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Dedication


To burritos.


 


Sure, you break my toilet every now and then, but I’m fond of you, I really am.


 


(And you certainly are the bomb!)
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Chapter 1: Taco Treasure


Twelve months. That’s how long I’d been slogging along at the taco capital of the moon in Lake Buena Vista Star Crossing. Sure, there was also a McDonald’s there as well as an Uno Pizzeria and Grill, Buffalo Wild Wings, Perkins, Red Lobster (Their Chowder Fries give Taco Bell’s Nacho Fries a run for the money!), Fuddruckers, On the Border, Firehouse Subs, TGI Friday’s, and some strange all-you-can-eat buffet called The Knife, but there was nothing quite like my very own Taco Bell. Yes, I had my own franchise, which had been gifted to me by a crazy frog and some strange pig with sunglasses who apparently had deep government pockets. There was just one catch: I had to remain at this desolate location indefinitely, particularly if I wanted to stay employed. Doh!


It wasn’t all that bad, though. I could eat all the free Taco Bell I wanted, and occasionally, some of the other restaurants traded Nacho Fries (when I could keep them in stock) for Big Macs or hot wings. I got shipments regularly, ensuring that my store always had food (Very important!), including a variety of the newer items. Triplelupas? Yep, we had them. Loaded Taco Grande Burritos and Double-Stacked Tacos? You bet! We even had Rolled Tacos in stock until a certain frog decided to show up.


“Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?” The human-sized green frog with large orangish-reddish eyes stared at the sign above me and licked his chops.


I looked up at the new Rolled Tacos sign and shook my head. “No.”


“What do you mean no?” said the eccentric frog in a black business suit, otherwise known as Secret Agent Disco Dancer.


“I mean that’s an old sign.”


“Looks pretty new to me.” He eyed it closely.


“Fine. It’s a new sign. But the Rolled Tacos haven’t arrived yet,” I lied.


“Are you sure about that?” The frog poked his head over the counter, scoping out the back of the house.


I had anticipated this, and hid the Rolled Tacos in a place I thought he’d never find them. Of course, when the Stomach of the South locks onto something, no food is safe, even if it’s locked up at Fort Knox.


“Let me give you a hand, pal.” Secret Agent Disco Dancer hopped over the counter, spun around, and busted a move. “Maybe the Rolled Tacos arrived and you mistook them for rolls of toilet paper or something.”


I’ll show you some rolls, all right!


“I can handle this end just fine by myself.” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s not like there are any customers to worry about.” I pointed to the empty dining room.


All of last week I had a grand total of two customers: both astronauts, of course. The others that lived on base—which looked suspiciously like the giant golf ball (as I like to call it) at the Epcot Center—didn’t go out much, even though all the restaurants in our beautiful, little oasis was enclosed in a giant dome. Could they really deprive themselves of Taco Bell for longer than six months? No doubt, one way or another, they’d pop on by. Eventually.


“Great Scott! Everything’s so...clean...” Secret Agent Disco Dancer looked around the food prep assembly lines, one for the dining room and another for the drive thru window.


“That’s all that’s left to do in the absence of customers: clean.” I crossed my arms, wondering how in the world I was going to get the frog out of there now that he’d invaded the kitchen.


“Hmm... No Rolled Tacos here...” He checked the shelves and coolers above and below the assembly lines.


“See, I told you.” I shrugged. “Now would you-”


“I bet they’re hiding back HERE!!!” He jumped around the corner as if he were trying to pounce on a ninja. He checked all the boxes on the metal shelves, but all he found were lids, cardboard trays, inserts, napkins, cups and other supplies used to serve our food. Unfortunately, he also found the salsa.


“Fire sauce!” he gasped at the giant box before him.


“Yeah, corporate started sending larger boxes so that they wouldn’t have to ship Fire sauce as frequently. I had to redo all the shelves just to make everything fit.” I pointed to the wider gaps between shelves, but the crazy frog was only interested in the Fire sauce. “I’ll tell you what: If you leave now, I’ll give you an entire box of Fire sauce.” Heck, I was willing to part with all of it just to get him out of the store.


But the Stomach of the South would not be denied.


“Nah, that’s ok. I’ve got plenty in my spaceship.” He hurried over to the walk-in cooler.


Of course, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had nothing but Fire sauce piled high in his ship. Surely he slept on packets of Fire sauce, wiped his little froggy bottom with Fire sauce. Low on gas? Just insert Fire sauce! Yeah, that ought to do the trick...


