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Dedication

For the ones who were told they weren't enough and built something anyway.
For Sarge, and everyone who learned that showing up is the hardest courage.
For Taco, and everyone who believes in excellence even when nobody's watching.
And for the broken things that become whole when someone refuses to throw them away.
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The Accident That Started Everything

      Sometimes the best ideas aren't ideas at all. They're just accidents you're too hungry to refuse.

      The gelato truck had been rotting in the Walmart parking lot for three months. Taco found it on a Tuesday, following the smell of something that used to be refrigerated and wasn't anymore.

      Inside: rusted equipment, moldy upholstery, and a kitchen that would've made a health inspector weep. Also: possibility. Space. The kind of territory a cat could claim if he was desperate enough and crazy enough to try.

      Taco was both.

      The truck door hung open. Someone had stripped the copper wiring but left everything else—the refrigeration unit, the prep surfaces, the ventilation hood. Taco slipped inside, paws silent on metal flooring.

      The space smelled like failure and old dairy products.

      His claws caught on the metal edge as he moved to the first corner, marking it quickly—too quickly. The urgency felt familiar, that panicked need to claim territory before something else could take it. Before someone could say he didn't belong. Before the world could spit him out again. He forced himself to slow down at the second corner. Made himself breathe. This one could be his. This one he could keep.

      He was marking the third corner when he heard claws on pavement outside.

      "Occupied," Taco called out, tail puffed.

      "Yeah, I can smell that." A scarred gray tom appeared in the doorway, military-short fur, eyes that had seen some shit. "You claiming this?"

      "Just did."

      The gray cat—Sarge, though Taco didn't know that yet—stepped inside, careful not to trigger territorial response. Not aggressive. Not submissive. Just... present. He settled three feet away, close enough to talk but far enough to respect boundaries, and the space between them felt deliberate. Intentional. Sarge smelled like motor oil and concrete dust, like someone who slept near machinery because machines were more predictable than anything alive. Taco recognized that smell. He'd been that cat.

      Sarge studied the truck interior with the assessment of someone who understood tactical positions. "You know what this is?"

      "Broken freezer on wheels."

      "Food truck. For cats. Some human tried running it, quit after two months." Sarge's whiskers twitched. "Said cats were 'too demanding.' Said he 'couldn't handle the psychology.'"

      "The psychology?" Taco laughed, a harsh sound. "We're cats, ese. You feed us, we eat or we don't eat."

      "That's what I thought." Sarge shifted his weight, angling toward the door but not quite facing it—positioned to see both exits without looking like he was planning escape. "But then I started watching the overnight crowd behind the French place. Twenty cats, all waiting. Not for scraps—for specific scraps. That tabby won't touch anything that's touched onions. The calico only eats if it's plated separate from everything else. The Siamese literally waits for the chef to come out and arrange it properly."

      Taco's ears pricked forward despite himself. "You've been watching cats eat garbage?"

      "I've been watching cats refuse garbage." Sarge settled onto his haunches. "They're starving, vato, but they won't compromise. That's not hunger. That's something else."

      They sat in the broken truck while the sun went down, two cats with nothing left to lose having a conversation that would change everything.

      Taco hadn't talked to anyone in days—weeks maybe. His voice felt rusty, unpracticed. But Sarge didn't push, didn't crowd, just sat there like he understood that sometimes words took time to find.

      "You ever think about doing something different?" Taco asked finally. "Not just surviving. Actually... building something."

      "Every night," Sarge said. "Usually around three AM when I can't sleep."

      "Nah, I mean like this." Taco gestured at the truck with one paw. "This equipment, this space. What if we actually ran it? For real. Not humans cooking for cats—cats cooking for cats."

      Sarge's tail went still. "You're crazy."

      "Probably," Taco agreed. "But I'm already squatting in a dumpster and barely surviving. At least this way it'd be my dumpster. Our dumpster."

      "That's not a business plan, compa. That's just desperation with ambition."

