,
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not our owners, not our nanagenent, and certainly not ne.

"We are a two tines over budget. A one year project is now
a two year project, and now you three are telling ne we're going
backwards. Casino D Arta can't afford this. The other casinos
add floor space to bring in nore revenue. Look at the MAN

G and! "

M. DelLucca snapped his fingers. "There was not hing,
NOTHI NG around them Land was cheap and they brought in sone
big noney to build big. But us, we are surrounded by ot her

Casi nos. "

M. DelLucca sl apped the Gantt chart. "W have to work

smarter!”

"So how do we bring in nore revenue? W make the ganes
smal l er. Ganes you can carry around in your goddamm hand and
play while lying in bed, in the |ounge, or sitting on the john.
We get rid of all those clunker slots and put in couches and
cocktail tables. W do that, and we'll pull in a revenue-per-

square-foot that is unheard of!"

As usual during a DeLucca nonment of passion, a bit of white

spit fornmed in the corner of his nouth.

"I'"ve got people ready to renodel the gane floor: curtain
suppliers, furniture manufacturers, and interior decorators,
pai nters. Marketing wants to pronote the hell out of our

| aunch. There will be girls, gentlenen, girls with long | egs and
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nice figures. W're getting the goddamm Rockets, all twelve
troupes will be here to put on a revue on the gamng fl oor.
This going to be bigger than opening night of New York New York

with their CGrque du Soleil and flying nonkeys!

But all this planning--contracts for |abor, purchase orders
for new sofas, tables, carpeting--all of it slips with the

W nner . "

M. DelLucca sl apped the Gantt chart again and the picture
of Stallone fell. The frane crashed on its face, shattering the

gl ass. Noah scooted further fromthe chart.

"Jesus people! You need to think about nore than

yourselves!" M. DelLucca |leveled his conb at each of them

Kartar straightened in his chair and so did Donny, not
| ooking like a relaxed Floridian at all. Noah watched cal my,
| i ke he had seen all this before at his 'super duper high-tech

bay area j obs.

M. DelLucca banged his fist against the wall; "No!" he said

and beat the wall with each word: "No! No! No!"

Al the pictures becane skewed. DelLucca had never been

this worked up before.

"No! Do think of yourselves people! Do! Because those
sanme noney guys who |oan to the desperate of the Strip, those
who give noney to guests down on their |uck, you know, those

noney guys, the ones who go after people's legs if they aren't
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happy. Well that's not too far fromthe truth for us as well.
Qur financiers have given us a great deal of noney for sonething
we are supposed to have finished and they want to know when
they're going to receive conpensation for their capital. And
now we are going to be a year late, and now you're telling ne
the nore we work, the later it gets? These people aren't nice

guys. They want sone heads to roll!"

Kartar tried not to stare at the white froth now at both
corners of DelLucca's nouth. Clearly the Wnner was DelLucca's
first software project because a year |late was nothing. It

happened all the tine.

Kartar gl anced at his co-workers, |ooking for support in
settling DeLucca down. But Donny, a rock in any storm held his
eyebrows so high that his Revos | ook nore like they sat on a
washboard. Even M. 'I'mso skilled | can snap ny fingers and
get a better job' watched DeLucca, one hand held frozen in md-

pul | of his pony tail.

For the first tinme, Kartar wondered if maybe this project
wasn't going to be the one that would get himon the cover of
Wred, it wouldn't be the one that nmade the | Phone | ook |ike a
Fi sher Price toy, and that naybe he was just going to get fired,

or if M. DeLucca was serious, sonething worse.

But this wasn't the 1950s, Kartar told hinself. People in
IT don't get their |egs broken because their project finished

| at e. In the software biz, |ate deliveries were the nature of
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t he beast.

DeLucca w ped a sleeve of his silk jacket across his nouth

and put his conb into an inside pocket.

"Alright, now that | have your attention, |'m confident
that there is a way out of this. W just need to take it a day

at a tine and no nore slips. So what is the problemw th QA?"

