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        “It has been said that cats are mysterious creatures. This is only true if you consider an open can of tuna mysterious, which most cats do not.”

      

      

      Mungus was a cat of simple philosophy. If it fit in his mouth, it was probably food. If it didn’t fit in his mouth, it might still be food if approached from the right angle, with sufficient determination, and possibly the assistance of gravity.

      This approach to life had served him well for all of his seven years, though it had led to some regrettable incidents involving houseplants, shoelaces, and on one memorable occasion, a small postal worker who had inexplicably decided to nap in the front garden.

      Claire Pemberton had adopted Mungus three years ago, primarily because he was the only cat in the shelter who didn’t flee when she mentioned her field of study. Most animals seemed to possess an instinctive understanding that Applied Apocalyptics was not a career path that attracted stable personalities. Mungus, however, had simply looked at her with the measured attention of someone evaluating a potential food service provider.

      Food lady. Smells like books and worry. Good enough.

      To Mungus, their relationship was a simple transaction of provisions. For Claire, it had evolved into a crucial partnership for her academic survival. She provided food, shelter, and a steady supply of interesting objects to investigate. He provided companionship, a warm presence during late-night thesis writing sessions, and an uncanny ability to knock expensive takeaway containers off the table at precisely the moment when Claire could least afford to reorder.

      "You realize," Claire said, addressing Mungus as he began his evening patrol, "that my entire academic career is sitting on that table, weighed down by objects that Professor Blackwood says could theoretically end civilization?"

      She ran a hand through her hair, feeling three years’ work pressing down on her—and her mother’s voice asking when she’d get a ‘real job’, and the department’s skepticism about whether anyone should be studying apocalypses that had already happened. It was more than just a degree; it was a desperate need to prove that past civilizations hadn’t just died, they had tried to warn those who came after. If she could prove that, maybe this time someone would listen. The Seal of Final Things was supposed to prove them all wrong. If she could decode its warning systems, she might finally validate her field, show that studying how civilizations destroy themselves wasn’t just academic navel-gazing but practical survival knowledge.

      Of course, convincing her mother that Applied Apocalyptics was practical would require a miracle. Or possibly an actual apocalypse.

      From Mungus’s perspective, this was just another round of mouth-sounds that didn’t involve food.

      Food lady making noise. Not about dinner. Continue patrol.

      The flat reflected both Claire’s academic focus and her complete inability to organize anything that wasn’t directly related to cosmic catastrophe. Books with apocalyptic titles were stacked everywhere, held down by what looked like rocks but were actually artifacts from civilizations that had successfully ended their own worlds. Several of these "paperweights" retained enough residual cosmic significance to make any practicing mystic break out in nervous sweats—though to Mungus, they were simply objects that sometimes smelled interesting and occasionally provided warm spots for napping.

      Tonight was different, though. The paperweight holding down Claire’s thesis wasn’t just any old artifact—it was the Seal of Final Things, and Claire had spent the last month convinced it might actually save her academic career.

      "This is it, Mungus," she had told him that morning, carefully placing the Seal next to her dinner plate where it could hold down Chapter Three. "Professor Blackwood says if I can decode the warning systems on this thing, I might actually graduate before my student loans achieve sentience."

      The Seal had arrived at the University via the usual channels—someone’s grandmother’s attic—and Professor Blackwood had declared it "moderately ominous but probably dormant." He hadn’t mentioned that "dormant" cosmic artifacts had a tendency to respond to proximity to other cosmic forces, of which Claire’s flat now contained an impressive and entirely accidental collection.

      Claire’s thesis argued that civilizations that destroyed themselves had been thoughtful about leaving warnings for future civilizations. The problem was that future civilizations used these warnings as decorative objects. The Seal was supposed to be her proof, a perfect example of apocalyptic foresight being reduced to paperweight duty.