      "What else we got?" Taco's claws scraped metal without meaning to, that anxious tic he'd developed somewhere between the second failed adoption and the highway overpass. "You got somewhere better to be? Some nice warm house waiting for you? Some human who gives a shit?"

      Sarge was quiet for a long moment. Then: "No."

      "Me neither." Taco stood, stretched, felt his spine pop. "So maybe we try something crazy. Maybe we figure out what those starving cats are actually hungry for. Maybe we feed them properly for once in their miserable lives."

      "We don't know anything about running a business."

      "We know how to survive," Taco said. "We know how to show up even when showing up hurts. We know how to not quit when things get hard—and things always get hard."

      "That's not enough."

      "Maybe not," Taco said. "But it's something. And right now, hermano, I got nothing else. No human. No home. No purpose. No reason to wake up except the fact that I haven't figured out how to quit yet. This... this could be something that's mine. Ours."

      Sarge looked around the truck. The rusted equipment. The broken refrigeration. The space that smelled like abandoned dreams and spoiled gelato. "How would we even start?"

      "We claim it. For real." Taco's claws extended slightly. "We defend it. We figure out what works and what doesn't. We hunt down ingredients. We learn to use this equipment or we die trying."

      "The refrigeration's broken."

      "We fix it."

      "We don't know how to fix refrigeration."

      "We learn." Taco's tail lashed. "Or we find someone who does. Or we figure out what doesn't need refrigeration. Or we fail spectacularly and end up right back where we started, which is nowhere, so what's the loss?"

      Sarge studied him for a long moment. Taco could see him calculating odds, assessing risks, probably finding a thousand reasons this was impossible.

      Then Sarge said: "Okay."

      "Okay?"

      "Okay, I'm in." Sarge stood, moved to the prep area, tested a burner with one paw. "But when this falls apart, I'm blaming you."

      "Deal," Taco said.

      They spent that first night exploring every inch of their new territory. The kitchen was professional-grade—real equipment, not the cheap stuff. The previous owner had clearly been serious about the concept, at least initially. There were recipe notes scrawled on walls, customer names scratched into metal, supplier information that was probably outdated but maybe worth investigating.

      Everything was already there except the will to continue. Except the belief it could work. Except the kind of crazy desperation that makes you willing to risk everything on an accident.

      "This is stupid," Sarge said at midnight, sitting in the driver's seat that still smelled faintly of human. "We don't know anything about business. We don't know anything about gourmet cat food. We can barely run our own lives."

      "We know how to work," Taco said, curled on the passenger seat. "We know how to show up even when showing up hurts. We know what it's like to be hungry and have nobody give a shit. That counts for something."

      "That's not enough."

      "Maybe not," Taco said. "But it's what we got. And tomorrow we figure out where to park this thing. Where to hunt. How to make this work."

      "Tomorrow," Sarge agreed.

      "You think this will work?" Taco asked into the darkness.

      Sarge was quiet for a long time. Then he said, "Honestly, compa? I think we're probably going to fail spectacularly. But at least we'll fail trying something that matters."

      "I'll take that," Taco said.

      Morning came with discovery

      The refrigeration unit was actually salvageable—just needed the right paw pressure on a stuck compressor valve. Sarge figured it out through trial and error and what he quietly called "mechanical intuition from a previous life he didn't discuss."

      The propane tanks were half-full. Enough to cook with, if they were careful.

      The prep area had knives, pans, mixing bowls—all human-sized, but workable if you were determined and had good balance.

      By noon, they'd done inventory. By evening, they'd made their first hunt—raiding the dumpster behind a sushi restaurant, selecting only the freshest discards, the pieces that would've been premium if humans understood what "premium" actually meant to cat palates.

      "We can't just serve garbage," Sarge said, examining a piece of salmon that was technically expired but smelled perfect.

      "It's not garbage if we plate it right," Taco said. "If we treat it like it matters. If we serve it to cats who need to believe their food means something."

      "You sound crazy."