Kartar | ooked at Donny for a sign that now was the tinme to
explain to DeLucca he shoul d rel ax because nost software
projects run | ate and over budget, and that the organization
just needs to plan for it. But Donny's face was as blank as a
poker player at the high stakes table, and Noah's eyes darted
bet ween Kartar and Donny, waiting for their lead. Kartar stood
up and wal ked to the Gantt chart, feeling pleased that Noah
couldn't just "tech' his way out of this. It was going to take
managenent savvy to handl e DeLucca. M. DelLucca |licked his Iips

but a fleck of white stayed.

Kartar took a deep breath, "You know, nost projects finish

| at e. M crosoft W ndows XP was--"

Donny said, "If QA's systemwon't work, then why can't we

do QA on location here, on our systenP"

H s nout h hangi ng open, Kartar felt annoyed at being
interrupted and felt anmazed at the sane tinme at Donny's out-of -
t he- box suggestion. Maybe that's what it took to wear shirts

i ke Donny's.
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M. DelLucca nodded his head. "Yeah, great idea. Let's
make a project that is |late and over budget further over budget

by hiring expensive U S. |abor."

M. DelLucca paced the floor, his black Italian suit jacket
not buttoned, his collar open, his slick black hair. The
concentration on his face |like that of coach Pat R | ey when he
paced in front of the LA Laker's bench when down ten points in
the fourth quarter. It was the face of soneone who would wi n at
any cost, and Kartar took confort in that they played for the

sane team because he needed this w n.

M. DelLucca flipped the conb over his knuckles again. Each
time, the conb traveled fromhis pointer finger, and weaved
t hrough each finger to the pinky, and then back up. He snapped

his fingers, catching the conb in his other hand.
"I"ve got it! Crate up our systemand ship it to Indial"

Donny stared at the floor shaking his head. Noah squinted

at M. DelLucca |like he nust have heard w ong.

Kartar's heart pounded at the disaster this would cause.
"How are the devel opnent teans going to get anything done? They

need that system" Kartar said .

"But we are Devel opnent conplete. The software devel opnent
life cycle says we're in the Test phase. You don't need the

envi ronnent anynore," M. DelLucca said.

Donny still stared at the floor, Noah still sat frozen;
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Kartar tried to think of where to begin. More than nost
projects, their use of the Waterfall SDLC was a | oose gui deline
at best. The casino directors driving the requirenents were
never happy with Requirenents Conplete, so they never really
"froze them" | T nmade concessions to the Casino, and changes
were slipped in here and there, and that caused even | arger
changes down stream - Design, Devel opnent, Test, |nplenentation,
and Mai ntenance. Mdre change neetings, nore docunentation to be
updat ed, nore docunentation approval neetings. One step
forward, two steps back. Nothing was ever conplete. Especially

t he devel opnent work.

Donny | ooked up. " Shipping the environnent is a good idea
M. DelLucca, but if we ship it and QA sends us a bug report, how
are we going to develop a solution without a devel opnent

envi ronnent ?"

Noah nodded his head. "It would take weeks to get a
repl acenent shi pped here and get the software installed. No,
even longer. Sec. needs to approve everything we bring into the
casino data center. They'll go through every process on the
server wwth a fine tooth conb.” Noah stared at DelLucca's conb.

"Casino Security is very careful but not speedy.”

"You're telling ne that I want the Gantt chart to be no

| onger than the Strip and it's going to be |onger than | 15?"

Kartar said, "That's the other reason we noved QA out of

the casino, so we don't need to deal with Sec and can get sone
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wor k done. "

Behi nd M. DelLucca's back, Donny gestured at the canera on

the office ceiling, and then drug his finger across his throat.

Sec. could be watching and listening right now, Kartar
realized. He sat down and tried not to blush but M. DelLucca

noti ced.

"Don't worry. We're humane. We'Il notify the next of

kin," he said and then w nked.

Noah stretched his arns while he said, "W could share our

envi ronnent over the Internet."”