      Her preliminary analysis suggested the Seal contained what appeared to be some kind of instruction manual, written in symbols that were almost familiar, like a language she had once dreamed of. Three more months of work, maybe four, and she’d have enough for her final chapter. Then she could stop eating ramen noodles for dinner and start proving that her unconventional field had merit.

      "Just don’t eat this one, okay?" Claire had warned Mungus that morning. "I know you think everything that glows is probably food, but this might actually be important."

      In Mungus’s experience, everything might potentially be food.

      Will investigate later when food lady not watching.

      Now, as Claire worked in the living room, wrestling with academic formatting requirements that seemed designed to test one’s commitment to scholarship through sheer tedium, Mungus moved his investigation to the kitchen table.

      The table presented several interesting opportunities from his perspective. Claire’s dinner sat cooling in its container, chopsticks balanced precariously on the edge. The smell reached his nose as a mixture of soy sauce and mild disappointment—Tuesday Special from the place that delivered but never quite lived up to its name.

      More intriguingly, there was something else. Something that smelled distinctly of fish.

      The object sat next to Claire’s plate, about the size of a cricket ball. It appeared to be made of some kind of clear material that caught the kitchen light. Inside, miniature storms swirled through crystalline depths, occasionally illuminated by flashes of lightning that existed in dimensions slightly adjacent to the kitchen.

      Shiny thing. Fish smell. Want.

      To any cosmic theorist, the Seal would have radiated enough warning signals to evacuate a small city. To Mungus, it was simply something shiny that smelled appealingly of fish—the Seal’s fishy aroma being the result of its last activation, a millennia ago, when it had been used to prevent the collapse of an empire whose primary export had been inter-dimensional seafood. This detail would have fascinated Claire’s academic advisors, but was entirely irrelevant to Mungus’s decision-making process.

      In Mungus’s experience, things that glowed usually didn’t fight back, and things that smelled like fish were generally worth investigating. The combination was promising.

      Glows. Good smell. No angry sounds. Safe.

      The Seal of Final Things, being an inanimate object containing the compressed essence of several cosmic endings, had no capacity for the defensive behaviors Mungus had learned to associate with inadvisable food choices. It couldn’t hiss, attempt to flee, or manifest protective spells.

      From the living room came the sound of rapid typing interspersed with small frustrated noises. In Mungus’s experience, this meant at least twenty minutes of uninterrupted human distraction.

      Coast clear. Time for investigation.

      He approached the Seal with the focused determination that had once enabled him to consume an entire rotisserie chicken while his previous family dealt with a small kitchen fire. The technique was refined through years of practice: quick assessment, strategic positioning, decisive action.

      The object crunched pleasantly between his teeth, rather like the expensive treats Claire occasionally purchased when her guilt about leaving him alone during long library sessions reached critical levels.

      Crunchy. Good texture. Tastes like... chicken? With weird aftertaste.

      The ‘weird aftertaste’ was actually the essence of existential dread mixed with oregano—a combination that had driven at least three cosmic theorists to early retirement. Mungus made a mental note about management’s questionable seasoning choices.

      The artifact settled in his stomach with a warm sensation that felt remarkably like the satisfaction of a substantial meal.

      Good food. Will complain about strange taste later. Maybe food lady fix.

      From the living room came the sound of Claire saving her work and stretching in her chair. In approximately ninety seconds, she would come to check on her cooling dinner and discover that her thesis paperweight had mysteriously vanished. This would eventually trigger a sequence of events requiring the formation of several new government departments, but such implications were far beyond the scope of Mungus’s current concerns.

      Nap time. Find warm spot.

      He padded to his favorite cardboard box—an Amazon container that had once held Claire’s textbooks on theoretical catastrophe management and now served as his primary headquarters for observing household activities while maintaining plausible deniability.

      As he settled into the perfectly cat-sized depression he had created over months of dedicated napping, the odd aftertaste seemed to echo with distant voices discussing things he couldn’t quite grasp. In Mungus’s experience, strange dreams were best ignored in favor of more practical concerns.