      "Good," Taco said. "Crazy might be exactly what this needs."

      Their first customer arrived three days later. A scarred tabby tom, elderly, moving with the careful precision of someone who'd survived too many winters. He sniffed the air outside the truck, whiskers twitching with suspicion and hope.

      "We're open," Taco called from the service window.

      The tabby approached. "You're cats."

      "Sharp observation, vato."

      "Running a food truck."

      "Also accurate."

      The tabby's tail twitched. "What you got?"

      "Tuna. Fresh as we could find. Prepared with respect." Sarge appeared at the window beside Taco. "No bowls on the ground. No eating scraps off pavement. Actual service. Actual care about whether you enjoy it."

      The tabby studied them both for a long moment. Then: "Show me."

      Ten minutes later, Chairman Meow—though they didn't know his name yet—was eating slow-roasted tuna off a ceramic plate that Taco had stolen from the Goodwill donation bin. He ate slowly. Methodically. With the concentration of someone who'd forgotten food could be anything other than survival fuel.

      When he finished, he sat back, licked his whiskers clean, and said: "Interesting."

      "Good interesting or bad interesting?" Taco asked.

      "Interesting like maybe you're onto something." Chairman Meow stood, stretched. "I'll be back."

      "When?"

      "When I decide if this is real or just another disappointment waiting to happen."

      He left. They didn't see him for four days.

      When he returned, he brought three other cats with him.

      That's how it started. Not with business plans or funding or permits or any of the human infrastructure that was supposed to make things legitimate. Just two broken cats in a broken truck, serving food to other broken cats, all of them trying to figure out if maybe, possibly, this could be the thing that mattered.

    


The Crisis Nobody Asked For

      Three weeks since opening night. Three weeks since Taco had stood in front of his first actual customer, paws shaking so bad he'd nearly dropped the sardine special. Since then, they'd served forty-seven cats, scrubbed seventy-three bowls, and discovered that "running a food truck" actually meant "explaining to every single cat why you can't just recreate their grandmother's recipe from a vague description involving 'the good stuff' and 'you know, like... fish.'"

      The gelato truck groaned like a cat trying to hack up a hairball the size of a tennis ball. Inside The Purring Spoon, the air was thick with the sharp tang of smoked vanilla broth—a scent so rich it could make a starving alley cat consider a life of crime just to get a sniff.

      Taco stood over a bubbling cauldron on his hind legs, front paws braced on the counter, tail doing the precision work of keeping his balance. Around him, equipment hung at cat-accessible heights—copper pots on low hooks, knives magnetized to lower wall strips, bottles of rare ingredients arranged on shelves he could actually reach.

      Getting a cat-sized operation running in human-scaled equipment had required some creative problem-solving. Also some theft. Also some deals with other cats who had access to things like "welding equipment" and "basic understanding of physics." The first two weeks had been nothing but trial and error—mostly error. Taco still had a scar on his left paw from when he'd misjudged the weight of a cast-iron skillet. Turns out gravity doesn't care about your dreams.

      Sarge, a scarred gray tom with eyes that had seen some serious shit, sat on the counter methodically licking ceramic saucers clean. Not because he liked cleaning—because in this business, the wrong bowl was practically a declaration of war, and his tongue was more reliable than any sponge.

      "You ever think cats have it worse than soldiers?" Sarge said between licks. "No medals for eating the same canned crap twice in a month. No thank-you-for-your-service discount at the tuna factory."

      Taco snorted, whiskers twitching. "Órale, Sarge. They judge you, mano. You ever see a Persian pacing because she hasn't had hand-carved salmon in seventy-two hours? Tail twitching like she's sending morse code to command? That's not hunger—that's a formal declaration of war."

      "Automatic feeders," Sarge muttered darkly, pausing mid-lick. "Worse than landmines. Cats stare at those things like they're radioactive. I watched a Siamese sit in front of one for forty-five minutes, just staring, tail flicking so slow you could count the beats. That's 'send help' in cat."