Kartar said, "W can't. The testers need their
wor kst ations attached to the server via USB, as required by the

har dware enul ator."
"Har dware enul ator?" M. DelLucca said

Kartar said, "Because the vendor is still devel oping the
hardware, we are using a conputer programthat operates as if it

Is the hardware so we can start testing."

Noah finished his stretch. He put his pal ns together and
rested his chin on his fingertips, striking the pose of a guru.
"This wouldn't be a problemif Ww had used a thick client and

the off the shelf hardware as | had suggested.”

M. DelLucca focused on Kartar and Kartar's hands curl ed

into fists.
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Kartar said, "Are we trying to lay blame? |Is that what we

are down to?"
Noah shrugged his shoulders. "I'mjust saying--"

"The W nner needs to be driven fromthe server or we are

goi ng to have problens,” Kartar said.

Noah | ooked ready to open that 'can of worns." In his
m nd, Kartar reviewed the decisions his team had nade and the
di sagreenents he had with Noah about the user interface
architecture. Noah had never been happy about handing off the
user interface architecture work to Kartar's team and Kartar
had resi sted Noah's overbearing control of the Wnner where

easygoi ng Donny | et Noah dictate everything on the server side.

"You're saying nmy thick client design would have probl ens.
Coul d you run those by ne again?" Noah said. He sat rel axed and
cross-legged, as if he had forgotten the tines they shouted at
each other in the hallway after each presentation of the

sof tware desi gn specification Www had put together.

Kartar | ooked down at Noah. "Do we really need to go over
this again? It's all in the U Architecture Design docunent,"
Kartar said, stalling while he browsed through his email, trying

to recall fromthe subject |ines what was in the docunent.

Noah's face shifted to a | ook of being pained by a bully

and took out his | Phone.

Kartar found the key email discussions and scrolled through
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a few from Noah on the subject--'"Wiy this design is brian dead.
There was a ton of them the back and forth had filled the emai

boxes of both teans for three weeks.

VWhile Noah still flicked at his | Phone screen, Kartar held

hi s phone between them as if it was a weapon.

"Here are a few A thin client keeps all the state on the
server to recover from guest abuse such as dropping their drink
on the Wnner when they're junping around because they hit a
jackpot. Thin clients are al so easier to manage and we are,"
Kartar faced DelLucca, "going to have what? Thousands to tens of

t housands of clients in the casino."
DeLucca noded.

"Scal ability and fault tolerance. Wth all the control on
the server, we can upgrade ganes, add new ganes, and gracefully
shut down ganes in progress. Good nmanageability will reduce our
&M " when Noah's face seened a little too expressionless,
Kartar added for Noah's benefit, "operating and nai nt enance

costs."
Kartar ticked another finger. "And another--"

Noah shook his hand for Kartar to stop. "All those
characteristics can be achieved with a well designed thick
client. Just yesterday ny Tivo, which is a thick client,

recei ved an update--"

"AND- - excuse ne Noah--and starting costs: purchasing a
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| arge nunber of sinple thin clients is cheaper than nore
powerful thick clients. GQuests will |ose or break Wnners so

the hardware has to be cheap; nore O&M savings."

Noah didn't nod, but said, "I'll grant you the |last one
could be true. W should have built a prototype to test your

assertion on the others."
Kartar rolled his head and eyes toward the ceiling.
"These aren't just ny assertions--"

"Yeah, yeah. Hardware is getting cheaper and faster al

the tinme."

Kartar dropped his hands to his side and said, "Here cones

Moore's Law again."

Donny | ooked at his watch. "My, ny, |look what tine it is.

| have a design revision reviewto attend in two mnutes."

Kartar and Noah both nodded and said they needed to be

t here too.

M. DelLucca gave Noah a hand up. "That |eaves us with your
generous offer. WIIl you do that for ne and for the sake of the

casi no?"

Noah paused, | ooking confused until what he had prom sed at
the begi nning of the neeting canme back to him and then he

nodded.