      Weird dreams coming. Think about tuna instead.

      Tomorrow, he decided, he would definitely need to have a conversation with management about proper seasoning. If shiny objects were going to taste like chicken, they should at least taste like good chicken, preferably with a tuna marinade.

      "Mungus?" Claire’s voice drifted from the kitchen, carrying a note of confusion that would soon escalate into academic panic. "Where’s my paperweight? Mungus? MUNGUS!"

      But Mungus was already settling into sleep, his consciousness drifting toward dreams of vast oceans filled with properly seasoned fish. He had just consumed Claire’s best hope for academic success along with a load-bearing wall in the architecture of reality itself.

      Meanwhile, the space where the Seal of Final Things had been sitting began to emit a small, polite humming sound, as if reality was clearing its throat to mention that something rather important had gone missing. The sound was too subtle for human ears but registered on dozens of pieces of monitoring equipment scattered across London, all of which began updating their cosmic threat assessments from "moderate concern" to "someone should probably look into this."

      Elsewhere in the city, a cosmic alarm clock that had been faithfully counting down to the end of the world for the past four millennia checked its settings, found itself suddenly without a schedule to follow, and began emitting a low, confused hum that began to disturb the sleep of three nearby clairvoyants and one surprisingly sensitive pigeon.
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        “The trouble with eating something that wasn’t meant to be eaten is that it tends to disagree with you. The trouble with eating the cosmic lynchpin of reality is that reality tends to disagree with everyone else.”

      

      

      In a windowless monitoring station beneath Whitehall, Technician Grade 2, David Dawson, sipped his lukewarm tea and watched the screens. The North London Cosmic Array, usually a sea of placid green data points, was screaming in twelve-dimensional color. The primary emission signature wasn’t a stellar event, a temporal distortion, or a standard dimensional breach. According to the diagnostic algorithm, whose frantic pop-up windows David kept dismissing, the signature was organic, feline, and currently... purring.

      He picked up the secure phone with the calm professionalism of a man paid not to panic.

      “Sir,” he said to the department head, “you need to see this. I think we have an unscheduled cat.”
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday morning arrived in Claire’s flat with a cheerful insistence that suggested the universe was either completely unaware that one of its fundamental support structures had been digested, or was putting on a brave face while quietly panicking behind the scenes. The sun rose precisely on schedule, birds sang their dawn chorus with suspicious regularity, and somewhere in North London, a cosmic alarm clock continued to hum in confusion.

      Claire woke up to find Mungus sitting on her chest, staring at her with the intense focus that usually meant either he was hungry or something required immediate attention. Given that her alarm clock was displaying what appeared to be hieroglyphics instead of numbers, she suspected it might be both.

      Food lady awake. Strange taste still in mouth. Want breakfast.

      “Good morning to you too,” she mumbled, gently moving him aside so she could sit up. “Did you sleep well, or did you spend all night digesting cosmic forces beyond mortal comprehension?”

      His response—a purr that seemed to have gained several new harmonics overnight—caused her bedside lamp to flicker briefly through colors that didn’t technically exist in the visible spectrum.

      Purr feels different. More vibrations. Nice.

      “Right,” Claire said, noting that her spider plant, which had been a cheerful green companion for three years, was now glowing softly and appeared to be trying to communicate through interpretive leaf-rustling. “I think we need to have a serious conversation about your dietary choices.”

      She had always talked to him during their morning routine, but today felt different. Today, she found herself studying his face with the desperate attention of someone realizing they might lose something precious and irreplaceable.

      “You know,” she said, scratching behind his ears while he purred his strangely enhanced purr, “I’ve gotten rather used to having you around. I realize that makes me the stereotype of the lonely graduate student with a cat, but you’re excellent company for someone whose social life consists mainly of arguing with dusty books and attending committee meetings about the end of the world.”

      Good scratches. Food lady making worried sounds
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