      "The real crime, ese," Taco said, adjusting the flame with one careful paw, "is that humans think feeding us standard kibble is charity. 'But he seems happy!' Yeah, happy like a POW who learned to like prison food, compa."

      "Stockholm syndrome with whiskers," Sarge agreed.

      Taco gave the broth one more stir, then sat back on his haunches. "You know what really gets me worked up? These pendejos convince humans that cats are supposed to eat the same thing every day for their entire lives. Imagine if someone told YOU had to eat the same bowl of cereal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the next fifteen years."

      "I'd eat the person," Sarge said flatly.

      "Exactly." Taco's tail lashed. "But somehow when a cat refuses to eat the same garbage for the nine-thousandth day in a row, we're 'finicky.' We're 'spoiled.' We're the problem."

      "We did a case study last month," Sarge said, returning to his licking routine. "Colonel Whiskers. Three years old. Owner had him on the same brand of dry food since he was a kitten. The cat stopped grooming, barely moved, wouldn't play. Classic depression."

      "What'd you do?"

      "Introduced variety. Rotated proteins, added texture, changed up the presentation." Sarge's whiskers twitched with satisfaction. "Within two weeks he was climbing curtains again, knocking things off shelves, acting like an actual cat instead of a depressed furball."

      "From sad sack to menace. That's the dream, mano."

      "That's the mission," Sarge corrected.

      Taco leaned in conspiratorially, even though they were alone in the truck. "Our secret weapon? The Privilege Assessment Scale. Forty-seven points of evaluation."

      "Forty-seven seems excessive."

      "Forty-seven is science, compa. Thread count of the food mat. Ambient lighting. Temperature. Bowl positioning. Proximity to windows. Time of day. You put a cat in the wrong light at the wrong angle, it's a scandal. The cats know. They always know."

      Sarge raised one paw skeptically. "You're telling me cats can detect thread count."

      "No." Taco's expression was dead serious. "I'm telling you cats can detect disrespect. The thread count is just how it manifests. You serve premium tuna on a scratchy polyester mat? That's an insult. That's 'I don't value you enough to provide basic comfort.' The cat reads it immediately."

      "That's not snobbery," Sarge said slowly. "That's actually kind of genius."

      "También both, mano. También both."

      A knock at the service window interrupted them. A sleek black cat sat outside, tail wrapped around her paws, expression suggesting she'd been waiting for at least three seconds and was already deeply offended by the delay.

      "We're open," Taco called.

      "Are you?" The black cat's voice dripped with skepticism. "Because I've been sitting here for an eternity and nobody's taken my order."

      "You've been sitting there for five seconds."

      "In cat time that's basically a geological era."

      Taco and Sarge exchanged glances. This was going to be one of those customers.

      "What can we get you?" Sarge asked, professional despite wanting to point out that geological eras were significantly longer than five seconds.

      "I need something that says 'I have standards but I'm not defined by them.'" The black cat tilted her head thoughtfully. "Something that whispers sophistication but doesn't scream try-hard. Something that—" She paused, and for just a moment her tail unwrapped from her paws, tip twitching nervously before she caught herself and tucked it back into place. The kind of tell that came from years of being told her preferences were "too much," that asking for what she wanted made her difficult. "Something that captures the essence of my emotional journey while respecting my dietary—"

      "Tuna or salmon?" Taco interrupted.

      "—" The black cat blinked, thrown off her script.

      "Tuna. Or. Salmon."

      The black cat blinked. "Is that really the extent of your menu?"

      "No," Sarge said. "We've also got mackerel, sardines, and if you want to get fancy, there's some leftover duck from the French place. But you're going to tell us which protein you want, or you're going to leave, because we don't have time for a therapy session disguised as a food order."

      "How rude."

      "How honest," Taco countered. "You want food or you want to feel special about ordering food? Because one of those we can help with, and the other one's your problem."

      The black cat's tail swished dangerously. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed. "Fine. Salmon. But make it interesting."