DelLucca said, "Good! Before five, you'll have a ticket on
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your desk for tonight's flight out."

Noah's eyes w dened as he wal ked out of the office, too

distracted to bother the strand of hair hangi ng across his face.

"Kartar, stay a nonent. | want to talk to you," DelLucca
sai d.

Kartar didn't like the big scary eyes Donny made at him as
he wal ked by. It was hard to tell when Donny was serious or

not. Calmdown, Kartar told hinself. But the econony wasn't
good right now and he had child support paynents to nmake, and

Priya would start college in two years.

Kartar pinched the ring hanging under his shirt. No matter

what it took, he'd nmake this project great.
DelLucca started tal king as soon as the door cl osed.
"Kartar, | worry about you."

Kartar opened his nouth but didn't know what to say. He

squeezed the ring tighter.

"And you should be worried too. There are peopl e | ooking
for soneone to hold accountable. Sonme of themcone to ne and |
tell them 'hold on. | hire great people. They may fuck-up

sonetines, but they're the best.'

"But these people. They're not always happy with that.
Many of them | ook at the Gantt chart to see whose line is the

| ongest, and they see team Ww and ask who's the manager."
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Kartar spun the scroll ball on his wheel while he

consi dered where DelLucca was goi ng.
"Are you doing your best?" DelLucca said.
Kartar nodded.

"And that's what | tell them But these people . . . they
aren't very patient. M suggestion to you is that next tine

they visit, your line shouldn't be the |longest. Then they'll

know you' re doi ng your best." DelLucca held his office door open
for Kartar. "OK?"

Kartar nodded and left the office. In the hallway, he
stood still, feeling like he was noving to fast, |ike his body

was accel erating through the hallway, even though he was j ust
standing there. String theory, he thought, nmaybe today, the
strings that nmake up ny body are vibrating at the wong

frequency. Like he was falling out of tune.

A young man wal ked past and entered DelLucca's office with a
new picture franme, and then the next thing Kartar realized was
that he's at his desk, not renenbering the long ride down the
el evator to the IT departnent on sub-level four, or the walk to

hi s cube.

The floor was too quiet. Kartar stood up and | ooked over

at Donny's cube but he wasn't there.

"Hell!'" he said, renenbering the Design Change Revi ew

neeting, and he rushed to the neeting room which was back on
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DeLucca's floor. It felt like he had spent a lifetine in
neetings. Since Design Conplete was nonths ago, every little
change in the design neant they had to neet and carefully review
it. Changing anything got nore expensive the |onger you waited
in the processes. They were followng a ten step Waterfall and
technically, as DelLucca said, they were in the Test Phase, step
Seven, but they were still inplenenting functionality to new

requi renments or fixing integration issues.

After the neeting, he still felt strange and told his team
he was sick and going to work from hone. Wile he picked up his

sungl asses from his desk, Donny waved hi m over.

"Hey Donny, |'m headed hone. It won't do the project any

good if | get the teamsick,"
"You | ook like hell."
Kartar nodded and started to | eave.
"It was that talk with DeLucca, wasn't it!"

Kartar didn't know what say. It was crazy what DelLucca had
i nplied about using the Gantt chart to single soneone out
for . . . sonething bad. He didn't want to think about what

t hat sonet hi ng coul d be.

Donny rocked back in his chair. "I don't know what to
think of that 'Godfather talk.' [It's not the wild Vegas 1980s

anynore. But who knows?"

Kartar said, "Maybe a touch of the flu. | need to go."
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"Wouldn't it be sonething if your car exploded when you
started it?" Donny smled at first and then stopped at

sonething Kartar couldn't see on his own face.

"Shit! The old nman has really got to you. Hey, you parked
in the Casino parking garage right? WIlIl then, you're fine.
Bl ow ng up your car woul d damage casi no property and scare
guests away. The old man wouldn't | et anythi ng happen that was

bad for business."”