“You know, if I were a Rolled Taco, I’d hide in here, where it’s nice and cool.” Secret Agent Disco Dancer flung open the door to the walk-in cooler and looked around. “I mean, Rolled Tacos need to be refrigerated, right?” he hollered.


“I wouldn’t know. Every time we get them in, you eat ‘em before they make it to the cooler,” I replied.


In fact, there should have been plenty to last all the way to Christmas. Heck, customers should have been able to stir their hot chocolate with them and add them as stocking stuffers. But being the frog that he was, a thousand or so went straight into his belly the moment a new shipment arrived.


“I see that you found the opened bag of sour cream.” I frowned. Still, that crazy frog wore it well, a creamy mustache and beard that would make Santa proud. He had the big belly down pat, too. Now all he needed was a red suit and he’d be ready to spank all those who were naughty but decided to climb in his lap anyways and demand presents. Or something like that...


“Oh, that was sour cream? I thought it was whipped cream.” He licked the remnants from his face, ruining his faux festive beard. “Still tastes great. Other than that, all you’ve got is healthy stuff: pico de gallo, sliced lettuce, tomatoes, onions, plenty of guacamole and some cheese. How’s a frog supposed to live on that?”


“No idea.” I smiled, hoping that would be the end of it.


He checked the few remaining coolers, another food preparation line that wasn’t assembled yet and a small room with a series of fryers. No dice.


“I can’t believe it!” Secret Agent Disco Dancer walked around in circles. “I don’t see any Rolled Tacos, but I can certainly smell them.”


“Huh?!” I stood up straight.


He wasn’t an ordinary frog, you see. Ok, yeah. I’m aware that many of you have not seen a life-sized frog walk around in a government-issued black suit, speak and sing in English (among other languages), and best you in a random game of Parcheesi. But this frog was well beyond that. He seemed to know things that others simply could not by his uncanny ability to absorb the environment around him. Couple that with superior strength and speed and a bottomless stomach that could devour just about anything, and you had one heck of a super, um...frog.


“You know what I like to do when I need to noodle over something?” He walked over to a cart full of dirty pans and plates. “I like to wash dishes.” He grabbed a stainless steel pot and began scrubbing away.


Of course, he made quick work of the dishes, and reminded me of his entry into the Guinness Book of World Records. Yep, no one scrubbed a pot or pan as fast as he could, and all the while I hoped that he’d keep blabbing about it, staying entirely focused on the dishes.


But you know how these things go, particularly with crazy frogs...


“Hey, what’s going on here?” He felt around one of the three sinks full of water, expecting to come away a dish or two. But when he reached into the warm water, he pulled out an air-tight, sealed bag of Rolled Tacos. “Jackpot!” He felt around and fished out all the other bags of Rolled Tacos I’d hidden.


“Drat!” I said under my breath, trying to hide my disdain.


“Can you believe it?” Secret Agent Disco Dancer gathered the seven bags into a pile on the counter, some 500 Rolled Tacos in all. “I see what you did there, and that’s pretty smart. I should probably wash my Rolled Tacos before I eat them, too.”


“Well, there you have it.” I stood there defeated, knowing that it would be at least a year before I saw another Rolled Taco again.


“Hey, thanks, pal.” The frog loaded the bags onto a plastic cart and began wheeling them towards the door.


“Shouldn’t I at least cook them first?” I tried to cut him off as he turned the corner.


“No need.” He’d already opened a bag and was eating a Rolled Taco directly from the package.


“At least leave me one bag,” I whimpered, but he was already out the door and speeding through the parking lot in his solid black van.


“Tell Santa I said hi!” He waved and sped off.
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Chapter 2: Stocking Stuffer


Ah yes, Santa. Funny that he should mention him. Sure, I’d met him a few times while learning how to run the lunar-based Taco Bell franchise. He was a plump, little Russian gentleman who visited from time to time to see if we had his favorite Taco Bell items. Although he liked Nacho Fries, the menu item that captured his imagination was none other than—you guessed it—Rolled Tacos, which the frog had gone off with.


“Grrr... That frog...!” I noticed that most of the Cinnamon Twists were missing when I came back inside and continued cleaning. “When had he done that?” I rubbed my eyes and looked again.


Indeed, I thought I had my eye on him the entire time. But he was tricky, that one. And that tongue of his... It could empty an entire cupboard in the blink of an eye if one weren’t careful.


Now it just so happened that it was getting close to Christmas and I wanted to do something special for the old man. He was fairly new to the game, and had just begun delivering presents last Christmas thanks to a certain frog and some unfortunate, misguided Russian fireworks.


“That frog...!” I couldn’t help myself as I wiped down the stainless steel counters in tight circles.