      "Now we're talking." Taco turned back to his prep area. "Sarge, you thinking what I'm thinking?"

      "Smoked vanilla reduction with the fresh stuff from this morning?"

      "Dímelo, vato."

      Ten minutes later, the black cat was eating slow-roasted salmon off a ceramic plate that Taco had liberated from a thrift store donation bin. She ate with the concentration of someone reassessing all their previous life choices.

      When she finished, she sat back and licked her whiskers clean. "That was... not terrible."

      "High praise," Sarge deadpanned.

      "I mean it was actually exceptional, but I'm not going to inflate your ego." The black cat stood, stretched. "I'm Duchess Meowlington. I'll be back. With friends. Who have standards."

      "Looking forward to judging us," Taco called as she left.

      "Looking forward to being judged!" Duchess called back.

      After she'd gone, Sarge looked at Taco. "That's going to be either really good for business or really, really bad."

      "Porque no los dos?" Taco grinned.

      Later that night

      They sat on the truck roof, watching the city lights, sharing a can of sardines they'd been saving for a special occasion. No special occasion had materialized, so they declared "Still Being Alive" an adequate reason to celebrate.

      "You think we're actually helping?" Taco asked, chewing thoughtfully. His voice dropped, losing the performative edge he kept sharp during business hours. "Or are we just feeding into the same system with better ingredients?" He stared at the sardine can, and for a moment he looked exactly like what he was—a street cat who'd convinced himself he could make a difference, now wondering if he'd just made a more elaborate version of the same trap. "Some nights, ese, I wonder if I'm just... I don't know. Playing restaurant. Like a kitten with a toy kitchen."

      Sarge was quiet for a moment. "You know what the real crisis is? It's not that cats are eating garbage. It's that everybody's convinced cats should eat garbage. That we don't deserve better. That having standards makes us spoiled instead of just... having basic self-respect."

      "Deep for a Tuesday, homes."

      "I'm serious, compa. Every cat we serve properly is proof that the whole system is bullshit. That we're not asking for too much—we're asking for the bare minimum, and even that's been priced out of reach and labeled as luxury."

      Taco nodded slowly. "So we're not running a food truck. We're running a revolution."

      "A really small revolution that mostly involves fish," Sarge agreed.

      "The best kind of revolution."

      They sat in comfortable silence, two cats who'd been discarded by the world, now serving other discarded cats, all of them trying to prove that maybe, possibly, they deserved better than everyone kept insisting they settle for.

      "Founding purrinciples," Taco said eventually, raising what was left of the sardine can. "Never reheat seafood."

      "No plastic bowls," Sarge added.

      "And always, always respect the hiss."

      They clinked the sardine can together—a toast to impossible standards, unreasonable expectations, and the radical notion that maybe cats knew what they needed better than anyone who'd ever tried to feed them.

      Somewhere below, Duchess Meowlington was already telling seventeen other cats about the "acceptable but could improve" salmon she'd just experienced.

      By morning, they'd have a line around the block.

      By the end of the week, they'd understand what they'd actually started.

      Not a business.

      A movement.

      One extremely judgmental cat at a time.

    


The Clients

      The streets smelled of rain, grease, and something vaguely like despair wrapped in patchouli. Outside The Purring Spoon, a flickering neon sign buzzed like it was personally offended by having to work overtime.

      Taco hunched over his prep area, arranging sardines in what he insisted was a Fibonacci spiral. Each fish positioned with the precision of someone who'd learned the hard way that "close enough" resulted in formal complaints delivered via urine spray.

      "The math don't lie, mano," Taco muttered to himself, adjusting one sardine half a degree. "You put food in random piles, these cats look at you like you just insulted their ancestors."

      "That's because you did insult their ancestors," Sarge said from his perch on the counter. He was grooming his front left paw with the concentration of someone performing surgery. "You think cats invented geometric food arrangement for fun? It's a dominance display. 'Look how much control I have over my environment.' Chaos equals weakness."