Kartar shook his head w shing, Donny would stop tal king

like this.
Donny rummaged t hrough a desk drawer. "I've got sonething
that' Il nake you feel better." Donny started to lift out

sonething small but then returned it, shaking his head.

"No. A man in your condition needs sonething

stronger. . . . Here."

Before Kartar could see what it was, Donny wapped it with

a magazi ne and handed it to Kartar.

"Return it when you pick up your own. There's no waiting
period in Nevada unl ess you want to get a conceal ed weapons

permt."

Kartar unfol ded the magazi ne and al nost dropped the

contents--a revol ver. "What ? What is this?"

"You know damm wel |l what that is. Donny stood up and

gl anced around to check if anyone was nearby. "That's a Smth
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and Wesson .50 cal Magnum the biggest production handgun ever
made. See those slots cut into the end of the barrel? Those

vent the explosion so the gun doesn't kick outta your hand."

Donny showed how to cock the hamrer back and then ease it
to 'safety,' and then he handed it back to Kartar. The revol ver
| ooked the right size for a guy |like Donny, but the weight of

life or death felt too heavy in Kartar's hand.

Donny said, "Don't |look so worried. GQGuns are nade so any
i diot can use them Just like in the novies, point and shoot.
Now go hone and get sone rest. You'll feel better with that

near by. "
"I can't take this!"

"See, you're already getting back to your old argunentative
self. Now scoot! Go hone. Recover fromyour flu. Take it! |

won't take 'no' for an answer."

Kartar drove out of the deep bowel of the casino's parking
garage where the enployees could park for the snall fee of
$200/ month. On the passenger's seat |ay the nagazi ne, Data
Architect Today, w apped around the revolver. Though it was

noon he didn't feel hungry.

He got off the Strip and onto the interstate. Hi s heart
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raced every tinme he saw an ad-w apped van; it didn't stop racing
until he confirnmed it wasn't portraying a nude wonan in a top
hat. Those hi gh school punks, could their parents be so cash
strapped that they'd pinp out their car to being a signboard for

vegas attractions?

Kartar reflected on his own parenting choices and how good
a kid Priya was. She was safely attendi ng Accounting school

every weekday of this nonth.

Kartar drove twenty over the speed limt on |1215. Traffic
was light. The sky was clear of clouds as deep blue as the
ocean in an ad for the Caribbean and the desert was a sun
bl eached brown. Boulders in the sand struggled for survival,

| ooking wore and tired beneath the sun; before Kartar's eyes,

they were wearing into sand. He felt wore and tired, |ike the
stress would break hi mdown into granules of skin and bone. In
the Test Phase and still changing the requirenents, changing the

design, and witing nore code. Everything but testing was
happening. It's just a bad day, he tried to tell hinself. He
still had tonorrow and the next, and the next to have great

days. He'd nmake the Wnner succeed. It had to be great!

He was near his exit when a van accelerated fromits | ane
and veered into his Audi. He tried to stay in his lane but his
car was forced into the railing. The van bunped himagain and
this time forced himon the railing. For a nonent, just a wheel

hung over the edge, and then his world, his car, and his self
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becane air born.

Kartar held his breath as the nountains in the distance
turned thensel ves over as the car flipped. Data Architect Today
floated next to his head as the sky and nount ai ns changed
pl aces--the sky now next to his dash instead of the roof. Then
sand rattled against his windshield as the car skidded on its
roof and then stopped. The Audi's nose tipped forward into the

eart h.

Kartar hung onto the steering wheel and felt confused which
way was up until he felt the light tapping of his ring sw nging
agai nst his forehead. H s shoul der pressing against the
shoul der-belt, his butt no |longer touched the seat. Kartar
stared at the desert floor outside his windshield with the belt
digging into his diaphragm A roadrunner, nuch smaller | ooking
than in the cartoon, dashed past his wi ndshield and Kartar
refl exively honked the horn. The little bugger stopped outside
his window as if to stick it's tongue out and then ran to the
rear. Kartar | ooked through his side-mirror for the roadrunner
but instead saw the van bouncing across the dirt, raising a tale

of dust into the air.