The longer I wiped down the kitchen, the more I began to calm down. It was just one shipment of Rolled Tacos. One. Although Christmas was in two weeks, the December shipment would be arriving soon, and hopefully, with a fresh supply of...well, everything but Rolled Tacos. Strangely enough, Rolled Tacos were listed on the invoice that was e-mailed from corporate a few days ago. I’d been requesting a little of everything, especially Rolled Tacos. Since they were back in season, as long as I wished upon a star or other such foolishness, they might comply with the request.


Rolled Tacos it would be—maybe, possibly—as long as nothing happened to the shipment.


“Hmmpht...” I tossed my rag aside.


Of course no one stepped inside the dining room or popped by the intergalactic drive thru. Nope, that wouldn’t happen until a few days before Christmas when space tourists came to sip champagne and speak politics. And, of course, Santa would come by for one last meal before the heavy lifting began.


For some odd reason, I would be given the privilege of receiving the very first present of the Christmas season. Jokingly, I’d given him a list of things that I wanted: more oxygen, a larger dome so that we could harvest more crops (such as lettuce, which seemed to deteriorate rather quickly up here), a ticket to a professional sports game on earth (any game), and a metric ton of sunblock in case the reflective shield in the dome faltered, allowing in too much solar radiation and frying us to a crisp. To this, Santa gave me his own list, with a single item on it: taco rolls, which, of course, could only mean one thing.


And how could I ruin this for Santa? It was a small thing to ask, and surely I’d be able to hide some Rolled Tacos for Santa, even if it meant carbon freezing some like they did to Han Solo in The Empire Strikes Back or burying a few in concrete right next to Jimmy Hoffa. I could do this. It was the least I could do. A stocking stuffer, if you will.


As for that frog, well... It was time to figure out a way to lock him out. Sure, in many ways he had the strength and speed of a superhero, particularly when his stomach did the talking, but there had to be a way to keep Taco Bell treasure under lock and key.


“Yesss...” I paced back and forth, and didn’t even realize that a customer had entered the dining room until he began to clear his throat and look at me.


“Willikers.” I caught sight of him, my heart nearly skipping a beat. “Now what would be the best way to guard against an intruder here on the moon? Thicker walls? Plasma cannons? Don’t worry, there’s free Taco Bell in it for you.” I gestured.


The young man angled his head and smirked. When I noticed the helmet in his gloved hand and the mini-lunar lander in the parking lot (why he hadn’t taken one of the many cars or buses from the main terminal I’ll never know), I realized how silly my question was.


“Gravity,” he said. “You take away their gravity.”
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Chapter 3: Gravity of the Situation


Ah, yes. Gravity. The one tool in my arsenal to neutralize any superhero, even crazy frogs.


After giving the astronaut a Variety Taco Party Pack and an Enchirito (yes, we still serve such a thing), I sent him on his merry way, hurried to the door, and quickly locked it.


Swell. I had an answer to my problem, notably the big, green problem. Now there was just the matter of how to temporarily suspend gravity.


You see, the lunar station and its accompanying dome used a synthetic gravity field to simulate gravity on earth. While I had expected to feel slightly lighter or heavier depending on how it had been calibrated, the scientists had gotten it right. It didn’t feel similar to earth, it felt exactly like earth. That’s why no red flags were raised when I first arrived and was slinging tacos until I could recall Secret Agent Disco Dancer’s sister, Cherrywine Divine, and her involvement with the notorious Frogwart Fisk. Surely parts of the station could turn off the synthetic gravity. In fact, the astronaut had told me that they did such a thing at the main base for training purposes before he blasted off with his party pack.


But could it be possible that some of these structures...?


“No.” I shook my head. “Really, no.” I just couldn’t believe it.


Something that the astronaut had said kept playing in my mind. “You take away their gravity. It’s easy. Even you can do it.”


“Oh, really?” I was so delighted with the response I forgot to press him for further details. On top of that, I hadn’t expected him to ask for a Party Pack, which consists of twelve tacos. Ugh, twelve! That felt too much like work. I even gave him an extra one to show my gratitude. Then it was, “Oh, I must hurry and get him out of the store before another customers arrives.” And then, um, what was I doing...? (Which is sadly a common occurence.)


Was it really so easy to turn off gravity? Like as easy as making a taco? Hmm...


I looked around the dining room and studied the walls. Nothing looked off about the place. Indeed, it looked just like your everyday Taco Bell restaurant. But how well did I really know the place? And were there additional features that I hadn’t stumbled upon yet?
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