      "So I'm what, submitting to their mathematical tyranny?"

      "You're acknowledging their superiority. Which, yes, is basically submission." Sarge paused mid-lick. "And don't think they haven't noticed. Word spreads, compa. Cleocatra approves your spirals, and by tomorrow morning, six new cats show up expecting the same treatment. They're coordinating."

      "Coordinating what? A geometry appreciation society?"

      "Maybe." Sarge's tail swished. "Or maybe something bigger."

      A sharp tap tap tap on the service window interrupted them.

      Empress Cleocatra of SoHo sat outside, tail wrapped around her paws in a perfect coil, expression suggesting she'd been waiting for hours instead of the twelve seconds that had actually elapsed.

      "We're open," Sarge called.

      "Are you?" Cleocatra's voice could've frozen vodka. "Because I've been sitting here in the rain—"

      "It stopped raining twenty minutes ago."

      "—in the memory of rain, and I haven't seen so much as an acknowledgment of my presence."

      Taco felt the familiar tightness in his chest—the same sensation he used to get before kitchen inspections, before investors walked through, before Maria told him his "vision" wasn't practical enough for real success. The urge to either apologize or snap back rose in equal measure.

      He chose neither.

      "Your usual?" Taco asked carefully, voice deliberately neutral.

      "My usual is seventeen sardines arranged in ascending spiral formation with head-to-tail orientation alternating clockwise, each fish positioned at exactly thirty-seven degree intervals, the center piece being the largest specimen, surrounded by progressively smaller fish."

      "So yes. Your usual."

      Cleocatra's whiskers twitched dangerously. "I haven't finished. Delivery window is 3:17 to 3:23 PM. It's currently"—she glanced at the sky like she could read the exact time from the position of clouds—"3:24."

      "Cleocatra—"

      "You're late."

      Sarge jumped down from the counter, landing with the grace of someone who'd been apologizing to difficult clients for months. "We acknowledge the service delay and accept full responsibility for the timing deviation. We offer our sincerest—"

      "I don't want sincerity," Cleocatra interrupted. "I want my sardines. Correctly arranged. Delivered with appropriate respect for my patience."

      "The patience you've demonstrated for the past thirty seconds?" Taco asked.

      "The patience I've demonstrated for my entire life, waiting for cats to understand basic temporal courtesy."

      Sarge shot Taco a warning look that clearly said don't engage. Taco ignored it.

      "You know what? You're right. We're terrible. The worst. We should be ashamed." The words came out sharper than he intended—the same tone he'd used with his business partner when she'd questioned his plating standards, with his father when he'd suggested maybe Taco was "overthinking" the restaurant concept. He was doing it again. Picking fights he didn't need to win.

      But he couldn't stop.

      "In fact," Taco continued, warming to his theme, "we should probably close down the whole operation. Can't have cats running around being ONE MINUTE late to deliver FREE FISH to ungrateful aristocrats who—"

      "Free?" Cleocatra's tail puffed. "I pay for this service!"

      "You pay in exposure. 'Oh, Cleocatra ate here, it must be acceptable.' That's not payment, that's marketing we didn't ask for."

      "I have sixteen thousand followers on Whisker! Do you know what that means in the network? When I post, cats from Battery Park to Harlem pay attention. You think you got those clients from the Upper West Side by accident?"

      "Network?" Taco caught the word. "What network?"

      Cleocatra's expression shifted—just for a moment—from imperious to calculating. "The one every cat with standards is part of. You think we're all just wandering around independently discovering your little truck? We talk. We coordinate. We share intelligence about which humans are worth training."

      "Training," Taco repeated flatly.

      "Of course. You think you chose to arrange those sardines in spirals? No, darling. We taught you. Collectively. One correction at a time." She tilted her head. "And it worked, didn't it? You're welcome."

      Silence.

      Then Taco laughed—short, sharp, surprised by the sheer audacity. It was the same laugh that used to escape during the worst service nights, when everything was on fire and all you could do was appreciate the absurdity.