He took his phone out of his pocket and it slipped fromhis
hand to the roof, sliding to a stop against his sun visor. The
handgun | ay against the rear view mrror anong pens, enpty

venti-size latte cups, and a floor matt.

He grabbed the phone and dialed 911 as the van approached
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and this tine it wasn't a nude | ady | ooking for himbut blue
man. Again, only outlines of two figures could be seen in the
cab. It was unbelievable that these people changed their
sponsor and cane after him Wiy are they doing this? How did

they find ne?

911 answered his call and asked sonething while Kartar

wat ched the van stop behind his Audi.

"I"ve been run off 1215 and need the police before | get

shot," Kartar said.

The voice from 911 kept asking Kartar questions. He
wonder ed what Priya would say when she got back from Accounting
cl ass and her father never returned. 911 recorded everything.

There woul d be tapes.
"Priya, | |ove you."

"Sir? Do you know where you are right now? Are you on

fire?"

He remenbered how t he roadrunner was out here alone, and it
just made a break for it. He was alone. He couldn't wait for

911.

He punched his seatbelt button and fell to the roof. He
grabbed the revolver and it felt cool and heavy in his hand. He
opened the door and crawl ed out of the car and into the desert.

The van sat there, waiting for his next nove.

Kartar held the gun loosely, as if holding it too tight
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could make it explode out bullets. He didn't want to kil

anyone. Around himwas nothi ng but desol ati on and nountains in
one direction, and the interstate in the other. He pulled back
the hamrer |ike Donny showed him |If help cane, it would be in
the direction of the interstate, and while he had this revol ver,

even neth dealing kids wouldn't dare bother him

He ran for the interstate. The van sat idling until he had
gone five car lengths, and then the it spun around and gave
chase. The van's engine roared in his ears, filling Kartar with
adrenaline and he tried to nove his legs faster, but he didn't
need a Gantt to see that he wasn't going to make it to the

i nt er st ate.

He waved the gun at the van as he ran, expecting it to
suddenly stop, but it kept getting closer and with it cane the
snell of coolant and oil. Kartar kept running and got angry
because they weren't going to | eave himalone. He gripped the
gun tight, and while running, swng his armto point at the van
and pulled the trigger. Heat envel oped his hand as if he'd
reached into a hot oven. The 'crack' rang his ears as if he had
been struck in the head. The van hesitated |ike the driver's
foot had slipped off the accelerator, but only for a second and

then the foot pushed the pedal to the floor.

Kartar turned, running sideways. The van was al nbst on
him He pointed and fired again. A plune of steam escaped from

under the van's radiator. Kartar dove out of the way and the
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van passed by; the blue man in the ad watched himw th | arge
white pupils, like he couldn't believe Kartar was still alive.
The van slid to a stop and i medi ately, people got out. The
driver wore a | eather pencil skirt and a fornfitting bl ack
jacket. The other passenger was a wonman in black pants and
shirt and she wore a European style hat that gave her the
profile of a bird sitting on her head. They both wore | arge
Paris Hi | ton-esque sungl asses and both had guns with nuch | onger

barrels than Kartar.
He got up fromthe ground. "Who? Wat do you want?"

The two woman stood behind the front of the van and
conversed in a calmand professional manner; their faces

obscured by steamrising fromthe van.

The gun no | onger made himfeel safe. He gripped the ring
which still hung out of his shirt and wi shed the earth would

swal | ow hi m and take hi m anywhere but here.

The one with the hat noved out of sight behind the van, and
reappeared at the rear, pressing herself against the van.

Kartar got up, still squeezing the ring. "I'mdropping the

gun," he said. "Watever you want, it's yours."

The driver | eaned agai nst the hood, steam bill owed,

obscuring her.