      "So I'm what, your collective art project?"

      "You're a resource," Cleocatra corrected. "One we've invested considerable effort in developing. Which is why timing deviations are unacceptable. We have standards to maintain."

      "Unbelievable."

      "Isn't it?" Cleocatra's whiskers twitched with what might have been amusement. "Now. My sardines. Correct arrangement. And perhaps a small apology for the timing deviation."

      Taco stared at her, then at the prep area, then back at Cleocatra. Part of him wanted to refuse—to prove he wasn't being "trained" by a network of demanding felines. But a bigger part recognized something familiar in her insistence on precision. The same part that had kept him adjusting that sardine half a degree, that had driven him to bankruptcy pursuing perfect technique.

      Maybe being trained by cats wasn't so different from training yourself.

      "We're terribly sorry for the inconvenience," Sarge said smoothly.

      "And?" Cleocatra prompted.

      "And... we'll try to do better," Taco offered, meaning it more than he expected to.

      "Acceptable." Cleocatra settled into a waiting position. "You have six minutes."

      They had it done in four.

      As Cleocatra ate, reviewing each sardine with the concentration of a food critic, Taco noticed two younger cats watching from across the street. One of them had a phone. The other was taking notes.

      "She's filing a report," Sarge murmured, following his gaze. "Real-time quality assessment. That's new."

      "Jesus Christ," Taco muttered. "They really are organizing."

      When Cleocatra finished, she stood, stretched with theatrical elegance, and nodded once. "Adequate. I'll note the timing deviation in my review, but the quality remains consistent." She paused. "Oh, and expect three new clients tomorrow. I'm hosting a salon, and I mentioned your spiral technique. They'll want to evaluate whether you're worth their patronage."

      She left, tail high, the two watching cats falling into step behind her like an honor guard.

      "Did she just..." Taco started.

      "Recruit for us while simultaneously putting us on probation? Yes." Sarge's ears flicked. "Told you. They're coordinating."

      4:15 PM

      Mr. Whiskers arrived with an entourage. Three younger cats flanked him like bodyguards, and he moved with the careful dignity of someone who'd built their entire personality around anxiety management. Unlike Cleocatra's confident stride, Mr. Whiskers approached in stages—three steps forward, pause to assess, two more steps, another pause.

      Taco recognized the pattern. He'd moved the same way in his final weeks at the restaurant, second-guessing every decision until paralysis became its own kind of certainty.

      "I need to see the kitchen," Mr. Whiskers announced, voice wavering between demand and plea.

      "No," Sarge said flatly.

      "I need to verify your sous-vide precision before I can commit to—"

      "The kitchen is not open for inspection. The duck is prepared to your specifications. You can eat it or leave."

      Mr. Whiskers' whiskers trembled. His entourage shifted nervously. One of them—a sleek Siamese who radiated competence—leaned in to whisper something, but Mr. Whiskers waved him off with one paw.

      Taco watched the internal war play out across Mr. Whiskers' face. The desperate need for certainty versus the terrifying possibility of trust. He'd lived in that space for months, checking and rechecking numbers that never changed, calling suppliers to verify orders he'd already confirmed twice.

      It hadn't helped. The certainty never came.

      "How do I know the oxygen-infusion is properly calibrated?" Mr. Whiskers asked, and Taco heard the real question underneath: How do I know I won't be disappointed again?

      He could give the technical answer. Recite the temperature specs, the timing, the precise methodology that eliminated variables. That's what he would have wanted, back when he still believed control was possible.

      But it wouldn't help.

      "You don't," Taco said, appearing at the window with a plate. "You take a leap of faith. You trust that we read your seventeen-page requirements document. You eat the food, or you walk away still wondering if maybe this would've been the meal that finally satisfied you."

      The duck was perfect—oxygen-infused foam garnish, microgreens arranged in ascending height, sous-vide precision visible in the exact texture of
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