"We're here to deliver sonething to you. Sonething called

a Gantt chart,” the woman with the hat sai d.
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Kartar twsted the ring on its chain. "You nean DelLucca--"

Sonet hi ng di sturbed the steam near the driver and then his
knee gave away. He fell to the ground, rocking onto his back,
his knees in the air, his hands squeezing the bl eeding joint.
Sonmet hing was inside his knee and it burned like a hot iron. He
shoved his fingers into the wound, pushing past skin and tissue
for whatever it was, but all his fingers touched was bone.

Across his chest |ay his necklace--broken. H's ring, mssing.

The burning session faded to a throbbing. He gritted his
teeth and tried to squeeze the wound cl osed, but the blood stain

grew down the | eg of his pants.

H s other knee exploded into a red ness of flesh and

t endon.

"Hel p!'" he screaned, and then shouted "Wiy?" He laid flat,
hopi ng help would arrive soon. He watched the sky and as it
changed froma light blue to a darker blue, the throbbing

| essened.

Bl ood flecked his shirt and he could feel it all over his
face. Even the bl eeding slowed, and both knees stopped hurting.

The end felt near. He lifted his head and | ooked for his ring.

Kartar started to get angry. This was happeni ng because
DeLucca didn't understand Software. Wile the wonen got
sonet hing out of the van, he told themthat all software

projects run a little late, and that it was a conmmon probl em
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He had to stop when the sky started to flicker bright and then

dark like the sun was a bad florescent |ight.
"My-ny ring. Were is it?"

The two wonen approached. They wal ked with a certainty and
kept thensel ves separated so that he couldn't focus on both at
once. They noved with the confidence of professionals, know ng
they would finish this job as certainly as sunlight would change

dar kness i nto norning.

He turned his head and | ooked around, but all he saw was
sun- bl eached dirt instead of his ring. The sun beat down on him
and made hi msquint while he tried to watch them H's exposed
skin, his face, and his arnms, he felt hot all over. He'd

sunburn soon. \What the hell was taking 911 so | ong?

The one with the hat held a bunch of papers in her hand.
She threw t hem down on his chest so they covered himlike she
knew hi s body needed protection fromthe sun. Kartar tipped his
head forward to see what the papers where. |t took a nonment to
recogni ze understand the black |ines and the red squiggl es

across the papers: the Gantt chart.

"You don't need to do this,"” Kartar said. "You re nmaking a
m stake. This project will hit it big. The Wnner wll

rel ease. ™"
Nei t her of the wonen sai d anyt hing.

"My ring," Kartar said.
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A kind | ook cane over the driver's face and she squatted

down and lifted his ring fromthe dirt.

"Thi s?" she said. "Wy don't you wear it on your hand?"
Her own hand was decorated with plain silver rings on al

fingers except her weddi ng finger.

Her partner |ifted the hat brim higher on her forehead and
gave the driver an annoyed | ook. She wore the sane rings as her

part ner.

"I"'mdivorced," Kartar said. "I was a good father and
husband, but she left ne for an | Phone engineer. That's why the
Wnner will be great. It nust be great! | want her to be

sorry. | want her to know how big a m stake she nade."

Kartar raised his hand to take his ring, but she pulled it

away .

"I"'mgoing to call her when I nmake the cover of Wred;

they'll do a feature on the Wnner."

The driver said, "I think this ring is your totem" She
| earned over him shadowing his face while she stared into his
eyes, as if searching for sonething. "You should take this with

you then."

Tears trickled fromof Kartar's eyes as he thanked the gods
that she finally saw that he was just a geek m xed up in

sonet hing bad, and that he didn't deserve to be kill ed.

He opened his nouth to say, 'thank you,' but she dropped
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t he weddi ng band into his nouth.

It landed in the back of his throat and he chocked, trying
not to swallowit. She |eaned close again, and held his chin,
her nmouth close to his, her |lips pursed. She kissed the air
just above his lips, and then stood up, ainmed her pistol and
then both wonen fired: the driver put a bullet through his

heart, the wonan in the hat shot Kartar in the head.

Wth what little brain activity was left, Kartar's | ast

t houghts were of his daughter.



